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Abstract
Through the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic reviews and Meta-Analyses 
(PRISMA) guidelines, this study evaluates the responsiveness of journalism curricula in 
South Africa to the evolving needs of the industry. Forty-six reviewed studies literature 
were retrieved for analysis. Findings indicate that while some institutions have 
incorporated digital media skills, critical thinking and ethics into their curricula, significant 
gaps remain in multimedia storytelling, data journalism, media entrepreneurship and 
AI tools in newsrooms. Furthermore, there is limited emphasis on practical work-
integrated learning (WIL), leaving graduates underprepared for the fast-paced and highly 
competitive journalism labor market. The study recommends curriculum reforms that 
emphasize practical skills, industry partnerships and adaptability.
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Introduction

Journalism education in South Africa is at a critical juncture as the media landscape 
continues to evolve. Rapid technological advancements and the increasing demand for 
digital skills largely drive the evolution. With the advent of digital media, traditional 
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journalism education models are being challenged (Botha & de Beer, 2007; Prinsloo, 
2010). The rise of online platforms, multimedia storytelling and artificial intelligence 
tools such as chatbots are reshaping the media industry, thereby making it imperative 
for journalism programs to incorporate these elements into their curricula (Sethusa, 
2024; Tsarwe et al., 2024).

Historically, journalism education has played a crucial role in shaping the media 
professionals who operate in this dynamic environment. In the post-apartheid era, 
journalism education in South Africa has not only focused on equipping students with 
technical skills but also on fostering democratic values and promoting social transfor-
mation (Wasserman, 2005). This dual imperative makes it essential for journalism 
curricula to be responsive to both the evolving technological landscape and the soci-
etal needs of a transforming nation. The growing influence of global media and the 
need for sustainable journalism further complicate the role of journalism education 
(Adjin-Tettey et al., 2021). To ensure that newsroom practices reflect the crucial social 
role that journalism plays as a public good, training must equip students with the nec-
essary skills, competencies, and the right frame of mind, including ethics. This could 
potentially contribute to a more effective media system and help address some of the 
challenges journalism currently faces.

Furthermore, South Africa’s media sector has also experienced severe disrup-
tions, resulting in the closure of daily newspapers and weeklies, as well as news-
rooms shrinking to a few staff members (Daniels et al., 2024). Besides, journalism 
education must now prepare graduates for a media environment characterized by 
constant change, digital convergence, and the challenges posed by misinformation 
(Booker et al., 2024). In light of this uncertain future, journalism education must 
address the challenges of journalism and potentially extend students’ knowledge to 
other communication fields (Severijnen & de Haan, 2024). This study can, thus be 
used to determine what the literature has to say about these, possibly including how 
training institutions are matching education needs to other forms of communication 
industries.

The objective of this systematic review is to critically assess the alignment between 
journalism education in South Africa and the evolving demands of the labor market. 
This review examines whether current journalism curricula equip students with the 
relevant skills required in the modern media landscape.

The paper uses Human Capital Theory (Becker, 1964) to evaluate adaptations in the 
journalism curricula of South Africa’s higher education institutions in response to 
changes in the media labor market. The Human Capital Theory explains that the pri-
mary reasons for education and skill development are to enhance employability and 
productivity. According to the tenets of the theory, education investments enhance the 
skills of the labor force and yield a potential economic return (Goldin, 2019). Hence, 
to ensure employability, the education of Journalism students should be in line with 
the needs and demands of the industry. When there is disparity, it reflects the misalign-
ment between education and labor market demands (Kuznetsova, 2020).

Research indicates that in Poland, institutions integrating industry-specific skills pro-
duce graduates with better job prospects (Liwiński & Pastore, 2021). Work-integrated 
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learning (WIL) and industry partnerships enhance student readiness for the competitive 
media environment (Fleming, 2017). In addition, aligning curricula with industry trans-
formations ensures that graduates acquire relevant competencies, thereby improving 
their employability and the efficiency of the media sector (Lazear, 2003). However, 
Holborow (2018) avers that many journalism programs emphasize theoretical knowl-
edge over practical training, limiting graduate adaptability in digital newsrooms.

This study also applies the Skills Mismatch Theory to assess the alignment of jour-
nalism curricula in South African universities with industry needs. Skills Mismatch 
Theory differentiates between qualification mismatch, field-of-study mismatch, and 
skills-based mismatch (Brun-Schammé & Rey, 2021). It is essentially a situation where 
the skills of graduates do not match those of the labor market, ultimately creating inef-
ficiencies in employment outcomes (McGuinness et al., 2018). For instance, journalism 
graduates may hold degrees but may lack critical competencies such as multimedia 
storytelling, AI-assisted journalism, and data-driven reporting (Draissi et  al., 2021), 
which cannot be ignored in contemporary journalism practice. The absence of industry-
relevant training leads to job dissatisfaction and underemployment (Allen & Velden, 
2001). Hence, this theory is relevant in explaining the consequences of the gaps in 
journalism education, particularly on the employability of the graduates.

