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ABSTRACT 

 

With the exorbitant growth in technological presence and the introduction of social 

media, a whole new realm of advertising and marketing possibilities has been 

opened to businesses.   This study investigated people’s perceptions of the use 

of social media for advertising fashion products under the guise of social media 

interaction.  In other words, online marketing is seen as “subversive” as it is a 

deceptive form of advertising using celebrity allure to attract prospective clients.  

The target population comprised females between the ages of eighteen and 

twenty-nine as this population was found to represent the majority of social media 

users.  The purpose of the study was to establish whether the social media users 

canvassed were aware of this subversive type of advertising, whether they 

responded by buying the products, and how effective they found this type of 

marketing overall.  The research was carried out within a social constructivist 

framework, using a nested/embedded strategy in a mixed-methods approach.  

Users of social networking in South Africa were recruited by means of an 

Instagram post which introduced the idea of the “subversive sell” and gave them 

the option of participating in an online survey on the topic.  Respondents were 

also offered the option of participating in two focus groups in the Durban area in 

order to obtain more in-depth feedback on this marketing strategy.  Results 

showed that participants were aware of the fact that they were being targeted, 

and that they saw it as an inevitable outcome of using social media.  However, it 

irritated them when realising that social media were saturated with 

advertisements, and that they should be importuned incessantly with such.  They 

also reported that they would not necessarily purchase fashion products 

advertised in this way and would rather rely on word-of-mouth recommendations 

on social media from people using these products.  Respondents did, however, 

comment on the immediacy and novelty of this form of advertising.  It was 

concluded that subversive advertising via social media was not that different from 

the celebrity endorsements found in traditional media, and that people were 

responding to this strategy in similar ways. 
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GLOSSARY 

 

Marketing: This involves a broad series of components, public relations, 

sales promotion, direct marketing and, possibly the most 

important component, advertising (Strauss and Frost 2001).  

 

Subversive advertising:  

For the purpose of this study, marketing aspects such as 

celebrity endorsement, product placement and businesses 

attempting to humanise their presence on social media are 

referred to as subversive advertising. 

 

Application software:  

Programs that can be downloaded on both fixed and mobile 

devices (Struyk 2013). 

 

Hashtags: One-way mathematical algorithms. This allows you to search 

terms on platforms such as Instagram and Twitter. 

 

Branding: This is a strategic point of view that is central to creating 

customer value which is key to maintaining competitive 

advantage (Holt n.d). 

 

Humanisation: For the purpose of this study, humanisation is referred to in 

relation to corporates, and specifically to their human-like 

behaviour (Tuzzolino and Armandi 1981). 

 

Celebrity cult/ culture:  

This is the hype surrounding socialites that is created by the 

media. Media-driven renown is often influenced by 

consumers (Cashmore 2016:7). 

 

Social media: Social media are websites or applications that involve the 

use of the internet with the objective of connecting the user 

to his/her friends and family (Osterrieder 2013). 



ix 
 

 

Social media influencer:  

A term referring to a person that has found celebrity  

status/fame on online platforms (Burke 2017). 

 

Wifi:   Wireless networking technology (Rackley 2007) 

 

Apps:   Application software 
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CHAPTER 1: Introduction  

 

 

1.1 Introduction  

This chapter outlines the framework of the study and explains why there is a need 

for an investigation into the subversive marketing of fashion products.  It looks at 

the phenomenon of the celebrity cult, and, next, examines whether users of social 

media platforms are aware of the deceptions of the “hidden sell”, for which the 

term “subversive marketing” is used.  A short overview of the problem statement, 

critical research questions, the significance of the study and aims and objectives 

are given as well as the critical research questions which were used to guide the 

inquiry.  After a brief account of the research design is given, ethical consideration 

are discussed as well as the study’s limitations and delimitations.  The chapter 

concludes after an outline of the chapters is provided. 

 

1.2 The celebrity cult phenomenon 

We are living in the age of the celebrity-cult.  While the concept of the celebrity is 

not new, the celebrities of today are presented as being “both special and utterly 

ordinary”, which allows people to bond emotionally with them (Furedi  2010: 493-

294).   Consumers are being influenced to purchase products and services which 

celebrities whom they admire are promoting; many consumers idolise and even 

“worship” media personalities, aspiring to a similar lifestyle through these 

products (Evans-Cowley and Hollander 2010).  According to Omenugha, 

Uzuegbunam and Ndolo (2016) consumers are choosing to follow public figures 

who more often than not have found fame through the media, explaining that 

media has provided these celebrities with the opportunity to advertise not only 

themselves but products.  Although celebrity endorsement, sponsorship and the 

practice of product placement is by no means a new addition to marketing (Jan 

and Martina 2013), it is the veiled manipulation through these tactics that is 

controversial.  Media can be considered the culprit for the recent accelerated 

growth of the celebrity phenomenon (Lilti 2017: 2; 280) and therefore its influence 
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on marketing.  This study explores what role these provocative aspects play in 

‘the hidden sell’.  

 

1.3 Subversive marketing of fashion products  

For the purpose of this study, these provocative aspects will be termed 

subversive advertising.  Controversial marketing methods are considered 

debatable because they are not obvious to all consumers and can be misleading.  

This study aims to contribute to the body of knowledge by investigating the extent 

to which consumers are aware of this type of advertising.  Furthermore, this 

research has been focused on South African consumers because celebrity 

culture is predominantly a western cultural experience influenced by global 

communication networks (Uzuegbunam 2017: 131-132).  This poses the question 

as to what extent it can be seen to influence South African consumers. 

 

It also explores how the development of the media has been boosted by an 

evolution in digital technology (Rocamora 2016) and examines what has caused 

the celebrity/fame obsession to inflate at such a rapid rate (Marwick 2016).  As 

marketing plays such an important role in consumer behaviour (Brierley 1995), it 

is often found that purchases are based on the suggestions made by product 

advertisements (Du Plooy 2012).  This study aims to clarify why these strategies 

work and how they are perceived by consumers. 

 

1.4 Problem statement 

It is not known to what extent South African consumers and followers of social 

media are being influenced by subversive marketing.  Furthermore, the issue of 

to what extent they are responding to these underlying veiled prompts 

necessitates more investigation. 

 

1.5 Rationale  

Social media play such a large role in our everyday lifestyles (Kumar and Lim 

2008).  With users’ quick and easy access to these media as well as their broad 

user base (Evans and McKee 2010), it is easy to understand why businesses 
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have chosen to utilise such platforms for their marketing and advertising 

purposes. 

 

The introduction of the humanisation (i.e. restoring interpersonal intimacy and 

engagement) of corporates, which has become a prevalent practice in today’s 

society (Picard 2014), is an important part of subversive advertising because of 

its effect on consumer behaviour.  Humanisation creates a somewhat misleading 

sense of comfort to consumers, as corporate use of celebrity, social media 

influencer endorsement and sponsorship blurs the lines between reality and 

advertisement (Thompson and Heinberg 1999). 

 

As a fashion student living in South Africa, the researcher is interested in 

establishing how many consumers in our country are ‘buying’ into the strategies 

used by companies when advertising through social media.  The factors that have 

paved the way for a change in product marketing and the introduction of new 

advertising strategies will therefore be examined.  Additionally, the roles of 

strategies such as celebrity endorsement, humanisation of corporates, product 

placement and branding will be discussed. 

 

1.6 Critical research questions 

The following critical research questions were used to guide the inquiry: 

 

In a participant group of social media users: 

1.6.1 How can subversive advertising be defined? 

1.6.2 To what extent are participants aware that a product/s is/are being 

marketed? 

1.6.3 To what extent are participants influenced to purchase the fashion 

product/s marketed in this way, and why? 

 

1.7 Significance of the study 

Fashion is a key industry globally in terms of the massive amount of revenue 

generated, in spite of setbacks caused by global events and factors such as the 



4 
 

recession.  The fashion industry in Africa, while still in its infancy, has huge 

potential.  Fashion also has implications in South Africa for the tourist industry as 

a generator of revenue and related benefits, including job creation.  As marketing 

is a key factor in merchandising apparel that consumers will want to purchase, it 

is important to understand developing trends in marketing, in particular, 

marketing indirectly through the popular social media.  This study is therefore 

significant because it will result in a better understanding of South African 

consumer behaviours as they respond to indirect marketing strategies.  It will 

furthermore provide information on their opinions and attitude towards the use of 

subversive advertising and marketing as a whole through social media.  The 

researcher intends to gauge the success and benefits of using these platforms 

with the hope that the information gained from this study will give insights into 

authentic online advertising of fashion and beauty products to women.   

 

1.8 Aim 

This study aims to investigate how South African females1 perceive and 

experience subversive marketing on social media, with a particular focus on 

fashion products. 

 

1.9 Objectives 

The following research objectives were formulated: 

 

1.9.1 To establish whether South African females are aware of subversive social 

media marketing of fashion products. 

1.9.2 To establish whether/how they respond in terms of buying the product 

marketed and why. 

1.9.3 To establish how effective this form of marketing is for fashion products. 

 

                                                
1 Females were chosen for the target population, because, as will be shown in Chapter 2, they 
comprise the group who most use social media and are most susceptible to social media 
influence. 
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1.10 Research design 

An overview is provided here of the research design, which will be discussed in 

more detail in Chapter 3.  Audience response to subversive social media 

marketing was explored in this study using a mixed-methods approach, working 

within a social constructivist orientation, and formulating a theoretical framework 

based on Marcuse’s (1964) critical theory of the “one-dimensional man” and 

Festinger’s  (1954) social comparison theory.  A nested/embedded design was 

implemented for this study, which meant that the quantitative data led the 

qualitative data.  Quantitative data, which involve the systematic use of numerical 

data (Maree 2007), were obtained by means of a survey.  Leedy and Ormrod 

(2010) describe qualitative data as multi-faceted, and because of this, focus 

groups, which allow for probing and expansion, were used to further examine the 

quantitative data obtained in the survey.  The target group consisted of active 

users of social media platforms.  These individuals made use of imagery and 

supported the ideals of the celebrity cult.  It was therefore thought that these 

participants were the most likely to be subjected to subversive advertising.  

 

1.11 Ethical considerations  

Taking into consideration the ethical code and an individual’s right to privacy 

(Leedy and Ormrod 2010:101) some of the questions the sample were required 

to answer might have contained details and information they considered to be 

private.  The participants were therefore not asked to identify themselves and 

feedback was anonymous. 

 

Due to the anonymity offered by the internet, the participants who contributed to 

data collected from the online survey were completely unknown to the researcher.  

Participants were required to agree that they would give informed consent 

digitally before they were able to proceed with the survey. 

 

With regard to people volunteering to participate in the focus group, email 

addresses were known only to the researcher.  Before signing consent forms all 

participants were informed that they would be voice recorded and were free to 

withdraw at any time during the data -process without consequences (Appendix 
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B).  Although the names of participants were known to the researcher, all written 

references to data collected from them have been referred to using pseudonyms. 

 

1.12 Limitations and Delimitations 

1.12.1 Limitations 

This study was limited to South Africa, with participants contributing to the focus 

group sessions being restricted to the Durban area due to budget constraints. 

 

1.12.2 Delimitations 

The study was delimited to users of social media who are females between the 

ages of 18 – 29 years of age as research suggests that this population represents 

the majority of social media users.  Due to ethical concerns, no minors (under the 

age of 18) were involved in this study.  

 

1.13 Outline of study 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

This first chapter serves as an introduction to the study, briefly outlining the 

research topic, research questions, aims and objectives.  It identifies the research 

orientation, theoretical framework and mixed-methods research methodology 

that was selected.  The research problem is clarified and the issue of subversive 

advertising in current social media is described. 

 

Chapter 2: Literature review 

This chapter highlights the significance of the fashion industry and provides an 

in-depth overview of the different forms of marketing and media used, and defines 

subversive advertising.  The new generation of consumers is discussed and the 

role of subversive advertising in consumer behaviour is explained.   

 

Chapter 3: Orientation, theoretical framework and methodology 

This chapter discusses the research orientation, social constructivism, and the 

theoretical framework used within this orientation.  The methodology is shown to 
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be a mixed-methods approach, using a nested/embedded design.  The 

nested/embedded design is explained and the two phases, quantitative and 

qualitative data collection, are outlined.  As the research design is 

nested/embedded, the quantitative data leads the qualitative data, and 

discussion topics within the focus groups are led by findings from the online 

survey conducted. 

 

Chapter 4: Research findings 

This chapter is divided into two sections.  Phase one: consists of an analysis and 

discussion of the findings with the use of graphs and tables from the online survey 

conducted.  The observations from these findings feed into phase two of the 

research design as the focus groups’ topics of debate.  The second phase 

consists of an analysis of the findings from these group conversations.  

 

Chapter 5: Conclusions and recommendations 

This is the final chapter and draws conclusions from the previous chapter’s data 

analysis and findings.  The opinions of female South African consumers are 

discussed in relation to the use of subversive advertising on social media and 

recommendations  are made to improve business advertising practices on social 

media, to assist consumers with identification of subversive advertising and to 

suggest what further research could be done in this area. 

 

1.14 Conclusion 

This chapter has provided an introduction to the research topic and has briefly 

discussed the need for further research into the different means of subversive 

advertising in social media and South African consumers’ attitudes towards the 

use of such methods.  It has been explained how this information can be used to 

inform effective product advertising for fashion products and why it is necessary 

to understand one’s consumers and the role their behaviour has in marketing 

one’s product. 
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CHAPTER 2: Literature review 

 

 

2.1 Introduction 

The chapter first emphasises the significance of fashion as a key industry globally 

and locally, and next discusses a breakdown of marketing methods that have 

been utilised effectively in the advertising industry over the last century.  Brand 

equity and its role in consumer brand identification are also outlined as well as 

how the evolution of technology has transformed marketing practices is noted; 

this is in order to better understand the intentions of online marketers.  The new 

generation of consumers is discussed and a summary of strategies such as 

product placement and celebrity endorsement is made to provide insight into 

consumer behaviours.  This chapter also illustrates possible reasons why 

currently subversive advertising appears to be such an effective marketing 

strategy in society. 

 

2.2 Fashion as a  key industry   

Fashion is a key industry globally in terms of the massive amount of revenue 

generated (Gatawa 2008: ii; Statistica: The Statistics Portal. 2018).  The 

McKinsey Global Fashion Index (Business of Fashion 2018:11) predicted that the 

growth in sales would triple from 2016 to 2018, although 2016 was admittedly 

“one of the toughest years on record” (Business of Fashion 2017:11), so that an 

upturn could be expected.  According to Douglas (2016), the fashion industry in 

Africa could be worth $15.5 billion by 2021. However, Douglas adds the caveat 

that lack of government support and high operational costs are major obstacles 

facing the fashion industry.  This, she adds, has meant that the majority of fashion 

businesses in Africa are Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs), and lack the 

capacity to grow larger.   

 

Dr Moloi-Motsepe, CEO of African Fashion International (AFI), stresses the 

importance of the fashion industry in South Africa, as it provides jobs not only in 

the clothing industry, but also in related industries (Smith 2017).  Apart from textile 
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and other associated industries in the supply chain, fashion has implications in 

South Africa for the tourist industry, again, a generator of revenue and related 

benefits such as job creation (Gattawa 2008:20).  It must also be stressed that 

the output and profits from the fashion industry are derived from items sold by 

retailers, not designer collections or high profile fashion shows (Easey 2008:11), 

so that marketing can be seen to play a  crucial role in the fashion industry. 

 

2.3 Marketing 

The practice of marketing is thought to be as old as civilisation, according to 

Davidson (1987), who further explains that the fundamental purpose of marketing 

is to identify and fulfil a need that a supplier is presented with by prospective 

customers.  This is reiterated by Kotler (2003) who states that the aim of 

marketing is to create products or services that are so sensationally in demand 

by customers that they virtually sell themselves.  It is felt that the key aspect to 

an effective and successful marketing plan is based on the marketing-mix theory, 

better known as the 4Ps: product, price, promotion and place (Stone and 

Desmond 2007).  Van Waterschoot and Van den Bulte (1992) describe the 

marketing mix as a mixture of tools or instruments utilised when pursuing effective 

marketing strategies.  In most cases marketing encompasses: public relations, 

branding, advertising, sales promotion and direct marketing; the most important 

of these is arguably advertising (Strauss and Frost 2001).  Key thinkers in the 

field claim advertising to be one of the most criticised and controversial aspects 

of marketing and business as a whole (Bauer and Greyser 1968). 

 

Because of aspects of advertising being considered controversial by leading 

authors, it is necessary to understand how this form of marketing has evolved 

over time and why it plays an integral role in consumer purchases.  Furthermore, 

it is important to clarify the differences between overt and subversive advertising. 

 

Originating in Europe during the early 1600s, advertising was brought to the New 

World during British colonisation (O’Barr 2008).  The early 18th and 19th centuries 

saw an increase in different forms of advertising, using devices such as 

illustrations and special typefaces alongside the editorials in newspapers to grab 



10 
 

consumer attention (Pope 2003).  Advertising is the non-personal distribution of 

product information, by means of paid media (Akanbi 2011), and can be 

presented in many different ways, shapes and channels; it is a way of 

communicating to your customers, a specialised aspect for which most 

companies choose to enlist experts for assistance (Shima and Varfan 2008).  

According to Solomon and Druin (1996), advertising can follow two methods: 

offline ‘traditional’ (which includes television, radio and print) and online (which is 

the use of the internet and web sites, sometimes referred to as electronic 

advertising) (Blackwell, 2006).  

 

Advertising plays an important role in marketing because of the numerous 

benefits it offers companies by motivating consumers and retailers to buy or stock 

their products (Brierley 1995).  According to Duncan (2005), advertising has the 

ability to communicate informational aspects and add value to a product thus 

creating positive associations of brands in the minds of consumers.  It is also the 

most popular tool for creating awareness of products or services amongst 

consumers and plays a pivotal role in their desired purchases (Du Plooy 2012).  

 

2.3.1 Traditional advertising 

The aim of traditional advertising is to determine and fulfil the consumers’ wants 

and needs through various channels (Kotler 2003).  This form of marketing makes 

use of traditional channels of communication, such as face-to-face discussions, 

catalogues, newspapers and magazines (Shima and Varfan 2008), as well as the 

use of radios, billboards, flyers, faxes, videos, stickers and television (Brierley 

1995).  The advertisers’ intention is to create products and services that have the 

ability to sell themselves by fitting the consumers’ desires (Kotler 2003).  These 

can be considered traditional media because they are all methods used for 

advertising that have been developed over the last century, creating platforms 

that companies understand and for which they can easily create media (Thurman 

2013).  

 

2.3.2 Online advertising 

Advertising practices have been transformed since the introduction of online 
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advertising in 1994 (Evans 2009).  The use of the internet as an advertising 

resource is steadily growing in popularity, aided by factors such as its low cost, 

two-way communication, access to a broader market and its ability to update and 

improve on its intended target audience more easily (Ducoffe 1996; Lages 2004; 

Wong 2010).  This is important because of the constant change in consumer 

behaviour with the introduction of a new generation of buyers (Jones, Malczyk 

and Beneke 2011).  According to Johnson (2013), in 2013, online advertising 

surpassed traditional forms of advertising to become the second most effective 

method of marketing one’s products after the use of television.  Moreover, online 

marketing has demonstrated the fastest growth rate recorded for any advertising 

medium (Ha and McCann 2008).  However, as the internet has evolved 

significantly, new challenges arise for marketers targeting the current consumers 

(Belch and Belch 2015). 

 

In recent years, multiple firms have begun specialising in creating promotional 

campaigns (Balasubramanian, Karrh and Patwardhan 2006), featuring recurring 

content that engages consumers for sales purposes (Falkow 2010).  Whether it 

appears regularly in a movie or on the pages of your favourite glossy magazine, 

corporates are playing on consumers’ subconscious (Hedgren and Persson 

2015).  Achieved with the use of manipulation, effective marketing imagery and 

value association with products (Dempsey and Mitchell 2010).  However, in 

recent years corporates have had to adapt their methods of advertising as they 

are proving to be less effective with the new generation of consumers, who are 

not as easily swayed by traditional media (Verhoef 2017). 

 

2.4 Echo boomers and digital natives 

In order to better understand the intentions of online marketing, it is important to 

recognise the majority of online consumers when catering to this market.  Echo 

boomers and digital natives are terms and descriptions more commonly based 

on the American opinion of these generations, and the very existence of these 

generations in South Africa is debated by authors such as Thinyane (2010) and 

Howie, Muller and Paterson (2005).  However, it is argued by Czerniewicz and 

Brown (2010) that, while South Africans are not necessarily categorised into 
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generations they still possess a knowledge and understanding of digital 

technologies.  

