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Chapter 1

Introduction

Researching the Student Market
Welcome to The SAGEA Student Survey 2020, a review of students at 
many of the leading universities in South Africa.

By March, the effects of the Coronavirus crisis were being felt in South 
Africa. Inevitably, the suddenness of the Coronavirus crisis and the 
widespread economic turmoil that it has already created will lead to 
considerable change in the graduate job market too, as employers - large 
and small - re-evaluate their recruitment needs. It seems highly likely 
that some students will be left with very uncertain prospects for their 
immediate future. Their plans and expectations will, of course, be subject 
to significant change in the weeks, months and potentially years ahead, 
but the The SAGEA Student Survey provides a snapshot of the impact of 

employers’ recruitment campaigns and provides an essential benchmark from which to compare 
how future cohorts of candidates approach the graduate job market in the years ahead. 

This research, conducted in October 2020, examines students time at university and how they go 
about their job hunting. It also analyses their decision-making factors for applications and plans for 
the future.

Survey Methodology
On two dates during July and one in August 2020, students and graduates had the opportunity to 
participate in a virtual careers fair called the VirtualGradExpo. This event was run by SAGEA 
in collaboration with 23 South African institutions of higher education. Upon completion of the 
event, each delegate was sent a feedback form, and also asked if they would be prepared to take 
part in online research regarding their job hunting. These participants were sent an online survey in 
October, and 665 students responded during that time. 

Questions presented to students required either single or multiple responses. When results are 
analysed and presented in The SAGEA Student Survey 2020, multiple-response questions typically 
lead to charts and tables which exceed a total of 100 per cent.

About the Organisers
The SAGEA Student Survey 2020 was conducted on behalf of SAGEA by High Fliers Research, an 
independent market research company which specialises in students and graduate research.

Main Report

The SAGEA  
Student Survey 2020

Produced by High Fliers Research
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Chapter 2

Time at University

Each student who participated in The SAGEA Student Survey 2020 was asked to confirm several 
demographic details. Just under two-thirds were female students, while around a third were male. 
Less than 0.5 per cent opted for ‘other’ or ‘prefer not to say’.

The survey used a standard classification system for ethnicity which has been used in SAGEA 
Research Questionnaires for several years. More than three-quarters of the students are black. Nine 
per cent classified themselves as coloured, while eight per cent are white and seven per cent are 
Indian. This compares to The SAGEA Candidate Survey 2020 where half were black, a quarter 
were white, a sixth were Indian and eight per cent coloured.

Male

Female

Percentage of students 

1000 20 40 60 80

65%

35%

Chart 2.1   Gender

Source - High Fliers Research

9%

Percentage of students

0 20 40 60 80 100

Black 76%

White 8%

Other

Indian 7%

Coloured

1%

Chart 2.2   Ethnic background

Source - High Fliers Research
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Nearly a third of students who took part in the survey were due to graduate in 2020, while two-fifths 
have one more year before completing university in 2021. One in ten survey participants were not 
due to graduate until 2023 or later.

Nearly half of the students were studying a commerce degree, while more than one in ten were 
undertaking courses in engineering, mathematical sciences or law. Very few students who took part 
in the survey would be graduating with a degree in health or education.

Each survey participant was asked to confirm the institution at which they had studied. As many 
as 16.6 per cent of students came from UNISA, while this figure was 5.4 per cent of participants in 
The SAGEA Candidate Insights 2020. More than one in ten were studying at the University of the 
Witwatersrand, the University of the Western Cape or the University of Pretoria. Nine universities 
accounted for more than four-fifths of participants in The SAGEA Student Survey 2020.

Type of degree and current university

Percentage of students

0 10 20 30 40 50

2020 30%

2021 41%

2022 19%

Chart 2.3   Completion of degree

Source - High Fliers Research

2023 or later 11%

% of  
candidates

% of  
candidates

Commerce 46 Life sciences & agriculture 8

Engineering 12 Natural & physical sciences 6

Mathematical sciences 11 Agriculture and environmental 5

Law 11 Health 3

Society & culture 10 Education 2

Table 2.4   Degree or discipline undertaken at university

Source - High Fliers Research
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Percentage of students
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Chart 2.5   University attending

