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This report explores the impact of the 

pandemic on the lifestyle, mental health 

and perceptions of success and status of 21-

35 year old South Africans. 

It follows a 2019 On the Ground study we 

conducted with a group of similar 

respondents exploring lifestyle and status.



Specific objectives include:

SURVIVING THE PANDEMIC

• To understand the impact of the pandemic on mental health, financial status & the 

community as experienced by 21-35 year old South Africans

STATUS 

• To understand the impact that the past 2 years have had on definitions of status & 

success, as well as on personal goals 

• To explore how status and success have been portrayed on social media during this 

time 

ROLE OF BELIEFS

• To explore the role that religious and spiritual beliefs played in providing resilience 

during this time

POLITICAL OUTLOOK 

• To understand the impact of the pandemic on perceptions of the South African 

government 

bjectives



17 Vibrant Human Insights

8 Keys to building resilience during tough 

times 

6 Social Implications – how organisations 

can help 

6 Communication messages – how to 

provide hope to young South Africans 

37 Actionable 

Outcomes:



urviving 

the Pandemic



Surviving the Pandemic – 8 Human Insights

#1

Job security is 

dead

#2

Fear, anxiety & 

depression 

dominated

#3

Strong family 

support is key 

for resilience 

#4

The family is 

paramount

#5 #6 #7

Community 

struggles can’t 

be ignored

Communities 

stepped in to 

help each 

other

Personal 

growth was an 

unexpected 

side effect



# 1 Job security 

is dead

The pandemic and lockdown showed no respect for 

skill or success level. While some managed to survive the 

higher levels of lockdown relatively unscathed, the hardest 

hit included:

• The unemployed who saw all hope of getting work 

disappear

• Those starting a new business immediately prior to 

lockdown 

• People focused industries, e.g. events, restaurants, etc. 

• Students graduating and seeking employment

Many breadwinners in the 21-35 year category found 

themselves with a temporary loss of income, a cut in 

salary, retrenchment or unemployed.

Photo left: Respondent helping out at a food kitchen 



Got a new job or 

successful in 

current position 

Upskilled to 

work in a new 

industry or in a 

new way

Salary cuts 

Retrenchment

Loss of contract 

work 

Ongoing 

unemployment

Taking an 

unskilled position 

Loss of a 

business start up 

Closing an 

established 

business

Lower financial impact Greatest financial impact 

Increasing financial impact 

Many were hard hit financially by lockdown/the pandemic

• While a few thrived, e.g. due to the unexpected growth in the IT industry following the need to work from home, many suffered a loss of income.  

Those with dependents (children and/or parents) were hardest hit. The impact was strongly industry dependent, rather than being related to skill or 

affluence level (although the more affluent had more resources to be able to upskill or find an alternative form of employment).

Tight budgeting, buying on promotions/specials, 

cutting out luxuries and cancelling major life events, 

e.g. a wedding were all sacrifices made to try to get 

through. Within the sample, a handful found themselves 

jobless and homeless and dependent on the charity of 

friends.



THE FAMILY

WORKING FROM HOME 

LOCKDOWN RESTRICTIONS

FINANCES

• Restrictions on social freedom left 

respondents feeling frustrated and 

isolated 

• Social life was limited to family 

interactions 

• Limits on attendance at special 

events left many feeling they were 

missing out 

• Communicating via a screen was a 

constant reminder of the enforced 

isolation  

• The nuclear family became the key 

source of support 

• Lockdown provided the opportunity 

for more valued family time 

• In some instances relationships 

became strained due to the intensity of 

emotions & time spent together 

• There was the frustration of not being 

able to spend time with extended 

family

• As discussed, many experienced a 

change in their financial situation 

• Some were forced into debt which they 

are struggling to repay 

• The unstable economy remains a 

source of concern for many 

• High inflation is making it hard to 

recover from the past 2 years or save 

towards future goals 

• For several working from home

brought longer working hours as the 

boundaries between work and home 

life blurred 

• The change in routine was difficult to 

adapt to 

• Work team dynamics became harder 

to manage

The pandemic placed pressure on all aspects of life 

“We had to witness 
drive by funerals.”

Coloured female, Cape Town



#2 Fear, depression 

& anxiety dominated

Emotional distress was a common response to prolonged stress. 

Young South Africans struggling to adapt to the multiple changes 

demanded by lockdown and the virus battled with fear, anxiety 

and depression 

• While some tried to maintain a positive outlook, several 

admitted that they did not cope well emotionally during this 

time

• A few acknowledge they are still struggling to cope as they try 

to rebuild their lives 

• Those hardest hit by a negative mood included respondents 

who lost their job or key source of income, those with pre-

existing conditions (e.g. physical or mental conditions that 

made the situation more challenging), respondents who suffered 

from Covid or lost family and friends to the virus

• For many the sense of trying to keep going and trying to 

protect loved ones and provide for their family felt 

overwhelming 

“Its quite tough to be 

positive especially when 

everything around you 

seems to be falling (apart).”

White male, Jo’burg 

“It’s constant paranoia and 

you become so guarded 

with the smallest choices 

and decisions.”