 

Fischer (2015) explains that echo boomers were born to the baby boomers, a 

generation defined as children born between 1946 and 1964 to war veterans who 

returned home from World War II, married and started families.  He advises, 

however, that the generation of echo boomers is not as easily defined; it is felt 

that the reason for discrepancies in years for the echo boomer generation is 

because there are no defining characteristics.  There are therefore many loosely-

defined timelines for this cohort.  Zick, Mayer and Glaubitz (2012) suggest that 

the echo boomer generation comprises those born between 1975 and 2000, 

whereas Shih and Allen (2006) argue that it began any time between 1977 and 

1982 and they consider it to have ended between 1994 and 2003.  According to 

Fischer (2015), because of the overlap in boundaries between the two 

generations, it is not possible to give starting and end dates.  However, echo 

boomers are thought to be heavily impacted and influenced by technology 

(Valentine and Powers 2013). 

 

Described as flexible, smarter and tolerant of diverse cultures (Pál 2013), 

Generation Z are those born between the mid 1990s and 2010 (Wood 2013), and 

are also referred to as digital natives.  These people are considered ‘native 

speakers’ of the digital language (Prensky 2001).  Digital natives can be defined 

as ‘techsavvy’ individuals; they have grown up in the age of digital technologies 

and electronic gadgets with a profound knowledge of social networking and the 

internet (Pál 2013).  Both echo boomers and digital natives are often combined 

due to their common characteristics, their comfort-level with technology/digital 

media and relentless practice of networking with the global world being the 

foremost trait (Wood 2013).   

 

There is limited understanding of buyer behaviours in terms of the psychological 

factors driving these digital natives in this unique and influential consumer 

segment (Valentine and Powers 2013: 597).  Wood (2013) suggests that there 

are consumer-orientated differences between baby boomers and echo boomers.  

This is thought to be because of the difference in age during the economic 
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recession.  Her study suggests that digital natives are more likely to spend freely 

without hesitation on design-based and technological goods.  While, in contrast, 

echo boomer consumers are most concerned about image and lifestyle trends 

and are influenced by ‘what’s hot and what’s not’ (Gluck 2009).  This reiterates 

Festinger’s (1954) social comparison theory that people are often most anxious 

about the way they are perceived by others.  This suggests that echo boomers 

are more susceptible to social comparison because of their need to be seen as 

having the latest trends and products. 

 

Online marketers are learning that in order to keep up with their new tech-savvy 

consumers they themselves need to constantly improve on, develop and evolve 

their means of marketing, a goal which, at times, can seem impossible to achieve 

(Jones, Malczyk and Beneke 2011).  Technology offers the advantage of effective 

branding and communication to any and all industries (Eriksen and Hemmingsen 

2008).  The increase in consumer online presence has caused marketers to 

intensify their online marketing channels and, in turn, this has shaped a 

fundamental shift into online advertising (Stephen 2015).  This marketing 

instrument is effective because of its ability to constantly grow and change to 

accommodate the consumers’ demands (Jones, Malczyk and Beneke 2011).  

The benefits could make mass advertising by conventional mass media an 

unnecessary expense (Turow 2011). 

 

MAGNA (2016), an intelligence and innovation strategy resource for IPG 

Mediabrands, states that in December 2016 the increase in revenues for media 

advertising was the highest it has been since 2010 and is expected to surpass 

that of television revenue for the first time in 2017.  It is believed by Stephen 

(2015) that social media and mobile marketing, in particular, will see a drastic 

increase in consumer marketing due to the revenue surge.  Stephen’s (2015) 

prediction on the increased use of social media platforms for marketing purposes 

is beneficial to this study as it is aimed at finding the contributing factors to social 

media marketing, as discussed below, specifically subversive advertising and 

social media consumers’ perceptions of these practices. 
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2.5 Social media marketing 

According to Yarrow and O’Donnell (2009:137), echo boomers are concerned 

with fitting in and being part of a group but they also want to be viewed as 

individuals.  Social media offers its users the opportunity to connect with like-

minded people all over the world (Amedie 2015).  In this way social media is able 

to fulfil people’s need to belong, allowing them to participate in networks with 

people they otherwise would never have met (Sawyer 2011).  Echo boomers 

were born during the age of the internet and consider it a part of their lifestyle 

(Leung and Pei Zheng 2012).  In fact, the majority if not all of this generation are 

either distributing, contributing to, or are users of the content provided by online 

media (Kumar and Lim 2008).  Approaching marketing in a traditional manner 

does not work with echo boomers.  Because of their self-absorbed natures they 

like to feel as though advertisements are catering directly for them, basing their 

opinion on the experience an advert provides (Williams and Page 2011; Sisk 

2010).  This generation uses their images to portray themselves as individuals; 

however, being very image-driven, they also value fitting in and being accepted 

by their peers (Himmel 2008; Dickey and Sullivan 2007), meaning that through 

social networking and media they are more likely to take an interest in products 

that resonate with their peers (Williams and Page 2011).  It is this networking and 

the ability to gain information and communicate and participate with others that 

social media depend on (Veltri and Elgarah 2009). 

 

Digital marketing and the internet have provided users with the opportunity to buy 

and sell products online.  It has also served as an environment in which users 

have been able to create and build communities (Miller 2012).  What can be 

considered social technologies have presented the opportunity for people to 

connect on a wide scale, permitting the sharing of information globally (Evans 

and McKee 2010).  Consumers have also been provided with the ability to 

network and socialise with like-minded people (Miller 2012).  Tuten and Solomon 

(2013) suggest that this can be considered a Digital natives’ social life as there is 

no longer emphasis on face-to-face consultation.  This new-found communication 

tool is social media, defined as websites and other online references that allow 

people to communicate and share information (Oxford Dictionary 1994).  
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According to Safko (2010), there are numerous platforms and providers of these 

networks worldwide.  With the emergence of social media and networking sites 

such as Instagram, Twitter and Facebook, social networking has become a 

prevalent part of our global society (Miller 2012).  In addition, technological tools 

such as mobile phones have become available to a broader network of 

consumers (Stephen 2015) and this has allowed for the development of 

Application software, more often referred to as ‘apps,’ which are programs that 

can be downloaded on both fixed and mobile devices (Struyk 2013). 

 

Wong (2010) discusses the two-way communication that social media offers 

consumers.  Not only are businesses able to advertise and communicate with 

their customers online but it is now possible for individuals to provide feedback 

on goods or services.  Social media is thought to offer the most advantageous 

product advertisement opportunities (Couldry 2016), while simultaneously 

exposing the good, the bad and the ugly thus diminishing exploitation 

opportunities (Evans and McKee 2010).  According to Stephen (2015), the 

number of people exposing themselves to forms of digital and social media is 

constantly increasing.  This culture of participation allows consumers the ability 

to interact with organisations and companies, creating the appearance of 

democracy and camaraderie by means of open lines of communication (Tuten 

and Solomon 2013).  Moreover, consumer ability to provide feedback and input 

has resulted in social media creating a more consumer-driven market place 

(Evans and McKee 2010).  It has also allowed consumers to communicate their 

product or service experiences with others (Stephen 2015) and this has forced 

businesses and organisations to acknowledge the customers as a possible 

source of innovation and marketing in future successes (Evans and McKee 

2010).  

 

All the above knowledge has led to the introduction of social media influencers, 

people who have found celebrity/fame using online platforms (Burke 2017).  

Social media has also provided users with the ability to ‘brand’ themselves, better 

known as self-branding (Khedher 2014).  This is a term that essentially outlines 

a strategic point of view designed to maintain a competitive advantage (Tuzzolino 

and Armandi 1981) and is not necessarily a new concept.  However, the 
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introduction of social media has seen a broader practice of this notion (Khamis, 

Ang and Welling 2016), which will be further discussed in section 2.5. According 

to Labrecque, Markos and Milne: 

 
No longer does a person need to be familiar with complex coding 
languages or other technicalities to build Web sites, because virtually 
anyone can upload text, pictures and video instantly to a site from a 
personal computer or phone.  With technological barriers crumbling 
and its increasing ubiquity, the Web has become the perfect platform 
for personal branding (2011: 38). 

 

Identifying the ability these influencers have in affecting the purchase decisions 

of their followers’ businesses has resulted in a new means of advertising their 

products (Brown and Hayes 2008).  

 

2.6 Celebrity/influencer endorsement 

The strategy of introducing celebrity endorsement of fashion products is often 

found to be effective because the celebrities/influencers involved have already 

established the impression of an emotional tie between themselves and the 

consumers (Stone, Joseph and Jones 2003), and of the attainable glamour of 

high-end fashion to which consumers aspire (Thrift 2008:18; Cashmore 

2016:179).  It is felt that this consumer behaviour stems from the celebrity cult 

phenomenon, also known as celebrity worshipers.  These consumers are thought 

to identify emotionally with a celebrity which initiates an unusual loyalty or 

devotion to them (Evans-Cowley and Hollander 2010).  However, these are 

cultivated personalities that celebrities show their followers and consumers who 

in fact relate to a façade.  Driven by media renown these ‘worshipers’ are 

indoctrinated to believe that certain commodities are necessary in order to fit the 

social norm, which reiterates Festinger’s (1954) social comparison theory that 

consumers feel a need to attain a media-idealised lifestyle.  This fits in with 

Marcuse’s (1964:4) critical theory of the “one-dimensional man”, where social 

strata appear to have been removed, compressing society into a bland continuum 

with seemingly upper-class privileges (i.e. access to luxury products). In this 

context it is not surprising that corporates feel the use of celebrities in the 

endorsement of products can create a positive impact on their brand credibility 

(Spry, Pappu and Cornwell 2011).  This consumer recognition and loyalty to 
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celebrities explains why advertising in the form of endorsements is increasingly 

being used to market products (Khatri 2006).   

 

For most of these celebrities, apps such as Instagram have become a new source 

of income, changing not only how individuals communicate but also the influence 

of celebrities and small businesses (Kuchler 2015).  Advertisers can make use of 

individual celebrities and influencers who create online glamorous personas and 

already have existing social networks with a strong following (Hearn and Shoenoff 

2016).  As will be discussed below, celebrity/influencer endorsement has 

implications for product branding. 

 

2.7 Branding 

Strauss and Frost (2001) state that branding is one of the instruments that 

marketing encompasses.  This is because it acts as the communication tool that 

creates a relationship between the company and the consumer, playing an 

important role, in their opinion, of the product’s value and reliability (Du Plooy 

2012). 

 

Brand equity as a concept started during the 1980s (Riezebos, Kist and Koostra 

2003), and is formally defined as “the differential effect that brand knowledge has 

on consumer response to the marketing of that brand” (Keller 1993:60).  It can be 

referred to as the value of a brand in the marketplace (Pullig, Simmons and 

Netemeyer 2006), or a consumers’ preference towards a brand (Keller 1993).  

According to Kotler and Armstrong (2001), a brand refers to the name, symbol or 

design, or often a combination of these that a company adopts for better 

identification.  Kotler (2001) explains that brand image signifies a consumer’s 

regard for a product or service by a set of beliefs, ideas or impressions such as, 

luxury, trendiness, reliability and quality. 

 

Currently, where effective marketing involves a relationship between the 

consumer and business (Amaidas and Chiweshe 2015), brand and brand image 

play an important role and have become a significant part of global marketing.  

The function of branding is to provide consumers with a means of identification 
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and differentiation between competitors.  It is this differentiation that is important 

as it dictates the reputation that consumers believe the business or product has 

(Keller 2008), reflecting a set of perceptions and memories that consumers relate 

to their experience of the brand product (Keller 1993).  In the absence of 

branding, consumers are unable to distinguish one company product from 

another (Ponsonby-McCabe and Boyle 2006). 

 

Amaidas and Chiweshe (2015) suggest that there is an increasing emphasis on 

brand image in marketing due to technological advances.  This increases 

competitors’ means of imitation and affects their level of competitive advantage.  

The internet has certainly redefined marketing; even small businesses now have 

the opportunity to build and promote their brands on a large scale (Eriksen and 

Hemmingsen 2008).  Methods such as product placement and 

celebrity/influencer endorsement and corporate humanisation have often been 

adopted in order to improve brand equity (Kaijansinkko 2003). 

 

2.7.1 Product placement 

According to Jan and Martina (2013), the definition of product placement is 

something that has been continuously adapted throughout years of advertising, 

however, one of the first and most common definitions of this form of advertising 

was brought about by Balasubramanian (1994) who defined product placement 

as the inconspicuous paid message of a brand’s product.  This is further 

explained by Ginosar and Levi-Faur (2010) as a company’s purposeful disguised 

incorporation of a product into a non-commercial entity and is considered a 

method of exposing the audience, as consumers, to the product or brand in a 

seemingly natural process through channels such as T.V. programmes or movies 

(Cebrzynski 2006).  An example of this is the seemingly insignificant integration 

of a car or soft drink used by an actor in a movie.  The item has been strategically 

placed for the viewer to subconsciously take note of (Saladino 2008).  These 

forms of mass media provide the ability to show products and brands being used 

in an authentic situational environment (Stephen and Coote 2005).  This is an 

effective method as, according to Festinger’s (1954) social comparison theory, 
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consumers are likely to compare their environment with that shown in these 

advertisements and will feel the need to emulate what they have seen. 

 

2.7.2 Humanisation of corporates 

Picard (2014) states that social media have been co-opted by corporates and are 

being used as the latest mode of marketing and communication for their brands.  

Most corporate companies aim to spice up their image and create a false 

impression of a more personal relationship with their followers (Van Dijck 2013).  

This corporate behaviour echoes Marcuse’s (1964:4) “one-dimensional man” 

theory that media assist in ‘selling’ an idealised lifestyle.  According to Picard 

(2015), one of the greatest benefits the transformation of the digital world has 

allowed corporates is that of humanisation - creating the ability to interact and 

communicate with customers.  

 

Practices such as celebrity/influencer endorsement, product placement and 

corporate humanisation to improve a brand cannot, however, be categorised as 

a form of either traditional or online advertising.  Owing to their deceptive nature 

these practices are referred to as subversive advertising for the purpose of this 

study. 

 

2.8 Subversive advertising 

Donovan (2012) states that there has been much debate over the legality and 

suggested restriction of controversial or deceptive tools in product marketing.  

There is evidence of a growing movement against such methods around the 

world.  The United States introduced the Self Esteem Act in 2011 (Abraham 

2011), and just a year later Israel introduced what has become informally known 

as the Photoshop law in 2012 (Skarda 2012).  In the following year, Debenhams, 

a British retailer, announced that they would be committing to the use of body-

positive models in their campaigns (Hawkes 2013).  It is estimated that with the 

improvements in technology and the ability to manipulate and post your own 

imagery, trillions of photos will be uploaded to media platforms annually 

(Worthington 2014).  With such a large quantity of photos being made public it is 
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almost impossible to tell what is real or fake (Nightingale, Wade and Watson 

2017).  

 

The Federal Trade Commission (United States 2016) (FTC) states that, legally, 

all forms of advertising must be truthful, evidence-based and cannot be unfair or 

deceptive.  Furthermore, the FTC specifies that relationships between the 

endorser and company must be made clear to consumers.  According to Strugatz 

(2014), there is a difference between imagery which encourages engagement 

and that which advertises for sales purposes.  With the growing popularity of 

social media and networking, corporates are finding it necessary to be cautious 

not to expose their motives to improve business and increase profits, keeping up 

the appearance of camaraderie (Van Dijck 2013).  Girimaji (2013:2) argues that 

this “deceptive advertising” has become common practice in our society, deeming 

it necessary to educate consumers to critically judge the difference between spin 

and substance so as to avoid misleading information and manipulation by 

advertisements. 

  

Figure 2.1: Kylie Jenner advertises for 
Fit Tea on Instagram (Axonn Media 
2016) 

Figure 2.2: Kim Kardashian advertises 
for a pharmaceutical company on 
Instagram (Axonn Media 2016) 
 

 

Figures 2.1 and 2.2 show Kylie Jenner and Kim Kardashian advertising products 

on Instagram. In 2015 the Kardashian-Jenner family were accused of posting 

over 100 Instagram images in which they endorsed products but had not openly 

stated they were endorsing (Roettgers 2016).  Again in 2016, Truth in Advertising, 

Inc. (TINA) accused the Kardashian-Jenner family of a plethora of social media 
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posts that broke advertising laws by failing to disclose their relationships with 

companies advertised (Cowen 2016).  In an email dated 17 August 2016, Laura 

Smith from TINA stated that Kylie Jenner, specifically, was guilty of “deceptive 

marketing” for numerous companies such as Puma, Balmain, Calvin Klein, Fit 

Tea and Waist Gang Society (Cowen 2016:1).  Although the sisters were quick 

to clean up their act a few examples of their misdemeanours can still be found 

online.  As celebrity endorsement plays an important role in defining “trendy” (see 

the next section), it is important that the companies involved ensure that ethical 

practices are adhered to in social media advertising. 

 

2.9 Fashion marketing 

Easey (2009:7) provides the following definition of fashion marketing: 

 
Fashion marketing is the application of a range of techniques and a 
business philosophy that centres upon the customer and potential 
customer of clothing and related products and services in order to 
meet the long-term goals of the organization.  
 

Much like any product provider, the fashion industry depends on marketing 

practices such as brand equity and advertising to promote themselves (Seo and 

Buchanan-Oliver 2015).  Roger’s (1962) ‘Diffusion of Innovations’ outlines the 

stages of consumer acceptance, be it technology, an idea or a product (Sherry 

and Gibson 2002).  Rogers (2003) refers to consumers in five different adopter 

categories: the innovator, early adopters, early majority, late majority and the 

laggards.  These categories are considered to play a role in how fashion trends 

are adopted because of the initial innovators (Barnes 2011).  It is further 

explained that the category of people who make up the initial group of innovators 

are generally “cosmopolites” socially and tend to fall into the high-income bracket, 

such as that of celebrities (Rogers 2003).  Methods such as celebrity 

endorsement therefore play an important role in what is deemed “trendy” (Barnes 

2011). 

 

The above can explain why fashion brands regularly make use of celebrity 

endorsements, fashion campaigns and shock tactics as methods to ensure 

consumer attention (Neikova 2014).  Social media networks (such as Instagram, 
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Twitter and Facebook) are also a means of fashion product advertisement and 

creating new customer awareness (Kasteler 2016).  Marketers attempt to achieve 

results through engaging and surrounding buyers with visual stimulants that 

appeal to their subconscious (Neikova 2014); better known to this study as 

deceptive advertising methods that fall into the category of subversive 

advertising.  

 

The advertising industry holds a long-standing history of controversial 

techniques, in which the fashion industry has more often than not been guilty of 

practicing methods such as Photoshop and air brushing (Donovan 2012), a tool 

designed to turn imagery into artwork (Diedrichs and Lee 2010).  These 

programmes were initially aimed at graphic artists, illustrators and photographers 

with the intent of retouching photography but have now been adopted by the 

advertising industry to improve imagery appeal (Soltan 2015).  Blurring the line 

between fiction and reality, the images used in advertising campaigns for media 

are no longer easily divided into categories of attainable body expectations and 

those that are not (Thompson and Heinberg 1999).  With the clever use of graphic 

techniques that have been made available to us, images of models, celebrities 

and influencers look completely realistic and untouched, thus manipulating 

viewers into thinking these impossible body ideals are attainable (Frith 2012).  It 

is felt that the use of tools such as photoshop in advertisements has influenced a 

growing dissatisfaction with body image for most women (Owen and Spencer 

2013), causing a vehement debate as to whether or not the use of such tools 

should be restricted in promotional material (Donovan 2012).  According to 

Rumsey and Harcourt (2012), media is one of the largest distributors of idealised 

imagery that is contributing toward factors of body dissatisfaction amongst 

women.  Filmmaker Jesse Rosten created a parody titled ‘Fotoshop by Adobé’ in 

2012, ridiculing the use of photoshop and airbrushing in advertising and 

suggesting that, much like women seen in advertisements, anyone can alter the 

way they look.  The prospect of such is becoming a reality with the ever-

increasing number of media users who have access to these programmes and 

the ability to post “thinspirational” imagery on Instagram or exercise, fashion and 

diet tips on Pinterest (Klein 2013). 
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Photoshop and similar programmes are, however, not without their faults and not 

even celebrities can escape airbrushing/retouching catastrophes (see Figures 

2.3 and 2.4).  Mortifying examples of repeat offenders are: Kim Kardashian, 

Britany Spears, Beyoncé and Lindsay Lohan, to name a few. 

