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ABSTRACT We argue that media-con veyed eco nomic nar ra tives are cru cial for under-
stand ing con tem po rary fer til ity dynam ics, net of objec tive eco nomic con straints. 
Individuals use these nar ra tives to pro ject them selves into an action able imag ined 
future and make deci sions that may be rel a tively inde pen dent from their actual eco-
nomic sit u a tion. We test this hypoth e sis for Italy by com bin ing indi vid ual-level data 
from the 2009 and 2016 releases of the nation ally rep re sen ta tive Family and Social 
Subjects Survey with Media Tenor data on the cov er age of the econ omy in the even-
ing news cast of Ital ian TV’s most-viewed chan nel (Rai 1). Our find ings reveal that 
both the inci dence and tone of news reports on the state of the econ omy are asso ci ated 
with fer til ity behav ior. An increase in the num ber of neg a tive eco nomic news items is 
neg a tively asso ci ated with fer til ity, whereas an increase in pos i tive items is pos i tively 
cor re lated with fer til ity. Interestingly, when pos i tive news items out num ber neg a tive 
ones, an increase in the share of eco nomic reports is pos i tively asso ci ated with fer-
til ity. These asso ci a tions are sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cant and sub stan tially rel e vant, net of 
tra di tional indi vid ual and con tex tual socio eco nomic fer til ity cor re lates. Overall, our 
find ings bol ster the claim that media-con veyed nar ra tives of the econ omy influ ence 
fer til ity behav iors.
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Introduction

In the late 2000s, Goldstein and col leagues (2009) argued that the low est-low fer til-
ity regime—that is, when total fer til ity rates (TFRs) are at or below 1.3 (Kohler et al. 
2002)—had come to an end. Nonetheless, in the after math of the Great Recession, the 
large major ity of Euro pean countries have witnessed a wide spread fer til ity decline, 
regard less of their pre vi ous fer til ity lev els. This observed trend stood in stark con trast 
to sev eral argu ments within the demo graphic lit er a ture that fore saw a rebound of 
Euro pean fer til ity as one con se quence of the “sec ond half of the gen der rev o lu tion” 
(Goldscheider et al. 2015:208) and gains in gen der equal ity (Esping-Andersen and 
Billari 2015). Such a gen er al ized pat tern of fer til ity decline poses seri ous chal lenges 
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to cur rent demo graphic knowl edge. After all , it can not be explained solely by “tra di-
tional” eco nomic and labor mar ket fer til ity pre dic tors (Comolli 2017; Comolli et al. 
2021; Goldstein et al. 2013; Matysiak et al. 2021). At the micro level, a meta-anal y sis 
of Euro pean find ings has con clu sively shown that employ ment insta bil ity’s det ri-
men tal impact on fer til ity—while by no means neg li gi ble—does not appear to be of 
over whelm ing impor tance (Alderotti et al. 2021). Furthermore, con verg ing evi dence 
sug gests that fer til ity post pone ment has accel er ated irrespective of per son-spe cific 
eco nomic cir cum stances (Comolli and Vignoli 2021).

Fertility choices are always made under con di tions of fun da men tal uncer tainty 
(Vignoli, Bazzani et al. 2020), that is, a child’s birth leads to a wide range of con se-
quences in the paren tal life course that can not be fore seen in advance with any con fi-
dence. In addi tion to this, in recent decades eco nomic uncer tainty expanded owing to 
the increas ing speed of tech no log i cal change, the con stant flows of finan cial cap i tal 
across the globe, and labor mar ket dereg u la tion reforms (Vignoli, Bazzani et al. 2020; 
Vignoli, Guetto et al. 2020), espe cially when com pared with the post–World War II 
period. Social observ ers have indeed noted that a “harsh new world of eco nomic inse-
cu rity” (Hacker 2019:xvi) appeared starting in the 1980s. The uncer tainty induced by 
macro-level labor mar ket con di tions has been found to influ ence fam ily dynam ics 
(Harknett and Kuperberg 2011), includ ing fer til ity (Cherlin et al. 2013).

Our cen tral the sis is that, besides indi vid u als’ eco nomic sit u a tions, actors are influ-
enced by socially constructed nar ra tives of the future. Individuals use these nar ra tives to 
pro ject them selves into an action able imag ined future (Beckert 2016; Mische 2009) and 
make deci sions that may be rel a tively inde pen dent of their actual eco nomic sit u a tion and 
struc tural con straints (Vignoli, Bazzani et al. 2020; Vignoli, Guetto et al. 2020). Future- 
related nar ra tives may there fore pro duce real effects on indi vid u als’ deci sion-mak ing 
pro cesses, irrespective of their level of truth, ratio nal ity, or plau si bil ity (Beckert 2016; 
Beckert and Bronk 2018). In con tem po rary soci e ties, the dif fu sion of (social) media 
allows nar ra tives to cir cu late socially (Johnson et al. forth com ing; Rotkirch 2020). 
Media-con veyed nar ra tives can be a source of “dis tance expe ri ence” from ordi nary life 
(Dewey 1930:58; Mische 2009:697) and ori ent deci sion-mak ing pro cesses through a 
fram ing effect (Entman 1991; Goffman 1974). Indeed, for a sig nifi  cant pro por tion of 
cit i zens, the media—which eval u ate, fil ter, and sim plify infor ma tion—are an essen tial 
source of eco nomic infor ma tion (Boomgaarden et al. 2011; Joris et al. 2018). Once a 
given media nar ra tive is established—for exam ple, a pes si mis tic view of future eco-
nomic pros pects—it may change expec ta tions and behav iors (Robins and Mayer 2000; 
Thibodeau and Boroditsky 2011; (Vignoli, Guetto et al. 2020) through a “dif fu sion 
pro cess” (Rogers 1962:17). Casterline pos ited that, sim i lar to face-to-face inter ac tions, 
mass media play a role in such pro cesses “at a dis tance” (Casterline 2001:3). Behav-
ioral changes derived from these dynam ics are often inde pen dent of (objec tive) struc-
tural changes in the soci ety (Bongaarts and Watkins 1996).

Against these prem ises, the increas ing eco nomic uncer tainty char ac ter iz ing con-
tem po rary soci e ties—espe cially in the Western world—rep re sents a con tex tual fac-
tor under which, we argue, media-con veyed nar ra tives on the econ omy may become 
increas ingly impor tant for shap ing indi vid u als’ fer til ity behav ior. This influ ence 
could well occur through the media’s selec tion of spe cific con tents and their fram ing 
of infor ma tion from cer tain per spec tives and tones. We inves ti gate our hypoth e sis of 
a media nar ra tives–fer til ity nexus by test ing (for the first time in fer til ity research, 
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to the best of our knowl edge) the asso ci a tion between the econ omy’s cov er age in 
media news and indi vid u als’ fer til ity behav iors. To this end, we focus on Italy as a 
case study and com bine indi vid ual-level data from the 2009 and 2016 releases of the 
nation ally rep re sen ta tive Family and Social Subjects Survey col lected by the Ital ian 
Institute of Statistics (ISTAT) with unique data derived from the even ing news cast 
(TG1) of Italy’s most-viewed TV chan nel (Rai 1). The study doc u ments a sta tis ti cally 
and sub stan tially sig nifi  cant asso ci a tion between media news on the econ omy and 
fer til ity behav ior, while con trol ling for micro- and macro-level indi ca tors of objec-
tive eco nomic con di tions.