Indian female, Jo’burg

“It was difficult to cope with 

because those around me 

were going through the 

same thing as I was, so we 

could not look to each other 

for guidance.” 

Black female, Jo’burg 

Photo above:  Cape Town respondent shows what he does to relax 



STRESS FRUSTRATIONLONELINESS BOREDOMANGERFEAR DEPRESSION

Fear often 

bordered on 

paranoia. 

Fears included 

contracting the 

virus, losing 

loved ones, 

losing one’s 

livelihood, the 

future, making 

bad decisions. 

Several 

experienced 

depression & 

anxiety, e.g. 

feeling nervous, 

shaky, tense, 

staying in bed all 

day. Simple 

activities like 

shopping could 

evoke anxiety.

Anger was 

directed at 

family members 

and friends who 

were careless 

and passed on 

Covid. There 

was also much 

anger towards 

the authorities. 

(discussed later)

High stress 

levels were 

common, e.g. 

working from 

home, having 

freedom 

restricted, 

worrying about 

paying bills, 

trying to keep 

the family safe.

Many missed 

spending time 

with family and 

friends. Holiday 

periods were 

especially 

trying, e.g. not 

being able to 

spend Christmas 

with family. 

The restrictions 

on social 

activities, 

coupled with loss 

of work meant 

several had too 

much time on 

their hands & 

were uncertain 

how to spend 

their days. 

Several 

experienced 

frustration at 

feeling 

controlled.

Plans & special 

occasions had to 

be put on hold.

EMOTIONAL STATE

Respondents vacillated between gratitude & negative emotions 

• While enduring the pandemic and lockdown has been emotionally trying, respondents acknowledge they experienced moments of gratitude for both 

their health and their family. They feel grateful to have survived. 



#3 Strong family 

support is key for 

resilience

Lockdown restrictions meant that respondents had to rely on family members 

within their immediate household for support. These young South Africans 

acknowledge that this support was crucial for their emotional well-being 

during this time.

Other forms of support included consulting a therapist/counsellor and 

speaking to work colleagues. Several focused on specific activities to help 

them through, e.g. exercise, listening to music, baking, playing games online.

A handful mention using spiritual practices, e.g. meditation, reading the Bible 

(discussed later).

At a lower level substance abuse, e.g. drinking (when available), smoking weed 

was a way to cope.

Photo above: Respondent family time 



FAMILY IS KEY 01

Respondents highlight that the 

pandemic has given them a greater 

appreciation and gratitude for their 

families. In many instances this has led 

to a longer term re-prioritization 

where spending time with family is 

seen as more important than other 

activities, e.g. key to play with kids 

everyday.

APPRECIATION OF LIFE 02

Several feel that the pandemic and fear of 

losing loved ones has led them to be 

grateful for life. They feel that life is 

precious and are thankful for their family, 

and their health.

INCREASE IN EMPATHY 03

A common theme is that lockdown and 

the pandemic has provided an 

opportunity to appreciate what 

others are going through. This has led 

to an increased sense of empathy..

#4 The family is paramount

Photo right: Respondent’s nephew’s birthday



#5 Community 

struggles can’t 

be ignored

Lockdown and the pandemic heightened 

existing social-economic problems to such an 

extent that no one was immune to witnessing 

the suffering around them. 

Even those living in affluent areas witnessed 

community members lose their jobs, their homes 

and being forced to queue or beg for food.

Several respondents felt this opened their eyes to 

the suffering around them.

“I resigned from my job in December 2019 to 

start my own business, invested all my money 

and started off well. But when Covid started in 

March 2020 everything just went 

downhill….from being the breadwinner to not 

affording bread…And having kids made it even 

worse…(I) was literally living in my bakkie (car) 

for a short period.”

Coloured male, Cape Town

Respondent photo: Food queues in the Cape 



Loss of homes/homelessness

Respondents witnessed or experienced 

home loss due to an inability to pay a bond or 

rent. They saw homeless families living in 

their cars.

Poverty 

Existing poverty grew with more 

people unable to buy food or 

provide their family with basic 

necessities. Price increases 

made the problem worse. 

Respondents saw people 

knocking on their doors for food 

or standing in long food queues.

Loss of lives

Respondents were aware of families facing 

poverty after the death of a loved one due 

to Covid.

Other problems 

• The situation was made worse 

by the civil unrest in the 

country in July 2021.

• Cape Town respondents 

reported an increase in 

substance abuse in the 

community.

• Distrust in the authorities led 

to acts of civil disobedience, 

e.g. not wearing masks, a black 

market for alcohol and 

cigarettes. In addition, this 

distrust increased levels of 

vaccine hesitancy. 

Rise in Crime 

The high unemployment rates 

worsened the crime statistics, with 

2 Jo’burg respondents becoming 

victims of crime during this time. 

Job loss

Retrenchment, businesses downsizing or 

closing down led to widespread loss of income. 

Even if not directly affected, respondents had to 

aid family members who lost their income.

As unemployment rose, crime & other problems spiralled



In the absence of sufficient 

external or state assistance, 

communities tried to help each 

other. The communities that 

fared best were those with strong 

relationships before the 

pandemic, e.g. where neighbours 

knew each other. 