 

 

Figure 2.3: Kim Kardashian for a magazine shoot (Weisman 2016)        

 

 

Figure 2.4: Kim Kardashian altered Instagram post (Pocklington & Moon 2016) 

 

 

While some examples of photoshopped imagery are easily differentiated from 

their original photos, as in Figures 2.3, 2.5 and 2.6, others are not as obvious.  

Kim Kardashian’s vanishing arm would go almost completely unnoticed if it were 

not for the defined excerpt of the image (see Figure 2.4). 
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Figure 2.5: Brittany Spears for a magazine shoot a. (Weisman 2016)  

 

 

 

Figure 2.6: Brittany Spears for a magazine shoot b. (Woodward 2014) 

 

Beyoncé may have escaped media followers’ judgment unscathed if it weren’t for 

rippling stairs (Figure 2.7) and wavy folds in curtains (Figure 2.8).   
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Figure 2.7: Beyoncé altered Instagram post a. (Pocklington & Moon 2016) 

 

 

 

Figure 2.8: Beyoncé altered Instagram post b. (Pocklington & Moon 2016) 
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Figure 2.9: Lindsay Lohan altered Instagram post a. (Baxter-Wright 2017) 

 

                          

Figure 2.10: Lindsay Lohan altered Instagram post b. (Pocklington & Moon 

2016) 

 

Lindsay Lohan seems almost to mock the use of such programs by failing 

miserably in hiding her modifications, posting pictures with drooping stairs (Figure 

2.9) and concaving walls (2.10).  These faux pas are all committed in an attempt 

to create the illusion of flawlessness and perfection. 

 

2.10 Conclusion 

Research suggests that forms of subversive advertising have been ever present 

in the marketing industry.  The accelerated evolution of technology over recent 

years has allowed for more opportunity and avenues in which to use this form of 

advertising.  This is not only because corporates now have a wider audience by 
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means of social media, it is also influenced by the humanisation this platform has 

provided.  The theoretical framework (discussed in Chapter 3) suggests that it is 

human nature to pursue an idealised lifestyle, constantly making comparisons in 

attempting self-evaluation.  This is a possible indication of why subversive 

advertising in the form of celebrity/influencer endorsement or product placement 

and corporate humanisation are effective ways of marketing products.  Further 

research has been conducted into the consumer population outlining echo 

boomers and digital natives as some of the most influential buyers in the current 

market.  Their consumer behaviour is likely a result of their need to fit into 

society’s norms, attesting to Festinger’s (1954) social comparison theory and 

feeding off social media, as suggested by Marcuse’s (1964:4) “one-dimensional 

man” theory (which is why both theories are used to form the theoretical 

framework for this study, as discussed in the next chapter).  With their penchant 

for technological devices and social media, it is not surprising that these two 

generations (i.e. echo boomers and digital natives) are considered to be the most 

influential buyers in current society.  The aim of this study is to discover whether 

these consumers are in fact actually aware of the ‘hidden sell’ in social media, or 

if subversive advertising has successfully deceived its followers, and how these 

methods might possibly benefit the promotion of fashion products. 
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CHAPTER 3: Orientation, theoretical framework and 

methodology 

 

 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter discusses the research orientation, social constructivism, and the 

theoretical framework used within this orientation, consisting of Marcuse’s 

(1964:4) critical theory of the “one-dimensional man" and Festinger’s (1954) 

social comparison theory. The methodology is shown to be a mixed-methods 

approach, using a nested/embedded design.  The nested/embedded design is 

explained, and the two phases, quantitative and qualitative data collection, are 

outlined.  As the research design is nested/embedded, the quantitative data leads 

the qualitative data, and discussion topics within the focus groups are led by 

findings from the online survey conducted.  The chapter then shows how validity 

and reliability were established, and identifies the limitations and delimitations of 

the study.  The chapter concludes after explaining how ethical concerns were 

addressed.  

 

3.2 Research orientation  

This study was carried out within the research orientation of the social 

constructivist paradigm.  Guba and Lincoln (1994) describe the term “paradigm” 

as a basic belief system that is fundamental to an investigator epistemologically 

and ontologically, as well as guiding choices in method.  Ontologically, the 

assumption is based around the idea that reality is socially constructed by 

individuals and their shared experience, as carried out through social 

interactions.  Reality is therefore relative and multiple (Costantino 2008).  The 

epistemological assumption is subjectivism, that knowledge is created through 

the interaction between the researcher and the research participants (Guba and 

Lincoln 1994).  In keeping with these ontological and epistemological 

assumptions, the theoretical framework was based on how consumers’ 

perceptions are shaped by social norms (the “one-dimensional man” theory) and 

the notion that reality is not objective but based on perceptions and images (the 
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social comparison theory).  The methodological approach was also congruent 

with social constructivism in being an approach that investigates social behaviour 

through interaction.  Both the theoretical framework and the methodology used 

will be discussed below. 

 

3.3 Theoretical framework 

Marcuse’s (1964:4) critical theory of the “one-dimensional man” suggests that the 

entertainment and information industries convey a prescribed way of life, 

indoctrinating the belief that one needs certain commodities in order to fit the 

social norm.  The “one-dimensional man” theory can be used to explore how 

consumers of social media perceive and experience the ‘one-dimensional’ 

personality of celebrities.  According to Hearn and Schoenoff (2016), idealised 

imagery depicting celebrity lifestyles and ‘one-dimensional’ portrayals of celebrity 

personalities on social media such as Instagram are examples of this. 

 

Amaidas and Chiweshe (2015:1) suggest that various forms of marketing such 

as advertising that make use of idealised imagery of celebrities in modern popular 

culture contribute to “body image norms”.  On a global spectrum, female 

consumers are affected by the attractive people portrayed in various marketing 

and advertising campaigns.  Smirnova (2012) supports this view stating that 

women’s understanding and opinion of their bodies is influenced by 

advertisements.  Kates and Shaw-Garlock (1999) argue that the use of idealised 

imagery such as thin women in campaigns proves to be more profitable.  

However, this is an issue so prevalent in society that there is little chance of young 

females escaping messages that communicate these ideals (Wan, Luk and Chow 

2014).  Meenaghan (1995:23) believes that “there is no objective reality and that 

people trade in the realms of perception and image”.  This lack of objective reality 

is supported by Festinger’s social comparison theory (1954), which states that it 

is the effects of media-idealised imagery that consumers feel the need to 

compare themselves to.  

 

Social comparison theory (Festinger 1954) examines the effects of media-

idealised imagery, suggesting that it is instinctive for humans to compare 
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themselves with others in an attempt to self-evaluate.  The connection between 

celebrity informalisation, that is a display of ‘ordinariness’ (Harvey, Allen and 

Mendick 2015) and the instinctive human need to imitate these personalities is in 

alignment with both social comparison theory and the one-dimensional man 

theory (Marcuse 1964).  This is due to the fervent lust that Echo boomers2 display 

towards aspects of celebrity cult idealisation which has become a prevalent part 

of the social media world.  These concepts are used to create a theoretical 

framework for this study.  The theoretical framework provides grounding for the 

study because it is believed that celebrities, influencers and brands are 

presenting a one-dimensional impression of themselves to the public and their 

followers.  Based on the theory of the “one-dimensional man” and that of social 

comparison, it is understandable that consumers feel the need to emulate the 

lifestyles conveyed through idealised imagery (Dittmar 2008: 20), causing them 

to be more easily deceived by these one-dimensional personalities and therefore 

susceptible to ‘the hidden sell’. 

 

According to Wan et al (2014:38), the appeal to a person’s perception of image 

rather than object can be seen in the use of promotional marketing messages 

that encourage consumers to think of their self-image when evaluating a brand.  

Greenwood, Perrin and Duggan (2016) found that 59 percent of idealised-

imagery consumers were between the ages of 18-29.  Adolescents and young 

adults display an increasing willingness to connect and interact, and sites such 

as Instagram allow ‘celebrity Instagrammers’ the opportunity to create flawless 

personas and lifestyles which their followers strive to attain (Kong 2015).  These 

theories scaffold the foundation of the following research and underpin the notion 

that consumers are influenced by marketing that employs tactics that are 

engaging on a subconscious level. 

  

3.4 Mixed methods  

The methodology that was used for this study was the mixed methods, which is 

“the mixing of data or methods so that diverse viewpoints or standpoints cast light 

upon a topic” (Olsen 2004).  Implementing a mixed-methods approach allows the 

                                                
2 The generation following after the baby boomers (Fischer 2015). 
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researcher to integrate both quantitative data collection and qualitative data 

collection (Creswell 2013).  This permits further discussion, analysis and 

investigation allowing for unique insights (Tashakkori and Teddlie 2003).  Mixed-

methods data collection involves collecting, analysing and interpreting both 

quantitative and qualitative data in order to investigate the same phenomenon 

(Leech and Onwuegbuzie 2008).  According to Creswell and Plano Clark (2007), 

the use of both quantitative and qualitative approaches allows for a better 

understanding of research than either methodological approach alone.  

 

Bryne and Humble (2007) argue that while both qualitative and quantitative 

methods of data collection present limitations and disadvantages, a mixed-

methods approach allows for the opportunity to cancel out discrepancies.  They 

propose that complex research, such as social phenomena, can be better 

understood and fragmented using a mixed-methods approach.  As this study 

focused on the social phenomena of social media, a mixed-methods approach 

was well suited.  Furthermore, a mixed-method approach provided the 

opportunity for explanations of information in the event of contradictory or 

inadequate findings (Green et al. 2015). 

 

There are four different types of mixed-methods designs: explanatory, 

exploratory, triangulation and embedded (Creswell 2003).  This study 

implemented a nested/embedded design, as data collected in the “QUAN” in the 

form of an online survey led the “qual” (see Figure 3.1), which consisted of two 

focus-group sessions in which data collected had to be interrogated.  This is 

considered a sequential explanatory approach (Creswell et al .2003). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.1: Diagram of Nested/Embedded Design in Mixed Methods. 

(Adapted from Hanson et al. 2005:228) 

 

QUAN qual

Interpretation 
based on 

Quan ˃ qual 
results



32 
 

In order to better understand the design of this study, it is important to understand 

the two methods of data collection employed first. 

 

3.4.1 Quantitative research 

According to Maree (2007), this is the systematic use of numerical data in order 

to generalise findings from a subgroup of the population.  Using measurable 

variables to answer questions on relationships with the intention to predict, 

explain or control phenomena (Leedy 1993).  Quantitative research is generally 

initiated by a theory, hypothesis or experiment (Rajasekar, Philominathanet and 

Chinnathambi 2013).  In the case of this study, the research method originated 

with the theory that deceptive forms of advertising are prevalent in our society, 

however, consumers are not aware of them.  Data are collected by means of 

surveys and observations and clarified with descriptive or inferential statistics 

(Williams 2007).  According to Cohen and Manion (1980), quantitative data can 

be defined as social research.  This is because it employs empirical methods and 

statements.  Simply put, quantitative research can be described as a method to 

explain phenomena using numerical data collection that is analysed in a 

mathematical-based method (Creswell 1994). 

 

3.4.1.1 Data collection instrument 

The quantitative portion of this study made use of an online survey.  This type of 

data collection is advantageous because it offers rapid feedback turnaround.  As 

outlined in the previous chapter, technology has provided the new generation with 

the opportunity to socialise and network online (Evans and McKee 2010).  The 

internet has also allowed for an increased feedback rate in a shorter time frame 

(Wong 2010).  The online questionnaire was designed to allow for expansion on 

the extent of the social problem and was administered using eSurvey Creator 

(Appendix A).  

 

Creswell (2013) suggests that there are two forms of data collection when using 

a survey: cross-sectional, data that has been collected at one point of time, and 

longitudinal, when data has been collected over a period of time.  This study 
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implemented cross-sectional data collection.  Using an online survey allowed the 

researcher to dictate delimitations of the study before it was analysed. 

 

3.4.1.2 Sampling 

a) Sampling method 

The selection of participants was criterion based (Patton 2001) which is a form of 

non-probability sampling (Saumure and Given 2008).  This is because the 

participants had to meet certain criteria in order to be able to answer the research 

questions.  While the criteria of participants were informed by the research, all 

participants needed to be active users of social media. 

 

b) Sample population 

As suggested by the literature, the user group was based on South African 

females between the ages of 18 and 29 years and who considered themselves 

frequent users of social media networks, specifically Instagram.  One hundred 

responses were sought from participants to the questionnaire, as according to 

Maree (2007:179), “bigger samples are better in terms of three factors namely of 

representativeness, statistical analysis and accuracy”. 

 

3.4.1.3 Data collection method  

The online survey consisted of 17 questions; the initial three questions 

established inclusion/exclusion criteria.  The following were a series of both open-

ended and closed questions, four of which focused on the frequency, 

attractiveness, purpose and choice in using social media, providing indicators as 

to the respondents’ exposure and susceptibility to indirect marketing on social 

media.  The remainder intended to establish direct responses to the idea of 

buying products indirectly marketed using social media, as well as evidence of 

actual purchase.  These provided indicators as to respondents’ online purchasing 

practice/s and attitudes towards marketing which used social media (Appendix 

C). 

 

A link to this online questionnaire was distributed via the researcher’s Instagram 

in the form of an image and video clip using hashtags such as: 
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• #durban  

• #thesissurvey  

• #survery  

• #answermysurvey  

• #durbanfashion  

• #sharewithyourfriends  

Instagram is one of the fastest-growing social media platforms in South Africa 

(Becker 2017; Matikiti, Mpinganjira and Roberts-Lombard 2017).  Hence, the 

choice of distribution method was based on the popularity of the platform and the 

necessity for image-based media.  The video was designed with the intention of 

intriguing followers who came across it on their feeds; the capacity to use 

hashtags was also highly beneficial in sharing the video with a broader user base 

(see link for video clip: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CfaFs_Rtjm4).   

According to Fowler (2002), online modes of communication offer numerous 

advantages that one cannot achieve when implementing a physical 

questionnaire.  The benefit of using a social network such as Instagram to 

circulate the survey is the scope of the population it has the ability to interact with.  

It also allows the researcher the opportunity to include pictures and audio or a 

combination thereof if necessary. 

 

3.4.1.4 Data analysis 

Data were analysed using the three steps outlined by Vithal and Jansen 

(2010:27): scanning and cleaning, organising and re-presenting the data.  

Scanning and cleaning clarifies the relevant responses from the data.  Manual 

coding organises the data into a manageable form (Maree 2007) in order to make 

sense of the information.  Re-presenting involves displaying data in a clear and 

concise manner (Vithal and Jansen 2010:28).  

 

Fowler (2002) suggests that when administering a survey online it is valuable to 

further investigate findings from the initial questionnaire.  This is critical for clarity.  

This study therefore implemented a qualitative data-collection method in the form 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CfaFs_Rtjm4
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of two focus groups to discuss findings from the online survey in greater depth.  

Findings from the qualitative aspect of this study in the form of focus group 

discussions were analysed by the researcher and relevant important data were 

collated. 

 

3.4.2 Qualitative research 

Leedy and Ormrod (2010) refer to qualitative research as multi-faceted, generally 

supplying one or more services to the researcher, such as description, 

interpretation, verification and evaluation.  It is described by Denzin and Lincoln 

(2005) as nonnumeric data that is expressed verbally; offering the unique ability 

to produce both the general picture and “well-founded cross-contextual 

generalities” (Mason 2002:2).  It is argued that because of the small sample size 

used during a qualitative study, information gathered is not necessarily an 

accurate representation of the broader population (Patton and Cochran 2002).  

However, it is felt that a combination of methods and more than one source of 

feedback, such as a second focus group, creates a process known as 

triangulation which improves the validity of data collected using this method 

(Greenhalgh and Taylor 1997). 

 

3.4.2.1 Data-collection instrument  

The qualitative data collection was drawn from two focus groups.  Silverman 

(2015:526) states that focus groups promote informal discussion which is to be 

encouraged, allowing the study to focus on issues involved in the research.  As 

this study implemented a nested/embedded design (Hanson et al. 2005:228), the 

discussion was based on findings from the initial online survey.  This method 

added depth to the study due to its comparative nature, also allowing for the 

second focus group to expand on and explore further both the findings from the 

questionnaire and the first focus group.  

 

3.4.2.2 Sampling  

a) Sampling method 

Self-selection sampling (Gosling et al. 2004; Alvi 2016) which is a form of non-

probability sampling, was utilised for the selection of participants taking part in 
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the qualitative data collection.  Having completed the questionnaire, participants 

were able to volunteer to participate in further research in the form of focus 

groups.  

 

b) Sample population 

Focus groups involve recruiting a group of people who share a common interest 

(Silverman 2015:526), and consisting of 6 – 12 participants, which Onwuegbuzie 

and Collins (2007:289) recommend as a manageable number for discussion 

purposes.  These participants lived within the Durban area, had completed the 

online questionnaire and volunteered their email addresses so as to be contacted 

for further participation.  

 

3.4.2.3 Data-collection method  

Participants of the online survey who voluntarily provided their email addresses 

were contacted in advance in order to ascertain an appropriate meeting date and 

time.  The focus group discussions were intended to take place in private, 

informal and comfortable surroundings.  These conversations were recorded 

using of a voice recorder on a cell phone, with permission from the participants.  

 

3.4.2.4 Data analysis 

Findings from the first focus group were transcribed verbatim and analysed first 

(Goldbart and Hustler 2005).  Data were then manually coded into sub categories 

(Maree 2007).  This was in order to implement and discuss information gathered 

from the second focus group.  On completion of the second focus group 

discussion the prior-mentioned method of data analysis was repeated.  This was 

in order to improve the validity of the study (discussed in the next section) with 

the use of a process known as triangulation (Greenhalgh and Taylor 1997). 

 

3.5 Validity and reliability  

Validity is not necessarily the same for all forms of research and checks must be 

conducted based on the topic of the study itself.  According to Gregory 

(1992:117), validity can be defined as “the extent to which [a test] measures what 

it claims to measure”.  It is therefore important to ensure that the form of data 
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collection used in the study has been checked for any misleading factors that do 

not relate to or may distract from what is being measured in the study.  While data 

collection can be gathered and measured in a reliable fashion it is noted that this 

does not necessarily mean it is valid if the testing instrument measures factors 

outside of the supposed construct (Crocker and Algina 1986).  Reliability by 

definition “is not a stagnant function” (Thanasegaran 2009:37).  In contrast to 

validity, Zikmund (2003) suggests that there are two dimensions of reliability: 

repeatability and consistency. 

 

Creswell et al. (2003) suggest that the triangulation of a mixed-methods design 

allows for the comparison and contrast of different findings which yields well-

validated conclusions.  A mixed-methods research design was beneficial for this 

study as findings from the questionnaire could be discussed and analysed 

amongst the focus group participants.  Triangulating the data was achieved by 

feeding data collected from the questionnaire into the focus-group discussion 

(Hanson et al. 2005:228).  

 

3.6 Limitations and delimitations 

Limitations are the challenges that may affect the extent and outcome of research 

(Maree 2007).  A challenge that this study faced was budget constraints, limiting 

the data collection and research to South Africa.  

 

Informed by findings in the previous Literature review chapter, the focus groups 

were delimited to female participants between the ages of 18 and 29 years who 

and resided in the Durban area.  This was for convenience for focus-group 

participants.  The online survey was therefore available to participants around 

South Africa and the focus groups, due to the necessity for direct interaction with 

respondents living within the Durban area. 

 

3.7 Ethics 

Participants were informed of the nature and purpose of this study and were 

required to give consent before contributing to any stages of the research 

(Appendix A and B).  All participants were free to withdraw at any time during the 
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data-gathering process without consequences.  Taking into consideration the 

ethical code, that is, an individual’s right to privacy (Leedy and Ormrod 2010:101) 

and due to questions that the sample may have felt contained details and 

information they considered to be private, participants were not asked to identify 

themselves.  Moreover all feedback was anonymous.  Focus-group members 

who had chosen to participate further by submitting their contact details, were not 

named at any point in the study but rather referred to by pseudonyms (false 

names).  

 

For the quantitative aspect of this study, participants were required to complete 

an online survey.  Anonymity was ensured as the researcher had no way of 

knowing the identity or personal details of those who completed it, nor did she 

have the ability to contact them unless they chose to include contact details in 

order to further participate in any focus group discussions.  

