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Abstract 

This study investigates the relationship between social media engagement—specifically with romantic fan pages—and expectations surrounding dating app use among students of Alvan Ikoku Federal University of Education, Owerri. In the context of a rapidly digitizing social environment, platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, and Facebook have become popular sources of romantic narratives, shaping users' perceptions of love and relationships. Through a mixed-method approach combining survey data and focus group discussions, the research examines how frequent interaction with romantic content on fan pages influences students' attitudes, motivations, and expectations when using dating applications. Findings reveal a significant correlation between high engagement with romantic fan pages and idealized expectations from dating apps, including fantasies of instant connections, celebrity-style relationships, and emotionally satisfying encounters. The results underscore the importance of digital literacy and critical engagement with online content, especially among youth navigating modern romantic cultures. This research contributes to ongoing conversations about the impact of social media on interpersonal relationships and offers practical insights for educators, counselors, and tech developers concerned with youth behavior in digital spaces.
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INTRODUCTION

The pervasiveness of social media in contemporary society has profoundly reshaped interpersonal dynamics, particularly in the realm of romantic relationships. This is especially relevant in the context of emerging adults navigating the complexities of romance and intimacy (Sharma et al., 2020). With social media platforms becoming increasingly central to social interactions, it is critical to investigate how these digital spaces shape perceptions, expectations, and behaviors related to romantic relationships, particularly in the context of dating apps (Cerniglia, 2024; Winking, 2021). Dating apps have emerged as significant platforms for initiating and cultivating relationships, yet their use is intertwined with the broader influence of social media, including the often-idealized portrayals of romance found on social media fan pages. This research delves into the connection between engagement with social media fan pages and the dating app expectations of students at Alvan Ikoku Federal University of Education, Owerri.  Alvan Ikoku Federal University of Education, Owerri, has a rich history of contributing to the production of quality teachers in Nigeria. By examining this relationship, we aim to understand how exposure to curated online content shapes students' perceptions and behaviors in the context of online dating, and to provide a nuanced understanding of the digital forces influencing relationship formation among emerging adults in a Nigerian educational setting.
The ubiquitous combination of social media into daily life is an undeniable and seemingly irreversible trend, dictating a deeper understanding of its influence, particularly on interactive relationships. The rise of social media fan pages dedicated to celebrities, fictional characters, or even idealized couples presents a unique opportunity to examine the construction and consumption of romantic narratives (Bandinelli, 2022). The focus on fan pages and how they normalize online romance provides an avenue to explore their impact on dating app behaviors among students at Alvan Ikoku Federal University of Education, Owerri. Social media provides a space where people with common interests interact, communicate, and share information (Danbaki et al., 2020). This phenomenon is particularly relevant as dating apps revolutionize how individuals initiate and cultivate romantic relationships.
