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Abstract 

 

The aim of this study was to explore the role of social media in shaping the career discovery, 

aspirations, and choices of South African university students. This was explored through 

three key research questions around how South African university students perceive the 

influence of social media in the discovery and exploration of career options, how they 

perceive the influence of social media in the formations of their career aspirations, and how 

they perceive the influence of social media on their career decisions.  

 

A cross-sectional, qualitative, interpretivist research design was employed whereby data was 

gathered through non-probability convenience sampling through volunteers and 

snowball/chain sampling methods as well as a purposive strategy. Interviews were conducted 

on the sample, and these were then analysed through a thematic analysis methodology in 

order to explore the experiences of the participants. The sample consisted of 14 individuals 

between the ages of 22-27 who were studying in South Africa through a tertiary educational 

institution.  

 

The study utilized Social Cognitive Career Theory (SCCT) as a theoretical framework to 

understand the impact of social media on the behaviour and career development of South 

African students. SCCT proved highly beneficial in explaining the role of social media in 

shaping career interests and facilitating career exploration. While social media played a 

significant role in exposing students to various career options and influencing their 

perceptions, it was not perceived as the primary determinant of career choices. Rather, 

personal interests, passions, and other factors played a more significant role. Nevertheless, 

social media did have an indirect influence on career decisions by providing information and 

shaping perceptions. The study's findings align with previous research but also offer nuanced 

insights, contributing to the understanding of social media's role in the career journey. This 

research fills a gap in South African literature and lays the groundwork for future studies in 

this area. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction and background 

1.1 Introduction 

In contemporary society, the intersection of technology and human behaviour has become 

increasingly intricate, integrating into various facets of life. This symbiotic relationship between 

humans and technology has not only revolutionized the way we communicate, work, and interact but 

has also spurred significant advancements in the research field of career psychology. As society 

attempt to navigate this digital landscape, it has become imperative to critically examine the 

implications of technology on human behaviour. This research study delves into the multifaceted 

dynamics between technology and human behaviour in the field of career psychology - aiming to 

unravel the complexities, challenges, and opportunities that arise within this area.  

Global trends in the evolution of career interests have revealed that there is a large shift whereby 

people are moving towards career opportunities which are situated within the technological 

environments (software development, data science, artificial intelligence, cybersecurity, digital 

marketing, etc.) due to the rapid advancement of technology in the global landscape (Tamboli & Paul, 

2020; Utama & Widyotama, 2020). In line with the rapid advancement of technology and the fourth 

industrial revolution, a variety of new occupational paths and needs have come up that are moving 

away from more traditional careers (Tamboli & Paul, 2020; Utama & Widyotama, 2020). 

Additionally, the evolution of technology and the change it has brought about to every dimension of 

human life has begun to play a role in the way in which people discover and explore their career 

options too (Tamboli & Paul, 2020).  

Over time, traditional forms of mass media which have played a role in influencing the perceptions 

and choices of the population have begun to converge with modern forms of mass media (social 

media). Consequently, this convergence has resulted in a blurred line between the perception between 

traditional ‘reliable’ sources of information and led to the information presented on social media to 

become more trusted, influential, and engaged with more frequently (Cho et al., 2024). It seems to be 

the case that the integration of technology into the various aspects of the career journey has possibly 

strongly influenced the entire modern age career development journey from the way in which people 

discover and explore various occupations, to the choices they end up making (Tamboli & Paul, 2020). 

The introduction of technology into all aspects of human life in the modern world begs the question of 

the extent to which it plays a role in the career journey of people in the current age. Maree and 

Molepo (2004) put forward the argument that social media has the potential to act as an accessible 

career-information resource for South Africans and therefore holds the potential to aid in more 

informed career decisions.  
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Similarly to how mass media has historically influenced people's career interests (Gupta, 2019; 

Krishna & Sharma, 2016; Tamboli & Paul, 2020), social media content also exerts a comparable 

influence (Saleem et al., 2014; Tamboli & Paul, 2020; Utama & Widyotama, 2020). The implications 

of this assertion are significant, particularly in the context of South Africa, where access to 

informational resources about occupations is limited. This lack of access often leads many South 

Africans to pursue careers that are not in line with their values and talents, ultimately resulting in less 

fulfilment (Maree & Molepo, 2004). Recognizing that social media, which is widely engaged with 

across various socio-economic classes, could potentially play a role in informing career discovery, 

exploration, aspirations, and choices, suggests an opportunity to develop and disseminate educational 

career resources and information more readily accessible to the South African population. Hence, this 

study aimed to delve deeper into the role of social media content in shaping the career discovery, 

aspirations, and choices of South African university students. 

 

The review to follow provides an overview of the role that social media plays in the way people 

uncover and aspire to various careers. Operational definitions of the four main constructs considered 

in this study (social media content, career discovery, career aspirations, and career choice) are 

provided in order to frame the context of the research and how these constructs will be defined 

throughout the study. The way in which these constructs interact and the plausible role of social media 

in this relationship is discussed and then the importance of career processes is discussed in relation to 

the various inequalities and high unemployment rate present in South Africa to further justify the 

potential implications of the study in the South African context. Next, the extensive use of social 

media by university students is considered with regards to their choice of study and career goals. The 

importance of the study is critically discussed in relation to the current relevant literature, and the gaps 

within it.  

 

1.2 Operational definitions  

Before a more detailed background and argument can be put forward, it is critical to ensure 

the key constructs are defined in order to ensure they are understood as intended. In sections 

1.2.1-1.2.5 below, the key constructs are discussed as understood in this study.  

 

1.2.1 Social media and social media content 
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Social media is generally defined as online digital channels or networks that facilitate the 

sharing of virtual information through text, images, videos, voice-recordings, or documents. 

(Akram & Kumar, 2017; Bolton et al., 2013; Bright et al., 2015; Budree et al., 2019). Social 

media refers to platforms where users are able to produce and share various types of content 

over the internet and through virtual communities (Akram & Kumar, 2017; Bolton et al., 

2013). Examples of social media include Instagram, TikTok, Twitter, Facebook, Snapchat, 

and Pinterest (Akram & Kumar, 2017; Gupta, 2019). Social media allows for its users to 

interact with each other through means of text, videos, and images (Black, 2017; Bolton et 

al., 2013; Bright et al., 2015; Tamboli & Paul, 2020). Many social media users spend time 

actively creating and sharing content or engaging, while others simply consume content 

(Bolton et al., 2013). This study will focus on social networking sites such as Facebook, 

Pinterest, Twitter, Instagram, and YouTube – as these are the most commonly used social 

media platforms in South Africa (Niohuru, 2023; Statcounter, 2022). Additionally, LinkedIn 

will be included as it is directly concerned with career discovery and opportunities. LinkedIn 

is often referred to as a ‘professional social media platform’ (PSM) (Ruparel et al., 2020; 

Ruparel et al., 2023).  Social networking sites are a type of social media platform whereby 

users are able to form and maintain relationships by engaging with the content they share – be 

it content that is personal, career-related, about their interests, etc. (Bright et al., 2015; Gupta, 

2018; Hooley et al., 2010; Tamboli & Paul, 2020). Social media content (within this study) 

will therefore refer to the content (whether in the form of videos, pictures, recordings, blogs, 

posts, messages, comments, etc) found on these social networking platforms (Bright et al., 

2015; Tamboli & Paul, 2020) - this will include all content, whether it is merely observable 

content, can be engaged with, or is directed towards certain users or not.  

 

1.2.2 The career development process 

Career development is generally defined as the continuous journey of managing education, 

employment, personal time, and transitions to progress towards a desired future (Brown, 

2002; Sinha, 2020). It entails acquiring experiences and knowledge to progress in one's 

chosen career path. Donald Super, a prominent figure in career development theory, proposed 

a theory that emphasizes the importance of self-concept and the role of social factors in 

career development (Brown, 2002; Super, 1996). According to Super, career development is 

an ongoing process influenced by factors such as one's self-concept, life roles, and the social 
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environment (Brown, 2002; Super, 1996). On the other hand, John Holland's theory of 

vocational choice suggests that individuals have unique personality types, and that career 

development involves finding environments that match these personality types (Brown, 2002; 

Reardon & Lenz, 1999). According to Holland, career development involves exploring 

different career options and selecting ones that align with one's personality (Reardon & Lenz, 

1999). On a different note, the Social Cognitive Career theory, developed by Robert Lent, 

Steven Brown, and Gail Hackett, emphasizes the role of self-efficacy beliefs in career 

development. According to Lent et al. (2008; 1994) – an individuals' beliefs about their 

abilities to succeed in different career paths influence their career choices and actions.  The 

career development process therefor refers to the process that individuals go through which 

ultimately leads them to career choices (Brown, 2002; Sinha, 2020). This process is complex 

but can be seen to consist of (not necessarily in a linear fashion) discovering a career  interest, 

assessing oneself (skills, interests, values, etc.) in relation to this occupational interest and 

path, conducting research and exploring the career options, choosing an option to aspire to 

and pursue, and then developing the necessary skillset and knowledge required for this career 

goal (Lent et al., 2008; Reardon & Lenz, 1999; Super, 1996; Sinha, 2020). The choices are 

also influenced by a variety of factors such as personality, life events, parental influences, etc. 

(Lent et al., 2008; 1994; Super, 1996; Reardon & Lenz, 1999). This research is therefore not 

necessarily interested in career development as a construct – but rather the career 

development processes and journey that leads to certain choices. The career development 

process considers the search and application for the chosen career path, the stages of 

advancing one’s career, and career transitions. For the purposes of this research, three key 

stages of the career development process will be defined in detail  as these will be the focus. 

This includes the step of career discovery, career aspirations, and career choice.  

 

1.2.3 Career discovery and exploration 

Career discovery and exploration can be defined as the processes of uncovering and 

identifying new career options that were previously unknown to the individual (Gravelle, 

2020; Klein et al., 2021; Legrand, 1992; Radloff, 2014). This uncovering involves a level of 

investigation into the career and career exploration is therefore intertwined with the process 

of discovery (Klein et al., 2021). Career discovery is not confined to any specific 

environment as it can occur through conversation, through observation, through reading, or 
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even through the internet and social media (for example) (Hooley et al., 2010; Legrand, 1992; 

Super, 1969; Super et al., 1996). Career exploration involves learning about a career and 

using this information to assess it through critically evaluating one’s own personal qualities, 

skills, and interests in relation to it (Gravelle, 2020; Hooley et al., 2010; Legrand, 1992; 

Radloff, 2014), it therefore involves self and environmental exploration (Radloff, 2014; 

Super, 1969; Super et al., 1996). This exploration is used to guide future career goals and 

decisions (Hooley et al., 2010; Legrand, 1992). 

Traditional methods of discovering and exploring career interests typically involve a 

combination of self-assessment tools, career counselling (Maree, 2013), and job shadowing 

(Miles, 2015). Individuals can be seen to actively seek out opportunities to explore different 

career paths through job shadowing, doing internships, carrying out volunteer work, or 

participating in career-related events and activities (e.g., career days) (Miles, 2015; Schwartz 

et al., 2018). Self-assessment tools are tools used to help individuals identify their interests, 

values, skills, and personality traits to gain insight into potential career paths that may be a 

good fit (Brown, 2002). These include interest inventories (e.g., Strong Interest Inventory), 

personality assessments (e.g., Myers-Briggs Type Indicator), and values assessments. 

Additionally, individuals are also often seen to consult with career counsellors to receive 

guidance and support as they explore their career interests and options (Brown, 2002). Career 

counsellors aim to help individuals identify and clarify their goals, develop action plans to 

work towards these, and overcome obstacles in their career exploration process (Maree, 

2021). Another way in which people commonly discover and explore careers is through 

building professional connections by attending networking events, industry conferences, and 

using online platforms where they can learn about different career paths and gain insights 

from professionals working in their fields of interest.  

Evidently, career discovery and exploration can play a role in the career aspirations and 

choices of people, which is why there are cases where certain career discovery and 

exploration initiatives are encouraged and implemented in order to fulfil the perceived needs 

of the country or certain organisations. For example, if there is a perceived need for more 

Doctors in South Africa, organisations and institutions may implement career discovery 

initiatives and fairs to create a strong interest in these career paths and encourage people to 

pursue it. Career discovery and exploration is therefore important not only to individuals to 

allow them to assess what jobs would be best suited to them, but it is also important in filling 
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perceived economic gaps. It therefore stands to reason that career discovery and exploration 

is important not only at an individual level, but also at a broader socio-economic level too.  

 

1.2.4 Career aspirations 

Career aspirations can be defined as the long-term, generalized goals one has with regards to 

what they hope to achieve in their occupational future (Black, 2017; Cooper, 2013; Zambroni 

et al., 2018). These aspirations are built upon the knowledge one has about a career and 

career aspirations therefore hold the potential to be influenced by the information available 

and that is presented to individuals in the process of pursuing these aspirations (Brown, 2002; 

Klein et al., 2021; Super, 1969; Super et al., 1996). The insights gained from career discovery 

and exploration activities can therefore inform individuals' career aspirations by helping them 

identify potential career paths that align with their interests, values, and skills (Klein et al., 

2021; Ozek & Ferraris, 2018). As individuals explore different industries, roles, and 

opportunities, they may develop a clearer vision of their desired career outcomes and set 

specific goals and objectives for their professional development (Brown, 2002). It seems as 

though career discovery and exploration and career aspirations are interconnected processes 

that guide individuals in exploring, clarifying, and pursuing their desired career paths 

(Brown, 2002; Klein et al., 2021).  

 Additionally, career aspirations are a key motivating factor in the actions that individuals 

take towards pursuing a career (Black, 2017; Cooper, 2013; Zambroni et al., 2018). These 

aspirations could be linked to the nature of work, working hours, working environment, 

financial gain, opportunity to give back to the community, etc. Career aspirations are dynamic 

and may change as the individual’s wants, needs, and values evolve throughout their life 

experiences (Black, 2017; Cooper, 2013; Zambroni et al., 2018).  Career aspirations play a 

crucial role in shaping individuals' career choices by guiding their decisions, motivating their 

actions, and providing a framework for evaluating potential career paths (Black, 2017; 

Cooper, 2013; Zambroni et al., 2018). By aligning their career choices with their aspirations, 

individuals can pursue paths that are meaningful, fulfilling, and aligned with their long-term 

goals. The importance of one’s aspirations can be further considered through looking at the 

example of Nelson Mandela - Nelson Mandela aspired to fight against injustice and apartheid 

in South Africa in order to bring about positive change and reconciliation in his country. 

Mandela's career choices were often driven by his aspirations for social justice and equality. 
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He became actively involved in the anti-apartheid movement, leading protests and advocating 

for peaceful resistance against discriminatory policies. Despite facing imprisonment and 

adversity, Mandela remained committed to his principles and pursued negotiations with the 

South African government to dismantle apartheid and establish a democratic society. 

Mandela's leadership and perseverance ultimately led to his release from prison and his 

election as the first black president of South Africa, allowing him to fulfil his aspiration of 

bringing about positive change and reconciliation in his country. This example aims to bring 

to light the way in which aspirations can play a critical role in the future career and choices of 

individuals.  

 

1.2.5 Career choice 

Career choice can be understood as the selection of an occupation. One’s career holds the 

potential to define their status in society, determine their wage income, and is therefore able 

to have an impact on one’s financial and psychological wellbeing (Akosah-Twumasi et al., 

2018; Black, 2017; Ozek & Ferraris, 2018). Additionally, career choice is significantly 

associated with socio-economic inequalities (Akosah-Twumasi et al., 2018). The career 

choices made by the youth can have a major impact on the overall economy of a country as 

these choices affect the various gender and wage income gaps, and essentially the overall 

societal inequalities (Akosah-Twumasi et al., 2018; Shen et al., 2021). In a country such as 

South Africa that already suffers severe racial and gender inequalities, these career choices 

are critical to the future of the country. Not only do the choices have the potential to fill gaps 

and impact the country, but they also have a huge impact on the lives of people. In many 

cases, people are seen to be in jobs they do not enjoy or that do not align with their values, 

interests, and skills – which can lead to them being unsatisfied and unfulfilled and possibly 

choosing to pivot mid-career due to regret (Shen et al., 2021). Choices are therefore deeply 

impactful at an individual and broader level (Miles, 2015; Ozek & Ferraris, 2018). A career is 

a significant aspect of one's life, often chosen early on and not easily altered (Brown, 2002; 

Miles, 205; Ozek & Ferraris, 2018). Making the right career decision is a major life choice 

that requires careful consideration. Many people instinctively make decisions about their 

career path based on their passions and areas of strength (Shen et al., 2021; Ozek & Ferraris, 

2018). Therefore, it is crucial to first understand one's own abilities, strengths, and 

motivations before making a career decision (Shen et al., 2021; Ozek & Ferraris, 2018) – 
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which is why exploration and aspirations are inherently tied to the process in making choices 

(Miles, 2015; Shen et al., 2021).  

It is important to note that the actual choices made are critical as there are many cases in 

which individuals dream and aspire to certain careers or goals but do not make choices that 

actively work towards those. What if Mandela didn't decide he wants to be a lawyer? What if 

Oprah made the choice to be a schoolteacher instead of following her dreams? The actual 

choices actively made by Mandela and Oprah are what allowed them to follow their paths to 

success. Although aspirations are linked to career choice, they do not necessarily determine 

the choices people make as career choices are impacted by a variety of factors such as  a 

combination of personal, social, economic, and environmental factors (Brown, 2002; Ozek & 

Ferraris, 2018). Individuals weigh these factors differently based on their unique preferences, 

goals, and circumstances when making decisions about their career paths. For example, a 

person’s dream job may not be a financially feasible option or offer the stability and security 

necessary so they may compromise and choose a different path.  

Key factors that are seen to influence career choices in South Africa include their skills and 

educational background (Dodge & Welderufael, 2014). Individuals may choose career paths 

based on their academic achievements, qualifications, and access to higher education 

institutions (Dodge & Welderufael, 2014). Many South Africans may be forced to choose 

between certain paths due to their education levels and the opportunities associated with these 

(Dodge & Welderufael, 2014). Additionally, economic factors, such as job availability and 

income opportunity could play a significant role in the career choices of South Africans too. 

Individuals may prioritize careers that offer financial stability and opportunities for 

advancement. Cultural norms and societal expectations can also influence career choices in 

South Africa. Family, community, and cultural traditions may shape individuals' perceptions 

of suitable career paths and influence their decisions (Brown, 2002; Dodge & Welderufael, 

2014).  

Another key factor which can be said to play a role is that of informational resources 

available to South Africans (Black, 2017; Brown, 2002; Maree, 2013; Shumba & Naong, 

2012). Many South African’s may not be aware of certain career options and may be forced 

to choose only what they know and have seen. Social circles which contain people of similar 

profiles may only be fed particular kinds of career-related information to shape their choices 

(Dodge & Welderufael, 2014). The implications of this can ultimately result in people 
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perpetuating poverty cycles and not pursuing employment opportunities that could potentially 

break these patterns. Social media holding career—related information therefore incites the 

idea that people of all classes could access more information which could help bridge 

informational gaps and lead people to make more informed decisions.  

Although social media would have the potential to provide accessible information to help 

inform career discovery, exploration, aspirations, and choices – it may also hold the potential 

to make people perceive their dreams to be far away from their reality. Particularly if the 

content on social media is highly glamourized. The career discovery, exploration, aspirations 

and career choices of South Africans are critical to the wellbeing of the country and its 

people, and it is therefore important to further explore those factors that could positively 

benefit these processes– in this instance, social media content.  

 

1.3 The implications of social media playing a role in the career discovery, aspirations, 

and choices in South Africa 

South Africa suffers from a high unemployment rate (Black, 2017; Maree, 2013). Factors 

contributing to this include an inadequate exposure of work options to young South Africans 

and a limited number of resources regarding career information being available or accessible 

to them which results in a weak career education (Black, 2017; Brown, 2002; Maree, 2013; 

Shumba & Naong, 2012; Stats SA, 2017). These are factors amongst many of a complex 

nature, for example – poor economic growth, infrastructure challenges, corruption, low 

literacy levels, skills shortages, the apartheid legacy, etc. that contribute to the high 

unemployment rate. However, they are generally easily overlooked due to the 

macroeconomic challenges which play a role that are often more focused on. This essentially 

results in the majority of young South Africans not being able to effectively choose career 

paths as they do not have enough information to make informed choices (Ebersohn & 

Mbetse, 2003; Maree & Molepo, 2004; Sampson et al., 2018; Shumba & Naong, 2012; Shen 

et al., 2021). A study by Shen et al. (2021) revealed that there were notable variations in the 

level of financial/class advantage in the aspect of career decision-making across student 

populations from different regions. It was found that individuals from more rural and 

disadvantaged areas encountered greater challenges in making career decisions due to a 

scarcity of self-assessment practices and information and career-related resources (Shen et al., 

2021). Urban students were seen to enjoy superior information access, granting them an edge 
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in decision-making processes. Moreover, despite similar educational backgrounds, rural 

students exhibited unchanged thought patterns and behaviors, contributing to heightened 

apprehensions and hurdles in career decision-making when compared to their more 

advantaged urban counterparts (Shen et al., 2021). The case is similar in South Africa (Ajayi 

et al., 2023).  

Additionally, Miles (2015) highlighted that there are studies which indicate that individuals 

from lower socio-economic backgrounds often hold jobs that do not align with their interests 

and aspirations, unlike those from higher socio-economic status who tend to pursue careers 

more in line with their goals. Furthermore, individuals from disadvantaged backgrounds tend 

to have fewer external academic and vocational support resources available to them (Miles, 

2015). Effective career guidance education has the potential to elevate the aspirations of these 

marginalized groups and facilitate their access to valuable opportunities and resources (Miles, 

2015). It is therefore important for people of both advantaged and disadvantaged 

backgrounds to have access to information in order to make career decisions (Budree et al., 

2019; Maree & Molepo, 2004). Those who are disadvantaged are less likely to have access to 

career education resources (Budree et al., 2019; Ebersohn & Mbetse, 2003; Maree & Molepo, 

2004), this may result in them making career decisions that do not necessarily resonate with 

them which then result in them being unsatisfied with their work and ultimately leaving 

(resulting in possible unemployment) (Allan et al., 2019;) or even being unmotivated and/or 

unable to progress in their career (Niati et al., 2021; Taghulihi, 2015) (further expanding the 

financial and societal gap between the advantaged an disadvantaged) (Maree, 2013). 

Having more access to career-related information and insights could provide people with the 

resources they need to create (entrepreneurs) or gain a career that is meaningful to them – 

which could not only possibly result in higher job satisfaction and increased motivation in the 

workplace (depending on additional intermediary factors) (Allan et al., 2019), but it would 

also positively contribute to the overall economy and ultimately contribute to addressing the 

inequality and unemployment issues within South Africa (Ebersohn & Mbetse, 2003; Maree, 

2013). Maree and Molepo (2004) therefore argue that South Africa needs to focus on 

providing extensive information in order to assist young South Africans in their career 

choices.  Reasons why many are lacking in career education resources are because, firstly, 

career counselling and career programs are less available in disadvantaged, under-developed 

areas and are generally only available to those who can afford them (Black, 2017; Maree & 

Molepo, 2004). Secondly, there are many issues related to career services that result in them 
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being less accessible, some of these issues include people being unable to travel far to see a 

career counsellor, the cost of career services, lack of awareness (those in more rural 

communities may not know of career counsellors), and even language issues – in a culturally 

diverse country such as South Africa where English is not everyone’s home language, it may 

be difficult for people to find a career counselor, services, or information in their home 

language (Black, 2017; Maree & Molepo, 2004). Information that can be used to guide career 

decision is ultimately vital for the career choices of the South African population – if 

information could be more easily accessible across rural and urban areas of South Africa, 

more people would be informed about the career options available to them and this would 

help to reduce unemployment rates.  