 

With regard to people volunteering to participate in the focus group discussions, 

email addresses were known only to the researcher.  She did not know who 

participants were nor did she have the means of contact them prior to this study.  

The data obtained during this study has been stored on USB in a securely locked 

cupboard by the head of department and will be destroyed/deleted after 5 years. 

 

3.8 Conclusion 

This chapter identified the research orientation as the social constructivist 

paradigm, and the theoretical framework as comprising the theory of the one-

dimensional man and social comparison theory.  It also discussed the mixed-

methods approach adopted for this study, outlining the importance of 

triangulation to data collection and the role this design plays in the validity of this 

study.  The nested/embedded design of this study was explained and the 

necessity for the quantitative data to inform the qualitative data because of their 

comparative nature was discussed.   All methods of data collection utilised for the 

purpose of this study were summarised, limitations and delimitations were 

acknowledged and ethical considerations, which are essential to participant-

based studies, were defined.  
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CHAPTER 4: Data analysis and discussion of results 

 

 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter consists of a discussion on the two phases of data collection.  

Findings have been separated because of the nested/embedded design of this 

study.  Outcomes from the initial data collection method led the second phase of 

data collection.  Phase one analyses and discusses the findings from the online 

survey that was conducted.  Notable points and opinions from this data fed into 

the focus-group questions and results have been presented in the phase two 

section. 

 

4.2 Phase 1: Survey data analysis and results 

The online questionnaire was administered using eSurvey Creator and formed 

the initial phase of the research.  Data were categorised utilising a statistical 

breakdown in the form of graphs and tables, allowing for a comparison and 

discussion of findings.  The online survey was designed to investigate the role of 

social media in South Africa, specifically amongst 18- to 29-year-old females.  

The sample population was guided by the research discussed in Chapter Two.  

While the evidence collected was helpful in guiding the age and sex of 

participants, the majority of research gathered on subversive advertising was 

based on an international viewpoint.  There is limited information about the South 

African opinions of this advertising method, therefore, the online survey aimed to 

discover whether South African consumers are in fact aware of this form of 

advertising online and how it is perceived.  The use of open-ended questions 

elicited further information about the effective/ineffective use of social media as 

an advertising tool from participants. 

 

4.2.1 Survey question breakdown 

The survey comprised 17 questions both closed and open ended.  Questions 

were designed in subgroups with three different purposes: 
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a) Establishing questions: these formed the inclusion/exclusion criteria.  

Respondents who were not between the ages of 18 and 29 years, female or living 

in South Africa were excluded on completion of this section. 

b) Indicator questions: these provided the underpinning information such as 

frequency, attractiveness, purpose and choice in using social media which 

indicated the respondents’ exposure and susceptibility to indirect marketing on 

social media.  

c) Affirming questions: these were designed to establish participants’ responses 

to the idea of buying indirectly-marketed products, as well as evidence of actual 

purchases, which would provide an indication of respondents’ online purchasing 

practice/s and attitudes towards social media use in marketing.  

 

Prior to commencement of the survey, the questionnaire was piloted in order to 

ensure that the data collection instrument was appropriate for the requirements 

of the study.  The pilot study took place with senior researchers and a few 

randomly-selected respondents with the purpose of gauging public opinion on the 

effectiveness of the questionnaire and its usability.  All respondents gave positive 

feedback on the survey: questions were understandable and the survey provider 

was easy to use on both a PC and cell phone.  There were no recommended 

changes on completion of the pilot study.  

 

The online link to the survey was open for completion over the period of one 

month after which the link closed and an Excel spreadsheet of the answers was 

made available.  There was a total of 120 respondents to the survey, of which 13 

participants were older/younger than the outlined age category of 18 – 29 years.  

They were therefore excluded from the survey findings.  A further 24 respondents 

failed to complete the survey in full.  As outlined in the Ethics section (see section 

3.7) respondents were not obligated to complete the survey if they chose not to.  

However, data collected from the 24 respondents who qualified for the study but 

did not complete it were still considered; therefore the number of answers for 

each question varied.  
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4.2.2 Establishing questions 

The three establishing questions addressed the following issues:  

1) Age: Younger 18-23  24-29  Older 

2) Gender: Female  Male 

3) Country in which you live 

 

Graph 4.1: Age breakdown of respondents who qualified to complete the survey. 

 

Graph 4.1 shows the Age breakdown of respondents who qualified to complete 

the survey.  On completion of these questions, participants that qualified were 

directed to the remainder of the survey and those that did not were redirected to 

the end of the survey.  As stated in the previous section, 13 participants who fell 

into either the older or younger categories were male or living outside of South 

Africa. 

 

4.2.3 Indicator questions 

This section of the survey consisted of Questions 4 through to 7 and were 

designed to gauge the regularity and exposure respondents had to social media. 

 

4.2.3.1 Outcomes 

Graph 4.2 indicates the regularity of social media use of 18 – 23-year olds 

(referred to as young adults) and compares it with the regularity of use of 24 – 
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29-year olds (mature adults).  It was found that the vast majority of social media 

users in both age groups said that they frequented social media platforms 

countless times/ too many to keep track of on a daily basis.  The platforms that 

these users visited have also been indicated. 

 

 

Graph 4.2: Question 4: How regularly do you log onto social media per week?  

 

It is interesting to note that in a percentage breakdown of the most regularly-

visited platforms (see Graph 4.3), Instagram was the most popular for both age 

groups.  When asked what respondents used these apps for (see Graph 4.4), it 

was established that up to 34 percent found these platforms were useful when 

following friends and family.  This is consistent with Osterrieder’s (2013) opinion 

that for most users the objective of social media is connectivity. 
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Graph 4.3: Question 5: Which social media app/s do you use frequently? 

 

 

 

   

Graph 4.4: Question 6: What do you use this app/ these apps for?  Total  
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Graph 4.5: Question 6: Age category breakdown 

 

Graph 4.5 refers to the number of young and mature adults who responded to 

the survey.  Following friends was the predominant motivation for social media 

app use overall.  However, in contrast to mature adult consumers who indicated 

following friends as being most important, it was found that young adults 

considered finding inspiration an equally important reason to use the app. 

 

In response to Question 6 on their reason for app use, respondents suggested 

that these apps had the ability to impact on a followers’ inspirations and desires, 

indicating that often what they see online can directly reflect on how they perceive 

their self-image, thus affecting what trend, fashion choices and product 

purchases they make.  It is interesting to note that one respondent felt that social 

media platforms allowed her to feel as though she were a part of something 

bigger, and this reiterates Yarrow and O’Donnell’s (2009) point (see section 2.4), 

who provide an example of consumers that fall into what is considered the Echo 

boomers generation who are concerned with fitting in.  These apps were also 

thought to be providers of information, entertainment and new ideas. 

 

4.2.4 Affirming questions 

The majority of this section was compiled using close-ended questions, however, 

respondents were often asked to elaborate on or indicate why they felt a certain 

way.  Focusing on online advertising and product marketing, this segment of the 

survey was designed in order to investigate respondents’ awareness and 

perception of subversive advertising through social media platforms.  This section 
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concludes with questions designed to establish respondents’ purchasing 

behaviour online. 

 

4.2.4.1 Outcomes 

Table 4.1 outlines the close-ended questions asked and the percentage 

breakdown of the responses.  It was found that the majority of social media users 

who participated in the survey only occasionally enlisted the services of apps for 

information purposes.  However, it was felt by 98 percent of respondents that 

these platforms offered beneficial advertising opportunities to businesses.  They 

further explained that qualities such as social media availability and exposure to 

a broad audience, the efficiency, instant feedback and affordability were what 

made these platforms advantageous advertising opportunities.  

 

Table 4.1: Tabulated breakdown of closed-ended questions  

Question: Answer Total % 

 

8: How often do you use this app/ these apps to obtain 
information on a service or product? 

Regularly 40% 

On occasion 53% 

Never 7% 

 Yes No 

9: Do you think this app/ these apps could be a 
beneficial tool in business?  Please further explain 
your answer. 

 
98% 

 
2% 

10: Did you know that it has become common practice 

for many businesses to use social media networks 
such as Instagram, Twitter and Facebook as a means 
of product advertisement and creating new customer 
awareness? 

 
 

99% 

 
 

1% 

11: Have you ever noticed product advertising on 

social media? 
99% 1% 

12: Were you ever attracted to purchasing a product 
advertised on social media? 

78% 22% 

13: Have you ever actually bought a product from an 
online provider on one of the social media? 

 
70% 

 
30% 

14: Have you ever noticed celebrities endorsing 
products on Instagram? 

84% 16% 

 

 

Almost all respondents were aware that product advertising on social media had 

become common practice and they had taken note of online advertising before.  

When asked on which social media they had noticed these practices it was 

interesting to find that amongst Instagram, Facebook, Twitter and others (such 
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as Pinterest, YouTube and Shareit), both Instagram and Facebook were found to 

have almost four times more than others (see Graph 4.6).  As it has already been 

observed, respondents acknowledged predominantly using these two apps, 

therefore the fact that they feel these are the social media with the most 

noticeable advertising may be due to respondents’ frequent usage.  

  

 

 

Graph 4.6: Question 11: Social media that has been observed to contain 

advertising.  

 

It was found that 84 percent of respondents were attracted to the idea of 

purchasing products that they had seen advertised online.  The predominantly-

used platforms were again reiterated.  Respondents further explained which 

media they had been attracted to for purchasing products: 50 percent stated 

Facebook and 48 percent suggested Instagram as having most influential 

advertisement provider.  The following graph is a breakdown of opinions based 

on age category. 
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Graph 4.7: Age-based breakdown of respondents attracted to online purchases. 

 

It was found that the young adults were not as enticed as the mature adults (see 

Graph 4.7), as the young adults were less likely to be persuaded to make 

purchases based on the product advertisements they had seen online.  When 

asked why they had not felt enticed to making online purchases, feedback from 

the respondents suggested that it was often a lack of trust in the advertisement 

source.  Numerous participants also felt that these adverts often did not relate to 

them or that they were simply irritating and thus chose to ignore them because it 

was not their reason for using social media.  Having considered how many people 

were attracted to the products online, it was considered important to find out 

whether or not people were actually buying online.  An average of 70 percent 

admitted to making online purchases, 57 percent of whom fell into the mature 

adult age group.  This could be based on the differing financial situations of the 

two groups.  The possibility of this will be addressed in the focus group sessions. 

 

It was important for the researcher to find out what purchases were being made 

by these respondents as this study aimed to find an effective means of marketing 

fashion products online so she first needed to find out if these goods were actually 

being bought.  When asked to further explain their purchases a variety of 

responses emerged, as shown in Graph 4.8. 
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Graph 4.8: Categorised list of online purchases made by respondents 

 

This provides evidence that fashion goods are some of the best-selling products, 

with 57 percent of the consumers amongst this gender and age bracket making 

a fashion related-purchase.  Respondents who claimed they had not bought 

online suggested that some of the issues with making these purchases were the 

risk involved, with unreliable delivery and the possibility of one’s product never 

arriving after payment or the dreaded fear that banking details may be stolen.  

There was also a general concern with logistics when it came to international 

company purchases and delivery arrangements which more often than not can 

become very expensive. 

 

Of respondents, 84 percent stated that they were aware, and had experienced 

celebrity endorsement and advertising, on Instagram specifically.  The researcher 

felt it was important when dealing with the South African market to know which 

celebrities and social media influencers South African women found to be most 

significant to them: international celebrity or local media personality. 
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Graph 4.9: Most influential type of endorsement personality 

 

As discussed in Chapter Three, Marcuse’s (1964:4) critical theory of the “one-

dimensional man” suggests that the entertainment and information industry, in 

which we most often find celebrities, influencers and media personalities, is the 

one thought to convey a prescribed way of life.  It is very interesting to note that, 

although only a comparatively small percentage was involved, 14 percent of 

respondents felt that celebrities, influencers and media personalities did not play 

a persuasive role in their daily social media use at all (see Graph 4.9). 

 

Consumer exposure to social media is ever increasing (Stephen 2015) as 

corporates are considering this method of advertising to be the most 

advantageous (Couldry 2016).  For this reason, it is not surprising to find that 99 

percent of respondents had noticed advertising online prior to the survey (see 

Graph 4.10).  As this study aimed to investigate how South African consumers 

perceived subversive advertising it was important to find out how they felt about 

social media advertising.  Respondents were then presented with a multiple-

choice question and were given the opportunity to further explain: 
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Graph 4.10: Respondents’ perceptions of social-media advertising 

 

It is interesting to note that 81 percent of respondents felt that this was a clever 

use of technology.  This was confirmed as 80 percent felt that apps such as 

Instagram and Facebook were an effective way of marketing.  Graph 4.11 shows 

the possible reasons indicated by respondents indicated for these apps’ success. 

 

 

Graph 4.11: Indication of respondents’ opinion on why apps are successful 

marketing tools 

 

Respondents, however, also commented on the fact that these adverts could be 

frustrating and annoying when using apps generally for recreational purposes.  It 

was suggested that while these platforms could be very useful tools for a 

business, they also provided a marketing method that could at times be abused.  
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4.3 Focus group discussion recommendations 

In line with the nested/embedded methodologic design, focus groups were used 

to further probe data generated quantitively in the survey.  The online survey 

investigated how female South Africans viewed social media as a platform for the 

marketing of fashion products.  Questions were designed to provide an indication 

of which social media platforms were the most popular and commonly used 

amongst women between the ages of 18 and 29 years and why.  

 

The aim of the focus group was to concentrate on prompting participants to 

provide further insight into online buying behaviour and their awareness of online 

advertising as a tool for businesses.  A series of discussion points and questions 

were developed in order to further investigate why women living in South Africa, 

who fell into this age category, were persuaded by this method of advertising. 

 

4.4 Phase 2: Focus-group discussion results  

The two focus-group discussions formed the concluding phase of the research.  

Data gathered through the use of voice recordings that were transcribed verbatim 

were examined and refined.  The focus groups took place on separate dates so 

that data collected from the first discussion could be transcribed and analysed 

prior to the subsequent meeting.  The sample population was guided by the online 

survey, comprising participants who had completed the survey and volunteered 

to partake further in this study.  These discussions took place in the researcher’s 

home for the duration of 30 – 40 minutes on two separate dates.  The initial focus 

group was designed to further investigate participants’ opinions of advertising in 

social media and why they felt this was a fast-growing phenomenon. 

 

4.4.1 Focus-group 1 breakdown 

The first focus group was convened on Sunday 21 January 2018 with six 

volunteers present.  Preparation for the first focus group involved 12 proposed 

questions/topics for discussion.  These were designed to further investigate how 

South Africans defined subversive advertising, to what extent these participants 
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were aware of products that were being marketed and whether or not these 

adverts were successfully influencing participants to purchase fashion products. 

 

Prior to commencement of the focus group discussion, participants were 

welcomed and provided with a brief introduction to the study.  They were informed 

that the discussion would be recorded on both a phone recorder and a dictaphone 

for transcription purposes and that their identities and feedback would be kept 

anonymous by using pseudonyms.  Furthermore, should they feel uncomfortable 

at any point, they had the right to leave without consequence at any stage of the 

discussion.  Participants were then required to complete the provided Durban 

University of Technology consent form issued in order to further contribute 

(Annexure B). 

 

4.4.1.1 Outcomes 

a) How would you define subversive marketing? 

 

It was felt that subversive advertising could be described as “an association”.  

Participants suggested that this was the use of positive aspects such as celebrity 

or even colour that created a comfortable and familiarity with a brand or product 

through advertising.  For the purpose of this study, aspects such as celebrity 

endorsement and humanisation of corporates on social media is referred to as 

subversive advertising.  Participants’ responses confirmed Neikova’s (2014) 

opinion that visual stimulants were used to appeal to some buyers’ subconscious 

(see section 2.9).  It was interesting to note that while participants seemed to be 

in agreement on the topic, few had really spent much time thinking about the 

methods corporates employ when advertising. 

 

b) Have you ever, on any platform of social media, noticed celebrities using a 

product that is not necessarily distinctly portrayed as an advert or an 

endorsement? 

 

Participants suggested that while they often looked at or followed celebrities and 

took note of the things they were wearing or how their children were dressed, 
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they had not often thought of it from an advertisement perspective.  It was 

acknowledged that they had noticed brands were being tagged in the posts, 

specifically on Instagram but they had not necessarily realised that it may be 

sponsored. 

 

This led the researcher to a discussion on corporate humanisation, since 

participants were not necessarily taking note of celebrity endorsement and 

sponsorship.  She felt it was necessary to find out if they were also aware that 

businesses were using these platforms as a direct line of communication with 

consumers (see section 2.7.2).  

 

c) Corporate humanisation, businesses that humanise themselves on social 

media by creating content that communicates their brands while also allowing 

them the ability to interact directly with their consumers.  Do you think this is a 

clever use of social media as a tool? 

 

It was noted that this has become common practice on all forms of social media 

and that the way in which businesses have gone about advertising can be 

misleading.  Participants felt that the platforms were being used to post imagery 

that could be mistaken for that of a friends or person that you follow.  They said 

that this created a false sense of comfort, without one realising that they were 

actually “being advertised to”.  It was specifically stated by one participant that 

often this misinterpretation was caused by the lack of pricing on all forms of 

advertising; mentioning that not even magazines had the prices alongside 

advertised outfits any longer. 

 

This echoes the idea that businesses are using manipulation and effective 

marketing imagery to play on consumers’ subconscious when advertising their 

products (see section 2.3, Dempsey and Mitchell 2010). 

 

This topic lead to the purchasing opportunities that social media platforms now 

offer.  With Instagram becoming one of the fastest-growing social media in South 

Africa (Matikiti, Mpinganjira and Roberts-Lombard 2017), it is understandable that 

most of the participants seemed to focus most of their attention on this platform 
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specifically.  They noted that Instagram now provided the option of ‘swiping up’ 

on an advertised image in order to immediately be transferred to the product’s 

website or online shop. 

 

d) Why do you think social media as a platform for advertising has become so 

popular? 

 

Consistent with findings from the online survey that had been completed, 

participants felt that one of the most alluring qualities of social media was its 

accessibility.  Not only is it accessible to a vast number of consumers but all 

businesses have access to these platforms too.  One participant specifically 

noted that with constant online notifications it was almost impossible to avoid 

these advertisements.  

 

e) Do you think that magazines, newspapers and television, as a form of 

advertising, has become something of the past? 

 

While participants acknowledged that buying magazines or newspapers would at 

least allow them the opportunity to choose what types of advertisements they 

were privy to, there simply wasn’t the time to purchase these media any longer.  

They referred back to the ease of accessibility that online social media offered 

them, even if it meant they could not control the number or type of adverts they 

“consumed” on a daily basis. 

 

f) Which media do you instinctively utilise for product information? 

 

Participant feedback reiterated findings from the research chapter (see section 

2.3.2), outlining the rapid growth in both the popularity and availability of 

technology and online platforms.  The variety of search information and online 

options that technology makes available was an important feature for these users.  

Referring back to the convenience and affordability that technology offered, 

specifically indicating that the option of delivery right to your door without ever 

having to leave your home had drastically changed consumer behaviour. 
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The frequent reference to affordability during the discussion was consistent with 

findings from the online survey.  However, one respondent from the survey noted 

that while it was thought to be affordable or free this was not necessarily true.  It 

was felt that people did not consider the data costs that were incurred during 

online use of media.  The researcher felt this was an interesting perspective and 

wanted to discuss it further with the group. 

 

g) The survey found affordability to be a beneficial factor of social media.  

However, one respondent noted that people were often under the impression that 

the use of online social media was completely free when it is in fact not.  This 

opinion was solely based on the data charges that are incurred when logging on 

to any form of media.  Further probing revolved around this still being considered 

an off-putting factor. 

 

It was felt by participants that data, by comparison, was a much more affordable 

option than media such as newspapers and magazines.  The availability of WiFi 

in most homes and work places also allows for a more cost-effective means of 

online use.  This also permits a wide variety of search subjects, unlike printed 

media which generally focuses on specific topics.  

 

Psychological aspects were also referred to during this discussion.  It was 

acknowledged that online research and the use of social media did cost money.  

However, it does not entail the physical aspect of swiping your card and actually 

being able to see the value deducted.  Participants stated that there was an 

emotional connection when seeing money being deducted from one’s bank 

account and that while data worked in a similar manner one was not constantly 

notified or reminded of this factor.  In short, this feature makes any costs incurred 

easier to accept. 