Background

Agenda-Setting in Contemporary Western Societies

Communications schol ars have long inves ti gated the media’s impact on the pub lic 
in terms of the lev els of aware ness of cer tain issues and the for ma tion of the “pic-
tures in our heads” (Lippman 1922: chap ter 1; Noelle-Neumann 1980). The agenda-
set ting the ory (McCombs and Shaw 1972) is widely con sid ered the most impor tant 
the o ret i cal con cept in mod ern media impact research (Bonfadelli and Friemel 2017). 
It pro poses that the media’s selec tion of which issues to report, and the salience of 
their cov er age, sig nifi  cantly impacts their per ceived rel e vance to the pub lic. Several 
stud ies using this approach have shown a sig nifi  cant cor re la tion between issues’ cov-
er age in media news and their per ceived rel e vance—namely, a cor re la tion of .53, as 
reported in Wanta and Ghanem’s (2007:45) meta-anal y sis of 90 stud ies.

According to the fram ing the ory (or sec ond-level agenda-set ting), the attri butes 
and per spec tives con veyed in media news also influ ence the pub lic’s under stand ing 
of the top ics (McCombs 2011). By apply ing an exper i men tal approach, de Vreese 
(2009) found that neg a tively framed news pa per arti cles on the eco nomic con se-
quences of the 2004 EU enlarge ment depressed eco nomic expec ta tions, whereas the 
oppo site was the case for those that were pos i tively framed. However, news cov er age 
may also reflect the pub lic’s per cep tions rather than shape them. After an exten sive 
anal y sis of news reported by the Amer i can media (CBS Evening News, NBC Nightly 
News, Newsweek, and Time), Gans (2004) discussed the power of the audi ence in 
influ enc ing the news selec tion mech a nism by jour nal ists. He found that, while being 
poten tially rel e vant, the audi ence’s power was less impor tant than the sources’ power, 
at least in the United States of the 1960s and 1970s. In his review, de Vreese (2005) 
assessed that, in addi tion to jour nal ists’ beliefs, the dynamic inter ac tions with soci ety 
have a role in shap ing the fram ing pro posed in media news.

The pres ence—or absence—of agenda-set ting effects can be explained by indi vid-
u als’ need for ori en ta tion (McCombs 2011), which is a basic psy cho log i cal trait that 
depends on rel e vance and uncer tainty. Media effects are typ i cally reinforced under 
uncer tain con di tions, as high lev els of uncer tainty lead indi vid u als to seek infor ma-
tion (Berger and Calabrese 1975). In peri ods of increas ing eco nomic uncer tainty, 
indi vid u als may thus inten sify their eco nomic  infor ma tion-seek ing behav iors and, in 
turn, the eco nomic news cov er age may become increas ingly cru cial in influ enc ing 
their choices.
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Media and the Economy

For most peo ple, the media are the main source of infor ma tion about the econ omy 
(Joris et al. 2014; Joris et al. 2018). As eco nomic cov er age in news pa per arti cles grows, 
so too does indi vid u als’ reli ance on it to update their eco nomic expec ta tions owing 
to the lower cost of infor ma tion access (Carroll 2003; Doms and Morin 2004). The 
Great Recession and the Euro cri sis saw the pub lic dis course prom i nently focused on 
the state of the econ omy. Newspapers and weekly mag a zines described the cri sis as 
the “evil” looming over Euro pean countries, thus pro vid ing a sim pli fied nar ra tive of 
eco nomic con junc ture and a pes si mis tic image of the Euro pean econ omy (Cepernich  
2012). The pub lic’s per cep tions of the state of the econ omy were influ enced by these 
neg a tive head lines, thereby allowing these opin ions to become self-fulfilling proph e-
cies as indi vid u als tend to behave according to their beliefs (McCombs 2011).

The increas ing avail abil ity of media data has fueled aca demic inter est in inves ti-
gat ing the rela tion ship between eco nomic media cov er age (espe cially in the news) 
and per cep tions about the cur rent and future eco nomic sit u a tion. For instance, 
Brettschneider (2000) showed that the pro por tion of Ger mans cit ing unem ploy ment 
as the coun try’s most impor tant prob lem was more strongly cor re lated with the eco-
nomic cov er age on tele vi sion than with the actual unem ploy ment rate. Uhl (2012) 
revealed an asso ci a tion between the sen ti ment of eco nomic tele vi sion news and the 
con sump tion hab its of U.S. cit i zens. Garz (2012) documented a cor re la tion between 
the media cov er age of labor mar ket pol i cies in press and tele vi sion and the per ceived 
job inse cu rity of Ger man cit i zens. More recently, he showed that house holds’ eco-
nomic per cep tions wors ened in line with the increase in the num ber of words related 
to unem ploy ment reported by 35 news pa pers in Germany (Garz 2018). Finally,  
Boydstun et al. (2018) claimed there to be a direct and inde pen dent effect of the tone of 
U.S. news pa pers’ cov er age of the econ omy on eco nomic atti tudes. This effect could be 
attrib uted to the por tion of media cov er age that devi ated from eco nomic real ity.

The abovementioned stud ies have empha sized the effects of media news on indi-
vid u als’ eco nomic per cep tions and behav iors. However, the idea of a reversed causal 
path way from cit i zens’ per cep tions to the news cov er age of the econ omy has been 
advanced and tested by Soroka et al. (2015) and Wu et al. (2002) in con sid er ing the 
most impor tant U.S. news pa pers. For instance, dur ing an eco nomic reces sion, pes si-
mis tic indi vid u als’ beliefs about the econ omy were reflected in the New York Times’s 
more neg a tive eco nomic cov er age (Wu et al. 2002).

Scholars have also stud ied the respon sive ness of eco nomic news cov er age to 
the eco nomic events them selves (for a review, see Damstra et al. 2018). Goidel and  
Langley (1995) showed that actual eco nomic con di tions in the United States accounted 
for only a quar ter of the var i ance in the num ber of neg a tive eco nomic arti cles from 
the New York Times—and even less in the case of pos i tive items. Despite the fact 
that few stud ies documented a cer tain cor re spon dence between Amer i can eco nomic 
real ity and its por trayal by tele vi sion and print news (Behr and Iyengar 1985; Casey 
and Owen 2013), the major ity of stud ies agreed that eco nomic news cov er age in print 
and tele vi sion broad casts is affected by a neg a tiv ity bias (Damstra et al. 2018). News 
reporting typ i cally fore grounds neg a tive eco nomic events and deemphasizes pos i tive 
ones. This emerged in news pa pers from both the United Kingdom (Soroka 2006) and 
the United States (Fogarty 2005; Soroka 2012; van Dalen et al. 2015).

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://dup.silverchair.com

/dem
ography/article-pdf/60/2/607/1842452/607guetto.pdf by guest on 10 April 2024



611Fertility and Media Narratives of the Economy

This con cise review sug gests that media news nar ra tives of the econ omy do not 
over lap with the mac ro eco nomic real ity. Also, eco nomic news reporting tends to 
over whelm ingly dis cuss future eco nomic trends (Soroka et al. 2015) and thus espe-
cially impacts peo ple’s for ward-looking judg ments (Damstra and Boukes 2018; 
Soroka et al. 2015). Such judg ments have been argued to be cru cial in under stand-
ing con tem po rary fer til ity deci sion-mak ing pro cesses (Vignoli, Bazzani et al. 2020; 
Vignoli, Guetto et al. 2020). The real ity of the state of the econ omy and its por trayal 
by media news may thus have dis tinct effects on indi vid u als’ fer til ity choices.