In contrast, in neighbourhoods 

where members did not know 

each other, families faced their 

problems behind locked doors.

Increased security threats due to 

an increase in crime, as well as 

civil unrest, meant several 

communities bonded as a 

security measure.

#6 

Communities 

stepped in to 

help each 

other 

Respondent photos: 

Top – women raise awareness of Gender based 

Violence 

Bottom – a respondent assisted students to register 

at college 

“To see people run after food 

trucks or have to experience 

rationing made me realise 

privilege is knowing the closest 

Checkers (supermarket) to me is 

open tomorrow and, if not, I will 

have other options.”

Black female, Jo’burg 



COMMUNITY ASSISTANCE

• Communities banded together to provide 

assistance through:

• Sharing food, soup kitchens, developing 

community gardens, running food drives

• Clothing drives

• A close knit community in Cape Town helped to 

raise money for 2 families who lost their homes 

due to fire 

• Neighbours helped each other by buying food 

for the elderly or looking after children 

• “Even though there was an air of sadness and 

despair, people were optimistic and grateful 

because of the support.” 

White male, Cape Town 

SECURITY

• Community WhatsApp chat groups became 

common as communities saw a need to pull 

together to prevent crime or protect their 

neighbourhood from civil unrest 

• Several new neighbourhood watch groups 

were formed

• A few respondents mentioned pooling financial 

resources within the neighbourhood to pay for 

extra security measures, e.g. hiring a security 

company, night security guards, etc.

• “We have reached out with implementing night 

guards within our street that the community 

contributes towards so from a safety perspective, 

we feel a little more at ease.” 

Indian female, Jo’burg

PERSONAL CONTRIBUTIONS

• The majority of respondents have not actively 

participated in a community venture, but 

prefer smaller, personal actions:

• Supporting family members who have lost 

their income 

• Donating food, clothes or small change 

• Tipping waiters or food delivery drivers more 

in acknowledgement of how their income has 

been hard hit 

• Providing soup for a soup kitchen 

• Giving food and clothes to needy families in the 

area 

• “I believe nobody ever got poor for helping 

someone else with a warm plate of food.” 

Coloured female, Cape Town 

For most, charity started at home or in their immediate circle



# 7 Personal growth was 

an unexpected side 

effect 

While respondents would not wish to repeat the hardship 

of the pandemic, several feel that it resulted in positive 

personal changes:

• Some feel more entrenched in positive personal 

values as these saw them through the toughest times 

• A few feel they let go of selfish values that no longer 

served them 

• The majority feel they are more patient, kind & 

compassionate now than before the pandemic 

• Several feel this time has enhanced their spiritual life 

and helped them to deepen their spirituality

“With all the worries financially and emotionally during 

Covid, it (reading the Bible) helped me to cope as I needed 

extra emotional support to carry on and not sink way into 

a depression.” 

White male, Jo’burg 

Photo left: Cape Town respondent family photo



Skill and experience in a career was no guarantee of job security during lockdown. Even respondents with well-

established, successful careers were hard hit by lockdown restrictions. The key to resilience during the pandemic appeared 

to lie in the strength of family and community ties. Those with stronger family ties, both nuclear and extended family, 

were able to weather the storm of uncertainty and provide material, financial and emotional support to each other. Pre-

existing ties within the community were essential to providing support where it was most needed. In neighbourhoods 

where no strong ties existed it was harder for the community to rally together to provide support. 

Depression and anxiety were common emotional responses to the stress of the pandemic and lockdown. Yet in 

hindsight several feel that this was a time of personal/spiritual growth and provided an opportunity to develop greater 

empathy and compassion. 

Key 

Take-Out

https://www.google.co.id/imgres?imgurl=https://www.fenwayrealty.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/house-logo-hi.png&imgrefurl=https://www.fenwayrealty.com/house-logo-hi/&docid=9znHvFMXEL5yLM&tbnid=0K-aXxDdOhxhMM:&vet=10ahUKEwiH5qyR57fWAhVDYo8KHTTSBEsQMwjAASgGMAY..i&w=600&h=568&bih=635&biw=1360&q=logo%20home&ved=0ahUKEwiH5qyR57fWAhVDYo8KHTTSBEsQMwjAASgGMAY&iact=mrc&uact=8


2
It is key to develop community ties that are based on personal 

relationships and interaction. Pre-existing ties that exist in both good 

and bad times lead to better community support.

4 Cultures that value community engagement fare better than cultures 

that focus on individualism. 

3
Communities with strong ties and an existing community infrastructure, 

e.g. effective means of communication, pre-existing support programmes, 

are able to step in and support each other in the absence of state 

support.

5
Technology is a useful tool for creating communication within 

communities or bringing people together from a community who 

don’t usually engage/encounter each other, e.g. WhatsApp groups 

provide community support/security.

6
Diversification of skill sets, knowledge and career experience ensures 

greater resilience during hard times as it provides the individual with a 

variety of different options for earning an income.

1
It is important to develop and maintain strong family ties with both 

nuclear family and extended family in order to provide both material and 

emotional support.