 

h) According to research, Instagram has been recorded as the fastest-growing 

social media platform in South Africa (see section 2.7.2).  This confirms the 

findings from the online survey (see graph 4.2).  The researcher wanted to know 

what the participants thought of this fact and why they felt Instagram had grown 

in popularity so rapidly. 
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The researcher found the participants’ discussion on this topic very interesting.  

Some viewed it from a social media follower’s perspective, while others 

immediately assessed the platform as a tool for business.  Those who initially 

commented on the influx of advertising that has been introduced as a new feature 

of Instagram, stating that numerous advertisements were scattered amongst the 

feeds of those that they followed.  This led to a discussion on the connectivity of 

social-media platforms and how advertising was mostly dictated by what you as 

a user are searching online.  All were in agreement that this was a clever way to 

advertise your business or products, noting that as a business online your 

platform of followers would be ever expanding with an increasingly broad age 

group when advertising on social media. 

 

It was also noted, however, that one of Instagram’s most successful features was 

that it was visually appealing.  The platform as a whole is dependent on its 

followers taking and sharing pictures (Abbott, Donaghey, Hare and Hopkins 

2014).  It was suggested that usually, along with photographic posts on other 

platforms, a description would be necessary but that the appeal of Instagram was 

that you no longer had to concern yourself with words but simply strive to find a 

“powerful picture”, something that is known as ‘Instaworthy’.  The tone of this 

discussion corresponded with findings from the online survey, with one 

respondent going so far as to say she experienced anxiety when deciding what 

to post on Instagram for fear that it would not be ‘Instaworthy’. 

 

i) Have you ever noticed celebrities or social media influencers using a product 

on a social media platform, in which the post has not necessarily distinctly been 

portrayed as an advert or endorsement? 

 

It was found that all participants had noticed this method of advertising before.  

The researcher wanted to further the discussion on this topic by referring to 

findings suggested in the survey (see graph 4.9) and Marcuse’s (1964:4) critical 

theory of the “one-dimensional man”.  In order to do so she asked if participants 

felt that these celebrities were selling a lifestyle and if they were under the 
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impression that if they had the same possessions then they too could have the 

same lifestyle.  

 

There was general agreement that the adverts celebrities feature in offer an 

escape from our everyday, mundane lives.  It was also suggested that when you 

are able to possess something that one of your favourite celebrities has then you 

feel a slight connection to them.  The researcher found this interesting as it shed 

light on aspects of the celebrity cult phenomenon (see section 2.6). 

 

j) Findings from the survey questionnaire suggest that we as South Africans tend 

to ‘trust’ international celebrities more than local media personalities.  Would you 

agree with this statement and if so, why do you think that is so? 

 

As suggested from findings in the survey, all participants felt that products 

advertised by celebrities were held in higher esteem.  The association of 

international equating to quality was made in reference to products and related 

to that of celebrities as media products.  While it was acknowledged that there 

was a growing interest in South African local celebrities and the ‘local is lekker’ 

movement, it was felt that our country has not had as much time to idealise 

celebrities and subsequently link their status to a brand.  It was suggested that 

international celebrities were more ‘dependable’ because of their world renown. 

 

Some participants felt that they emotionally identified with certain international 

celebrities more, whether it be because of similarities in aesthetic interests or if 

they followed the same political or activist movements.  This indicated the 

presence of aspects of the celebrity-cult phenomenon, when participants feel a 

peculiar devotion to these personalities because they have identified with them 

on a personal level (Evans-Cowley and Hollander 2010).  

 

k) Have you ever seen something advertised randomly online and chosen to buy 

it?  If so, what makes you trust these websites? 

 

Findings from the online survey suggested that respondents were hesitant to use 

online sites for purchases.  However, participants further explained that while they 
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were hesitant to buy online from stores that they had not heard of before, there 

are factors that they feel lend these sites legitimacy.  These consumers look for 

branding and visual impact of the website as a whole, reviews, referrals and 

familiarity. 

 

Regarding branding and visual impact, participants admitted to taking note of the 

design and overall appeal of both the brand logo and the website page.  It was 

suggested that when a website had multiple pop-up advertisements or 

sponsorships they, as consumers, were led to doubt the business’s financial 

stability and questioned whether or not these online stores needed external 

funding.  This caused concern. 

 

On the topic of reviews, referrals and familiarity, it was admitted that, on sites 

respondents had never purchased from before, the idea of brand familiarity would 

most likely be formulated by repetitive advertising on social media.  However, 

participants were adamant that even if the brand seemed familiar they would still 

refer to the reviews before making a purchase.  

 

l) Do you think advertising has become too prevalent in social media? 

 

Participants referred back to repetitive advertising stating that the idea of pop-up 

ads and the ability for all their social media to link and communicate search 

histories with one another was a very clever tool for marketing purposes.  

However, it was made unequivocally clear that they did not appreciate having to 

be pestered by these materials each time they wanted to use their social media.  

It was also noted that it was impossible to avoid these unfortunate repercussions 

of social media use by requiring permission before access to the platforms.  This 

has made it somewhat impossible to evade. 

 

4.4.1.2 Summary of discussion   

Information gathered during the first focus-group discussion was consistent with 

those of the online survey.  The discussion provided insight into how participants 

perceived subversive advertising in social media and further clarified what they 
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felt an effective use of these online platforms was for corporates.  Participants 

seemed to focus most of their attention on the use of Instagram specifically when 

referring to online platforms.  This validates findings from the research (see 

section 3.4.1.3). 

 

It is interesting to note that all of the participants were aware of advertising and 

have often observed subversive methods such as endorsement or sponsorship.  

However, they also acknowledged that, even though they recognised these 

approaches, the use of such subversive tactics was often effective.  The group 

as a whole agreed that online advertising could be an annoyance because of its 

repetitive nature but that they understood why corporates utilised these platforms.  

 

Fashion and beauty products were commonly referred to during the discussion, 

with the majority of participants using these items as examples in their 

explanations.  It was suggested that the use of social media and online 

advertising kept them up to date with trends and made it easier to do so by 

providing the opportunity to shop online.  Not all participants, however, were 

comfortable with this aspect, stating that they would rather refer to these 

platforms for their trend information but shop directly from stores.  Lack of 

confidence in online security played a large role in their concerns as they felt it 

was difficult to distinguish the legitimacy of a site if they had not used it before. 

 

4.4.2 Focus-group 2 breakdown 

Participants from the second focus group were provided with the same set of 

discussion points and questions.  However, on completion of the first focus group 

the researcher felt it was necessary to include additional interesting points or 

topics from these findings (see Appendix F).  This section will discuss the findings 

from the additional discussion points as participants’ opinions of the initial 

questions correlated with those of the first focus group. 

 

Similarly to the first focus group, prior to the discussion, participants were 

informed of voice recording, assured of anonymity and provided with Durban 
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University of Technology consent forms to be completed before commencement 

(see section 4.4.1). 

 

The second focus group took place on Saturday 17 February 2018 with five 

volunteers present.  Preparation for the focus group comprised the 12 

establishing questions/topics of discussion with an additional 8 new points that 

emanated from the findings from the first focus group.  Notably these participants 

also felt that the use of social media for advertising was “clever” but respondents 

differed from the first group in that they were more vocal about their rights as 

consumers.  Both groups were, however, in agreement about international 

celebrities being more 'trustworthy'. 

 

4.4.2.1 Outcomes 

a) How does it make you feel when you know that you can now be considered 

products because corporates have the ability to purchase your information? 

 

This topic sparked a debate amongst the participants with the majority feeling 

that the use and purchase of personal information was an invasion of their 

privacy.  One participant (Britt) went as far as to state that “you are held ransom 

because you can’t say no, actually I don’t want you to access my content”.  This 

was with reference to social media terms and conditions that often do not allow 

users admittance to their platforms without first providing permission to access 

their personal contents. 

 

These opinions were debated by one participant who felt that providing 

permission to access content should not be considered an issue, explaining that 

it is a matter of risk versus reward.  It was felt that as users of social media with 

the expectation of accessibility to information on all platforms it seemed only fair 

that they (users) be expected to provide the same.  However, it remained a sore 

point that corporates were making money from their personal information for the 

majority of the group.  This led to a discussion on advertising as a whole, with the 

suggestion that businesses are only as empowered as we the consumers allow 

them to be.  Relating to findings from research, advertising plays a pivotal role in 
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consumer purchases because of its ability to create emotional and positive 

associations with specific products or brands (Du Plooy 2012). 

 

b) Do you think that when your clothing, beauty and fashion choices are more up 

to date and on trend that people perceive you differently? 

 

Participants displayed mixed opinions on this point.  While they felt that they each 

strove to be unique, they admitted to being concerned with other people’s 

judgments.  Acknowledging that for the majority, keeping up to date with trends 

was of importance, they also said that when they were wearing the latest styles 

they felt more confident in themselves.  It was suggested that this was because 

of the assumption that when you appear “well put together” people share the 

same opinion of you.  This further substantiates Festinger’s (1954) social 

comparison theory as discussed in Chapter Three and now solidified Marcuse’s 

critical theory when Britt stated, “You still want the acceptance of your peer group” 

(see section 3.3). 

 

c) Do you think that as South Africans we can be categorised into specific 

generations of consumers?  (e.g. Echo Boomers or digital natives) 

 

An explanation of the different generations of consumers was initially provided in 

order to thoroughly investigate participants’ opinions on the topic.  It was 

explained that, while their age groups technically fell within the generations used 

to define these consumers, these descriptions were based on American opinion 

and their applicability to consumers in South Africa has been questioned 

(Mosupyoe 2014: 41; Duh and Struwig 2015: 91; Thompson 2018: 2). 

 

It was interesting however to find that the participants felt these categories could 

not be considered specific to Americans, stating that it was human nature to want 

to be accepted, while still having the ability to reflect themselves as individuals.  

These findings were comparable to research in Chapter Two, validating the 

theoretical framework and the description of Echo boomers as a generation of 

consumers in South Africa. 
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 d) With reference to fashion products, and specifically those sold online, how do 

you know what social media/websites to trust when making purchases? 

 

Sizing, quality and payment issues were just a few of the concerns participants 

listed as aspects that contributed to their apprehensions when making online 

purchases, suggesting that the visual appeal and functionality of an online store 

played a large role in the perceived legitimacy of the website.  It was further 

explained that if there were reviews on the site, or the webpage stated it was 

secure, they tended to feel more confident as consumers.   

 

e) What sells you the idea of having a product if you haven’t seen it in store or 

used it before?  

 

When referring to skincare and beauty, Robyn stated that her most important 

aspects when looking for new products was that they were animal and eco-

friendly.  I found this interesting because it seems to be a topic that is becoming 

increasingly prevalent in our society.  However, it was felt by the majority that 

reviews from other users were incredibly beneficial when conducting research on 

a new product and this was often convincing when finalising their purchases. 

 

Participants’ responses to both social media purchases and new product 

purchases, as discussed above in points d) and e), were of a similar nature.  This 

suggests that consumers, who have the advantage of social media platforms 

available to them, are still dependent on the aspect of human interaction and 

reassurance.  While it was acknowledged that some of these comments, likes 

and reviews could be purchased by businesses from online providers to improve 

their appearance, it was noted that these were most often quite easily identifiable.  

 

f) Do you actually buy fashion and beauty products online? 

 

All participants agreed that even though they felt there was a risk in making 

purchases online, they had all utilised social media and online shopping services 

at one time or another. 

 



63 
 

4.4.2.2 Summary of discussion  

The information gathered during the second focus group was consistent with 

findings from both the online survey and first focus group.  The additional 

questions which emanated from the findings from the initial discussion provided 

significant insight into participants’ perceptions of online shopping habits and 

fashion and beauty purchases. 

 

It is interesting to note that participants seemed to focus their attention on how 

they are perceived by their peers during this discussion.  This validates findings 

from research when discussing Festinger’s (1954) social comparison theory (see 

section 3.3).  While all who attended the discussions strive to be unique and 

consider themselves to have individual styles, they admitted to being concerned 

that they may not be accepted if they were too different.  This is aligned with 

findings from research which discusses consumer generations (see section 2.4) 

and simultaneously negates the opinion that these consumer descriptions do not 

exist in South Africa. 

 

The legitimacy of websites and webpages advertised by social media was 

highlighted as a concern, which has been a common finding throughout both the 

survey and first focus group.  Participants explained that there is reassurance 

when being able to interact with a person rather than an entity.  

 

4.5 Conclusion 

The results of the online survey and two focus groups have outlined consumers’ 

understanding of subversive advertising in social media and how they perceive 

these platforms as product providers.  The participants acknowledged their 

awareness of subversive methods of advertising, confirming that while they were 

aware of these tactics they were still vulnerable to them.  This revealed that as 

research suggests, these methods are an effective means of grasping consumer 

attention.  Subversive approaches, such as corporate humanisation, celebrity 

endorsement and product placement, were also discussed and participants 

provided explanations for their success.  An indication of consumer behaviour 

through focus group discussions further validated findings from the research, 
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which will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter 5: Conclusions and 

recommendations. 
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CHAPTER 5: Conclusions and recommendations  

 

 

5.1 Introduction 

This study set out to come to conclusions as to whether South African consumers 

were aware of the subversive advertising taking place on social media platforms.  

Furthermore, it was important to understand the extent to which subversive 

advertising had influenced consumers to make fashion purchases.  Throughout 

this study research was conducted on social media, methods of advertising and 

consumer awareness and behaviour.  Chapter Four provided a discussion on 

findings from the data collection which investigated South African females’ 

perspective of subversive advertising in social media.  This chapter will discuss 

key findings from the research process, outlining and discussing results and 

correlating data attained throughout the investigation.  Finally, the chapter will 

conclude with a summary of the study as well as recommendations on 

improvement of indirect marketing strategies and further research. 

 

5.2 Key conclusions 

This research focused on answering the three critical questions below, in relation 

to consumer behaviour, focusing specifically on fashion products.  The following 

is a discussion on the key findings from both research and data collection. 

 

5.2.1 How can subversive advertising be defined? 

Chapter Two discussed in depth how certain marketing practices can be 

considered deceptive in that they are misleading to consumers.  For the purpose 

of this study, marketing aspects such as celebrity endorsement, product 

placement and businesses attempting to humanise their presence on social 

media have been referred to as subversive advertising.  

 

a) Celebrity endorsement: It has been found that due to the celebrity cult 

phenomenon, consumers form devotions to public personalities (Evans-Cowley 

and Hollander 2010).  Social media allows these ‘celebrities’ to share imagery of 
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their lifestyles with their followers, which consumers find aspirational.  This has 

introduced an effective means for businesses to advertise to consumers because 

of the emotional tie that has already been established between the celebrity and 

their follower (Stone, Joseph and Jones 2003).  This culminates in consumers 

aspiring to attain the glamourous lifestyle these celebrities lead by buying the 

products these celebrities have (Cashmore 2016). 

 

b) Product placement: This is defined as the inconspicuous paid message of a 

brand’s product (Balasubramanian 1994).  It is the use of mass media to advertise 

products and brands in a seemingly authentic situational environment, without 

specifying the intention (Stephen and Coote 2005). 

 

c) Humanisation of corporates: This is the interaction of companies with their 

consumers that creates the appearance of democracy and camaraderie (Tuten 

and Solomon 2013).  It has been found that social media has provided the 

platform for these corporates to create the impression of a more personal 

relationship with their followers (Van Dijck 2013). 

 

5.2.2 To what extent are participants aware that a product/s are being 

marketed? 

While research suggests that consumers have been misled or deceived by 

methods of subversive advertising (see section 2.8), respondents who completed 

the survey and volunteered to participate in the focus groups disagreed.  

Participants were adamant that they were very much aware of this form of 

advertising.  Online survey results indicated that only 1 percent of respondents 

stated that they were not aware of these practices (see section 4.2.4.1).  Focus-

group discussions showed that although participants were aware of these 

marketing tactics, they felt that the use of these marketing methods was still 

effective. 

 

During further discussion with the focus groups, however, participants 

acknowledged that social media could be misleading.  This was in reference to 

products and memorabilia that celebrities had tagged in posts with the intent of 
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product placement that consumers did not necessarily realise were sponsored.  

It was further explained that these posts seemed less like advertisements 

because there were no prices alongside the images.  Participants indicated that 

this was a practice that they had noticed had been increasing throughout all forms 

of media (see section 4.4.1.1. c). 

 

5.2.3 To what extent are participants influenced to purchase the fashion 

product/s marketed in this way, and why? 

Participants displayed traits in line with the characteristics of consumers from the 

Echo boomer generation (see section 2.4).  Typically concerned with how they 

are perceived by their peers, these participants want to be individuals while still 

fitting in and being trendy.  This explains why they are conscious of trends in 

fashion, the latest celebrity styles and hot topical issues.  Results from the online 

survey found that 53 percent of respondents felt that international celebrities were 

the most influential type of endorsement personality.  Discussions that took place 

during the focus-group meetings confirmed participants felt that international 

celebrities held in higher esteem were considered to be more dependable 

because of their world renown.  This further substantiates Marcuse’s (1964:4) 

theory of the ‘one-dimensional man’ and that it is the entertainment industry made 

up of celebrities and influencers who ‘sell’ consumers a prescribed lifestyle, as 

discussed in Chapter Three.  However, while they may feel compelled to acquire 

the same products and fashion items that the celebrities advertise, this influence 

does not necessarily always extend to the point of purchase.  Rather, participants 

use these advertisements as aspirational imagery for trend direction, stating that 

they utilise social media as an online means of research on the products they 

take an interest in.  Participants explained that when they saw attractive items on 

social media, they followed the associated links to further their information on the 

product, compare pricing and learning of other consumers’ opinions through 

reviews.  

 

The second focus group, in particular, raised concerns about social media and 

online shopping such as security issues, size and fit issues and payment 
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methods.  However, they agreed that this did not always deter them from making 

online purchases, specifically through reputable companies. 

 

5.3 Additional discoveries of significance 

Data collected from the two focus groups where participants were allowed to 

expand on their ideas and opinions led to interesting additions to the conclusions.  

Discussion focused on topics such as affordability of social media in comparison 

with traditional media, consumer rights and how the visual appeal of a website 

can impact consumer buying behaviours. 

 

5.3.1 Social media affordability 

Respondents to the online survey noted affordability as one of the key 

contributing factors to that of social media popularity, citing the inexpensive 

nature of these platforms as the main attraction for both corporates and users.  

However, a respondent from the survey emphasised that users often neglected 

to consider the data costs incurred when using media and search engines.  

Further discussion amongst the focus groups found that the convenience and 

variety of search options that social media provided was more worthwhile.  Print 

media is considered to be targeted at certain topics or markets, where online 

platforms and the purchase of data allow for the ability to search and reference a 

wide variety of information, making social media the cost-effective choice.  

 

5.3.2 Consumer buying behaviours  

Social media is thought to have the ability to diminish exploitation opportunities.  

This is because it provides a communication source that has the ability to expose 

the good, the bad and the ugly of a business (Evans and McKee 2010).  However, 

findings would suggest that this aspect is not reassurance enough for consumers 

to feel confident making purchases online from stores that they have not used 

before.  Reliability and legitimacy of online stores was found to be the forerunner 

of consumers’ concerns.  This perspective impacts online businesses and how 

they present themselves in the social media market place.  Branding, visual 

appeal, reviews and referrals were suggested as indicators that lend to online-

store legitimacy.  Though these consumers felt hesitant when making online 
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purchases they acknowledged that direct deliveries and efficient return policies 

were a benefit of using these platforms. 

 

5.3.3 Consumer rights 

User privacy policies on social media became a provocative topic amongst 

participants of the second focus group.  Discussion turned to debate as the notion 

of information accessibility by external parties was deliberated on.  Some felt that 

this was a fair risk to take given the rewards and benefits that social media 

provide, while others felt it was a gross invasion of privacy that should not be 

permitted, though both acknowledged that there was very little option in the 

matter if they wanted to enjoy the use of these platforms.  It is interesting to note 

that these participants disclosed profound concern around the availability and 

safety of their personal content; particularly in light of Facebook’s recent 

admission that the personal data and content of over 50 million American users 

has been harvested and improperly shared, with the CEO and founder formally 

apologising for the breach in trust between themselves and their users (Wong 

2018). 

 

5.4 Recommendations 

In this section recommendations are made for the improvement of business 

advertising practices on social media, identification of subversive advertising for 

consumers and further research in this area. 

