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The use of social media in reducing professional uncertainty:
an exploratory study
Abstract

The born-digital youth are likely to experience substantial career uncertainty despite their apparent preference for work
engagement. Today’s high unemployment rates, fierce global competition, growing labor automation, and enduring
social inequalities create a somewhat uncertain and risky professional reality. How do digital natives deal with profes-
sional uncertainty during their transition from the safety of the university environment to the uncertainty of business?
While a great deal of research has explored how recruiters use social media to review job applicants, less is known how
digital natives use social media in seeking information to increase their employment prospects. The objective of this
exploratory study is to contribute to the existing literature of critical studies on youth transitions from education to
work. Primarily, a discussion of the characteristics of the new breed of job candidates who are born and raised digital is
performed through a secondary literature review. Also, the current review paper provides suggestions for future re-
search to better understand digital natives’ attitude to cope with occupational uncertainty. This paper argues that social
media has the potential to reduce uncertainty and to offer unique occupational opportunities through online personal
branding.
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Introduction

Youth, nowadays, are more aware and engaged in
dealing with growing occupational uncertainties
than ever before (Lechner et al., 2016). However,
young people are uncertain about their professional
future as the quest to find a safe career path has
become increasingly complicated (Bohlinger et al.,
2015). According to the annual Jobvite (2016) job
seeker nation survey, nearly 39% of the currently
employed workers worry that eventually automation
will replace them at work and 74% openly admit
that they are open to seeking new employment. This
review paper contributes to the existing literature of
scholarly articles discussing how young people deal
with uncertainty during their transition from educa-
tion to work (Carr, 2016; Lechner et al., 2016;
Walker et al., 2013). It also provides a framework
for further studies to suggest how college graduates
can use social media and personal branding to deal
with occupational uncertainties.

The rapid proliferation of the internet and social
media is shaping a new reality in the contemporary
employment landscape. Both recruiters and job can-
didates agree on the social media’s high impact on
professional opportunities. Morrison (2015) reports
that 92% of recruiters review candidates’ social
media accounts to select high-quality employees.
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Job candidates also seek more information before
applying or accepting a job offer to reduce uncertain-
ty by using the social media (Carr & Walther, 2014).

A significant number of academic studies investi-
gate how companies integrate social media into their
recruitment and selection strategies to “predict an
individual’s potential to perform job-related tasks
and compliment the social structure of the organiza-
tion” (Carr, 2016, p. 53). In contrast, there is limited
literature about how job candidates use social media
to reduce their uncertainty during the job seeking
process. The transition from the “safe” educational
environment to the “unknown” and “scary” profes-
sional world generates feelings of anxiety and fear.

The current labor landscape is more complicated
than ever. Approximately there are two billion so-
cial media users worldwide, and these figures will
grow as people are using mobile devices and weara-
ble technologies (most famous social network sites
worldwide as of September 2017). The annual sur-
vey by Jobvite (2016) reveals that the modern job
seeker can employ various methods to find the
perfect job. Social media is substituting and
sometimes replacing traditional methods of re-
cruitment. The latter survey shows that only 24% of
the respondents believe that the traditional employee
referrals helped them find their job.

The objective of this paper is to contribute to the
existing literature of studies on youth transitions
from education to work. Today’s job candidates are
not necessarily unemployed or dissatisfied with their
current positions. According to Jobvite (2016), 48%
participants have used social media in the search for
their current job, and 59% have used their social



media accounts to follow their future company and
assess the organizational culture of their potential
employers. This paper’s next section is a review of
literature of significant studies that explore the new
breed of job candidates who are born and raised
digital.

1. Literature review

Through an exhaustive literature review, this paper
maps the following areas for future research in so-
cial media and its various applications in business
and specifically in human resources management.
First, it aims to define digital natives and understand
their behavioral patterns. Second, the paper explores
the youth transitions from education to work by
discussing the concepts of uncertainty and risk.
Third, the paper discusses the significant studies that
investigate ways and techniques to cope with re-
cruitment uncertainty. Forth, social media recruit-
ment is an area that this paper explores through a
critical review of literature. Finally, this paper con-
cludes that social media has the potential to reduce
uncertainty and to offer unique occupational oppor-
tunities through online personal branding.