There has been an increase in the use of the internet to search for jobs by the unemployed and 

those unemployed within rural areas are more engaged with the internet to search for jobs 

(Hooley et al., 2010; McQuaid et al., 2003). Furthermore, Hooley, Hutchinson, & Watts 

(2010) suggest that the online resources available for investigating and discovering careers is 

far larger and more accessible than those provided by physical career services and programs. 

Online resources are cheaper, more accessible, available in a wide variety of languages, and 

are therefore a feasible option for providing South Africans (even those in under-developed 

areas) with career education resources (Black, 2017; Hooley et al., 2010; Maree & Molepo, 

2004). It therefore follows that online resources and content that are able to contribute to the 

information resources that influence career decisions hold the potential to greatly contribute 

to decreasing the gender, racial, and financial inequalities (Black, 2017) and it is worth 

gaining a deeper understanding of the role that social media plays in the career decisions of 

South Africans.  

There has been a rapid increase in the use of technological devices all over the world, 

including South Africa (Budree et al., 2019). A statistical report by Statista (2022, 28 April) 

estimated that around 32.73 million South Africans are currently users of social media sites. 

This is roughly 54% of the total South African population. Additionally, South Africa has the 

second highest rate of internet use in Africa (Niohuru, 2023). Those aged 18 – 34 years of age 

account for the majority of social media users (Statista, 2022, March). It is clear that those 

between the ages of 18-34 as well as adolescents (13-17years of age) largely utilize social 

media (Statista, 2022). Considering that the online social media community is growing 

rapidly, it is critical to consider the implications that this could have with regards to how it 
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could contribute to certain group behaviours and decision-making processes (Budree et al., 

2019).   

 

1.4 Social media’s influence on career interests  

Mass media has often been seen to be responsible for contributing to shaping the personal 

interests, beliefs, and behaviours of members of society – including their career interests 

(Gupta, 2019; Krishna & Sharma, 2016; Tamboli & Paul, 2020). For example, there are 

various cases of individuals who discover and aspire to careers they were exposed to on 

television shows (King & Multon, 1996). One notable example of a person who was first 

exposed to their dream job via media is Oprah Winfrey. As a young girl growing up in 

Mississippi, Oprah was greatly influenced by watching television. She idolized journalists 

and television personalities - particularly Barbara Walters. Oprah has recounted how 

watching Barbara Walters on television made her realize her own aspirations to become a 

broadcaster and host her own talk show. This early exposure to the media industry through 

television played a pivotal role in shaping Winfrey's career aspirations and ultimately led to 

her iconic career as a talk show host, media mogul, and philanthropist. This highlights the 

impact that media has had on individuals career discovery, aspirations, and choices in 

previous years.  

Considering that mass media has begun to converge with social media over time, it seems to 

be plausible that the case is the same for social media content in that it holds the potential to 

influence the career interests of individuals (Saleem et al., 2014; Tamboli & Paul, 2020; 

Utama & Widyotama, 2020). Due to the large sum of users on social media, a great range of 

content exists that users are exposed to daily (Bright et al., 2015; Tamboli & Paul, 2020). 

Amongst many things, career-related content and content that holds the potential to influence 

careers can be observed (Hooley et al., 2010; Sampson et al., 2018; Zambroni et al., 2018). 

Furthermore, social media users are seen to make use of social media to find information as 

the line has become blurred between more traditional research methods and sources of 

credible data as social media has become a trusted source of advice and influence (Cho et al., 

2024). The content that has the potential to influence the career interests of people does not 

necessarily need to be specifically career-related or come from career practitioners. Content 

shared by various users and ‘influencers’ also hold this potential as they seem to have become 

perceived credible sources of information due to their success.  
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However, many career practitioners, counsellors, and advisors are utilizing social media to 

deliver information, deliver their services, and to find information to assist them in their 

practice. (Hooley et al., 2010; Kettunen et al., 2015). Not only does this mean that career 

counsellors and advisors are sharing career-related content that has the potential to influence 

others with regards to their career journey, but their practices are vulnerable to being 

influenced by other content too (Kettunen., 2015). The implications of this generates 

possibilities of career advisors and counsellors considering new non-conventional careers into 

their research and practices (for example, those careers related to social media such as being a 

YouTuber, ‘Influencer’, Food blogger, etc.). This therefor evokes the idea that there is also a 

vast amount of specific career-related content available on social media, and that social media 

is influencing the available job opportunities that now exist in the modern world.  

These less traditional and new-aged careers created by the digital world (Tamboli & Paul, 

2020) may be considered by South Africans (Black, 2017). The large variation of users of 

social media (including recruitment companies, employers, educators, etc.) further 

contributes to creating an information rich environment to facilitate career exploration and 

aspiration (Akram & Kumar, 2017; Hooley et al., 2010; Utama & Widyotama, 2020). 

Additionally, the career journey of users of social media can also be influenced by content 

that is not specifically generated by career practitioners or necessarily specific to career 

related content (Utama & Widyotama, 2020; Zambroni et al., 2018). Role models on social 

media can contribute to the discovery and aspiration of certain careers (i.e., if a person’s role 

model is seen to have a certain occupation, this may create interest or motivation towards that 

occupation) (Cooper, 2013; Lubenov, 2021; Maree & Molepo, 2004; Saleem et al., 2014). 

Considering the large amount of content on social media, people often look towards it when 

exploring various career options (Hooley et al., 2010; Saleem et al., 2014; Zambroni et al., 

2018), in fact Budree et al. (2019) state that people not only use social media to influence, but 

to actively be influenced. Individuals have become more likely to look up an institution, 

course of study, or job role on the internet or social media to inform their decisions rather 

than doing site visits. Although social media has not entirely absorbed traditional career 

exposure methods (career days, career fairs, site visits, etc.), it has become a more integral 

part of the process. It can therefore be said that not only can social media content influence 

the career discovery, aspirations, and choices of people inadvertently – it is also actively 

utilized by people in their career processes.  
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1.5 Social media’s influence on career interests: Explained through the Social Cognitive 

Career Theory (SCCT) 

The majority of career theories recognize that vocational outcomes result from interactions 

between individuals and their environments, however, these theories often fail to capture the 

dynamic nature of this interaction or account for chance events (Bright et al., 2005). Although 

recent efforts have aimed to incorporate more dynamic elements into these theories, the social 

learning and social cognitive approaches to career decision-making (e.g., Krumboltz, 1979; 

Krumboltz & Nichols, 1990; Lent et al., 1996) address this dynamic interaction more deeply 

(Bright et al., 2005). They highlight how learning experiences, both direct and vicarious, 

influence individuals' vocational interests, values, and choices (Bright et al., 2005). 

The way in which being exposed to social media content and the portrayal of various jobs and 

careers could possibly influence the underlying processes of career discovery, career 

aspirations, and career choices of individuals can be understood through consideration of the 

Social Cognitive and Social Cognitive Career Theory (Bright et al., 2015; Cooper, 2013; Lent 

et al., 1994; Zambroni et al., 2018). The Social Cognitive Career Theory (which will 

henceforth be referred to as SCCT) is one which puts forward the idea that career 

development is a process that is characterized by the way in which one’s personal 

characteristics (including personality traits, talents, etc.), social environment, and their 

personal experiences (as well as the behaviours, beliefs, and attitudes formed through these) 

interact with one another. Essentially, these three aspects influence the career development 

process of people – from discovery to choices (Lent et al., 2008).  The SCCT aims to explain 

three interrelated aspects of the career development process: the development of academic 

and career interests (framed by discovery and aspiration), how educational and career choices 

are made, and how career and academic success is obtained (Lent et al., 2008). The social 

cognitive career theory is a learning theory based on the foundational beliefs of both 

cognitive and behavioural studies that essentially builds upon the premise of Albert Bandura’s 

social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1991; King & Multon, 1996) – that an individual can gain 

knowledge through observing others, particularly in social environments (King & Multon, 

1996; Lent, Brown, & Hackett, 1994).  

Social media can be seen as a social environment as it is characterized by virtual interaction 

(Bright et al., 2015; Hooley et al., 2010; Utama & Widyotama, 2020). Additionally, the 

content is easily observable. It therefore follows that people are able to learn from social 
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media content, and this learning has the potential to affect their behaviour (Bright et al., 2015; 

Cooper, 2013; King & Multon, 1996; Tamboli & Paul, 2020; Zambroni et al., 2018). This 

seems to speak to career discovery as the information presented in social media content 

allows individuals to explore and learn about various occupations.  

A tailored model of the theoretical framework that can be used to frame the study has been 

included in Figure 1.1 below.  

 

 

Through utilizing this framework to understand the interaction between social media content 

and career discovery, exploration, choice and aspirations – the potential impact of social 

media on these constructs can be better understood. Social media is an information rich 

environment that can be compared to the one discussed in the SCCT because it represents 

environments whereby one is able to interact and observe interactions (Hooley et al., 2010; 

Utama & Widyotama, 2020). Furthermore, social media has the potential to shape one’s 

behaviour (Utama & Widyotama, 2020; Zambroni et al., 2018; Tamboli & Paul, 2020). It is 

evident that social media is potentially deeply impactful in career choice of those who use it 

(Black, 2017; Bright et al., 2005; Krishna & Sharma, 2016; Saleem et al., 2014; Zambroni et 

al., 2018). 

In the social cognitive career theory, behaviour is said to be mainly affected by self-efficacy, 

outcome expectancies, socio-structural variables, and goals (Lent et al., 1994). Self-efficacy 

refers to the level of confidence one has in themselves to complete a certain task or act in a 

certain way (Bandura, 1991, Bright et al., 2015; Nguti et al., 2019). There is a direct link 

between one’s self-efficacy and their ability to complete a task. In other words, if a person 

believes they can do a certain job, they are more likely to pursue it and be able to do the job. 

Self-efficacy is therefore related to career discovery processes, career aspirations and job 

Figure 1.1: A Model depicting the role of social media in the career development journey  
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choice (Bright et al., 2015; Nguti, Osarenkhoe, & Kiraka, 2019). One’s self-efficacy can be 

developed positively through seeing others succeed (Bandura, 1991). If a person were to see a 

fellow social media user, who is relatable in terms of age and social class (the socio-structural 

variables), successfully occupy a certain job– this could result in the individual thinking 

along the lines of ‘if they can do it, I can do it’ (Bright et al., 2015; King & Multon, 1996; 

Lubenov, 2021; Zambroni et al., 2018). A study by Michelle King and Karen Multon (1996) 

demonstrated that television media played a role in the career aspirations of high-school 

students when there were role models seen in the media which held relatable or similar 

characteristics to themselves. The students aspired to vocations that were modelled by those 

seen in the media that they could relate to in terms of race, gender, culture, etc. (King & 

Multon, 1996). This highlights the impact that role models seen in the media can have on 

one’s career aspirations. Social media content therefore holds the potential to influence one’s 

self-efficacy through role-modelling (Cooper, 2013; Bright et al., 2015; Maree & Molepo, 

2004; Zambroni et al., 2018). Contrary to the general consensus held in the literature in line 

with the theory above, the key findings of study by Cooper (2013) found that the media (not 

limited or specifically social media) consumed by individuals is not directly related to their 

self-confidence or self-efficacy in their ability to achieve their career aspirations and goals. 

However, the media was identified as a useful resource that played a role in the career 

aspirations and choices of students (Cooper, 2013).  

In terms of the outcome expectancies factor the SCCT theory, social media content may also 

influence one’s outcome expectancies of certain jobs (Bright et al., 2015; Nguti et al., 2019; 

Zambroni et al., 2018). For example, if content creators depict success through money and 

fame – which is seen to be associated with their job, this could influence how one 

understands the outcomes of certain jobs, which would ultimately affect their career 

aspirations and/or choice (Cooper, 2013; Zambroni et al., 2018). It can be seen that social 

media ultimately has the potential to affect the self-efficacy, outcome expectancies, and 

career goals (essentially the career aspirations) of its users (Nguti et al., 2019) and the SCCT 

is therefore an appropriate means to understanding how the content from social media can 

affect the career discovery, exploration, aspirations and even choice of its users (Bright  et al., 

2015).   
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1.6 A review of research on the role of social media in career discovery and exploration, 

aspirations and choice 

According to Super’s (1969) career development theory, career exploration begins and is 

generally carried out from the age of 15-24 and a career is established from the ages of 24-44 

(Super, 1969; Super et al., 1996). In other words, people begin to discover, explore, aspire to, 

and choose careers to pursue within the ages of 15-44 (Super, 1969; Super et al., 1996) and 

this is the age group most commonly engaging in social media (Statista, 2022). It therefore 

follows that the content they engage with on social media could influence their career 

exploration and establishment. Social influence is often used to explain certain group 

behaviours (Budree et al., 2019; Utama & Widyotama, 2020) and considering the idea that 

social media facilitates an information rich, easily accessible environment that is able to 

influence its users – it holds the potential to greatly influence how South Africans 

(particularly within the age group of 15-34) come to discover and aspire to pursue certain 

careers (Black, 2017; Utama & Widyotama, 2022).  Social media can play a significant role 

in how people make their career choices (Bright et al., 2005; Krishna & Sharma, 2016; 

Saleem et al., 2014; Utama & Widyotama, 2020). Many studies have found social media to 

be a significant contributing factor to the various stages in career journeys and it can 

influence how people view, discover, explore, and aspire to certain careers (Black, 2017; 

Bright et al., 2005; Cooper, 2013; Krishna & Sharma, 2016; Saleem et al., 2014; Zambroni et 

al., 2018). Table 1.1 below provides a summary of the findings of the role that social media 

has in career discovery, aspirations, and choices with reference to the context of the findings.  

 

Table 1.1: A summary of the findings regarding the role of social media in career 

discovery, aspirations, and choices 

Author/s  Context 

(based in) 

Sample group Research 

Design 

Results of study 

 

Bright et al.  

(2005) 

Australia University students Quantitative This study 

concluded that social 

media significantly 

influences the career 
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decisions of 

university students.  

 

Cooper (2013) USA University students Mixed 

methods: 

Qualitative 

and 

quantitative 

This study found 

that social media 

was seen as useful in 

determining career 

goals but was not 

directly related to 

the pupil’s career 

goals.  

 

Saleem et al. 

(2014) 

Pakistan University students  Quantitative This study stated 

that media plays a 

significant role in 

career selection and 

career choice. 

 

Krishna & 

Sharma (2016) 

India  University students Quantitative 

 

This study 

concluded that mass 

media is one of the 

important factors 

utilized for making 

career choices. 

 

Black (2017) South Africa Grade 11 high 

school pupils  

 

Qualitative 

 

This study found 

that social media 

does influence career 

discovery and 

exploration, 

aspirations and 

choice of pupils. 
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Zambroni et al. 

(2018) 

Indonesia High school 

students 

Quantitative The results of this 

research concluded 

that social media has 

an important role in 

providing direct and 

indirect information 

related to students 

‘career aspirations 

and that social media 

has a significant role 

in helping students 

determine the future 

of their careers. 

 

Gupta (2019) India University students Quantitative This study found 

social media to be a 

contributing factor in 

the career choices of 

university students.  

 

Tamboli & 

Paul (2020) 

India Young graduates 

and undergraduates 

Quantitative 

 

It was said that new 

media plays an 

important role in 

career decisions and 

career choices. 

 

Utama & 

Widyotama 

(2020) 

Indonesia Graduates and 

employers 

Literature 

review 

This study stated 

that social media 

strongly influences 

career choice of 

students. 
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Table 1.1 clearly illustrates that many of these studies are not based in South Africa or are 

quantitative in nature. Furthermore, they do not focus on understanding the influence, impact 

or role of social media on career discovery, aspirations, and choice alone in depth (Zambroni 

et al., 2018). Considering that each study found social media to have a significant  role in the 

career discovery, aspirations, and/ or choices of students – there is a need for further 

exploration into this role (Bright et al., 2005), in the South African context (Black, 2017; 

Maree & Molepo, 2004). This study aims to investigate the role social media has in the career 

journey of young South Africans (students in particular). Students currently studying at a 

university can be said to have chosen a course of study to pursue certain career options 

(Shumba & Naong, 2012; Tamboli & Paul, 2020). Students generally fall within the age 

group of 18-35 years of age and are therefore likely to be in the process of exploring or 

establishing careers (Legrand, 1992; Super, 1969; Super et al., 1996) and have or are 

currently engaging in social media (Gupta, 2018; Saleem et al., 2014; Tamboli & Paul, 2020).  

 

1.7 Research rationale 

Technology's pervasive influence has impacted the way people explore career options. With 

traditional and modern forms of media converging, social media has gained credibility as a 

source of career information and is seen to hold the potential to influence career decisions. 

This holds particular significance in South Africa, where access to career resources is limited, 

leading to career choices that may not align with individuals' values and talents. A neglected 

and key contributing factor to the unemployment rate of South Africa is the lack of accessible 

and affordable career-information resources, leading to uninformed career decisions (Black, 

2017; Maree & Molepo, 2004; Shumba & Naong, 2012;). A resource found to be generally 

accessible, affordable, and richer in information is that of social media (Black, 2017; Hooley, 

Hutchinson, & Watts, 2010; Maree & Molepo, 2004)– which around 32 million South 

Africans engage in (Statista, 2022) – regardless of class. Not only is social media utilized by 

the majority of the population, but it has also been found to be an information-rich 

environment that is a significant influencing factor of the vocational exploration, goals, and 

choices of people all around the world (Black, 2017; Bright et al., 2005; Cooper, 2013; 

Krishna & Sharma, 2016; Saleem et al., 2014; Zambroni et al., 2018). Recognizing the 

potential of social media to inform career discovery and aspirations suggests an opportunity 

to enhance access to informational career resources for the South African population. 
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However, there are few studies that explore the role of social media in these processes in 

depth or qualitatively (Zambroni et al., 2018), particularly in the South African context 

(Black, 2017). This study therefore contributes to the South African knowledge economy by 

contributing to a gap in the current literature and provides insights into the impact and role of 

social media in the career development journey of South Africans.  

1.8 Research aim 

The aim of this study is therefore to gain a deeper understanding of the role that social media 

content plays in the career discovery, aspirations, and choice of South African university 

students through examining their lived experiences. The main research question and sub-

questions are therefore posed as follows: 

1. What is the role of social media in the career discovery and exploration, aspirations, 

and choices of South African university students? 

1.1 How do South African university students perceive the influence of social media 

in the discovery and exploration of career options? 

1.2 How do South African university students perceive the influence of social media 

in the formations of their career aspirations?  

1.3 How do South African university students perceive the influence of social media 

on their career decisions? 
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Chapter 2: Methodology 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter provides details around the research design that was employed to address the 

research questions of the study, the sampling strategy, the sample obtained, the procedure 

followed to collect the data, how the data was analysed, as well as the ethical considerations 

relevant to the study.   

 

2.2 Research design 

The research design for the current study was a cross-sectional, qualitative, interpretivist, 

approach. A qualitative approach refers to an approach to research which aims to analyse 

non-numerical data that has been obtained first hand by the researcher in order to gain a 

deeper understanding of constructs or personal experiences of participants that a quantitative 

approach does not allow for (Babbie & Mouton, 2002; Maxwell, 2008; Sandberg, 2005). A 

qualitative approach framed by the interpretive research paradigm is one which aims to gain a 

deeper understanding of phenomena in specific contexts, through creating an understanding 

of the lived experiences of people by interacting with them and using one’s own knowledge 

to interpret what has been said in these interactions (Maxwell, 2008; Pham, 2018; Sandberg, 

2005). In order to answer the research questions, an exploration into the experiences of South 

African students was necessary. The purpose of this exploration aligned with that of the 

qualitative, interpretivist research approach as it involved interaction with the participants in 

order to gain insight into their personal experiences – these were then interpreted by the 

researcher in order to answer the research questions.  

This approach is often critiqued for limiting transferability as each case is unique, however, it 

is argued that as long as the researcher provides evidence for the findings and justifies 

interpretations, transferability can be achieved, although its extent is left to be judged by the 

readers (Black, 2017; Glaser, 2004; Maxwell, 2008). In order to address issues of 

transferability, the researcher ensured that detailed accounts of findings were provided. 

Another critique of this research design may be that it is judged for being susceptible to bias 

as the interpretations/research outcomes are influenced by the subjective beliefs and 

knowledge of the researcher (Pham, 2018; Sandberg, 2005). However, this bias can be 

reduced if the researcher engages in critical self-reflection throughout the research process in 

order to evaluate how their own knowledge and beliefs affects certain aspects of the research. 
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If a transparent approach is taken and these reflections are communicated, the research can 

still be viewed as reliable (Black, 2017; Maxwell, 2008). In order to reduce bias and 

encourage reliable results, self-reflection was consistently engaged in and was transparently 

reported on throughout the process in an academic reflection journal. Furthermore, although 

the results may not seem to be representative of an objective reality (rather subjective 

realities) and therefore did not allow for truth claims to be made, they were able to inform 

detailed knowledge claims (Sandberg, 2005) that were ultimately able to answer the research 

questions. It can therefore be said that although this method had limitations in terms of bias, 

these were addressed through detailed reports and transparency throughout the research 

process. Qualitative methods are unable to investigate a very large sample and are time-

consuming. However, the qualitative approach adopted here was also more flexible and 

adaptable, which allowed for the collection of more information that could further contribute 

to the quality of the findings of the study and broader field (Pham, 2018; Sandberg, 2005). It 

was therefore an appropriate design for the purposes of the study as it was able to ensure the 

research questions were addressed in depth - in a way which was feasible, cost-effective, and 

aligned with the core aims of the study. 

 

2.3 Sample 

2.3.1 Demographic information 

The final sample consisted of 14 South African students living in Gauteng and studying at a 

tertiary institution (inclusive of all forms of tertiary education, for example: technical training 

and vocational schools). In line with the aims of the study and criteria for the sample, those 

individuals who were between the ages of 18-44 years of age and studying at a tertiary 

institution were deemed the most suitable to provide the information needed to address the 

research questions. Table 2.3.1 below provides demographic details of the participants of the 

study. The majority of the sample was female (79%) while 21% were male. The sample could 

be seen to consist of White (50%), Black (36%), and Indian (14%) participants. Almost all 

the participants all had English as their home language, which ultimately reduced the chances 

of language bias and initial translation concerns. Five of the participants attended the 

University of the Witwatersrand (36%), 3 attended the University of Pretoria (21%), 1 

attended Varsity College (7%), 1 attended IMM Graduate School (7%), 1 attended UNISA 

(7%)., 1 attended the University of Johannesburg, and 1 attended the JIRA Academy (7%). 
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36% of the participants were studying an undergraduate degree, 36% were studying their 

honours degree, 21% were studying their Masters’ degree and 1 candidate was doing her 

Doctorate. The ages of the sample ranged from 22-26 years of age.  

 

Table 2.3.1: Demographic characteristics of the sample 

Variable Category N (13) % 

Gender  Female 11 79% 

Male 3 21% 

 

Race  

Black 5 36% 

Coloured 0 0% 

Indian 2 14% 

White 7 50% 

Home Language English 13 86% 

 

 

 

University Institution 

IMM College 1 7% 

University of Pretoria 3 21% 

University of South Africa 1 7% 

University of Johannesburg 2 14% 

University of the Witwatersrand 5 36% 

Varsity College  1 7% 

JIRA Academy 1 7% 

 

 

Level of Education  

Undergraduate degree 5 36% 

Honour’s degree 5 36% 

Master's degree 3 21% 

Doctoral degree 1 7% 

 

 

Age 

22 years old 3 21% 

23 years old  5 36% 

24 years old 4 29% 

26 years old 2 14% 

27 years old 1 7%  

  

 

 

 2.3.2 Sampling strategy 

The sample consisted of students that were currently enrolled in a tertiary academic 

institution within Gauteng, South Africa. The inclusion criteria for the sample required that 

participants be 18-44 years of age, currently studying at a tertiary academic institution, and 

are well versed in English (the researcher was most proficient in English and the time 

limitations and cost-restrictions of the study did not allow for a translator to be hired). This 

sample was appropriate for the research as it consisted of individuals who were studying in 

order to pursue a particular career (potentially) and had therefore undergone the process (or 

are undergoing) of career discovery, exploration, aspiration, and possibly career choice – and 
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were therefore able to provide information relevant to the study (Shumba & Naong, 2012; 

Tamboli & Paul, 2020). A sample size of 12-15 is generally considered acceptable for a 

qualitative study (Braun & Clarke, 2013; Guest et al., 2006). Data stopped being collected 

once saturation had been reached and a flexible approach was taken in order to ensure enough 

rich data was collected. The study therefore included 14 participants in order to conform to 

the recommended sample size for qualitative studies (Braun & Clarke, 2013; Guest  et al., 

2006).  