 

5.4.1 Recommendations for the identification of subversive advertising 

This study investigated the extent to which consumers were aware of subversive 

advertising.  Despite consumers feeling as though they were fully aware of these 

practices, participants admitted that they had not realised that certain posts were 

likely sponsored by corporates.  In order to become more cognisant of this form 

of advertising, consumers should: 

a) Pay careful attention to corporate hashtags in celebrity or aspirational posts. 

b) Not take celebrity reviews or recommendations at face value. 
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5.4.2 Recommendations for the effective business practice on social media  

In order to take full advantage of advertising on social media, businesses should: 

a) Refine their brand image and visual appeal of online websites. 

b) Focus on customer communications, complaints, reviews and policies. 

c) Ensure that ethical considerations are followed in terms of distinguishing 

between overt sponsorship/advertising and oblique or surreptitious reference to 

products. 

 

 

5.4.3 Recommendations for further research 

The following recommendations are made for further research into the ‘hidden 

sell’ of subversive advertising: 

a) More surveys need to be sent out via different Instagrammers’ accounts in 

order to obtain a broader respondent base. 

b) Further research is required to find out how third parties obtain personal data, 

and the ethical implications thereof. 

c) Research is needed into the perceived opinion that South African public 

personalities are not held in as high esteem as international celebrities. 

d) Research could expand on the ‘local is lekker’ movement in South Africa and 

ways to improve this practice. 

e) Research is also needed into how social media influencers become successful. 

f) Further investigation is needed into the celebrity cult phenomenon’s impact on 

social media. 

 

5.5 Personal insights gained by the researcher 

As the researcher I have found that I am more aware of subversive advertising 

than the participants seemed to be, due to my active exploration of the topic in 

literature.  This has enabled me to be more conscious of the underlying 

manipulation used by corporates and celebrities on social media platforms such 
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as Instagram.  I have learnt what to look for and take note of, whereas the 

participants have not and are not as conscious of it.  

 

I have often had the same concerns that my private content is not secure, and in 

line with the participants, I also find it one of the most off-putting aspects of social 

media as a whole.  I feel this is incredibly pertinent in light of the recent Facebook 

data breaches.  Interestingly, participants raised these concerns prior to the 

exposure of the data breach, showing the issue was already in the public domain.   

 

What I have learnt through research, observation and discussion on the topic is 

that South African businesses are not taking full advantage of the platforms social 

media has to offer.  Implementation of these marketing methods could also 

benefit local media personalities, giving them the opportunity to be perceived as 

more influential or as dependable as their international counterparts.  

 

5.6 Concluding thoughts 

In conclusion it is felt that this study has provided valuable insight into the South 

African female’s opinion on subversive advertising through social media; in 

particular with regard to that lack of awareness of the extent of this method of 

marketing.  This study also investigated the determining factors of successful 

online advertising which can assist in further research towards online business 

and marketing development.  It has therefore been a worthwhile exploration of 

the aspects which contribute towards the phenomenon of the celebrity cult and 

the growing popularity of the social media influencer.  In short, this research 

provides an informative understanding of the impact social media possess as 

commercial platforms in current society. 
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Appendix A 
eSurvey and focus-group letter of information: 

 

 

LETTER OF INFORMATION 

 

Thank you for volunteering to be a participant in my master’s research project! 

 

Title of the Research Study: 

“The hidden sell: subversive advertising of fashion products in social media”. What I am trying to 

do is establish whether you as a consumer are aware of indirect advertising methods being 

utilised in social media and what your response to this kind of advertising is. 

 

Principal Investigator/s/researcher: 

I, Helen Smith, am the researcher in this project: BTech: Fashion   

 

Co-Investigator/s/supervisor/s: 

Supervisor: Michaella Cavanagh: MTech: Fashion 

Co-supervisor: Prof Deirdre Pratt: DTech: Language Practice 

 

Brief Introduction and Purpose of 

the Study: 

The research will involve an investigation into subversive marketing by means of social media 
such as Facebook and Instagram, in which celebrities present themselves as ‘friends’ of the 
general public in order to sell products. The following questionnaire aims to explore your response 
to this method of marketing. It is hoped that the result of this research will assist with the marketing 
of fashion, beauty and health products through the use of social media. 
 
Outline of the Procedures:   
The research procedure will be as follows: You will be asked to take part in completing the online 
survey in which your experiences of marketing through social media will be explored. This online 
survey will be available for completion during the month of September 2017.  A smaller number 
of volunteers from those who respond to the survey will be offered the opportunity to participate 
in a focus group discussion, which will be entirely voluntary. The focus group discussion will take 
place in private, informal and comfortable surroundings (e.g. a venue in the Fashion and Textile 
Department) in November 2017. You will not spend more than one hour in the focus group 
discussions and online survey. You will also be invited to comment on the results of the project 
when these are communicated, but this is optional. 

Risks or Discomforts to the Participant: 

There are no foreseeable risks or discomfort for you or others participating in the project. 

 

Benefits: 
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You may benefit by gaining a richer understanding of social media marketing strategies.  Based 

on this project, I will produce a master’s dissertation, to which you will have full access once it 

has been examined and submitted to the university library (an online option will be available). 

 

Reason/s  why  the  Participant  May  Be  Withdrawn  from  the  Study:   

There will be no adverse consequences for you should you choose to withdraw, which is entirely 
up to you.   
 
Remuneration and Costs of the Study: 
While you will not receive any monetary or other types of remuneration for taking part in the 
project, you will not be expected to cover any of the costs of the project. 
 
Confidentiality: 
Information will be collected from you and other participants, and not shared, except in the case 
of focus-group discussion, which are purely voluntary.  Pseudonyms (false names) will be used 
in all written documents to protect your identity. The data will be stored in a securely-locked 
cupboard by the head of department and destroyed/deleted after 5 years. 

 

 

Persons to Contact in the Event of Any Problems or 

Queries: 

In the event of any problems or queries, the person to contact is my Supervisor, Mrs Michaella 

Cavanagh on 031 373 3724 or at michaellag@dut.ac.za.  You could also contact the Institutional 

Research Ethics Administrator, on 031 373 2375.  Any complaints can be reported to the Acting 

Deputy Vice Chancellor: Engagement, Professor Sibusiso Moyo, on 031 373 2576 or at 

moyos@dut.ac.za .  

 

Best regards 

 

 

 

 

 

Helen Smith                                                                 Date:   

 

  

mailto:michaellag@dut.ac.za
mailto:moyos@dut.ac.za
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Appendix B 
Focus-group letter of consent: 

 

 

INSTITUTIONAL RESEARCH ETHICS COMMITTEE (IREC)  

LETTER OF CONSENT 

 

 

Statement of Agreement to Participate in the Research Project: 

 

• I hereby confirm that I have been informed by the researcher, Helen Smith, about the 
nature, conduct, benefits and risks of this project - Research Ethics Clearance Number: 

IREC 54-17 

• I have also received, read and understood the above written information (Participant 

Letter of Information) regarding the project. 

• I am aware that the results of the project, including personal details regarding my sex, 

age, date of birth, initials and diagnosis will be anonymously processed into a research 

report in the form of a master’s dissertation.  

• In view of the requirements of research, I agree that the data collected during this project 

can be processed in a computerised system by the researcher. 

• I may, at any stage, without prejudice, withdraw my consent and participation in the 

project. 

• I have had sufficient opportunity to ask questions and (of my own free will) declare myself 

prepared to participate in the project. 

• I understand that significant new findings developed during the course of this research 

which may relate to my participation will be made available to me.  

 

 
________________________ __________ __________        ________________________ 
Full Name of Participant       Date  Time    Signature / Right Thumbprint 
 
I, Helen Smith, herewith confirm that the above participant has been fully informed about the 
nature, conduct and risks of the above project. 
 
_________________   __________             ___________________ 
Full Name of Researcher                    Date                Signature 
 
_________________   __________             ___________________ 
Full Name of Witness (If applicable)       Date     Signature 
 
_____________________  __________             ___________________ 
Full Name of Legal Guardian (If applicable) Date    Signature 
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Appendix C 
eSurvey Creator screenshots of the online questionnaire. 
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Appendix D 

Proposed focus-group discussion points 

Focus group 1 

a) How would you define subversive advertising? 

 

b) How often do you notice advertising taking place on social media? 

 

c) Corporate humanisation: Do you think this is a clever use of social media? 

 

d) Why do you think social media as an advertising platform has become so 

popular? 

 

e) When looking for product information, which platform do you instinctively go 

to? Traditional or online? 

 

f) Which platform do you feel is the most effective for advertising? 

 

g) The role of celebrity endorsement in advertising: Have you ever noticed 

celebrities using a product on a social media platform, that has not necessarily 

distinctly been portrayed as an advert or endorsement? 

 

h) Do you feel that celebrities are advertising a lifestyle to you when they 

advertise products? 

 

i) Findings from the survey suggest that South Africans place more value on 

international celebrity opinions rather than those of a local media personality.  

Why do you think this is? 

 

j) Have you ever seen a product for the first time in an advertisement online and 

chosen to purchase it? 

 

k) How did you know that you could trust the website? 

 

l) Do you think that advertising has become too prevalent on social media? 
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Appendix E 

Transcript breakdown of focus-group discussion 1 

 

This study comprised two focus groups.  All participants were female, between 

the ages of 18 and 29 years old, had completed the online survey and 

volunteered to participate further in an informal discussion.  Participants were 

contacted via email in order to arrange a meeting time and place that suited the 

randomly-selected groups. 

The focus-groups meetings place on Sunday 21 January 2018 and Saturday 17 

February 2018.  

 

 

Total participant time required: 30 minutes – 45 minutes 

Focus groups took place during weekends and I felt that if they were kept short 

respondents were more likely to take the time to participate. 

Mediator: Helen Smith 

Participants: Due to the anonymous nature of this study, participants will be 

referred to by pseudonyms. 

 Group 1: Jill, Laura, Kim, Angela, Carla, Sandra 

 Group 2: Kath, Robyn, Sally, Lauren, Britt  

 

 

General introduction: 

The focus group commenced with a brief informative introduction to the study.  

This outlined what the study aimed to achieve and why they, as participants, were 

suited to such research.  Participants were informed that the discussion would be 

recorded on both a phone recorder and Dictaphone and that they had the right to 

leave without consequence at any stage of the discussion should they feel 

uncomfortable.  At this point participants were asked to sign a consent form or 

given the opportunity to remove themselves from the discussion if they were not 

happy with the aforementioned terms and conditions. 

_______________________________________________________________ 
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Focus Group 1: total focus group time: 31 minutes 

 

Mediator: How would you define subversive marketing? 

 

Jill: I think it’s more to do with an association, an underlying association 

so they try to get you to associate products with positive things 

whether it’s a celebrity you like or if it’s a colour you like or 

something. They try to associate a brand or a product with 

something positive behind it to endorse it without you consciously 

realising it. 

 

Mediator: Would you say it could be described as a form of marketing that we 

don’t initially recognise? It is discussed that celebrity endorsement 

plays a large role in subversive advertising simply because it is felt 

that we as human beings connect personally with celebrities; we 

feel a sense of loyalty to them when we like them. Have you ever, 

on any platform of social media, noticed celebrities using a product 

that is not necessarily distinctly portrayed as an advert or an 

endorsement? 

 

Laura: Yes, yeah, well I’ve seen it. I’ve never really thought very much 

about it though. So, if I see, for example, a celebrity wearing a fossil 

watch and you think to yourself what a great watch, look how cool 

they look. I would never have thought until it is pointed out that they 

are advertising to myself as the consumer. 

 

Kim: It’s like the same thing on Instagram, I’ve got Serena Williams on 

Instagram because she had a new baby and it’s so cute so I 

followed her, and then she dresses her baby up in clothes that she 

has obviously been sponsored with and you think ah, it’s such a 

cute baby and such nice clothes but below it is tagged Nike, tag, 

tag, tag, tag. 

 

Mediator: So, they are ultimately selling you things… 
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Kim: Without you even realising it. 

 

Mediator: Or at least trying not to make you realise it. Another thing that has 

become popular is corporate humanisation. You find that 

businesses almost humanise themselves on social media; they 

tend to make their adverts very basic as if they are almost just 

another person on social media that you can discuss queries with 

or speak directly to, giving you the option of direct messaging and 

actually receiving a response. Do you think this is a clever use of 

social media as a tool? 

 

Angela: Yes, because it is making you more comfortable in the situation. 

 

Jill: Oh yeah, definitely. 

 

Kim: I also think a lot of companies now days are using Facebook and 

Instagram and they’ll upload a casual photo. 

 

Carla: So that it looks like one of your own followers and friends, so you 

associate their advertising with a post that one of your friends would 

maybe post. 

 

Kim: And because they’re in your feed they are people you feel closer to 

because the people in your feed are generally people you know or 

optionally follow. 

 

Sandra: They have also taken, or a lot of them, have taken the prices off of 

things. Like when we were younger you’d go to a store and there 

would be a picture of the product advertised with the price 

underneath and the price used to be the selling point. So, you would 

open a magazine even in one like Cosmo and it would be the picture 

and then the price was predominantly featured. They’ve kind of like 
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wiped out that entire pricing section and if it is there its tiny; 

referenced at the bottom. It’s now more just the picture. 

 

Jill: And if you’re interested like on Instagram you swipe up or you know, 

click here and then suddenly it takes you to the page with the price 

and everything on it. It seems like its become less about trying to 

sell you on the price and more about trying to sell you on a look first. 

 

Angela: You become invested so you want to see the price, so the price 

doesn’t automatically put you off to start with. You see the picture 

and then you see the price but by the time you see the price you 

either like it enough that your like, ah well, I’ll pay for it or yeah. 

 

General participant agreement 

 

Mediator: Why do you think social media as a platform for advertising has 

become so popular? 

 

Angela: It’s easily accessible, its right there, you get pings and emails and 

notifications. It’s always flooding in on your phone or emails. 

 

Jill: Yeah, you’re not really given a choice of whether its what you want 

to see or not because its all just there and you get constant 

notification of it. 

 

Mediator: Do you think that magazines, newspapers and television as a form 

of advertising has become something of the past? 

 

Sandra: I think often people are just too busy to go out and buy a newspaper 

or a magazine whereas with media easily available on your phone 

you can just refer to that. 

 

Angela: The ability to buy a newspaper makes it easier to choose what you 

want to see but technology has already taken that option away. 
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Mediator: Do you feel that you depend mostly on online versus traditional or 

vice versa? What do you instinctively go to for product information? 

 

Kim: I would definitely say social media, just because we are living in a 

technological world and everything is online. 

 

Laura: Even newspapers these days are now moving to online formats. So 

even the traditional forms of advertising are moving in that direction. 

Technology is moving and improving so quickly I think everybody 

wants to jump on the train you know? 

 

Carla: I think everything is going to be online eventually. 

 

Jill: I think online also offers you variety. You have the ability to compare 

similar things to one another rather than having possibly one set 

option in the newspaper. 

 

Laura: You have a variety of options without having to move so its really 

convenient because you get to see the full spectrum of things and 

see exactly what everyone has. So, you can be like well I’m looking 

for a pair of black heels. You can go onto their pages, you can check 

who has what, who has the best and which you like most and size 

availability. Then you can just go straight and buy it online rather 

than ever having to go to a shop or even having to open a 

newspaper. 

 

  Jill: Yeah and then they even deliver it to your house; you don’t even 

have to leave. 

 

Angela: And if you go onto the local Facebook or twitter pages you’ll know 

whether there is a special or a sale or something on and you don’t 

have to actually go out or leave your house and you don’t have to 
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have the expense of buying three different magazines if you want 

to have a look at what’s going on. 

 

Kim: It’s just more convenient and its cheaper. 

 

Mediator: Affordability was one of the factors that was felt to be hugely 

beneficial in the survey. However, one thing that was commented 

on is that people are under the impression that the use of online 

social media is free when it is in fact not, solely based on the data 

charges that are incurred when logging onto any form of media. Is 

this an off-putting factor or is it still, to you, better than making 

purchases of magazines or newspapers? 

 

Carla: I think that the amount I spend on data would still work out as less 

than what I would spend on a magazine anyway, so um, especially 

if I spend R180 for 2gigs of data which will last me about three 

months then one email isn’t going to use very much and a lot of the 

time I do receive adds through email of things that I haven’t even 

signed up for in the past. 

 

Sandra: Yeah, a lot of these emails we aren’t choosing to get. I have a whole 

folder full of spam and there must be at least 100 new ones coming 

through every day. 

 

Carla: Yeah and every one of those is advertising and they’ll catch you out 

with like 25% off sales, ag… 

 

Kim: Then you end up spending money you don’t have. 

 

General laughter 

 

Laura: The thing about Wifi and data is that you don’t see it. When you 

have to swipe your card to buy a magazine you physically see your 

money being deducted and there is an emotional connection to that. 
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With Wifi and data you don’t see it disappearing, you know that you 

are using your data but it does not have as much of an effect 

because it is not visibly obvious when there are deductions. 

 

Jill: Things are also developing where you are getting better data plans 

and stuff. So, like when internet was newish and it like started to 

take form then data was flippen expensive but now you buy a 

package or with your contract you get like 2gigs and then everyone 

has Wifi, so, you are sitting at home and it is costing you no more 

to look online at home and receive that stuff at home and a lot of 

people only set things to download when they are in Wifi zones. 

 

Sandra: Yeah and inevitably at work and home you have Wifi, so it’s just 

pretty much when you are in the car or out that you are using your 

data. So, it’s not really that much of a cost. I wouldn’t say it was 

substantial. 

 

Mediator: What do you think of survey findings that suggest that 85% of 

respondents felt that Instagram was the most effective platform for 

advertising? 

 

Kim: So, what I have found lately is that Instagram never used to have 

this option but recently what I have noticed is that, inbetween the 

people I follow their feeds, is blocks of advertising from people who 

I have never followed, so Instagram is using all these sponsors and 

they are all advertising, 

 

Angela: Yeah, they’re always either clothing or something I’ve probably 

googled that has now come up on my Instagram. Which catches 

your attention but I mean you go on Instagram for like five minutes 

and you have already received like ten adverts that not even… and 

they come up on your stories too. You can’t avoid them. 
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Carla: The thing with those are because Facebook has bought out 

Instagram and so now everything you like and look at on Facebook 

links to your Instagram. Everything you search for on either site will 

pop up as a sponsored ad somewhere. 

 

Jill: Whatever you are constantly looking at will pop up on your feed. 

So, you might be looking through and you see a pair of shoes from 

Zando and you’re, like, those are really cool because they are 

something you have looked at before and then you’ll tap and it’ll 

take you through to the website and before you know it you’re 

almost buying a pair of shoes that you didn’t initially want to buy. 

 

Angela: They try to make an image so that it appeals to a target group and 

they know exactly who you are, how old you are, everything about 

you because they follow you. You are linked; everything is linked; 

so they’ll know exactly what you like and they create ads that are 

focused to that target group. It’s exactly what we do where I work; 

we have targets and we design to attract those target groups and 

it’s a success rate of like 90% every time. 

 

Laura: I think Instagram is also successful because it’s very visual, 

whereas Facebook and everything else, Facebook, Twitter, as 

much as you can add photos there is generally words involved, 

whereas Instagram, the idea is to get a powerful picture and put 

that on there. Like, noone goes and puts, like, a shitty Instagram 

picture on. Everyone is, like, OK, I’m going to put this on Instagram 

because it’s, like, very ‘Instaworthy’. 

 

General laughter and agreement 

 

Laura: It’s like when you have gone to a vineyard and everything looks cool 

and you’re, like, oh I’ll put this on Instagram because its visually 

powerful. So, everyone kinda finds visually-powerful advertising 

and puts that on there so that the picture is a thousand words in 
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itself. They are selling you on an idea of an ideal picture, and that’s 

what you’re buying. So, you are buying the picture and every five 

or six things is advertising and because it’s just on your feed, it’s 

there and it’s visually powerful and appealing. That’s what you go 

into Instagram for, so that you don’t have to read anything; you just 

looking at pictures. 

 

Kim: Basically, it’s like a highlights reel and your going through the 

highlights of things and going, cool, well, this is super appealing 

because it’s only the highlight. 

 

Sandra: Yeah, and like the big thing with Instagrammers is that they are 

selling a lifestyle or an ideal life. And like you say, Kim, it’s because 

you want the good stuff. 

 

Jill: You want to live like that too. 