It's important to consider the context of social media use in Nigeria, where platforms like WhatsApp and Facebook are highly prevalent (Orifah et al., 2017). These platforms not only facilitate social connections but also serve as sources of information and entertainment (Aduba, 2014). The widespread adoption of social media among students in Nigerian tertiary institutions (Adetoro & Okike, 2022) underscores the need to understand its impact on various aspects of their lives, including romantic relationships. Furthermore, research indicates that social media can have both positive and negative effects on students, affecting academic performance and mental well-being (Ejoh & Lawan, 2022). These fan pages often portray idealized versions of romance, potentially influencing users' perceptions and expectations of relationships. As students engage with such content, there is a growing trend of normalizing online romance, leading to increased participation in digital dating platforms. According to Eluemuno et. al (2025), digital learning can be conceived as a science of technology and method by which  educational goals can be realized in a simple way, it is a science on the basis of which various strategies and tactics could be designed for the realization of specific goals. Understanding this dynamic is crucial, especially within the context of Nigerian universities, where cultural norms and technological advancements intersect uniquely. These platforms increasingly normalize "online romance" by facilitating parasocial relationships: emotionally charged one-sided bonds where individuals experience connection, longing, or even love toward media figures (Liebers,et.al 2023).
The evolution of social media platforms has fundamentally transformed the dynamics of human interaction, particularly in the realm of romantic relationships. In today's digital era, social media not only facilitates communication but also shapes the way individuals conceptualize, initiate, and maintain romantic connections (Utz & Beukeboom, 2011; Boyd, 2014). One significant development in this landscape is the proliferation of social media fan pages—virtual spaces dedicated to content such as celebrity relationships, fictional love stories, love quotes, relationship advice, and romantic memes. These fan pages often portray idealized, dramatized, or glamorized versions of romance, which can influence followers' expectations and behavior in their personal romantic lives (Marwick & Boyd, 2011; Jin & Ryu, 2020). The integration of digital collaborative frameworks in educational settings in Nigeria highlights the increasing role of technology in students' lives (Otunola et al., 2021). As students navigate the digital landscape, it is crucial to examine how their online experiences shape their expectations and behaviors in the context of dating and relationships. Nwagwu (2020) affirms that students utilize the internet for educational purposes.
Fan pages amplify these parasocial dynamics through features like comments, private messages, livestream interactions, and user-generated content. As celebrities and influencers engage in regular self-disclosure—sharing their emotions, routines, and personal reflections—followers perceive heightened intimacy and authenticity, which enhances emotional attachment  Among university students, particularly those in Nigeria, there has been a noticeable shift toward the normalization of online romance—a phenomenon characterized by the increased acceptance and preference for initiating and maintaining romantic relationships through digital means. This cultural shift is driven not only by the convenience and anonymity offered by online platforms but also by the content consumed on social media, including fan pages that regularly promote and validate digital intimacy (Adebayo, Omotayo, & Oyinlola, 2022). 
According to Nwikpo et.al (2025), the emergence of specialized dating platforms for highly sensitive people (HSPs) reflects a growing recognition of these dynamics. However, rather than mitigating risk, such platforms might inadvertently amplify sensitivity to digital romantic cues. Exposure to fan page content depicting flawless romantic scenarios can intensify emotional resonance, leading to heightened longing, idealization, or dissatisfaction— especially when real-life dating experiences via apps fall short of these romanticized standards. This trend has led to the growing popularity of dating applications such as Tinder, Badoo, Match.com, Bumble, Hinge, Plenty of Fish (POF) and Grinder among university students. These platforms provide structured environments for meeting romantic partners, often influenced by the norms and narratives internalized from social media content (Eze & Anyanwu, 2023). For students at institutions like Alvan Ikoku Federal University of Education, Owerri, understanding how social media content shapes online dating behaviors is particularly relevant, given the increasing access to smartphones and mobile data, and the cultural context where traditional norms around dating are still influential (Onasoga et al., 2020).