The sampling strategy that was carried out to acquire this target sample was a combination of 

non-probability convenience sampling through volunteers and snowball/chain sampling 

methods as well as a purposive strategy. Individuals who fit within the inclusion criteria (i.e. 

that were interested in volunteering) were purposefully chosen and approached. This allowed 

for rich data to be obtained as students from different universities, in different fields of 

interest, of different ages and sociocultural qualities allowed for a diverse sample. 

Additionally, they were requested to refer other students that fit the criteria who were then 

requested to participate in the study. This method of sampling was feasible, convenient, and 

cost-effective. Although these methods may have resulted in a sample that was not entirely 

representative of the target population, they allowed for an adequate and diverse sample that 

was able to provide rich data.  

 

 

2.4 Data collection 

2.4.1 Data collection   

Primary data collection took place by means of one-on-one interviews with the participants. 

Each interview followed a semi-structured style. An interview schedule (as seen in Appendix 

F) was used to guide the interview so that the flow was logical, and the areas of interest were 

directly addressed in order to ensure that particular topics were covered within the time 

frame, while still allowing for flexibility and providing the participant with the opportunity to 

be able to speak freely. This allowed for themes to emerge organically, which encouraged 

information that was rich and authentic in order to allow for the researcher to gain more 

meaningful insights. Although interviews were time-consuming, the data was information 

rich. Interviews are also more susceptible to bias; however, this bias was reduced through 

extensive training undergone by the researcher (for example, the researcher learnt how to 

construct a questionnaire to reduce bias and was able to be self-reflective throughout the 
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process) (Sandberg, 2005). The researcher was experienced and trained in interviewing which 

helped to address this issue, contributing to the quality and length of the interviews (which 

were between 30 minutes to an hour and a half long depending on the participant), and 

reduced costs (no extra training needed to be taken, no extra resources needed to be paid for, 

etc.). The interviews all took place online via Microsoft Teams as this was deemed most 

practical and preferred by the participants. Although online interviews presented issues such 

as technical disruptions (bad connection, power outages, etc.) and generally excluded those 

without Wi-Fi and technological devices from the study – the sample was that of University 

students that were expected to have access to these resources and there were no participants 

that did not.   

 

The interviews ranged from 30 minutes to an hour and a half long. Initially, they were 

scheduled to be an hour long – however, due to issues with follow through and participant’s 

being able to make time, they were shortened to be roughly 30-45minutes long (some running 

overtime due to participants providing longer answers and discussions). This adjustment was 

helpful in improving participant follow-through. The main questions investigated the 

experiences that the participants had of the four main processes (career discovery, career 

exploration, career aspirations, career choice) in relation to their social media content 

exposure and engagement, these were then followed up with clarifications and probing 

questions. The aim was to ask questions that were open-ended, clear, and simply worded in 

order to avoid ambiguity, confusion and short, close-ended answers. However, due to a bit of 

inexperience, there were times where follow up questions were asked in a more close-ended 

and unclear way which required the researcher to re-state the question or provide 

clarification. This, however, did not seem to limit the answers of the participants and still 

managed to evoke information-rich answers. The interview began with the researcher 

introducing themself and setting a comfortable tone. Questions used to create rapport with the 

interviewee were then asked in order to encourage trust and essentially honesty and openness 

(this will encourage more detailed answers), these included questions such as “Can you 

please tell me a bit about yourself?”, “what university are you studying at?”, and “what are 

you currently studying?”.  There were roughly 5 questions per construct, and probing was 

used to explore the role that social media plays in relation to these, for example: questions 

such as “how did you find out about this field of study?”, “do you follow people that are 

employed in that kind of position on social media?”, etc. There was time allowed for the 

interviewee to ask questions, and the interview then concluded with closing remarks. The 
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provisional interview schedule was altered to the final interview schedule that can be seen in 

Appendix F. Before the interview schedule was finalized, a pilot interview was conducted in 

order to test the effectiveness and appropriateness of the interview schedule. This interview 

highlighted the need for more direct questions in order to save time and gain answers directly 

related to the research questions that could be compared across interviews.   

  

2.4.2 Data collection procedure   

In order to collect the data, firstly, information about the study and a call for participants was 

posted on Facebook, WhatsApp, LinkedIn, and shared via email. In addition to those who 

came forward and volunteered, potential participants that fit within the criteria were 

approached via email and formally requested to participate in the study. The email consisted 

of a participant information sheet (as seen in Appendix A) containing the relevant 

information about the study (the general interests of the study and the motivation behind 

conducting it) as well as information regarding what participation in the study would entail 

(being interviewed in person, how long it should take, the time frame in which it needs to 

take place, etc.). Once they agreed to participate in the study, the interview was arranged at a 

time and place (online via Microsoft Teams) most convenient for the participant and 

researcher. The details were then re-confirmed closer to the time of the interview. On the day 

of the interview, the participants were provided with an additional participant information 

sheet (as seen in Appendix A), required to fill out a demographic questionnaire (as seen in 

Appendix D), sign a consent form to consent to participate in the interview (as seen in 

Appendix B), sign a consent form to be audio-recorded (or video recorded in the case of a 

virtual interview) (Appendix C), and then they participated in the interview. Once the 

interview had finished, the recording was stopped. The participant was then debriefed and 

provided with the opportunity to ask questions. The interview recording was stored safely on 

a password protected computer until they needed to be transcribed. Once they were 

transcribed, the recordings were stored safely again and any information that could identi fy 

the participant in the data was removed. The transcriptions were saved on a password 

protected computer until such time that data analysis took place.  

   

 

2.5 Data analysis 
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The transcripts of the interviews were then analysed through a Thematic Analysis framed by 

the procedure recommended by Clarke and Braun (2006). The data was analysed through 

Thematic Analysis in order to identify predominant themes and patterns of thought  processes 

and behaviour relevant to their social media engagement that impacted their process of career 

discovery, career exploration, career aspiration, and career choice. This data provided in-

depth information and themes that contributed to answering each research question. It can be 

seen that this methodology was appropriate for the purposes of the study, however, it was 

time-consuming and labour-intensive (Braun & Clarke, 2006). It was not a linear process and 

required flexibility and adaptability (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Prokopis, 2023). The steps 

outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006) – as seen in Figure 2.6.1 below were strictly adhered to. 

 

Figure 2.6.1: Steps to Thematic Analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  

 

 

 Firstly, the transcript (one at a time) was read, and the researcher (myself) familiarized 

themself with its content. A process of coding was then carried out through the use of Atlas 

software (Atlas, 2022), whereby various statements were coded. These codes were then 

grouped into possible broader themes. These themes were reviewed, critically evaluated, and 

refined. The themes were then defined and named. This process was repeated and 

adjustments to themes were made. Once this had been done for each transcript, the themes 

identified in each transcript were reviewed and compared to one another – these themes were 

then sorted and grouped into broader themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Prokopis, 2023). These 

1. Become familiar 
with the data

2. Generate initial 
codes

3. Analyze and look 
for relevant themes

4. Review the themes

5. Name and define 
the themes

6. Refine the themes 
and repeat steps  
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main themes were then written up. This method of data analysis was appropriate to use to 

analyse the data to address the research questions and was therefore appropriate for the 

purposes of the study.   

  

 

2.6 Ethical considerations 

This study was deemed a low-risk study by the ethics committee. The registrar of the 

university was informed of the study and an application for ethical clearance was submitted 

to the Human Research Ethics Committee (non-medical). Additionally, the participants were 

required to provide informed consent in order to participate in the study and informed consent 

was attained in order to record the interview. A participant information sheet stating that 

participation is voluntary, there were no advantages or disadvantages associated with 

participating in this study, that they were allowed to withdraw from the study at any point, 

and that they were not required to answer any questions they are uncomfortable with was 

provided to them and signed. The details of the researcher (myself), research supervisor, and 

the ethics committee of the University were provided to the participants, and the details of  

feedback were given. With regards to issues of confidentiality, only the researcher had access 

to the recording of the interviews and these recordings were stored on a password protected 

computer that was only accessible to the researcher. Once the transcriptions had been made – 

they were stored on a password protected computer. Furthermore, any identifying 

information was removed from the transcripts and the study to ensure confidentiality. In the 

unlikely event that support was required by any of the participants, they would have been 

provided with the details and contact information of SADAG. All these measures meant that 

the necessary precautions were taken in order to protect the wellbeing and identity of the 

participants and the relevant ethical clearance was obtained.   

 

2.7 Reflexivity 

In order to illustrate that the study was trustworthy and credible, full disclosure and detail 

regarding all aspects of the study were provided and consistently reflected upon. In 

qualitative research, disclosing one’s own position in relation to the research (how my own 

beliefs, values, worldviews, etc., relate to the various aspects of the research process) is a way 

to increase the credibility of the study (Merriam, 2009). The process of evaluating and 

critically reflecting upon one’s own position in relation to the research is known as positional 
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reflexivity (Merriam, 2009). In line with this concept of positional reflexivity and credibility 

in qualitative research, and due to the interpretive and interactive nature of the study - a 

consistent reflexive stance was upheld, and a reflexive journal was kept in order to ensure 

critical self-awareness and self-reflection throughout the research process. This journal 

accounted for the position of the researcher (myself) (the values, presumptions, beliefs and 

other contextual factors relevant to the researcher) which may have potentially affected the 

collection or interpretation of the data (Merriam, 2009). Maintaining positional reflexivity 

and recording this reflexive process through a reflexive journal allowed for a critical 

evaluation of the position of the researcher (myself) to be disclosed to the reader in order to 

ensure credible findings (Merriam, 2009).   
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Chapter 3: Results  

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents the results of the thematic analysis conducted on the transcribed 

interviews with 14 South African university students with the aim of exploring what role social 

media plays in the career development journey of South African students. Braun and Clarke’s 

(2006) thematic analysis was used to analyse the data and 6 key themes emerged. Through the 

lens of a thematic analysis, this chapter delves into these six themes and their sub-themes to 

explore the various experiences and perceptions of the participants. The first three themes are 

focused on social media. These spoke to the platforms the participants engaged with, the way 

in which the participants engaged with social media, as well as how they perceive it. Given the 

nature of the study, discussions around social media, as well as the journeys around the career 

choices made by the participants took place. The key findings which emerged from the latter 

are discussed throughout the last three themes and their sub-themes. Figure 3.1 below can be 

seen to provide a basic summary of the key themes and sub-themes.  

 

Figure 3.1: A summary of the key themes and sub-themes 

 

Theme Sub-theme 

Theme 1: Distinctive contributions of 

social media platforms 

 

1.1 LinkedIn - The Search and Connect Platform 

1.2 YouTube – The Edutainment Platform 

1.3 Instagram – The Entertainment and 

Engagement Platform 

  

Theme 2: Social Media Content  2.1 Inspirational/Motivational Content 

2.2 Informative Content 

  

  

Theme 3: Characteristics of  

Social media  

3.1 Influential 

3.2 Glamourizing 

  

  

4.1 Networking 
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Theme 4: Career Discovery and  

Exploration 

4.2 Media Sources 

4.3 Firs Hand Experiences of the Value of a Career 

  

  

Theme 5: Career Aspirations 
5.1 Making a Meaningful Contribution 

5.2 International Experience and Exposure 

5.3 Use of Existing Skills and Knowledge 

  

  

 

Theme 6: Career Choices 

6.1 Personal Interests and Passions 

6.2 Personality and Character Traits 

6.3 Having a Broad Range of Options 

 

 

1.4 The Key Themes  

Theme 1: Distinctive contributions of social media platforms  

The theme ‘distinctive contributions of social media platforms’ is one which was centred 

around the types of social media platforms that were spoken about by the participants and what 

they are generally used for. Although there can be an overlap in the way in which users utilize 

the different social media platforms, the interviews revealed that different social media 

platforms were generally engaged with for different reasons and served different purposes from 

each other. In other words, each platform was used for a particular purpose. For example, some 

were used to search for ‘how to’ information, and some were mainly used for entertainment 

above all else. Exploring how users engaged with different platforms allowed for a deeper 

understanding of the narratives which guided the way in which social media played a role in 

the career journey of the participants. This knowledge aided in identifying trends and patterns 

that shape users' career aspirations and choices. Exploring the intricacies of how individuals 

used different social media platforms provided a more comprehensive overview of the digital 

landscape that influenced their choices.  

 

Sub-theme 1.1: LinkedIn – The search and connect platform  
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LinkedIn is a social media platform used mainly in search of jobs, for networking, and to see 

what other people are doing in their professional lives or for keeping up with others. LinkedIn 

was used by participants to look for jobs, see what others were doing in their professional lives, 

and it was viewed as somewhat essential. 

 This was evident as Participant 13 stated “I use LinkedIn to look for jobs”, Participant 

4 said “I do use LinkedIn a lot for getting work” and “I go straight to the jobs, and I 

search for them”, Participant 2 mentioned that “I search for specific jobs” and “I used 

it more when I was actually looking for jobs than actual info” and Participant 14 spoke 

to their success in utilizing LinkedIn to find a job as they stated “I actually found a job 

through LinkedIn, just networking”. However, it was acknowledged that although this 

was a key use of the platform, the search was not always successful. This was expressed 

by Participant 2 who said, “it didn't actually help me in finding jobs” and Participant 13 

who spoke to the difficulty around using the platform: “It hasn't been going well, but 

that's what I use it for. It can be tough, LinkedIn, like sometimes I'm also looking, and 

I don't know because they call, they call jobs weird titles. I think that's where the 

problem comes in”.  

While platforms like LinkedIn are seemingly more explicitly professional, many 

participants also used it for networking and engaging with industry-related content. 

Participant 11 spoke to the use of LinkedIn in this way as they said: “LinkedIn is mostly 

just for like career progression and trying to kind of grow my following and my…what's 

that thing called? Footprint”, they continued to say “yeah, just trying to expose myself 

to other people in my field and other people who are not in my field and because a lot 

of the people in the accounts I follow are mostly linked to psychology, so I always like 

to kind of gain more knowledge and insight onto like the different perspectives of 

Psychology”. Additionally, Participant 7 highlighted this through the statement “it also 

just gives you a platform to explore other avenues of your field, like networking”. 

Furthermore, Participant 9 encouraged the idea that LinkedIn was used for professional 

purposes and engaging with industry related content by saying “as far as work is 

related, my more recent, you know, profile that I made was the LinkedIn one and that's 

kind of been my primary source for work-based stuff”.  

Despite it being viewed as important to have and useful for information, it was also 

seen to cause the participants stress due to rejection and comparing themselves to others 
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in terms of achievements. Participant 6 spoke to the way it impacted their mental health 

through the statement: “LinkedIn is just, thinking it is just my way to see everyone else’s 

achievements, which is also quite bad for my mental health”. To add, they referred to is 

as unwelcoming and toxic as she expressed that “it is definitely not the most like 

welcoming and non-toxic place. So, I don't go to that much”. Participant 14 also shared 

similar sentiments as they spoke to the way in which viewing the posts of other’s 

achievements would cause stress – “I find it a bit more stressful to be on because 

everyone's like posting about their jobs and their futures and stuff and I'm just like 

ouch”.  

  

Sub-Theme 1.2: YouTube – The edutainment platform  

The next platform which was prevalent was YouTube. YouTube is a widely used online video-

sharing platform that allows users to upload, share, and view videos. It is a social media 

platform that was seen to often be utilized to obtain information through informational videos 

and to learn about various subjects and topics. Additionally, it was seen to sometimes be used 

for entertainment purposes, however, the majority of participants used it for 

educational/informational purposes.   

Participants frequently spoke to using YouTube to learn. This learning was often 

pertaining to their studies and career field, which could be seen through Participant 12 

who stated: “I found that, actually on YouTube, when I was learning about welding and 

this guy mentioned it also while he was teaching us on the YouTube page - he actually 

mentioned that he did a quite a bit of underwater welding as well” when he was 

speaking to using YouTube to learn more about his field and studies (welding). He 

further added “I also do use a lot of YouTube cause like, especially in engineering stuff, 

because you know, next year is basically like my last year. So, I like to do a lot of 

research” and “I like watching the guys overseas and they're teaching new things that 

we don't know as students, you know? So, there's actually, the way they teach us also 

new tricks”. This indicated that they make use of YouTube to learn more about their 

studies, as well as to explore more about their future career path and chosen field.  

Both Participant 9 and Participant 1 were also seen to have utilized YouTube to 

consume content related to their fields as well. Participant 9 watched crime podcasts to 
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learn more about human behaviour as she is studying clinical psychology. This was 

seen as she said “It's mostly, you know, psychological stuff, but most of that is like 

analysis of behaviour or just revisiting previous criminal cases and that kind of stuff 

from that side. You know? Things that I can listen to. It's very often psychological”. 

Although there was an aspect of making use of it for entertainment, it was linked back 

to her studies in this statement.  Participant 1 was also seen to make use of YouTube to 

educate herself on her area of study (South African Sign Language Interpreting) as she 

stated “I then was able to do more research like, through YouTube I was able to do more 

research on like the field of study”, and “I used it, initially, I used it to learn how to like 

sign songs and then I used it to actually learn sign language”, as well as “Then I started 

using YouTube videos to teach myself sign language”.  

Furthermore, Participant 5 was also seen to make use of YouTube to develop technical 

skills and knowledge pertaining to his studies and work as he stated, “So then I'll just 

go on YouTube and just be like how to link this specific printer to this type of iPad.” 

when speaking to how he solved technical issues as he majored and worked in 

information systems. He also stated: “I love using YouTube. I mostly use YouTube for 

educational videos though” which illustrated how it was used to specifically look for 

informational content. This was further supported as Participant 8 said “If I'm looking 

for something specific, then I'll use YouTube”.  

However, YouTube was also used by some for content less centred around education or 

information. For example, Participant 6 stated “YouTube is like my guilty pleasure. So, 

I wouldn't say it's very good content on YouTube. So, I watch a lot of reaction videos. 

So, there's lots of those, lots of also travel footage as well from, like there's this couple 

that I follow who just go travelling around and I love them” as they spoke to how they 

watched YouTube videos for entertainment purposes. Additionally, Participant 3 made 

use of YouTube as a coping mechanism through music and meditation videos which 

was seen as she communicated “So, a lot of meditation pages, manifestation pages. and 

it all helped me, I guess in this journey. You know? Like, control my stress throughout 

this time, and then music. I guess that's also like also a coping mechanism, and I use 

YouTube a lot for that”.  

Furthermore, Participant 10 spoke to how he used YouTube for entertainment. 

However, the content often also held educational value as it provided him with lessons 
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across various dimensions of life. This was seen as he said, “In general I use YouTube 

for like podcasts” and “But I think with YouTube and the podcasts I listen to…and then 

they tell you, OK - this is how you save money, this how you can invest and everything. 

So, I feel like it's helped me. You know? Think of different ways that you can get 

financially stable, even if you're not in like a great earning job”. 

 

Although YouTube was used for purposes other than attaining information, it was the platform 

which many of the participants use to actively learn more about their career or fields of study, 

as well as to develop their technical skills and knowledge. 

 

Sub-Theme 1.3: Instagram – The entertainment and engagement platform 

 Another key platform that frequently came up in the interviews was Instagram, a platform that 

was utilized by every participant. It was generally utilized for entertainment purposes, to 

explore and engage with content related to their interests, hobbies, and passions, and to 

advocate for causes or ideas they felt passionate about.  

In terms of it being used for entertainment purposes, to explore and engage with content 

related to their interests, hobbies, and passions – this could be seen as many of the 

participants spoke to it being used for entertainment and memes: Participant 2 was seen 

to have said “So usually, I just used to use Instagram for (but this is before my degree) 

for like, memes and you know to, like…I don't know…just effortless entertainment.  

Yeah, to laugh and whatnot. You know? Just see cool stuff”, Participant 13 also made 

use of it for memes and entertainment as she stated, “I use Instagram to go look at 

memes” and Participant 6 stated, “I guess on Instagram I do engage with a lot of reels 

as well. Like, I watch a lot of those short videos and most of them it happens to be like 

cooking videos and everything” which also spoke to her interests. Similarly, Participant 

9 and 11 also engaged with Instagram in a similar way as Participant 9 stated “I use the 

usual one for social media, like enjoyment - for that kind of consuming of content like 

Instagram, Facebook, Pinterest” and Participant 11 said “With Instagram, really I use 

for like fashion and makeup and kind of meme content”. Moreover, Participant 8 made 

use of it for light-hearted content pertaining to her interests too “I like travel stuff cause 

I'm really a fan of travel. So, that's the kind of stuff that I like seeing because I like to 
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plan holidays all the time. So, little getaways, weekend getaways. Anything to do with 

cooking and recipes. I love cooking, so that's a big for me, and just animals. Also, lots 

of animals. I love seeing cute things about animals”. 

Although it was clear that Instagram was used for entertainment, it was also seen to be 

used to share information around one’s own profession and passions. Participant 1 

shared about her intentional use of the platform to spread awareness about Sign 

Language and Interpreting, and the Deaf community as she said, “I'd say I use 

Instagram the most to like spread information about like my profession”. Participant 2 

acknowledged that she ‘should’ share more on Instagram about her profession (as an 

artist) in order to promote herself and her field. This is seen as she shared “the way that 

I should be using it, let me say, is as a business. Like in a business way. I should be 

using it to promote myself to create an image as an artist and to create a brand that is 

really accessible to other people”. Moreover, Participant 5 spoke to how he aspired to 

use his Instagram to share his experiences and passion around Christianity (he was 

aspiring to study Theology and be a motivational speaker at the church) as he said “I 

haven't posted actually in a while. I'm going to start posting again this year, but I 

started, like I said, just posting some wholesome stuff and just sharing like a Bible verse 

or like sharing a thought for the day” and “I really want to share with people the 

experiences that I've had and what I've learnt from them, and I want to share with 

them”. He further elaborated “I just wanted to tell people that like, hey, there's a better 

way to do things and even though you've done some stupid stuff in the past, it's OK. You 

can be forgiven by your friends, you can be forgiven by your family, and you can be 

forgiven by God. So, forgiveness is actually really the message that I want to put out 

there to show people that” which highlighted how he aimed to intentionally make use 

of Instagram to share his passion and enlighten others. 

Instagram's emphasis on visual and personalized content seemed to make it a go-to platform 

for entertainment, whether users were looking for humour, inspiration, or a glimpse into the 

lives of others, Instagram seemed to offer a diverse range of content that catered to the various 

entertainment preferences. Additionally, it provided people with a platform to share their 

experiences and passions or specific messages that resonated with them – which generally 

pertained to their career interests. 
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Theme 2: Social media content 

The sub-theme of ‘social media content’ speaks to the specific type of content that the 

participants were said to consume, share, and engage with. This includes 

inspirational/motivational content, informative content (including keeping up with others and 

trends), and entertaining content (generally used for escape and joy). Understanding how 

individuals leveraged social media platforms and the type of content that people consumed on 

different platforms was essential for comprehending the dynamics of influence within the 

context of career development.  

