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Executive Summary

Digital content creators have become increasingly influential actors within contemporary information
ecosystems. Across social media platforms, creators inform, entertain, mobilize and shape public
discourse for growing audiences. As creators continue to emerge as key intermediaries between
information and the public, understanding their motivations, practices, competencies, and challenges
has become essential for strengthening the resilience of the digital information ecosystems.

As part of its mandate to promote Media and Information Literacy (MIL) and freedom of expression,
UNESCO has been building a global evidence based on digital content creators through its “Behind the
Screens” research. In the framework of UNESCOQ'’s “Social Media 4 Peace” (SM4P) project funded by the
European Union, this global methodology has been adapted and localized to examine South Africa’s
creators’ ecosystem and identify context-specific opportunities and challenges to engage with content
creators in addressing harmful online content.

The study explored what motivates digital content creators in South Africa, how they navigate MIL in
practice, their engagement with Generative Artificial Intelligence (GAl), their exposure and resilience to
hate speech, discrimination and Technology-Facilitated Gender-Based Violence (TFGBV), as well as
their perspectives on ethics, accountability, self-regulation, platform governance, and capacity-building
needs.

The research was conducted by the Centre for Analytics and Behavioural Change (CABC) using a
mixed-methods approach. Quantitative data was collected through a nationwide survey from 48
respondents and in-depth qualitative interviews were conducted with 11 content creators.

The findings show that digital creators operate in a rapidly evolving ecosystem where ethical practice is
widely valued but often self-defined and inconsistently applied. While creators express a strong desire
to educate, inspire and contribute positively to public discourse, they simultaneously navigate
significant commercial, technological, and ethical pressures.

The study identifies significant gaps between creators' growing public influence and the support
available to help them fulfil this role ethically. Only 10.4% of respondents had participated in MIL
trainings, nearly two-thirds (64.6%) reported little or no awareness of international standards on
freedom of expression, and 59% were unaware of laws and regulations specifically relevant to digital
content creation in South Africa.
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An important disconnect also emerged between creators' confidence in their own MIL competencies and
their everyday information practices. Although respondents generally expressed high confidence in their
ability to identify misinformation and assess credibility of information, 36% reported that they do not
consistently verify information before sharing it, while 34% rely on engagement metrics, such as likes and
views, as indicators of credibility.

Generative Al is becoming an integral part of content creation, supporting tasks ranging from research
and drafting to editing. Many creators expressed concerns that transparency around their Al use may
undermine perceptions of authenticity or audience trust, with only one-third (33%) of creators
consistently disclosing their use of Al to their audiences.

The study further shows that creators overwhelmingly recognise both their ethical responsibilities and
the influence they have over audiences. They view ethical decision-making primarily in terms of personal
integrity, audience trust, and individual responsibility rather than as compliance with formal professional
standards or institutional accountability mechanisms. At the same time, creators consistently described
the significant influence of external factors—including recommendation algorithms, content moderation
systems, commercial partnerships, and monetisation pressures—which act as powerful de facto editorial
forces shaping content production. These findings indicate that ethical content creation cannot be
understood solely as an individual responsibility but must also be considered within the broader platform
and governance environments in which creators operate.

Survey findings also point to significant exposure to harmful online content, highlighting the online-offline
continuum of harm and the need for stronger protection and response mechanisms. Three-quarters
(75%) of respondents reported having experienced or witnessed Technology-Facilitated Gender-Based
Violence, while 43% had personally experienced identity-based hate speech or harassment.

In the South African context, xenophobia emerges as a particularly pronounced and recurring form of
online harm with 72% of creators reporting having experienced or witnessed it online. This trend is
closely linked to broader patterns of migration-related tension, inequality, and historical social divisions.
It is not only a background feature of online interaction but actively shapes creator experiences,
mirroring and amplifying broader offline patterns of xenophobia and social exclusion within South
African society.

Interviews further highlighted the emotional labour associated with maintaining an online presence,
managing public scrutiny, responding to harmful interactions, and coping with constant pressure to
remain visible and relevant. Despite these challenges, many creators reported limited confidence in
existing reporting and support mechanisms.

Despite the lack of formal guidance, creators expressed a strong appetite for capacity-
building: 87.5% believe that some sort of ethical guidelines would be valuable, while 87%
expressed interest in training on ethics and freedom of expression.