 

Sandra: Yeah, so there’ll be a picture of someone on the beach in, like, the 

Bahamas and they’re wearing Nike shoes or whatever and you like 

that because you want to be on the beach in the Bahamas. You 

might not necessarily need those shoes. So, it’s like that lifestyle 

idea and then when you are wearing them around town and you, 

like, think somehow you have that lifestyle. Even though you’re not 

in the Bahamas but you have those shoes. 

 

Carla: It’s clever as well because a whole lot of young people, like, literally 

from about 11 years old and up use Instagram now, and we all know 

it’s easy to convince a kid to buy your stuff. Because it’s not their 

money it’s their parents’ money and usually if they see adverts 

online and think, oh, that’s pretty, I’m going to ask my parents to get 

it for me. They see an advert and they don’t question whether or 

not they should trust the site; they like, oh, ok, pretty costume, I 

should ask my mom. 
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Mediator: So, when it comes to somebody who is of celebrity or social-media-

influencer status, when you look at things they advertise online 

because sometimes they do make it quite blatant and if you didn’t 

know American brand ambassadors are legally required to state 

that they are being sponsored, endorsed or advertising. Which is 

why you will see at times it says #ad or #sponsored. Do you think 

that because of the lifestyle they live; that if you possess the same 

product or goods that they have you will have the same lifestyle? 

 

Angela: Yeah, that’s exactly the mindset behind those ads. 

 

Mediator: Do you think that they are selling you a luxurious lifestyle or saying 

if you want a glamorous lifestyle like mine, all you have to do is wear 

this watch. All you have to do is buy this dress, you can look as 

fantastic as me. 

 

Kim: They’re trying to catch you when you’re looking through and you 

see your favourite celebrity wearing, like, I dunno, some outfit from 

somewhere and you’re just, like, ah, if I wear that I’ll be just like 

whoever. Then you buy it and you feel so great because you like 

you know this is in some way connected to them. I am now the 

same as this person, you know. 

 

Angela: And also, because everyone generally doesn’t have the most 

amazing life. You go to your mundane job and you live in an area 

that’s not picture perfect and so it’s like an escape and it’s, like, you 

know, maybe I can’t get out of my job or whatever… 

 

Kim: But if I buy these shoes, I’ll be living a luxury life. 

 

Mediator: Ok, findings from the survey questionnaire suggest that we as 

South Africans tend to ‘trust’ international celebrities more than 

local media personalities. Would you agree with this statement and 

if so, why do you think that is? Why do you think people tend to trust 
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celebrities who are on an international forum; they don’t even live 

in or experience the same country as us or kind of live the same 

lifestyle. Why would it be easier to trust them rather than someone 

who is actually a local from our country? 

 

Carla: Probably because media puts these celebrities on such a pedestal 

that you almost brain washed into trusting them and believing that 

they have the right choices in mind and that they… you know, 

meanwhile they have no idea what they’re doing half the time and 

they are just told by their PR people, just smile for this photo and 

then boom they’re on the cover on some kind of thing that’s sort of 

protesting something… 

 

Jill: They’re endorsing a product that they’ve never heard about. 

 

Carla: Exactly and then you get this false belief that they’re standing for 

something they are not and then you support, say, the wildlife 

because the celebrities support the wildlife. 

 

Kim: It’s all false advertising to get you to believe it, whereas 90% of 

celebrities don’t even know what they’re doing. They don’t know the 

campaigns that they’re in half the time, and then you’ll have to read 

the article where they apologise for some offence because they 

didn’t even know that’s what they were doing. Then you get those 

celebrities who do know what they are doing and do know what they 

are sponsoring and then when you see that you’re, like, ok so there 

are celebrities that do that so you get this trust in these people that 

you don’t know. You just see them on a T.V. screen but because 

they are flooded in magazines and all that kind of stuff you kinda, 

you know, build a trust with them. 

 

Mediator: So, what you are saying is that it is when they are advertising 

towards something that you believe in? 
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Jill: Yeah, you feel like a kindred spirit-ness with them. 

 

Mediator: For example, the women’s rights movement is quite predominant at 

the moment, because as women we can identify with a movement 

like this that it could build a trust between yourself and some of the 

celebrities at the forefront of this movement because they stand for 

the same beliefs as you? 

 

Laura: I also think people support international celebrities and look up to 

them more because they are international; they are more universal. 

So, like our local celebrities, let’s be honest, most of them are 

actually pretty much a joke. 

 

General laughter 

 

Laura: So, people would be, like, well, do I want local acclaim or do I want 

international acclaim? So, if you are wearing something that say, 

um, like, one of the South African guys is wearing a South African 

soccer player’s jersey, like most of the people here don’t even know 

one of the South African soccer players. I personally don’t know any 

of them by name. So they are not universal because we don’t go to 

the movies and see them on the big screen. You know we might 

listen to, you know, everyone will know DJ fresh and stuff  because 

they hear them on the radio all the time but even then they are not 

like an international brand and most of the brands that are backed 

by international celebrities are the ones that are actually marketed 

to us constantly. Like, Nike is an international brand, so if a local 

celebrity markets a local product then it’s more likely that you would 

buy it but as an international celebrity they are not really marketing 

your local products; they are marketing international things.  

 

Angela: So, it’s kind of just, you are more likely to get acclaim… like if you 

go and wear a local designer overseas, no one is going to recognise 

it but if you go wear an international designer overseas on holiday 
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then everyone is going to recognise it. So, I think that’s why it’s 

given more acclaim and the international guys are given a higher 

status locally than our local celebrities. 

 

Jill: But also, the whole idea of local is lekker and actually being proudly 

South African is quite a recent thing and I think before it was just 

generally the norm that everything international was better and it 

was kind of glamourized and it was all we really got on TV and in 

the movies and in magazines. Because we didn’t have that culture 

of local celebrities and its very new so people are still trying to figure 

out, like, is it actually cool to follow the local celebrities or should we 

just stay with what we are used to. Which is the international, cos 

lots of countries around the world have really big local celebrities 

and people love it and everything but that’s just been their culture 

and it’s been there a really long time. 

 

Carla: Yeah with South Africa it’s all still very new to be into the South 

African thing; the local is lekker movement, it’s very new. 

 

Laura: Yeah, it’s like you watch South African fashion week on E, you don’t 

know, I mean everyone knows Gert Johan Coetzee but no one 

knows anyone else. Anyone else pops up on there and you’re like 

well, you don’t know but if you watch fashion week in, like, New 

York you gonna know like a whole bunch of the designers. You 

gonna Versace, you know… because they just, its constant and it’s 

come through over years and years and years of international 

acclaim. It’s become the universal go to and known whereas the 

local is unknown. 

 

Kim: I mean it’s everything; it’s what we wear, it’s what we eat it’s what 

we watch. Our phones, our cars; I mean none of that is local or the 

majority of it is not local. So, you are brainwashed; you watch 

international, you have devices that drive international. I mean it 

becomes such a part of your life that you don’t even think about it. 
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Like even to think of it, I don’t have anything South African on me, 

I’m not wearing anything South African, like, its yeah…  

 

Sandra: You also associate international with quality. It’s like German cars, 

you’re, like, German cars, quality. You know French food like you 

know that’s upmarket sort of thing; it’s, you know, and Italian food 

has a certain… It’s just like everything has an association. Like if 

you think of German cars straight away you think of Audi and it’s 

like quality you know and here we don’t have that same association. 

We don’t even think of our celebrities as quality because we 

associated everything foreign as being quality and everything local 

as being inferior. 

 

Jill: It’s because they’ve had years of knowing how to brand themselves 

and South Africa is really late to the, well, knowing-how-to-brand-

themselves game. 

 

Sandra: Yeah, and they’ve had years to develop and be tried and tested 

whereas South Africa hasn’t. 

 

Carla: Yeah, South Africa is just behind. 

 

Angela: I also think the difference between… I’m trying to think of a big 

international brand, like, we’ve used the example of Nike. If they 

were to use an international celebrity versus a local celebrity I think 

for most people it actually wouldn’t matter because for most people 

who are brand loyal to Nike are going to buy it, whoever is 

endorsing it. They like the product, so, I think it’s very dependent on 

the product and… 

 

Mediator: The brand stability? 

 

Angela: Yeah, where I think some brands it really wouldn’t matter, they 

could have a cute dog wearing their stuff and it would still sell. 
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Mediator: When it comes to purchasing products online, I am going to assume 

all of you have done so from what has been discussed. Have you 

ever seen something advertised online and chosen to buy it? So, 

you have scrolled through a social media site and seen something 

and thought, I want that, followed the link and made the purchase. 

 

Laura: Yes! ALL the time! 

 

General laughter. 

 

Laura: Ok, it’s where I bought my last holiday so… laughter. 

 

Mediator: What makes you trust those sites? 

 

Laura: Well I think it’s how they are branded as well. So, it’s like, Mango 

has probably about six happy-day sales a year. But they kind of, it’s 

how they do it, so, if its selling out quickly or it’s only so many seats 

left and then you’re, like, incentivised to move it up. You like oh well 

and then because you can follow it and see the price, you, like, OK 

well that’s actually quite affordable. Then I’ll go and compare with, 

like, Kulula and I’ll be, like, OK, well, this is not a bad price and it 

motivates you to move on it. But it really is a visual thing, so it’s how 

they advertise it to you. 

 

Kim: Yeah like when I booked accommodation online and um, the, cos I 

had googled it recently and I dunno, I exited and, whatever, and 

went into Facebook and then it popped up on Facebook… which I 

find really creepy.  

 

General laughter. 

 

Kim: Anyway, so I thought OK, well, let me just go back and look at it and 

then it ended up having the app for that site already downloaded on 
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my phone. So, it then went straight to the app and I was, like, you 

know, well, this is so easy; they have everything here; this is great. 

Then this was like the fourth time they’ve caught me so, like, they 

had in these big red letters, like: one space left or selling out quickly 

or one has just been bought… So now you feel this urgency to, Yoh, 

I maybe should purchase this and I ended up booking it and there 

was nobody there and it was so shitty and I was so upset. 

 

General laughter. 

 

Kim: But that’s the thing. Then you stop and think and you’re, like, oh my 

goodness, I would never have bought this if it didn’t come up on 

Facebook. 

 

Mediator: Or, if you didn’t feel an urgency to, because they suggested you 

weren’t going to get a spot. 

 

Carla: Yeah, it’s always like, book it, book it, book it! 

 

Jill: They make you think you are special to be the one involved in it; 

you have to be there; everyone is there. 

 

Carla: Also, with um online websites, if I go onto one… I look there and 

then if there are lots of pop-up ads then I don’t trust it cos I associate 

pop-up ads with lots of sponsorship and lots of sponsorship and lots 

of help for finance. So, then I just assume that because they need 

advertising help then they obviously not making enough. And if they 

rely on external advertising to function their website, what are they 

doing with their products? Also, it’s just irritating… you go into a 

website and then you accidentally click on something and it 

redirects you to another website and then so I just… yeah… 

 

Mediator: So, would you say it’s an off-putting factor to have constant 

advertising? 
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Carla: Oh yeah, very off-putting. 

 

Kim: And then you get onto a site like H&M and there’s nothing, it’s like 

ah, so nice. 

 

Carla: Yeah nothing, like vintage lover clean… I could just purchase the 

entire web page. 

 

General laughter. 

 

Sandra: Also, the thing with how, like, if you google something and it will pop 

up on your Facebook or your Twitter or your Instagram is actually 

really clever because with that repetitive advertising. Cos they have 

seen that you have some interest in it and then they constantly want 

to remind you of it because in a way that breeds familiarity. And 

then you feel like, oh, I can trust this website and from the first time 

you see it to like the tenth time, nothing has changed with your 

knowledge of the place but you have seen it like ten times now so 

it feels familiar with you. So, you are like hmmm maybe I can use 

this website and trust it but nothing has changed except the number 

of times you have seen the ad. You feel more comfortable with it 

just for nothing other than repetitiveness. 

 

Jill: And even stuff you haven’t searched, like, cos I know we have 

google ad words so you have, like, oh for us we will put in like 50 

words that are somehow related to our brand. Then you’ll go into 

google and you will be searching for something completely different 

but then our brand pops up because you used one of our search 

words. Then before you even know it, you didn’t even know 

anything about the brand but because it has come up on all your 

social media, you’re the brand’s biggest fan. You’re, like, oh my 

word, spread the word to everyone about this brand and then, 
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boom, you have, like, all of their products in your kitchen. So, it’s 

very clever advertising these days. 

 

Laura: Well, you’re forced to give those permissions over though, so, like, 

when you download Facebook on your phone or if it comes with it 

or when you go onto your google play if you on Android, or the 

iTunes or Playstore or whatever it is. When you download an app 

and you click “install” and there is a little box that pops up, you are 

clicking your permission for it to do that. You are sinking everything; 

you are sinking your contacts list; you are sinking all your google 

searches. 

 

Kim: Pictures, camera… 

 

Jill: Emails and messages… 

 

Laura: Yeah, so, if you type in: looking for holidays in 2018 your Instagram 

feed and your Facebook feed is going to be full of advertising for 

that, because it is exactly that, its ad words. And then all of those 

people who are paying for advertising on google, that is 

automatically going to pull through. Or the worst is if you are looking 

at something on Takealot, flip! If you look at something on Takealot 

on your Instagram and Facebook feeds for the next few weeks you 

are going to see that damn Takealot thing. If it was a bird feeder or 

whatever it is, you are going to see it for three weeks! That same 

Takealot advert or that same Mango flight that you looked at will 

just keep popping up because you have shown the initial interest. 

So, then they kind of bombard you with it and before you know it 

you just give in and think, well, I obviously need to buy it; it’s a sign. 

And you go and buy the bird feeder. 

 

Mediator: So, how does it make you feel that you are now considered 

products because the advertisers are consumers and they are 

buying your information? 
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Kim: I need to leave this place! 

 

General laughter. 

 

Carla: The entire universe; I just need to build a home somewhere else. 

 

General laughter. 

 

Mediator: Maybe we all should… 

 I would like to thank you all for your time. The information you have 

provided me with has been very enlightening and will be useful to 

furthering my study. 

 

With nothing further to say the voice recorders were switched off. 
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Appendix F 

Proposed additional focus-group discussion points 

Focus group 2 

 

a) Corporates now have the ability to buy your information from online service 

providers. How does it make you feel knowing that you could be 

considered as a product? 

 

b) Which platform do you feel is the most effective for advertising? 

 

c) Does it make you feel uncomfortable knowing that because of your choice 

to use social media you cannot control what information of yours people 

can access? 

 

d) Would this deter you from using social media platforms? 

 

e) Does this affect your trust in these platforms? 

 

f) What do you feel defines you as a consumer? 

 

g) Example of different generations of consumers: Research suggests that 

South Africans do not fall into specific generations. Do you think this is 

true? 

 

h) Specific to online consumerism: How do you know who to trust when 

buying online? 

 

i) Do you often purchase any fashion or beauty products? 
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Appendix G 

Transcript breakdown of focus-group discussion 2 

 

Total participant time required 30 minutes – 45 minutes 

Mediator: Helen Smith 

Participants: Due to the anonymous nature of this study participants will be 

referred to by pseudonyms. 

 Group 2: Kath, Robyn, Sally, Lauren, Britt  

 

 

General introduction: 

Having had the opportunity to meet with the first focus group a few weeks prior 

to this I was able to use some of the information gathered to lead discussion 

points in the second group.  I specifically wanted to start by focusing on the idea 

that we, as social media consumers, are now considered products by companies 

who advertise online.  This is because the ability to purchase information about 

all social media users has been made available. I wanted to know how this made 

my respondents feel.  Participants were asked the same establishing questions. 

The findings from these were comparable to those of the first group,  therefore 

what follows is the discussion of the additional points and questions. 

 

The focus group again commenced with a brief informative introduction to the 

study.  This outlined what the study aimed to achieve and why they, as 

participants, were suited to such research.  A short overview of the discussion 

points from the first focus group was given. 

 

Participants were informed that the discussion would be recorded on both a 

phone recorder and Dictaphone and that they had the right to leave without 

consequence at any stage of the discussion should they feel uncomfortable.  At 

this point participants were asked to sign a consent form or were given the 

opportunity to remove themselves from the discussion if they were not happy with 

the aforementioned terms and conditions. 

 



126 
 

 

Focus group 2: total focus group time: 42 minutes 

 

Mediator: Does it make you uncomfortable that people that you don’t know 

are buying your information and you are the ones giving them 

permission to do so? Does it bother you that you can’t control what 

other people now know about you? 

 

Britt: I think what’s creepy is a lot of the time a robot or an algorithm will 

actually know you better than you know yourself. And it spits out the 

ads that appeal to you. 

 

Robyn: And you’re, like, ooh I love that! And the computer is, like, I know 

that already. 

 

Britt: Or you scroll past and you’re, like, I need to clear browsing history 

and re-install my phone right now. 

 

General laughter. 

 

Lauren: Yeah but you can do that and it’ll still know you because it will have 

it all stored up. 

 

Sally: Which is frustrating because it’s, like, you can’t avoid it unless you 

become a hermit in the woods and avoid the internet. Because you 

know, you want to install Facebook and it pops up with: give all your 

permissions away and then you are like OK, well, I don’t want to do 

that but I want to be able to keep in touch with all of my friends that 

are, like, all around the world. Then you are in this catch 22 

situation. 

 

Britt: You are held ransom because you can’t say no, actually, I don’t 

want you to access my contents. 
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Sally: Which then shuts you off from the world. 

 

Britt: Yeah. 

 

Lauren: You could, like, limit it to very minimum things; you can give your 

permission, sure, but then when you on Facebook you just can’t 

search anything or like anything. And then nothing will pop up 

because you haven’t actively looked at stuff but if you search 

anywhere else that is linked to your email then you will be flooded 

with stuff. So, you can try as hard as you can to avoid it but it’s just 

always there because nothing escapes being noticed. 

 

Kath: I don’t mind it at all; its risk versus reward. So, the reward is 

convenience and you know the great thing about the internet is that 

it is the great unifier; it makes everything accessible. Which is 

fantastic but you must realise in so doing that the risk of that is that 

you are now entirely accessible as well to the rest of the world. So, 

you can’t expect everyone else to be accessible and everything 

else to be accessible and not in return be accessible. I mean you 

can limit, like, with Facebook you can limit your profile to a certain 

extent so that the creepos don’t find you. 

 

General laughter. 

 

Kath: But at the end of the day, it’s like Google earth. If anyone really 

wants to find you then they can find you. I mean there are some 

good stalking tactics out there so, at the same time you have to 

weigh the two together and if you really are or it upsets you that 

much then you gonna have to just… 

 

Britt: Go and live in the woods. 

 

Sally: And it’s also, like, is it so great that it’s accessible for you? Like, is 

it this great thing for your life or is it great for the people who are 
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actually benefitting from it? The advertisers and the people in the 

big companies and they make you think now your life is better 

because you have all this accessibility but is it actually benefitting 

you or is it benefitting everyone who is making money from you? 

 

Kath: People are going to make money from you regardless. So, there is 

always going to be and there always has been some form of 

advertising. So, people always value what they don’t have and 

whether its, like, back in the day, the peasants would value a horse 

or a donkey. And they would have donkey but the lords would have 

horses and they would be like sheesh, I want to have a horse. It’s 

always going to be like that; it’s just human nature. So, they are only 

empowered to do what your nature allows them to do and it’s 

always going to be the case; it’s just the way we are programmed 

and the way we think. You can either be one of those people who 

is very brand and materialistic or you can be, like, well, I’m not that 

brand conscious or materialistic. It’s kind of like an individual thing 

but you only give people the power over you that you allow them, 

so, if you really aren’t a brand-conscious person then that’s not 

going to bother you. Like, if you are happy to shop at Pep like I am 

then it’s fine. You can see as many adverts for Levis jeans and you’ll 

be, like, the risk of buying those is not worth the reward of having 

them so I’m not going to bother with it. But if you someone like me 

and I like prefer to go on holiday. If I see a holiday advert I am ten 

times more likely to want that than the jeans people. But some 

people are, like, they will stay in South Africa their whole lives and 

have every pair of Soviet jeans and whatever they want so, it’s, like, 

it really depends on the person as an individual and what, what is a 

reward for them as such. 

 

Sally: But then it’s not always about brands because, like, how many of 

us only have five outfits in our cupboards? Because technically you 

only really need that many clothes and you just wash and re-wear 
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them but how many of us actually do that? Because you know, you 

can’t wear the same thing all the time. 

 

Robyn: You have to have multiple outfits. 