IMPLICATIONS – Keys to Resilience

Jo’burg respondent photo: family gathering 
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Status & Success – 4 Human Insights

#10

Role models 

are close to 

home 

#11

Social media is 

used to create 

a fake life 

#12

Some seek status 

by claiming to 

have thrived 

during the 

pandemic 

#9

Western 

definitions of 

status & success 

are hard to shift 

#8

South Africans 

aspire to the 

American 

dream 



#8 South 

Africans 

aspire to the 

American 

dream 

Young South Africans buy into an African version of 

the American dream, where anyone can achieve their 

aspirations and goals, rising to material success. 

In 2019 we saw that many were struggling with the 

wide gap between the dream of success and the 

harsh realities of survival. 

Lockdown and the pandemic widened this gap 

exponentially, bringing this dream to an abrupt 

halt.  Even the previously affluent struggled to put 

food on the table and keep a roof over their 

heads. In spite of this, the current study shows the 

dream of financial prosperity is not dead.

Respondent photo: Cape residents queueing for 

meal handouts during the pandemic 



# 9 Western definitions of status & success are hard to shift 

Despite all the talk of a new normal, when it comes to defining status and 

success these 21-35 year olds hold onto financial success as central to how 

they define success. As such, the financial knock that many endured during 

the pandemic has placed them under more pressure to try and regain what 

they have lost. 

Although the pandemic has forced many to adjust their goals, these goals 

remain focused on financial stability and prosperity to provide for themselves 

and their family.

It is interesting to note that it is only those who were truly hardest hit, e.g. loss 

of a source of income, a close call with Covid or loss of loved ones, who have 

strongly re-evaluated their goals. For these respondents, having a loving 

family, being a good person or growing spiritually are all marks of success.

Photo above: Respondent receives keys to a new car

“To me success is singing with my daughter or having Sunday lunch with my family, because 

I used to be a workaholic.” 

Coloured female, Cape Town 



Survival Mode Recovery Mode Achiever Mode

• Those hardest hit are still in survival 

mode, e.g. unemployed, loss of a job, loss 

of a business

• Their key focus is trying to put food on 

the table and meet family needs, e.g. 

school supplies for kids 

• Several are in debt which they are 

struggling to repay 

• Goals: They find it hard to have long 

terms goals beyond survival and 

getting out of debt/into a stable 

financial position

• Success & status are out of their reach 

at present 

• They find themselves under immense 

pressure to try and regain financial 

stability 

• Those who took a financial hit, e.g. salary 

cut, temporary loss of income are trying 

to recover 

• Several are focused on getting out of 

debt 

• Diversification of skills and 

qualifications is a key focus, e.g. a 

change of course in study, upskilling or 

starting a side business to establish an 

alternative form of income 

• Goals: They feel they have fallen behind 

with their age related goals & are 

struggling to save & get ahead. The 

pandemic moved them off track.

• They are placing more pressure on 

themselves to succeed and make up for 

lost time & recover what they lost.

• For a handful who weren’t impacted 

financially or prospered during this 

time, they remain in achiever mode, e.g. 

completed studies, expanding property 

portfolio, changed to a more successful 

job, etc.

• Goals: their goals remain the same as 

before the pandemic, and they feel they 

are on track to meet these goals. These 

are often goals for long term financial 

success and stability 

• The pressure they feel is largely internal, 

i.e. to achieve their goals, while those who 

have recently achieved a goal, e.g. 

completed studies, may experience a let 

up of pressure. 

Yet, status and success are unattainable for those hardest hit financially



#10 Roles models are 

close to home 

Role models have shifted since we spoke to a similar group of 21-29 yr old 

South Africans in 2019. In our previous study young South Africans looked up 

to local and international achievers. However, since lockdown and the 

pandemic role models have moved much closer to home.

• Parents, spouses, siblings, close friends and bosses are role models.

• The focus has changed from achievers who I want to emulate, to 

appreciation of close relationships that got me through this difficult 

time. 

• These are the people who offered encouragement and support to keep 

going. 

• In some instances, the role model’s faith or spiritual outlook provided 

strength to give the young South African courage.

• In addition, members of the local community who used their success 

and finances to help the less fortunate are seen as role models.

This highlights that in terms of role models, at least, there is a shift from an 

achievement to a survival orientation. These respondents focus on 

inspirational messages that are a variation of ‘never give up’, ‘keep going’ or 

focus on self-belief. Photos right: Respondents’ photos of family & friends 

“My parents have really 

held me up at my 

lowest.” 

Black female, Jo’burg 

“Both (my role models) 

have a level of faith I 

can only dream of.”

Coloured male, Cape 

Town 



# 11 Social media is 

used to create a fake 

life

The emphasis on creating a fake life through social 

media has become stronger. In 2019 we observed the 

trend of using social media to create an illusion of 

success not grounded in reality. In 2019 this included 

posing with status brands not owned by the user or taking 

photos at branded events.

Today respondents feel that since the onset of the 

pandemic the gap between reality and the illusion 

created by social media has got much bigger. Posts on 

social media hardly ever reflect the hardship that users 

have gone through during lockdown, but instead 

continue to create an illusion of success and wealth. This 

leaves followers unsure about what to believe.

