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Abstract: This study examines the association between social media use and fertility intentions among 

adults aged 28–32, using data from the second round of Wave 1 of the Generations and Gender Survey 

(GGS) and GGS Harmonized Histories for Croatia, Estonia, and Norway. The analysis focuses on union-

formation trajectories prior to age 28 and their association with childbearing and fertility intentions. 

Descriptive findings indicate that individuals spending 2–4 hours daily on social media had extensive 

union histories, low mean age at first union, long average union duration, and high average ideal family 

size. Meanwhile, those spending more than 4 hours formed fewer unions, had particularly short unions, 

fewer intended children, and the lowest share of unions ending up in marriage. Generalized ordered 

logistic regression models revealed several discrepancies between actual and intended fertility. Younger 

cohorts were more likely to intend to have children, despite older cohorts having a higher probability of 

already having children by age 28. High education and better financial well-being were associated with 

stronger fertility intentions, but also with fewer children in practice. Additionally, Norway exhibited 

higher early childbearing but comparatively low fertility intentions relative to Estonia and Croatia. 

Social media use was also differentially associated with actual and intended fertility across genders: 

Although women using social media for 1–2 and 2–4 hours daily were more likely than men to have 

had children, they were less likely to intend children in the low-use group. Interestingly, higher social 

media use appeared to be negatively associated primarily with men’s fertility intentions. 

 

Introduction 

The year 2004 marked the beginning of the social media boom, with MySpace becoming the 

first social networking platform to reach one million users in 2004 and the launch of Facebook, today’s 

most widely used social media platform. Since then, the number of social media users has grown rapidly, 

alongside the broader expansion of internet access (ITU, 2024). The global share of social media users 

increased from 13.4% in 2010 to 36.7% in 2017, and reached 61.7% by 2024 (Kemp, 2024; World 

Population Prospects, 2025). Social media has substantially reshaped how people communicate, form 

relationships, and interpret social reality. As individuals spend increasing amounts of time online, the 

norms, values, and lifestyles they encounter on these platforms play a growing role in shaping their 

attitudes and behaviors. These trends are especially pronounced among teenagers and younger adults, 

who remain the most active users of social media (Lenhart et al., 2010). A growing body of research 

suggests that frequent internet and social media use is also associated with reduced childbearing 

intentions (Weimin & Youru, 2024). 

 

Literature review 

Cultivation theory suggests that media exposure affects individuals’ perceptions of social reality, 

leading them to interpret the world in ways that align with media portrayals (Gerbner, 1969). Evidence 

from rural Nepal, a context marked by rapid social change and fast expansion of media access, shows 

that higher exposure to mass media is associated with reduced childbearing intentions (Barber & Axinn, 

2004). 

As a newer and more interactive form of mediated communication, social media is an important 

space in which social realities are constructed and interpreted, and may therefore contribute to more 

negative fertility attitudes and behaviors. Research suggests that social media use can be associated with 

fertility through several interconnected pathways. First, easier access to information and communication 
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online can shape how people meet partners, learn about sexual health, and form expectations about 

family life. At the same time, social networking platforms may replace face-to-face interactions, 

potentially reducing opportunities for intimate relationships and, in turn, lowering the birth rate (Guldi 

& Herbst, 2017). 

Some psychologists also argue that dating apps encourage short-term, less committed 

connections, and reduce potential partners to simplified profiles that overlook the more nuanced, 

experiential aspects of partnership compatibility, promoting assessment-oriented mindset and making 

long-term bonds harder to form (Finkel et al., 2012). 

Moreover, social media may impact fertility through its association with mental well-being: 

while social media can enhance social support for some users, excessive use has been linked to weakened 

cultural and interpersonal trust, and the erosion of face-to-face relationships, which can contribute to 

emotional loneliness, anxiety, and depression (Kross et al., 2013; Lin et al., 2017). 

Social media use may also be addictive, as scholars argue that social networking platforms 

leverage the brain’s mesolimbic system by activating dopaminergic reward pathways associated with 

successful social interactions (Lewis et al., 2021; Torquet et al. 2018). These same mesolimbic 

dopaminergic circuits are naturally reconfigured during pregnancy and the postpartum period to 

heighten the rewarding value of infant cues, thereby motivating maternal caregiving and strengthening 

the mother-infant bond (Day & Shea, 2025; Rincón-Cortés & Grace, 2020). 