Media and Fertility

Despite the widely observed effects of eco nomic news cov er age on indi vid u als’ eco-
nomic per cep tions and expec ta tions, its poten tial role in shap ing fer til ity has not yet 
been con sid ered. Fertility stud ies have focused on the effects of the dif fu sion of mass 
media (e.g., Hornik and McAnany 2001), pub lic health mes sages (e.g., Agha and 
Van Rossem 2002 ana lyzed the effects of radio and news pa per cam paigns on female 
 con dom use in Tanzania), and the pre sen ta tion of “mod ern” fam ily ideas through 
tele vi sion (e.g., La Ferrara et al. 2012). Hornik and McAnany (2001) reported that 
the num ber of tele vi sions per cap ita in 1997 explained 74% of the TFR var i ance 
across 140 countries. Westoff and Bankole (1997) addressed the cases of six sub- 
Saharan Afri can countries. The authors found strong pos i tive effects of radio, tele vi-
sion, and print media expo sure on con tra cep tive use among mar ried women, along 
with a reduc tion in the desired num ber of chil dren. Jensen and Oster (2009) found 
that the intro duc tion of cable TV in India pos i tively affected sub jec tive mea sures of 
female auton omy and school enroll ment, while also neg a tively impacting fer til ity. 
Billari et al. (2020) related the dif fu sion of dig i tal tech nol o gies with fer til ity dynam-
ics in sub-Saharan Africa, show ing that mobile phone own er ship was asso ci ated with 
smaller fam ily ide als. La Ferrara et al. (2012) noted a neg a tive rela tion ship in Brazil 
between the pres ence of the Globo chan nel—the main broad caster of soap operas 
whose pro tag o nists tend to have small fam i lies—and fer til ity.

In a review of the literature on the mass media–fer til ity nexus, Basten (2010) dis-
cussed the lack of such stud ies about Western countries. A stand-alone exam ple is 
Kearney and Levine’s (2015) study, which claimed that the broad cast ing of the MTV 
show 16 and Pregnant caused a sub stan tial reduc tion in teen births in the United 
States. The validity of the find ings reported is, how ever, shaky, according to Jaeger 
et al. (2020) and Kahn-Lang and Lang (2020).

Some recent stud ies have focused on the Ital ian con text (Guetto et al. 2022; 
Guetto et al. 2021). The impact of COVID-19-induced uncer tainty was assessed 
through an exper i ment in which par tic i pants were exposed to a mock news bul le-
tin on the expected dura tion of the pan demic. The authors dem on strated a causal 
impact of nar ra tives concerning the future of the pan demic on union (Guetto et al. 
2021) and fer til ity (Guetto et al. 2022) inten tions. Vignoli et al. (2022)—in a con-
trolled lab o ra tory exper i ment conducted in Florence (Italy) and Oslo (Norway) in 
which they manip u lated mock news bul le tins on the eco nomic pros pects of the 
coun try—showed a clear causal impact of narratives of the economy on fer til ity 
inten tions. Finally, using a regres sion dis con ti nu ity design cen tered in Novem ber 
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2012 dur ing Italy’s debt  cri sis, Comolli and Vignoli (2021) esti mated a reduc tion 
of between 1.5% and 5% in birth rates owing to the increase in per ceived eco nomic 
uncer tainty.

While these stud ies are sug ges tive of the media’s poten tial power for shap ing 
fam ily behav iors, they have not directly addressed the influ ence of eco nomic news 
on fer til ity behav iors. In their influ en tial review on the effects of eco nomic reces-
sions on fer til ity, Sobotka et al. (2011) pro posed that con cern over future eco nomic 
events sub stan tially shapes fer til ity behav iors and suggested that media nar ra tives  
of the econ omy may affect fer til ity. Evidence for this was found by Schneider (2015), 
the only study we iden ti fied that exam ined the asso ci a tion between eco nomic news 
 cov er age and fer til ity, even if as an eco log i cal asso ci a tion. Those results showed that 
press cov er age of the eco nomic reces sion accounted for part of the U.S. reduc tion in 
state-level fer til ity rates in the years before and dur ing the Great Recession, net of 
tra di tional eco nomic mea sures.

Building upon the argu ment that media cov er age of the econ omy influ ences fer-
til ity dynam ics in con tem po rary soci e ties, the pres ent study addresses the fol low ing 
research ques tions:

 • Question 1 (Q1): Is the vol ume of eco nomic news items asso ci ated with fer til-
ity behav ior, con trol ling for indi vid u als’ employ ment con di tions and aggre gate 
mea sures of eco nomic con junc ture?

 • Question 2a (Q2a): Does the asso ci a tion between eco nomic news and fer til ity 
out comes change on the basis of the tone of the news items reported?

 • Question 2b (Q2b): If so, are fer til ity behav iors more sen si tive to pos i tive or 
neg a tive changes in the news’ tone?

We addressed these ques tions for Italy, a coun try that—after a rebound of fer til ity 
in the first decade of the new mil len nium—is now fac ing a con tin u ous decline, fall ing 
below the “low est-low” fer til ity thresh old of 1.3 chil dren per woman in 2019.

Data and Variables

Macro-Level Data

Data on the media cov er age of eco nomic news were pro vided by Media Tenor Inter-
national, a Swiss-based research insti tute that ana lyzes print and broad cast news, 
dis tin guished by pro tag o nist, topic, date, loca tion, time ref er ence, source, and tone. 
For Ital ian news, we used the even ing edi tion of TG1 (which airs at 20:00), Rai 
1’s news cast pro gram. TG1 has an aver age daily view er ship of almost 7 mil lion  
Ital ians, and the pro gram’s share—that is, the pro por tion of its view er ship rel a tive to 
tele vi sion’s total audi ence—is 35% (https:  /  /www  .auditel  .it). This makes this source 
par tic u larly suit able for ana lyz ing media-con veyed nar ra tives and pub lic dis course 
on the state of the econ omy, even in the absence of data on indi vid ual expo sure and 
not with stand ing the increas ing use of social media. In the period cov ered by our 
data (Jan u ary 2007–August 2015), the per cent age of women aged 15–44 who used 
the internet on a daily basis—while grow ing rap idly—did not exceed the per cent age 
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of  tele vi sion users.1 In a 2016 sur vey conducted by ISTAT, 69.7% of respon dents 
declared that they updated their knowl edge by watching tele vi sion news casts—often, 
but not always, com bined with online sources (ISTAT 2016). Watching tele vi sion was 
still defined as an established habit in Italy for all  age groups in 2019, albeit with a 
var i able fre quency (ISTAT 2020).

Media Tenor pro vided us with the monthly num ber of eco nomic news items 
reported in the news cast—items in which the state of the econ omy in gen eral, or in 
rela tion to such indi ca tors as unem ploy ment, eco nomic growth, and the labor mar ket, 
was discussed. They assigned a tone (pos i tive, neg a tive, or unclear/neu tral) to each 
eco nomic news item on the basis of both explicit judg men tal lan guage (e.g., “good,” 
“bad,” “omi nous,” “ridic u lous,” “bril liant”) and implicit eval u a tions reported to the 
extent that they may have influ enced the per cep tion of its con tent. For exam ple, the 
state ment “unem ploy ment goes down” was coded as a pos i tive news item, while 
“female unem ploy ment rate grows by 0.2% in com par i son with Feb ru ary” was clas si-
fied as neg a tive cov er age. An unclear or neu tral tone was assigned to state ments such 
as “[pen sion reform] top ics on the table are pay out flex i bil ity.” We received data on 
media news already coded by Media Tenor ana lysts, whose high-qual ity assess ment 
has made the data ideal for numer ous sci en tific stud ies (e.g., Beckmann et al. 2017; 
Berlemann and Thomas 2019; Dräger 2015; Garz 2012; Guadecker and  Wogrolly 
2022; Lamla and Lein 2014; Lamla and Maag 2012; Lamla and Sarferaz 2012;  
Püttmann 2018; Tausch and Zumbuehl 2016; Uhl 2012).