Photo left: Respondent from 2019 posing to illustrate 

creating a fake life 



#12 Some seek status by 

claiming to have thrived 

during the pandemic

A trend is using social media to gain status by highlighting the 

user has been unaffected by the pandemic. This includes posting 

about buying a new car, a new home, going away on holiday or 

long weekends, eating at expensive restaurants, getting a new 

job, etc. Respondents assume this is done to show the social media 

user is better than everyone else.

• Respondents feel that these posts may be fake, e.g. don’t reflect 

the full truth of what a person has lost 

• Nevertheless, when going through their own losses, this type of 

post left them feeling more depressed about their own 

situation 

• Several withdrew from social media and noticed that others 

who had sustained losses stopped posting 

• A handful commented that posts changed from being  

achievement focused, to posting motivational quotes 

“We live in a world where 

people believe they are 

meant to always do well and 

keep up with those around 

you and not show 

weakness.”

White female, Cape Town 

“Facebook has made 

me negative during Covid. I 

see friends…that are going 

to restaurants …, going away 

for long weekends, buying 

new cars, houses, etc.….It 

made  me more negative & 

depressed seeing how well 

certain people are doing 

and parading it on FB for 

the world to see.” 

White male, Cape Town



FAKE  REPRESENTATION SUCCESS SOCIAL MEDIA INFLUENCERS

• Respondents feel social media is used 

to create a façade or idealistic 

representation of life

• It is hard to tell what is real vs. what is 

fake 

• They highlight that users try to make 

their lives look ‘sweet’ and better 

than they are in reality 

• The feedback users receive ito likes 

becomes a form of affirmation 

• They believe the motivation behind 

this is to gain attention & to fit in

“People dress up for clubs, but in reality 

they are lying on their couch.” 

Coloured female, Cape Town 

• Respondents highlight that social 

media is used to feel bigger and 

better than others 

• While people post their 

achievements, this is a carefully 

filtered version of their lives where 

they only show what they want 

others to see 

• Several feel social media is used to 

build one’s ego and status, bragging 

about success and ‘rubbing success in 

your face.’

• They believe that during the pandemic 

many people have hidden their true 

circumstances and continue to claim 

a lifestyle they wish they still had 

• There is greatest distrust of social 

media influencers as respondents feel 

influencers are looking for easy money

• As such, they will say and do what is 

needed to get likes 

• Influencers are used to sell and 

promote products 

• Therefore, it is hard to trust what is 

posted 

• Several feel influencers create a fake 

perception of what life should be 

• While they appear to be living an 

affluent and glamourous lifestyle, 

respondents don’t trust that this 

lifestyle is genuine or gained by 

legitimate means 

Social media is used to cover up the fallout of the pandemic



While the pandemic and lockdown changed many 21-35yr old South Africans’ circumstances overnight, definitions of 

success and status remained unchanged. As such, the gap between aspirations and goals for success vs. the reality of 

everyday life is now much wider. Therefore many feel under immense pressure to try to regain what they have lost and 

get back on track with goals set prior to the pandemic. Although a handful emerged relatively unscathed from the 

experience, most are struggling to return to the level of financial stability they held prior to March 2020.

21-35 yr old South Africans feel that many are hiding behind social media, using it to create a false image of their success 

in order to hold onto a level of status they have lost. This places additional pressure on those who are struggling as 

social media posts create the impression that ‘everyone else’ is thriving. In reaction, several have withdrawn from social 

media so as to avoid feeling even more depressed about their own circumstances and give themselves a chance to 

recover.

Key 

Take-Out

https://www.google.co.id/imgres?imgurl=https://www.fenwayrealty.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/house-logo-hi.png&imgrefurl=https://www.fenwayrealty.com/house-logo-hi/&docid=9znHvFMXEL5yLM&tbnid=0K-aXxDdOhxhMM:&vet=10ahUKEwiH5qyR57fWAhVDYo8KHTTSBEsQMwjAASgGMAY..i&w=600&h=568&bih=635&biw=1360&q=logo%20home&ved=0ahUKEwiH5qyR57fWAhVDYo8KHTTSBEsQMwjAASgGMAY&iact=mrc&uact=8


2
Here an African definition of success that is based on the role in and 

contribution to the community is more likely to be attainable and lead 

to greater resilience, than holding onto a Western definition of material 

success that for many has moved further out of their grasp.

4
Each individual can contribute towards this shift, through greater 

awareness of what is posted and shared on social media, e.g. to focus 

on uplifting posts, sharing positive stories and moving away from status 

and achievement focused posting.

3
This suggests a shift needs to happen within the media and on social 

media to portray stories of success that are not about what a person 

owns, but about what a person has contributed, i.e. everyday heroes who 

are quietly making a difference.

5
Social media influencers have a role to play, e.g. they can use their 

influence to reflect the struggles they have gone through or the 

struggles of their community and how these have been overcome.

6
This further suggests an opportunity to start a conversation through the 

media and social media to provide 21-35 yr olds with a platform to 

honestly share what they have gone through/their struggles in order to 

remove any stigma of having suffered during the pandemic.