1.1. Digital natives. Most of the current job candi-
dates are members of the generations X and Y. Both
generational groups grew up in the digital era and
experienced first-hand the rapid proliferation of
technology. Digital natives are “children who were
born later than 1980 and raised in the digital world”
(Prensky, 2001, p. 1). They grew up experiencing
certain technological advances such as increase of
personal computers market, internet revolution, vast
adoption of laptops, birth of social media, growth of
mobile devices, and recent development of wearable
items. Digital natives are eager to be the first to use
the new technological gadgets like mobile devices
and other wearable items. They enjoy social media
entertainment services such as YouTube, Netflix,
and Spotify; they read the news by following web
links and hashtags on Twitter and Instagram, while
they maintain their Linkedin accounts only for busi-
ness. The modern digital natives blur the lines be-
tween their personal and public spaces, as they rec-
ognize great opportunities in increasing their social
and business contacts to assist their transition to the
professional world (Papakonstantinidis, 2014).

Until recently, the process of employment followed
a specific routine. Candidates started by searching in
the newspaper’s job ads section. If this did not work
out, then the candidates would consult a job agency,
and start sending their resumes in any possible di-
rection (Walker et al., 2010). Today, those who wish
to stand out in a crowded business environment,
adopt alternative and innovative methods. Job can-
didates are searching for jobs anytime and anywhere
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as 52% of job seekers have looked for a job through
their mobile device and while in bed, and 37% an-
swered that they searched for new employment,
while they were at the office their current job (Job-
vite, 2016). A simple search on YouTube offers
plenty of examples of prospective employees who
advertise their skills through self-made videos.

Nowadays, career offices and agency firms find
significant support from social networking sites like
Facebook and LinkedIn. While the former can be
dangerous, and nobody wants his/her future boss to
see private photos from the summer drunkenness,
the second site, LinkedIn, specializes in business
contacts and acquaintances. After its acquisition by
Microsoft, LinkedIn claimed 500 million users and
10 million job postings (Darrow, 2017). LinkedIn
has gained popularity among professionals in a vari-
ety of industries. Most interesting are that “over
80% is using LinkedIn as a primary tool to find
employees, while simultaneously 70% is using the
social media platform for job-hunting worldwide”
(Most famous social network sites worldwide as of
September 2017).

Do all digital natives use social media to reduce
uncertainty when it comes to employment pro-
spects? Not all “digital natives make a clear distinc-
tion between the use of social media for social and
professional purposes” (Papakonstantinidis, 2014, p.
18). Specific behaviors on social media reveal that
different personalities of users such as the Denials,
the Socializers, the Contributors, and the Achievers
are still not using social media in the same way (Pa-
pakonstantinidis, 2014). With the use of social me-
dia platforms, the job candidates can interact direct-
ly with the employers without using job agencies as
liaisons (Crompton & Sautter, 2011). The modern
job seekers aim to reduce uncertainty by searching
for more information regarding the company they
apply (Walker et al., 2013). Not only they visit the
company’s website, but they search for reviews,
comments, and even salary ranges on social media.

Whether they are university graduates or unem-
ployed/employed workers, job candidates seem to
be more puzzled than ever. Today’s labor landscape
offers countless opportunities to work, either as on-
site or remote employees or even as young entrepre-
neurs who can take advantage of the new technolo-
gies to start their own business. The next section
offers a review of the literature about young peo-
ple’s transition from being students to being profes-
sionals.

1.2. Youth transitions from education to work.
The youth transition from education to a profession-
al environment is not a linear process anymore. It
requires a lot more than just good education (Good-
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win & O’Conor, 2003). Young people argue that
getting a university degree is just not enough. In the
documentary film “My Millennial Life,” one of the
interviewees say that “having an education now is
like having a cell phone like everyone has one. It
does not make you stand out anymore” (Judge,
2016). The young people should navigate their paths
and negotiate about their professional placements
individually and not collectively. Millennials repre-
sent the most educated generation in history. Since
1981, there has been a 58% increase in the percent-
age of people pursuing their university degrees or
diplomas (Judge, 2016).

