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Introduction
Attracting and retaining talent has become one of the key strategic issues in the talent management 

of many organisations (Schlechter, Hung & Bussin, 2014; Singh & Finn, 2003). Research 

furthermore shows that traditional, so-called ‘spray and pray’ recruitment methods are no longer 

sufficient in attracting talented employees to an organisation (Joos, 2008). The main reasons are 

that these methods only focus on the small and limited active pool of potential candidates, but 

do not give organisations access to the highly sought-after talent that may be present in the semi-

passive and passive candidate pools (Dutta, 2014; Khullar, Pandey & Read, 2017; Singh & 

Sharma, 2017). In the quest to find these candidates faster and cheaper, new sourcing tools 

have been created through electronic and social media (Hunt, 2014; Phillips & Gully, 2012; 

Tyagi, 2012). With the exponential growth in social media users, specifically the social networking 

sites LinkedIn and Facebook and the microblogging site Twitter, strategic tools were developed 

which can be leveraged to identify, attract and recruit both active and passive potential candidates 

(Caers & Castelyns, 2011; Doherty, 2010; Hunt, 2010; Nikolaou, 2014; Zide, Elman & Shahani-

Dennig, 2014). The objective of this article is to explore how social media impacts recruitment in 

South Africa.

Research purpose
The use of external recruiters as consultants is a common approach that many organisations apply 

to identify and source potential external candidates on behalf of their organisation (Armstrong, 

2006). It is here that the specialised use of appropriate processes and technologies becomes an 

important aspect of the recruitment plan and strategies of various recruitment consultants. For 

this reason, it is important to research how recruiters use emerging technologies like social media 

in order to gain a better understanding of its use and value. The very nature of social media 

Orientation: With many organisations vying for the same talent, it is important to ensure that 

the correct methods are utilised in identifying and attracting the best talent to an organisation.

Research purpose: This research investigates the impact of social media on the recruitment 

process in South Africa.

Motivation for the study: As the competition for qualified talent increases, organisations need 

to understand where to focus their resources to attract the best talent possible. The use of social 

media is growing daily and its use in the recruitment process seems to have grown exponentially.

Research design, approach and method: The sample comprised 12 recruiters, spanning a 

wide range of industries in South Africa. Semi-structured interviews were conducted and a 

thematic analysis was utilised to identify themes and subthemes.

Main findings: Despite still utilising some traditional methods of recruiting, South African 

recruiters follow their international counterparts, with LinkedIn being central to their 

respective recruitment processes. The use of Twitter and Facebook for recruitment was found 

to be substantially lower in South Africa than elsewhere. Without following a focused 

approach, the volume of work that emanates from using social media may overwhelm a 

recruiter.

Practical and managerial implications: Recruiters cannot execute effective recruitment 

without applying social media tools such as LinkedIn. However, training in the optimal use 

of social media is essential.

Contribution: This study indicates that LinkedIn has a major impact on recruitment in South 

Africa, but that social media is not a panacea for recruitment issues.
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enables recruiters to specifically identify and target talented 

but passive or semi-passive job candidates and to lure them 

to potentially attractive employment positions.

It appears that South African researchers have given little or 

no attention to how social media has changed the recruitment 

processes employed by recruiters, and the ability of social 

media to attract talent. The question thus remains whether 

the use of social media in South Africa is a significant 

development to take note of or if it is just a hype without 

much practical value. The objective of the research discussed 

in this article is to explore the possible impact of social media 

on recruitment in South Africa.

Literature review
Recruitment

Recruitment is an essential part of talent management and 

can be defined as ‘the process of searching the right talent and 

stimulating them to apply for jobs in the organization’ (Sinha 

& Thaly, 2013, p. 142). Recruiting the wrong individual is 

costly. Even for low-level positions, a failed hire may cost a 

company double the person’s annual salary, rising to around 

six times the annual salary at higher levels (Armstrong, 2006; 

Houran, 2017). Employers are thus making an effort to 

address issues related to the attraction, recruitment and 

selection of talent (Holland, Sheehan & Pyman, 2007). 

Recruitment is not an isolated organisational function. Rather, 

identifying, attracting and recruiting the right talent is a key 

success factor of any talent management strategy (Gallardo-

Gallardo & Thunnissen, 2016; Tyagi, 2012). Talent can be 

defined as the entirety of an employee’s ability, including 

attributes such as skills, knowledge, experience, intelligence 

and character (Armstrong, 2006; Stahl et al., 2012).

Having the right employees and talent is arguably the most 

important asset of any organisation (Sinha & Thaly, 2013). 

Several studies have shown that organisations with better 

talent consistently show better performance (Armstrong, 

2006; Kehinde, 2012; Michaels, Hanfield-Jones & Axelrod, 

2001; Nagpal, 2013). An organisation’s ability to attract and 

retain the best talent is therefore one of the most important 

determinants of organisational effectiveness (Armstrong, 

2006; Kehinde, 2012; Singh & Finn, 2003). Those organisations 

that differentiate themselves in their attraction, development 

and retention strategies are the ones that ultimately succeed 

(Al Ariss, Cascio & Paauwe, 2014; Schlechter et al., 2014; 

Tarique & Schuler, 2010).

The concept of a ‘war for talent’ is not new, and was already 

noted in 1998 (Chambers, Foulon, Handfield-Jones, Hanking 

& Michaels, 1998). In the current business environment, 

organisations are facing significant challenges in finding the 

correct employees (Schlechter et al., 2014). The term 

‘competency deficit’ is used to describe what can be seen as 

one of the reasons why organisations are facing these 

challenges in the attraction of talented employees (Herman, 

Olivio & Gioia, 2003). A competency deficit refers to a 

situation where insufficient employees have the skills 

needed for performing a required task, mainly because of 

inadequate education and training. Michaels et al. (2001) 

reason that the factors driving the increased competition for 

talent include the move from the industrial age to the 

information age. This has resulted in the need for an entirely 

different skill set and an ever-increasing demand for high-

level managerial talent, as well as a growing tendency among 

employees to change jobs more frequently than was the case 

in the past. Jobs (2003) argues that there is a distinct change in 

employees’ attitudes towards work, with a significant 

increase in the number of employees willing to change jobs 

more regularly now than in the past. It can be further argued 

that, while jobs and the organisational environment become 

more complex, birth rates are declining in some developed 

countries and the competition for talent is increasing globally, 

resulting in a chasm between skilled jobs and qualified high 

performers that is growing constantly (Hunt, 2014). The 

bottom line is that there are a number of causes contributing 

to the difficulties that organisations have in attracting and 

retaining talented employees. In combination, these causes 

are creating a fierce competition for talent among organisations. 

The exponential growth of the need for scarce skills and the 

resulting fierce competition to attract the best and most 

competent people has led to the notion of the ‘war for talent’ 

(Chambers et al., 1998), which has been the subject of much 

research and practical scrutiny since then (Gallardo-Gallardo 

& Thunnissen, 2016; Thunnissen, 2016). Organisations that 

want to win the war for talent need to elevate talent 

management to a corporate priority, including the attraction 

and retention of smart, energetic and ambitious individuals 

(Chambers et al., 1998).

As managers are increasingly realising that running a 

successful organisation depends on having the right employees 

in the right positions to successfully execute their strategy 

(Stahl et al., 2012), a shift is therefore taking place regarding the 

view of the role and importance of recruitment. It is shifting 

from viewing recruitment as an often-outsourced back-office 

function to a key differentiator in the competition for talent 

(Hunt, 2014). It becomes apparent that the recruitment of talent 

is increasingly being regarded as more of a strategic function 

than what was once the case (Phillips & Gully, 2012; Ready, 

Hill & Conger, 2008). What was previously regarded as an 

administrative task has now become a key strategic function 

that supports an organisation’s strategy and enhances its 

effectiveness. Companies are thus increasingly realising the 

strategic importance of the identification, attraction and 

recruitment of talented employees into their organisations 

(Houran, 2017).