The theory makes a case for the role of technological advancement in reshaping 
skill requirements. Digital transformation increases demand for specialized skills, yet 
curricula in the United States, for instance, are slow to adapt (Guvenen et al., 2020). 
This misalignment reduces graduates’ ability to compete in a changing job market. 
Existing literature related to the context of the Middle East and North Africa highlights 
that skills mismatch affects job retention and productivity (Adely et  al., 2021). In 
Europe, graduates who lack practical training struggle in high-paced newsroom envi-
ronments (Allen & Weert, 2007). This study applies Human Capital Theory and rele-
vant literature to ascertain what pertains in South Africa and to advocate curriculum 
reforms in journalism education, where necessary. The study also applies Skills 
Mismatch Theory to examine how journalism education aligns with industry expecta-
tions to ensure that graduates acquire the skills necessary for media sector success, 
thereby reducing the negative effects of mismatch and improving workforce effi-
ciency. The following critical questions inform this inquiry:

1.	 To what extent do journalism curricula in South Africa align with the evolv-
ing labor force requirements of the media industry, particularly in relation to 
digital media, multimedia storytelling, and the integration of AI-driven 
technologies?

2.	 What are the existing gaps within South African journalism education concern-
ing the provision of practical, work-integrated learning experiences that ade-
quately prepare graduates for the dynamic and competitive media labor 
market?

3.	 What curriculum reforms and industry partnerships can be implemented to 
bridge the skills mismatch in journalism education and enhance graduate read-
iness for the modern media industry?
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Method

This systematic review, guided by the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic 
Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) methodology, aimed to assess the alignment 
of South African journalism curricula with the evolving demands of the labor market. 
We considered the systematic review important in identifying the research gaps related 
to the subject (Bangdiwala, 2024). Also, unlike a syllabus analysis that is limited to the 
level of a specific institution, the systematic review helped us consolidate evidence 
from a wide body of scholarly literature, which assisted in capturing national trends, 
skills gaps, and curriculum changes. This provided us with a basis for future syllabus 
analysis of current curricula to determine what has changed over time. PRISMA’s 
structured approach ensures transparency through a thorough literature search, pre-
defined inclusion/exclusion criteria, and careful data extraction and synthesis. The 
review screened an initial of 5800 studies worldwide, selecting 46 relevant articles that 
focused on curriculum content, practical skill development, and the preparedness of 
graduates for the media industry in the South African context.

Eligibility Criteria

The primary eligibility criterion for this review was studies that examined the align-
ment of journalism curricula in South Africa with labor market requirements, particu-
larly in relation to digital skills, employability, and WIL. Studies on journalism 
education’s responsiveness to the media industry’s evolving requirements were 
included. This focused on digital transformation and technological advancements. 
Also included were studies on the impact of WIL on student employability. In addi-
tion, the responsiveness of curricula to the changing demands of the media industry 
was examined. Studies included in the review were primarily peer-reviewed journal 
articles. Studies that focus on different educational systems or regions outside South 
Africa, or that do not specifically discuss employability and skill development, were 
excluded.

Information Sources

For this systematic review, a comprehensive search was conducted across multiple 
academic databases to ensure a wide range of relevant studies were included. The 
primary databases for peer-reviewed articles included Google Scholar, JSTOR and 
Scopus. These are well-established sources for academic literature (Adjin-Tettey, 
2020; Serwonoo et al., 2024), providing access to diverse publications related to jour-
nalism education and labor market alignment. This approach ensured that peer-
reviewed articles, critical reports, and unpublished theses relevant to journalism 
curricula and employability were included.

The review focused on studies published from 2000 to 2024. The choice was 
grounded in the reason that the early 2000s marked a significant shift in communica-
tions technology. This period saw the rise of devices such as USB flash drives, camera 
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phones, iPods, and Bluetooth technology. Broadband became a necessity, with world-
wide users reaching around 21 million. This growth reflected a notable year-on-year 
increase (Waggoner, 2021). Thus, the timeframe was chosen to capture the digital 
revolution’s full impact on journalism education. It focused on significant technologi-
cal advancements and their influence on media education. The study also considered 
how these changes affected labor market demands. Studies from the early 2000s pro-
vide insights into the initial stages of the digital shift. At the same time, more recent 
publications highlight the ongoing challenges and curriculum adaptations in response 
to the Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR). This range also enabled the inclusion of 
pivotal moments in the evolution of media and technology, such as the rise of social 
media and AI tools, which are reshaping journalism education today (Sibiya & 
Ngulube, 2024).