1
This suggests that there is a need for an alternative definition of status 

and success that is within the grasp of the 21-35 year old. Respondents 

that show greater resilience are those who define success in terms of 

who they are as a person, rather than what they have achieved or own.

IMPLICATIONS – Keys to Resilience

Jo’burg respondent photo: friends hanging out 
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Role of Beliefs – 3 Human Insights

#13

Religious beliefs 

act as an anchor 

when everything 

is uncertain

#14 #15

Missing 

funerals and 

weddings was 

traumatic 

Introverts 

enjoyed the 

break due to 

restrictions 



#13 Religious beliefs act as an anchor when everything is uncertain

Many respondents said that they turned to their religious beliefs and spiritual 

practices to help guide them through the uncertainty of the pandemic. 

Respondents came from a variety of different religious backgrounds: Muslim, 

Christian, a few follow a secular meditation practice, while a handful have no 

spiritual or religious belief system.

Most felt their beliefs and practices gave them the strength to persevere 

during difficult times. In the most part these were practiced alone or with 

family members due to restrictions on religious gatherings, but also due to a 

belief, by some, that religious beliefs are personal.

It was interesting to note that the majority of respondents were happy not 

having the support of a religious community, instead gaining emotional 

support from a spouse or family members. However, the minority, who 

regularly participated in a religious community before lockdown, missed this 

face to face engagement.

Respondent photo above: A church service with social distancing and wearing masks in Cape Town 



FAITH

Several stated that they walked in faith 

during the pandemic, trusting that things 

would work out. This enabled them to stay 

positive and be strong for their family. A 

few stated that their faith was the only 

thing that kept them going. A handful 

acknowledged experiencing a crisis of faith 

created by the confusion of the virus and 

lockdown.

RELIGION

A handful felt their religious beliefs and practices 

provided the discipline, guidance and calm that 

they needed to keep going. A Muslim man 

commented that trying to be a good role model 

religiously for his family kept him calm and 

giving during this time. 

PRAYER

Several admitted to praying much harder 

during this time than they usually did. They felt 

that God was the only source they could turn 

to in their difficulties, e.g. serious illness, loss 

of income, etc. Those who prayed found 

comfort in the practice, feeling that it 

deepened their relationship with God.

ATTENDING RELIGIOUS SERVICES

Regular attenders of religious services turned to 

online services in their community for support. A 

few felt that their religious community offered 

strong support, e.g. online services, counselling 

and prayer. However, there were a few who felt 

lonely and at sea without the usual support, 

which typically had extended beyond religion to 

providing guidance in many areas of life, e.g. 

parenting, etc. 

Religious practice became a personal choice due to restrictions on 

gatherings

“I felt lonely because 

when we have gatherings  

we share important 

things…parenting, investing 

and how to manage your 

lifestyle.”

Black male, Jo’burg



Respondents struggled with restrictions on attending important

life events, e.g. funerals and weddings. Those with large

extended families and from cultures that value large scale

community participation were affected the most:

• The decision to select who would attend within the limited

numbers was challenging

• Being left out of the event was hard

• This was especially true for funerals where there was no

opportunity to pay last respects to extended family

members

• A few struggled with not being able to fulfill traditional

customs/rituals related to death

• Watching online provided some consolation, but could not

replace the experience of being present in person

• An additional frustration was losing the opportunity to

connect and bond with extended family members

#14 Missing funerals & 

weddings was traumatic

Photo left: Respondent open air wedding in Cape Town 

“On me it has been 

emotionally hard, seeing 

your loved one pass on 

and then they tell you 

only 50 people wanted 

or 30 to attend and you 

are not part of that.” 

Black male, Jo’burg 

“Not being able to fully 

extend your 

condolences and show 

compassion in a manner 

you are used to, felt so 

different, almost like 

you are not doing it.”

Indian female, Jo’burg



#15 Introverts 

enjoyed the break 

due to restrictions

Not everyone experienced restrictions on social gatherings as a 

hardship. Introverts experienced a welcome relief from the obligation 

to attend social events. This was especially true for introverts from 

cultures where attendance at community events such as funerals & 

weddings is a regular, weekly occurrence. It provided an opportunity 

for valuable me-time and recharging.

White respondents in our sample were less affected than respondents 

from other population groups due to having smaller extended 

families. As such, they missed out on fewer funerals and weddings. In 

this sub- group, introverts were freed of the pressure to attend or host 

events such as children’s birthday parties, enjoying the chance to stay 

home.

Photo above: Respondent wedding in the Cape 

“I’m not a social person. 

Over-extending myself can 

be exhausting. Before Covid 

one could hardly get a 

weekend to themselves cos 

of weddings and funerals. It 

was tiring. I’m very happy 

just attending family related 

events.”

Black female, Jo’burg



When faced with unusual and trying circumstances respondents sought comfort in their religious/spiritual beliefs and 

practices. A particular feature of the pandemic was that across the globe people were faced with a similar situation. This 

made it harder to find support as everyone was experiencing the same trial, and resources were thinly stretched. As such, 21-

35 year olds found solace in being able to turn to a higher source. Practices and beliefs became an anchor and provided 

a means to navigate the situation.