The aim of recruitment is to draw important resources into an 

organisation – namely, human capital (Ready et al., 2008; 

Thunnissen, 2016). Thus, its purpose is to identify, attract and 

secure the most qualified and competent employees for an 

organisation’s current and future talent needs (Armstrong, 

2006; Thunnissen, 2016). Recruitment is the process of finding 

the right person who is interested in working for an 

organisation, influencing these particular individuals to 
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apply for the job and convincing them to accept the position 

(Phillips & Gully, 2012). This can be divided into internal and 

external recruitment. Internal recruitment refers to the 

recruitment of employees who are currently employed in 

different positions within an organisation, whereas external 

recruitment refers to targeting employees currently outside 

an organisation (Breaugh, 2008; Hughes & Rog, 2008; Stahl et 

al., 2010). One could assume that internal recruitment is one 

of the best ways to fill vacancies as employees are already 

immersed in the company culture, and management knows 

how a certain employee performs. However, this is not 

always possible or desirable and there are several reasons for 

organisations to find talented employees outside of the 

organisation, in order to fulfil its present and future talent 

needs (Armstrong, 2006). For example, organisations might 

recruit from outside when specialised skills are not available 

within the organisation and/or there is a need for an increase 

in the diversity of the workforce (Pynes, 2013).

Different types of candidates are motivated by different 

factors in making a potential career move to a new 

organisation. Potential candidates can be classified into 

different categories, namely, active, semi-passive and 

passive candidates (Joos, 2008; Phillips & Gully, 2012). 

Active candidates are those candidates who are active in the 

process of seeking employment. This group typically 

‘represents 10% or less of the total workforce at any given 

time’ (Joos, 2008, p. 52). Semi-passive candidates are those 

who are interested in a new position but are not actively 

engaged in the process of seeking new employment. Passive 

candidates refer to those candidates who are currently 

employed and are not seeking a different position. At all 

times, but probably even more so in periods of low economic 

growth, organisations should endeavour to attract and 

entice the best talent to join, rather than only being 

interested in those actively looking for new employment 

opportunities (Phillips & Gully, 2012). In the battle for 

talent, one sometimes has to be proactive in order to be 

successful (Thunnissen, 2016). Both passive and semi-

passive candidates would potentially consider making a 

job change if they are lured with attractive opportunities 

and enticing conditions (Joos, 2008).

To attract candidates into an organisation (especially semi-

active and passive candidates), the potential candidate must 

firstly be identified so that the job can be brought to their 

attention (Armstrong, 2006). Of course, this requires a 

specific capability in identifying potentially suitable and 

adequately qualified candidates and then doing the selection 

of the most suitable potential candidates (Pynes, 2013). It is 

only after these steps that the position and conditions must 

be attractive enough to persuade the potential candidate to 

apply for the position and to maintain their interest in the 

position until such a time that an acceptable offer is extended 

and accepted (Barker, Barker, Bornmann & Neher, 2009; 

Breaugh, 2008).

Plans for identifying and attracting good candidates for 

which the recruiting organisation will become an ‘employer 

of choice’ are typically made in an organisation’s recruitment 

plan (Armstrong, 2006). Sourcing is a key initial step of the 

recruitment process in executing a recruitment plan. The 

sourcing component focuses on the actual identification of 

qualified candidates and the way to reach them (Phillips & 

Gully, 2012). The act of sourcing candidates is generally 

performed by a recruiter, who can be either an internal or a 

dedicated (external) recruiter (Sinha & Thaly, 2013). Hunt 

(2014) argues that organisations that excel at the sourcing 

stage in the recruitment process show better recruitment 

results and, therefore, also show better financial performance 

than their competitors.

With an appreciation of the importance of recruitment 

especially the importance of sourcing, the best method for 

recruitment remains debatable (Houran, 2017). Depending 

on what type of candidates need to be identified and attracted, 

there are a number of ways to source candidates, each with 

its own strengths and weaknesses (Hunt, 2014). However, 

identifying and attracting the right candidates is very difficult 

and can become a logistical nightmare (Sinha & Thaly, 2013). 

Less than a decade ago, candidate sourcing was still focused 

predominantly on more formal research practices, such as job 

advertisements, employers’ websites and job boards, with 

little or no focus on social media (Breaugh, 2008). Until 

recently, recruitment advertising in national and local 

newspapers, in trade journals and on organisations’ own 

career sites on corporate websites were seen as the main tools 

used to attract candidates. In addition, traditional sourcing 

activities such as asking candidates for referrals, visiting job 

and trade fairs and using organisations’ own candidate 

databases were popular (Phillips & Gully, 2012). However, 

research has shown that placing an advertisement in popular 

media or on an organisation’s website has a limited chance 

of attracting the right candidates (Nikolaou, 2014). Placing 

advertisements in popular media is not ideal for recruitment, 

as usually only active candidates tend to apply for the jobs in 

these advertisements, resulting in a small and limited 

candidate pool (Phillips & Gully, 2012). The former 

recruitment method, which was aimed primarily at active 

candidates, was predominantly the method that could be 

termed as the ‘spray and pray’ method. This means that 

recruiters ‘sprayed’ job advertisements across pages of print 

media and on websites, and job seekers in turn ‘sprayed’ 

their CV in the direction of recruiters, with both parties 

‘praying’ for a positive outcome (Joos, 2008). As the 

competition for talented employees grows, organisations are 

coming to the realisation that they only access a small and 

limited active candidate pool through traditional recruitment 

practices.

The way organisations source candidates is changing rapidly 

and new sourcing tools are continuously being developed. 

Indeed, there is a clear shift towards modern and innovative 

sourcing channels for various factors such as quality, cost, 

availability and time (Sinha & Thaly, 2013). The advent of the 

Internet and social media have been key drivers in the 

development of new sourcing tools and the effective use of 
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appropriate technology is becoming the dominant driver for 

sourcing candidates (Dutta, 2014; Hunt, 2014).

Internet, social media and recruitment

In recent times, the massive growth of social media and 

Internet capacities and capabilities has added numerous 

other sourcing possibilities and activities. Some of these 

include Internet job boards (Internet sites that allow 

organisations to upload their vacancies and candidates to 

upload their CVs), Internet data mining (the process of using 

Boolean Searches) and web crawlers (programmes that 

continually search the web for information about employees) 

(Nikolaou, 2014; Parez, Silva, Harvey & Bosco, 2013; Sinha & 

Thaly, 2013). Other capacities and capabilities include flip 

searching (a process which identifies employees that link to 

specific Internet sites to search for passive and semi-passive 

candidates) and social networking (leveraging connections 

on social media) such as LinkedIn, Facebook and Twitter.

In this world of abundant Internet and social media, with so 

many options available, choosing which sourcing tool to use 

becomes a fundamental decision in the recruitment process 

for any organisation or recruiter (Galanaki, 2002; Sinha & 

Thaly, 2013). In order to attract high-calibre passive and semi-

passive potential candidates, it becomes increasingly possible 

and necessary to move away from the traditional ‘spray and 

pray’ approach and to embrace the new sourcing tools 

offered by the Internet and social media (Dutta, 2014). In the 

process, it is important to take cognisance of differences in 

the approach and philosophy between conventional and 

various social media recruitment tools (Dutta, 2014).