According to the OECD (2017), the unemployment
rate consists of the number of unemployed people
plus those in self-employment jobs as a percentage
of the labor force. Data reveal that the numbers of
graduates with no work, as well as the underem-
ployed workers in low-wage and dead-end jobs,
labor youth are increasing worldwide. Also, more
than nine million jobs would be offered by 2020 due
to technology and automation (World Economic
Forum, 2016). Soon the marketplace will offer jobs
such as “chief productivity officer, excess capacity
broker, drone pilot, private industry air traffic con-
trol, self-driving car mechanic, autonomous trans-
portation specialist” (Slayter, 2017).

The contemporary notion of a risky and uncertain
transition to work has multiple explanations. Yates
(2005) argues that primarily, the move from manu-
facture to the service-oriented type of jobs has
brought to surface the demand for advanced aca-
demic studies and flexible specializations. Constant
and more accurate job performance evaluation in-
creases the possibilities for failure and job loss. Mil-
lennials feel uncertain knowing that nothing is per-
manent anymore. Young people switch jobs and
occupations as they try to find the one job that com-
bines the right work environment, exciting projects,
lack of routine, and fair salary.

The constant job hunting does not help the young
graduates “develop a steady employment relation-
ship until many years after school, if at all” (Yates,
2005, p. 21). Young people delay the time to leave
home and set up their own lives. Taylor (2008) ar-
gues that young people tend to extend their academ-
ic studies for two reasons. The one reason is to
postpone their admission to the professional world
and the second reason is to satisfy the general belief
that the educated people receive more job offers.
Therefore, as Yates (2005) argues, the time college
students spend in the university has increased to
maximize their acquired knowledge while minimiz-
ing the notion of an uncertain transition to work.

In the past, students’ professional employment deci-
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sions were direct (Ashton & Field, 1976). This no-
tion is not the case anymore as the employment
environment turn out to be complicated due to the
abundance of job options (Yates, 2005). Forty years
later, the route from higher education to paid em-
ployment is often depicted as long lasting and un-
safe that takes a lot of effort and patience to get a
job that fits the applicant’s expectations, if ever
(Lechner et al., 2016). Carr (2016) argues that in-
formation seeking via social media is significant to
reduce uncertainty, as today’s college graduates
seem to hesitate to work without acquiring more
academic credentials and receiving updated training.

According to the CEDEFOP’s (2012) report on the
labor market outcomes of vocational education and
training, the young people receive on-going profes-
sional training to prepare themselves for the realities
of the working world. The latter report implies that
young people who have just finished their studies
are still considered by the working world as not
ready for the real challenges they will face at work.
This leads us to the discussion of an oxymoron re-
garding the role education plays in a student’s life.
From the one side, education helps the young person
in the smooth transition to work. On the other side,
the professional world slightly neglects what stu-
dents learn in school and trains the young workers
again according to their rules and criteria.

Modern schools aim to provide their students with a
first-hand experience from the business environment
using apprenticeships (Sadler et al., 2010). There is
a current debate regarding the use of such experi-
ence-based training programs. To the one end, ap-
prenticeships are considered as wasteful exercises
and to the other end of valuable lessons for the
young student (Sadler et al., 2010). Nowadays, the
service-oriented business sector does not allow the
trainee to stay for more than a few months on a
training stage. The contemporary business requires
people who learn and act fast.

Modern apprenticeships failed to provide valuable
training to young workers (Fuller & Unwin, 2003).
The realization that school education is not enough
to provide the young worker a full image of the
business world adds to the notion of uncertainty.
Young workers take risky decisions knowing that
their educational background is not a prerequisite
for their professional success (Lehmann, 2004).
Therefore, individuals need to know how to adapt to
each job’s requirements to gain advantage compared
to other applicants.

More specified education (post-graduate) has re-
placed long-term apprenticeship to minimize the
youth’s level of uncertainty (Sadler et al., 2010).
There is a general notion among the youth that the



more degrees and credentials they can acquire, the
more chances they have to get a better job and sala-
ry. Young graduates are qualified to practice a wide
variety of professional tasks and to be ready to work
in a flexible labor landscape with on-site and online
occupations. Though, companies consider education
as static and always one step behind the actual pro-
fessional expectations (Fuller & Unwin, 2003).