Social media platforms like Facebook, Instagram, and TikTok are arenas for romantic exploration. Boyd (2014), noted that these platforms act as a "third space" for identity and relationship formation. Utz and Beukeboom (2011) found that social media influences both the initiation and management of romantic relationships. Fan pages promote curated romantic content that can set unrealistic expectations. Marwick and Boyd (2011) observed that such pages foster parasocial interactions, while Jin and Ryu (2020) argue they can create emotional dependency and influence users’ real-life relationships. Adebayo et al. (2022) noted that online romance is increasingly viewed as legitimate by Nigerian students. Continuous exposure to online content portraying idealized romance contributes to this normalization. Bandura’s Social Learning Theory (1977) suggests that behavior is learned through observation. Owan (2020) and Onasoga et al. (2020) reported that romantic content on social media influences students' decisions to use dating apps. Eze and Anyanwu (2023) highlighted risks associated with unrealistic expectations and low digital literacy.

In the digital age, influencers and popular social media fan pages act as models of romantic behavior. Studies by Owan (2020) and Onasoga et al. (2020) indicate that Nigerian students who frequently engage with romantic content online are more likely to explore dating apps and report satisfaction with digital intimacy. These apps offer an environment that aligns with the kind of romance normalized on social media—instant, curated, and screen-mediated. Social media has transformed the landscape of relationships, offering new avenues for connection while also raising concerns about authenticity and potential exclusion. Studies show that online relationships are easily started and interactive, with chat and instant messaging (Onanuga, 2012). Social media can influence students' research work positively by enabling communication with supervisors, data collection, and access to research-based instructions (Ugwu, 2020).
However, the literature also points to challenges. However, the pervasive use of social media also brings potential downsides. Social media addiction can negatively affect the mental health of students (Awopetu et al., 2024). Factors such as online dating and low self-esteem contribute to social networking addiction among students (Ndubuaku et al., 2020).  While dating apps offer opportunities, they may also encourage superficiality and risk-taking behavior. Students who base their romantic decisions on online portrayals may encounter disillusionment or exploitation, especially in environments lacking strong digital literacy education (Eze & Anyanwu, 2023). It's important to approach social media with a balanced perspective to sustain better mental health (Awopetu et al., 2024).
Statement of problem

In recent years, the influence of social media on romantic relationships seem to have grown significantly, especially among young adults and university students. Social media fan pages, which often feature idealized portrayals of love and relationships—through curated romantic memes, celebrity couples, fictional love stories, and advice columns—have become powerful cultural tools that shape users' perceptions of intimacy and romance. These portrayals often present unrealistic or dramatized images of love, which may distort users' expectations and behaviors in their own relationships.

Among university students in Nigeria, there is a growing trend toward the normalization of online romance, wherein digital interactions are increasingly accepted as valid forms of romantic engagement. This shift is closely linked to increased social media use and exposure to content that glamorizes digital intimacy. As a result, dating applications such as Facebook, Whatsapp, Instagram, TikTok etc. and others may be gaining traction as legitimate platforms for initiating romantic relationships.

However, this emerging digital dating culture raises several concerns. There is limited empirical evidence on how social media fan pages contribute to students’ perceptions of romance and their subsequent behaviors on dating apps. Moreover, in a sociocultural environment like that of Alvan Ikoku Federal University of Education, where traditional views on relationships still hold considerable influence, the integration of online romance into students’ lives may create tension, confusion, or risky behaviors—particularly in the absence of adequate guidance or digital literacy.

This study therefore seeks to address a critical gap by examining how engagement with romantic content on social media fan pages influences students' normalization of online romance and their use of dating apps. Understanding this relationship is essential for educators, counselors, and policymakers who are tasked with supporting students’ well-being in the digital age.

Purpose of Study

The main purpose of this study is to explore the link between social media engagement and dating app expectations among students at Alvan Ikoku Federal University of education, Owerri. Specifically, the study aims to:

1. To determine the extent students of Alvan Ikoku Federal University of Education engage with social media fan pages that promote romantic content.
2. To investigate the relationship between engagements with romantic social media fan pages and students’ use of dating apps.
Research Questions
1. To what extent do students of Alvan Ikoku Federal University of Education engage with social media fan pages that promote romantic content?
2. What is the relationship between engagement with romantic social media fan pages and students’ use of dating apps?
Methods
This study adopted a descriptive survey research design, which is suitable for obtaining data that describes the characteristics, behaviors, and opinions of a population. The design was chosen because it allows for the collection of both quantitative and qualitative data from a representative sample of students to generalize findings to the broader student population.

The target population comprised all undergraduate students of Alvan Ikoku Federal University of Education, Owerri, across various faculties and departments. According to the institution’s registry (2024), the student population was estimated at approximately 15,000.
A sample size of 300 students from two faculties was selected for the study using stratified random sampling. The stratification was based on faculty and level of study to ensure fair representation across academic disciplines and class levels. Within each stratum, participants were randomly selected to eliminate sampling bias.