Source - High Fliers Research
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Students in this year’s survey were asked to rate themselves across a range of personal skills and 
attributes. Three-fifths believe their ability to work well in a team and their adaptability are both 
‘excellent’, while half said the same regarding their critical thinking and problem solving skills. 
Within The SAGEA Employer Benchmarking 2019, each employer was asked to give their level of 
satisfaction with certain aspects of their graduate applicants. It is interesting to note that only 19 
per cent of employers were ‘very satisfied’ with applicants’ problem solving skills – which suggests 
a potential disconnect between what students think of as problem solving and critical thinking 
compared to how employers view the same criteria. Overall, students were least-assured about their 
time management abilities and their business knowledge & awareness – more than  a quarter gave 
themselves a rating of either ‘average’ or ‘poor’ in these categories.

Two-fifths of students believe they have ‘excellent’ social & culture awareness and communication 
skills. Female students in this year’s survey were more likely to give themselves a higher rating 
for these factors compared to their male counterparts. Compared to female students, male survey 
participants were more likely to give themselves a higher rating for personal confidence, business 
knowledge & awareness, and critical thinking & problem solving.

Prior to attending university, eight per cent of this year’s survey participants came from Port Elizabeth 
or elsewhere in the Eastern Cape. The largest groups of students came from the major metropolitan 
areas such as Johannesburg, Cape Town and Durban, while four per cent were international students 
who came to South Africa for study. 

Some 36 per cent of students in the survey hailed from the Gauteng province prior to going to 
university. Within the survey more than 48 per cent of students confirmed they are studying at a 
Gauteng university, suggesting an influx of students from other parts of the country who wanted 
to graduate from one of these institutions. By comparison, nearly 15 per cent of students lived in 
KwaZulu Natal prior to going to university, while 7.7 per cent confirmed they had remained there 
to study.

Home region prior to university and skills & attributes

Excellent 
(%)

Good 
(%)

Average 
(%)

Poor 
(%)

Ability to work well in a team 59 35 6 0

Adaptability 59 35 6 1

Critical thinking/problem solving 51 44 5 0

Social and culture awareness 42 43 14 1

Communication skills 40 45 14 1

Leadership skills 37 44 16 3

Personal confidence 37 46 15 2

Time management 30 44 23 4

Business knowledge & awareness 23 46 28 4

Table 2.6   Students’ ratings of personal attributes and skills

Source - High Fliers Research
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Percentage of students
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Chart 2.7   Home location prior to university

Source - High Fliers Research
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One in six students in this year’s survey had two parents or guardians who had been to university 
while a fifth confirmed that one of their parent’s attended university. More than three-fifths of 
students were the first generation within their immediate family to attend university.

The Coronavirus crisis has caused pressure and strain in all parts of society, including students’ 
family groups. Just under a third of students who took part in the survey in October 2020 reported 
that one or both of their parents had lost their job as a result of the pandemic.

Parents

Percentage of students

0 20 40 60 80 100

Yes, both of them  
went to university 

15%

No, neither of them 
went to university 

64%

Yes, one of them  
went to university 

21%

Chart 2.8   Did either of your parents go to university and complete a degree course?

Source - High Fliers Research

Percentage of students

0 20 40 60 80 100

Yes 32%

No 68%

Chart 2.9   Have either of your parents lost their job as a result of Coronavirus?

Source - High Fliers Research
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Each student was asked to state which factors were ‘very important’ when thinking about their first 
job after university. Some 72 per cent said that having a job that allows you to give something back to 
society was ‘very important’, as was being part of a structured training & development programme. 
Most are also interested in using their degree, working towards a professional qualification and 
having a job which challenges and stretches them.

Chapter 3

Job Hunting

Percentage of students who felt factors were ‘very important’
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70%

72%

55%

72%

46%

35%

59%

59%

50%

46%

47%

34%

Having a job that allows you to 
‘give something back’ to society
Being part of a structured training  

& development programme 
Working towards a  

professional qualification 
Being challenged and stretched  

on a day-to-day basis 
Using the degree  
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responsibility from day one 
Doing a series of placements in 

different parts of the organisation
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rapid promotion 
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life through work 
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you want to work in straightaway 
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or weekends 

Responsibility for  
managing other people 

Chart 3.1   ‘Very important’ factors when thinking about your first job after university

Source - High Fliers Research
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The SAGEA Student Survey 2020 looked at when each student started researching career 
opportunities, and also investigated which promotions and sources of information they found the 
most useful. 