Social media

Social media can be defined as the use of web-based 

conversational media (applications that make possible the 

creation and transmission of content in the format of words, 

pictures, videos and audios) among communities of people 

who meet online to share information, knowledge and 

opinions (Safko & Brake, 2009). Four key motivations drive 

the use of social media: connect, create, consume and control 

(Hoffman & Fodor, 2010). A wide variety of social media 

platforms are available and well established, for example, 

Facebook, LinkedIn, Instagram, Twitter, et cetera. However, a 

large body of previous research indicates that among the 

various social media platforms, Facebook, LinkedIn and 

Twitter are mainly used in the sourcing process (Caers & 

Castelyns, 2011; Doherty, 2010; Dutta, 2014; Singh & Sharma, 

2014). LinkedIn and Facebook could be classified as social 

networking tools, in other words, tools that allow users to 

share information about themselves, often through an online 

profile that they have created themselves (Safko & Brake, 

2009). Twitter falls under the subcategory of microblogging 

tools, which allow users to communicate a message in less 

than 140 characters.

Social networking and microblogging sites have shown 

tremendous growth over the past few years, with Facebook 

witnessing an average of 1.32 billion daily active users in June 

2017 (Facebook, 2017), an increase of 23% from the figure in 

2016 (Zephoria, 2017), of which more than 14 million users 

were from South Africa (2OceansVibe, 2016; Business Tech, 

2016). LinkedIn had 467 million members in 2017 (Chaudhary, 

2017), of which 5.5 million users were from South Africa 

(2OceansVibe, 2016). More than 1 million professionals have 

published a post on LinkedIn and the average user spends 

17 min monthly on LinkedIn (Chaudhary, 2017). Twitter had 

317 million users in 2017, of which more than 7.7 million 

users were from South Africa (2OceansVibe, 2016).

Social media and recruitment

Research has indicated that placing an advertisement in 

popular media or on an organisation’s website has a limited 

chance of attracting the right candidates (Phillips & Gully, 

2012). This is because mainly active candidates seem to apply 

to these advertisements, resulting in a small and limited 

candidate pool. As the number of users on social media 

increases, the use of social media channels in recruiting is 

gaining momentum (Dutta, 2014; Singh & Sharma, 2014). 

This trend results from organisations’ ability of recognising 

the potential of these channels to attract not only active 

prospective job candidates but also passive and semi-passive 

candidates. Social networking sites such as LinkedIn, 

Facebook and Twitter allow recruiters to post job 

advertisements to lure a wide spectrum of potential candidates 

to easily access and apply for such potential positions, thereby 

enabling recruiters to search for and screen potential job 

applicants – even those who do not necessarily apply 

(Sinha & Thaly, 2013). There is evidence that recruiters and 

organisations are realising that more and better candidates 

can be discovered and approached quicker and at a lower 

cost by utilising social networks, compared to traditional 

recruitment methods (Armstrong, 2006; Singh & Sharma, 

2014). Specifically, a strong association has been found 

between the use of LinkedIn and the ability of identifying and 

attracting passive candidates (Nikolaou, 2014).

By using social networks for recruiting, access is enabled to a 

wide range of candidates who are easily accessible at any 

given time. For example, LinkedIn now has 3 million active 

job listings (Chaudhary, 2017). Moreover, utilising social 

networks makes this access possible at an increasingly lower 

cost (Broughton, Foley, Ledermaier & Cox, 2013; Brown & 

Vaughn, 2011; Khullar et al., 2017). It is especially the widely 

sought-after pool of very competent but passive candidates 

that social networks give recruiters access to (Doherty, 2010; 

Joos, 2008). It is thus not surprising that recruiters and 

organisations regard social media and networks as attractive 

recruitment tools, which give recruiters a competitive edge in 

reaching their recruitment objectives when it is done 

effectively (Singh & Sharma, 2014).

It is clear that the use of social media platforms has become 

the norm for sourcing in recruitment and recruiters believe 

that social media enables them to find better quality 

candidates. Indeed, 93% of recruiters use social media to 
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support their recruiting efforts (Jobvite, 2014). Social media is 

used in recruitment for a number of reasons. When inquiring 

into how recruiters use social media for advertising, Jindal 

and Shaikh (2014) found that 50% use social media in paid-

for job advertising via social media platforms and 37% 

advertise vacancies via tweets or alerts, or make use of free 

job advertising via targeted social media platforms (e.g. 

Facebook). Furthermore, 30% of recruiters develop a database 

of followers and/or supporters by posting regular updates, 

and 18% use the social media platform’s job search engines to 

advertise vacancies or to accept CVs and application forms 

on an organisation’s behalf. Surprisingly, only 7% of recruiters 

use it to screen the suitability of potential recruits on their 

social networking pages.

This leads to the following question: Which of the social 

media platforms are the most effective to use? Although 

Facebook is globally the largest social media platform, it is 

not the most popular or effective platform for recruitment 

(Bullhorn, 2014). Jobs posted on LinkedIn receive more views 

from potential candidates than those on Facebook and 

Twitter combined, and these posted jobs garner twice as 

many applications per job advertisement in general. LinkedIn 

is by far the most preferred social network when it comes to 

recruitment (Jobvite, 2014). Over 95% of recruiters who use 

social media in their recruitment process indicated that they 

use LinkedIn (Bullhorn, 2014), compared to 66% utilising 

Facebook and 52% engaging with candidates on Twitter 

(Jobvite, 2014). This trend is confirmed by Zide et al. (2014), 

who found that all the respondents in their research utilise 

LinkedIn in their recruitment process. Furthermore, recruiters 

who use LinkedIn more frequently in their sourcing have 

seen more success in the use of LinkedIn and therefore use it 

more often (Caers & Castelyns, 2011; Ollington, Gibb, 

Harcourt & Doherty, 2013). Indeed, the staffing and 

recruitment industry is the one that is connected most on 

LinkedIn (Darrow, 2017). Houran (2017) found that LinkedIn 

is overwhelmingly used in the recruitment of candidates for 

key management positions at senior (87%) and middle 

management levels (80%), whereas it is very rarely used for 

entry positions (8%). These studies confirm the importance of 

LinkedIn in the recruitment process.

It appears that one of the main reasons for the higher level of 

use of LinkedIn among the social networking sites relates to 

its being seen by the public as almost exclusively for building 

professional relationships, which is not the case with 

Facebook and Twitter, which are more general social media 

(Zide et al., 2014). Although all three of these social media 

platforms are being used in the sourcing process, they tend to 

be used differently. LinkedIn is generally used for posting 

advertisements, searching for candidates, and contacting 

and vetting candidates (Jobvite, 2014). On the other hand, 

Facebook and Twitter are used more to showcase the 

employer brand and to generate referrals as well as to post 

advertisements (Jobvite, 2014).

There is a marked preference among recruiters and human 

resource professionals for LinkedIn rather than Facebook 

for recruitment as they consider the former to be more 

effective than the latter (Nikolaou, 2014). Recruiters are of 

the opinion that LinkedIn gives the most insight into 

candidates’ employment history, education, years of 

experience as well as how they present themselves (Zide et 

al., 2014). The Jobvite annual Social Recruiting Survey is 

arguably one of the most comprehensive surveys of its 

kind. This (2014) survey was conducted online and was 

completed by 1855 recruiting and human resources 

professionals, spanning across several industries. The 

difference in the application of the social media platforms 

also yielded different results for recruiters. Overall, 79% of 

recruiters indicated that they placed a candidate through 

LinkedIn, 26% indicated that they did this through Facebook 

and only 14% indicated that they placed a candidate 

through Twitter (Jobvite, 2014). Although LinkedIn has one 

of the highest success rates of any website, it seems that it is 

still used less than more conventional recruitment platforms 

like job boards, career portals and corporate websites, or at 

least in combination with it (Allden & Harris, 2013; Tyagi, 

2012). One of the reasons why many recruiters still prefer 

the more conventional sourcing tools could possibly be 

ascribed to recruiters’ limited knowledge of how to recruit 

effectively on social networking sites (Allden & Harris, 

2013). However, although web-based job portals generate 

many applications, they still do not necessarily reach all the 

candidates, especially passive or semi-passive candidates 

(Sinha & Thaly, 2013).

