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THE VIRTUAL SELF SERIES #3 – PROMOTING THE DIGITAL YOU:

WHAT IS AN
ONLINE ACADEMIC
PROFILE?

HOW TO MAKE
THE BEST VIRTUAL
IMPRESSION

Welcome to
Beyond Imagining.
There’s you, and then there’s the digital you.
The first exists in three dimensions. You attend in-person interviews for jobs.
You give presentations to demonstrate your expertise and speak about your
work at conferences. You host events and hold positions on panels. You go
on dates. You’re a very physical being in a very physical world.
The second exists in two dimensions. It is the version of you that people
find when they type your name into Google, LinkedIn or Facebook. It’s the
representation of you that exists on Twitter or TikTok. It’s your Tinder profile.
It’s your digital presence in a digital world.
For decades, having a footprint in both worlds has been critical for any kind
of self-promotion, whether professional or personal. But the digital space – purely
because of the opportunities it affords to scale public knowledge of who you are
and what you do – has become indispensable. Of course, this means that it has
also become increasingly cluttered and competitive.
How then, if in-person engagements to a limited audience aren’t enough,
and amid all the noise of cyberspace, do you promote yourself? How do you
stand out from the rest?
Here, in our latest edition of Beyond Imagining, we take a look.
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Your personal
information:

Why it matters and
how to keep it safe
If you’re using the internet to actively promote
yourself or your business, there’s some
information that you want to be as publicly
accessible as possible. You want people to find
your website easily, to follow your social media
accounts, and to be able to work with you.
But you don’t want strangers to be able to
find out where you live, the route you follow
on your morning runs, your financial details,
or personal information about your family or
friends. Keeping your personal information safe,
in other words, is critical, even if you’re striving
to establish a strong digital presence.
This takes careful consideration, however,
as you’re building up your digital footprint
all the time. With every email you send, every
post you put up on social media, every product
3

or service you search for, and every purchase
you make, you’re creating a virtual impression
of yourself. This information grows with every
new traceable digital interaction you have, and
much of it can be accessed and analysed by
administrators, third parties, and even hackers
with malicious intent.
If you’re worried that a particular organisation
has too much information on you, or you
suspect that they might be mishandling this
information, you have several rights in terms
of South Africa’s Protection of Personal
Information Act (POPIA). These rights include
the right to access, the right to correction,
and the right to deletion. You are free to
exercise these rights to protect yourself better.

If you have more general concerns about the
information that’s available on you online, the
following steps will help to keep your data secure:
c
		

Check your privacy settings on
the websites you use regularly

c
		

Use strong passwords and change
them often

c

Beware of suspicious emails or websites

c

Install antivirus and malware protection

c
		

Don’t use public Wi-Fi and make sure 		
your personal Wi-Fi is secure

c
		

Don’t accept cookies on unencrypted
websites or if they belong to a third party
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Job hunting: How to make
the best virtual impression
As businesses around the world embody remote and
hybrid working structures, it’s becoming more and
more common for companies to cast a wider net when
they recruit. This means not only that companies aren’t
looking for local hires, but also that they’re running the
interview process online, too.
While this is good news if you don’t want to relocate
from your home in Hoedspruit to a company you want
to work for in Cape Town, it does mean that you need to
make a positive impression in your digital interactions.
The following tips will help you to have a great
virtual interview:
1. BE CONSCIOUS OF YOUR DIGITAL FOOTPRINT
What does your digital footprint say about you?
Are you happy with the content on your social media
pages that is publicly available? Is some of it meant
to be kept private? Companies increasingly “cyber vet”
prospective employees before they hire them.
Check your privacy settings carefully.

3. REMEMBER THAT ALL THE USUAL RULES APPLY
Behave as you would if you were in an in-person meeting.
Be on time, look presentable, make eye contact, and
stay focused and engaged. And also be conscious of
your background. No potential interview wants to see
your unmade bed behind you. Position yourself in an
environment that isn’t a private space, and looks clean
and organised.
4. TURN OFF ALL OTHER NOTIFICATIONS
We’ve all seen someone’s eyes flick to the corner of their
screen when an email or some other notification appears.
Turn off all your notifications – to your email, your
WhatsApp, and your social media channels – completely.
While you’re in the interview, be in the interview.
5. MAKE NOTES BY HAND
Don’t type while your interviewer is talking. If you
need to make notes, jot down a few points by hand on
a notepad beside you.