This paper discusses how digital natives use the
social media to extract adequate information during
their transition to the labor market. Recruiting the
best talent remains an essential aspect of companies
and organizations. Organizations should “carefully
manage their communications throughout the re-
cruitment process” (Walker et al., 2013, p. 1325)
and take into consideration the levels of uncertainty
among the job candidates. The next section offers a
review of publications regarding recruitment uncer-
tainty in youth professional transitions.

1.3. Recruitment uncertainty. Berger and Calabre-
se (1975) developed from the post-positivist tradi-
tion the uncertainty reduction theory to explain the
need for people to collect as much information as
possible before their initial interaction with others.
Information-seeking behavior results from people’s
need to reduce their uncertainty (Wilson, 1999).
This paper aims to offer a review of studies on how
young people use social media to seek for more
information to reduce their recruitment uncertainty.

Pilcher (1995) defines youth those age groups who
are still living with their parents, but they are on the
verge to start making their own living. They cannot
be considered as students anymore, but neither as
professionals. Youth have finished their studies, and
they are planning to get a job. Youth’s primary con-
cern is to minimize the duration of their reasonable
unemployed period as it is one of the most critical
factors to generate fear and uncertainty among the
college graduates (Celik, 2008). What other factors
cause uncertainty among the youth?

Primarily, young people are uncertain about their
career prospects (Lehmann, 2004). Most of the avail-
able first jobs in youth’s professional transitions are
for the career less or short-term career employees.
Klein (2001) suggests that the current corporate
world offers unlimited options for low paid and low
responsibility jobs as the author calls them McJobs.
Klein also writes that since most of the manufactur-
ing is now located overseas, the well-educated candi-
dates cannot find enough available jobs to practice
their acquired skills. Therefore, despite the expansion
of technology, human handled jobs seem to decrease.

Second, young people are uncertain about their
readiness to take on responsibilities (Taylor, 2005).
Young people have limited, or even sometimes no
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experience on the job as traditional academic educa-
tion still seems to maintain the distance between
what is taught in class and what is needed in a pro-
fessional context. In school, the students knew that
their professors were evaluating their performance
in class under a specific grading scheme. Now,
young graduates are asked to apply their acquired
knowledge in practice. To them, it is still unclear
what needs to be done to receive positive evalua-
tions and secure their position.

Third, young people are uncertain about the evident
social inequalities and gender differences at work
(Goodwin & O’Connor, 2003). For instance, alt-
hough male students score lower in their school
performance than girls, as working men they receive
better job offers at work (lannelli & Smyth, 2008).
The youth sense of uncertainty can be explained by
the social mistreatment at work (Haase et al., 2008)
and the increasingly risky, diversified and individu-
alized professional environment (Serensen, 2006).
Gender inequalities are evident in business when it
comes to men having better professional chances
than women at work to meet with their career aspi-
rations (Haase et al. 2008). Also, the latter authors
argue that social mistreatment at work is evident
when most of the top level positions are filled with
White-Caucasian male managers.

Finally, young people are uncertain about the fierce
global competition which is fueled due to the expan-
sion of the internet (Lehmann, 2004). Young people
know that they should compete in a more globalized
labor landscape. According to the 2017 Career-
builder.com survey as cited by Brooks (2017), “70
percent of employers now use social media to screen
job candidates before hiring them, up from 60 per-
cent a year ago and 11 percent in 2006”. As social
screening becomes a commonly used business prac-
tice, the need for professionals to use their social
media profiles cautiously is increasing. This paper
primarily agrees with Lechner et al. (2016) that
through vocational training young people aim to
minimize their recruitment uncertainty by increasing
their social status. Also, this paper argues that to-
day’s digital natives turn on the internet to enhance
their information and to increase their social media
influence (Lampel & Bhalla, 2007). The next sec-
tion provides a review of selected articles regarding
the new opportunities social media offers to digital
natives.