Notwithstanding the substantial increase in the use of social 

media for recruitment, one should be careful to think that it 

is the panacea that resolves all recruitment problems; it also 

has pitfalls (Doherty, 2010). For example, with candidates 

uploading their own profiles it is likely to lead to profile 

inflation – which can be described as attempts to artificially 

enhance one’s profile through little white lies or using 

deceptively positive terms to describe oneself, past 

accomplishments or current status (Houran, 2017). With the 

practice of candidate identification and screening through 

social media, legal implications are likely to arise due 

to the wrong use of information (Melanthiou, Pavlou & 

Constantinou, 2015). Also, although social media is 

extensively used for screening candidates, it is still unclear 

whether this screening influences a recruiter’s decision to 

such an extent that they would reject an applicant 

(Melanthiou et al., 2015). Dutta (2014) argues that while 

social media can offer various sourcing opportunities to 

recruiters, resulting in a profound impact on the way that 

recruitment functions within organisations, it should not be 

mistaken for a full recruitment strategy. Rather, it forms 

merely a part of an organisation’s recruitment strategy. It 

could be argued that the recruitment process has been 

transformed from a mainly sequential process to a parallel 

process. In the latter process, social media tools are not used 

to directly replace traditional sourcing tools, but rather to 

supplement them to give recruiters access to the highly 

sought-after passive candidate pool (Joos, 2008) in order to 

turn them into active candidates (Doherty, 2010).
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Social media and recruitment in South Africa

Although the use of social media for recruitment has been 

researched extensively internationally, no studies have 

explored the use of social media as recruitment tools in South 

Africa as far as this could be established. An extensive 

literature search, focusing on the use of social media in general 

and the use of Facebook, LinkedIn and Twitter in particular 

for recruitment or employment purposes in South Africa 

rendered no results. Not even exploratory studies could be 

found on how social media is used in the field of recruitment. 

Although there are South African studies that investigated the 

use of social media by organisations (Cilliers, Chinyamurindi 

& Viljoen, 2017), no evidence could be found that focused on 

how it is specifically used in recruitment. Studies on the use of 

social media tend to focus on its informal use for personal 

networking, social and political commentary, et cetera. The 

few available studies on the use of social media in the world 

of business mostly focus on how it is used or could be used for 

aspects such as marketing, image building and teaching and 

training (Bolton et al., 2013). This observation provides 

confirmation to the suggestion from Roth, Bobko, Van 

Iddekinge and Thatcher (2016) that organisational practice 

has outpaced the scientific study of social media in the field of 

work.

Research methodology
Research approach

Based on the paucity of research in the field of recruitment in 

South Africa, an exploratory research was conducted for the 

purposes of gaining insights into the possible impact of social 

media on recruitment in South Africa. Data on the use of 

social media for recruitment were gathered through semi-

structured interviews with recruiters. The aim of the 

interviews was to explore recruiters’ sourcing techniques and 

obtain insights into their sourcing techniques and processes, 

especially relating to the use of social media. Semi-structured 

interviews were selected as the method of data collection 

because of their potential to elicit rich descriptions on the 

subject (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012). They offer the interviewer 

the opportunity of gathering in-depth information as they 

provide a situated activity that locates the observer in the 

world of the participant, involving an interpretive approach 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). In this situation, in-depth 

information can be classified as understandings that are held 

by real-life members in some activity or event. Semi-

structured interviews allow the interviewer to gain in-depth 

information by allowing probing and follow-up questions to 

mine for underlying aspects to specific answers, ask more 

questions and observe participants (Wegner, 2014).

Sample

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 12 recruiters 

from four different recruitment agencies. The four agencies were 

purposefully selected to represent a range of industries and focus 

areas. The participants were selected by means of judgement 

sampling. In this case, two groups of recruiters were identified. 

The first group consisted of six recruiters with more than 8 years 

of recruiting experience. This was done to include recruiters 

with substantial recruitment experience and who became 

involved in recruiting at a time before social media was used. 

The second group of six recruiters was selected to have less 

than four years of recruiting experience. In other words, 

these recruiters have only been recruiting in an age where 

social media was already commonly available and in use. The 

age of the participants ranged from 25 to 38 years. Participants 

represented recruiters from different geographical locations, 

from three recruitment agencies. Four of these agencies are based 

in Gauteng and one recruitment agency is based in the Western 

Cape. The participants were also selected to represent different 

recruitment focus areas and industries to allow for some variation 

in the sample (i.e. information technology, engineering, financial 

services, executive and senior management, human resources, 

management consulting and finance).

Participants were contacted and invited telephonically to 

participate in the research, and to set up an interview date, 

time and location at their convenience. The interviews were 

personally conducted by the main researcher in face-to-face 

settings, and recorded and transcribed verbatim for thematic 

analysis. Among other benefits, face-to-face interviews 

allowed the interviewer to establish a better rapport with 

interviewees and to note non-verbal responses such as body 

language and facial expressions when conducting the 

interviews (Wegner, 2014).

Measuring instrument

An interview schedule was used, with 13 specified interview 

questions pertaining to (1) the method of recruitment, (2) the 

procedure of recruitment and (3) the use of social media in 

recruitment. The 13 mandatory questions were developed by 

abstracting aspects of importance to the research purpose and 

trends relating to recruitment practices with social media 

elsewhere in the world, as identified through the literature study. 

The questionnaire included questions on both the traditional 

and present use of recruitment tools and their effectiveness. 

Specific questions and follow-up questions pertaining to the use 

of social media in recruitment referred only to LinkedIn, 

Facebook and Twitter. This was done because previous research 

indicated these as the most important social media sources in 

recruitment (Bullhorn, 2014; Caers & Castelyns, 2011: p. 442; 

Ollington et al., 2013; Zide et al., 2014). Questions were 

formulated according to the language and jargon commonly 

used by recruiters. Examples of interview questions include:

• Can you think back – before the advent of social media – 

and can you tell me when you got a new job to work, 

what were the sourcing tools you used to find candidates?

• Could you draw a diagram in terms of how you used to 

source your candidates, showing the weighting of each tool?

• When you get a new job to work, what are the sourcing 

tools you use to find candidates?

• Which of the social media platforms do you use most 

frequently? Please elaborate – out of 10 jobs you would 

on average use x% of time, y% of time, et cetera.
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• Which of the social media platforms do you use and why 

do you use them?

• How successful are you when you use social media as a 

sourcing tool and why do you say this?

Some of the questions were repeated during the interview so 

as to explore both the traditional and present use of social 

media in recruitment.

Strategies to ensure data integrity

Qualitative data analysis is a continuous process that 

commences while the data are being collected (Marshall & 

Rossman, 2006). The challenge for the researcher is to enter 

the social world of the research participants and to try and 

understand the world from their points of view as objectively 

as possible (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2011). Care was taken 

not to form conclusions and themes in the mind while doing 

the interviews, but to ground the findings of the interview data 

through a structured process of thematic analysis in order to 

ensure its trustworthiness. The process of data analysis began 

with the transcription of the interviews by the researcher, which 

allowed for building familiarity with the data (Saunders, Lewis 

& Thornhill, 2011). Subsequently, a structured process of 

thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) was manually 

conducted by coding and categorising data, from which the key 

subthemes and themes emerged. Creswell’s (2007) and Leedy 

and Omrod’s (2010) research suggested steps for analysing 

qualitative data, which were applied to analyse the 

transcriptions through a structured approach to ensure the 

trustworthiness of the findings. These steps are to (1) sift 

through the relevant information to identify statements that 

relate to the topic (open coding), (2) to group statements into 

‘meaning’ categories that reflect coherent dimensions (axial 

coding), (3) to seek divergent perspectives and ways in which 

different participants experience the recruitment differently 

and (4) to construct key themes (code families).