Search Strategy

The search strategy for this systematic review employed a combination of specific 
keywords and Boolean operators, including AND, OR, and NOT, to identify relevant 
studies that focus on aligning journalism curricula with labor market demands in South 
Africa. Keywords such as “journalism curriculum South Africa,” “media labor mar-
ket,” “digital skills journalism education,” and “work-integrated learning journalism” 
were used across the identified databases. The searches were limited to studies pub-
lished from 2000 to 2024.

The Raayan Systematic Literature Review tool managed and organized the retrieved 
studies, streamlining the screening and selection process. It allows multiple users to 
collaborate in real-time, ensuring efficient screening of studies. Users can tag studies 
based on predefined criteria and extract key data systematically. Its structured approach 
enhances organization, reduces errors, and improves the overall reliability of the 
review process. Filters for geographical location and language (English only) were 
applied to focus on studies specific to South Africa. In addition, a date range filter 
(2000–2024) ensured that studies captured the evolving trends in journalism educa-
tion, particularly integrating digital skills, employability, and WIL. This approach 
resulted in a targeted and comprehensive selection of studies that align with the objec-
tives of this study (Muringa & Shava, 2025).

Study Selection

The study selection process adhered to the PRISMA guidelines to ensure a compre-
hensive, transparent and methodologically sound approach. The initial Identification 
phase, which yielded 5,800 studies from databases like Google Scholar, JSTOR and 
Scopus, mirrors the approach taken by many systematic reviews where extensive 
searches are conducted to capture a wide range of relevant literature (e.g., Azanu et al., 
2025; Dhingra et al., 2024; MacDonald et al., 2016; Tedja et al., 2024). Similar stud-
ies, such as those by Ramnund-Mansingh and Reddy (2021), emphasize the impor-
tance of broad initial searches to ensure that no key studies are overlooked in reviews.
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The removal of 800 duplicate records and the exclusion of 200 ineligible records by 
the Raayan Systematic Literature Review align with best practices used in systematic 
reviews, as detailed by Ouzzani et al. (2016), who advocated the use of automation to 
streamline the initial stages of data management and minimize human error. The data-
set was refined by manually removing 50 additional records. This was based on lan-
guage and relevance criteria. Such practices align with systematic reviews in global 
contexts. The study selection process is captured in Figure 1 below.

In the screening phase, 4,750 records were assessed based on their titles and 
abstracts. This process is commonly employed in systematic reviews to ensure that 
only studies directly relevant to the research questions progress further (Muringa & 
Shava, 2025). Excluding 4,500 records for not meeting inclusion criteria aligns with 
studies focusing on specific educational or industry contexts. Many records were tan-
gentially related as they were conducted in South Africa but not directly applicable to 
this study’s core review objective. This approach is consistent with the methods seen 
in Gamble (2022). Some of the articles were also not open access. Thus, full texts were 
not accessible to us to do a proper analysis. The decision to proceed with full-text 
retrieval for 250 reports while excluding 20 due to accessibility issues reflects com-
mon logistical challenges in systematic reviews. This approach is supported by studies 
emphasizing the impact of publication access on review comprehensiveness (Gamble, 
2022; Ouzzani et al., 2016). A significant number of studies were conducted in other 
African countries. In contrast, others were commentaries, opinion pieces and editorials 
with insufficient context and methodological rigor and therefore could not be included 
in the study.

In the eligibility phase, 230 reports were thoroughly assessed and 184 were 
excluded based on relevance, methodological rigor and data clarity. This step follows 
the approach outlined by emphasizes the need for rigorous full-text evaluation to 
ensure that only high-quality studies that meet predefined eligibility criteria are 
included in the final review. The exclusion of studies based on inadequate focus or 
poor methodology aligns with similar educational reviews, where studies with insuf-
ficient empirical support or vague outcomes are deemed unsuitable for inclusion 
(Muringa et al., 2025; Moher et al., 2015).

Ultimately, 46 studies (see Appendix below) were included in the final review, 
ensuring a focused, high-quality dataset that provides robust evidence on journalism 
curricula and labor market alignment in South Africa. The systematic and transparent 
selection process utilized structured exclusion criteria and comprehensive documen-
tation to ensure that only the most relevant and reliable evidence informed the con-
clusions. This enhances the credibility and validity of the review’s findings (Danso 
et al., 2024).