Our main mea sures of the econ omy’s cov er age in the news cast were set as # neg
a tive tone, # pos i tive tone, and # unclear tone, which rep re sent the abso lute monthly 
num bers of eco nomic news stories according to their tone. The total num ber of news 
items reported in the news cast, regard less of their topic, var ied over time. Hence it 
was also impor tant to com pute a rel a tive indi ca tor of the eco nomic news cov er age. 
An increase in the num ber of eco nomic news items, for instance, could have a weaker 
effect on fer til ity if this rise is con cur rent with a proportionally greater increase in the 
num ber of other types of news. In this case, the pub lic’s atten tion could be diverted 
from the econ omy to other prominent top ics (Garz 2018). Consequently, we derived 
the rel a tive mea sure per cent age, which rep re sents the inci dence of eco nomic items 
out of all  news reports. The influ ence of pos i tive (neg a tive) news reports may vary 
according to the amount of neg a tive (pos i tive) news reports appearing at the same 
time; for exam ple, the neg a tive effects of bad (good) news may be stron ger if fewer 
pos i tive (neg a tive) facts are reported. Indeed, the effect of news items’ tone may be 
assessed by jointly con sid er ing the amount of pos i tive and neg a tive news items with 
a unique rel a tive indi ca tor (Lamla and Maag 2012; Tausch and Zumbuehl 2016). 
Thus, we used the fol low ing mea sure: pos / pos + neg—the per cent age cal cu lated by 
divid ing the num ber of pos i tive eco nomic news stories by the num ber of pos i tive and 
neg a tive eco nomic news stories (exclud ing those with unclear tones), as pro posed by 
Tausch and Zumbuehl (2016).

We also accounted for cru cial mac ro eco nomic fac tors tra di tion ally employed in 
fer til ity research (Comolli 2017; Matysiak et al. 2021; for a review, see Sobotka et al. 
2011): the female unem ploy ment rate (by 10-year age clas ses begin ning from the age 

1 Data were retrieved from https:  /  /www  .istat  .it  /it  /cultura  -comunicazione  -viaggi  ?dati.
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of 15; ISTAT), the GDP per cap ita at cur rent mar ket price (Eurostat), and the infla
tion rate (the Harmonized Index of Consumer Prices;2 Eurostat).3

Because par ent hood is a long-term com mit ment, eco nomic news could affect indi-
vid u als’ prob a bil i ties of con cep tion on the basis of infor ma tion recorded over a suf fi-
ciently long period of time. Information takes time to cir cu late (Carroll 2003) before 
any pos si ble effects on indi vid u als’ per cep tions and expec ta tions—and sub se quently 
on their behav iors—can be observed. Hence, we related the prob a bil ity of con cep tion 
at each month with the aver age monthly num ber of neg a tive, pos i tive, and neu tral (or 
unclear) eco nomic news items reported over the pre ced ing 12 months. This approach 
also ensured that our results would not be affected by ran dom fluc tu a tions in media 
news. We cal cu lated the rel a tive mea sures of media news cov er age for each month 
using these mov ing aver ages. Similarly, we employed mac ro eco nomic indi ca tors as 
mov ing aver ages of the pre vi ous year using quar terly (female unem ploy ment rate and 
GDP per cap ita) or monthly (infla tion rate) val ues, depending on data avail abil ity.

Micro-Level Data

We used microdata from the 2009 and 2016 releases of the Family and Social Sub-
jects Survey (FSS),4 which included 43,850 and 24,753 indi vid u als, respec tively, res-
i dent in Italy and aged 18 or above. The over all response rate of the sur veys was 80% 
in 2009 and 77% in 2016. Both releases con tain detailed infor ma tion on indi vid u als’ 
fer til ity and employ ment his to ries, recorded on a monthly basis. We trans posed ret-
ro spec tive infor ma tion on the careers, unions, and child bear ing his to ries into a panel 
with monthly obser va tions for female respon dents aged between 15 and 40, dur ing 
Jan u ary 2007–August 2015.

The response var i able (con cep tion) is a dummy var i able indi cat ing each child’s 
month of con cep tion. It was constructed by subtracting nine months from the 
recorded date of birth. We con sid ered well-established micro-level fer til ity ante ced-
ents. Age was included in its lin ear and qua dratic forms. Employment has four lev els: 
job less ness, per ma nent employ ment, tem po rary employ ment, and self-employ ment.5 
Regarding edu ca tion, we used stu dent as a dummy var i able, and a three-cat e gory var-
i able for the level of edu ca tion: lower-sec ond ary edu ca tion or less, upper-sec ond ary  
edu ca tion, and ter tiary edu ca tion. We also con sid ered a poten tial medi a tor of the eco-
nomic news–fer til ity rela tion ship, namely, union, which distinguishes women not 
in a cores i den tial union from those in a cohab i ta tion or mar riage. All var i ables are 

2 The Harmonized Index of Consumer Prices mea sures con sumer price infla tion. It is a Laspeyres-type 
index of con sumer goods and ser vices clas si fied in line with the Euro pean Classification of Individual 
Consumption According to Purpose (ECOICOP). For the com plete ECOICOP clas si fi ca tion, see https:  /  /ec 
 .europa  .eu  /eurostat  /web  /products  -datasets  /  -  /teicp000.
3 Macroeconomic fac tors refer to the res i dent pop u la tion, except for the infla tion rate, which cov ers pur-
chases by both res i dent and non res i dent house holds.
4 In 2016, the sur vey was named Family, Social Subjects and Life Cycle. Here we refer to the two releases 
as FSS.
5 Because of data lim i ta tions, the employ ment var i able does not dis tin guish between months in which 
women were unem ployed and those in which they were inac tive.
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615Fertility and Media Narratives of the Economy

time-vary ing, with the excep tion of level of edu ca tion. Time-vary ing infor ma tion on 
income was not avail  able in the sur vey.

Analytic Sample

We merged micro- and macro-level var i ables into a unique data set according to the 
month of occur rence. The panel data set cov ered the period of Jan u ary 2007–August 
2015 and included 12,521 women hav ing 2,987 con cep tions (Table 1).

Regarding news cov er age data, Figure 1 shows that the econ omy was a “hot topic” 
in the news cast sched ule dur ing the Great Recession and the Euro cri sis. The drop in 
the abso lute num ber of eco nomic items that began in 2013 may have been due to a 
“replace ment effect” in favor of other prominent top ics. According to Media Tenor 
data, in 2014 the Rus sian inva sion of Crimea, the esca la tion of the civil war in Syria 
and the resulting ref u gee cri sis, and the Brexit ref er en dum gained strong vis i bil ity 
in the media agenda. The ref u gee cri sis became a core topic in both sci en tific and 
pub lic dis course across Europe (Eberl et al. 2018; Garz 2018), and espe cially in Italy 
(Impicciatore et al. 2021). Indeed, the eco nomic cov er age also decreased in rel a tive 
terms, confirming that greater cov er age was devoted to other top ics.