At the same time, the association between social media and fertility attitudes and behaviours 

seem to differ between men and women. Some studies focus specifically on female fertility intentions. 

In their analysis based on the 2017 Chinese General Social Survey, Liu et al. (2021) found that the more 

frequently women use the internet, the lower their fertility intentions, and the less they agree with 

traditional male-breadwinner family model. Based on a sample of 607 young Chinese women, He et al. 

(2024) showed that frequent social media use increases fertility-related anxiety among married women. 

Other studies compared both genders. Weimin and Youru (2024) analysed the role of individual- 

and family-oriented fertility motivations in the association between internet use and fertility intentions 

among Chinese aged 18‒49. They showed that frequent internet use significantly reduces family-

oriented fertility motivation among both men and women, though more strongly among women. On the 

other hand, internet use was also found to increase individual-oriented fertility motivation among men, 

with no comparable effect observed for women (Weimin & Youru, 2024). Yao et al. (2025), using an 

online survey of WeChat users of both genders, showed that exposure to negative fertility-related content 

reduces childbearing intentions, with the particularly pronounced effects among men. In the same study, 

the association between negative exposure and fertility anxiety was also stronger for men (Yao et al., 

2025). Other literature examining gender differences highlights how social media serves as a space for 

expressing fertility-related emotions. Adair et al. (2014) found that women were far more likely than 

men to use child-related hashtags on Twitter, and that such posts tended to be more positive (52.3%) 

than negative (15.2%). 

 Importantly, existing research has rarely examined how social media use relates not only to 

fertility intentions but also to actual fertility outcomes, or how these associations differ between men 

and women. Furthermore, few studies integrate retrospective union-formation histories when assessing 

the relationship between social media use and fertility, and mostly rely on single-country or cross-

sectional data. 

 This study investigates the association between social media use and both fertility intentions 

and realized fertility among adults aged 28–32, using data from the second round of Wave 1 of the 

Generations and Gender Survey (GGS) and GGS Harmonized Histories for Croatia, Estonia, and 

Norway. In particular, we focus on union-formation trajectories prior to age 28 and their association 

with childbearing and fertility intentions. 
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Data and methods 

We use data from the second round of Wave 1 of the Generations and Gender Survey.1 The key 

survey item was formulated as follows: On a typical day, about how many hours do you spend on social 

media? With social media we mean e.g. Instagram, Twitter, Facebook, YouTube or Tinder? (GGS, 

2023). Additionally, we use the Harmonized Histories database to examine respondents’ union histories 

and fertility outcomes in a longitudinal perspective. 

Descriptive statistics for Croatia, Estonia, Norway and the United Kingdom (the countries in 

which the question concerning social media use was included) indicate a strong age gradient in daily 

social media use (Figure 1). Focusing on young and prime-age adults (aged 25–34), we also find that 

the share of respondents with at least one child is consistently lower among those who spend more than 

two hours per day on social media (Figure 2). These differences are statistically significant. 

 

Figure 1. Average number of hours spent 

daily on social media by age, selected GGS 

countries 

Figure 2. Share of respondents aged 25–34 

with at least one child, by daily time spent on 

social media   

  
Source: Authors’ calculations based on GGS data. 

 

Further descriptive analyses were carried out for the three countries for which Harmonized 

Histories data are available (Croatia, Estonia, and Norway). Results show that individuals spending 2–

4 hours daily on social media had the highest average number of unions formed by the age of 28 (0.87) 

(next to the group spending 1–2 hours online), the lowest mean age at first union (22.20), the longest 

average union duration (as measured before the age of 28; assigning a value of zero to respondents who 

did not form a union) (2.77 years), and the highest average ideal family size (general: 1.70; personal: 

1.82). In contrast, those spending more than 4 hours on social media daily formed fewer unions (0.82 

on average), had particularly short unions (2.14), fewer intended children (1.40), and the lowest share 

of unions lasting for over a year ending up in marriage (34.2%). Women reported heavy social media 

use (more than 2 hours per day) more frequently than men (32.3% vs. 19.2%), and were less likely to 

report using social media for less than one hour per day (23.9% vs. 42.2%). 