Data Extraction

Data extraction focused on key aspects such as study characteristics, curriculum com-
ponents and outcomes related to journalism education and its alignment with labor 
market needs in South Africa. The review analyzed study characteristics, including the 
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Figure 1.  PRISMA 2020 Flow Diagram for the Systematic Review Which Included Searches 
of Databases Only.
Source. The authors.
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institution and year of study, to ensure the research was relevant to the evolving digital 
landscape and the 4IR developments. Special attention was given to curriculum ele-
ments. These included theoretical content, practical training modules, and digital 
media integration. The focus was on digital skills like multimedia storytelling, data 
journalism, and AI tools. These components were crucial for assessing how well jour-
nalism education prepares students for the workforce. This is highlighted in a study by 
Makhadi and Diederichs’ (2021), which stresses the importance of combining theory 
and practice to produce work-ready graduates.

To effectively manage the vast amount of data, the Raayan Systematic Literature 
Review tool was employed, ensuring a structured and transparent review process. 
Raayan’s collaborative features allowed for efficient screening, tagging, and extract-
ing relevant information, making it an ideal choice for managing systematic reviews. 
In addition, reference management tools like EndNote were used to organize citations 
and maintain consistency throughout the review, ensuring accurate tracking of sources. 
These tools played a crucial role in ensuring the systematic and replicable nature of the 
review process, which is critical for conducting a comprehensive assessment of jour-
nalism education’s responsiveness to labor market demands.

Risk of Bias Assessment

A manual Risk of Bias Assessment was conducted. Each study was evaluated across 
key bias domains. These included selection bias, performance bias, detection bias, and 
reporting bias. A standardized checklist was used to assess methodological rigor. It 
focused on transparency, study design, and potential conflicts of interest. Two inde-
pendent reviewers assessed each study. They assigned low, moderate, or high bias 
ratings. Discrepancies were resolved through discussion. Table 1 in Appendix captures 
the studies that were included in the analysis.

In terms of bias, studies were critically evaluated for methodological rigor and 
potential author bias, particularly where self-reported data were not triangulated or 
peer-validated. Bias was problematic where it limited the validity or generalizability 
of claims, especially in contexts where author opinion substituted for empirical fact 
without careful consideration or verification. This evaluation ensured that only valid 
methodology and contextually relevant studies were included in the final synthesis.

Synthesis of Results

Due to high heterogeneity in research design, focus areas, and methodologies, a narra-
tive synthesis was used. It allowed flexibility in combining findings. Common themes, 
trends, and gaps across studies were identified. The narrative synthesis focused on 
several key themes. First, curriculum trends were analyzed, particularly how journal-
ism programs in South Africa respond to the challenges posed by digital transforma-
tion. Through thematically grouping the findings, the narrative synthesis provided a 
structured way to assess the alignment between journalism education and labor market 
demands. This approach was well-suited for synthesizing diverse data and provided a 
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comprehensive understanding of the state of journalism education in South Africa, 
enabling the researchers to identify areas of improvement that formed the basis for 
recommendations for future curriculum reforms.

Results

To examine journalism education in South Africa and its fit for the labor market, the 
46 studies reviewed used a variety of research designs and methodologies. They were 
predominantly set in South Africa, with only a few comparative insights provided, 
drawing from models in other regions of Africa (Jordaan & Groenewald, 2021; 
Makhadi & Diederichs, 2021; Prinsloo, 2010).

Methodological Approaches Conceptualisations of Reviewed Studies

Qualitative approaches, including interviews, case studies, and content analyses, were 
the most prominent. For instance, Makhadi and Diederichs (2021) applied qualitative 
interviews to inquire about WIL as a tool to close the gap between academic education 
and industry demand. Furthermore, Prinsloo (2010) adopted a case study to evaluate 
digital media time design curriculum adjustments. Jordaan and Groenewald (2021) 
used interviews and content analysis to assess changes to journalism programs due to 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Fölscher-Kingwill and Wasserman (2024) also conducted 
semi-structured interviews to explore South African journalists’ understanding of con-
structive journalism and situate this understanding within development journalism and 
democratic resilience. Using qualitative interviews, Christians (2023) reported on how 
journalism educators navigate trauma exposure in curricula, ultimately advocating for 
trauma training among journalism educators (Boshoff & Garman, 2016).

Several studies employed mixed methods. This national skills audit, conducted by 
de Beer and Steyn (2002), developed a mixed-methods approach, combining quantita-
tive surveys with qualitative focus groups, to identify digital literacy and multimedia 
production skills gaps. In a comparable study, Workneh (2018) employed document 
analysis, online surveys and interviews to assess the impact of Norwegian Agency for 
Development Cooperation (NORAD) on a graduate journalism program in Ethiopia, 
underlining both challenges and serendipitous benefits for Sub-Saharan journalism 
education. Dube (2013) also utilized a mixed-methods approach to investigate whether 
journalism curricula in South Africa had changed in the post-1994 context. It revealed 
a predominance of Western epistemologies and little integration of indigenous lan-
guage reporting. Ncube et al. (2025) used a mixed-methods approach and provided an 
in-depth analysis of the integration of AI into journalism curricula, assessing both the 
challenges and opportunities that arise from this technological shift.