Students were asked to reflect upon the timing of the job search. More than a quarter stated they 
had started researching employers prior to coming to university. Just over a quarter began the 
process in their first year, and a sixth started in their penultimate year. Some 29 per cent said they 
had not looked into their career opportunities until their final year at university, which is a slightly 
lower result compared to participants in The SAGEA Candidate Survey 2020.

Around half of candidates said employers’ websites had been ‘very useful’ while conducting their 
job search. Four-fifths confirmed they had either been to employers’ events on campus or had 
picked up their graduate brochures, with employer’s events being seen as the more useful of the 
two forms of promotion. More than nine in ten students had attended university careers fairs, and 
nearly half felt that these had been ‘very useful’. Some 87 per cent had used their Careers Service 
department during their time at university, with nearly two-fifths of this group suggesting it had 
been a ‘very useful’ source of information and guidance for them.

Some 31 per cent said that family and friends had been ‘very useful’ in helping them structure 
their job hunting, while two-fifths said the same regarding people who were already working in 
the industry. 

The Careers24 website was visited by most of the students in this year’s survey, with a further 
three websites being used by more than half of survey participants. The CareersSA publication 
was read by three-quarters of students, with the majority saying it had been either ‘very’ or ‘quite 
useful’ as part of their job hunting.

Students participate in many promotions and use a wide array of sources of information throughout 
their job hunting. While some appear to be more successful than others, it is useful for students 
to be able to have access to employers through a mix of media and at different stages during their 
time at university.

Promotions and sources of information

Percentage of students

0 10 20 30 40 50

Chart 3.2   When students first started researching graduate employers

Source - High Fliers Research
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Very useful 
(%)

Quite useful 
(%)

Not useful  
(%)

Did not use 
(%)

UNIVERSITY-LED

University careers fairs    42 39 11 8
University careers service    32 41 14 13
University careers service website/job board  25 42 17 16
University faculty advisor or lecturer  21 29 19 31
Employer invited to do a guest lecture 20 26 13 41
University careers service directory   19 35 19 27

EMPLOYER-LED

Employers’ websites     46 40 7 7
Employers’ presentations or events     35 40 6 19
Employers’ brochures     25 44 11 20
Employers’ giveaways     21 31 17 31

PEERS & NETWORKS

People who already work in the industry 41 33 10 16
Family and friends    31 39 17 13

PRINT

Careers SA     33 34 7 26
Grad X     18 24 6 52
National newspapers 12 22 12 54
Career Compass 10 22 6 62
Grads on the Move magazine  9 19 9 62
African Scholar     9 17 7 67

ONLINE

careers24.com      39 39 11 11
indeed.co.za      26 30 14 30
careerjunction.co.za      21 28 9 42
pnet.co.za      18 25 11 46
careerssa.net      16 21 7 56
graduateemployers.co.za 14 18 5 63
leap.ly      14 21 12 53
studentvillage.co.za   or   gradx.net    11 18 7 64
glassdoor.com      10 21 7 62
bizcommunity.com      8 16 7 69
quantifyyourfuture.co.za 5 13 6 76
ioljobs.co.za      5 14 10 71

VIRTUAL CAREERS FAIR OR FORUM

Virtual Grad Expo powered by SAGEA 67 26 3 4

Table 3.3   Promotions and sources of information used whilst job hunting

Source - High Fliers Research
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Students were asked about the graduate starting salaries they were expecting to earn after leaving 
university. More than quarter expect to earn R100,000 or less, while a similar proportion believe it 
will be up to R150,000. The average expected starting salary in The SAGEA Student Survey 2020 
is R165,000 which compares to a median salary reported in The SAGEA Employer Benchmarking 
2020 of R220,000.

The most important factors for students when deciding which employer to join were the training and 
development on offer, the security of employment and the long-term career prospects. While this 
is similar to the results reported in The SAGEA Candidate Insights 2020, security of employment 
is more of a priority to these students, while the overall reputation of the organisation has become 
less important. An employer’s reputation for ethical, environmental and CSR related activities 
appears to be as important as ever, while work-life balance has increased in importance compared 
to candidates who took part in The SAGEA Candidate Survey 2020.