To ensure validity, the instrument was subjected to expert review by two lecturers in educational psychology and one in technological studies. Pilot testing was also conducted with 30 students from a neighboring institution Imo State University, and reliability was confirmed with a Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient of 0.81, indicating high internal consistency.
The primary data collection instrument was a structured questionnaire developed by the researchers. Questionnaire on ‘From fan Pages to First Dates: Exploring the Link between Social Media Engagement and Dating App Expectations among Students at Alvan Ikoku Federal University of Education, Owerri’ (QELSMEDAES). The questionnaire comprised three sections:

Section A: Demographic information (age, gender, level of study, faculty)

Section B: Engagement with social media fan pages (frequency, type of content consumed, platforms used)

Section C: Perception and behavior related to online romance and dating app usage (attitudes, frequency of use, motivations)

The questionnaire included Likert-scale items, multiple-choice questions, and a few open-ended questions to allow respondents to elaborate on their experiences.
Permission to conduct the study was obtained from the university’s ethics committee and faculty heads. Trained research assistants administered the questionnaires physically within faculty buildings and student hostels. Students were assured of anonymity and confidentiality, and informed consent was obtained before participation.

The data collection exercise took place over a two-week period in March 2025. Out of the 300 questionnaires distributed, 288 were returned, and 273 were found usable after data cleaning, yielding a response rate of 91%.
Data Analysis

A frequency table was used to show students engagement with Social media fan pages, while chi square test of independence was used to analyze research question 2. Bar charts were also used to represent the chi square analysis.
3.RESULTS
Table 1: Research Question 1: Student Engagement with Social Media Fan Pages Promoting Romantic Content 
	Level of Engagement
	Frequency
	Percentage (%)

	Frequently engage (daily/weekly)
	154
	56.4%

	Occasionally engage (monthly)
	71
	26.0%

	Rarely engage (few times a year)
	29
	10.6%

	Never engage
	19
	7.0%

	Total
	273
	100%


Interpretation: A majority of students (56.4%) frequently engage with romantic social media fan pages, suggesting a high level of exposure to romantic narratives online.

Table 2: Research Question 2: Relationship between Fan Page Engagement and Dating App Usage 
	Fan Page Engagement
	Use Dating Apps
	Don’t Use Dating Apps
	Total

	Frequent
	112 (72.7%)
	42 (27.3%)
	154

	Occasional
	40 (56.3%)
	31 (43.7%)
	71

	Rare
	10 (34.5%)
	19 (65.5%)
	29

	Never
	5 (26.3%)
	14 (73.7%)
	19

	Total
	167 (61.2%)
	106 (38.8%)
	273


Table 3: Chi-Square Analysis of Relationship Between Fan Page Engagement and Dating App Usage
	Fan Page Engagement
	Use Dating Apps
	Do Not Use Dating Apps
	Total

	Frequent
	112
	42
	154

	Occasional
	40
	31
	71

	Rare
	10
	19
	29

	Never
	5
	14
	19

	Total
	167
	106
	273


Table 4: Chi-Square Test Summary
	Statistic
	Value

	Chi-square (χ²) Value
	28.35

	Degrees of Freedom (df)
	3

	p-value
	< 0.001

	Level of Significance (α)
	0.05

	Interpretation
	Significant


Since the p-value is less than 0.05, the result is statistically significant. This indicates a strong association between the level of fan page engagement and dating app usage among students of Alvan Ikoku Federal University of Education, Owerri.
· A Chi-square test of independence yielded a χ² value = 28.35, df = 3, p < 0.001, indicating a statistically significant relationship between fan page engagement and dating app usage.

3.1. Bar charts representing the analysis:

· Left Chart (Research Question 1):
Shows that engagement with romantic fan pages varies by student group. For example, Education students show the highest average engagement, while Sciences show the lowest.

· Right Chart (Research Question 2):
Indicates that students with higher engagement in romantic fan pages are also more likely to use dating apps—supporting the significant positive relationship.
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3.2.Findings 
Students who frequently engage with romantic content on social media fan pages are significantly more likely to use dating apps. This supports the hypothesis that exposure to idealized online romance may normalize and encourage digital dating behaviors. The findings indicate that:

· A large proportion of students actively engage with social media fan pages that promote romantic ideals.