Comparative studies provided wider views. For example, Berger (2008) provided a 
comparative analysis of journalism schools across Africa, measuring their potential to 
gauge excellence under the UNESCO umbrella. Similarly, Booker et al. (2024) exam-
ined syllabi from numerous countries, including South Africa to investigate sustain-
able journalism training gaps. Umejei (2018) discussed journalism education 
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throughout Africa, with a regional-focused view emphasizing finding the right balance 
between global journalism skills and requirements for local relevance. Beckett and 
Dueze (2016) provides a comparative perspective on journalism curricula, addressing 
global challenges in journalistic training. More comparative work was done by Tsarwe 
et al. (2024) who explored the post-pandemic convergence of journalism education in 
Southern Africa.

Theoretical and literature reviews contributed significantly to the discourse. 
Sewchurran and Hofmeyr (2020) critically reflected on digital disruption in journal-
ism education. They employed theories from Castells, Foucault, and Habermas to 
address challenges in adopting data visualization. Wahl-Jorgensen and Hanitzsch 
(2009) provided a comprehensive literature review, offering a foundational under-
standing of journalism studies across different contexts. Garman and van der Merwe 
(2017) considered the subject from the historical and policy perspectives. They pro-
vided a comprehensive overview of curriculum changes and the impact of student 
protests on journalism education. Similarly, de Beer et al. (2017) used policy analysis 
to explore structural and ideological shifts in journalism training post-1994. They 
highlighted the challenges of adapting to socio-political changes. Other theoretical 
studies (Banda et al., 2007; Duma et al., 2023; Fourie, 2010; Loeffelholz & Quandt, 
2010; Tsekeris, 2019; Wahl-Jorgensen & Hanitzsch, 2009; Wasserman, 2005) collec-
tively contributed to a broader conceptual understanding but varied in their engage-
ment with contemporary digital and decolonial challenges in journalism training.

Critical historical and policy reviews (Blom et  al., 2018; De Beer et  al., 2017; 
Garman & van der Merwe, 2017; Steenveld et al., 2012) were key to helping to put 
journalism education in context. Botha and de Beer (2007) look at the development of 
journalism education in South Africa, particularly the changes since 1994 and the 
challenges facing journalism education in today’s world. Meanwhile, reporting at an 
intersection between content analysis and changes and dilemmas in journalism educa-
tion at Rhodes University Prinsloo (2010) reflects journalism education as a voice in 
the democratization of journalism. Drawing on qualitative interviews and open-ended 
questionnaires, Motsaathebe (2011) examined the tensions between global journalism 
skills and local relevance in South Africa.

Autoethnographic (Adjin-Tettey, 2024) and case study (Fourie, 2013; Mpofu & 
Matsilele, 2023; Rodny-Gumede, 2013; Sethusa, 2024) approaches offered nuanced 
insights. Wasserman (2005) examined journalism education as a form of transforma-
tive praxis, arguing for its potential to cultivate democratic ideals. WIL is part of the 
preparation of journalism students for the workplace, according to Makhadi and 
Diederichs (2021), who undertook a qualitative exploratory case study. Adjin-Tettey 
(2024) autoethnography study reflected on trends in journalism education and pro-
vides strategies for bridging the gap between academia and industry.

However, even with methodological heterogeneity, some limitations were identi-
fied. Qualitative studies (Fourie, 2013; Jordaan & Groenewald, 2021; Motsaathebe, 
2011; Umejei, 2018; Jordaan, 2024) with smaller samples, like the one conducted by 
Prinsloo (2010), were insightful but not widely generalizable. Self-reported data in 
studies such as Makhadi and Diederichs (2021) and Christians (2023) had rather 
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narrow perspectives. For instance, Makhadi and Diederichs (2021) study involved 
perspectives of students and teachers on curriculum effectiveness without including 
perspectives and triangulation of data from external stakeholders. Similarly, Christians 
(2023) relied on journalists’ self-assessments of their digital competencies and adapt-
ability. As a result, this did not reflect objective performance or industry benchmarks. 
Few longitudinal studies were carried out, which limited the understanding of gradu-
ates’ long-term career trajectories. However, the model of using multiple data sources, 
as in de Beer and Steyn (2002) and Booker et al. (2024), increased the reliability and 
comprehensiveness of findings.

