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Abstract

Objectives: To explore the use of social media for recruitment of adolescents and young adults in the United States and to describe how they
learn and feel about abortion.
Study design: Americans 13–29 years of age were recruited through web-based social media to complete an online survey about sex and
pregnancy-related decision making, including abortion. Descriptive statistics were used to compare the study population’s demographics and
prevalence of sexual experience to national databases [US Census and National Survey of Family Growth (NSFG)] and to describe abortion
attitudes and related topics.
Results: Survey completion rate was 78% and 996 participants’ responses were analyzed. The study population appeared diverse with
respect to gender, ethnicity, race and geographic distribution with some similarities to the US Census and was sexually active at an earlier age
compared to the NSFG. While the majority of participants supported abortion (74%), acceptance of abortion for themselves or their partners
varied based on circumstances. The media were the most popular sources of information for learning about sex and abortion (73% and 68%,
respectively). Parents had the most influence on individuals’ abortion stances compared to other sources.
Conclusions: Social media recruitment, compared to traditional methods, has the potential to reach a geographically, ethnically and racially
diverse group of young people to study sensitive topics in an economical and expedient fashion. Similar to the general population, the study
population’s abortion views fell on a spectrum with overall supportive attitudes toward abortion. The media served as common sources of
information for learning about both sex and abortion.
Implications:Web-based social media offer a novel recruiting strategy to study sensitive topics such as abortion attitudes among difficult-to-
reach populations such as adolescents and young adults. The presented findings begin characterizing young people’s abortion attitudes,
offering a foundation for more in-depth research.
© 2015 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction

Personal abortion attitudes influence how individuals cope
with unwanted pregnancies and impact their family, friends
and community. Societally, policy makers’ abortion attitudes

influence resource allocation and people’s abilities to realize
reproductive decisions. Although these attitudes have a broad
reach, people tend to learn and form opinions about abortion
through informal avenues and with incomplete information
because the subject of abortion is often taboo in the United
States. Popular discourse, which reduces a complex pregnan-
cy-related decision that many individuals face into dichoto-
mous “pro-life”/“pro-choice” rhetoric, compounds this
problem and reinforces misconceptions and stigma [1–3].

Social psychologists Fishbein and Ajzen describe beliefs as
fundamental building blocks of attitudes and behaviors [4]. A
belief forms when some attribute is linked to an object based
on direct observation, an inference or information from
another source, assigning meaning to that object. The
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collection of beliefs forms an attitude or an evaluation of that
object. Past researchers have studied if certain demographic
characteristics or attitudes are associatedwith amore favorable
evaluation of abortion. Characteristics that have been explored
include gender, race, age, education, religiosity and particular
beliefs about gender roles and female sexuality [5–9]. This
research, however, does not elucidate how individuals form
beliefs about abortion, which may happen through the process
of acquiring and internalizing social norms during adoles-
cence, as what happens with sexual socialization.

Unlike abortion socialization, sexual socialization has
been studied extensively and results suggest that informal,
nondidactic channels such as peers, media sources and
family messaging shape attitudes toward sex [10–12].
Abortion and sexual socialization may have similarities.
According to Stone and Waszak’s research, adolescents
described relying on movies, television and anecdotal
experiences to form their opinions about abortion [13].
Their knowledge was laden with misconceptions, possibly
originating from some of their sources (television, movies)
that tend to depict abortion in simplified, stereotypically
negative ways [14]. In addition, membership in certain social
networks may change abortion views, especially views that
are not well developed, as suggested by Munson’s research
exploring why certain individuals joined the “pro-life”
movement [15]. Many of his informants initially had been
“pro-choice” or ambivalent about abortion, joined the
movement seeking social involvement and developed a
“pro-life” stance over time through movement participation.

We employed internet-based recruitment and data collec-
tion to gather information about young people’s abortion
attitudes, which allowed us to have access to this population
and to explore this sensitive topic in a private manner. At the
time of this study, 73% of 13- to 29-year-olds in the US
participated in web-based social networks and 71% used
Facebook specifically, creating a unique forum for recruitment
[16,17]. Other researchers have utilized Facebook advertise-
ments for this purpose, studying topics as diverse as women’s
childbirth preferences, substance abuse among young adults
and young peoples’ attitudes toward chlamydia screening
[18–21]. These studies suggest that Facebook serves as a
useful, cost-effective tool for accessing groups that are difficult
to reach when using more traditional methodology. Moreover,
a web-based survey, compared to other forms of data
collection, offers privacy, anonymity and convenience [22].

We aimed to assess social media’s recruitment capabil-
ities and to begin describing how young people learn and feel
about abortion. Achievement of these objectives could
generate hypotheses for future research exploring attitude
formation in a deeper fashion.

2. Materials and methods

This study used a cross-sectional design through an online
survey to explore abortion attitudes among young people.

Following approval by the institutional review board, we
recruited participants through Facebook advertisements tar-
geted at English-speaking 13- to 29-year-olds living in the
United States. Recruited individuals could learn about the
study, determine their eligibility and take the survey from the
study website. We monitored Facebook advertisements daily
for click-through-rates (CTR) andmodified the advertisements
to increase visibility, aspiring to maintain at least an average
CTR of 0.05% (Fig. 1) [18,19,23]. Other promotional
materials included Twitter posts and a YouTube video
embedded on the study website. The survey ran from February
to October 2012. Participants were not compensated.

We utilized an internet-based, 21-item, multiple-choice
Question Pro™-hosted survey. Abortion-related questions
involved selecting a stance on abortion and determining
whether different informational sources contributed to
learning about abortion or influenced abortion views.
These questions were mixed with others about sex, love,
relationships, pregnancy, parenting and adoption. We
adapted the content and wording of the questions from the
Kaiser Family Foundation and National Campaign to
Prevent Teen and Unplanned Pregnancy surveys on related
topics [24–26]. Wording was nonmedical, such as “Have
you had sex? (anything you consider as sex)” as opposed to
“Have you had penile–vaginal intercourse?”, to avoid being
off-putting to this younger population. Abortion-stance
questions were framed to allow for distinction between
what individuals would select for themselves and what they
would select for abortion policy [2,5,27]. The survey ended
with demographic questions.

We used language at a middle-school education level,
randomized answer choices, provided options of “not sure”
and created distinct wording based on the participant’s
gender in order to maximize internal validity. The survey
was anonymous and based on the internet to encourage
truthful answers and to decrease social desirability bias [28].
Participants received instructions for how to take the survey
through private browsing and they could quit at any time.
The survey was piloted before going live. We allowed
multiple responses from the same Internet Protocol address
in case different participants shared a public computer, as in
a school setting [29]. We designed the survey to terminate
for participants who indicated they had taken the survey
before and flag surveys suspicious for repeat responding.

Fig. 1. Sample Facebook advertisement.
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