The interviews did not explore the use of social media by 

agencies but rather its use by actual recruiters. Although the 

participants are employed by different agencies, they participated 

in their personal capacity rather than as a representative of the 

agency. The reason for this approach was that even though an 

agency may claim to use social media in its recruitment 

endeavours, and probably have a Twitter and Facebook account 

or page, active recruitment through social media does not 

happen practically unless the individual recruiters actually use 

such social media practices. This approach was deemed to 

provide more trustworthy findings for the objectives of this 

study than focusing on the official practices of an agency.

Findings

With regard to the use of social media in recruitment 

processes, it was found to be high among participants overall. 

Similar to research conducted outside of South Africa 

(Zide et al., 2014), this research found that the use of LinkedIn 

is much higher among the participants than the use of either 

Twitter or Facebook (see Figure 1).

Only one of the 12 participants (8%) in the sample indicated 

that they us Twitter for recruitment, which is much lower 

than the 52% recorded by Jobvite (2014). Furthermore, the 

use of Facebook by the respondents was also shown to be 

much lower, with only 16% (2 of 12) mentioning the use of 

Facebook in comparison to the 66% found in the Jobvite 

study. Participants, however, follow the international trend 

of using LinkedIn, with all of them mentioning the use of 

LinkedIn in the process in comparison to the 94% found by 

Jobvite. Although the differences can be ascribed to the 

comparatively small sample size of this study, they arguably 

still provide important and noteworthy information 

regarding the difference in using social media in South 

Africa, in relation to elsewhere.

Thematic analysis of the interview data rendered key themes 

on the impact of each of the main social media sites utilised in 

the sourcing process (Twitter, Facebook and LinkedIn). There is 

also a key theme on the overall changes in the sourcing process 

since the advent of social media. Table 1 presents the main 

themes and subthemes identified from the interviews.

Source: Jobvite. (2014). Social recruiting survey results. Jobvite, 1–17. Retrieved April 20, 2017, 
from https://www.jobvite.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/Jobvite_SocialRecruiting_ Survey 
2014.pdf and authors’ own work

FIGURE 1: Percentage of recruiters using social media in their sourcing process.
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TABLE 1: Themes and subthemes identified from the interviews.
Theme Description Subtheme description

Theme 1 Twitter has little 
impact on 
recruitment

• The general small size of recruiters’ Twitter 
network restricts its use

• Limited knowledge of Twitter restricts its use
• Recruiters have limited time to use Twitter 

extensively
Theme 2 Facebook has  

little impact 
on recruitment

• Facebook is not actively used for recruitment
• Facebook is seen as a platform that is not to be 

‘used for work’
Theme 3 LinkedIn has an 

important  
impact on 
recruitment

• LinkedIn is primarily used for candidate search 
• LinkedIn is widely used for advertising 
• LinkedIn is used by all recruiters (in this study)

Theme 4 Social media is  
an important  
part of  
recruitment

• Traditional job advertising is moving to electronic 
advertising

• Competition for candidates remains with the use 
of social media

• Social media tends to create a high volume of work 
• Seniority of a position makes a difference in how 

social media is used in recruitment

http://www.sajhrm.co.za
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The four themes are described in more detail in the 

sections that follow. Some verbatim comments from 

participants are included in the discussion to demonstrate 

the trustworthiness of the themes and subthemes derived 

from the analyses. Participants are identified as follows: 

participant number (e.g. P1), age, years of recruitment 

experience, location, industry specialisation for recruitment, 

for example, information technology (IT). 

Theme 1: Twitter has little impact on 
recruitment

Although Twitter is not the most popular social media 

platform in recruitment worldwide, a large body of research 

has shown that Twitter is used extensively internationally by 

recruiters in the sourcing process (Caers & Castelyns, 2011; 

Dutta, 2014; Singh & Sharma, 2014). However, participants in 

this study indicated that, of the three social media tools, they 

used Twitter least. Only one of the respondents mentioned 

the use of Twitter in their recruitment practice. One of the 

main reasons mentioned by the participants for not using 

Twitter in sourcing is that they feel they do not have sufficient 

knowledge of Twitter or an understanding of how to use it 

effectively in recruitment. Of the participants, 58% (7 of 12) 

mentioned the lack of knowledge of the use of Twitter as 

their reason for not using it. As participants noted about 

Twitter:

‘Twitter? I don’t even know how to work it.’ (P1, 33, 9 years’ 

experience, Johannesburg, Engineering)

‘Twitter – never ever. I’m so old school. I tried to use Twitter just 

for news and then I got over it.’ (P6, 29, 7 years’ experience, Cape 

Town, Financial Markets)

This finding is in agreement with the findings of Allden and 

Harris (2013). The lack of knowledge of Twitter possibly hints 

towards suggesting that recruiters should be trained on how 

to effectively use Twitter in the sourcing process. This could 

increase the use of Twitter by recruiters. However, even those 

participants who have the knowledge and have been trained 

to use Twitter in the sourcing process still do not use it in 

their recruitment process:

‘I have learnt how to use Twitter but I have never done it. I 

haven’t had the time to try something new so I’m sticking with 

what I know works.’ (P2, 43, 14 years’ experience, Johannesburg, 

Engineering and IT)

Participants commented that they work under significant 

time constraints and that a lack of available time prohibits 

them from adding Twitter as a tool in their sourcing process:

‘We’re so busy that there’s really no time to try something new 

[Twitter] – so it’s a bit of a catch 22.’ (P4, 35, 11 years’ experience, 

Johannesburg, IT)

The reason why Twitter is perceived to be overly time-

consuming was not clear. One possible reason could be that 

it takes much time to actively manage a large Twitter 

account, or being flooded by too many incoming tweets. 

One could also speculate that if time constraint is an issue 

for recruiters, it may apply similarly to job candidates. This 

is a new and unique finding that has not been reported 

elsewhere as far as we know. Although the time constraint 

issue regarding the use of Twitter for sourcing does not 

appear in international research, it is mentioned that it is 

important to ensure that recruiters do not merely tweet 

about jobs, but that the tweets reach the target job-seeking 

audience (Jindal & Shaikh, 2014).

Another reason for the low use of Twitter relates to recruiters’ 

general and regular activity on Twitter, which consequently 

impacts the size of their Twitter network and number of 

followers:

‘I don’t do anything on Twitter – I browse but I don’t have a big 

network there.’ (P5, 28, 5 years’ experience, Cape Town, Financial 

Markets)

Participants indicated that the size of their Twitter network 

negatively impacts their use of Twitter in their sourcing 

approaches. A small following on Twitter gives them the 

feeling that they will not achieve the results they are looking 

for. Three of the participants indicated that they feel their 

Twitter network is not large enough to justify its use for 

recruitment. They also feel that they personally do not have 

sufficient followers and therefore do not have enough reach 

to warrant the use of Twitter to attract potentially relevant 

candidates:

‘I’m not connected enough on Twitter, not enough people follow 

me. I don’t focus enough attention on what my brand is on 

Twitter.’ (P8, 43, 15 years’ experience, Cape Town, Financial 

Services)

This observation is related to the view that recruiters using 

Twitter in recruitment must actively tweet to earn traction, 

because occasional random tweets do not have an impact 

(Hunt, 2010). Although this finding may appear to be 

somewhat obvious, this aspect apparently does not attract 

much attention in research, apart from Silliker’s (2011) 

observation that organisations with high numbers of 

followers receive a large number of applications. Not using 

Twitter actively in recruitment arguably makes recruiters 

focus their attention on those sourcing tools that they believe 

will give them a larger reach and a greater result.