Taken together, the reviewed studies contribute to the ongoing discourse on jour-
nalism education by emphasizing the importance of adapting to digital transformation, 
integrating local knowledge and aligning curricula with industry demands and societal 
needs. Combining emotional resonance with fact-checking, as proposed by Fölscher-
Kingwill and Wasserman (2024) and Booker et al. (2024), suggests a concretized lin-
eage of processes for promoting more constructive conversations on identity and 
nationality in journalism education.

Thematic Synthesis

Digital Skills Integration in Journalism Curricula

A recurring theme across the studies was the extent to which digital skills, particularly 
multimedia storytelling, data journalism, and AI tools, have been integrated into jour-
nalism education. Studies such as Sethusa (2024) and Tsarwe et al. (2024) emphasized 
that while some institutions have introduced digital media training, significant gaps 
remain in the depth and breadth of these offerings. For instance, Makhadi and 
Diederichs (2021) found that many journalism programs still prioritize traditional 
media formats over digital storytelling, leaving graduates underprepared for modern 
newsrooms’ realities. Several studies, including Booker et al. (2024), highlighted the 
growing importance of AI tools such as chatbots and data analytics in journalism edu-
cation. However, the review found that few South African institutions have fully 
embraced these technologies in their curricula. This was seen as a missed opportunity 
to align education with industry trends, particularly as AI-driven technologies trans-
form the media landscape.

WIL and Industry Partnerships versus Theoretical Knowledge Grounded 
in Democratic Values

Another critical theme identified in the synthesis was the role of WIL and industry 
partnerships in bridging the gap between education and employability. Studies like 
Adjin-Tettey (2024) and Makhadi and Diederichs (2021) stressed that WIL is crucial 
for equipping students with practical experience and preparing them for the fast-paced 
media environment. However, many studies reported that WIL opportunities are 
inconsistently implemented across institutions, with some programs lacking sufficient 
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industry partnerships to offer meaningful work placements (Botha & de Beer, 2007; 
Jordaan & Groenewald, 2021). This gap in practical training is a significant barrier to 
graduate readiness.

Research by de Beer and Steyn (2002) and Ramnund-Mansingh and Reddy (2021) 
highlighted a disconnect between industry expectations and the educational outcomes 
of journalism programs. Employers often reported that graduates lacked critical skills 
in multimedia production and digital journalism despite the growing demand for these 
competencies in the workforce. These studies argue for stronger collaborations 
between journalism schools and media organizations to ensure curricula align better 
with industry needs (de Beer and Steyn, 2002; Ramnund-Mansingh and Reddy, 2021).

However, some studies (Botha & de Beer, 2007; Wasserman, 2005) argued for a 
fair balance of practical and theoretical knowledge not to sacrifice journalism educa-
tion’s dual role in equipping students with technical skills and fostering democratic 
values. The literature revealed a tension between preparing students for the commer-
cial realities of the media industry and maintaining journalism’s role as a public good. 
Thus, while many studies highlighted a persistent skills gap, particularly in data jour-
nalism and multimedia storytelling, contradictions emerged regarding the emphasis on 
theoretical versus practical training. Some studies (e.g., Botha & de Beer, 2007; 
Wasserman, 2005) argued for a continued focus on journalism’s democratic role. 
Others (e.g., Sethusa, 2024) called for a more significant shift toward digital and entre-
preneurial skills to meet industry demands.

The findings suggest that while South African journalism education has made prog-
ress in incorporating digital skills, significant gaps remain, particularly in AI integra-
tion and practical experience. But at the same time, the foundational knowledge of 
journalism, which is grounded in theoretical knowledge, is being sacrificed for digital 
skills. The narrative synthesis reveals a critical need for curriculum reforms that bal-
ance technical training with promoting democratic values. It also points out that South 
African journalism programs must evolve to better prepare graduates for the digital 
media landscape.

In South Africa, WIL is emphasized, much like globally, as a critical bridge between 
theory and practice, a theme echoed by Makhadi and Diederichs (2021) in their study 
on South African journalism education. While these global studies (Deming & 
Silliman, 2024) highlight common challenges, the South African context adds a unique 
socio-political layer where journalism education must address democratic imperatives 
while embracing digital transformation.

The divergences observed across studies on journalism education can largely be 
attributed to differences in contexts, levels of digital infrastructure, and the specific focus 
of each institution. For example, in Europe, initiatives like the Digital Education Action 
Plan (2021–2027) have been established to systematically address the digital skills gap 
through coordinated efforts across EU member states (Annette, 2021). This contrasts 
with findings from South Africa, where similar large-scale, coordinated government ini-
tiatives are less prevalent, leading to slower adoption of digital competencies within 
journalism curricula (Motsaathebe, 2011). This may result from South Africa’s apartheid 