According to news value the ory (Eilders 1997, 2016; Galtung and Ruge 1965; 
Kepplinger 2011; Maier et al. 2018), the news selec tion pro cess also depends on 

Table 1 Descriptive sta tis tics

Variable Mean/% Monthly Risk of Conception (%)

Conception 0.46 —
Age 29.45 —
Age Class
 15–24 28.37 0.23
 25–34 40.55 0.72
 35–40 31.08 0.35
Student
 No 80.56 0.55
 Yes 19.44 0.10
Employment
 Not employed 49.55 0.40
 Permanent employed 32.72 0.55
 Temporary employed 10.07 0.44
 Self-employed 7.66 0.56
Level of Education
 Lower-sec ond ary or less 25.17 0.52
 Upper-sec ond ary 49.17 0.43
 Tertiary edu ca tion 25.66 0.47
Union
 Not in union 50.04 0.11
 Cohabitation 9.21 0.86
 Marriage 40.75 0.80
Number of Observations 644,038
Number of Individuals 12,521
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jour nal ists’ opin ions of news wor thi ness (Kepplinger 2011). Journalists com monly 
con sider neg a tive stories as more attrac tive than pos i tive or neu tral ones. The high 
level of TG1’s cov er age of the econ omy between 2008 and 2012 could thus be attrib-
uted to the neg a tiv ity of the eco nomic events occur ring dur ing this period. Once the 
debt cri sis ended, declin ing woes over the sta bil ity of the Euro sys tem may explain 
the sig nifi  cant sub se quent decline in cov er age. In line with this, dur ing the period of 
the greatest eco nomic news cov er age, neg a tive items sig nifi  cantly outnumbered pos-
i tive ones (Figure 1).

Figure 1 also exemplifies how the rel e vance of a topic in media news may not 
over lap with its actual rel e vance: in Italy, the level of unem ploy ment has almost dou-
bled since 2012, whereas TG1’s cov er age of the econ omy has dras ti cally declined. An 
exam ple unre lated to the econ omy (but indic a tive of media trends) can be found in 
the ref u gee cri sis and related polit i cal debate: inter na tional migra tion inflows to Italy 
were stron ger before the 2015 ref u gee cri sis, but news cov er age of migra tion became 
per va sive from 2015 onward (Impicciatore et al. 2021).

Methods

The time win dow avail  able for the anal y sis was rel a tively short: each indi vid ual was 
observed for up to eight years and eight months, with an aver age of approx i ma tely 
four years and three months. In this set ting, the sep a rate mod el ing of each par ity tran-
si tion was com pli cated by the lim ited num ber of higher order con cep tions (1,486 were 
first order, 1,119 were sec ond order, and 382 were higher order). The main empir i cal 
ana ly ses thus relied on a panel approach as a suit able design to max i mize the num ber 
of con cep tions con sid ered. Nonetheless, we rec og nized that such a  strat egy col lapses 
dif fer ent par ity pro gres sions (Kreyenfeld 2021). To address this lim i ta tion, in a fur-
ther step of the anal y sis we implemented dis crete-time event-his tory mod els on the 
con di tional prob a bil ity of tran si tion to first and sec ond child birth.

Regarding the panel anal y sis, the Hausman test suggested the use of a fixed-effects 
rather than a ran dom-effects model. The fixed-effects model allowed us to con trol 
for indi vid u als’ time-con stant unob served char ac ter is tics. Since the monthly risk of 
con cep tion var ied from 0.24% to 0.73%, a range in which the rela tion ship between 
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terly unemployment rate in Italy during the previous 12 months, January 2007–August 2015

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://dup.silverchair.com

/dem
ography/article-pdf/60/2/607/1842452/607guetto.pdf by guest on 10 April 2024



617Fertility and Media Narratives of the Economy

log-odds and prob a bil i ties is close to lin ear, we deemed the use of lin ear prob a bil ity 
mod els (LPMs) as a valid alter na tive to logis tic mod els (von Hippel 2015). Addition-
ally, by apply ing logis tic mod els with fixed effects, the esti ma tes would rely only on 
women who had con ceived at least one child in the panel’s time frame. Such a mod-
el ing strat egy would have led to a dra matic reduc tion of the sam ple size, which would 
have dropped from 12,251 to 2,425 women.

Our LPMs included all  var i ables listed in the data sec tion, indi vid ual fixed effects, 
a lin ear time trend,6 and error terms. The depen dent var i able is a dummy var i able that 
assumes a value of 1 in the month of con cep tion of each child, and 0 oth er wise. We 
thus accounted for two com ple men tary dimen sions that could sep a rately influ ence 
repro duc tive behav iors: what hap pened to the national econ omy (mac ro eco nomic 
fac tors) and the rel e vance of the econ omy in the news and the feel ings it con veyed 
(news cov er age var i ables). This mod el ing strat egy allowed us to detect asso ci a-
tions between changes in the vol ume and tone of eco nomic news items and (within-  
indi vid ual) monthly var i a tions of fer til ity, net of micro- and macro-level indi ca tors of 
objec tive eco nomic con di tions.

The cho sen model has the draw back that it con flates dif fer ent birth par i ties 
( Kreyenfeld 2021). To address this lim i ta tion, we also conducted a dis crete-time 
event-his tory anal y sis on par ity-spe cific fer til ity, that is, we mod eled the con di tional 
prob a bil ity of the tran si tions to first and sec ond child birth. For this addi tional anal-
y sis, we observed child less women (or moth ers of one child) from their entrance 
into the panel (or from the month after the birth of their first child, if it followed the 
panel’s entrance) up to the month of the first (or sec ond) con cep tion, or until the end 
of the per ma nence in the panel if they did not con ceive the first (or sec ond) child in 
the mean while.

Results

Economic Coverage in Media News Versus Objective Economic Indicators

The first part of the anal y sis exam ined the abso lute num bers of neg a tive, pos i tive, 
and neu tral (or unclear) eco nomic news items reported by TG1 (# neg a tive tone, # 
pos i tive tone, and # unclear tone). In Table 2, all  con tin u ous var i ables have been 
stan dard ized for eas ier com par i son of the mag ni tude of their coef fi cients. Model 
1 included all  of the var i ables listed in the data sec tion,7 except for the indi ca tor 
of union sta tus. We found that increases in the amount of neg a tive eco nomic news 
items were neg a tively asso ci ated with the prob a bil ity of con cep tion. However, an 
increase in the mov ing aver age of the monthly num ber of pos i tive news reports was 
pos i tively asso ci ated with fer til ity. This sug gests that the vol ume of eco nomic news 
items was sig nifi  cantly, and rel e vantly, asso ci ated with fer til ity behav ior (Q1) and 

6 Controlling for the seasonality of births by includ ing monthly fixed effects, in addi tion to the lin ear time 
trend, did not change the results.
7 The var i able concerning the (final) level of edu ca tion is con stant over time and could enter the mod-
els only through inter ac tions. When esti mat ing the mod els with out inter ac tions, results were vir tu ally 
unchanged.
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Table 2 Coefficients from linear prob a bil ity mod els predicting the prob a bil ity of con cep tion

Variable Model 1 Model 2

Constant 0.00394***
(0.00023)

−0.00172***
(0.00039)

Individual Controls
 Age 0.01696***

(0.00413)
0.00988*

(0.00411)
 Age2 −0.01616***

(0.00312)
−0.00901**
(0.00310)