While some experienced the restrictions on religious and social gatherings as both traumatic and a hardship, there were 

others for whom this was a welcome relief. There was a sense of being set free from obligations that had become time 

and energy consuming in a busy life.

Key 

Take-Out

https://www.google.co.id/imgres?imgurl=https://www.fenwayrealty.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/house-logo-hi.png&imgrefurl=https://www.fenwayrealty.com/house-logo-hi/&docid=9znHvFMXEL5yLM&tbnid=0K-aXxDdOhxhMM:&vet=10ahUKEwiH5qyR57fWAhVDYo8KHTTSBEsQMwjAASgGMAY..i&w=600&h=568&bih=635&biw=1360&q=logo%20home&ved=0ahUKEwiH5qyR57fWAhVDYo8KHTTSBEsQMwjAASgGMAY&iact=mrc&uact=8


2
Note that these practices can be either formal religious practices or more 

personal practices that the respondent has developed, e.g. a meditative 

practice. In the case of the pandemic, being able to continue these 

practices at home or online brought comfort and strength.

4
Retaining a connection to a religious community, even if this was 

online, offered comfort to those respondents used to participating in 

community religious events. This online support provided them with a 

sense of being strengthened by their community,

3
Respondents who viewed the restrictions on gatherings as an opportunity 

to prioritise and to recharge appeared to display more resilience, i.e. by 

re-evaluating which events were a priority they found a greater sense of 

balance, e.g. prioritising close family events over community events.

1
Respondents who had pre-existing beliefs and practices in place 

displayed greater resilience during this time. This highlights the 

importance of establishing regular practices that can act as an anchor 

during difficult times.

IMPLICATIONS – Keys to Resilience

Photo left: Respondent photo of a baby shower she was unable to attend due to lockdown restrictions 
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Impact on Political Views – 2 Human Insights

#16

Belief that 

lockdown 

saved lives

#17
The pandemic 

turned a 

spotlight on 

politics & 

corruption



#16 Belief 

that lockdown 

saved lives

Several respondents are grateful for the South African 

government’s quick response to the pandemic by 

going into lockdown. They believe that the 

restrictions on social gatherings helped to prevent 

the rapid spread of the virus.

A few felt that the government handled the 

pandemic as well as any country could. They believe 

it is difficult to be in power when handling the 

pandemic and that the decision to go into lockdown 

was better than not taking action.

Respondent photo: Empty street in Jo’burg 



#17 The pandemic turned a spotlight on politics & corruption

Despite the government’s quick lockdown response, the bulk of respondents feel 

their opinion of the government has gone down over the past 2 years:

• Corruption, mismanagement of funds/resources and reckless spending 

appears to have increased and has not been addressed

• Unemployment & poverty has increased 

• Some disagreed with some of the lockdown regulations, e.g. cigarette ban, 

the way restrictions on events were implemented

• The civil unrest in July 2021 was not well-handled, e.g. the government did 

not act fast enough, the police force was largely absent and citizens were left 

to defend their own areas

• A few express concern that they feel citizens are being forced to vaccinate, 

with a handful feeling that the government has been pushing pro-

vaccination advertising excessively 

This supports the views we saw expressed in our 2019 study where 21-29 year 

olds felt that corruption and poor leadership is hampering progress in the 

country.

Respondent photo above: Community protest in Cape Town 



mplications



How to build resilience for tough times 

PRIORITISE 

FAMILY 

Strengthen family ties with 

nuclear and extended 

family, i.e. ensure positive 

relationships are in place & 

channels of communication 

are open.

MAKE TIME 

FOR CHILDREN

Following on from point 1, 

spend time with children to 

build strong relationships that 

will provide them with 

resilience in hard times.

1 2

DEVELOP 

SUPPORT SYSTEMS

3

Focus on friendships or 

create/attend a support 

group or similar interest 

group to build a network of 

supportive relationships.

4
BUILD 

COMMUNITY TIES

Get to know the neighbours,

engage in community 

activities, create community 

groups, e.g. via WhatsApp to 

open channels of 

communication.

Respondent photo: Meeting Father Christmas



How to build resilience for tough times 

DEVELOP 

HEALTHY PRACTICES

Spend time on practices that 

are healthy, life-affirming 

and comforting, whether this 

is exercise, a sport, a spiritual 

or religious practice, a hobby, 

etc.

DEVELOP 

FAMILY RITUALS

Engage in family rituals or 

practices that create a sense 

of constancy, comfort and 

familiarity, e.g. this could be 

eating dinner together each 

night, having family evenings 

or playtime, etc.

5 6

DIVERSIFY 

SKILL SETS

7

Learn new career related 

skills, study in an alternative 

area or expand knowledge 

and experience in order to 

provide an alternative set of 

skills and experience.

8
FOCUS ON 

MEANING 

For introverts it is key that 

they focus on meaning in 

their engagements, i.e. 

quality over quantity, such 

as socialising with a small 

group of friends or family 

members. Respondent photo: A family outing 



SKILLS TRAINING 
Organisations can assist by providing skills training and career counselling, 

e.g. looking at existing skill sets and assisting with upskilling or providing 

alternative skill sets.