2. DOUBLE CHECK YOUR TECH
Is your Wi-Fi connection stable? Do your microphone and
camera work? Make sure that everything is functioning
properly before your call begins. Maybe ask a friend to
hop on a quick test call just to be doubly sure.
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Tips for managing

your personal brand
Whether you’re looking to establish
yourself as an influencer, an
entrepreneur, an expert in your
field, or a business, you need to play
close attention to your personal
brand. Your brand is the unique set
of experience, skills and values that
set you apart from others in your
industry. It’s what makes you who
you are, and affects what others think
of you and whether they decide to
work with you.

Looking for tips
on managing your
personal brand?
The following
steps might help.
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1.

Set a goal / goals

What are your short,
medium and long-term
plans for your brand? Are
you wanting to increase
awareness and grow
your following? Are you
planning to release a new
product? Do you want to
access a new market? Be
clear on your objectives and
start to think about how
you might achieve them.

2.

Develop a
way forward

Start with where you are,
and develop a step-by-step
plan between this point
and where you want to be
in the future. This might
involve building a website,
growing your social media
following, attending events,
seeking out speaking
opportunities, or writing
blog posts or opinion
pieces that help to get
your name out there.

3.

Use
technology

Do you pop up in all the
places you want to pop up?
Does your name appear
in Google searches?
Does your website work
properly? Are your social
media channels sleek
and professional? Pay
careful attention to
whether you’re using
the platforms that are
appropriate to your brand.
Try to be as innovative
and tech-savvy as you can.

4.

Ask for help

You don’t have to do this
alone. There are a host of
experts who can help you
along the way. Depending
on your brand, these might
be website and social media
experts, a public relations
team, or a personal stylist.
You might also consider
hiring a business coach to
help guide you as you set
your goals, achieve them,
and set new ones.

5.

Be authentic

While your digital presence
is critical – the biggest driver
behind your personal brand
is you. Be true to yourself,
and make sure that shines
out at every opportunity.
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Can entrepreneurship exist
without the internet?
There is absolutely no doubt that entrepreneurship
can exist without the internet. Many businesses operate
purely on the basis that they provide an exceptional
product or service, and that the traditional marketing
methods they use are effective enough for them to
make their venture successful and sustainable.
These methods might include putting up posters and
flyers, distributing business cards, attending industryrelated events, and offering branded merchandise. Word
of mouth remains, to this day, one of the most powerful
marketing tools – and it doesn’t have to be virtual.
But this approach tends to be fairly non-specific.
Despite the time, money and effort you’re spending
getting the word out, you might not be speaking to the
people who are genuinely interested in your product
or service, and who are likely to become customers. The
internet can help to a facilitate a much more targeted
marketing approach. And there are other entrepreneurial
benefits besides.

A 2022 study by the International Finance Corporation
and the World Bank on the impact of internet access
on innovation and entrepreneurship in Africa discovered
two key findings. The first is that access to the internet
has a positive impact on innovation, with both the rate
of process and product innovation increasing through
its use.
The second is that internet access drives entrepreneurial
activities, as it relaxes barriers to entry and incentivises
potential entrepreneurs to establish businesses,
particularly in the service sector. The very existence of the
internet, in other words, makes entrepreneurship easier.
It also fuels job creation and sustainable business growth.
Yes, entrepreneurship can exist without the internet,
and non or semi-digital business success is possible.
But if you’re looking to promote yourself and your
work, why wouldn’t you reap the benefits of this
critical resource?
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How to use
social media
successfully
If you’re working to promote the digital you, there’s
no doubt that social media should be a critical part
of your strategy.
In fact, according to the Harris Poll, a major study
conducted in 2021, 80% of business executives think
it’s important or essential to invest in social media
marketing, and 78% of customers are willing to buy
from a company after having a positive experience
with them online.
But if you’re going to make social media a seminal –
and successful – part of your approach to marketing,
here are a few tips to follow:
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Offer value
This is probably the most
important tip out there.
Make it clear why someone
should engage with you rather
than one of your competitors.
Offer something of value
– humour, original insights,
useful information – and your
customers will likely keep
coming back to you for more.

Ask a pro to help
This isn’t essential,
but if you don’t know
all the ins and outs
of a particular social media
platform, including how
their algorithms and
promoted content works,
it might be worth asking
an expert for advice.

Create great
visual content
The rise and rise of
visual content is showing
no signs of slowing down.
If you want to grab your
customers’ attention,
make sure you’re sharing
beautiful photographs
and videos.

Be social
This might sound
obvious, but it’s amazing
how many businesses
fail to engage with their
customers on social
media. Start conversations
and continue them. Live
up to the ethos of
social media.

Get serious about
customer service
Customers use social media
channels to express both
their satisfaction and their
disappointment with brands.
Don’t ignore the feedback
you receive. Act on it quickly
and show your customers
you care.