 Employment (ref. = not employed)
  Permanent employed 0.00165***

(0.00047)
0.00208***

(0.00047)
  Temporary employed 0.00130**

(0.00044)
0.00188***

(0.00044)
  Self-employed 0.00224**

(0.00083)
0.00210**

(0.00080)
 Student −0.00020

(0.00043)
−0.00013
(0.00041)

 Level of edu ca tion × age (ref. = lower-sec ond ary or less)
  Upper-sec ond ary 0.00280

(0.00380)
0.00638†

(0.00374)
  Tertiary edu ca tion 0.00116

(0.00403)
0.00637

(0.00394)
 Level of edu ca tion × age2 (ref. = lower-sec ond ary or less)
  Upper-sec ond ary −0.00161

(0.00343)
−0.00522
(0.00340)

  Tertiary edu ca tion 0.00211
(0.00380)

−0.00388
(0.00373)

 Union (ref. = not in cores i den tial union)
  Cohabitation 0.00698***

(0.00069)
  Marriage 0.01176***

(0.00071)
Macroeconomic Controls
 Female unem ploy ment rate −0.00088***

(0.00024)
−0.00048*
(0.00024)

 GDP per cap ita 0.00019†

(0.00011)
0.00022*

(0.00011)
 Inflation rate 0.00110

(0.00075)
0.00096

(0.00075)
Time Trend Control: Month −0.00182†

(0.00104)
−0.00243*
(0.00103)

News Coverage
 # neg a tive tone −0.00023*

(0.00010)
−0.00025**
(0.00010)

 # pos i tive tone 0.00039*
(0.00018)

0.00040*
(0.00018)

 # unclear tone −0.00016
(0.00012)

−0.00017
(0.00012)

Number of Observations 644,038
Number of Individuals 12,521

Notes: Robust stan dard errors are shown in paren the ses. Estimates refer to stan dard ized var i ables.
†p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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that their var i a tions reduced or increased the prob a bil ity of con cep tion depending 
on tone (Q2a). The num ber of eco nomic news items with an unclear tone was neg a-
tively asso ci ated with fer til ity, despite the esti mate being sta tis ti cally impre cise. We 
fur ther noted that the asso ci a tion with pos i tive news stories was stron ger than that 
with neg a tive news stories (Q2b), which itself was stron ger than that with neu tral 
(or unclear) news stories.

In Model 2, we added a con trol for union to assess whether the asso ci a tion between 
eco nomic news cov er age and con cep tions was medi ated (at least in part) by union 
sta tus. Indeed, union sta tus is a cru cial pre dic tor of fer til ity, espe cially in Italy where, 
in 2015, more than 70% of births occurred within mar riages (Pirani et al. 2021). The 
coef fi cients asso ci ated with the num bers of eco nomic news items were rel a tively 
unchanged com pared with Model 1.8 To pro vide more rig or ous evi dence on this (lack 
of) medi at ing effect of part ner ships, we applied a three-equa tions approach and the 
Sobel–Goodman test (Baron and Kenny 1986). We found that the news cov er age 
of the econ omy was not sig nifi  cantly asso ci ated with the prob a bil ity of mar ry ing or 
cohabiting. The indi rect asso ci a tion of news cov er age with fer til ity, pass ing through 
union sta tus, was there fore null (results are avail  able upon request).

The asso ci a tions between eco nomic news and fer til ity were sub stan tially and sta-
tis ti cally sig nifi  cant net of the mac ro eco nomic indi ca tors. Increases in the female 
unem ploy ment rate were asso ci ated with decreas ing fer til ity, and rises in the GDP 
per cap ita were pos i tively cor re lated with the prob a bil ity of con ceiv ing a child. The 
infla tion rate was not sig nifi  cantly asso ci ated with fer til ity. Interestingly, the coef-
fi cients’ sizes of mac ro eco nomic trends and eco nomic cov er age in tele vi sion news 
were of sim i lar mag ni tude. Figure 2 (based on Model 2 in Table 2) shows a com par-
i son between the var i a tions in the monthly prob a bil ity of con cep tion induced, cete
ris pari bus, by changes in the mov ing aver ages of the num ber of eco nomic news 
items and mac ro eco nomic indi ca tors. A 1-stan dard-devi a tion increase in the num ber 
of pos i tive items (+5) was asso ci ated with an increase of 9.95% in the monthly prob-
a bil ity of con cep tion, com pared with the mean risk observed in the sam ple (0.46%), 
whereas the same increase in neg a tive items (+5) was connected to a decrease of 
5.97%. A 1-stan dard-devi a tion increase in the female unem ploy ment rate (+10 
 per cent age points) was asso ci ated with a decline in the prob a bil ity of con cep tion of 
10.78%, which is almost dou ble the var i a tion due to the increase of neg a tive news 
items. On the other hand, this same increase in the quar terly GDP per cap ita (+105€) 
was asso ci ated with almost half of the var i a tion induced by the increase in pos i tive 
news items (+4.66%).

The “Relative” Coverage and Tone of Economic News

The pub lic’s atten tion may be diverted from the econ omy to other prominent top ics 
if these are given greater cov er age in the news sched ule. For this rea son, a rel a tive 
indi ca tor may be more appro pri ate for addressing the econ omy’s cov er age effect. 

8 Similarly, we tested the poten tial medi at ing role of mac ro eco nomic con trols by adding the GDP per  
cap ita and the female unem ploy ment rate one at a time. The point esti ma tes and con fi dence inter vals of 
coef fi cients asso ci ated with media news var i ables in the three nested mod els almost com pletely overlapped.
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Similarly, a unique mea sure that jointly con sid ers both pos i tive and neg a tive news 
items reported at the same time may more accu rately cap ture the asso ci a tion between 
tone and fer til ity. This is espe cially true since we sys tem at i cally observed there being 
more neg a tive than pos i tive eco nomic news items on aver age (see Figure 1). Finally, 
the rela tion ship between the news cov er age of the econ omy and fer til ity may change 
according to the news com po si tion by tone—and the rela tion ship between the news 
tone and fer til ity may change according to the level of cov er age. We addressed these 
claims by con sid er ing our two rel a tive mea sures of TG1’s news cov er age: the per-
cent age of eco nomic fea tures out of all  news items (cen tered on its mean of 3.3%) 
and the per cent age of pos i tive news stories over pos i tive and neg a tive eco nomic news 
stories (pos / pos + neg), as well as the inter ac tion between them.

Our find ings, reported in Table A1 of the online appen dix, show that the “rel a tive 
cov er age” of the econ omy was neg a tively asso ci ated with fer til ity (regard less of its 
tone), whereas an increase in the “rel a tive pos i tive tone” of eco nomic news items was 
pos i tively cor re lated with it (regard less of the inci dence of eco nomic news items). 
These results con firmed our pre vi ous find ings that both the inci dence and tone of 
news reports on the state of the econ omy were asso ci ated with fer til ity behav ior. 
Moreover, the inter ac tion term between the rel a tive cov er age and the rel a tive news 
tone was pos i tively asso ci ated with fer til ity.

To more pre cisely inter pret the model’s find ings, the results are graph i cally shown 
in Figure 3, which reports the predicted prob a bil ity of con cep tion at dif fer ent lev-
els of per cent age and pos / pos + neg.9 The neg a tive asso ci a tion between the rel a-
tive cov er age of the econ omy and the prob a bil ity of con cep tion remained until news 
items were mostly neg a tive (pos / pos + neg < 50%), but it could be miti gated by an 
improve ment in tone. When pos i tive news fea tures outnumbered neg a tive ones, an 

9 We plot ted val ues cor re spond ing approx i ma tely to the 10th, 50th, and 90th per cen tiles of the dis tri bu-
tions of per cent age and pos / pos + neg.