 

Sub-Theme 2.1: Inspirational/motivational content  

Inspirational/motivational content was the first and most predominant sub-theme that emerged 

and refers to social media content that is seen to be inspirational in one’s personal or 

professional life. Inspirational and motivational content on social media refers to posts, images, 

videos, or messages that uplift and encourage individuals (even if that is not necessarily the 

aim). This type of content generally inspired personal development, motivation, and a positive 

mindset or one aligned with that desired by the participant.  

Participant 8 spoke to content which was in the form of quotes aimed to inspire as she 

said “And sometimes like quotes, you know, I'll bump into some, like love 

quote…inspirational quotes” as well as content shared by people living out her 

aspirations – “Absolutely. That's pretty much most of my social media, I follow bloggers 

and influencers that do this for a living and make money from it, and it's really inspiring 

for me”. She emphasized the point that seeing others enjoying themselves and possibly 

living out ones shared dreams or values can be inspirational as she said “social media 

definitely plays a role because you see what other people are doing. You see how other 

people are being successful. You see them enjoying themselves and it kind of sparks 

ideas in you and motivates you to maybe go into something different and take risks you 

know? I think it's all about taking risks”.  Participant 7 shared a similar thought as she 

expressed the idea “But further than that, it just…it has also just played a role in, I think 

motivation, in terms of seeing people who have done…who have been through the same 

route as you in terms of studies and where they are now. You know? and the different 
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positions that they hold in business. It gives you a broad, like, a broad perspective of 

what the field can do for you”.  

 

Social media users who are succeeding in similar goals were also seen to be 

inspirational, this was a sentiment shared by Participant 5 who spoke about a speaker 

on social media that inspired him to follow suit: “Ohh, he's the bomb. I love that guy 

and he always gives such insightful stuff and he's also a good Christian guy. So, he's 

always posting really wholesome content on there, and he also encourages me to put 

some wholesome content on social media as well cause I was upset at the content that 

was on social media as a whole. I'm like ‘why is this all that's on here?’. So yeah, I 

started posting some good…well I think it's good and wholesome, yeah”. Participant 1 

also spoke to how seeing a woman in her field (sign language interpreting) succeeding 

and performing well inspired her to improve her own signing – “So, like, uhm, 

influences me to learn to sign songs better uh and learn to interpret songs better. It 

influences me, so sometimes she'll also post like videos of her signing or her interpreting 

something, and then that influences me to like to be a better interpreter and like, I…I 

am able to learn from those videos of her signing”. Furthermore, Participant 4 stated 

that “I think when you see someone else. Doing what you want to do. Out there in the 

world and they seem happy. We can absolutely dream about that” which spoke to the 

way in which seeing others doing something people aspire to and enjoying it, can act 

as a motivating tool.  

 

This was therefore content that positively influenced how participants felt about their 

pursuits and helped them to envision their goals or wants. It was often shared by others 

in a similar field of study or profession that the participant was interested in and was 

therefore sometimes shared by role-models. A variety of social media users share 

success stories and testimonials of overcoming challenges, achieving their goals, or 

experiencing personal growth and sharing these narratives seemed to motivate others. 

For example, Participant 2 said “I think that in a sense, and this is just obviously having 

like a positive outlook because you can very well also take it negatively, seeing what 

they are going through now gives me like motivation that if I work through everything 

- I could possibly also have those moments to share. Yeah, because I think everyone 

starts like nowhere and you have to work to get somewhere.” Additionally, Participant 
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3, an aspiring Doctor, stated “I love seeing the success stories, especially 

paediatrics…oncology. So yeah, so that's definitely also something that always pops up 

on my feed and just inspires me even more” when she spoke to how she watched 

inspirational and motivational success stories to fuel her motivation in her career and 

studies of medicine. 

 

Sub-Theme 2.2: Informative content 

Another form of content that emerged in the discussions was that which is referred to as  

informative content. Informative content is a sub-theme which refers to content that holds the 

purpose or ability to share information around various topics (this can be intentional and 

unintentional). Informative or informational content on social media refers to posts, articles, 

videos, or messages that aim to provide knowledge, insights, or updates on a specific topic. 

This type of content therefore generally aims to educate, inform, and engage the audience by 

offering relevant information. Social media users are therefore able to access a wide range of 

educational content and stay informed about various subjects.  

When it comes to informational content, many participants actively engaged with it in 

order to intentionally learn around their field or studies. For example, Participant 12 

spoke to how he watched videos on YouTube and looked up welding on social media 

to learn more about it (it was his aspiring profession and current study interest). This 

was seen as he says “I like watching the guys overseas and they're teaching new things 

that we don't know as students, you know? So, there's actually the way they teach us, 

also new tricks” and “I think that's a big help on social media to actually look it up. If 

you just type in ‘welding’… that…that's so many that you don't even know which ones 

to go in and they got different types of welding”.  

 

To add, Participant 10 spoke to content that was sent to him which aimed to help guide 

and teach teachers on how they can teach their students certain things too. This was 

seen in his words “So my mom sends…sends me videos like she comes across on 

Facebook where like at the moment, like, some of my students are… I’m working with 

9-year-olds and some of them are unable to tie shoes or like parts and stuff. So, we do 

come across videos where they teach you to say, OK, this is how you can teach them”. 

Furthermore, Participant 10 also spoke about podcasts he listened to in order to educate 
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himself on finances, this was seen when he said “I think with YouTube and the podcast 

I listen to, and then they tell you, OK - this is how you save money, this how you invest 

and everything. So, I feel like it's helped me, you know, think of different ways that OK 

you can get financially stable even if you're not in like a great earning job”. This spoke 

to informational content that seemed to hold the core purpose of teaching others.  

 

Participant 3, much like Participant 10 and 12, indicated that they made use of this kind 

of informational content to help learn more about her studies and career as well. This 

was seen in her statement “It helps with cases. So, I found out quite a few like radiology 

pages. So, it helps you with like cases like you'll just get a quiz on the occasional day” 

whereby she expressed how she made use of the content to inform herself more about 

the radiology aspect of the medical field as she studied to be a doctor. Additionally, 

Participant 8 followed experts in her field to get tips and expand her skillset as a 

saleswoman as she said, “I follow a few sales gurus and sales experts just to obviously 

get to know a bit”.  

 

Aside from informational content being able to teach others technical aspects pertaining 

to their fields, it was also able to provide general updates and insight into certain work 

and fields as well. Participant 7 was seen to engage with informational content to keep 

up to date with her field (psychology and human resources) whereby she stated, “So I 

think that also just gave me more insight on the field itself, just following those pages 

cause you know they just give daily updates about everything and anything that has to 

do with psychology”. Participant 9, on the other hand, engaged with informational 

content which was not necessarily aimed at teaching but still taught her and provided 

her insight into her field of psychology. She spoke about crime podcasts in this way, “I 

must say the…the podcast side of things. The…you know…getting my content and 

understanding and information from that has definitely taken me like from strength to 

strength, it's really made me so much more interested and made me gain so much more 

understanding and knowledge about the topic”.  

 

Theme 3:  Characteristics of social media  
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The final theme was that of the key characteristics that the participants associated with social 

media. The key attributes of social media that emerged were centred around it being 

influential and how it glamourizes ideas or careers. In the interviews, it was seen to be 

commonly perceived that social media is highly influential, which allowed it to have a 

significant impact on the mental state of its users. Additionally, it was perceived to 

glamourize certain lifestyles as it portrays specific aspects pertaining to the ‘good’ side of 

careers and processes.  

 

Sub-Theme 3.1: Influential 

The most predominant sub-theme was that of influence, which highlights the way in which 

participants spoke to the ability social media has to influence their mindset and how they feel. 

It seemed as though the participants often acknowledged how social media influenced them 

in various ways. Either is it influenced how they feel about themselves or their choices 

(sometimes indirectly).  

Participant 8 spoke to this as she expressed her thoughts around how the way in which 

professionals in her field were perceived on social media impacted how she felt about 

pursuing her career. She believed people are influenced by what they see on social 

media as she said “So, I think it's played quite a big role because, let's be honest, we 

spend a lot of our time on social media. So, we are influenced by the things we see”. 

The time spent on social media was linked to the influence it held in this statement.  

Participant 14 spoke specifically about the significant impact (possibly negative) that 

the influence social media has can have on people. In her discussion she said “I don't 

think that everybody should be allowed to be posting certain things. I think that the 

problem with social media is that you can get a lot of false information or even 

slightly wrong information that could be detrimental, just because people are not 

qualified, and they don't know what they're speaking about. I just, yeah. You 

know…that's not to say that people can't be insightful” – this presents the idea that 

false information can be detrimental due to the heavy influence it holds on social 

media. This idea is further discussed as she said “I do believe social media gives it to 

us in bite sized bits when they tell us about the news, but also just information that 

you learn from around the world. Sometimes you aren't aware of where you got it 
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from, like I didn't realize that so much of what I was thinking was from social 

media…but it seems like it is one of the main places that we get our information as 

well as our motivations to do things” whereby she clearly expressed the way social 

media can impact people’s thoughts, behaviours, motivations, and opinions without 

them necessarily being aware of it.  

 

Participant 1 stated “it influences me. So, sometimes she'll also post, like videos of her 

signing or her interpreting something, and then that influences me to like to be a 

better interpreter”. This highlighted how the motivational/inspirational content and 

role models seen on social media were able to influence others that aligned 

themselves with them. Participant 1 is a sign language interpreting student, and her 

sentiment demonstrated how the portrayal of certain sign language interpreters 

influenced her to improve. Additionally, Participant 2 discussed how her art and the 

way she felt about herself as an artist and her journey was also strongly influenced by 

social media as she said “I feel like the experience that I'm experiencing because I'm 

also pretty much influenced by the artists that are romanticized. I see, like, these 

artists being found by galleries, or you know…having all these opportunities and 

living this like great life as an artist” – this statement expressed how seeing other 

artists online having success influenced her pursuit of art. Additionally, she said “It's 

giving me like a way to expand and also take influence from those artists as well” 

which referred to the way the artists she saw online influenced her own personal art 

creations and career ideas as she “expands” and moved away from what she knew 

comfortably. She further adds “I definitely think that it has like a huge impact on my, 

like, my art or the way that I perceive art and also make art”. Furthermore, 

Participant 11 discussed how the way in which psychologists and certain professionals 

in the field were portrayed influenced how she felt about studying psychology as she 

said “It did influence me more. I can't, I think it…it got me very excited. So, like I was 

on a high for…for a while when I was studying and then when I got into the working 

space or whatever. Or kind of got exposure into what it would be like to. To be a 

psychologist, everything kind of just like reality kicked in.  

 

Sub-Theme 3.2: Glamorizing  
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As seen in the previous paragraph, Participant 11 stated that although the portrayal of her 

career on social media made her feel excited and pursue it with passion, it seemed to be 

somewhat misleading. She continued to say, “I think social media really glamorizes a lot of 

jobs”. Which linked to the sub-theme of glamourisation, which emerged as a strong theme in 

discussions around social media and how the participants felt around how it seems to only 

show one dimension of certain professions. Social media was seen to glamourize many 

careers or study choices which were said to be portrayed inaccurately on social media as the 

negative sides are not shown or shared.  

Participant 11 spoke to this in her statement “when I'd watch these reels…I'm always 

like OK, that's what I'm going to be doing. I'm going to be going to work every day 

and having to deal with each employee. They'll come to me and tell me ‘Oh my God 

I'm burnt out, I'm stressed’ and that I provide a solution and I'd save the day and that 

would be it. Meanwhile…meanwhile, its literally Excel, emails, and sometimes you 

know, that's all you do for weeks on end and sometimes feel so unfulfilling”. This 

statement presented the idea that the misrepresented portrayal of certain careers on 

social media can lead to disappointment and lack of fulfilment if one’s expectations 

are not met due to being constructed based on false narratives. Participant 3 shared a 

similar view as she felt that the field of medicine and being a doctor on social media 

was presented in a very specific way which often failed to illustrate the less ‘good’ 

parts of the profession. She stated “I think social media as well, portrays medicine to 

be this very…you know…this fun job where you have all these privileges and 

this…you know this prestige that comes with being a doctor, but it seldomly shows the 

bad parts and there's a lot of bad parts” and “we want to encourage people to become 

Doctors, but I do think that it…it really glamorizes medicine”. To add, she also stated 

“it definitely it doesn't show, you know, the deep, dark parts of medicine, and I think 

it'll be good to actually show people that so they know what they're getting into, and 

that people can appreciate our healthcare system a little bit more as well”.  

 

In a similar sense, many participants shared that they felt that social media also failed 

to show the journey it takes to reach the lifestyle, or aspects of certain choices are 

shown. For example, Participant 2 shared “I can't lie to you, I do feel like it's 

romanticized a lot”. Additionally, in terms of being an artist in a professional sense as 

seen on Instagram, she said “it only shows you one dimension of what actually is 
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happening. It doesn't necessarily show you the process of them getting there or 

anything like that”. Participant 2 highlighted her awareness of the fact that social 

media did not necessarily show all parts of the journey and the difficult aspects of 

becoming an artist. Participant 4 expressed a similar feeling as she mentioned how 

social media failed to show the difficult parts of a process that it takes to achieve the 

positive outcomes displayed on the platforms. This is seen in her statements “I think 

social media also hides that a little because you see people doing what you want to do 

and you're like - that looks fun, I could do that, I've…I've got sort of like the skills to 

do that and the natural abilities…but the process of getting to a place where you're 

allowed to do that is a lot longer and harder than a lot of people realize” and “They'll 

only talk about the parts that were good”.  

According to the perceptions of the participants, social media platforms tend to prioritize 

sharing appealing content that was carefully curated to showcase only the best aspects of 

certain lifestyles or careers. Users were seen to tend to share the highlights rather than the 

mundane or challenging aspects which seemed to create an idealized version of their careers 

and lifestyles, presenting a polished and glamorous image which was seen to spread a false 

narrative that the participants seemed quite aware of.  

 

Theme 4:  Career discovery and exploration 

Career discovery and exploration, as mentioned in prior chapters, refers to the process of 

identifying, discovering, investigating, and understanding potential career paths. It involves 

reflecting on personal interests, hobbies, and passions to help individuals align their career 

choices with activities that bring them fulfilment. Additionally, it involves researching various 

occupations, industries, and job roles to build an understanding of the responsibilities, 

qualifications, and various prospects associated with different careers. The participants’ 

experiences revealed a variety of processes which they went through during their career 

discovery and exploration journey.  

 

Sub-Theme 4.1: Networking  

Networking can be defined as the exchange of information and/or ideas among people with a 

common interest, usually in an informal social setting. Networking often begins with a single 



V 

 
45 

 

point of common ground (Kagan, 2022). A key way in which many of the participants came to 

discover career options and further explore these was through networking whereby they spoke 

to people they shared common ground with (they were often colleagues or peers). Networking 

was therefore the first sub-theme within that of career discovery and exploration. Through 

speaking to friends and colleagues, the participants discovered information around various 

career options they had not previously known that contributed to their aspirations and choices.  

This can be seen to be the case with Participant 5 who discovered that there was a course 

in Theology from speaking to his friend. This was seen as he said “So, the SATS course, 

I actually heard about from my friend”. Studying Theology was since then been added 

to his career aspirations which he was planning to pursue. It can also be seen that both 

Participant 10 and Participant 6 found out about the course they are currently studying 

through word of mouth. This could be seen as Participant 6 said “Everyone's like ‘there 

is an honours course in English’ and I went home and did some research. So, it was 

kind of through word of mouth that I found out about it” and Participant 10 said “So, 

I…I chatted to people because I had a few friends that were studying it. So, then I heard 

just through word of mouth”. Additionally, Participant 1 also discovered the South 

African Sign Language interpreting course she took through someone she met socially 

who also happened to be a Sign Language teacher. This was seen in her statement: 

“Yeah, and the person, the person who told me about it, she's actually a teacher. She's 

an interpreting teacher and she knows about it because she's in the deaf community”. 

Furthermore, Participant 8 was seen to discover her job through networking. Her story 

was expressed as she stated “I was doing promotions and events on the side for extra 

money and when I…when I worked at…at…at my companies year end function, I met 

the sales director and he gave me his business card and he said ‘listen, you've got the 

look for sales, you've got the personality, so, if you ever need a job, give me a shout’”. 

This was her initial discovery of the field and after looking into it, she went for an 

interview and still works in sales.  

 

Many of the participants spoke about the way in which networking played a role in how 

they discovered certain courses and career options. Networking also seemed to play a 

role in their exploration of various career and study options too. For example, 

Participant 5 carried out research about Information Technology and courses around 

this through speaking to someone in his church that was studying in the field. This was 
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seen as he said “I spoke to one guy in my church that I know, and so he didn't study…it 

wasn't called infosystems when he studied it…but it was basically the same thing - like 

a holistic view of a system and he told me what he was doing and the work that he was 

doing and that sounded really interesting because as much as I can like…Google stuff 

and I can do research online or whatever, I really do prefer an in person interaction 

because I can really tell that what this person is saying is either genuine or they're just 

saying what they're supposed to say. You know what I mean?”. This statement also 

highlighted that the reasoning behind asking people with first-hand experience was 

necessary, in addition to other online research, as it was seen to provide valuable insight 

into the genuine experiences and thoughts around the course or career field that other 

forms of research may not have managed to provide.  

Participant 3 shared a similar opinion as she said “I would speak to, like, interns and 

doctors because I think firsthand experience in our setting is more important than like 

what you're going to find on the internet and stuff” as she spoke to how she conducted 

research about the medical field when  she was deciding if she would be happy pursuing 

the a career in medicine. On the note of exploration, Participant 13 also used her 

network to explore her field as she said “My research with careers is, I speak to people 

in the field or people that have studied similar things” and “I’m that student that stays 

behind after class just to have a chat with the lecturers about like…I don't 

know…anything, even if it's not just spoken about in class. So, that's usually how I do 

my research - even with my academic research, I usually do a lot of research through 

conversation”.  

 

It can therefore be seen that through conversing with other people, the participants not only 

discovered various courses which led them to their current choices and aspirations – but they 

were also able to explore their interest in different course and careers through conversation 

with others that had first-hand experience.  

 

Sub-Theme 4.2: Media sources 

Another way in which many of the participants discovered and further explored different 

options was through media sources – the next sub-theme. Media sources refers to outlets or 

platforms/channels that provide information, news, entertainment, or other content to the 



V 

 
47 

 

public. These sources can take various forms, including print, broadcast, digital, and are not 

limited to social media. Media sources such as movies, social media, and websites played a big 

role in the discovery of certain professions and courses of study. Additionally, many 

participants utilized social media to search for more information around certain career paths.  

This can be seen, firstly, through an experience shared by Participant 1 “So, it's kind of 

a long story, but I basically watched something on TV and then that's how I got 

interested in sign language” whereby the way in which she discovered South African 

Sign Language (which sparked her interest and led to her pursuing a career as a South 

African Sign Language Interpreter) was through a show on television. She spoke about 

this in more detail as she said, “So, it was just, it was like a TV show. It was about a 

Deaf girl. So, everybody in the show, all the characters knew sign language and signed 

and some of the characters, even when they met the deaf girl - then they learnt sign 

language to speak to her so then that kind of just, I don't know. I just felt inspired after 

watching it”. She later expressed that after the Television show sparked her interest, she 

further explored this through the use of YouTube - “Then I started using YouTube videos 

to teach myself sign language and discovered that there were different sign languages 

and then I discovered Wits had a short course at this language school” and “I would 

say the interest in Sign Language stemmed from the TV, and then the interest in the 

course for sign language stemmed from YouTube”. These statements indicated that 

Participant 1 discovered Sign Language and her interest in interpreting through a show 

and further explored it through the use of a social media platform.  

 

Similarly, Participant 6 was also seen to be inspired to be pursue her career of being an 

English Lecturer through a television show she watched. Participant 6 shared her story 

as she said: “There was the one thing that I really remember was, I watched a show on 

Netflix called ‘The chair’”, “I loved the way that lecturers were portrayed in that 

show”, “So, that sure kind of had a big impact on me. I really feel like after I watched 

it, I was like, ‘OK, I think that I really want to go into this field’”. Additionally, like 

Participant 1, she made use of social media platforms to further investigate different 

career paths. She stated “So I did lots of research into the job side of things just on, like, 

the difference…the different job search platforms like LinkedIn and like there's a whole 

UM, there's a…some website where they give you all…I don't know how to describe 

it…like, they give you a list of jobs you could do with a certain degree” – this statement 
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referred to how she used websites and social media platforms to explore what careers 

she could pursue with her qualifications and aspiring qualifications.   

 

Both Participant 5 and 7 also explored and researched aspects of their career path 

through websites and Google. Participant 5 was seen to say “I didn't have my parents 

or anyone around and so I was just looking online on the Wits website and trying to see 

what they all do and so when I was reading all the course descriptions, this one was 

basically just telling you that you don't really study computers or coding. It was more 

about understanding the system as a whole. Yeah, and I really thought that was very 

interesting” as he spoke about how he discovered the course he chose to study at the 

University of the Witwatersrand. It can be said that the websites and information offered 

by institutions and companies played a role in the discovery and exploration of 

interested parties. This was further supported by a statement made by Participant 8: “So 

I first went online and, on their website, and saw everything I needed to see. I did a bit 

of research on the social media platforms like Facebook, just to kind of get a different 

feel of what they are like” which spoke to how she made use of the University website 

and social media presence to explore more about what they offer and the course itself 

that she was interested in taking. Furthermore, Participant 7 followed a similar approach 

by investigating through Google, as well as social media platforms to find more 

information pertaining to the job she was interested in pursuing, which was seen in her 

statement “It was just my…my passion actually drove me more than my research, so my 

research was actually the bare minimum. If I can say it was the bare minimum, but it 

was definitely making use of Google of course, and just also researching on social 

media for me”. 

 

Evidently, the participants discovered various career options and courses through websites, 

television, and social media and generally made use of websites and social media to carry out 

further research on their interests (ranging from university courses to career options).  

 

Sub-Theme 4.3: First hand experiences of the value of a career 
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Personal experiences played a role in the way in which participants were exposed to certain 

jobs they previously were not fully aware of or interested in. These experiences exposed them 

to certain career options and evoked their interest in them. 

 Participant 3 spoke about how she first discovered and formed a connection to the 

medical field (which she now pursues as she studies to become a doctor) as she was 

often in the hospital as a child due to her grandparents falling ill. This was seen as she 

shared “But also growing up, my grandparents were quite ill, and I was in and out of 

hospital and I think it started when I was younger. I always say that I wanted to help 

someone's granny, the way that they had helped mine”. This demonstrated how she was 

exposed to doctors and the medical field in a way which sparked her interest. Participant 

14’s story also spoke to how her own personal interactions with a psychologist sparked 

her own interest in psychology as it exposed her to what a psychologist does and the 

impact it has. This was seen when she said “So, it just really interests me and I guess it 

was just like fostered through speaking to my psychologist and just seeing the different 

methods he used on me, and how…how…uh…powerful those methods really were in 

like restructuring my brain”. It could be seen that experiencing the impact of the job 

and being exposed to its nature through first-hand experience played a role in the way 

she was able to explore factors of psychology and the profession of being a 

psychologist.  