To reduce the risk of spurious associations and to explore potential causal mechanisms linking 

social media use and fertility outcomes, we estimate generalized ordered logistic regression models 

including key determinants of fertility intentions and first and higher-order childbearing. Preliminary 

results are presented in the next section. In future work, we plan to apply sequence analysis (using the 

Needleman–Wunsch algorithm) with Harmonized Histories data to compare partnership trajectories of 

younger adults across different levels of social media use (avoiders, moderate users, and heavy users). 

 

Results 

Two generalized ordered logistic regression models were estimated for respondents aged 28–

32. The first model explains the actual number of children born before age 28, while the second predicts 

fertility intentions. In addition to standard fertility determinants, several variables (such as average union 

length) were constructed using panel data from the Harmonized Histories database. The combination of 

 
1 This paper uses data from the Generations and Gender Programme (www.ggp-i.org). The Generations and 

Gender Programme has received funding from the European Commission, its Consortium Board Members, and 

National Funding Bodies, which are gratefully acknowledged. 
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information on social media use and union-formation trajectories was available for Croatia, Estonia, and 

Norway. 

Table 1 (in Annex) presents the results from a generalized ordered logistic regression model in 

which the categorical dependent variable captured the number of children respondents had before age 

28 (0; 1; 2+). Respondents aged 28–32 were more likely to have had a child by age 28 if they were older 

within the cohort, more religious, had formed longer-lasting unions before age 28, had primary or 

secondary education (compared to tertiary), reported lower subjective financial well-being (as expressed 

with the difficulty to make ends meet financially), and resided in Estonia or Norway rather than Croatia. 
Interaction effects between sex and social media use revealed that women were significantly 

more likely than men to have a child by age 28 among those using social media for 1–2 hours and 2–4 

hours daily (ORs = 2.148 and 2.024, respectively). Overall, by age 28, women had a higher likelihood 

of having children than men (OR = 1.939). 
Among women who already had at least one child, those spending 2–4 hours on social media 

daily were more likely to have had two or more children compared to women spending 1–2 hours or 

more than 4 hours (ORs = 2.283 and 2.526, respectively). However, similar patterns were not found 

when comparing women with at least one child to women without children. 
For men, spending 2–4 hours on social media daily was marginally associated with a higher 

likelihood of having two or more children compared to spending 1–2 hours (OR = 2.294). However, as 

with women, no corresponding association was observed when comparing men with and without 

children. 
Table 2 (in Annex) reports the results of a second generalized ordered logistic regression model, 

where the dependent variable captured fertility intentions (intending to have children; unsure; not 

intending to have children). Respondents aged 28–32 were more likely to intend to have (additional) 

children if they were younger, more religious, had fewer children already, held tertiary education, 

reported better health and financial well-being, and resided in Estonia compared to Croatia and Norway. 
Gender differences emerged in relation to social media use. Among those spending less than 

one hour on social media daily, women were less likely than men to intend (additional) children (OR = 

0.623). In the groups spending more time on social media, this relationship shifted, with women 

becoming gradually somewhat more likely than men to intend any (additional) children; however, these 

differences were not statistically significant. 
Among men, those using social media for 1–2 hours daily showed a higher likelihood of 

intending (additional) children compared to those using social media for 2–4 hours or more than 4 hours 

(ORs = 1.568 and 1.998, respectively). For women, the largest variation in fertility intentions occurred 

between those spending less than one hour versus 1–2 hours on social media, with the latter group being 

more likely to intend any (additional) children (OR = 1.303), though this association was borderline 

significant. Overall, higher social media use appeared to be negatively associated primarily with men’s 

fertility intentions. The mechanisms underlying this association may relate to such factors as lifestyle 

preferences, personality differences, variation in exposure to social norms, or previous partnership 

experiences (including union formation and dissolution), nevertheless, further research is required to 

clarify causal pathways. 
Comparing results across the two models suggests notable discrepancies between fertility 

intentions and early childbearing among young adults. Younger cohorts were more likely to intend to 

have children, despite older cohorts having a higher probability of already having children by age 28. 