While the content of work and the remuneration package were seen as either ‘very’ or ‘quite 
important’ by almost all students, it is noticeably further down their list of priorities. Likely due 
to an awareness of an economy that is struggling due to the global pandemic, and increasing 
unemployment rates, it appears that students are focused on securing any job which will allow 
them to develop skills while offering some stability, and this supersedes concerns about the actual 
work they undertake or the starting salary on offer.

The opinions of friends and family may be very useful in the early stages of job hunting, to help 
students understand a wider range of options, but once students start their job search in earnest and 
make decisions on specific employers, these opinions become less important. 

Application decision-making and salary expectations

Percentage of students

0 10 20 30 40 50

Average expected  
starting salary

R165,000

R300,001 - R350,000 5%

3%More than R400,000

Chart 3.4   Expected starting salary (per annum)

Source - High Fliers Research
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Percentage of students who felt factors were ‘very important’
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Chart 3.5   ‘Very important’ decision-making factors when deciding where to apply

Source - High Fliers Research
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The survey asked students about the type of organisation they most wanted to be employed by after 
university, and in which industry or business sector they hoped to work. The results show that 58 
per cent of student job hunters wanted to work for major national or international companies after 
graduation. Students continue to be drawn to larger employers because of the perception that there 
may be better training, higher starting salaries and improved long-term career prospects on offer. 
Many finalists also seem to believe that starting their career with a well-known employer will 
give them a stronger CV for the future, rather than working for smaller or unknown organisations. 
One in six would most like to work in Government or a public sector organisation while a similar 
proportion were interested in small or medium-sized companies.

Looking at the industries and the type of businesses that students said they wanted to join, 
Government departments were a very popular option. Nearly half said they hoped to apply to 
the public sector as part of their job hunting – however they were also looking to apply to other 
areas so it may not be their first choice of destination. Other areas which are popular with students 
include consulting firms, commercial or retail banks, investment banks and schools or universities. 
Less popular options include oil companies, publishing and broadcasting organisations, hoteliers 
or drinks companies and the Armed Forces. It is important to note that by the time some of these 
students start submitting applications they may discover that the availability of graduate positions 
in their sectors of choice does not match with their aspirations.

Preferred type of organisation and sectors of interest

Small or  
medium-sized firm

16%

Major national or  
international company 

58%

Academic  
institution 

4%

Government or public 
sector organisation 

16%

2%A start-up firm  
or company

3%Your own business  
or freelance work 

1%Voluntary sector  
organisation

0%Artistic institution  
or company

Percentage of students

0 20 40 60 80 100

Chart 3.6   Type of organisation that students would most like to work for

Source - High Fliers Research



Page 17

The SAGEA Student Survey 2020

FINANCIAL, LEGAL OR  
PROFESSIONAL SERVICES 

Consulting firm

Commercial or retail bank 

Investment bank 

Accountancy firm

Insurance company 

Law firm 

ENGINEERING, TECHNICAL  
OR INDUSTRIAL 

Telecommunications company 

Technology company 

Consumer goods company

Energy, water or utility company

Engineering / industrial company

Chemical / pharmaceutical company

Construction company

Oil company

MEDIA, RETAIL OR SERVICE 

Transport or logistics company 

Property, estate agent

Advertising, PR, marketing agency 

Retailer 

Publishing or broadcast company 

Hotel, catering or drinks company 

PUBLIC SECTOR

Government department or agency 

School or university

Armed Forces

Table 3.7   Type of organisation that is most desired upon graduation

Source - High Fliers Research
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Percentage of students
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Chart 3.9   Expected time with first employer

Source - High Fliers Research

44%

28%

29%

2 years or less

2 - 4 years

More than 4 years 

While most students expect to enter the workforce upon graduation it is important to note that as 
many as 29 per cent are also considering further education and postgraduate courses. There are 
an entrepreneurial five per cent who plan to run their own business and seven per cent who predict 
they will have other plans such as travelling or temporary work. On average, students expect to 
stay with their first employer for three years, which is likely to be a natural horizon for many as 
it may coincide with completing a graduate programme before deciding on next steps. 

Half of students would most like to work in either Johannesburg or Cape Town upon graduation. 
Students are aware that many graduate vacancies are in the larger metropolitan areas and many 
feel that moving to these cites affords them the best opportunities.