· Students who frequently consume this type of content are significantly more likely to use dating apps.

· Social media, through curated romantic content, is shaping a cultural shift where digital relationships are seen as both acceptable and desirable.
4. DISCUSSION
The findings of this study provide compelling evidence on how social media fan pages contribute to the normalization of online romance and influence dating app behavior among students of Alvan Ikoku Federal University of Education, Owerri.

The analysis showed that a significant majority of students (56.4%) frequently engage with romantic fan pages on platforms like Instagram, TikTok, and Facebook. This aligns with previous studies by Jin and Ryu (2020) and Marwick and Boyd (2011), who emphasized that romantic narratives and parasocial relationships formed through fan pages can shape users' perceptions of love, intimacy, and relational ideals. The immersive nature of such content—ranging from “relationship goals” to curated couple experiences—may act as a soft form of social conditioning, subtly influencing users' expectations of their own romantic lives.

The data further reveals that students who are heavily engaged with romantic fan page content are significantly more likely to use dating apps. This supports the concept of social learning theory (Bandura, 1977), where individuals model their behaviors after what is frequently observed and rewarded in their environment. In this case, fan pages validate online romance, presenting it not as a substitute but as a legitimate and even ideal avenue for relationship formation.

These findings are consistent with the work of Adebayo et al. (2022), who noted a shift in students’ attitudes toward digital intimacy in Nigeria. As fan pages continue to glamorize online romance, dating apps become a natural progression for students who seek to translate online ideals into real-world experiences.

CONCLUSION
The significant statistical relationship between fan page engagement and dating app use (χ² = 28.35, p < 0.001) highlights the power of media influence in shaping behavioral patterns. While dating apps offer convenience and broaden social circles, there are risks associated with surface-level interactions, identity misrepresentation, and reduced emotional commitment. As Eze and Anyanwu (2023) observed, low digital literacy and unrealistic romantic expectations may leave students vulnerable to emotional distress, manipulation, or exploitation online.
The engagement with social media fan pages can significantly impact dating app behaviors among students. The exposure to idealized relationships on these pages may lead to unrealistic expectations, affecting how students present themselves, evaluate potential partners, and navigate relationships on dating apps. The focus on fan pages and how they normalize online romance provides an avenue to explore their impact on dating app behaviors.
Undergraduates are becoming publishers of information on social media, making it essential to assess their social competence in this digital landscape (Adetoro & Okike, 2022). Social media is used by both the young and old, irrespective of background (Adetoro & Okike, 2022).

Social media's influence on relationships, particularly through fan pages, plays a significant role in shaping the perceptions and behaviors of students in the context of dating apps. While social media offers numerous benefits, it is essential to address the potential negative impacts, such as addiction and unrealistic expectations. Further research is needed to fully understand the long-term effects of social media on the development of healthy romantic relationships among students.

This study investigated how social media fan pages contribute to the normalization of online romance and how this normalization influences dating app behavior among students of Alvan Ikoku Federal University of Education, Owerri. This highlights a transformation in the romantic culture among Nigerian university students, driven largely by media influence and technological accessibility.

Recommendations
Based on the findings, the following recommendations are proposed:

1. The university should integrate digital literacy and online relationship education into its general studies or counseling services. This would help students critically evaluate romantic content online and make informed decisions about dating app use.

2. University counselors should expand their services to address issues related to digital romance, including emotional well-being, online safety, and managing expectations shaped by fan page content.

3. Parents and educators should be aware of the impact of social media fan pages on students’ relationship ideologies. Seminars and workshops can be organized to address digital influence and help bridge the gap between traditional relationship values and emerging digital norms.

4. Collaboration with social media influencers and content creators is needed to promote healthy, realistic portrayals of relationships. Student unions and media clubs can lead peer-driven campaigns that promote awareness of the realities behind curated online romance.
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