Based on the findings of this research, the reasons noted for 

recruiters not using Twitter more for sourcing are varied, 

ranging from the feeling of a too small a network with not 

enough reach and limited training to a lack of knowledge 

for using it effectively and the time it would take to 

learn how to use it. It would be fair to surmise that, to all 

intents and appearances, Twitter is not regarded or used 

as a popular recruiting tool by recruitment agents in 

South Africa.

Theme 2: Facebook has little impact on 
recruitment

Similar to the use of Twitter, research by Jobvite (2014) indicates 

that Facebook is globally used to showcase the employer’s 
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brand and generate referrals as well as to post advertisements. 

However, in this study, only 2 of the 12 respondents (17%) 

mentioned that they utilise Facebook as a tool for sourcing 

candidates. When asked why they do not use Facebook more 

actively, one of the participants noted:

‘For me there’s a big difference between work and private life. 

Facebook represent[s] the personal side of my life. I don’t like 

mixing the two, I don’t want candidates in my personal life if I’m 

posting pictures of me and my son or whatever.’ (P9, 42, 15 years’ 

experience, Cape Town, Oil and Gas/Commercial)

Evidently, Facebook is seen as a representation of the 

participant’s private life and there is essentially a separation 

between who they are or what they do at work and who they 

are or what they do at home:

‘Facebook? I don’t use it. My perception is that Facebook is social 

and I don’t want to be advertising or talking about work on 

Facebook. My Facebook is my personal brand.’ (P8, 43, 15 years’ 

experience, Cape Town, Financial Services)

It would seem that participants make a clear distinction 

between the use of Facebook for their private lives, and 

LinkedIn for the professional side of their lives, not wanting 

these two areas to overlap:

‘I don’t see Facebook as a business tool, I always see it as more 

social.’ (P1, 33, 9 years’ experience, Johannesburg, Engineering).

‘Facebook? I don’t use it because it’s my private entity.’ (P3, 40, 

20 years’ experience, Johannesburg, Commercial/Financial)

As most of the participants do not utilise Facebook for 

sourcing job candidates, it cannot be seen as an effective 

recruiting tool for individual recruiters in South Africa. This 

is an important new finding, as this private and/or work 

life distinction has not attracted the attention of international 

research as far as could be established and does not appear to 

be an issue elsewhere. Rather, this finding appears to be 

unique to South Africa and relates to other research which 

found that it is quite common that employees and 

organisations do not consider Facebook to be a legitimate 

work tool (Cilliers et al., 2017).

Theme 3: LinkedIn has an important impact on 
recruitment

All of the study participants indicated that they always, 

or often, make use of LinkedIn for recruitment purposes, 

confirming the preference for LinkedIn as a sourcing tool over 

and above other social media platforms in South Africa:

‘LinkedIn Search – 100% of the time.’ (P6, 29, 7 years’ experience, 

Cape Town, Financial Markets)

‘LinkedIn? 80% of the time.’ (P11, 45, 20 years’ experience, 

Johannesburg, Management Consultants)

‘LinkedIn Recruiter is the best tool that I ever come across.’ 

(P5, 28, 5 years’ experience, Cape Town, Financial Markets)

This finding is in line with international research, which has 

shown LinkedIn to be the most preferred social network in 

recruitment (Houran, 2017; Nikolaou, 2014; Zide et al., 2014). 

However, the preference for LinkedIn is (marginally) 

even stronger for this sample than what has been reported 

elsewhere.

Similar to trends reported in international research (Houran, 

2017), participants in this study used LinkedIn for different 

sourcing activities. Of the participants, 67% (8 of 12) mentioned 

that they do not place advertisements on LinkedIn, but rather 

use it to search for potential candidates to approach for 

positions. Searching LinkedIn for potential candidates is 

preferred over placing advertisements on LinkedIn:

‘I don’t put ads on LinkedIn. I only use it to find candidates.’ 

(P1, 33, 9 years’ experience, Johannesburg, Engineering)

‘100% of the time I will go on to LinkedIn to search for candidates.’ 

(P4, 35, 11 years’ experience, Johannesburg, IT)

This finding is in line with international trends that recruiters 

prefer LinkedIn over Facebook, Twitter or other social media 

to find or identify suitable potential candidates (Nikolaou, 

2014).

However, one of the limitations mentioned about LinkedIn is 

that it does not provide direct access to candidates’ contact 

numbers or email addresses. This necessitates recruiters to do 

more detective work and search for these contact details in a 

variety of different places, such as Facebook and Google, once 

they have found a potentially good candidate on LinkedIn:

‘For headhunting purposes I would go onto LinkedIn and identify 

candidates to call and then Google the company or look on our 

database or on one of the career portals for their phone number.’ 

(P2, 43, 14 years’ experience, Johannesburg, Engineering and IT)

LinkedIn is therefore not used as a stand-alone tool in the 

sourcing process, but more for the identification of potential 

candidates. After a prospective candidate has been identified 

on LinkedIn, various other Internet sites are utilised to find the 

contact details and to verify information. Using LinkedIn to 

identify potential candidates when screening for headhunting 

purposes is bound to be subject to the risk of profile inflation 

by candidates (Houran, 2017). However, the risk of profile 

inflation in the identification of potential candidates was not 

highlighted by any of the participants as a concern and is 

apparently not viewed negatively by recruiters in this sample.

International research has found that recruiters believe 

LinkedIn to have one of the highest success rates of any social 

media platform (Houran, 2017). The perceived success of 

LinkedIn was also confirmed in this study:

‘I have made 2 placements out of LinkedIn Recruiter in the past 

2 months that I would not have made if I didn’t have LinkedIn 

Recruiter.’ (P8, 43, 15 years’ experience, Cape Town, Financial 

Services)

‘The good thing is that when you find one good guy you just go 

into his network and look at all of his friends. LinkedIn is great.’ 

(P1, 33, 9 years’ experience, Johannesburg, Engineering)

The latter quotation also gives an indication of how LinkedIn 

is used to gather information about prospective candidates. 
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This observation is in agreement with observations made 

elsewhere in that social media is increasingly used to gather 

information about potential employees (Roth et al., 2016).

However, it appears that LinkedIn is still used less than other, 

more conventional platforms like job boards on career portals 

and corporate websites, or at least in combination with them 

(Allden & Harris, 2013). This international trend was 

supported by the findings of this study for South Africa. 

Although all the participants mentioned using LinkedIn 

somewhere in their recruitment processes, various 

participants indicated that they use it between 60% and 80% 

of the time for advertising positions. Only two participants 

(17%) mentioned that they use LinkedIn for each position 

they source:

‘I still write ads for the career portals and for the company 

website 100% of the time and I do searches on the career portals 

about 50% of the time. LinkedIn I use for about 80% of my 

positions.’ (P6, 29, 7 years’ experience, Cape Town, Financial 

Markets)

Based on the preceding comments and quote about the use of 

career portals and websites, it is clear that LinkedIn is seen as 

a key recruitment tool in the sourcing process. However, it is 

also evident that at least some recruiters are still utilising the 

more traditional way of recruiting (namely, advertising) 

more than using LinkedIn. This approach seems to be aligned 

with views that the use of social media in recruitment does 

not stand on its own but must form part of a well-crafted, 

comprehensive recruitment strategy (Madia, 2011).