Higher education was associated with stronger fertility intentions, but lower-educated respondents had 

more children by age 28. Similarly, those with better financial well-being expressed stronger intentions 

to have children but had fewer children in practice. Additionally, Norway exhibited higher early 

childbearing but comparatively low fertility intentions relative to Estonia and Croatia. 
Finally, although women using social media for 1–2 and 2–4 hours daily were more likely than 

men to have had children by age 28, they were less likely than men to intend (additional) children in the 

lowest-use group. This gender divergence among moderate social media users highlights a discrepancy 

between realized fertility and fertility intentions that warrants further investigation. 
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Annex 
 

Table 1. Generalized ordered logistic regression explaining the total number of children of respondents aged 

28‒32. Only children born before age 28 are included. Odds ratios displayed. 

 Threshold: 

1+ vs. 0 

Threshold: 

2+ vs. 1‒0 

   

Age 1.032 0.884 

 (0.060) (0.075) 

Education (ref.: primary or lower secondary)   

     upper and post-secondary 0.678 0.543* 

 (0.216) (0.202) 

     tertiary 0.304*** 0.160*** 

 (0.097) (0.062) 

Sex (1 = woman) 1.939*** 1.878*** 

 (0.303) (0.449) 

Social media use (ref.: 1‒2 hours)   

     0 hours 0.981 0.244 

 (0.459) (0.268) 

     <1 hour 1.211 1.264 

 (0.205) (0.335) 

     2‒4 hours 1.176 2.136*** 

 (0.213) (0.526) 

     >4 hours 0.870 0.814 

 (0.262) (0.367) 

Average length of union (0 if none formed) 1.482*** 1.486*** 

 (0.038) (0.054) 

Subjective financial wellbeing 0.801*** 0.750*** 

 (0.047) (0.066) 

ADL (1 = any limitations) 0.836 1.183 

 (0.131) (0.258) 

Religiosity 1.071*** 1.029 

 (0.028) (0.039) 

Country (ref.: Estonia)   

     Croatia 0.616*** 0.667 

 (0.126) (0.201) 

     Norway 0.974 1.020 

 (0.159) (0.246) 

Constant 0.119 3.824 

 (0.214) (9.985) 

Observations 1,566 

McFadden’s R2 0.2290 

Standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

Source: Authors’ calculations based on GGS data. 
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Table 2. Generalized ordered logistic regression explaining respondents’ intention to have (more) children 

‒ supposing respondents will not have children in the next three years. Odds ratios displayed. 

 Threshold: 

Unsure/Yes vs. No 

Threshold: 

Yes vs. Unsure/No 

   

Age 0.846*** 0.824*** 

 (0.049) (0.041) 

Education (ref.: primary or lower secondary)   

     upper and post-secondary 1.760* 1.620* 

 (0.529) (0.472) 

     tertiary 2.721*** 2.435*** 

 (0.823) (0.705) 

Sex (1 = woman) 0.727 0.845 

 (0.166) (0.159) 

Social media use (ref.: 1‒2 hours)   

     0 hours 0.470* 0.420** 

 (0.197) (0.155) 

     <1 hour 0.829 1.042 

 (0.210) (0.219) 

     2‒4 hours 0.547* 0.665 

 (0.178) (0.189) 

     >4 hours 0.470 0.521 

 (0.236) (0.234) 

Sex (1 = woman) × Social media use (ref.: 1‒2 hours) 

     Sex × Social media: 0 hours 1.571 1.821 

 (1.288) (1.346) 

     Sex × Social media: <1 hour 0.919 0.737 

 (0.315) (0.212) 

     Sex × Social media: 2‒4 hours 2.071* 1.542 

 (0.82) (0.529) 

     Sex × Social media: >4 hours 1.402 1.965 

 (0.833) (1.048) 

Number of children by 28 y/o 0.362*** 0.367*** 

 (0.035) (0.037) 

Subjective financial wellbeing 1.027 1.073 

 (0.058) (0.053) 

ADL (1 = any limitations) 0.793 0.760** 

 (0.119) (0.100) 

Religiosity 1.189*** 1.137*** 

 (0.034) (0.026) 

Country (ref.: Estonia)   

     Croatia 0.953 0.540*** 

 (0.189) (0.090) 

     Norway 0.771 0.536*** 

 (0.125) (0.077) 

Constant 358.23*** 330.69*** 

 (644.56) (505.06) 

Observations 1,444 

McFadden’s R2 0.1155 

Standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

Source: Authors’ calculations based on GGS data. 
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