1. Research Background and Methodology

This report reflects the findings of research conducted in South Africa based on a methodological
framework developed for UNESCO’s global study on digital content creators, “Behind the screens:
insights from digital content creators; understanding_their intentions, practices and challenges,” which
was adapted and localized to capture the specific dynamics, practices, and challenges of creators in the
South African context.

The study forms part of UNESCO'’s broader efforts to address knowledge gaps regarding digital content
creators and their crucial role in producing, sharing, and shaping information that reaches wide and
diverse audiences. Conducted with the support of the EU-funded “Social Media 4 Peace” (SM4P) project,
the research applied a comprehensive approach to contribute to building evidence and knowledge about
the landscape of digital content creation in South Africa. Thereby, the research explored the motivations
of creators, their MIL competencies and practices, such as in verifying or sourcing information, their ways
of engagement with the Generative Al (GAl), their levels of exposure and resilience to hate speech,
discrimination, and Technology-Facilitated Gender-Based Violence (TFGBV), as well as their perspectives
on self-regulation, ethics, and capacity-building needs.

This study employs a mixed-methods approach that combines quantitative data from a survey
conducted with creators across South Africa with in-depth qualitative interviews.

e The survey was responded by 48 South African creators. Respondents were over 18 years of age,
engaged in regular content creation for audiences wider than friends and family with at least 1000

followers. The respondents came from multiple provinces across South Africa: Gauteng (20), KwaZulu-
Natal (10), Western Cape (4), Limpopo (3), North West (2), Mpumalanga (1), and Eastern Cape (1). At the
same time, four (4) respondents did not specify the province while two (2) South African creators
reported their location to be outside of the country.

* In-depth qualitative interviews (n=11): Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 11 creators
engaged in multiple content genres using various platforms. These interviews explored ethical
dilemmas, variations in experiences using different platforms, perceptions of accountability, Al
usage, emotions labour connected to content creation and support needs.

The sample of creators included in this study comprised creators producing content in English. We acknowledge
that this represents a limitation in the South African context, where 11 official languages—isiZulu, isiXhosa,
Afrikaans, English, Sepedi (Northern Sotho), Setswana, Sesotho, Xitsonga, siSwati, Tshivenda, and isiNdebele—
reflect a highly multilingual society, and where an increasing number of digital content creators produce content in
multiple local languages rather than exclusively in English.

As the study did not systematically capture or analyse the linguistic diversity of creators' outputs, the findings may
not fully reflect the practices and experiences of creators producing content in indigenous languages or the ways in
which language shapes audience engagement and information dissemination across South Africa's diverse digital
ecosystem. Future research could build on these findings by explicitly examining multilingual content creation and
the role of local languages, thereby providing a more comprehensive understanding of South Africa's evolving
creator landscape.


https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000392006
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000392006

2. Study Findings

More than one-third of respondents (37.5%)
indicated that their primary motivation for
creating content is either to ‘Share knowledge
with others’ (20.8%) or to ‘Express opinions and
emotions on subjects of interest’ (16.7%). This
highlights the important role that digital content
creators play in facilitating public discourse and
contributing to diverse online conversations.

At the same time, economic and professional
considerations are also important drivers of
content creation: 20.8% identified “Making
money” as their primary motivation, while a
further 16.7% reported being motivated by
opportunities to “Promote their work/careers”.

“The idea is to become a thought
leader.”
/ _\ “I'want to inspire people...use the
platform for good things.”

However, although not being motivated mainly
by generating income, 75% of creators either
already earn income from content creation or
aspire to do so; 20.8% earn money from content
creation as a primary source of income; 16.7%
as a secondary; while 29.2% indicated that they
would like to monetize their content but do not
know how to do so, and a further 8.3% reported
having attempted to monetize their content
unsuccessfully.

Figure 1. Primary motivation for content
creation
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2.2.1 Specialized Education and
Training

Half of respondents (50%) reported that they do
not have any journalism training or background. A
further 22.9% reported some professional
experience working in journalism (e.g., reporters
or editors), while 10.4% indicated having
participated in some form of journalism training.

A small proportion of respondents (10.4%)
reported having participated in Media and
Information Literacy (MIL) training, pointing to the
fact that the majority of creators operate without
formal preparation for content creation.