Expected time with employer and preferred location of first graduate job

Percentage of students
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Chart 3.8   Plans for after university

Source - High Fliers Research
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Percentage of students
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Chart 3.10   Preferred location of first graduation job

Source - High Fliers Research
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Students were asked to predict what they might have done in their working and personal lives by 
the age of 30 – a point that must seem far in the future for the majority of undergraduates. The 
results show that 76 per cent of university-leavers thought they would own a house or flat within 
a decade of graduating, while similar numbers want to have competed postgraduate courses or 
professional qualifications

Travel remains important for many, with over a third of students aiming to live and work overseas 
in the years ahead and a quarter anticipated having holidays in at least ten foreign countries. There 
was certainly no lack of ambition amongst these students – nearly half said that they expected to 
have set up their own business, and two-fifths plan to have reached a senior management position.

Plans by the age of 30

Percentage of students
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Chart 3.11   Plans by the age of 30

Source - High Fliers Research
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The Coronavirus crisis and the widespread economic turmoil that it has already created will 
undoubtedly lead to change in the graduate job market as employers continue to re-evaluate their 
recruitment needs. Some of the forecast graduate recruitment will likely be reduced, leaving students 
with uncertain prospects for the future. Students’ plans and expectations will continue to be subject 
to significant change in the months, and even years, ahead but the survey aims to offer a snapshot 
assessment of the impact of the crisis on students’ approach to the graduate job market.

Most students do not think the Coronavirus will negatively impact on their examinations this year. 
However a fifth believe they have been adversely impacted and a quarter remain unsure.

Half of students believe that the Coronavirus will have a negative impact on their employment 
prospects upon graduation. A quarter do not feel there will be a significant impact and these students 
are more likely to be in their first or second year of university, so potentially feel the market will be 
in a better position once they are ready to graduate.

Chapter 4

The Coronavirus Crisis

Percentage of students
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No 25%

Yes 47%

Uncertain 28%

Chart 4.2   Do you think Coronavirus will negatively impact your employment prospects?

Source - High Fliers Research
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Chart 4.1   Do you think Coronavirus will negatively impact your examinations this year?

Source - High Fliers Research
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Percentage of students
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Chart 4.3   How has Coronavirus affected your aspirations for your first job? 
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Two-thirds of students confirmed that due to the global pandemic, they will be making a concerted 
effort to apply to employers that offer better long-term job security, while half will be particularly 
focused on areas where they can train for professional qualifications – perhaps hoping to future-
proof their careers. Nearly two-fifths will be focused on a flexible working arrangement, while 
similar numbers will apply for jobs which are close to where they live. At the time of the survey, 
12 per cent said they would be less keen to work in major cities, and nine per cent plan to actively 
avoid roles where you have to work in a large office.

As a result of the pandemic, sectors such as technology, chemical & pharmaceuticals, 
telecommunications and consumer goods have all seen an increase in appeal amongst student job 
hunters.

Impact of the Coronavirus Crisis
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FINANCIAL, LEGAL OR  
PROFESSIONAL SERVICES 

Investment bank 41 20 39

Insurance company 39 19 42

Consulting firm 32 28 40

Commercial or retail bank 30 29 41

Accountancy firm 28 19 53

Law firm 25 21 54

ENGINEERING, TECHNICAL  
OR INDUSTRIAL 

Technology company 54 12 34

Telecommunications company 47 15 38

Chemical / pharmaceutical company 47 14 39

Consumer goods company 45 19 36

Energy, water or utility company 38 17 45

Engineering / industrial company 26 25 49

Oil company 19 30 51

Construction company 15 41 44

MEDIA, RETAIL OR SERVICE 

Advertising, PR, marketing agency 30 29 41

Transport or logistics company 30 31 39

Publishing or broadcast company 29 24 47

Retailer 25 38 37

Property, estate agent 22 37 41

Hotel, catering or drinks company 12 60 28

PUBLIC SECTOR

Government department or agency 39 28 33

School or university 35 28 37

Armed Forces 28 24 48

Table 4.4   How has Coronavirus affected your view of these career sectors? 

Jobs are more  
appealing 

%

Jobs are less  
appealing 

%

It’s made  
no difference 

%

Source - High Fliers Research