Theme 4: Social media is an important part of 
recruitment

Previous research indicates that placing an advertisement in 

popular media or on an organisation’s website has a limited 

chance of attracting the right candidates (Phillips & Gully, 

2012). However, the findings of this study suggest that 

traditional advertising approaches are still an important 

recruitment practice for recruiters. For all of the participants, 

the first step when receiving a new job to recruit a candidate 

for is to write an advertisement – as one would expect. The 

only change in this process is where the advertisement is 

placed; while in the past, recruiters would post their jobs in 

print media, 33% of the participants (4/12) indicated that 

they now post advertisements on their company websites 

and career portals, as well as on LinkedIn:

‘My first step is still the same – 100% of the time I would write an 

ad; in the past I would place it in various print media, now I 

place it on the company website as well as the relevant career 

portals and then on LinkedIn, depending on how senior or how 

technical the job is that I’m working on.’ (P6, 29, 7 years’ 

experience, Cape Town, Financial Markets)

All the participants confirmed that they no longer place any 

advertisements in print media. Although participants still rely 

heavily on advertising to find candidates, the sites where they 

place their advertisements have shifted towards Internet media, 

in particular, career portals and social media such as LinkedIn:

‘Advertisements? Probably 80–90% of the time, but no more 

print; LinkedIn 100% of time, referrals 100%, PNet and CJ 50%.’ 

(P6, 29, 7 years’ experience, Cape Town, Financial Markets)

‘Advertising? Now – purely online.’ (P8, 43, 15 years’ experience, 

Cape Town, Financial Services)

This finding is in agreement with previous research that 

social media is used in combination with more conventional 

recruitment platforms like job boards, career portals and 

corporate websites (Allden & Harris, 2013; Tyagi, 2012).

This raises the question as to why recruiters still rely heavily 

on more traditional advertising methods such as career 

portals and organisational websites in the age of social media. 

Previous research indicated that one of the reasons why 

recruiters often still prefer more conventional sourcing tools 

is their limited knowledge of how to effectively recruit on 

social networking sites (Allden & Harris, 2013). The findings 

of this study show that this holds true only for Twitter. It 

would seem that the reason why some participants still prefer 

using the more conventional sourcing tools is that they have 

limited time and their perception is that social media adds 

much more work:

‘I believe we’re not using technology correctly – there are email 

inboxes, there are company inboxes, Gmail inboxes, there are 

LinkedIn inboxes, there is Facebook, there is Twitter … so 

recruiters aren’t focused as it all seems too much.’ (P11, 45, 

20 years’ experience, Johannesburg, Management Consultants)

‘Social media adds a huge amount of volume to the sourcing 

process.’ (P1, 33, 9 years’ experience, Johannesburg, Engineering)

Participants indicated that they feel social media is providing 

everyone with access to the same candidates, whereas in the 

past recruiters had to pay for access to search for candidates 

on career portals or utilise their own databases. Everyone can 

now easily search for and connect with potential candidates 

through social media. However, participants feel that social 

media does not really give them a competitive edge, rather, it 

has increased competition as all recruiters now have access to 

the same information:

‘Social media has created more competition for recruiters 

because everyone has access. All you need is a name and the 

names are on the Internet, specifically on social media sites. It’s 

now down to who’s better at headhunting and who’s not, 

because everyone has access.’ (P1, 33, 9 years’ experience, 

Johannesburg, Engineering)

The above finding suggests that social media is increasing the 

competition for top candidates in sourcing and has become 

the proverbial ‘ticket to the game’ in order to compete for 

identifying and attracting the best talent, rather than 

providing a competitive edge. This finding differs somewhat 

from notions in the recruitment literature that the use of 

social media in the recruitment process provides recruiters 

with a competitive edge in reaching their recruitment 

objectives (Singh & Sharma, 2014). It appears, and was 

expressed by one of the participants, that the use of social 

media simply levels the playing field and has become an 
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essential part of the recruitment process just to be able to 

compete in the recruitment war for talent:

‘LinkedIn is not DAV specific – 4.5 million people in SA are on 

LinkedIn – It levels the playing field.’ (DAV refers to this 

recruiter’s managing agency) (P8, 43, 15 years’ experience, Cape 

Town, Financial Services)

Although this theme indicates that social media has become 

an important part of recruitment, 75% of the participants 

(9 of 12) agreed that they combine its use with the more 

traditional recruitment methods when sourcing active 

candidates. Specifically, participants indicated that when 

they recruit for more technical, senior passive candidates, 

they use a combination of different sourcing techniques, 

namely, utilising LinkedIn to identify potential candidates 

and then using headhunting techniques to lure them into 

becoming interested in the position:

‘Depending on the job – if it’s a rare skill I go directly to LinkedIn; 

if it’s a not rare skill I go to PNet first and then only, if I don’t find 

anyone, I go to LinkedIn.’ (P5, 28, 5 years’ experience, Cape 

Town, Financial Markets)

This could possibly indicate that for lower level and non-

technical positions, the sourcing approach has not changed 

much. However, if recruiters are trying to attract more 

senior or technical candidates, especially those they classify 

as ‘passive’, they would search less on career portals and add 

LinkedIn and headhunting to their sourcing process:

‘If I work on a lower level job, one that’s technically not that 

complicated, I would advertise and go to the career portals and 

go to the database. If it was something more technical I would do 

similarly, I would always advertise and go to our database, but I 

would then do head hunting via LinkedIn and to a lesser degree 

go to job portals because the assumption is that if you are senior 

and technical, you’re not really on the job portals; you’re not 

active, you’re more passive.’ (P8, 43, 15 years’ experience, Cape 

Town, Financial Services)

This finding is in agreement with previous research 

(Houran, 2017).

The growth of the Internet and social media has given rise to 

more and more ways to connect candidates and recruiters. 

However, this benefit adds a large volume of work to 

recruiters’ desks. Rather than reducing work, one of the 

drawbacks of social media is the volume it adds to the 

sourcing process:

‘I’m inundated with requests – I can’t even keep up. I have about 

100 requests pending. I think my [LinkedIn] network is close to 

2000. A lot are referrals.’ (P5, 28, 5 years’ experience, Cape Town, 

Financial Markets)

The volume of work increases as a result of various aspects, 

such as the vast number of available candidates whose 

profiles are available to search and screen. This increase is 

compounded by the large number of candidates who have 

access to job advertisements through social media, resulting 

in a vast number of (often unqualified) applicants. This 

aspect was confirmed by 67% of the participants (7 of 12) in 

the study. Participating recruiters felt that they are already 

stretched for time and that utilising the various channels of 

social media adds more strain to their already limited 

available time:

‘Social media is quicker, but it creates more volume, less quality. 

There is less quality because people take more chances because 

there is easier access. In general, if you were forced to post your 

CV, you would think twice about it, vs. just sending an email.’ 

(P1, 33, 9 years’ experience, Johannesburg, Engineering)

‘I get a lot of referrals on LinkedIn. I must say, the candidates 

haven’t been great – it just adds to the volume.’ (P3, 40, 20 years’ 

experience, Johannesburg, Commercial/Financial)

This finding raises an interesting perspective regarding 

notions in the literature that social media reduces the ‘spray 

and pray’ approach (Dutta, 2014). Social media may give 

better access to the passive and semi-passive candidate pool 

and an improved ability to attract these candidates. However, 

the sheer volume of work and high number of candidates 

that emerge from using social media may inhibit the effective 

use of the acquired pool of potential candidates. This finding 

also relates to Houran’s (2017) observation that anyone using 

LinkedIn, or recruiting through social media in general, has 

the challenge of appraising profiles. As such, one could 

question to what extent the use of social media provides a 

more focused approach rather than the ‘spray and pray’ 

approach. The question is: Is this not just another version of 

the ‘spray and pray’ approach?

Ethical considerations
This study was conducted under the guidelines for ethical 

research of the relevant university after the research proposal 

was approved by its Research Ethics Committee. Informed 

institutional permission for the research was obtained from 

the organisations from which recruiters were invited to 

participate in the study. Informed consent was obtained 

from all the participants. Participants were assured that 

confidentiality would be maintained by treating their 

responses as anonymous and that no names would be 

disclosed.

Discussion
The findings of this research confirm that the use of social 

media for recruitment in South Africa is high among 

recruiters and is an important part of their sourcing process. 