1.4. Social media recruitment. Social entertain-
ment and social recruitment are two rapidly prolif-
erated trends that engage a vast number of people
(Qualman, 2013). Dutta (2010) argues that the web
2.0 and particularly social media changed the world
in many ways, allowing people and brands to com-
municate on a personal level. People came closer to
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the brand idea and inevitably, brands came closer to
people. The internet is full of stories in various for-
mats, such as blogs, video blogs, short clips, compe-
titions, tutorials, and even social media challenges
of people who seem to enjoy their online public
exposure. Social media has become a tool for enter-
tainment and communication. But, is it also a busi-
ness tool which people can turn to look for occupa-
tional opportunities? To that extent, social media
recruitment or as it is mentioned in many scholarly
articles as social recruiting, turned out to be a con-
venient and cost-effective method for companies to
attract and recruit not only the best talents in the
market but also the most popular and social media
savvy candidates (Darrow, 2017).

As people turn to the internet to find anything, Mor-
rison (2015) argues that employers are using the
social networking sites to find and recruit new em-
ployees. The past notion of the unemployed worker
or the active job seeker is not so evident than before
Selden and Orenstein (2011). Companies search for
the best talents, whether they are already employed
or not. This access to the virtual pool of candidates
has opened new possibilities to human resources
teams to apply social recruiting strategies and iden-
tify the most suitable candidate (Bullard, 2003).
Hamid et al. (2016) argue that social recruiting is a
cost-effective and time-cutting method that allow
companies to find for the perfect match by just typ-
ing the right criteria in the advanced search engines
of platforms such as Linkedin.com, Bayt.com or
XING.com.

Social recruiting has also another side for compa-
nies. As much as recruiters can use social media to
screen and recruit employees, potential candidates
can do the same to companies (Beardwell & Clay-
don, 2007). People use the internet and social media
to look for either another job if they are currently
employed (Hooley, 2012). Also, the use of social
media by both individuals and companies shaped a
more transparent business environment. Blogs,
Twitter accounts and online platforms such as
Glassdoor.com provide users with accurate employ-
ee reviews, salary ranges, and interview questions of
a wide variety of companies in the world.

Social media recruitment is a crucial function and
concept in contemporary business. At a time that
education seems not just to be enough (Taylor,
2008), and apprenticeships fail their mission to pro-
vide valuable training to young workers (Fuller &
Unwin, 2003), the modern labor landscape is more
complicated as ever. From the one side, recruiters
admit that they use social screening strategies to
check people’s social media accounts to make their
final decision (Lobvite, 2016). On the other side,
academic scholars argue that the young people use
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social networking sites such as Facebook, Twitter,
and Instagram to communicate their online identity
and increase their social media influence among
their friends and followers (Madge et al., 2009;
Hooley, 2012). Is social recruiting the answer to
reduce professional uncertainty?

Future research studies should further explore the
concept of social screening and answer to what ex-
tent young people’s use of social media is affected
by the fact that companies openly admit that they
are watching them. Ambitious and anxious to set up
a successful career, young people are ready to think
out of the box and make alternative decisions
(Brooks & Anumudu, 2016). Social media offers a
landscape where young people can self-taught and
present their skills through media-rich content, such
as YouTube videos, selfies on Instagram and posts
on Facebook. The paper’s last section provides fu-
ture research implications regarding the use of per-
sonal branding through social media as an alterna-
tive method to reduce occupational uncertainty.

Today’s digital natives are mainly relying on the
internet to start their career and enhance their pro-
fessional future. The digital natives do not only go
social; they go live. Personal branding online is a
new reality and especially young people still seem
to be unaware of the negative consequences of mis-
treating the social media (Fetscherin, 2015). For this
reason, qualitative research has to explore the rea-
sons why young people turn to social media to build
their personal brand online. What are the social fac-
tors that drive people to look for professional solu-
tions and create their own occupational opportuni-
ties through blogs and video blogs (vlogs). Is there
any correlation between the sense of professional
uncertainty and the increase of personal branding
using the social media?

Personal branding is a somewhat new term in aca-
demic marketing literature, but it has become a
growing trend that is worth to further research
(Labrecque et al., 2011; Dutta, 2010). The rapid
expansion and adoption of the internet and social
media among the digital natives established personal
branding as an emerging lifestyle (O’Brien, 2011).
While a great deal of academic research has ex-
plored the impact of social media on corporate mar-
keting and branding, the phenomenon of online
personal branding is now getting to be discussed
more in the literature (Chen, 2013). This paper
aims to contribute to this growing trend in academ-
ic literature.