 

Participant 7 shared an experience in line with those of Participant 3 and 14 whereby 

she was exposed to the occupation of being a psychotherapist which sparked her interest 

in Physiotherapy (which she spoke to possibly pursuing in the future) due to the impact 

it had on her. This was seen as she said “I think for me, just having that relationship 

with my physio whereby I would ask questions in terms of the field itself and that's what 

sparked my interest - just having that practical exposure to physio and also that's where 

my love grew for helping others also internally cause we don't all hurt in... like, 

physically, we also have internal traumas and…you know…mental…I can say mental 

illnesses”. This was also where her interest in wellness and psychology began. Her 

interest, and her exploration took place through asking the therapist and through natural 

exposure. Additionally, Participant 11 shared her experience: “So, I kind of got exposure 

in my grade nine year to like educational psychology…but that was introducing me… 

and, like, I guess trying to find out if I had any form of lending learning disabilities. So, 
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I think it was just a way of like trying to understand myself more”, which spoke to how 

going to see an Educational Psychologist exposed her to the field of psychology and 

triggered an interest in understanding herself – which led to her exploring psychology 

and eventually pursuing it.  

The participants being exposed to a certain career in an organic way allowed them to discover 

aspects of careers they had previously not known which seemed to result in a connection and 

interest. Some of the participants could also be seen to be able to explore aspects about these 

careers through their experiences.  

 

Theme 5: Career aspirations 

Career aspirations refer to long-term goals and desired professional achievements that an 

individual aims to reach in their career. It reflects their ambitions, interests, and their ideal 

professional achievements. Career aspirations encompass various aspects. The interviews 

revealed that key career aspirations of the participants are to be able to make a meaningful 

contribution to society, being able to travel or work in another country, and being able to use 

the skills and knowledge they invested in developing (often referring to what they studied in 

university).  

 

Sub-Theme 5.1: Making a meaningful contribution 

The strongest sub-theme that surfaced from participants’ experiences was that of making a 

meaningful contribution. This sub-theme alludes to the way in which most of the participants 

displayed a strong desire to be able to make a meaningful contribution to others and to society 

in their work. Making a meaningful contribution as a career aspiration reflects an individual's 

desire to have a positive impact and leave a lasting, beneficial mark in their professional 

careers. This aspiration goes beyond personal success or achieving specific job titles and is 

often centred around being able to make a meaningful contribution to people’s lives, society, 

or the profession in some way. There was a strong emphasis on having greater purpose behind 

their work.   

Many of the participants spoke specifically about how they want to help people. This 

could be seen in the case of Participant 5 who said “I realized this is what I wanna do. 
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I wanna be helping people”. Additionally, Participant 7 said “I think with psychology, 

just my love for helping people. I'd love to think that I give good advice, but just 

generally helping people, having a passion for helping people, having that empathy, 

and also my interest in Physio came from the point of also liking to help people and for 

me wanting to merge the two worlds with psychology. You mostly heal the inside or help 

the client heal themselves internally and with physio it's more external, so helping 

people heal from physical trauma in the sense of physio and then helping people heal 

from emotional and internal trauma with psychology”- this was an explanation of what 

she hoped to achieve one day with her pursuit of psychology and possibly 

physiotherapy. Likewise, Participant 11 felt similarly as she said “Well, I've always 

wanted to help people because I always felt that I…I had no one to help me. So, I think 

it's like another form of trying to help those that can't help themselves, but in a way 

where I don't have to lose parts of myself”. Participant 11 was seemingly motivated by 

the need to fill a gap to lessen the suffering of others.  

 

Some of the participants spoke about making a difference due to feeling as though they 

had the potential to do so and are therefore leaning towards utilizing this potential for 

good. This could be seen with Participant 1 who said “I think I could really contribute 

to, like, the education of people in South Africa and I think I'd be a really good lecturer. 

I'm really passionate about what I do, and I think I could inspire that same passion in 

like other people and like specifically like South African Youth. So, I'd say…I'd say that 

probably inspires me and I'm also very, very passionate about education. I think 

education is so important and I think a good quality education is even more important. 

So, I'd say like those like inspire me to be a lecturer”. This was said as she discussed 

her goals around becoming a lecturer. Additionally, Participant 6 shared a similar 

sentiment to her goals around becoming a lecturer as well where she shared “Yeah, I 

think it definitely pushed me in this direction of lecturing, I think. Yeah, I think the 

chance that I could make a change in, like, one person's career choice has kind of 

pushed me more in this direction”. Participant 12 stated “That's one of my dreams- to 

actually build welding schools and bring young…young kids. It's better to bring young 

people up because they got more advantage too because you know” where he spoke 

about his dreams of opening up his own welding schools to help develop others in the 

field. He elaborated on this by saying, “I just feel I got so much to offer…like, you 
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know? Especially for the young generation. I really wanna help the youth cause you 

must remember we are the youth”. Furthermore, Participant 10 shares a similar feeling 

as he aims to help others as he was helped whereby, he says, “I just also wanted to give 

back because I've been helped out, like, a lot of…a lot of times”.  

 

Sub-Theme 5.2: International experiences and exposure 

Another key aspiration that emerged was that which spoke to being able to travel or work 

abroad. The next sub-theme is therefore labelled ‘international experiences and exposure’ and 

it encompasses the goals the participants had around aspiring to a career that enabled them to 

be able to work in other countries. This was often linked to their personal aspirations of wanting 

to move out of the country due to a variety of reasons.  

This was seen in the aspirations of Participant 10 who stated “Hopefully down the line 

I'll be able to change and then do English so that I'll be able to like teach like 

worldwide” and “So, my plan is…for…once I finish studying, so probably I'll teach for 

a few years and while I'm teaching, I aim to get like the qualifications in trades - also 

like maybe plumbing or something like that…just to have my CV looking good cause 

also once moving…whether it's here in Africa or Europe or what, it is teachers - good 

ones and then also a trade where people don't really like to do things for themselves. 

So, I feel like that's also a direction that I'd be looking at going into”. Participant 10 

could be said to want to be able to travel with his job and may pursue a trade for the 

opportunity to travel and work elsewhere as well.  

Participant 6 stated that she wanted to leave the country at some point and therefore 

aspired to completer her studies and follow her dreams oversees as she said “So there 

is that option, but I also kind of want to leave at some point. So, I have thought about 

immigrating somewhere else and finishing my…my PhD overseas”, she later added 

“Lecturing overseas, that would be the dream. Yeah, I would love to do that since so it's 

definitely like a five-year goal, you know?”. Aside from wanting to move and work 

abroad, many of the participant’s aspirations revolved around not necessarily moving 

away but being able to travel as part of their job to give them opportunities to see the 

world. These aspirations were shared by Participant 8 as she said “Traveling and like 

blogging about it or blogging about it…or being paid to travel and test out places, like 
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test out resorts and hotels and stuff. Honestly, that would be my dream job because I 

just love travelling. I want to explore the world and you know…just expand my horizons 

and see what's out there”, Participant 12 when he stated “I've always wanted to race all 

over the world, like be the…this…always want to be like all over the world, you 

know…because you get to travel and see different places and you know? So, yeah. 

That's actually one of my things that I wanted to do”, and Participant 5 who said 

“I…really, my dream job…honestly would be to be an international speaker traveling 

to different conferences and different speaking events and just getting good vibes and 

good messages out there to people”. 

While traveling itself might not be a traditional career aspiration, the desire for a career that 

involves and/or at least allows for the opportunity to travel was a common goal for many of 

the participants. It was seen that participants wanted this opportunity in order to align their 

career goals with their personal goals of moving or exploring the world. 

 

Sub-Theme 5.3: Use of existing skills and knowledge 

Another aspiration that came up was that participants want to be able to use and share the skills 

and knowledge they gained from what they studied (or study). Many aspirations were spoken 

to in relation to the choices already made whereby the participants wanted to be able to make 

use of what they have studied and their experiences.  

This was seen where Participant 9 said “So, I've been looking for things that I feel that 

I could use, you know? My…my psychology knowledge and skills in that line of 

work…like if there is anything HR based or…and even administrative. I've been looking 

into research, all that kind of stuff and seeing if I can get anywhere, you know from that 

perspective”. This referred to her being able to go into a job where she could use her 

knowledge gained from her degree in psychology. In discussions with Participant 14, it 

was seen that she tended to link what she studied in Psychology to her competing 

aspirations of being a social media manager as she expressed “I guess it's kind of in line 

with psychology in a lot of ways”. Additionally, Participant 8 expressed joy in being 

able to use her marketing degree in her current and dream sales job as she said, “What 

is quite nice about my degree and my career, is that sales and marketing go hand in 

hand”. 
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Participant 7 was also seen to speak to being able to use her knowledge gained from 

her studies in her career as she stated “I think my main focus now or what I've been 

exposed to…also in the working world, is mainly HR related. So, me just putting that 

knowledge and my interest also in the HR aspect of it and measuring it with psychology” 

in a discussion around what her career goals and ambitions are. She also said “It speaks 

to what I am interested in, what I have skills and experience in” when discussing her 

current career aspirations – further indicating the importance to using the skills and 

experience she had. Furthermore, Participant 2 spoke about wanting to be able to 

incorporate her studies and experience into her future career as she spoke to her 

aspirations whereby, she said “So, there's a lot of things that, like, I've wanted to do 

that… I think that…this is a…a way to also still use my degree to have an occupation, 

but also have it in terms of it's still compatible with the lifestyle that I want”.  

 

From Participant 10’s perspective, it is an aspiration to be able to share his existing 

knowledge of sports to guide others as he stated “the knowledge of all sports that I have, 

I think it would be a good thing just to share and you know help guide people” as he 

spoke to his dream of becoming a sports commentator in line with his vast sporting 

experience. Participant 9 also shared her desire to be able to share her knowledge 

around psychology where she stated “I'm so interested to share and so willing to share 

what I can, you know? Information that is useful and valuable if somebody's willing to 

listen. So, yeah, it's definitely made me think that it's the right path”. In line with this, 

Participant 5 expressed a similar desire as he stated, “I really wanna share with people 

the experiences that I've had and what I've learned from them and I wanna share with 

them”.  

 

It can therefore be seen that an important factor in the aspirations (and an aspiration in itself) 

was that participants wanted to make use of the special skills and experience they gained from 

their studies and previous work experience.  

 

Theme 6: Career choices 

The final core theme that emerged was that of career choices. This theme speaks to the factors 

which contributed to the choices made by the participants in line with their career choice. This 
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includes choices around what to study, what not to study, what path to pursue and which paths 

not to pursue, etc. It encapsulates choices from high-school subjects to official job applications. 

The sub-themes that fall within ‘Career Choices’ refer to factors which seemed to reason the 

choices of the participants. These included personal interests, personality, and having a broad 

range of options and opportunities.  

 

Sub-Theme 6.1: Personal interests and passions 

A key factor in the career choices made by participants was the alignment of the choice with 

their personal interests and passions. Interests reflect what captures a person’s curiosity and 

usually refers to something (field, career, value, concept, etc.) the individual likes. These 

(interests) seem to be broad or specific areas of knowledge, activities, or subjects that draw 

someone's attention. Whereas passions go beyond mere interest and involve a deep emotional 

connection to a particular activity, cause, or subject. Individuals having a strong interest or 

passion in a particular field or activity served as a powerful motivator to their choices. 

Individuals were more likely to be make choices and to seek out opportunities for learning and 

skill development when they are genuinely interested in the field. Alternatively, individuals 

turned down options that did not interest them.  

 

Participants could be seen to decide what to study based on whether or not it spoke to 

their interest. This was seen how Participant 13 said “I like the governance of people” 

when asked about why she wanted to have a career in politics. Additionally, in 

discussions with Participant 11- she explained why she chose to do a Bachelor of Arts 

with certain subjects, “So then I had an interest both in law and psychology. So, I did 

psychology, I did law, and sociology, and music”. She later decided to pursue 

psychology as it interested her more, this is seen as she stated “I think because of…I 

was kind of now exposed to all those different types of career paths. I think psychology 

really, like, it really sparked my interest. Especially in that moment when we were 

learning about the more real aspects of psychology and the whole nurture and nature”. 

This clearly demonstrated how her interests led her away from law and towards 

psychology instead. Participant 7, similarly to Participant 11, was torn between 

choosing two different paths – Psychology or Physiotherapy. She decided to study and 

pursue Psychology as this is where her passion lay the strongest – “I think initially, for 



V 

 
56 

 

me, my passion was now shifted more towards psychology. When I took away just the 

aspect of being exposed to physio and just looking at the two fields and just trying to 

figure out which one actually gravitates more to me - there was definitely psychology. 

That's why I did end up studying psychology”. Additionally, Participant 5 shared that he 

chose his course based on what aligned to his interests more as he said “So, when I was 

reading all the course descriptions, this one was basically just telling you that you don't 

really study computers or coding. It was more about understanding the system as a 

whole. Yeah, and I really thought that was very interesting”. Furthermore, Participant 

12 spoke to one of his key motivations for choosing welding which was that he liked it, 

and he expressed a passion for it as he stated “I just…I have a passion for it. I really 

like, you know, like just welding, you know?”. This statement further highlighted how 

many of the participants made decisions on what to study and pursue based on what 

interested them most and what they felt passion towards.  

 

This motivation can be seen to be carried through past choosing what to study initially, 

as it also guided choices made further down the path for some. For example, once 

Participant 6 decided what she wanted to do in terms of a career (pursue lecturing in 

English - based on her interests and passions), she then chose which post-graduate 

course (Masters in English Literature) to complete in line with this. However, this 

course was also chosen as it aligned with her own interests and passions. This was seen 

her statements “So, so I was, I think I just decided that English really was the right thing 

for me. I've always wanted to go into like…I…I love English, and I really do enjoy it. I 

love reading, I love studying literature, and…and just learning, and I love writing 

essays. I don't know why. It's just a thing, but I just love writing essays. So, I think I just 

like English” – as she spoke about the reason behind why she chose to do her Masters 

in English Literature and to pursue being a lecturer. Additionally, she said “I would love 

to go that route. I really do enjoy teaching. I didn't know that I would’ as she expressed 

her passion towards teaching and helping others learn. To add, Participant 3 chose what 

she would specialise in as a doctor based on her passion that she discovered throughout 

her academic career, this was seen as she expressed “Yeah, but definitely like the 

Paediatric medicine - I have a lot of passion for it” when speaking about why she was 

feeling most drawn to Paediatrics medical practice.  
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Both interests and passions are subjective and can vary widely from person to person. 

They could be seen to play a role in influencing major life decisions and providing a 

source of motivation and engagement. Participant 1 highlighted how having passion is 

important when pursuing a similar path to her and if one is in it simply for financial 

gain, it will feel more difficult. She said “I'm really passionate about what I do, and I 

think I could inspire that same passion in like other people and like specifically like 

South African Youth. So, I'd say I'd say that probably inspires me and I'm also very, very 

passionate about education” and “So, like you, you it's difficult to be a sign language 

interpreter if you're just doing it for the money” – which brought to light the idea that 

having a passion for your career will make it easier to pursue.  

 

 

Sub-theme 6.2: Personality and key character traits 

Another key contributing factor to the choices made by the participants was their personality 

and key character traits. As personality is considered a contributing factor to their career and 

study choices, it generally refers to the idea that an individual's unique set of traits, behaviours, 

and preferences seem to influence the types of professions or academic paths they are drawn 

to and thrive in. When participants discussed why they chose or did not choose certain paths, 

they often did so in relation to their key personal characteristics.  

This was seen as Participant 13 stated “I'm very analytical about things” as she 

explained how she was suited to the field of politics. This depicted a reflection of her 

choices to her inherent behavioural tendency to evaluate and analyse data and 

environments. Participant 11 stated “And because I'm such like…I'm a very empathetic 

person, I take in a lot of people's issues and I kind of take it home” as she explained 

why she felt as though she was not suited to clinical psychology. She could be seen to 

speak to her natural tendency to extend empathy which seemed to affect her own 

emotions as she ‘takes it home’. On the other hand, Participant 7 spoke about her level 

of empathy being the reason she felt she would do well in her chosen path of psychology 

as she said, “I'd love to think that I give good advice, but just generally helping people, 

having a passion for helping people, having that empathy”. This demonstrated how 

participants spoke about their reasoning in relation to their inherent traits.  
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This was also seen as participants spoke to the ways in which they were more prone to 

thinking. For example, Participant 9 stated “So, initially I had actually started with a 

Bachelor of Science. I thought I was going to go more of the science route. I tried that 

a lot…. most of high school, but I really, I don't think my brain is really wired that way. 

I'm definitely more like an arts type of person”. Additionally, Participant 6 stated “I just 

decided that English really was the right path for me. I know psychology is very…it's 

much more scientific in that sense, and I think that I'm a bit more uh, like…I think it's 

the right brain that controls like the literature and like the more non logical thing” as 

she also spoke to how she considered herself to be more comfortable with creative 

thinking. To add, Participant 2 was also seen to speak about her choice to pursue art due 

to her way of thinking, which was seemingly creative, this was seen as she said, “I've 

always knew known that I've belonged in like a creative path or whatnot and I knew 

that I'd always thrive if I did something creative because that's just how my mind 

works”. Participant 14 was also seen to make her choices based on her feeling as though 

she was inherently more of a creative person as she said, “I think I'm quite a creative 

person or I like to think I am, and I feel like sitting behind a desk for a nine to five job 

is just not where I've ever visualized myself”. This statement, in addition to those 

mentioned in this paragraph which supported it, demonstrated that the way in which an 

individual perceived their personality played a role in how they enjoyed certain fields 

or paths, as well as their ability to visualise themselves within a certain space and 

engage in it. Those who felt that the field aligned with their personality traits, 

preferences, and behavioural tendencies were more likely to choose that path.   

 

 

Sub-Theme 6.3: Having a broad range of options and opportunities 

Lastly, having a broad range of options and opportunities was a strong contributor to the choices 

made by the participants. This sub-theme revealed that participants were more likely to pursue 

paths that allowed them more opportunities in terms of work. For example, participants would 

prefer to pursue a path that they had a higher chance of getting a variety of jobs with versus a 

job that offered very few job opportunities. 

This was seen through a statement by Participant 13 whereby she stated “There is more 

room to do more things than just politics, because it works. There's medical politics, 
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there is…sorry, politics, there is economic politics, there's your everyday politics (like 

and government type of thing), and then there's gender politics”. She continued to say 

“Politics seems like the one that had the most diverse things for me to do, like as a 

degree. If I pick that one, I have more room to do other things that I want.  Even if I 

change my mind halfway and say I want to actually be a pure politician, I could go 

ahead with it…or if I decide no, actually, going directly into the politics route doesn't 

work for me, then it all leaves room for that”. This highlighted the way in which having 

a variety of options and possibilities for work was important in how she made the choice 

in what she would study (political relations). This was also seen to be the case for 

Participant 11 as she stated “I wanna become a qualified industrial psychologist and 

see what I can do with the degree because it's so broad” and Participant 2 stated “So, I 

think that the opportunities that I can get are just like a lot, basically, from the degree 

that I can do”. 

 

The importance of having a broad range of opportunities seemed to be to ensure that 

one is able to ‘fall back’ on a different occupation if the pursuit of one is not necessarily 

successful. This point is highlighted by Participant 10 who stated “So, I think I'll teach 

for a few years and then while I'm doing that, I aim to get qualifications…like I'll say 

for plumbing or something like that because I think, where if I branch out - I can go do 

that and then hopefully open something, then I can always fall back to teaching” as he 

spoke about possibly doing a plumbing course to create more opportunities for himself 

as he hoped to move overseas. Evidently, choosing a career path that offered a wide 

range of opportunity for work was important to him. However, it could be seen that this 

factor played a role even earlier on in the journey as participant’s could be seen to 

choose certain courses that allowed them the most opportunity while they were 

undecided on what career path to pursue. For example, Participant 14 could be seen to 

have chosen to study a Bachelor of Arts as it was considered broad – “I think that's BA. 

I knew that they were lots of options that I could do with this like they were so many 

courses and UM, I just feel it felt like it opened a lot of doors for me. If I went that 

route”. Participant 6 shared a similar experience as she based her study choices on what 

would allow her more options as she said “I did both of them just because I wanted to 

keep my options open just in case” when she spoke to her chosen majors. Additionally, 

when it came to deciding on next steps after her undergraduate degree, this choice was 
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also made through deep consideration of which career (English literature lecturer or 

pursuing publishing) would provide her more opportunity as she stated “I think what I 

came to realize is that publishing is very niche and if you have that that course, all you 

can really do is go into publishing and also I just wanted to have more options. So, I 

just stayed with…with English”.  

 

The findings indicated that having a wide range of options provided individuals with the 

autonomy to choose paths that generally aligned with their preferences, interests, and values. 

This autonomy seemed to allow for greater flexibility in tailoring one's career or academic 

journey to suit their personal aspirations as they change. Having multiple options seems to 

allow individuals to adapt to changing circumstances, pivot their careers if needed, and remain 

resilient in the face of uncertainty. It can therefore be seen that having a wide range of options 

played a crucial role in their decisions as there was a need to have more flexibility and 

opportunity to be employed or have a job. 

 

Although social media played a role in the career discovery, exploration, and aspirations of 

individuals – it did not play a role in their decisions in what to study or what paths to pursue. 

However, the way in which certain paths and choices were perceived on social media did have 

an impact on how the participants felt about their choices. For example, Participant 13 

expressed that social media played quite a big role in how she felt as she stated “Quite a big 

role actually. I think its…social media has…has made me…has given me more energy to 

actually study further in what I chose and to be more…well go about it because a lot of people 

that do study it, aren't as vocal. It's just the ones that practice it that are vocal and those are 

the ones that are doing a bad job. So, they misrepresent it, and social media has, like, kind of 

made me want to…to give a better representation of what politics is”. The way in which politics 

and politicians were represented on social media has acted as a motivator for Participant 13 as 

she strived to change it.  

Although her chosen field and path being perceived negatively on social media motivated 

Participant 13, it could be seen to negatively impact how others felt. For example, Participant 

6 could be seen to have felt disheartened by how studying English was perceived on social 

media as she said “It can be quite disheartening a lot of the times. I think people, I think the 

only thing that people will actually…yeah, enjoy hearing is that if you're in stem or if you're 
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doing something…. that’s in that field. So, telling people that you're all humanities and they get 

it's like, could…they get quite disappointed I suppose. So, yeah, it does…it is quite 

disheartening. It's difficult to kind of take myself seriously sometimes. This…. yeah, I just have 

to push through. This is the path that I've chosen”. However, it did not waiver her decision to 

carry on that path.  

On the other hand, when participants felt as though their choice (career or study path) was 

perceived positively on social media, it positively contributed to how they felt about their 

choices. This could be seen as Participant 7 stated “I mean, obviously it feels good. It feels good 

to know that people are open to learning more about your profession. They now see your work. 

There's no stigma around it, especially like within the country that we live in. There are so 

many other avenues that people see as therapy, so that makes them look down on the 

professional field or study of psychology. So, now just…just witnessing the awareness in our 

field is…it's, it's heartwarming. It's heartwarming to know that, OK, I did this with a passion 

and now people see the need or seeing the value of psychology” as she spoke about how 

psychology being perceived well on social media made her feel about pursuing it. Participant 

8 shared a similar sentiment as she stated “Yeah, it…it…it makes me feel like I'm smart and I'm 

working towards something” as she spoke to how psychology being perceived well made her 

feel about studying it.  
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Chapter 4: Discussion  

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter provides a discussion of what the key findings and results mean, theoretically 

and practically. The results pertaining to each research question are critically discussed in 

relation to prior research, salient existing literature, and the chosen theoretical framework. 

The discussion is carried out with specific reference to the South African context and aimed 

to provide a perspective on what meaningful conclusions were drawn from the results. 

 

4.2 Key findings 

4.2.1 How South African university students perceive the influence of social media in the 

discovery and exploration of career options 

When it came to discovery and exploration, the interviews and themes revealed that although 

social media only played a small role in the career discovery of the participants compared to 

other factors (e.g., Networking and firsthand experiences of the value of a career) – it played 

quite an integrated role in their exploration of different occupations. Participants were seen to 

be somewhat organically exposed to certain jobs through social media which insighted their 

discovery and began their exploration journey. However, the participants were also seen to 

actively and intentionally make use of social media platforms to explore different career 

options and institutions. These findings are consistent with those of Black (2017) and Zambroni 

et al. (2018) which found that social media was used to explore certain occupations and that 

media in general played a small role (amongst other factors) in the discovery of certain paths.  