This finding is in line with research conducted elsewhere, 

which indicates that the use of social media in recruiting 

gains momentum as the number of users on social media 

increases (Dutta, 2014; Khullar & Pandey, 2014; Singh & 

Sharma, 2014). Recruiters recognise the potential that social 

media provides to attract not only active but also passive and 

semi-passive candidates. Similarly to elsewhere in the world, 

the use of LinkedIn in South Africa is much higher than the 

use of Twitter and Facebook. However, the use of Twitter and 

Facebook in South Africa was found to be substantially lower 

than for recruitment in comparison to what was recorded 

elsewhere (Jobvite, 2014). Although one can only speculate 
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on the reason for this difference, it appears to be related to the 

international nature of the Jobvite (2014) study and the South 

African focus of this study. As noted, South African recruiters 

appear to have a different approach towards the use of 

Twitter and Facebook for work purposes. One can thus not 

just assume that international trends apply indiscriminately 

to South Africa. It was further found that South African 

recruiters follow the practices of their international 

counterparts, with all participants mentioning the use of 

LinkedIn as central to their respective recruitment processes. 

The findings confirm Hunt’s (2010, p. 37) conclusion that 

‘LinkedIn recruiting tools focus on finding candidates and 

networking online; while Facebook and Twitter recruiting 

tools focus on employer branding – an important part of 

engaging candidates’.

However, the size of a recruiter’s personal Twitter network is 

an important aspect when considering its use. The view is 

that, to be able to use it effectively, a recruiter has to be very 

active on Twitter, with many ‘followers’. One of the deterrents 

of using Twitter in the sourcing process is a small following 

and low activity, which gives recruiters the feeling that they 

will not achieve results that are worthwhile. As such, they 

rather focus their attention on those sourcing tools that 

they believe will offer them a larger reach and better results. 

This finding is similar to what was found in research 

elsewhere (Silliker, 2011). Recruiters’ Twitter activity also 

relates to their knowledge of its use. The majority of 

participants mentioned that they do not use Twitter because 

they do not know how to use it properly. If recruiters were 

more exposed to training on how to effectively use Twitter 

in the sourcing process, they could arguably use it more 

frequently and effectively. However, even those participants 

who had been trained in the use of Twitter in the sourcing 

process mentioned that they feel Twitter consumes time, 

which they can use on more proven sourcing methods. It is 

clear that Twitter is not seen as an effective sourcing tool in 

South Africa for this sample of recruiters.

An important aspect that influences the minimal use of 

Facebook is its perceived image in South Africa as a 

communication tool on a personal and private level rather 

than a business tool. South African recruiters make a 

distinction between their private lives, represented by the 

use of Facebook for communication; and their professional 

lives, which is represented by LinkedIn. They keep these two 

aspects separate and seldom let the two overlap – even just in 

perceiving such an overlap. It is clear that Facebook is not 

seen as an effective recruiting tool in South Africa for 

recruiters. This finding is a new and unique perspective that 

holds important consequences for its use in recruitment in 

South Africa.

LinkedIn is clearly the most popular social media site in 

the sourcing process and seems to have taken over from 

company databases. While recruiters would have searched 

for candidates on their own database in the past, they now use 

LinkedIn as their new tool to search for potential candidates. 

However, whereas the database was often seen as a stand-

alone tool, LinkedIn in comparison is not used as such. 

Rather, after a candidate has been found on LinkedIn, various 

other Internet sites are utilised to find the contact details and 

verify information about that candidate. Although LinkedIn 

gives recruiters better access to the passive and semi-passive 

candidate pool and arguably provides an improved ability to 

attract these candidates, it also leads to information overload. 

The sheer volume of candidates that comes from using it 

restricts the effective and focused use of the pool. It appears 

that social media in the recruitment process is simply 

becoming a more modern ‘spray and pray’ approach. 

Recruiters ‘spray’ their attention to combing through 

LinkedIn profiles, and job seekers in turn ‘spray’ their CVs 

through social media in the direction of recruiters, with both 

parties ‘praying’ for a positive outcome. The main difference 

is that the process may now be a bit easier and more elegant 

than before. This is because it is electronically automated, but 

is where the overload occurs.

Notwithstanding the exponential rise of social media in 

recruitment, recruiters still do not regard it as the answer to 

all of their problems. Advertising on career portals and 

corporate websites still remains a key sourcing tool for 

recruiters in South Africa in identifying and attracting 

potential candidates. However, the locations where they 

advertise have shifted towards the Internet, specifically 

career portals, companies’ own websites and to some extent 

LinkedIn. This contradicts previous research findings, that 

placing an advertisement in popular media or on an 

organisation’s website seems to have only a limited chance of 

attracting the right candidates (Phillips & Gully, 2012).

These findings confirm Dutta’s (2014) and Hunt’s (2010) 

argument that, while social media can be seen as opening 

doors and having a profound impact on the way that 

recruitment functions, it should not be mistaken as the full 

recruitment strategy. Rather, the use of social media forms an 

essential part of an organisation’s recruitment operations. 

Indeed, a well-designed, comprehensive recruitment strategy 

and process, and the effective utilisation of available 

information about potential candidates, may significantly 

assist the recruitment of employees who have the most 

suitable skills and competencies (Melanthiou et al., 2015).

Limitations of the study
This research was limited to the South African context and 

cannot therefore be applied to other settings. Moreover, 

because of the relatively small sample size of individual 

recruiters, the findings of this study cannot be applied to 

recruitment agencies or all recruiters in South Africa. 

In addition, only recruiters from recruitment agencies 

were interviewed; thus, the findings cannot be applied 

beyond this particular population to a broader recruitment 

population. The nature of the data collected through this 

study was specifically focused on gaining an understanding 

of the reasons why recruiters do or do not use social media 

during recruitment. As such, it did not focus on the detailed 
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workings and impact of recruitment through the various 

social media tools. It also did not focus on the expectations 

or experiences of recruitment from the candidates’ point of 

view.

Recommendations for future research
There is scope for further research relating to the use and 

impact of social media on recruiters in corporate companies 

(internal recruitment) rather than in recruitment companies 

(external recruitment). This study focused on individual 

recruiters from recruitment companies only; more research is 

required that focuses on the use of social media by recruitment 

agencies themselves. The impact of training for recruiters in 

the use of social media, specifically Twitter, in the recruitment 

process is a further topic that has yet to be explored in more 

detail. Studies in the future may seek to use quantitative 

methods to do research that allows a much bigger sample 

size in order to validate the conclusions of this study.

Conclusion

This research set out to investigate the impact that social media 

has had on recruitment, specifically on the sourcing process. It 

provides a new insight into the impact of social media on 

recruitment in South Africa. The findings confirm that social 

media has become an essential part of the recruitment process. 

However, recruiters should be careful not to be seduced into a 

hype or frenzy about the use of social media in recruitment. 

Although recruitment through social media is useful and 

important, it has limitations and does not provide all the 

solutions to recruitment problems. Indeed, it may simply 

become another ‘spray and pray’ approach if used unwisely.

This study makes an important scientific and practical 

contribution to the understanding of effective recruitment 

processes. By confirming the importance of social media in 

recruitment in South Africa, at least as a parallel process to 

more traditional recruitment processes, the study confirms 

the increasing role and importance of social media within the 

South African talent management context. The study 

demonstrates that recruitment through the use of social 

media in South Africa differs from what is done elsewhere in 

the world – at least for this sample. One should therefore be 

careful not to just assume that the trends reported in 

international literature indiscriminately apply to South 

Africa. The finding that the main impact of social media on 

the recruitment process derives from LinkedIn is an important 

aspect that should be taken note of by researchers, recruiters 

and potential job seekers. It suggests that in order to be part 

of an effective recruitment process in South Africa, recruiters 

and job seekers have to be ‘LinkedIn’.
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