# positive tone

# negative tone

GDP per capita

Female 
 unemployment rate

–10 –5 0 5 10

Percentage Variation of the Monthly Probability of Conception

1-SD Increase in:

Fig. 2 Percentage variation of the monthly probability of conception (compared with the mean risk in the 
sample) associated with comparable changes in the news coverage of the economy and macroeconomic 
variables. Estimates are from Model 2 of Table 2.
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increase in the per cent age of eco nomic news was pos i tively asso ci ated with fer til ity. 
The pos i tive asso ci a tion between fer til ity and the (rel a tive) pos i tive tone of the news 
items was greater as the per cent age of eco nomic cov er age grew. When this per cent-
age exceeded its mean by 1.5 per cent age points (i.e., when it stood at approx i ma tely 
4.8%), pass ing from a pos / pos + neg of 20% to one of 70%, the predicted prob a bil-
ity of con cep tion var ied from 0.37% to 0.51%, which corresponded to −20.72% and 
+10.72% var i a tions com pared with the sam ple aver age (0.46%, the dashed line).

Consistent with these results, the num bers of eco nomic news items were espe-
cially cor re lated with fer til ity dur ing months in which the econ omy was fre quently 
reported on. This emerged from an addi tional anal y sis (Table A2 in the online appen-
dix) we conducted by augmenting Model 2 (Table 2) with inter ac tions between the 
abso lute num bers of eco nomic news items and dummy var i ables iden ti fy ing spe cific 
sub pe ri ods char ac ter ized by dif fer ent lev els of eco nomic cov er age (see Figure A1 in 
the online appen dix).

Parity-Specific Analyses and Robustness Checks

We empir i cally tested for the pos si bil ity of par ity-spe cific reac tions to TG1’s cov er-
age of the econ omy by conducting sep a rate dis crete-time event-his tory ana ly ses for 
the tran si tions to first and sec ond chil dren. Regarding child less women, we found 
that changes in the aver age num ber of neg a tive, pos i tive, and neu tral (or unclear) 
eco nomic news fea tures reported over the pre vi ous 12 months were sig nifi  cantly 
asso ci ated with the prob a bil ity of con ceiv ing a first child (Table 3, first col umn). 
One addi tional pos i tive news item led to an increase of approx i ma tely 2.23% in the 
monthly prob a bil ity of first con cep tion (with respect to a mean risk of con cep tion of 
0.41%). An addi tional neg a tive news story led to a reduc tion of roughly 1.35% in the 
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prob a bil ity of con cep tion. The aver age mar ginal effects of news cov er age var i ables 
esti mated on the moth ers’ sub sam ple (sec ond col umn) were close (or greater) to those 
esti mated for child less women—although it should be noted that their sta tis ti cal pre-
ci sion was lower. Generally speak ing, it is likely that media news on the econ omy 
was also asso ci ated with higher order con cep tions, although the uncer tainty in our 
esti ma tes pre vents any firm con clu sions.

We fur ther checked that the asso ci a tions between news cov er age var i ables and fer-
til ity remained even after augmenting Model 2 with a series of indi ca tors of objec tive 
eco nomic con di tions (the GDP growth rate, the per cent age of tem po rary employ-
ment, the per cent age of part-time female employ ment, and female unem ploy ment 
rates at both EU-19 and global lev els) and aggre gate mea sures of eco nomic per cep-
tions (con sumer con fi dence, yields of gov ern ment bonds with maturities close to 10 
years, and the inci dence of Google searches for the term “spread,” fol low ing Comolli 
and Vignoli (2021)).

In addi tion, although we decided to account for the news cov er age in the pre vi-
ous 12 months, we also tested the aver ages of the monthly num bers of eco nomic 
news items reported in dif fer ent pre ced ing inter vals, from 1 to 24 months ear lier. The 
results suggested that the aver age cov er age cal cu lated over very short and very long 
peri ods was not sig nifi  cantly asso ci ated with fer til ity, while the cov er age in pre vi-
ous peri ods closer to 12 months was more rel e vant in size (Figure A2 in the online 
appen dix).

Furthermore, we aug mented Model 2 in Table 2 with a set of inter ac tion terms to 
test whether the asso ci a tions we found were gen er al ized or con cen trated in par tic u lar 
groups. The results (avail  able upon request) indi cated that they were almost exclu-
sively driven by women aged 25–34, the age group in which (first) child births were 
mostly con cen trated. Regarding edu ca tion, the asso ci a tions were sta tis ti cally and sub-
stan tially sig nifi  cant only for women with upper-sec ond ary edu ca tion, a group that 
con sti tuted almost half of our sam ple. The low sta tis ti cal pre ci sion of the esti mated 
asso ci a tions for women with lower-sec ond ary and ter tiary edu ca tion may be due to 
the smaller sam ple size of these sub groups. Also, the neg a tive asso ci a tion between 

Table 3 Average mar ginal effects of news cov er age var i ables on the tran si tions to first and sec ond  
chil dren from dis crete-time logit mod els

Variable First-Order Births Second-Order Births

# Negative Tone −0.00005*
(0.00003)

−0.00010
(0.00008)

# Positive Tone 0.00009†

(0.00005)
0.00021

(0.00015)
# Unclear Tone −0.00004†

(0.00002)
0.00004

(0.00006)
Number of Observations 365,119 110,310
Number of Individuals 7,342 3,521
Number of Conception Events 1,486 1,119

Notes: Robust stan dard errors are shown in paren the ses. Estimates refer to stan dard ized var i ables. Models 
con trol for all  var i ables included in Model 2 in Table 2.
†p < .10; *p < .05
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the num ber of neg a tive eco nomic news items and fer til ity was greater among cohab-
iting women than among mar ried women. Nonunion fer til ity was also neg a tively 
asso ci ated with a wors en ing in the news cov er age. A sim i lar pat tern of asso ci a tions 
also emerged for pos i tive news. This may be explained by the fact that selec tion into 
cohab i ta tion among women in Italy is driven by eco nomic uncer tainty (Vignoli et al. 
2016). We detected no het ero ge ne ity in the asso ci a tions between news cov er age var-
i ables and fer til ity by employ ment sta tus, and no sub stan tial dif fer ences by gen der. 
Indeed, we rep li cated our ana ly ses on a panel of 12,348 male respon dents included in 
the FSS sur veys (2,619 con cep tion events out of 633,394 obser va tions). The pat tern 
of results (avail  able upon request) was highly sim i lar to that shown in Table 2.

Finally, the effects of the econ omy’s news cov er age may rea son ably change 
according to objec tive eco nomic devel op ments. We there fore aug mented Model 2 
(Table 2) by interacting news cov er age var i ables with GDP per cap ita and female 
unem ploy ment rate. The results (Table A3 in the online appen dix) revealed that the 
rela tion ship between eco nomic news and fer til ity weak ened when the female unem-
ploy ment rate increased.