In the discussions around discovery whereby the participants were asked quite directly how 

they discovered certain occupational options – social media was not a strong theme. Although 

some participants did mention social media, discovery was more strongly linked to networking 

and first-hand experiences. However, evidently, when it came to researching and exploring 

career interests further –social media did play a bigger role which the participants were not 

necessarily initially aware of. These findings are similar to that of Zambroni et al. (2018)’s 

research which aimed to find out how more about the tendency for students to use social media 

as a media literacy in career selection. The study revealed that social media was often used to 

find information to around careers to aid in career selection and social media was said to have 
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a significant role in helping students determine the future of their careers. However, networking 

with colleagues, family, peers, and friends being the most predominant way in which the 

participants discovered and explored career options seems to indicate that the technical 

landscape has not necessarily replaced or reduced the value of in-person discovery and 

exploration through experiences and conversation which is consistent with research by Brown 

(2002), Miles (2015) and Schwartz et al. (2018). 

 

Theme 4 (Career discovery and exploration) revealed that the participants generally 

discovered and explored their career interests through networking, their own first -hand 

experiences, as well as through media sources (including, but not limited to social media). It 

could be seen that two participants discovered their career interests through a television show. 

This was aligned to similar findings from King and Multon (1996)’s study whereby they 

demonstrated that television media played a role in the career interests of high-school 

students when there were role models seen in the media. The sub-theme of ‘media sources’ 

brought to light that the participants conducted further research and explored options through 

use of the internet and websites. It is also worth highlighting how this links to findings from 

Theme 1 (Distinctive contributions of social media platforms) and 2 (Social Media Content) 

whereby participants actively made use of social media platforms to investigate certain 

occupational interests through engaging with informational content. It therefore seems to be 

the case that although social media did not play a big role in the discovery of many of the 

participant’s current career interests, it did play a great role in acting as an informational 

source into exploring career interests and opportunities.  

Theme 1 (Distinctive contributions of social media platforms) indicated that different social 

media platforms tended to be used for different purposes – some included researching different 

occupational paths and information around these. For example, LinkedIn was used mainly to 

network and for keeping up to date with the achievements and current professional lives of 

others, but some of the participants were also seen to actively use LinkedIn to look for jobs and 

information around jobs. This was indicative that the participants actively used LinkedIn to 

explore information around certain careers and to discover certain career options/paths. 

Additionally, when it came to YouTube, it seemed to serve as a social media platform 

commonly utilized for accessing informational videos and learning about diverse subjects. 

While occasionally used for entertainment, most participants primarily utilized it for 
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educational and informational purposes. They were seen to research information around their 

current jobs using YouTube and to explore their interests (in and outside of career related 

interests).  

Instagram, on the other hand, was used more to utilized for entertainment purposes and to 

explore and engage with content related to their interests, hobbies, and passions, and to share 

information for causes or ideas they felt passionate about. Instagram was not actively used to 

find information or to specifically engage in career-related content as can be seen to be the case 

for LinkedIn and YouTube. However, many of the participants were seen to use Instagram to 

share information around their professional interests and passions. The intentional use of 

LinkedIn and YouTube for career information contrasts with the more organic discovery of 

career-related content on Instagram. It could be seen that users actively searched for career-

related information on LinkedIn and YouTube, often with specific goals in mind. This 

intentional behaviour allowed individuals to target their exploration efforts towards their 

professional interests and objectives. In contrast, career-related content on Instagram may be 

encountered more serendipitously as users scroll through their feed, potentially exposing them 

to a broader range of career options they may not have considered otherwise.  

Additionally, LinkedIn and YouTube are platforms that are conducive to in-depth exploration 

of career topics through longer-form content such as articles, videos, and tutorials, users can 

delve into detailed discussions, gain comprehensive insights, and engage with professionals in 

their field. In contrast, Instagram's format prioritizes brevity and visual appeal, resulting in 

shorter, visually driven content that may provide more surface-level information about career 

options. Instagram's informal and visually oriented nature may lead to a more casual approach 

to career exploration, with users encountering career-related content alongside a mix of 

personal, lifestyle, and entertainment content. Overall, the intentional use of LinkedIn and 

YouTube for career information allows users to proactively seek out relevant content and 

engage with professionals in their field, fostering a more directed approach to career 

exploration. In contrast, the organic discovery of career-related content on Instagram 

introduces users to a broader range of career options in a more casual and visually appealing 

manner, potentially sparking interest and curiosity in unexpected career paths. 

It can therefore be affirmed that social media platforms are information rich environments 

that contain vast amounts of informational resources around careers and fields is reflective of 

the participant’s experiences (Akram & Kumar, 2017; Hooley et al., 2010; Utama & 



V 

 
65 

 

Widyotama, 2020). Additionally, these findings support the idea put forward by Hooley, 

Hutchinson, and Watts (2010), Saleem et al. (2014), and Zambroni et al. (2018) that people 

often look towards social media when exploring various career options (Hooley et al., 2010; 

Saleem et al., 2014; Zambroni et al., 2018). This also aligns with the findings of Cho et al. 

(2024) that suggested that social media users are seen to make use of social media to find 

information as the line has become blurred between more traditional research methods and 

sources of credible data as social media has become a trusted source of advice and influence 

(Cho et al., 2024).  

This implies that although social media forms part of the environment spoken of in the Social 

Cognitive Career Theory (SCCT) – it is an environment in itself (Bright et al., 2015; Cooper, 

2013; Lent et al., 1994; Zambroni et al., 2018). In the SCCT, the term ‘environment’ refers to 

the external factors and influences that shape an individual's behaviour, beliefs, and attitudes 

(in the case of this research – their career journey related behaviour) (Bright et al., 2015; 

Cooper, 2013; Lent et al., 1994; Zambroni et al., 2018). This includes the physical 

surroundings, social interactions, cultural norms, and other external stimuli that impact an 

individual's learning and development. The environment plays a crucial role in social 

cognitive theory as it interacts with personal factors and an individual’s behaviour to shape 

and reinforce certain patterns of thinking and actions (Bright, et al., 2015; Cooper, 2013; Lent 

et al., 1994; Zambroni et al., 2018). Through observation, modelling, and reinforcement, 

individuals learn from their interactions with the environment and adjust their behaviour 

accordingly (Lent et al., 1994). For example, the environment can include factors such as the 

presence of role models, the availability of resources, and the cultural context in which 

learning takes place. These environmental influences can shape how individuals perceive 

themselves, their capabilities, and their opportunities for growth and development  (Lent et al., 

1994). It is evident through the findings of this study that individuals interacted with social 

media the same way in which an environment is understood in the SCCT, and their career 

discovery and exploration was carried out through observational learning. Understanding 

social media as an environment reflective of that discussed in the SCCT is therefore useful in 

understanding exactly how social media played a role in the career discovery and exploration 

of the individuals.  

 



V 

 
66 

 

4.2.2 How South African university students perceive the influence of social media in the 

formations of their career aspirations 

It was found that the participants actively engaged with motivational content to inspire 

themselves. This indicated that motivational content which presented the participants with 

success stories or videos of people in their chosen field doing well contributed to their own 

aspirations and goals (being as good or making a similar contribution to the field). However, 

when asked directly about their aspirations and factors which contributed to these – the 

participants did not necessarily speak to social media. This highlights that although it plays a 

role in their aspirations, and they are aware of its influential nature and ability to inspire – 

they did not acknowledge this role of social media in forming their aspirations which were 

seemingly more linked to goals unrelated to their social media engagement. It was seen that 

they generally aspire to make a meaningful contribution, have opportunities to work 

internationally, and to be able to use their experiences and knowledge in their career. These 

findings align with the results of Zambroni et al. (2018)’s research which indicated that social 

media played an important role in providing direct and indirect information related to 

students’ career aspirations.  

When it came to the motivational/inspirational content (as seen in theme 2.1 – 

motivational/inspirational content), it could be seen that the participants actively chose to 

engage with this kind of content and it was expressed that seeing others do certain jobs that 

align with their values and professional interests, or seeing others achieve their goals inspired 

them and motivated them to pursue these interests. Across social media platforms, users 

frequently share success stories and testimonials depicting triumph over obstacles, attainment 

of objectives, or personal development and sharing such narratives appeared to inspire the 

participants. This seems to support the idea put forward by Budree et al. (2019) that social 

media users not only use social media to influence, but to actively be influenced. To add, the 

experiences shared by the participants whereby seeing motivational content that provided 

visual insight into others performing professionally in a way the participants admired, also 

helped the participants visualise themselves doing something similar and acted as a source of 

motivation for them to further pursue their goals.  

This seems to affirm that role models present on social media have the potential to influence 

one’s self-efficacy and indirectly played a role in forming their career aspirations. This 

supported the idea put forward by Bandura (1991) and the SCCT that one’s self-efficacy can 
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be developed positively through seeing others succeed and is in line with the suggestions 

from Bright et al. (2015), King and Multon (1996), Lubenov (2021) and Zambroni et al. 

(2018) that if a person were to see a fellow social media user, who is relatable in terms of age 

and social class (the socio-structural variables), successfully occupy a certain job– this could 

result in the individual thinking along the lines of ‘if they can do it, I can do it’. This further 

supports research by Bright et al. (2015) and Nguti et al. (2019) which suggested that self-

efficacy is related to career discovery processes, career aspirations and job choice. Therefore, 

social media content therefore holds the potential to influence one’s self-efficacy through 

role-modelling (Cooper, 2013; Bright et al., 2015; Maree & Molepo, 2004; Zambroni et al., 

2018) and this highlights the way in which the SCCT can be used as a framework to 

understand how social media as an environment is able to play a role in the career aspirations 

of individuals too.  

 

4.2.3 How South African university students perceive the influence of social media on their 

career decision 

The third research question of the study aimed to explore the role of social media in the 

career decisions of South African students. Although social media seems to have played a 

role in strengthening motivation towards certain paths, it did not necessarily inform the 

decisions made by the participants as their decisions were based on their interests, personality 

traits, and whether they would have a range of options to fall back on. Theme 6 (Career 

choices) seemed to contradict the general consensus of similar research such as that of 

Saleem et al. (2014), Krishna and Sharma (2016), and Tamboli and Paul (2020) which found 

‘mass media’ and/or social media to be a significant factor which influenced the career 

choices of university students. A similar study by Black (2017) explored how social 

networking sites help to bridge the gaps in -related information and aid in career decision-

making in South Africa and reported that Social Networking Sites allowed the participants to 

explore their own characteristics and potential careers, exposing them to various options and 

professional networks. This exposure was then seen to either inspire excitement and 

motivation or lead to reconsideration of career paths (Black, 2017).  

Although this is in line with the findings of Theme 2 (Social Media Content) which indicated 

that exposure to certain career information was seen to inspire excitement and motivation, it 

did not incite reconsideration or influence their choices as this exposure was based on 
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interests in choices they had made based on other factors as seen in Theme 6 (interests, 

personality traits, and whether they would have a range of options to fall back on). Black 

(2017) also found that insights gained from the experiences shared on Social Networking 

sites contributed to the participant’s understanding the realities of different career paths – 

which is contradictory to the findings of this research whereby Theme 3 (Characteristics of 

Social Media) and sub-theme 3.2 (Glamourization) demonstrated that the insights shared on 

social media were not perceived to be true reflections of the reality of the jobs as it only 

portrays the positive parts of it and the journey. The contradictions in these findings around 

social media could possibly be due to the increased awareness of the reality of social media 

content which has increased since 2017 (when Black’s study was conducted) when social 

media was not as integrated into society as it currently is. However, it is worth noting that this 

may not necessarily be the case for all social media platforms. Although the participants 

displayed an acute awareness of the false narratives spread on social media due to 

glamourisation – this was only really seen in discussions around Instagram. When it came to 

discussions around YouTube and LinkedIn, the same sentiment was not necessarily shared as 

these were seen to hold trusted sources of information in which the participants confided in 

and actively looked to. Although, the key finding still stands whereby social media was used 

for career exploration and played a role in career discovery and aspirations - the participants 

did not perceive it to play a pivotal role in the actual choices they made as it was seen that 

they perceived other factors to determine their choice (interests, personality traits, and 

whether they would have a range of options to fall back on). 

Although it seems as though social media was not a direct influencer on the career choices of 

the participants, contrary to the findings of others, it can be said that it does play a somewhat 

indirect role in the career choices of South African students due to its strong role in the 

exploration processes of the students. A study conducted by Mervi Veuori (2012) and another 

by Bolton et al. (2013) found that organisations utilize social media to build the company 

brand and image and to engage with stakeholders and external groups through building 

communities. It seems to be the case that organisations (as do people) utilize social media as 

a means to attract people towards them (Bolton et al., 2013; Veuori, 2012). This aligns with 

the results of the study as the data results indicated that participants utilize social media to 

investigate certain organisations to determine how they feel about the organisation and 

working there – it influenced their decision to work or study there. It therefore follows that 

social media plays an intermediary role in career choices as it is a means for organisations to 
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portray their values, culture, working environment, opportunities for international exposure, 

and other factors which more directly impact the choices made by individuals. Additionally, 

by social media reinforcing the motivation of the participants (as seen in Theme 1) through 

inspirational content and role models, it ultimately had an indirect influence on the choices of 

the participants. It can therefore be said even though the study’s findings may not completely 

align, the general idea shared across empirical research by Black (2017), Bright et al. (2005), 

Krishna & Sharma (2016), Saleem et al. (2014), and Zambroni et al. (2018) - that social 

media is impactful in the career journeys of students who use it is supported.  

 

Overall, Theme 6 (career choices) indicated that the key determining factors which played the 

greatest role in the career choices of the students were their interests, their personality, and 

the array of options which became available with their choices. Saleem et al. (2014) 

highlights how several studies support the argument that there is a strong relationship 

between the individual interests and career selection and that people with strong interests in a 

specific field are generally more fulfilled and successful. Additionally, a study by Ajayi et al. 

(2023) found that interest is a significant predictor of career choice. This further evokes the 

idea that if South Africans are able to gain good informational insight (via social media) into 

different career options, they are likely more able to determine if these align with their 

interests and this will increase the chances of success and fulfilment. When it comes to the 

contributing factor of having a variety of career options – this may be due to the lack of 

opportunity and high rate of unemployment in South Africa which could possibly enforce the 

idea that one needs to have a variety of options to fall back on to ensure employment.  

Although Theme 1 and 2 indicate that people actively use social media to be influenced and 

to look for information and explore career opportunities and interests, the way in which social 

media is perceived (as seen in Theme 3) ultimately reduces the trust that people have in the 

information and perceptions present on social media. This could potentially explain why 

social media plays a role in the career discovery and exploration part of their journeys and 

may entertain certain aspirations – but why it does not distinctly impact the choices that the 

participants made. These findings are similar to that of Cooper (2013) which looked into 

media’s influence in student’s career choices (essentially focusing on media and not 

necessarily social media) and found that role-models seen in the media (television 

specifically) generally positively reinforced their career-related choices of the students, 
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however, it did not significantly impact their decisions (Cooper, 2013). Although it could be 

seen that the perceptions of certain career and study paths on social media did have a direct 

impact on the way the participants felt about their choices, it did not necessarily have an 

influence on these decisions. In other words, it did not result in them changing their mind or 

choosing a particular path based on the perceptions of certain choices on social media.  

 

4.2.4 The Social Cognitive Career Theory 

The Social Cognitive Career Theory (SCCT) provides a comprehensive framework for 

understanding how individuals' career development is influenced by their interactions with 

their social environment, their cognitive processes, and their personal experiences. When 

applied to the role of social media in career discovery and exploration, SCCT can be seen to 

offer valuable insights into how individuals utilize social media platforms to shape their 

career aspirations, decisions, and behaviours. Through utilizing this framework to understand 

the interaction between social media content and career discovery, exploration, choice and 

aspirations – the potential impact of social media on these constructs was able to be better 

understood. Social media is an information rich environment that was easily compared to the 

one discussed in the SCCT because it was seen to be an environment whereby participants 

were able to interact and observe interactions (Hooley et al., 2010; Utama & Widyotama, 

2020). Furthermore, social media was seen to hold the potential to shape one’s behaviour – as 

positioned by Utama and Widyotama (2020), Zambroni et al. (2018), and Tamboli & Paul 

(2020). It is evident that social media played a role (even though somewhat indirect at times) 

in career choices of those who use it (Black, 2017; Bright et al., 2005; Krishna & Sharma, 

2016; Saleem et al., 2014; Zambroni et al., 2018). 

In the social cognitive career theory, behaviour is said to be mainly affected by self-efficacy, 

outcome expectancies, socio-structural variables, and goals (Lent et al., 1994).  Self-efficacy 

pertains to an individual's confidence level in their ability to accomplish a specific task or 

behave in a particular manner (Bandura, 1991, Bright et al., 2015; Nguti et al., 2019). There 

is a direct link between one’s self-efficacy and their ability to complete a task. In other words, 

if a person believes they can do a certain job, they are more likely to pursue it and be able to 

do the job. Self-efficacy is therefore related to career discovery processes, career aspirations 

and job choice (Bright et al., 2015; Nguti et al., 2019).  
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Bandura (1991) suggested that one’s self-efficacy can be developed positively through seeing 

others succeed (Bandura, 1991). Therefore, it was suggested that if a person were to see a 

fellow social media user, who is relatable in terms of age and social class (the socio-structural 

variables), successfully occupy a certain job– this could result in the individual thinking 

along the lines of ‘if they can do it, I can do it’ (Bright et al., 2015; King & Multon, 1996; 

Lubenov, 2021; Zambroni et al., 2018). The findings from this study affirmed this as 

mentioned in prior paragraphs and this ultimately brings forward how social media impacted 

the self-efficacy of participants and essentially their aspirations and pursuits.  

A study by Michelle King and Karen Multon (1996) found that television media played a role 

in the career aspirations of high-school students when there were role models seen in the 

media which held relatable or similar characteristics to themselves. The students aspired to 

vocations that were modelled by those seen in the media that they could relate to in terms of 

race, gender, culture, etc. (King & Multon, 1996). This aligned with the findings of this study 

in Theme 4 and essentially highlighted the impact that role models seen in the media can 

have on one’s career aspirations. Social media content therefore holds the potential to 

influence one’s self-efficacy through role-modelling as suggested by the SCCT (Cooper, 

2013; Bright et al., 2015; Maree & Molepo, 2004; Zambroni et al., 2018).  

In terms of the outcome expectancies factor the SCCT theory, social media content was also 

seen to influence one’s outcome expectancies of certain jobs (Bright et al., 2015; Nguti et 

al., 2019; Zambroni et al., 2018). However, these outcome expectancies were perceived to be 

false and a result of the somewhat one-dimensional nature of social media which only shares 

the good side of certain paths as it glamourises careers. This could essentially be understood 

to be the reason why the perceptions of certain career paths on social media did not directly 

impact the career choices – contrary to the suggestion of the SCCT which puts forward the 

idea that the outcome expectancies impact the choices.  

 

Consequently, social media ultimately affected the self-efficacy, outcome expectancies, and 

career goals (essentially the career aspirations) of its users. This is aligned with the findings 

of Nguti et al. (2019). It can therefore be seen that the SCCT is an appropriate means to 

understanding how the content from social media can affect the career discovery, exploration, 

aspirations and even choice of its users (Bright et al., 2015).   
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4.3 Practical and theoretical implications of the findings 

In summary, the themes which emerged from this research demonstrated that social media 

contributed to shaping the career interests of South African students and played a role in them 

discovering and exploring these interests. Participants were seen to discover various career 

options through social media (and other forms of media) and actively used social media 

platforms to find more information around these options. These interests, in many cases, led 

to the ultimate career choices made by the participants – indicating that social media can have 

an indirect influence on the career decisions made my people. However, it was perceived to 

be a key role player acknowledged by the participants in factors which influenced their career 

choices and pursued aspirations of these students - the choices of the participants were 

determined more by other factors such as their personal interests and passions, their 

personality, and the range of occupational options they would have. Furthermore, the way in 

which certain career and study paths were perceived on social media did have an impact on 

the way in which the participants felt about their choices, but it did not necessarily change or 

influence these choices. It is worth noting that although social media was not perceived to be 

a critical role player in their career choice, this does not necessarily mean that it did not play 

a deeper role. The possibility remains that it held influence they were not aware of. 

Considering the findings of theme 2.1 (influential) which illustrated that the participants 

acknowledged that social media impacts their thoughts and is highly influential, this is a 

possible case to consider. The implications also suggest that social media could act as an 

unknown moderator in career choices through impacting thought patterns and behaviours. 

Throughout themes 1 to 3 it was apparent that social media does play a role in the discovery, 

exploration, aspirations, and choices of South Africans. Participants spoke about how they 

made use of different platforms to search or information and how they were actively 

motivated by certain career content. However, in themes 4 to 6 it was generally seen that the 

role of social media in their career development journey was not acknowledged directly 

through the participant’s discussions around how they discovered their current fields of study 

and careers, aspirations, and choices. This suggests that although social media does play quite 

a large role throughout their career development journey, they may not necessarily be aware 

of the extent of this role. This essentially contradicts the findings in theme 3 that 

demonstrated that the participants were aware of the influential nature and power of social 
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media and how it is able to their aspirations and behaviour’s. The implications around people 

not being aware of the role social media plays highlights the risk of individuals being 

unconsciously influenced by false depictions of certain careers, or information that is not 

necessarily from credible sources which could potentially lead to them pursuing jobs that do 

not meet their expectations and ultimately lead to a lack of fulfilment. 

Maree and Molepo (2004) argued that South Africa needs to focus on providing extensive 

information in order to assist young South Africans in their career choices – doing so through 

social media could be a practical, accessible, and financially feasible option to reach a large 

portion of the population. The key reasons to the limited career education of many South 

Africans comes down to the availability, accessibility, and affordability of resources 

pertaining to career education (Black, 2017; Maree & Molepo, 2004) – by utilizing social 

media content (which is evidently used as an informational resource to guide decision 

making) it creates the possibility to help create information that more of the population, 

including those who are disadvantaged, can access (Maree & Molepo, 2004).  

However, Akram and Kumar (2017) argue that due to students being more dependent on 

social media for information and research, their researching and learning abilities have 

decreased (Akram & Kumar, 2017). According to Akram & Kumar (2017), increased reliance 

on social media for career information may lead to a decline in students' researching and 

learning abilities. It is suggested that the ease of access to information on social media 

platforms may not necessarily translate to enhanced research skills or a deeper understanding 

of the subject matter (Akram & Kumar, 2017). This further suggests that the increased 

dependency of students on social media as a primary source of information and research may 

limit their exposure to diverse perspectives, credible sources, and in-depth analysis which 

could potentially hinder their ability to critically evaluate information and develop 

independent research skills (Akram & Kumar, 2017). Increased dependence on social media 

for career information raises concerns about the quality and reliability of the content accessed 

(Akram & Kumar, 2017). Social media platforms often prioritize popularity and engagement 

over accuracy and credibility, leading to the proliferation of misinformation, biased opinions, 

and sensationalized content (Cho et al., 2024). 