Choose the
Right platforms
Not every platform
is right for every business.
Think carefully about who
your customers are and
how they might want
to engage with you.

Put a plan in place
Taking the time to set
social media objectives,
research your competitors, and
establish a plan of interesting,
relevant content can be the
difference between growing
your customer base or losing
them.
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What is
the future
of online
dating?

When it comes to digital self-promotion,
we often think of our professional endeavours
– how we make ourselves known in our fields,
how we grow our businesses. But we’re
increasingly promoting ourselves digitally
in our personal lives, too.
The world’s first online dating website dates
to 1994 – just a year after the web became available
in the public domain. (We quickly realised the personal
opportunities it afforded, in other words.) It was called
Kiss.com. South Africa made history a year later by
launching Yid.com, the first Jewish dating service and
the country’s first dating site.
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It’s hard to imagine what a novelty this would have been
then: connecting with people in other places without leaving
the comfort of your home. No one could have imagined it!
Since then, of course, the digital dating world has exploded,
and in 2021, over 300 million people turned to over 8,000
dating apps or sites worldwide to meet new people.
Today, more than 70% of same-sex relationships start online
and almost 14% of dating users get married. Tinder remains
the world’s largest dating app with over 6.5 million monthly
downloads, with Badoo and Bumble coming second and third,
though both are quite a long way off.

But where to from here?
What’s next for finding love online?
Most of what’s to come can be put down in one word: more.
More options, more inclusivity, more diversity, more science,
more algorithms, more functionality.
Some of the latest dating apps, like String and SwoonMe,
use voice samples rather than visual content, since almost 30
years of online dating has taught us that, just because you
find someone attractive, doesn’t mean conversation comes
easily. These apps put conversation front and centre.
Apps like Her and Zoe tailor specifically to LGBTQIA+ users,
and defy many of the unconscious (and even conscious)
heterosexual and cis bias that was built into early dating apps.
Others are using tech innovations to create complex personality
tests that claim to help you understand what might be
preventing you from finding the romantic bonds you want.
And more and more are turning to machine learning and AI
to tailor your matches to the way you interact with the app
(and other apps on your phone), rather than what you say
you’re looking for.
With 8,000 options to choose from – and more being built
every day – it’s safe to say that this competitive tech space is
only getting better and smarter.
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An online academic
profile: What is it and
why is it important?
The academic world is hugely competitive and,
difficult though it may be for people whose
natural habitat is to be buried in books, selfpromotion is increasingly important.
But how do you go about establishing a name
for yourself as an academic? Is it enough simply
to publish papers and speak at the occasional
conference? Probably not anymore, especially
as more academics set up profiles on both
academic and traditional social media sites.
If you’re going to keep up, you’ve got to fit in.
Academic social media sites include sites like
ResearchGate, Google Scholar, ORCID and
Academia.edu. Of course, traditional social
media sites include the likes of Facebook,
Twitter and LinkedIn. While different academics
and disciplines will lean more towards one
platform than another, the value is clear:
having a social media presence gives you the
opportunity to maintain a public identity and
increase awareness of your work.

A dedicated virtual community also encourages
collaboration – often between academics
who would otherwise not know about each
other – and provides all the fresh insights
and perspectives that such an opportunity
permits. And it supports group discussions
and public engagement, and helps to enhance
your personal brand, too.
IF, AS YOU START THIS PROCESS, YOU FIND
IT DIFFICULT TO WALK THE LINE BETWEEN
HUMILITY AND ARROGANCE, YOU MIGHT
CONSIDER FOCUSING FIRST AND FOREMOST
ON YOUR RESEARCH. DISCUSS YOUR WORK
UPFRONT, AND THEN GO ON TO MENTION
YOUR INTERESTS AND, AFTER THAT, YOUR
ACCOLADES AND ACHIEVEMENTS.
And remember to be social. Connect with
others as much as you can. You never know
what future academic endeavours might
become of it.
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The latest
trends in digital
self-promotion
As you consistently seek to reinvent and represent your
professional and personal selves in the digital world,
what trends should you be keeping an eye on? What will
influence the new digital you?
Here are some of the major shifts currently emerging
in the world of digital self-promotion. Take a look at
which might apply to you, and dive a little deeper.
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Focus
on content

Play
in the metaverse

Tell
real stories

Create
short, vertical
videos

Hire
micro and nano
influencers

Try
out AI-driven
content tools

Create
graphics
using AI

Get

Demonstrate

on TikTok

ethical marketing
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The Future.
Reimagined.
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