Conclusions

Recent research has argued that, in an era of eco nomic uncer tainty, indi vid u als are 
influ enced not only by objec tive eco nomic con straints but also by socially constructed 
nar ra tives of the future when mak ing long-term bind ing deci sions (Beckert 2016; 
Beckert and Bronk 2018), includ ing those concerning fer til ity (Vignoli, Bazzani  
et al. 2020). The media rep re sent a cru cial build ing block of these nar ra tives (Vignoli, 
Guetto et al. 2020) since they are the major source of eco nomic infor ma tion for most 
cit i zens (Joris et al. 2014, 2018). Following the agenda-set ting approach and fram ing 
the ory, the media (in all  its forms) influ ence pub lic per cep tion by spe cifi  cally select-
ing con tent and presenting it from cer tain per spec tives and tones (McCombs and 
Shaw 1972). In recent years, the ris ing eco nomic uncer tainty in Western countries 
may have boosted the effects of media’s eco nomic nar ra tives on indi vid ual per cep-
tions and expec ta tions about the econ omy and, in turn, fer til ity behav ior.

We inves ti gated the rela tion ship between media-con veyed nar ra tives of the econ-
omy and fer til ity behav ior by com bin ing nation ally rep re sen ta tive indi vid ual-level 
data with data on the eco nomic cov er age of Italy’s most pop u lar even ing news cast. 
Our find ings suggested that an increase in the num ber of neg a tive eco nomic news 
items was neg a tively asso ci ated with fer til ity, whereas an increase in pos i tive items 
was pos i tively, and more strongly, cor re lated with fer til ity. The asso ci a tion between 
eco nomic news and fer til ity behav ior (cete ris pari bus) was found to be sub stan tially 
rel e vant: the pos i tive fer til ity reac tion to an increase in pos i tive news was almost 
dou ble that of a com pa ra ble increase in the GDP per cap ita. On the other hand, the 
neg a tive fer til ity reac tion to an increase in neg a tive news was almost half that of a 
com pa ra ble increase in the female unem ploy ment rate. Our results also documented 
that an increase in the salience of the econ omy in the news—com pared with other 
issues—was neg a tively asso ci ated with fer til ity. Importantly, when pos i tive news 
items outnumbered neg a tive ones, an increase in the per cent age of eco nomic news 
out of all  news reports fos tered fer til ity.
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Previous stud ies have shown that reporting neg a tive news had a stron ger impact 
than reporting pos i tive news on the eco nomic per cep tions and expec ta tions of cit-
i zens from countries with prosperous econ o mies, such as Sweden and Germany 
(Dräger 2015; Lamla and Lein 2014). In a coun try that has been char ac ter ized by 
eco nomic hard ship, such as Italy, a pos i tive eco nomic nar ra tive may be just as rel e-
vant. A sim i lar pat tern of results about news tone has been documented by Vignoli 
et al. (2022): the same lab o ra tory exper i ment revealed a stron ger impact on fer til ity 
inten tions of a news bul le tin with a neg a tive tone in Norway and one with a pos i tive 
tone in Italy. In this regard, Schwarz and Bless (1992) argued that new infor ma tion 
can influ ence indi vid u als’ judg ments depending on the com par i son they make with 
famil iar stan dards. In other words, when the eco nomic trend is tur bu lent, a pos i tive 
eco nomic nar ra tive pro vi des a major “dis tance expe ri ence” from the habit ual “con-
tact expe ri ence” of daily life (Dewey 1930:58; Mische 2009:697). This could pos-
si bly explain why we found a stron ger influ ence of pos i tive eco nomic news items 
com pared with neg a tive items.

This study has cer tain lim i ta tions, largely due to data avail abil ity. First, we had 
no infor ma tion on indi vid u als’ expo sure to the news, nor on the com po si tion of the 
audi ence by demo graphic fac tors (data on the com po si tion of Ital ian pro grams’ audi-
ences are not made pub lic). However, a 2016 ISTAT sur vey found that respon dents 
of all  age groups reported updating their knowl edge of cur rent events by both watch-
ing tele vi sion news casts and brows ing the internet and social media. Moreover, we 
focused on news items reported by a “uni ver sal media” that reaches a large share 
of the Ital ian soci ety. Indeed, the Rai is the Ital ian Public Service Media (PSM), of 
which Rai 1 is the main chan nel, and uni ver sal ity is one of the PSM’s fun da men tal 
prin ci ples (Born and Prosser 2001). The poten tial effect of mass media tran scends the 
direct view ers them selves (Hornik and McAnany 2001): audi ences con trib ute to the 
pub lic dis course on the econ omy, thus influ enc ing the per cep tions and expec ta tions of 
those not exposed. Although a poten tial slight diver gence between the TG1 audi ence 
and the gen eral pop u la tion may not rep re sent a cru cial issue for our find ings, fur ther 
stud ies may suc cess fully include infor ma tion on indi vid ual expo sure to the media. 
Another nat u ral next step would be to widen the sources of media news by includ-
ing print and online media. Media anal y sis on the Euro pean debt cri sis cov er age has 
shown a high level of con so nance between dif fer ent types of media in Italy (qual ity 
press, finan cial press, tab loids) (Arrese and Vara 2015), which sug gests that the even-
ing news cast of Rai 1 offered an ade quate pic ture of what the media daily reported 
for Italy. Second, the asso ci a tion between eco nomic news cov er age and fer til ity may 
vary by area. Indeed, Italy suf fers a con sid er able socio eco nomic gap between the 
wealth ier North and the more dis ad van taged South. Unfortunately, micro-level data 
contained infor ma tion about respon dents’ res i dence only at the time of the inter view. 
Third, the econ omy’s cov er age may partly embody real eco nomic trends. We thus 
con trolled for tra di tional mac ro eco nomic cor re lates of fer til ity (e.g., Comolli 2017; 
Goldstein et al. 2013; Lanzieri 2013; Matysiak et al. 2021). Nonetheless, we can not 
exclude the pos si bil ity that our indi ca tors of eco nomic news cov er age were not fully 
inde pen dent from actual eco nomic dynam ics. Finally, although the the o ret i cal sec tion 
of this arti cle pro posed poten tial path ways of asso ci a tion between eco nomic news 
cov er age and fer til ity, the under stand ing of the mech a nisms under ly ing such asso ci-
a tion requires the avail abil ity of time-vary ing infor ma tion on indi vid u als’ eco nomic 
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per cep tions. Because of data con straints, we could focus only on the “total effect” of 
eco nomic news cov er age on fer til ity behav ior.

Despite these lim i ta tions, our study has documented a sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cant, and 
sub stan tially rel e vant, cor re la tion between the eco nomic news cov er age and fer til-
ity dynam ics. This is the first micro-level study that has addressed the role of eco-
nomic news for fer til ity behav ior in a Western coun try. Without deriv ing firm causal 
con clu sions, our find ings bol ster the claim that media-con veyed nar ra tives of the 
econ omy influ ence fer til ity behav iors. These nar ra tives are socially constructed by a 
con tin u ous, dynamic, and (poten tially) mutual influ ence between soci e tal beliefs and 
the media’s eco nomic cov er age. Beyond extending the lit er a ture on media effects, 
our results are sug ges tive of what may under lie the rel a tively homo ge neous fer til-
ity decline seen in con tem po rary Western soci e ties. The Great Recession, and later 
the COVID-19 pan demic, fueled gen eral per cep tions of uncer tainty regard ing future 
eco nomic con di tions, above and beyond the direct and objec tive expe ri ence of unem-
ploy ment or com pany bank ruptcy. In this con text, eco nomic nar ra tives of the future 
(espe cially those chan neled by the media) may become more salient for fer til ity deci-
sions in Western soci e ties (Vignoli, Bazzani et al. 2020; Vignoli, Guetto et al. 2020). ■
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