According to these findings, it can be argued that whether it is unconscious, indirect, or 

intentional – social media holds a great potential to play a role in the career development 

journey of South African students. It therefore seems that in order for social media to be able 



V 

 
74 

 

to positively contribute to the career development journey of South Africans and provide 

accessible career-related information across varied races, classes, and cultures in order to 

encourage South Africans to pursue careers which resonate with them – there is a critical 

need to communicate the influence of social media. Additionally, there is a need to encourage 

teaching around social media literacy (Cho et al., 2024) and how to critically assess the 

content consumed on social media in order to move its role in the career development journey 

to a more positive position. Educators and institutions may need to reassess their methods of 

teaching research and information literacy skills in response to the expanding impact of social 

media (Cho et al., 2024). Prioritizing critical thinking, source assessment, and digital literacy 

skills may become more vital to assist students in effectively navigating the vast array of 

online information (Cho et al., 2024). In essence, the notion implies that although social 

media offers convenient access to career information, it could potentially compromise 

students' research and learning capabilities. This highlights the significance of fostering 

critical thinking abilities and digital literacy to enable students to adeptly navigate the 

intricacies of the online information environment (Akram & Kumar, 2017; Cho et al., 2024). 
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Chapter 5: Limitations and Future Recommendations 

5.1 Limitations and Recommendations for Future Research 

Although this research was able to fill a gap in current literature surrounding the part that 

social media plays in the career development journey of South Africans by providing a 

qualitative account of the experiences of South African students – there were some 

limitations which need to be considered. Firstly, the study only investigated the perceptions 

and experiences of South African students who are following particular types of career paths 

guided by academic education. This leaves a large majority of the population excluded and 

does not consider those who follow other occupational paths such as manual labour (builders, 

miners, truck drivers, etc.) which form a large part of the South African workforce. 

Considering the fact that South Africa’s largest sectors are agriculture and mining, this limits 

the applicability of the findings to the larger population. People who follow these 

occupational routes still go through a career development process whereby they discover the 

occupation, assess themselves in relation to it, and go through the steps which lead them to 

making the choice. It therefore stands to reason that future studies should consider exploring 

the role social media plays in the career development journey of a sample focused more on a 

specific segment, industry, or profile of career within the South African workforce – not 

limited to students. Additionally, in line with the fact that a large portion of the South African 

workforce do not necessarily pursue careers but may aspire to manual or less skilled jobs 

would require that future researchers investigate the role of social media in a wide array of 

occupations and not necessarily limit the constructs being investigated to rigid definitions 

such as ‘career’. Furthermore, future research should investigate whether the media is seen as 

similarly influential in shaping career choices and processes across various groups in society 

(e.g. by life stage, and by educational level more broadly defined, by class, by location, etc.). 

In addition, the extent to which social media may influence stereotypes about certain work 

and workers is worthy of further exploration. Lastly, although qualitative research holds great 

value in providing in-depth accounts of phenomena and allow insight into the first-hand 

experiences of people, it does not allow for statistical inferences to be made and act as a data 

validation point. It would therefore be beneficial for future researchers to incorporate a 

quantitative component to the research as well and take on a mixed methods approach.  

 

5.2 Conclusion 
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Technology's pervasive influence has affected how people explore career options, with traditional 

media converging with social media, blurring the line between reliable sources of information 

whereby people are now influenced by social media. This integration of technology, particularly that 

of social media platforms, into career discovery and exploration can be seen to have a profound 

impact on modern career development, from initial discovery to final career choices. The implications 

of this are seen to be critical in the context of South Africa, whereby there is a lack of access to 

informational resources around occupations - which is linked to many South Africans pursuing careers 

which do not align with their values and talents, ultimately making them less fulfilling (Maree & 

Molepo, 2004). This study therefore aimed to gain a deeper understanding of the role that social 

media content plays in the career discovery, aspirations, and choices of South African university 

students through a qualitative approach. The study made use of the SCCT as a theoretical framework 

in which to guide the understanding and exploring of the role of social media on the behaviour and 

career development journey of the participants. The SCCT was also useful in understanding the 

findings of the study. The SCCT was therefore seen to be highly useful in providing a theoretical 

underpinning to explain and understand the way in which social media plays a role in the career 

development journey of the participants. Additionally, the SCCT provided a psychological framework 

in which to unwrap the possible unconscious influence of social media. In conclusion, the research 

demonstrated that social media contributed to shaping the career interests of South African students 

and played a role in them discovering and exploring these interests. These findings were consistent 

with the general consensus of previous research. Participants were seen to discover various career 

options through social media (and other forms of media) organically and actively used social media 

platforms to find more information around these options. These interests, in many cases, led to the 

ultimate career choices made by the participants – indicating that social media can have an indirect 

influence on the career decisions made my people. However, it was not perceived to be a key role 

player which influenced the study and career choices or pursued aspirations of these students - the 

choices of the participants were perceived by themselves to be determined more by other factors such 

as their personal interests and passions, their personality, and the range of occupational options they 

would have. This finding indicated a possibility that social media played a role in which they were 

unaware of. Furthermore, the way in which certain career and study paths were perceived on social 

media did have an impact on the way in which the participants felt about their choices, but it did not 

necessarily change or influence these choices. Although these findings were in line with much of 

previous research, there were some nuances which led to contradictions from certain results of 

previous studies. The study provided valuable insights into the role that social media plays in the 

career journey and was able to contribute to filling a gap in South African literature which may lay a 

foundation for future studies of a similar nature.  
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Appendix A: 

Participant Information Letter 

 

Psychology 

School of Human & Community Development 

University of the Witwatersrand 

Private Bag 3, WITS, 2050 

Tel: (011) 717 4500 

______________________________________________________________ 

  

To whom it may concern,  

My name is Sherrilee Cronje, I am a student registered for the degree of master’s in 

organizational psychology at the University of the Witwatersrand. As part of the requirements 

for my degree, I am collecting data for a research report. The aim of this study is to explore 

the perceptions that South African university students have of the role of social media content 

in their personal experiences pertaining to their process of career discovery, career 

aspirations, and career choices. 

If you are currently a university student studying in South Africa, I would like to invite you to 

participate in this research project. Participation will involve being interviewed by me at a 

time and place that is convenient for both of us. The interview is expected to last 

approximately one hour and will be audio-taped with your consent. You will be under no 

obligation to answer specific questions asked during the interview and may withdraw from 

the interview process at any point if you wish to do so.  

Choosing to participate in the project or not is completely voluntary; you will  not be 

advantaged or disadvantaged in any way whether you decide to participate or not. There are 

no direct benefits or foreseeable risks associated with participating in this study. Although 

your identity will be known to me as the interviewer, this will be kept strictly confidential, 

and will not be disclosed to anyone else. Any information that could directly identify you as 

an individual will be removed from the transcript of the interview and the names in the data 

will be coded.  
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My supervisor, Dr Sifiso Mlilo, and I will be the only ones that have access to the audio-

recording of the interview, and this will be kept securely in a location with limited access 

(password protected computer only accessibly to myself or the examiner). Once an analysis 

of the data and write-up is complete, this original recording will be destroyed. With your 

permission, we would like to store a copy of your interview transcript that has all identifying 

information removed, indefinitely (permanently), and possibly use this for future research. 

A feedback sheet in the form of a one-to-two-page summary of the study and its findings will 

be provided to you upon request once the research report has been submitted and marked. 

You may email me if you would like to receive this – my contact details appear below. The 

feedback will be available by the end of June 2023.  

You are welcome to contact me if you have any questions. Ethical queries and/or complaints 

can also be directed to the University of the Witwatersrand Human Research Ethics 

Committee (non-medical): ResearchEthicsBreaches@wits.ac.za, the University Research 

Compliance Manager: Ms Eleni Flack-Davison (Eleni.FlackDavison@wits.ac.za, 011 717 

1328), the director for research development: Dr Robin Drennan 

(Robin.Drennan@wits.ac.za), or the HREC Non-Medical Chair: Prof. Jasper Knight 

(Jasper.Knight@wits.ac.za).  

Before beginning the interview, please read and sign the two consent forms provided (consent 

for participation and consent for audio-recording of the interview) if you are willing to 

participate in the study. Please also detach and keep this sheet. Thank you for considering 

participating in this research project.  

 

Yours sincerely,  

Sherrilee Cronje (1712813@students.wits.ac.za) 

072 221 7960 

 

Dr Sifiso Mlilo (Sifiso.Mlilo@wits.ac.za) 

Smlilo 

083 588 6109 

mailto:ResearchEthicsBreaches@wits.ac.za
mailto:Eleni.FlackDavison@wits.ac.za
mailto:Robin.Drennan@wits.ac.za
mailto:Jasper.Knight@wits.ac.za
mailto:1712813@students.wits.ac.za
mailto:Sifiso.Mlilo@wits.ac.za
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Appendix B 

Consent form: Interview 

 

I, __________________________________________ 

(Full name/s and surname of the potential participant) 

do hereby consent to be interviewed by Sherrilee Cronje for her study exploring the role that 

social media content has in the career discovery, career exploration, career aspiration, and 

career choice of South African university students. 

 

I understand that (please check the relevant boxes): 

 My participation in this study is completely voluntary and I will not be advantaged or 

disadvantaged in any way by choosing to participate or not.  

 I may elect to not answer any specific questions asked if I do not wish to do so.  

 There are no foreseeable risks or benefits associated with participation in this study.  

 My identity will be kept strictly confidential, and any information that may directly identify 

me will be removed from the interview transcript.  

 If I am referred to it will be using a pseudonym (for example Participant A). 

 A copy of my interview transcript [with all information that may directly identify me 

removed] will be stored permanently and may be used for future research.  

 I will be asked for permission to audio-record my interview as per the conditions outlined in 

the separate consent for recording form. 

 I can withdraw from the interview at any time and can at any time request that my responses 

are not included in the study. 

 

Signed: ________________________ (signature of participant) 

 

Date: ______________________ 
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Appendix C 

Consent form: Recording 

 

I, __________________________________________ 

(Full name/s and surname of the potential participant) 

do hereby consent for my interview conducted by Sherrilee Cronje to be audio recorded for 

her study exploring the role that social media content has in the career discovery, career 

exploration, career aspiration, and career choice of South African university students. 

 

I understand that (please check the relevant boxes): 

 The recording will be stored in a secure location with restricted access (password-protected 

computer) and will only be accessible to Sherrilee Cronje and the project examiner. 

 The recording will be transcribed and any information that could directly identify me will be 

removed. 

 Once analysis of the data and write-up is complete, the transcript with all information that 

could directly identify me removed will be stored permanently and may be used for future 

research. 

 Direct quotes from my interview (with any information that could directly identify me 

removed) may be cited in the research report or other write-ups of the research.  

 If I am referred to it will be using a pseudonym (for example, Participant A).  

 

I do hereby consent to be recorded: 

Signed: ________________________ (signature of participant) 

Date: ______________________ 
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Appendix D 

Demographic Questionnaire 

 

Full name: _____________________ 

 

By completing this questionnaire, I _______________, consent to participating in this study 

exploring the role that social media content has in the career discovery, career exploration, 

career aspiration, and career choice of South African university students. 

 

 I understand that (please check relevant the boxes): 

 Participation is voluntary  

 All information provided will be kept confidential and stored safely  

 Participation in this study will result in no advantage or disadvantage to the participant in 

any way 

 

PLEASE ANSWER ALL THE QUESTIONS:  

Details are required for descriptive purposes only and confidentiality is guaranteed.  

 

1. What is your age? ____________________________________________  

2. What gender are you?  (male/ female / other) ________________________ 

3. Which racial category do you fall under? (Black/ Indian/ Coloured/ White/ other) 

___________________________________________________________________ 

4. Where are you studying? 

___________________________________________________________________ 

5. What are you studying? 

___________________________________________________________________ 

6. What year of study are you in? ___________________________________________  

What is your home language? ____________________________________________ 
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Appendix E 

 

Supervisor–Supervisee Contract 

 

Statement of principles for postgraduate supervision 

In a context of academic freedom and within a framework of individual autonomy and 

the pursuit of knowledge this statement is written in the belief that there is a reciprocal 

relationship and mutual accountability between supervisor and student. 
 

THE SUPERVISOR AND THE STUDENT: 

I. Will establish agreed roles and clear processes to be maintained by both parties. In the case of joint 

supervision, everybody' s role needs to be clarified. 

2. Will meet regularly and as frequently as is reasonable to ensure steady progress towards the completion of 

the proposal, research report, or dissertation or thesis. This time varies but the annual minimum requirement 

for face-to­ face contact spread across each year of registration is IO contact hours for an I Honours project, 

15 contact hours for a master’s by research report and 24 contact hours for a master’s by dissertation and 
PhD. 

3. Will keep appointments, be punctual and respond timeously to messages. 

4. Will keep one another informed of any planned vacations or absences as well as changes in his or her 
personal circumstances that might impact on the work schedule. Unplanned absences, or delays should be 
discussed as soon as possible, and arrangement should be made, to catch up lost time. 

5. Will ensure that research on animal or human subjects is conducted according to the procedures and the 
requirements of the relevant University Ethics committee. 

6.  Will together complete progress reports on the research project, as requested by each Faculty Graduate 
Studies Committee. 
 

THE SUPERVISOR: 
1.      I undertake to provide guidance for the 

student's research project in relation to 

the design and scope of the project, the 

relevant literature and information 

sources, research methods and 

techniques and methods of data 

analysis. 
2.  Ila’s a responsibility to be accessible to 

the students. 

 
3.  Will be prepared for the meeting with 

the student. This includes being up-to­ 

date on the latest work in his or her 

area of expertise. 

4.  Will expect written work as jointly 

agreed and will return that work with 

constructive criticism within a 

timeframe (a suggest ion of 2-4 

weeks) jointly agreed at the outset of 

the research. 

5. Will provide advice that can help the 

student to improve his/her writing.    

This may include referrals for 

language training and academic 

writing. The supervisor will provide 

guidance on technical aspects of 

writing such as referencing as well 

as on discipline specific 

requirements. Detailed correction or 

drafts and instruction in aspects of 

language and style are not     the 

responsibility of the supervisor. 

6.  Will support the student in the production 

of a research report, dissertation or thesis.  

Provision should be allowed for 

adequate, mutually respectful,  

discussion around recommendat io ns  

made. 

7.  Will assist with the construction of 

THE STUDENT: 
I.     Undertake to work independently under 

the guidance of the supervisor. This 

includes reading widely to ensure that 

the literature pertinent to his/her 

chosen topic has been identified and 

consulted. 

2. Is obliged to make appointments to see 

the supervisor and will arrange meeting 

times well in advance. 

3. Will think carefully about 

how to get maximum 

benefit from these contact 

sessions by planning what 

he· /she wants in these 

sessions. 

4. Should submit written work for 

discussion with the supervisor well in 

advance of a scheduled meeting. The 

kind and frequency of written work 

should be agreed with the supervisor at 

the outset of the research. 

5. Written work that is submitted should 

be relatively free from basic spelling 

mistakes, incorrect punctuation and 

grammatical errors. Responsibility for 

the accuracy of language, the overall 

structure and coherence of the final 

research report, dissertation or thesis 

rests with the student. 

6. Undertakes to heed the advice given by 

the supervisor and to engage in 

discussion around suggestions made. 
Ultimately the student has to take 

responsibility for the quality and 

presentation of the work. 

7. Should strive, within 

reasonable bounds, to 
maintain a focus on his/ her 

research area and to work 

within the agreed time 

We confirm that we have read and 

understood this statement and agree to be 

guided by its principles for as long as we 

continue to work together. 

 

Name of student: _ Sh e r r i l e e  C r o n je  
_ _   _  _  _ 

 
Student's signature: _Sherrilee Cronje _ 

_ _  _   _  _  _  _  _ 

 
Name of Supervisor:  Dr Sifiso Mlilo _ _ 

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ 

 
Supervisor's signature: Smlilo 

 
Name of Co-Supervisor: _ _ _  _  _   _  _  
_ 

 
Co-Superv iso r·s sig nature: _ _ _ _ _ _ 
_ 

 
The broad area of study is: _ Career 

Psychology
 

Provisional submission date is 

January 2023  

Degree: Master’s in organizational 

psychology  
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a written time schedule which 

outlines the expected completion 

dates of successive stages of the 
work. 

8. Will ensure the student has the 

opportunity to present work at 

postgraduate, staff seminars. national/ 

international conferences as 
appropriate. 

9. Will assist with the publication of 

research articles as appropriate. 

I 0. Will dismiss the ownership of research 

conducted by the student in 

accordance with all university 

guidelines and rules on intellectual 

property, co-authorship and copy 

right. 

 
11. Will ensure that the research is 

conducted in accordance with 

the University’s policy on 

plagiarism 

12 . Will ensure that the student is made 

aware in writing of the inadequacy of 

progress of any work where the 

standard is below par. Acceptability 

will be according to criteria previously 

supplied to the student. 

13. Ila’s a duty to refuse to allow the 

submission of sub-standard work for 

examination, regardless of the 

circumstance - If the   student chooses   

to submit without the consent of the 

supervisor, then this should be clearly 

recorded, and the appropriate 

procedures followed.

 · 

schedule. 

8. Will prepare material for presentations at 
seminars and conferences. 

9. Undertakes to submit papers for 
publication. 

I 0. Agrees to honor agreements about 

ownership of the research  and in 

accordance with the University' s 

guidelines and rules in relation to co ­ 

authorship , copyright  and intellectual 

property. 

11 . Will ensure that the work contain s no 

instances of plagiarism and that all 

citations are properly referenced and 

that the list of references is accurate,  

complete and consistent. 

12 . Agrees to work in accordance with the 
criteria of acceptability as supplied by 
the supervisor. 

13 . Undertakes not to place the 

supervisor under undue pressure to 

submit work for examination until the 

supervisor is satisfied that it has  

reached an acceptable level of quality.  

School:_ Sc h o o l  o f  h u m a n  a n d  

c o m m u n i ty  d e v e lo p m e n t _  _  _  _  
_  _  _  _  _ 

Faculty: _Humanities _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ 

_ 

 
Date:2022/05/23 _ 

 
Specific agreements pertaining to 

ownership and jo int publication, 

funding, may be attached 
and signed. 
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Appendix F 

Interview Schedule 

(Interview schedule for individual participants) 

 

Phase 1: Pre-interview 

Before the interview is conducted, these steps will be carried out:  

• Confidentiality and anonymity will be explained to participant (no identifying information will 

be used in transcripts and all recordings will be safely stored and only accessible to myself as 

the primary researcher).  

• Participant will be informed that they are allowed to drop out of the study at any point, and 

do not have to answer any questions they do not wish to.  

• Verbal consent to participate in the interview and to be recorded will be received.  

• The interview will then proceed. 

 

Phase 2: Interview participant 

This phase will then be carried out whereby the interviewer will begin the interview. The 

table below illustrates the focus areas that will be covered throughout the interview, why they 

will be covered, and how they will be explored through example questions. It is important to 

note that these are the main questions, however, due to the semi-structured nature of the 

interview, there may be additional follow up and probing questions not included in the 

schedule. Additionally, the interview schedule is subject to change- a pilot interview will be 

conducted before the schedule is finalized.  

 

Focus area Reasoning Examples of questions Examples of 

probes 

 

1. Introduction  This will set the 

tone for the 

interview, build 

“Please tell me a little 

bit about yourself” 

“What year are 

you in?”  
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rapport and trust 

to encourage 

open and honest 

answers, and 

create a 

conversational 

flow into the 

topics of 

interest. 

 “Where are you 

currently studying?” 

“What are you currently 

studying?” 

“Why did you 

decide to study 

said course?” 

“Please tell me 

about your 

plans once 

you’ve finished 

studying” 

 

2. Career discovery  These questions 

will explore how 

the participant 

came to find out 

about and 

explore their 

current choice of 

study and career 

choice  

“How did you first find 

out about this course of 

study?” 

“How did you come to 

decide to do this course 

of study?” 

“Tell me about how you 

found about this career 

path?”  

 

“When did you 

discover this 

course of 

study?” 

“When did you 

find out about 

that career?” 

 

3. Career aspiration These questions 

will explore 

what inspired 

their current 

choice of study 

and career 

choice.  

“What inspired you to 

pursue this field?” 

“Tell me about your 

career aspirations” 

“What are your long-

term career goals?” 

“What is your ideal 

job?” 

“How did that 

inspire you?” 

“Do you have 

any role models 

in this field?”, 

“How did they 

inspire you?” 

“Can you please 

elaborate a bit 

more on why?” 

4. Career choice These questions 

will explore 

their career 

choices, what 

“What work are you 

planning to do once 

you’ve completed your 

studies?” 

“Please tell me 

a bit more about 

why that 
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inspired their 

current choice of 

study and career 

choice, and how 

they found out 

about them.  

“What career are you 

currently interested in 

pursuing?” 

“What appeals to you 

most about this career?” 

appeals to 

you?” 

“When did you 

decide on this 

career?” 

“How did you 

find out about 

this career?” 

“How did you 

find out about 

(things said to 

be appealing 

about 

career/career 

outcomes)? 

 

5. Social media  If social media 

does not come 

up naturally, 

these questions 

will allow for 

more direct 

exploration of 

the role social 

media played in 

the career 

exploration, 

aspirations, and 

choices of the 

participants.  

“How do you think 

social media played a 

role in your discovery 

of this field of study?” 

“Please describe how 

you think this field is 

viewed on social 

media” 

“Tell me about the 

social media content 

that you’ve seen about 

this field of study” 

“How the content 

you’ve seen on social 

media regarding your 

field of study 

influenced your 

“Please explain 

why?” 

“What social 

media platforms 

are you 

referring to?” 

“What you’re 

saying is …?” 
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perception of your 

field?” 

“How do you think 

social media has 

influenced your view of 

this career?” 

6. Closing the 

interview 

These questions 

will provide an 

opportunity for 

clarification, 

summarizing, 

rehashing of 

main points, and 

allow participant 

to provide 

insight.  

“Is there anything you 

would like to clarify?” 

“Do you have any 

questions for me?" 

“May I summarize the 

main points to make 

sure I understand them 

correctly?” 

 

 

Phase 3: Debriefing and closure 

The participant will then be debriefed, provided with closing comments, given information 

regarding feedback, provided with my contact details, the recording will be stopped, and the 

interview will officially be closed.  
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Appendix G 

Ethics Application Form  

 

University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg 

Ethics Application Form for Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC Non-Medical) 
(SCHOOL ETHICS COMMITTEES: Revised January 2021) 

 

Instructions 
1. This form must be completed by Honours (4th year) and master’s by Coursework and Research Report 

students who require ethics clearance, or for ethics clearance for coursework activities as part of a taught 

degree. Note that staff non-degree applications, PhD and research master’s students must complete the 

online form.   

2. Completed applications must be submitted to the relevant School Ethics Committee. 

3. Applications may be submitted as hard or soft (electronic) copies, but the first page of the application 

must contain the signatures of the student and supervisor. Final revised versions must be in soft 

(electronic) copy as all documentation will be archived. 

4. Incomplete or handwritten applications will NOT be considered, including where signatures are missing.  

5. Necessary supporting documents (e.g., Participant Information Sheet, Consent Form, copies of instruments, 

permission letters, etc), must be provided. 

SECTION A  
Complete this checklist to show what documents you have submitted and that you agree with the 

conditions of application.  
 

X Completed Ethics Application Form. 

X Copy of the Research proposal. 

x Copy of proposed Research instruments (e.g., questionnaires/interview schedules). 

x Participant Information Sheets (for each different sample group and/or instrument used). 

x Consent forms (for each different sample group and/or instrument used). 

x 

Relevant permission letters if required (from, e.g., company's HR department, National 

authorities such as Government departments, etc.) - consult the Guidance on the Use of 
Permission Letters document.  

 
SIGNATURES (REQUIRED) 

Declaration: We, the signatories, declare that all information on this form is correct and that we 
will strive to maintain the highest ethical standards in this research at all times, according to 

disciplinary and university expectations, recognising that ethical practice in research is always a 
continuing process. 
 