Muringa and Adjin-Tettey	 13

history, which makes some educational stakeholders resist any kind of government inter-
vention in university curricula. In other regions, such as Asia, the challenges around 
equitable access to digital tools and WIL opportunities further complicate the curricu-
lum’s ability to meet industry standards, as highlighted by Poluekhtova et al. (2020) in 
their assessment of digital learning environments during the pandemic. While European 
and U.S. models are more likely to include structured WIL programs, as seen in studies 
by Valencia-Forrester (2020), South African institutions often face limitations in 
resources and industry partnerships that hinder the widespread application of such mod-
els. In addition, studies from Brandi et al. (2023) emphasize the necessity for lifelong 
learning and continuous skills development, which is less consistently implemented in 
African contexts due to infrastructural and economic constraints. Ultimately, these dis-
crepancies highlight the varying levels of institutional support, government initiatives, 
and socio-economic factors that influence how journalism education adapts to the 
demands of the digital era.

Discussion

This systematic review aimed to evaluate the alignment of journalism education in 
South Africa with labor market needs. The review aimed to assess the integration of 
digital skills, the effectiveness of WIL, the incorporation of multimedia storytelling 
and the integration of AI-driven technologies into journalism curricula.

Digital Skills Gap in Journalism Education

A central theme identified in this review is the persistent gap between the digital skills 
offered in journalism education and the demands of the modern media industry. While 
there has been some progress in incorporating essential digital skills, such as multime-
dia storytelling and data journalism, the pace of integration remains slow and incon-
sistent across institutions. As noted in studies by Valencia-Forrester (2020), digital 
tools and AI technologies like chatbots are becoming critical components of news 
production. However, many South African journalism programs lag in adapting their 
curricula to include these tools. The findings from this review mirror global trends, 
where institutions, particularly in Europe and the United States, face difficulties in 
fully embedding digital competencies into journalism education (Saliuk & Shkola, 
2023; Valencia-Forrester, 2020). In the South African context, this skills gap is par-
ticularly concerning because the digital transformation in media is rapidly altering job 
requirements, leaving journalism graduates underprepared for the evolving labor mar-
ket (Michalon & Camacho-Zuñiga, 2023). The slow integration of AI tools and data 
journalism reflects broader infrastructural and resource challenges that must be 
addressed at the institutional and policy levels.

Importance of WIL

WIL emerged as a significant theme in this review, emphasizing the importance of 
practical experience in preparing students for the workforce. Many studies highlighted 
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WIL as a critical bridge between theoretical education and industry demands. Makhadi 
and Diederichs (2021) found that students who participated in internships or industry 
partnerships were more likely to be employable and better prepared for the challenges 
of the media industry. This aligns with global literature, where WIL has been identified 
as a key component in enhancing student employability across various educational 
systems (Valencia-Forrester, 2020). However, access to WIL opportunities in South 
Africa remains uneven, with certain institutions lacking strong partnerships with 
media organizations, which limits students’ ability to gain hands-on experience 
(Fourie, 2013; Makhadi & Diederichs, 2021). This is exacerbated by the resource con-
straints of news organizations and the resultant newsroom cutdowns, making it diffi-
cult for universities to maintain comprehensive internship programs or establish 
long-term industry partnerships. The divergence in the implementation of WIL 
between South Africa and more developed regions highlights the need for more struc-
tured and equitable WIL programs across all journalism schools in the country.

Journalism Education Grounded in Ethics, the Public Good and Critical 
Thinking

In addition to digital and practical skills, this review also identified the promotion of 
ethical journalism and critical thinking as a crucial element in South African journal-
ism education. Studies like Wasserman (2005) emphasize journalism education’s dual 
role in providing technical skills and fostering a sense of social responsibility and 
democratic engagement. This theme is particularly relevant in South Africa, where 
journalism has historically played a significant role in promoting social justice and 
addressing inequality. Many journalism programs continue to prioritize critical think-
ing, ethics and the public good, balancing the technical training required for modern 
media careers with a broader educational mission. This focus aligns with global con-
cerns about journalism’s societal role, particularly in regions that have experienced 
political upheaval or democratic transitions (Saliuk & Shkola, 2023). However, this 
emphasis presents a challenge, as institutions must navigate between providing ethical 
training grounded in theoretical and contextual knowledge. This ensures that students 
are technically proficient in digital journalism—a balance that has proven difficult to 
maintain in South Africa and other global contexts.

Socio-Political and Economic Barriers

Another important theme that emerged is the impact of socio-political and economic 
barriers on the responsiveness of journalism education to labor market demands. Many 
South African institutions face challenges in updating their curricula due to limited 
funding, insufficient access to technology, and the lack of widespread government 
initiatives to enhance digital skills, as is common in countries like the United States 
and parts of Europe (Annette, 2021). Studies by Poluekhtova et al. (2020) highlight 
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similar issues in other developing regions, where economic and infrastructural con-
straints make it challenging to adopt cutting-edge digital tools and implement robust 
WIL programs. The financial disparity within the country also exacerbates inequalities 
between universities, with well-resourced institutions being better positioned to offer 
industry-aligned programs. In contrast, others struggle to meet basic educational stan-
dards. This divergence points to a broader structural issue in South African higher 
education, where socio-political factors impede journalism education’s complete 
modernization.

