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In this issue of the Journal of Women’s Health, Willson and colleagues explore how age and
fertility are portrayed in celebrity-driven magazines.! Specifically, they examine if popular
media depictions of celebrity pregnancies present accurate information related to age and
fertility, the use of assisted reproductive technology (ARTs), and pregnancy-related risks
associated with advanced maternal age (AMA >35 years). Their study provides an important
viewpoint related to the impact of media on reproductive perceptions, and its potential
intersection with delayed childbearing, fertility awareness, and reproductive decision making.

The relationship between age and fertility is widely misunderstood. Over the past twenty-
five years, seventy-one studies from twenty-six countries have found that women and men
consistently lack a proper understanding of the impact of age on fertility, as well as the
likelihood of pregnancy at later ages.? These findings are not limited to the general population,
but have been repeatedly found in undergraduate and graduate university students.? Amazingly
it has even been found in OB/GYN residents,* and practicing health care professionals.> For
those who intend to become parents, poor fertility awareness is problematic as it can lead to
uninformed decision-making which can ultimately result in involuntary childlessness.

Willson and colleagues also argue that misleading depictions of fertility and age might
negatively impact readers’ attitudes towards ARTs. Similar to misperceptions about age and
fertility, studies consistently find that women and men overestimate the success rates of ARTSs -
especially for women of AMA.2 While the total percentage of women using ARTs is unknown, in
2014 nearly 64,000 thousand children were born in the U.S. who were conceived through
ARTs.%7 Of the 240 celebrities profiled, only three indicated the use of ARTs. Given that 56% of

celebrities were of AMA, it is likely that the number using ARTs is higher than the number



portrayed in the magazines. This is particularly true for women over 40. Between 1990 and
2013, while the birth rates for women ages 40 to 44 in the United States has nearly doubled,?
women in their 40s are more likely to experience infertility, undergo a higher number of ART
cycles, yet are less likely to deliver a live birth using ARTs.® The realities of achieving a live birth
using ARTs for women over 40 are far less optimistic than most people believe. A study of 909
women undergoing IVF treatments concluded that patients over 40 could only expect a 12%
cumulative delivery rate from their use of ARTs.10

Understanding the pregnancy-related risks in women of AMA is also a key component of
informed reproductive decision-making. Pregnancy-related risks such as pregnancy loss,
trisomy, preterm birth, preeclampsia, and gestational diabetes rise significantly in women 35
years and older.!! Willson notes that there were only two mentions of pregnancy related risks
in the four years of articles studied — despite the fact that the majority of celebrities portrayed
were 35 or older (AMA). This omission furthers the gap between what is portrayed as normal in
popular print magazines and what actually occurs. A 2018 study found that a sample of well-
educated women who believed they were very aware of the pregnancy related risks associated
with AMA were not nearly as informed as they believed they were.'? By failing to inform
readers of pregnancy-related risks in stories of women of AMA, readers can be left with false
impressions about the ease of pregnancy and lack of risks to women of AMA.

But what role, if any, does exposure to celebrity-driven stories in the print media have
on readers’ fertility attitudes and parenting desires? While studies have found that an
individual’s fertility desires can change after receiving fertility-related education,®® and in

response to key life events (age and relationship status),** the impact of media on perceptions



and attitudes towards fertility desires is less well-understood. Social commentaries warn
against the negative implications of misrepresenting female fertility in media, suggesting it may
mislead readers to develop incorrect interpretations of female fertility.!> Empirical
examinations support the idea. A 2016 study of 166 childless women found that exposure to
portrayals of women in three different roles (professional, beauty, homemaking) in print
magazines changed participants future fertility decisions about the number of children desired
and number of years until desired birth. Participants shown women in the homemaking and
beauty portrayals increased the number of desired children over time, while women shown the
professional portrayals increased the time planned to first birth compared to participants
shown the beauty portrayals.'®

In Willson’s study, fertility was highlighted on 1/3 of all magazine covers - with many
containing attention-grabbing and potentially misleading headlines. If exposure to depictions
of women in a professional or a homemaker role can change fertility intentions, exposure to
misleading magazine headlines and stories about pregnancy at later-than-expected ages may
impact attitudes as well. Of the magazines studied, Willson verified circulation numbers to be
in the millions each year - showing the enormous reach and influence these stories can have in
shaping public perceptions.

When considering the implications of Willson’s findings, it is important to address the
issues of celebrity privacy and the role of popular print media in educating readers with
fertility-related facts. Regarding privacy, the intimate details of a person’s reproductive journey
— whether they are a celebrity or not - is that person’s alone to share. As such, celebrity privacy

should be fiercely protected — a point Willson and colleagues support. In terms of the role of



print media, Willson and colleagues propose there is ‘an opportunity and possibly even a
responsibility for magazines and other media outlets to include facts and statistics alongside
the anecdotal stories related to infertility.” This call for educational side-bar discussions about
fertility issues alongside stories of celebrity pregnancies represents a promising compromise.
Such discussions could protect celebrity privacy while adding important fertility-related
information that could help inform readers. While there will never be a perfect fit between the
aims of for-profit magazines and fertility educators and health care professionals, an outside-
the-box solution such as this could provide a collaborative starting point that serves both
interests.

In summary, the relationship between popular celebrity-driven magazines and
representations of age and fertility is complex. Important questions that need further
discussion include: ‘Do misleading headlines and pregnancy related stories actually shape and
alter fertility-related attitudes and desires?’; ‘How can popular print media protect the privacy
of celebrity interviews while publishing articles that provide socially responsible and accurate
portrayals of fertility and age?’; and ‘Is there an ethical responsibility for influential for-profit
media outlets to provide accurate information to readers to prevent misinformed perceptions
of fertility?’ All of these questions do not have easy answers. Yet if common ground can be
found in addressing these topics, the aims of print media and fertility educators might come
more in harmony with one another. It might be possible for print media to can continue to
profile celebrity pregnancies, while also helping readers become more informed about the
relationship between age and fertility. By providing more accurate information, readers can

develop more realistic views about fertility and be empowered to make more informed



reproductive decisions. At the same time, they can still find pleasure and entertainment in the

celebrity-driven stories they are sure to enjoy.
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