COMMUNITY 

SUPPORT

Community support is needed to empower communities to support each 

other, e.g. leadership training for community leaders, skills training for 

communities, providing access to resources (education, technology).

COUNSELLING
There is a need for counselling to help communities work through the 

trauma they have endured, as well as providing guidance on how to 

restore their lives and move forward.

SOCIAL MEDIA 

PLATFORM

There is an opportunity to create a platform via social media to give 21-35 

year old South Africans an opportunity to share what they have 

experienced and what they have learnt from the pandemic, with a focus on 

working through and growing from their real experiences and struggles.

How can organisations contribute to resilience & recovery

Respondent photo of friends socialising

MENTORING

Provide communities with relevant role models from within the 

organization. Depending on where the organization is based this could be 

face to face or online, e.g. providing access to advice or an individual who 

can assist with a road map to recovery and success.

ENTREPRENEURSHIP

Engage with aspiring entrepreneurs to provide training and guidance to 

help them establish their own businesses. Advice on product, marketing, 

sales and finance are all areas where aspiring entrepreneurs struggle.



REDEFINE SUCCESS
Communicate success based on African values, i.e. a personal, yet 

collective form of success that is based on who the young South African is 

as a person and their contribution towards their family and community.

GIVE HOPE 
Provide hope and encouragement to counter the disillusionment linked to 

not living up to western materialistic status, e.g. stories where an individual 

has helped the community, bettered the community in achievable ways.

FOCUS ON GROWTH 
Focus on messages around the individual’s own strengths and uniqueness, 

i.e. their best self. This requires a shift away from focusing on the 

unattainable success of international celebrities.

GIVE VALUE TO 

BEING AFRICAN

Highlight the value of being African and the uniqueness of being African, i.e. 

make being African a desirable quality (note that the pandemic and 

conspiracy theories around the vaccine have left many Africans feeling 

undervalued) 

USE LOCAL STORIES 
Use local South African stories to inspire e.g. these can be stories of 

everyday heroes, or local people who have attained success and 

contributed to their community. Focus on people, not material wealth.

Creating messages of hope
Jo’burg respondent photo 

TAP INTO RESILIENCE
Tap into an authentic expression of deeper African values centred around 

resilience for better resonance, e.g. loyalty, hard work, perseverance, trust, 

dependability, accountability and responsibility. 
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Africa OTG.

Our Approach

• Vibrand Research constructs bespoke Intelligence Hubs for clients in over 30 

African countries.

• To conduct this wave of the OTG study we constructed our own Intelligence Hub in 

South Africa

• This Hub curated 20 carefully selected respondents

• Field was run via proprietary software that ‘plugs into’ WhatsApp

• In order to achieve the best level of feedback we retain the best respondents for 

following waves of the study 

• We recruit fresh respondents, where necessary, to ensure we feed in fresh 

ideas 

• We identify key respondents who have an interest or specialization in 

particular areas, e.g. fashion, health and then conduct longer interviews, as 

relevant, with these respondents as a form of ‘expert or special interest 

interview’

• Based on client need the study can be expanded into other African countries 

• Clients who buy into the study have the option of covering key areas of interest in 

subsequent waves 



Sample & 

Methodology

• Total of 20 In Depth Digital Interviews in South Africa:

• Conducted via Vibrand’s WhatsApp based platform in March 2022: Each 

Interview was conducted over the course of 3-4 days

• Respondents answered qualitative questions on the impact of the 

pandemic, success and status, political views, etc. with additional 

discussions facilitated via skilled moderator probing  

• All respondents were screened using a traditional qualitative screening 

questionnaire

• Sample:

• 21-35 years olds 

• Mix of male and female 

• Mix of population groups 

• Across Jo’burg and Cape Town 

• All selected early adopter and expressive attitudinal statements in 

the recruitment questionnaire



Our full-service 

offering.

Qualitative.

Traditional qualitative research incl.

- Focus groups

- Immersions

- Deep Consumer Insights

- Ethnography

- B2B interviews

- F2F interviews across Africa

- and more…..

Digital Qual.

On-the-Ground Intelligence Hubs.

Always-on-solutions.

Real-world insights.

Home testing panel.

In-the-moment sampling.

Quantitative.

Bespoke quantitative research

- Brand Equity and Brand Perception 

Studies

- Brand Health Tracking

- Brand Customer Satisfaction and Net 

Promoter studies

- Pack Testing

- Ad/Campaign Testing

- Concept Testing

- Needs-Based Segmentation Studies

- Ad-Hoc Research

- Sensory Research

- and more….

Research with purpose.

Behavioural intelligence.

Social insights, social impact.

Ready-to-go Market Reports.

Consultancy Services.



Connect with us today.
Brief us by email:

info@vibrand.co.za

To view our website visit:

www.vibrand.co.za

SAMRA and ESOMAR accredited, and a certified Level 4 B-BBEE contributor, with a 100% procurement recognition.

mailto:info@vibrand.co.za
http://www.vibrand.co.za/