 

Sally: Even if you walk into pep and you, like, this dress is nice and you’ll 

buy it because you think it will be nice to have in your cupboard and 

then you end up having, like, twenty dresses and, really, how often 

are you going to wear twenty dresses? You know so, it’s just like 

the mindset and the concept of consumerism and everything being 

readily available. Whether it’s branded or not, this is the age of 

consumerism and everyone has stuff in their house they don’t need. 

 

Robyn: It’s that idea of people remembering what you have worn. You don’t 

want people to remember it; you want to look like you just bought it. 

 

Sally: Yeah, and why are people so scared of being caught in the same 

outfit as someone else. You walk into a room and someone’s 

wearing the same shirt as you and everyone is, like, oh my gosh, 

the horror. Where does that mindset come from? That’s to 

encourage you to buy from different places or have more clothes or 

more variety. 

 

Lauren: It’s all the, the idea is that you know overseas, the international 

brands; they put it into your mind with movies and um, series and 

stuff where you will see a girl walk into a club in the series and there 

will be another girl wearing the same dress and then it’s this huge 

problem. I mean even we were watching news bloopers the other 

day and there was, they were interviewing these three women and 

all of them were wearing white. And it turned into a massive 

argument because they wanted one another to change. It was this 

massive drama but it’s just this news thing you know. Then you’ll 

start to think, OK so it’s weird to wear the same colours as other 

people and its weird. You just think you are wearing normal colour 
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and then you will see someone else in the same colour in a small 

group of people and all of a sudden you start feeling ooh, I’m 

wearing the same colour as someone else. It’s what you have seen 

so often in movies and series and even just in news channels. And 

then before you know it, you are on your way home to change 

because you don’t want to be wearing the same colour as someone 

else. It’s this whole brain washing that we have been fed from every 

angle of media. 

 

Robyn: I think it’s that idea that someone is going to pull it off better than 

you do. You don’t want to wear the same shirt because you are 

worried that the person wearing the same shirt as you looks better 

than you do. So, you don’t want to wear it because you think, ah, I 

look fatter in this shirt than she does; I’m going to change. 

 

Mediator: So, you’re scared of people’s judgement? 

 

Robyn: Yeah, which is just a vicious cycle. That’s all consumerism really is, 

just a vicious, endless cycle that they trap you in. This cycle of 

complete control and the moment you start feeling bad about 

yourself then you feel like you need to change. And the question is: 

What do I need to change? Do I need to buy more things? Ah I can’t 

afford them; I feel shit again. 

 

Lauren: Then you look online for the most common trends so that you fit in 

with people; you, like, ah, like, let me look at some trend going at 

the moment so that I can change my look to match what everyone 

is doing because that’s what happy looks like at the moment. Then 

you buy the stuff and you still feel shit so you look online again. 

What else can I do? Before you know it, you’re in that cycle. 

 

Mediator: So, do you think when your clothing, beauty and fashion choices 

are more up to date and on trend you feel like people think you’re 



131 
 

better than possibly you may think you are? Do you think you are 

perceived as… 

 

Sally: Someone who has their shit together. 

 

General laughter. 

 

Kath: I think that there are two different kinds of people: I think a lot of 

people don’t want to wear the same top as someone else because 

everyone likes to think of themselves as being an individual. No one 

likes to think of themselves as a sheep. You know and if you are 

wearing the same thing as someone else you, like, oh jeeze, like, 

I’m not special in any way. You know, like, I’m not an individual and 

a lot of people take fashion and what they are wearing as a part of 

themselves or a reflection upon themselves. So, what they wearing 

they associate with how they are so. No one wears anything they 

don’t like to wear. I mean you buy something because you like it; 

you associate it with who you are. If you are someone who is upbeat 

you’ll probably wear, like, a lot of bright colours and that becomes 

your identity in clothes. So, people see it as well. If I am wearing 

like, if I’m a very feminine girl I’ll wear dresses and skirts and you 

know, if some girls are more tomboyish they’ll wear like boyfriend 

jeans and T-shirts. So, I think that people take fashion and what 

they are putting out as a reflection of who they are. 

 

Robyn: Which is also so ironic because everybody thinks that they are so 

individual and I’m not like anyone else; I don’t want to be like 

anyone else but, again, like you said you can’t be wearing the same 

things. I want to be an individual but at the end of the day society 

has these trends that are selling to everyone so everyone wants to 

buy them but what are they? They are exactly the same and you 

end up buying the same trends, feeling the same way and I just find 

it so ironic. 

 



132 
 

Lauren: And also, everyone feels this way. When you buy something, you 

like and it looks good on you, you’ll walk around feeling so 

confident. You know, it just boosts your confidence. I dunno, you’ll 

walk into um,  Mr Price and you’ll see a really cute top or something 

but then, OK I don’t know about anybody else but I like to go to 

other shops and see what else is around and then you’ll walk into, 

like, H&M or somewhere else and you will see the exact same top 

but because it’s a better brand your brain automatically thinks, ooh 

I have to buy it from here. Even though it is exactly the same top, 

pretty much the same colour and patterns and everything but 

because everyone is always H&M is better, H&M is better, H&M is 

better, Mr Price is cheap, your brain just wants to go there. But it is 

the same top and it will probably last exactly the same amount of 

time but you just automatically feel as though you should buy it from 

there. 

 

Robyn: It goes back to that international thing, like, Forever New and Mr 

Price comparison. It’s, like, look at my nice plain vest but it’s from 

Forever New… 

 

Lauren: Yeah, H&M are everywhere but Mr Price, well, it isn’t. You wanna 

follow the trends, and trends are H&M and Forever21 and Forever 

New and all those fancy brands that everyone is wearing. You 

know, because you want to feel important and you want to feel as 

though you have your life together and you can follow all the 

crowds. You know, even though you want to be an individual, you 

still want to have that, you know, I’m with those kinda people. 

 

Britt: You still want the acceptance of your peer group. 

 

Lauren: Yeah, so that’s another thing because no one knows about Mr Price 

overseas. 
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Mediator: You see it’s an interesting thing because from my research what 

I’ve found is, obviously, internationally, generations are 

categorised. So, you’ve got Baby boomers, Eco boomers, digital 

natives and we as a generation, the years that we are born in, are 

categorised as Echo boomers and they are described as people 

who like to be known as individuals but they still feel the need to be 

accepted by their peers. Which is almost contradictory because 

they want to stand out from the crowd but they want to be accepted 

for it. However, there is a debate that South Africans cannot be 

categorised so simply because of our differing consumer history. 

Would you feel that, possibly, going by what you have been 

describing to me, we could actually be considered individuals that 

fall into an Echo boomer generation? 

 

Robyn: Yeah, but I feel it’s like just human nature. I mean it’s not just, for 

example, a South African thing. As a human being you want to be 

accepted. You want to have this feeling of being an individua but at 

the same time you want to fit into society; you don’t want to be left 

out. So, I think they definitely can be categorised into that but I think 

It’s just human nature, not necessarily consumer history. I mean I 

know for me, my clothes, the clothes I like, they’re kinda hippy and 

full of colour. When I wear them out I feel conscious about it 

because everyone else is wearing, you know, the mass-produced 

everything else. Then you do stand out and then you almost like, 

this is too much of a statement, I need to calm down. Do they think 

I look weird. Do I look like a stoner? 

 

Kath: Well it’s like you want it to reflect who you are as an individual but 

at the same time you don’t want to receive negative feedback for 

that. Because in the same sense you are worried that people are 

going to judge you as an individual. That’s because if this is a 

reflection of you and people are judging it negatively, then does that 

mean that there is something wrong with you? As opposed to just, 

hey, these are just the clothes I’m wearing and I like bright stuff, 
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and I’m sorry nude is in fashion at the moment, but I like bright 

yellow you know. 

 

General laughter. 

 

Kath: But it’s just one of those things I suppose. It’s the risk and reward 

of it. Either you are going to wear it and people are going to say ‘oh 

that’s so awesome’ or you’re going to wear it and everyone is going 

to give you negative feedback. 

 

Mediator: And finally, when it comes to fashion products, specifically online. 

How do you know who to trust when it comes to buying online? 

What sells you on the idea of a product if you haven’t seen it in-

store or used it before? Do you actually buy fashion and beauty 

products? And when I say beauty products, I mean make-up and 

anything to do with skincare. Would you make these purchases 

online or would you prefer to walk into a store and be able to use it 

or experience it before making a purchase? 

 

Robyn: I think with clothes especially I would prefer to buy it directly from a 

shop, unless I have a piece of clothing already that I know fits me 

and I know the size. Because do know they give you those size 

charts but sometimes, especially maybe more with South African 

companies, I can trust more because I know the sizes. Overseas 

companies though can be a bit iffy. Make-up and jewellery though 

I don’t mind it, cos I find, especially with jewellery, it is quite 

universal. What you were saying about what sells you though, lately 

if I see anything that is animal friendly or eco-friendly that will catch 

my attention immediately and I will 95% of the time buy it. It’s also 

the state of their webpage, the colours they use, the style; if its 

minimalist then it sells really well. And I feel it makes you look more 

professional, like the Skoon skincare website; it looks so good 

because they’ve used basic colours; it’s very neutral and there is 

just a neat photo of the product with its price. It’s very simple but 
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the webpage is easy to use and payment, if the companies they are 

associated with are trustworthy, then you are usually, like, OK. Also, 

word of mouth; if someone has tried it and they mention it to you 

and they say ‘ah it was really good, their sizing guide actually fits’ 

yeah. I mean Vintage Lovers Cape Town, a friend saw it, she went 

to the shop and that’s how I know that I can trust it. And I have 

bought from there before and it worked out, so I mean then you 

recommend it to everyone. 

 

Mediator: Would you say that you could see it online but until you have 

someone else’s testimony or feedback on the product you are less 

inclined to trust it. Would you trust other people’s reviews on it? 

People that you didn’t necessarily know; the ones you read on sites. 

 

Kath: I think it really depends on how many reviews they have. If there 

are two or three reviews you are, like, well. It depends though; if it’s 

on Takealot and there’s, like, three reviews I will trust it more and 

because it’s a bigger site. If it’s one person’s individual site, so say 

they are selling their own product and they are only selling their own 

product, it’s not like an Amazon or Takealot and they have reviews 

then it’s, like, well how do you know it’s not their mates going and 

reviewing it. But if it’s like Takealot then I would read those reviews 

and I would trust it because it’s like actual feedback; no one would 

be invested in going and reviewing random little things on Takealot.  

You know, but if it’s one person selling their own product and they 

had two reviews, but if they had, I think it also depends on the 

quantity of reviews. So, if there are, like, fifty reviews, then you like, 

OK well, fifty positive reviews, mixed in with a few negative ones; 

it’s OK. 

 

Mediator: So, proof that these people have actually received their products 

they ordered online. It’s not just going to disappear in the post. 
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Kath: Yeah, I also think it depends on then you are going to check out. If 

it has one of those verified sites and a proper mechanism like 

Paypal or something backing it, or like an approve-it thing with the 

bank or something then I am more likely to purchase from it. Or if it 

is something like Takealot or Amazon or… 

 

Robyn: Also, at the top of the webpage if it says “secured”. 

 

Kath: Or if like on Ebay or whatever or BidorBuy, if it’s like one of those 

verified by then you, like, OK it’s safe. 

 

Robyn: But also, I don’t know if I trust reviews because I have this belief 

that the computer does them. 

 

Lauren: You can buy likes, comments and followers. You can buy all of that 

so for me I would go for the comments that have or the reviews that 

have not too many and not too few. So, like a balanced amount. 

When you buy likes or you buy followers there is always a bulk; you 

don’t just get three or five. You get between twenty to fifty to one 

hundred and that’s why for me I will never trust a site or a Facebook 

page that has a hundred thousand followers and then each post 

only gets, like, three or four likes. Because the majority of the time 

they’ve bought their likes and followers, you know, none of it is real 

and then you don’t know that product will be like a good product. 

Most of the time it’s just a computerised coding thing where it will 

literally just have the generic thing on every single product. If you 

go onto certain websites and you look at the reviews, you will find 

that most of them are literally word for word exactly the same. That 

makes me feel like it seems too good to be true. 

 

Robyn: And they are always all so positive. 

 

Lauren: Then what I will do, let’s say, whatever I am looking for. If it’s say, 

a mug, I’ll see it on one website and if the comments look a little bit 
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too good to be true then I will go onto Google and I will type the 

name of whatever it is and I’ll see what Google says. Then I’ll go 

onto other websites that sell the same things. It does take a long 

time but you know I don’t like to buy things with the risk of it being 

the wrong thing. You know, cos it happens a lot with people where 

they buy stuff online but it’s not what they wanted but the reviews 

said: ‘It’s amazing it fits me perfectly’ or whatever. 

 

Kath: But I think you can also get a feel for reviews as your read them, 

like, you know you get the generic ones but inevitably no one is 

going to like the same thing. You could give one person a meal and 

you could give another person a meal and one person will be, like, 

this is the best thing ever and the other will be, like, this was terrible. 

It’s really to peoples taste so if you see reviews and, like, if there 

are five reviews and one is negative, I am more likely to believe that 

is a legitimate thing. Because not everything is to everybody’s taste. 

Like with clothing, everyone’s got a different body shape so not one 

thing is going to fit everyone perfectly so, if there is one ‘oh, bit on 

the small side’ you know size too small and one person is like size 

too big then you can kind of get a, if you have bought on wish 

before, you can kind of get a happy medium. So, like fifty people 

say the sizing was big and twenty people say the sizing is small, it’s 

more than likely on the big side not on the small side. And all the fat 

people are just saying hey, it’s too small. 

 

Britt: I haven’t accepted my size yet; it’s too small. 

 

General laughter. 

 

Kath: I haven’t accepted that I’m round. 

 

General laughter. 
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Kath: You know but so it’s generally as you read them and you can see 

what people are, like what is a legitimate review and what isn’t. So, 

you get a feel for it. 

 

Britt: I think personally for, like, shopping, especially for things like 

clothing and make-up, I think I’ll use their website more as a lazy 

shopping guide. I will go on there, see what they’ve got and then 

kind of go with OK I like these things and write down the product 

number and then I would prefer to go into the store. Then see if 

they’ve got it in the store, try it on or try it out if it is some kind of 

cosmetic product and then rather purchase it through the store. So, 

I start the shopping sometimes on the website but I don’t complete 

the purchase there. I then go into store and prefer to have that more 

personal experience. 

 

Lauren: The thing about going into a store is that you have that 

communication with people you know. It’s not just like you’re 

looking at a computer screen. You can ask more personal 

questions. Like for me, I have eczema so if I go online, nowhere on 

the websites will it say on the product it’s not ideal for people with 

sensitive skin or it’s not ideal for people with eczema. If I go into a 

store, I can say I have very fragile skin; if I use certain products my 

face will flair or it will seep in and flair up somewhere. Then you 

learn and you can speak to them and they can say, well, this is 

something you can use because it is for sensitive skin. Websites 

might say it’s for sensitive skin but then they don’t narrow it down 

to certain things. So, for me I would never buy online products and 

clothing because I have bought off of Wish before and it came in a 

completely wrong size after reading all the comments, the reviews, 

the product reviews you know the actual… 

 

Kath: But Wish is dodge, let’s be honest. 

 

General laughter. 
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Lauren: I know, that’s why I was, like, you know what I have read everything 

about the product; seemed great and a friend of mine bought the 

exact same thing and it worked for her and then it didn’t work for 

me. So, I was, like, I would rather go into a shop and try on the 

clothes, make sure it fits because I have a weird shape. It’s easier 

for me to try on something. Then see if I can ether change it to fit 

me or if I can, you know. So, for me, I prefer going into a shop and 

having that actual communication with people. It freaks me out not 

speaking to people. I don’t like buying online. 

 

Mediator: But you are still influenced by what you see online, so for example, 

if I were to start up a clothing brand and I advertised it. If you didn’t 

know me, it’s a totally new brand. If it started popping up in your 

Instagram and Facebook feed between the images and information 

of the people that you follow. If I had a store in Durban and kept 

popping up in your feed and you liked what you saw, do you think 

you would be inclined to come and look at it because I had sparked 

your interest? Even if you and your friends hadn’t seen or heard of 

it before. 

 

General yes in agreement. 

 

Robyn: Especially if there are store photos. I don’t know what it does but it 

kind of assures that you actually exist. Because I mean not many 

clothing online stores are not going to have a store, so, to not see 

photos of the store it almost… 

 

Lauren: Yeah, seeing photos of the store almost gives you a comfort. 

 

Robyn: Yes, because then you think OK, well, if it doesn’t fit me, I have 

someone to go talk to. 
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Mediator: So, you appreciate the reassurance that you are not going to end 

up in the middle of nowhere. 

 

Robyn: Yeah, again it just takes you back to visual. To have a good photo 

on Instagram of their store, you’re, like, cool, cool. 

 

Sally: Or even of the people who work there. You know when they post a 

picture of themselves, like, ‘hey, we just opened a store’. You feel 

a lot more inclined to go take a look and see because it’s not all just 

computerised. 

 

Kath: Yeah, it legitimises it. 

 

Lauren: Yeah, it’s not like you go onto a website and it’s just the clothes; it’s 

not actually on a model and everything is just very technical and 

you don’t see human interaction at all. It’s a lot more inviting and 

comforting to know that if you go into the website and you see 

people and a store. It helps to know that you can speak to someone, 

you can phone them or email or go to them. It is a lot more 

welcoming. 

 

Robyn: Yeah, that interaction. 

 

Kath: That doesn’t bother me in the least though, to be honest. I shop for 

clothes and stuff online and if I don’t like it everywhere now has a 

returns policy. Initially they didn’t but now they do. So, like with 

Takealot you just book a return, you buy it, you don’t like it, you 

book a return and it gets refunded straight back onto your card. So, 

it’s actually less hassle to return it than if you go to the shop, buy it, 

change your mind and then have to go back to the shop to return it 

to the shop. So, I would rather just buy everything online, try it on 

at my leisure and you have thirty days to return whatever you don’t 

want. Then you just book a return and it goes back. But a lot of 

people do still like to go into store and see what is there but I’m too 
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lazy, I’d ten times rather it come to me and then I just return what I 

don’t like. 

 

Lauren: A lot of people still crave the human interaction. 

 

Britt: I also personally just prefer to go into the store and try it on or know 

that I don’t have to, if it comes to me because I have had to wait 

five days for it to be delivered. Then I get it and get the great 

disappointment that it doesn’t fit. Then you have to wait another five 

days to send it back and another could of days after that to get the 

next size. So, for me you are wasting two weeks whereas if you just 

got in your car, if the store is local and you go sort it out, it takes 

you two hours. Or if you have a problem you can always go to the 

store and say, this is my problem, what do we do to fix it, rather than 

having to wait for people to respond via email or messenger or 

whatever system that company uses for its returns. 

 

Lauren: Also talking to people online you get miscommunication. I mean, 

like, I have had to re-install software on my computer and to deal 

with people online. It took me almost three hours to just get my point 

across and they just didn’t get it. 

 

Robyn: It’s just easier when you actually show someone. 

 

Lauren: Yeah, if I can go in and speak to someone and show them and say 

look this is the problem, this is this. How can I fix it? But it wasn’t 

something I could do, I couldn’t do that because then I would have 

to go to wherever Adobe headquarters are. And then, it’s 

frustrating, and then, like, I contacted this one lady who makes 

swimsuits for you. So, I was, like, you know, talking to her about it 

and, you know, I just couldn’t get what I wanted out over messaging. 

She kept reading it wrong and I kept explaining it was wrong and 

then I went to her store and I showed her what I wanted and then, 

like, we looked at a few options. And she showed me things and it 
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was much easier to get my point across and her to get her, 

explanations across in person as it would have been over email 

because you can get more into a conversation, more indepth into 

what you are explaining. Whereas in an email you don’t want to 

send someone an entire six-page essay trying to explain yourself. 

When in a conversation would take 10 minutes. 

 

Robyn: Which also brings back to the fact that visuals are universal. Like, 

you could explain something for hours and hours and nobody would 

get it and then you could show them the picture of the button that 

you are trying to explain and it’s, like, oh, OK. 

 

Mediator: Great! Thanks everyone. Does anybody have anything else they 

would like to add on the topic? 

 

Robyn: No… 

 

General laughter. 

 

Mediator: Ok, thanks again everyone. I appreciate the time you have taken 

out of your days to help further my research. Your responses and 

discussion have been really informative and thought provoking. It is 

much appreciated. 

 

With nothing further to say the voice recorders were switched off. 
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Appendix H 

Turn it in report 
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