I recognise that it is my responsibility to conduct my research in an ethical manner 
according to Guidelines of the University of the Witwatersrand, according to any 
laws and/or legal frameworks that may apply, and according to the norms and 

expectations of my discipline. In preparing this Application for Ethics Clearance 
form, I have consulted the Guidelines for Human Research Ethics Clearance 
Application/Non-Medical (available on this website 

https://www.wits.ac.za/research/researcher-support/research-ethics/ethics-
committees/). In receiving ethics clearance, I agree to abide by the conditions of 

data collection as outlined in the Guidelines document.  

x Yes    No 
 

https://www.wits.ac.za/research/researcher-support/research-ethics/ethics-committees/
https://www.wits.ac.za/research/researcher-support/research-ethics/ethics-committees/
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By signing this form, the researcher and supervisor of this project undertake to ensure that any 

amendments to this project that are required by the Human Research Ethics Committee (Non-
Medical) and School Ethics Committees are made before the project commences.  

 

 Date Name Signature* 

Applicant 2022/06/06 Sherrilee Cronje S.J. Cronje 

Supervisor  2022/07/05 Sifiso Mlilo Smlilo 

*Electronic signatures are permitted but there are requirements governing this – please see 

Guidelines for Applicants document. 

SECTION B  
1. Summary of risk categories of this research project 

1.1 Does this project involve human participants? 
If NO, an ethics waiver may be appropriate. Please complete the Ethics 
Waiver application form 

x Yes    No 
 

1.2 I have read and understood the risk categories table  
Applicants must have read the table of risk level category definitions 
on the final page of this document. This table is also available on the 

University Ethics Committee webpage. 

x Yes    No 
 

1.3 The applicant must tick the box for the category that best applies to this project: 
 

Risk category Tick the appropriate box   

No risk   

Minimal risk x  

Low risk   

Medium risk  Medium or high-risk applications must be submitted by 

the School Ethics Committee to the University HREC High risk  

  

1.4 Are all of the participants selected as experts?  
See the Guidelines for Applicants document for the definition of an 
expert 

 Yes x   No 
 

1.5 Will human participant research involve vulnerable categories?   Yes x No 
 

If YES state which ones: 
N/A 

 

If YES, how will existing vulnerabilities among research participants be addressed? 
N/A 

1.6 Does this research expose either the participant(s) or the 
researcher(s) to any potential risks or harm to which they would not 

otherwise be exposed? 

 

 Yes x   No 
 

If YES, how will potential risks or harm be addressed? 
See the Guidelines for Applicants document for guidance on a distress protocol, if needed 
 

 



V 

 
99 

 

NB: Vulnerability is context specific. The term 'vulnerable categories' includes, among others, children under 
18, orphans, prisoners, persons with cognitive or communication disorders, people who are traumatised or 
currently in traumatic situations. Vulnerable categories do not necessarily include poor or marginalised 
communities, older people, women, people with disabilities (unless it results in diminished capacity to give 
informed consent). Not all research involving ‘vulnerable categories’ is Medium or High-Risk research: here 
vulnerability must be considered in terms of the nature of the research and the context in which the 
research is carried out. Where necessary, include details of steps to be taken to facilitate data collection 
across language barriers (e.g., interpretation or translation).  

 

2. Researcher's personal data 

Your family name: Cronje Your first name: Sherrilee 

Title:           Mr. x Ms.  Other: 

______________ 

School:     School of community and human development  

Your student number:    1712813 

Your email:   1712813@students.wits.ac.za 

Your Tel number:   072 221 7960 

Name of supervisor(s):   Sifiso Mlilo 

Your supervisor’s Wits email:  Sifiso.Mlilo@wits.ac.za 

Your supervisor’s Wits Tel 

number: 

083 588 6109 

2.1 Is this application for a multi-student project (i.e., several 
students working on exactly the same topic under the same 

supervisor)? 
 
If YES: List the names and student numbers of additional 

students working on this project: 
 

 

 Yes x  No 
 

 

3. Research project 

3.1 Title of research project: 
The role of social media in the career discovery, aspirations, and  

choices of South African university students: A social cognitive perspective . 

3.2 Is this research for degree purposes?  
Yes 

 

 

If so, for what degree? 
 

 Honours x Masters (research 

report) 

 Other (specify) _____________________ 

3.3 Has the proposal been approved by the relevant School or Faculty higher degrees 
committee or another unit?  

 
 

 Yes  No x Submitted and pending 

3.4 Will any additional researchers be covered by this ethics protocol (including 

translators/interpreters, research assistants, etc. but not including supervisors)? 

 Yes   

x 

No 

 

mailto:1712813@students.wits.ac.za
mailto:Sifiso.Mlilo@wits.ac.za
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If yes, please specify their names, affiliations and roles: 
 

 

3.5 What are the aims and objectives of the research? (Please be specific) 
 
The aim of this study is to gain a deeper understanding of the role that social media content plays in the 

career discovery, aspirations, and choice of South African university students through evaluating their 

lived experiences. 

 

3.6 Summary or abstract of the research (100 words maximum) 
Give a brief outline of the research plan such that reviewers can understand what the study is 

about, who the participants are, and how you will collect the data 
 

The research design will take the form of a qualitative, cross-sectional, interpretive approach 
whereby one-on-one, semi-structured interviews will be conducted by the primary researcher 
in order to collect the data. This will allow for in-depth information that would assist in 

addressing the research questions. The sample will consist of 15-20 participants that are 
currently enrolled at a tertiary education institution in South Africa, are between the ages of 18-
44, and are well-versed in English. A mixed method of non-probability convenience sampling 

through volunteers and snowball/chain sampling methods as well as a purposive strategy will be 
used to get participants. Individuals who fit within the inclusion criteria will be purposefully 

chosen; these participants will then be requested to refer other students that fit the criteria 
who will be requested to participate in the study.  
 

 
 

3.7 Do you have any financial or material interests or a relationship associated with your 

research participants or with the organisations that you will be involved with in your research? 
(Such as a familial relationship; lecturer/student relationship; collegial relationship; 
employer/employee relationship) 

 
 

 
If yes, please explain how you will manage any existing or potential conflicts of interest and 
potential coercion during recruitment and data collection, if applicable: 

 

 Yes x No  

 

4.  Formal permission 

4.1 Where will the research be carried out? (Please give a specific location and /or the names of 
specific organisations or institutions) 

The research will not be carried out at any specific organization or institution as individual 
participants will be approached outside of these. The research will be carried out at a time and 
place convenient for the participant (in Johannesburg, South Africa). However, I – the 

researcher, will be carrying out my research through the University of the Witwatersrand.  
 
 

4.2 Has appropriate formal permission been obtained, if required (e.g., employer, government 
department, landowner, etc.)? 
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 Yes (attached)  Not 

required 

x Pending (must be supplied before ethics clearance can be given) 

 
NB: Obtaining permission is often necessary when conducting research within the premises of a particular 
site such as an ethnographic study of the functioning of a supermarket or a school, or the way staff 
interact with clients in a clinic or how members of a closed social media group interact/post on a specific 
topic. Permission is also required to use data from personal communication with participants or experts. 
Please note that any research done on Wits University campuses with employees or students of the 
University requires formal permission from the Registrar. Please read the detailed guidelines on 
Permission Letters from the Ethics website https://www.wits.ac.za/research/researcher-

support/research-ethics/ethics-committees/ 

 

5. How will data on human research participants be collected (instruments, methods, procedures)? 
(Tick all applicable boxes) (NB: All applicable instruments must be attached to the application)  

 

 Hard copy questionnaires or diagnostic tests, etc. 

 Online instruments (e.g. questionnaires, surveys) 

x Individual interviews (e.g., structured, semi-structured, etc.) 

x Personal communication (e.g., email or informal conversation with experts) 

 Group interviews (e.g., seminar/discussion groups, focus groups, etc.) 

 Ethnographic observation, participant observation, other informal descriptive, and/or 

interactive methods (you must explain the ethnographic methods in the box below) 

 Autoethnography 

 Community-based methods or techniques such as drama workshops, community 

theatre, training workshops, participant rural appraisal, rapid rural appraisal, etc. (you 

must explain in the box below) 

 Research on/in therapeutic or counselling contexts 

 Putting on your own exhibition / public performance 

 Observation of public performances, and/or public behaviour observation 

 Photography  

x Video recording 

x Audio recording (e.g., of interviews) 

 Use of data from social media 

 Other research methods or techniques (you must explain in the box below) 
 

Explanation of research methods specified above, and / or explanation of any other research methods 
that are not listed above: 

Participants will be communicated with through email, the interviews will be conducted one-on-one 
either face to face or online via Microsoft Teams. The interviews will be audio and/or video recorded 

with the consent of the participants.  
 
 

 

 

https://www.wits.ac.za/research/researcher-support/research-ethics/ethics-committees/
https://www.wits.ac.za/research/researcher-support/research-ethics/ethics-committees/
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6. Who will the research participants be? 

6.1 List the different participant groups (e.g., experts, community members, key informants) that you 
will be working with in your project:  

University students currently studying at a tertiary education institution in South Africa, who are 
proficient in English and fall within the ages of 18-44 years of age.  
 

6.2 Description of these participant groups, including age range and sample size, for each group: 

There is only one sample group that will consist of 15-20 participants that fall within the criteria 

specified above.  

 

7. How will informed consent be obtained? 

7.1 How will potential participants be identified / selected / recruited? 
A mixed method of non-probability convenience sampling through volunteers and snowball/chain 

sampling methods as well as a purposive strategy will be used to get participants. Individuals who fit 
within the inclusion criteria that are known to me (acquaintances, peers etc.) will be purposefully 

chosen and approached through a formal email; these participants will then be requested to refer other 
students that they know who fit the criteria who will then be requested to participate in the study 
through email.  

 

7.2 Will any incentives be offered to participants?  
(NB: it is NOT compulsory to offer any incentives. Please note for any 

curricula incentives, permission is required from the Registrar’s office 
and DVC. Fiscal incentives are limited to R150 – see Guidelines 
document) 

 
If YES, please explain: 

 

 Yes x No 
 

7.3 How will informed consent be obtained? 
 

x Formal (Signed form)  Informal (e.g., verbal)  Other (e.g., online 

survey) 

If you cannot obtain formal written consent, explain why:  
 

 
NB: Attach Participant Information Sheets and Consent Forms for each sample group (please label these carefully), 
and/or other related materials. It is essential that participants in research be fully informed (irrespective of the 
method used) and then be able to agree on this basis to participate in the research. 

 

8. Protecting participant identities 

8.1 Can confidentiality of participants’ responses be guaranteed 
throughout the data collection process?  

x Yes    No 
 

8.2 Can anonymity be guaranteed throughout the data collection 

process? 
 Yes   

x 

No 

 

8.3 Can anonymity be guaranteed in resulting research reports or 

publications? 
x Yes    No 
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8.4 Explain how you will manage issues of anonymity and confidentiality in your project (What will 
participants be told in this regard?): 

 
With regards to issues of confidentiality, only the researcher will have access to the recording of the 
interviews and these recordings will be stored on a password protected computer that is only accessible 

to the researcher. Once the transcriptions have been made – they will be stored on a password 
protected computer. Furthermore, any identifying information will be removed from the transcripts and 
the study to ensure confidentiality and anonymity in the research report as no real names will be used 

(pseudonyms will be used instead). It can be seen that the necessary precautions will be taken in order 
to protect the wellbeing and identity of the participants. Although anonymity cannot be fully 

guaranteed as I will personally interview the participants, they will remain anonymous to all others as 
no identifying information will be included in the transcripts or research report.  

 

Definitions: Confidentiality: that any information considered confidential by the participant or researcher will not 
be disclosed to others. Anonymity throughout the data collection process: that you as the researcher will not be 
able to identify the participant. Anonymity in the resulting reports: that the participant’s name/identifying data 
will not be disclosed and that anyone reading your results will not be able to identify the participant . NB: While 
confidentiality may be desirable, it cannot be guaranteed in, for example, focus groups, or ethnographic 
observations. Similarly, anonymity should be preserved in questionnaires, but cannot be offered in workshop 
methodologies, focus group research, etc. Participants should have the right to remain anonymous in the final 
report and this must be respected in handling of all data relating to them. Participants need to be informed about 
these issues through the Participant Information Sheet. 

 

9. Protection of data during and after the research 

9.1 How will the data be protected while the research is in progress? (This includes how the identities of 

participants will be protected). 
As said above, no identifying information will be included on transcripts or the research report. 
Furthermore, the recordings of the interviews will not contain any names. These recordings will only be 

accessible to me as the researcher as they will be stored on a password protected computer in a hidden, 
protected file. Once the recordings are no longer needed, they will be permanently deleted.  

 
 

9.2 What is to be done with the research data after completion of the project? Please note that usage 

of data should be consistent with what is indicated to participants in the Participant Information Sheet 
and Consent Form. 
 

 Stored in archives (specify 

below) 

 Stored in online database (specify below) 

x Stored in password protected 

computer 

x Stored in digital form with all identifying 

features removed 

 Stored for future secondary 

analysis 

x Destroyed after no longer needed (roughly 5-

10 years) 

 
Please specify which archives or online databases will be used (if applicable): 
 

 
NB: ‘Raw' or unprocessed data, especially where the identity or personal data of research participants is included, 
must be safeguarded, and preserved from unauthorised access. Data may be destroyed after use, but preservation 
in an archive or personal collection may also be appropriate, desirable, or even essential. For instance, datasets 
that contain historically important information or information that relates to national heritage must be preserved 
and should be placed in a public archive where possible and appropriate. An online database could include secure 
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databases such as REDCAP, or open access databases (see loadb.org for examples). All data should be preserved in a 
way that respects the nature of the original participants’ consent. If you are unsure about the procedure of data 

management and storage, please contact the Data Services Librarian.  
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10. Summary CV of applicant 
ALL boxes in the following table must be completed by the applicant. Do not attach a formal CV to your 

application. 

10.1 List your academic 
qualifications. Include 

dates or current 
registration status 

Undergraduate degree: Graduated with a Bachelor of Arts (with distinction), 
majoring in organizational psychology in 2020 (University of the 

Witwatersrand). 
Post-graduate degree: Graduated with Honours in Organizational psychology 

(with distinction) in 2021 (University of the Witwatersrand). 
Post-graduate degree: Currently enrolled in Master of Organizational 
Psychology at the University of the Witwatersrand.  

10.2 Describe any ethics 
content training* you 
have received in the 

previous 3 years (e.g., 
ethics short courses; 
online courses; ethics 

CPD courses; ethical 
input as part of a 

research methods 
course) 

I have received ethics training in my undergraduate degree (briefly) in the 
RDA and RDA 2B course at Wits through short courses and education. 
Furthermore, as part of the research methods course in my honour’s year, as 

well as required for my research report in my honour’s year – I received 
more thorough ethics training. Finally, this training has been further carried 
out throughout this year through the research design course I am currently 

enrolled in and through the other two courses I am enrolled in (PSYC7038: 
Counselling and assessment) which further covered ethical training.  

10.3 List of instruments 

or methods used in this 
project, as listed in 
Section 5 of the 

application form (Tick 
the appropriate boxes 
and describe these 

specific instruments if 
necessary) 

 Hard copy questionnaires or diagnostic tests, etc. 

 Online instruments (e.g. questionnaires, surveys) 

x Individual interviews (e.g., structured, semi-structured, etc.) 

x Personal communication (e.g., email or informal conversation 

with experts) 

 Group interviews (e.g., seminar/discussion groups, focus groups, 

etc.) 

 Ethnographic observation, participant observation, other 

informal descriptive, and/or interactive methods (you must 

explain the ethnographic methods in the box below) 

 Autoethnography 

 Community-based methods or techniques such as drama 

workshops, community theatre, training workshops, participant 

rural appraisal, rapid rural appraisal, etc. (you must explain in 

the box below) 

 Research on/in therapeutic or counselling contexts 

 Putting on your own exhibition / public performance 

 Observation of public performances, and/or public behaviour 

observation 

 Photography  

x Video 

x Audio recording (e.g., of interviews) 

 Use of data from social media 

 Other research methods or techniques (you must explain in the 

box below) 
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 Explanation of research methods specified above, and / or explanation of 
any other research methods that are not listed above: 

 
 

10.4 Describe your 

previous experience in 
deploying the 
instruments or methods 

of research which you 
are applying here (refer 
to Section 5 and table in 

Section 10.3)  

As required for previous assignments carried out in my honour’s year (2021), 

I have constructed interview schedules, consent forms, and practiced doing 
one-on-one interviews both in person and online. Although this was practice 
and not a part of a large research project, the skills developed and attained 

were invaluable and I am confident in my skills to deploy the chosen 
methods. Additionally, these skills were evaluated through the previous 
assignment and a distinction was achieved.  

However, these skills will be further developed through pilot and practice 
interviews as well as brief short-courses and consulting with my supervisor. - 

*Ethics training is strongly recommended, especially for postgraduate students. Please consult the 

Guidelines for Applicants document for details of training options. 
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HREC (Non-Medical) Risk level categories definitions (January 2021) 

This table identifies broad categories of risk. Schools/Departments can provide specific examples of these categories that are specific to that particular discipline, or the types 

of data collection methods or participant groups that are most common in that discipline. Please note that any study involving minors cannot be considered by Schools 

irrespective of the risk level.   

Risk category Definition Examples Notes 

No risk 
 

No contact with human participants • Document analysis or literature review 
• Studies based on theoretical or secondary analysis alone 
• Use of non-human, quantitative datasets (e.g., economic data) 

These studies do not require full ethics 
clearance, but an ethics waiver form 
should be completed if required by a 
university, faculty or external body. 

• Use of previously collected human datasets (where permission 
from previous participants have been explicitly granted, and 
where a permission letter from the P.I. of the previous study has 
been obtained) 

• Use of anonymized and aggregated human datasets (e.g., census 
data) 

These studies may require full ethics 

clearance, dependent on the type of 
study and faculty requirements. If full 
clearance is not needed, an ethics 
waiver form should be completed, if 
required by a university, faculty or 
external body. 

 
Applications deemed No Risk can be 
considered at School level. 

Minimal risk Where the likelihood and magnitude 
of possible harm are no greater than 
those imposed by daily life in a stable 
society, or routine educational or 

psychological tests 

• Questions about people’s everyday lives, activities and opinions 
rather than detailed biographical information 

• No sensitive questions or topics 

• Review of privileged information (e.g., documentation not 
publicly available) 

Applications deemed Minimal Risk can 
be considered at School level. 

Low risk Where the only foreseeable risks is 
that of discomfort, or where there 
may be some sensitivity involved in 

terms of the questions asked  

• Questions about people’s everyday lives, activities and opinions – 
may include biographical information and some potentially 
sensitive questions and/or topics 

• May include some vulnerable participants and / or contexts 

Applications deemed Low Risk can be 
considered at School level. 

Medium risk Where there is a likely risk of some 
harm for participants and/or the 
researcher, but where appropriate 

steps can be taken to mitigate or 
reduce risk 
 

• Sensitive topics and/or questions that may have potential for 
trauma and emotional distress 

• May include vulnerable categories or marginalized groups, may 
include some types of low-level illegal activities, such as artisanal 
mining 

Applications deemed Medium Risk 
cannot be considered at School level 
and must be referred to the main 

committee. Support/counselling 
services must be provided for 
participants, if appropriate. A distress 
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• Research locality itself may contain potential risks to the 
participants and/or researcher 

• There is a clear justification to undertake the research using this 
participant group and/or using the proposed instruments, 
despite the potential risks 

protocol should be given, if 
appropriate. 

High risk Where there is a real and foreseeable 
risk of harm which may lead to 
serious adverse consequences if not 

managed in a responsible manner 
 

• Highly sensitive topics, e.g., experiences of violence, rape, illegal 
activities  

• Vulnerable or marginalized groups, or where multiple 
vulnerabilities exist 

• Research involving deception of the participants 

• Research involving serious illegal and criminalized activities, such 
as violence, fraud 

• Where the participants place themselves at risk of harm if they 
participate 

• Where the researcher may place themselves at risk of harm 
• Where the researcher may place themselves at risk of breaking 

the law 

• Where the research may reveal information that may place the 
participant or others at risk (e.g., victims of abuse, violence), 
requiring intervention from government, university or other 
institutions 

• There is a clear justification to undertake the research using this 
participant group and/or using the proposed instruments, 
despite the potential risks 

Applications deemed High Risk cannot 
be considered at School level and must 
be referred to the main committee. 

Remedial interventions by external 
professionals can be taken should harm 
occur. Support/counselling services 
must be provided for participants 
and/or for the researcher. A distress 
protocol and debriefing strategy should 

be given, if appropriate 
 

 

NOTES: 

(1) Definitions of terms  

Discomfort refers to a sensation of uneasiness, disturbance or mild pain. 

Harm refers to damage incurred (which may include physical, psychological/emotional, social, economic or legal harm) as an outcome of an 

action, or through emotional distress. 
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Risk refers to (i) the likelihood of exposure to a particular negative consequence, and/or (ii) the magnitude of the possible consequences of 

exposure, and/or (iii) the possibility that research could result in harm.  

(2) Discussion of risk 

Individuals that may be at increased risk include: 

• Those who are dependent/reliant on the institution/person who provides/mediates access to researchers.  

• Those who are involved in illegal activities or who are criminalized by the state, e.g., drug dealers, sex workers, undocumented migrants. 

NB: it is essential to consider the individual – not an aggregated group – when assessing risk. 

(3) Discussion of vulnerability  

Vulnerability can stem from: a lack of capacity or impaired ability to provide voluntary informed consent; health status; soc ial pressures that 

may impact on the ability to make a free and informed decision; an inability to protect one’s interests in research. Vulnerability may be 

considered as dynamic and specific to a particular context and may arise as a result of power asymmetries between participant s and 

researchers/institutions. There may be layers of vulnerability that function and interact within a participant’s circumstances. Being vulnerable 

does not necessarily imply that harm or exploitation will occur, but it does increase the risk of harm or exploitation through research. 

In addition to those in vulnerable categories, vulnerability may also include individuals whose ability to provide informed consent may be 

reduced where: 

• Their decision-making capacity is limited due to individual mental health status.  

• Their decision-making capacity is limited due to the environment in which they live/work, e.g., prisoners/detainees, residents of drug 

rehabilitation centres.  

• They are under 18 years of age.  

• They are dependent on the state to maintain a legal status, e.g., documented asylum seekers, documented refugees.  

NB: it is essential to consider the individual – not an aggregated group – when assessing vulnerability. 

The researcher needs to minimise the risk of harm, ensure that the consent process supports a truly informed decision, and put in place additional 

measures to ensure ethical involvement of vulnerable groups. Where necessary, include details of steps to be taken to facilitate data collection 

across language barriers (e.g., interpretation or translation) and/or in cases of illiteracy. 
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Useful references: 

Bracken-Roche, D., Bell, E., Macdonald, M.E. and Racine, E. (2017). The concept of ‘vulnerability’ in research ethics: an in-depth analysis of 

policies and guidelines. Health Research Policy and Systems, 15 (1), 8, doi:10.1186/s12961-016-0164-6.  

Horn, L., Sleem, H. and Ndebele, P. (2014). Research vulnerability. In: M. Kruger, P. Ndebele and L. Horn (Eds.), Research ethics in Africa: A 

resource for research ethics committees. Stellenbosch: SUN Press, pp. 81-90.  

(4) Distress protocol 

 A ‘distress protocol’ is a procedure to follow in emergency situations where, for example, a participant becomes clearly dist ressed during an 

interview. Under such situations, the interview is terminated, and the distress protocol is enacted. Researchers may need to consider: 

1. The possible distress experienced by the participant: e.g., questions that address issues of abuse, abandonment, previous negative sexual 

experiences, or traumatic memories that may induce distress. A distress protocol must include the name and contact details of an appropriate 

provider who can provide support, at no cost to the participant. This may include counselling services or access to NGOs/law clinics. 

2. The possible distress experienced by the researcher: this may include provisions for how the safety of the researcher will  be supported, and 

should be discussed with supervisor and the name and contact details for counselling services provided if needed 
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