Theoretical Connection, Implication and Contribution to the Field

The persistent gap between the skills taught in journalism curricula and the needs 
of the labor market supports the Skills Mismatch Theory, highlighting the need for 
updated educational frameworks that integrate digital competencies and practical 
training. In addition, the review underscores the Human Capital Theory by empha-
sizing the role of WIL in enhancing students’ employability. It suggests that invest-
ments in practical, industry-aligned education directly contribute to better labor 
market outcomes for journalism graduates. There is also the need for curricula to be 
responsive to the requirements of the digital landscape to cover digital storytelling, 
data storytelling supported by relevant tools and the use of AI to tell compelling 
stories and to facilitate journalistic routines. Resource allocation also makes this 
possible. Journalism’s unique position in society also requires curriculum reforms 
that not only address technical skills but also foster critical thinking, ethical prin-
ciples and theoretical foundations that promote the democratic function of journal-
ism in society. The paper argues that enhancing journalism students’ practical skills 
and industry-relevant knowledge will increase their employability and economic 
contribution, which are aligned to the human capital theory. Simultaneously, apply-
ing the Skills Mismatch Theory demonstrates that without a concerted effort to 
reform journalism curricula, graduates will continue to face difficulties securing 
employment, and the media industry will suffer from a shortage of appropriately 
skilled professionals.

This review contributes to the growing literature on journalism education, particu-
larly in Africa. It highlights the challenges and opportunities for aligning journalism 
curricula with labor market needs. It advances our understanding of the digital skills 
gap and emphasizes the crucial role of WIL in enhancing employability. Moreover, the 
findings highlight the unique socio-political context in which South African journal-
ism education operates, where ethical journalism and democratic engagement remain 
priorities alongside technical skills development. The review also underscores the 
need for more excellent infrastructural support and policy interventions to facilitate 
the integration of digital tools into journalism education to support the gains already 
made by some educational institutions and to help those who are yet to introduce such 
into their curricula to do so.



16	 Journalism & Mass Communication Educator 00(0)

Conclusion

This study set out to evaluate the responsiveness of journalism curricula in South 
Africa to labor market needs, particularly in the context of digital transformation. The 
review has shown significant gaps in integrating essential digital skills, such as multi-
media storytelling, data journalism and AI tools, into journalism education programs. 
WIL was also identified as a critical factor in preparing graduates for the workforce, 
although access to such opportunities varies widely across institutions. The findings 
suggest that curriculum reforms are urgently needed to address these disparities and 
better align educational outcomes with industry demands.

These insights contribute to our understanding of the ongoing challenges in jour-
nalism education, especially in the African context, where socio-political factors influ-
ence the ability of institutions to modernize their programs fully. Despite some 
limitations, such as the variability of methodologies across the studies reviewed, this 
study adds valuable insight into the current state of journalism education in South 
Africa and the need for more structured and digitally focused training.

Study Limitations and Future Research

Several limitations must be acknowledged in this review. First, the diverse meth-
odologies employed across the included studies, ranging from qualitative inter-
views to large-scale surveys, introduce a level of heterogeneity that may have 
affected the synthesis of findings. However, there is some advantage in the hetero-
geneity of studies as it provides a broader perspective on the subject matter. In 
addition, many studies relied on self-reported data from students and educators, 
which may introduce biases in assessing curriculum effectiveness and employabil-
ity outcomes.

Future research can focus on longitudinal studies that track journalism graduates’ 
career progression and employability, providing deeper insights into the long-term 
impacts of curriculum reforms. This could take the form of observations. In addition, 
there is a need for more empirical studies that explore the effectiveness of integrating 
advanced digital skills, such as AI tools and data journalism, into journalism pro-
grams, particularly in the African context. Research could also examine the role of 
government and industry partnerships in strengthening WIL opportunities and how 
these collaborations can be scaled across under-resourced institutions.

A limitation of this study is the sole reliance on systematic review to assess the 
responsiveness of journalism curricula to labor market needs. We therefore recom-
mend empirical data collection techniques in future studies to explore the perspectives 
of educators and industry players on the responsiveness of journalism curricula to 
labor market demand. Finally, comparative studies between different regions in Africa 
and globally would offer valuable perspectives on how journalism education can adapt 
to diverse socio-political and economic environments while balancing both technical 
and ethical training.
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