As social media, mobile devices, and local market-
ing integrate into today’s professional and personal
landscape; organizations are shifting their attention
to new technologies to perform a plethora of busi-



ness activities (Papakonstantinidis et al., 2016).
Organizations comprehend the impact of social net-
works on marketing and human resources manage-
ment as job candidates argue that the recruitment
process has become more transparent and fair (San-
tonocito, 2009). Is however the recruitment process
more transparent and fair than ever before? A study
that triangulates both qualitative and quantitative
data is possible to offer new directions towards the
notion of selection transparency and social screening.

Conclusion

Is personal branding an effective method to reduce
uncertainty regarding recruitment? Kaputa (2005)
writes that personal branding offers a substantial
competitive advantage as eventually, it will all come
to online personal influence. Personal branding is
more than a trend. In today’s highly competitive
professional world, personal branding allows job
seekers to stand out from the rest of the job candi-
dates by demonstrating their skills on social media
platforms (Brooks & Anumudu, 2016). Personal
branding does not only offer both employed and
unemployed professionals a competitive advantage
in their job search. Personal branding provides peo-
ple with entrepreneurial opportunities (Gandini,
2015) to become known by expressing their skills
and passion on social media.

Humans can strategically manage their names as
brands just as marketing experts do with products
and services (Fetscherin, 2015). Papakonstantinidis
(2014) defines those who are overly aware of their
reputation as achievers in a native digital landscape.
These goal-oriented social media users treat tech-
nology as a tool to start and strengthen their careers.
The achievers are exceptionally careful when it
comes to how they use the internet to protect their
digital reputation. The achievers demonstrate an
intrinsic need to succeed in life through their cau-
tious online reputation management. They are cau-
tious when using social media knowing that recruit-
ers might be screening them. For the achievers, the
use of social media is like a strategy game in which
every action has a consequence.

There are many examples of individuals who be-
came famous and rich through the use of social me-
dia by publicly displaying their skills in music, vid-
eo games, sports, or cooking. For instance, Felix
Arvid Ulf Kjellberg is an online video gamer with
more than 57 million subscribers and over 16 billion
views on his PewDiePie YouTube channel. The
estimated yearly earnings of PewDiePie are more
than $12 million (Mandle, 2017). Ts having an active
profile (also known as a person) on social media
enough to enable individuals to reduce their profes-
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sional uncertainty? How do successful YouTubers
feel about working in companies? Does their popu-
larity maximize or minimize their chances of start-
ing a career in the marketplace? What happens to
those social media influencers as soon as their popu-
larity decreases and fades away?

Future research should be able to explore the means
employed by young people to reduce uncertainty
when it comes to their future career. Further re-
search needs to explore to what extent a candidate's
popularity might influence the recruiting process.
Do companies prefer to hire popular online personas
or it is more appropriate for them to hire a less so-
cial media savvy candidate? What makes them bet-
ter candidates; their skills and credentials or their
online reputation? What is the impact of specific
tools and applications, like a YouTube video’s
thumbs up button or Klout’s measurement of social
influence on a recruiter’s decision?

The future of business and recruitment is unpredict-
able. Social media is used both as tools to screen
and recruit candidates, as well as employee referral
programs. With the rapid development of new
online tools, technology will continue shaping a new
professional landscape in human resources. How
can social media and personal branding affect tradi-
tional business processes? Developing and protect-
ing one’s reputation in social media has become
vital and beneficial not only for the young recruits
but also for their organizations. To what extent an
employee with a carefully maintained online reputa-
tion can aid or damage a brand’s reputation? How
do organizations consider their online celebrity em-
ployees? Are they a treat or a competitive advantage
in today’s professional landscape? A study that ex-
plores the questions above and re-defines the sense
of confidentiality between organizations and em-
ployees would be highly beneficial.

Through a systematic review of the literature, this
paper concludes that the increased and ubiquitous
use of social media as a means of information,
communication, and entertainment is shaping the
future work reality. This review paper identifies
some unexplored areas in the literature as more
studies have been conducted by trade and online
publications about personal branding and social
recruiting than in academia. In other words, more
empirical research should investigate the impact of
personal branding through social media as a method
to reduce recruitment uncertainty. This paper aims
to alert the academic scholars to research in-depth
the social factors and the business communication
dynamics that take place due to the increased use of
social media in the workplace.
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