2.2.2 Knowledge of legal
frameworks: rights and obligations

Findings indicate a mixed and uneven level of
awareness among South African digital content
creators regarding international standards on
freedom of expression and applicable national
regulatory frameworks.

While South Africa currently has no legislation
that specifically and exclusively regulates digital
content creators as a distinct category, a
patchwork of existing laws does apply to their
activities. These include the Cybercrimes Act
(2020), the Films and Publications Amendment
Act (2019), the Protection of Personal
Information Act (POPIA), the Consumer
Protection Act, and common law provisions on
defamation and copyright. The Advertising
Regulatory Board (ARB) Code also governs
sponsored and influencer content.



When asked about the international standards for
freedom of expression as enshrined in the United
Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights
(Article 19), nearly two-thirds of respondents
(64.6%) indicated limited or no awareness of it:
27.1% reported that they had merely heard about it Aware
without any familiarity with its content, while 37.5% 41%
reported never having heard of it.

Figure 2. Awareness of Relevant
regulations for Digital Content Creators
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In contrast, 71% of respondents indicated some 59%
awareness of relevant South African legal
frameworks, such as those related to freedom of

expression, copyright, or defamation. At the same

time, 59% of respondents reported being unaware
of regulations specifically relevant to digital content
creation.

Taken together, the findings suggest that while many creators have some awareness of national
legal frameworks, there remains a substantial gap in understanding both international standards
and the specific regulatory obligations that apply to digital content production and distribution — a
gap that could carry real legal risk.

2.2.3 Self-perception of MIL competencies vs. real practices in content
creation

When asked to self-assess their abilities across a range of competencies such as understanding the
consequences of misinformation, identifying disinformation, assessing the credibility of information,
and identifying vested interests in information sources, average scores ranged from 3.98 to 4.52 on
a five-point scale. Furthermore, survey data shows that 56% of respondents believe that they
actively promote critical thinking among their followers, and many describe their content as a
vehicle for social good rather than mere entertainment.

Figure 3. Self-assessed MIL competencies
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But, when their practices of engaging with and handling information are examined more closely, the
general self-perception of creators as well-equipped to navigate today's complex information
environment does not necessarily match reality.

When assessing the credibility of online sources, 34% of respondents reported relying on
engagement indicators a piece of content receives, notably ‘Number of likes and views." By
comparison, 30% assess credibility based on whether evidence and documentation support a claim,
while 21% rely primarily on the reputation of the author or publisher.

Similarly, while a majority of respondents (64%) reported systematically checking accuracy of
information before sharing it, still more than one-third (36%) do not systematically verify
information. Among these respondents, 15% reported fact-checking only news-related content,
while 11% indicated that they share information without verification if they trust the source.

Figure 4. Primary method for assessment Figure 5. Verification steps before sharing
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The sources creators draw upon for content further illustrate the diversity of their information
practices. ‘Personal experience’ and ‘Mainstream news media’ were the most frequently cited
sources, each used by 45.8% of respondents. Almost as many respondents (43.8%) reported relying
on ‘Their own investigations and interviews with knowledgeable experts.” Meanwhile, 22.9% cited
‘Online sources only’ as a primary source of information, and an equal proportion reported using
Generative Al tools for sourcing content.




Between Trust and Authenticity: Generative Al and Ethics

Only a third (33%) of creators consistently disclose their use of Generative Al in the process of
content creation. Qualitative data suggests that this limited disclosure is not simply a matter of
transparency, but reflects broader tensions around authenticity, creativity, and audience trust.

Participants raised concerns around impact of social media platform incentives on creators’
ability to maintain authenticity: posting certain content that may or may not reflect their own
original work and “losing” their creativity by making too much use of Al in their content
production.

South African content creators stated that they sometimes choose not to disclose their use of
Al because of the risk of appearing inauthentic. A key factor for many of the participants was
the impact that Al usage (and the awareness thereof by their audience) would have on audience
trust.

Figure 7. Al disclosure to audience Figure 8. “Al poses a risk to public trust”
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Survey and interview findings indicate that creators largely perceive ethics and accountability as
matters of individual responsibility. A large portion of creators (83%) recognize their influence on
audiences while 75% reported worrying to a varying degree about their content’'s impact on

audiences.
“There's normally a consequence to “If you're doing content, you need to be
being unethical... it affects your you. Not do something fake, not take

brand or your consumers.” another person'’s content.”



