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Abstract

The growing popularity of dating applications (‘apps’) has fundamentally changed the notion of intimacy and
relationships. However, the effect they have on users’ perceptions of social connection is ambiguous. Focusing on
LSE students, we use primary data from semi-structured interviews and a survey. Our survey explore potential

relationships between dating apps and students’ experiences of social connection. We discover moderate introverts
and extroverts are more likely to use dating apps compared to extreme introverts and extroverts. Our interviews

provide insights into individuals’ perceptions of dating app usage, particularly how aspects of their personal
identity, such as sexuality and gender influence their experiences with dating and social connection. We reveal

dating apps are important to queer and neurodivergent individuals; apps have allowed users to connect to other
minority groups. This article highlights the significance of these findings, as they have broader implications for

improving our understanding of the social impacts of dating apps on students.

Keywords: gender, connection, dating apps, relationships, sexuality

1 Introduction

According to Marston et al. (2020), dating and relationships are an important part of a person’s life, health,
wellbeing, and social connectedness. With 365 million users worldwide using dating services in 2022 (Statista,
2023), the advent of technology has transformed the dynamics of interpersonal relationships.

Most existing literature only focus on heteronormative experiences, neglecting the effect personal factors have
on experiences of dating app usage. They also generally agree that further research is necessary to examine
the experiences of those who have grown up with technology, and how this impacts their sense of intimacy and
relationships. To extend this research, we answer the question

How does the use of dating apps impact experiences and perceptions of social connection and relation-
ships among LSE students?

Focusing on LSE students allows us to address other gaps in research by highlighting the specific experiences of
LGBTQ ad neurodivergent individuals. We use and analyse interviews and surveys to investigate characteristics
like introversion, gender and sexuality. In doing so, we discover that reasons for using apps are tied to aspects of
personal identity such as sexuality and gender. Furthermore, motivations extends to people wishing to seek sexual
intimacy, social validation and broadening social networks.

The remainder of this paper starts with an overview of existing research into this topic, an explanation of our
methodology followed by a discussion of our results.

2 Literature review

To explore this topic, we interrogate existing research of users’ motivations and experiences. Entertainment and
connection were the two main motivations behind people’s use of Tinder (Kallis, 2020). By conducting this literature
review, we focus on how dating apps impact social connection.
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2.1 Motivations

Marston et al. (2020) suggests that users use dating apps for potential to reducing loneliness, sexual engagement
and intimacy, as well as for finding long-term relationships. However, other research, such as (Thomas et al., 2023),
highlight how many users do not use dating apps to facilitate offline encounters, but to receive social gratification
and self-validation. They treat the app as a game with the goal of match accumulation. This is supported by
Timmermans and Courtois (2018), who reveal more than half of users never go on in-person dates.

Users’ motivations within the apps also differ depending on gender and sexuality. For example, men primarily use
the app for casual sex, travel opportunities and relationships whilst women use it to make new friends and to seek
personal validation (Ranzini & Lutz, 2017). They discover many users, especially women, report that accumulating
matches satisfies their need for social affirmation, particularly with regards to their physical appearance. They
also discover that high self-esteem is linked to less deceptive and more authentic forms of self-presentation, with
self-confidence having the strongest effect.

2.2 Identity formation: Queer and minority experience of dating apps

Wu and Trottier (2022) discusses why people choose to use dating apps. They highlight that apps are important
to marginalised minority groups who lack other opportunities to engage with similar people.

Goldenburg (2019) highlights that online dating expands the number of potential partners, offering the benefit of
bypassing social barriers which exist in the real world. This wider social network decreases isolation for sexual
minorities by locating them in “both geographic and metaphysical gay and queer spaces” (2019, p. 361). Same-sex
couples meet online at three times the rate as opposite-sex couples. With the vast majority of same-couples meeting
online (Rosenfeld, 2012), this suggests experiences and motivations of groups with certain sexualities are different.

Goldenberg also explores the effect of technologically mediated intimacy in how dating apps reshape intimacy within
the queer community. He extends these findings to other marginalise groups. The developmental process of sexual
orientation identity is different for gay and queer adolescents compared to heterosexual peer; technology can have a
positive effect on this. This is because dating apps provides an untraceable means for trying out different personas.
Online dating has added a “layer of mediation between the self and the community or social context of the identity”,
helping marginalised minorities who experience discrimination in society (Goldenburg, 2019, p.362).

2.3 Connection

Goldenburg (2019) outlines the possible link between certain apps and levels of happiness. Grindr is associated
with the highest level of unhappiness. He suggests that mediating intimacy through technology may help meet
sexual needs, but that people also strive to meet multiple intimacy needs. Dating apps skip necessary steps to help
individuals find partners who are more likely to fulfil these needs. He argues that a truly successful connection app
would need to account for more variables than is available on most apps. He highlights the conflicting goals between
dating apps and their users. Whereby most dating apps have the aim of ensuring the user does not quit the app, the
individual has the goal of using it to meet people in real life. The app ‘Hinge’ acknowledges this and incorporates
it into its branding. It markets itself as ‘The dating app designed to be deleted’, highlighting that a dating app
that fulfils the user’s desire to find a long-term monogamous relationship may not be an effective business model.

3 Methodology

We employ a mixed-methods approach of interviews and surveys. The interviews provide us with a holistic detailed
understanding of participants’ perspectives on our research topic (Hafsa, 2019). However, due to time constraints,
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could not conduct a sufficient number of interviews, thus necessitating survey data to allow us to sample a larger
number of responses.

3.1 Ethics

Introducing the survey and interview to participants, we provided them with a consent form, shown in the appendix,
that assured them of the anonymity of their responses. Potential interviewees were required to explicitly consent
to the interview, whilst there was a question on the survey asking if they were willing to participate.

The consent form, ethics form interview and survey questions are in the appendix.

3.2 Interview

We conducted three, one-on-one, semi-structured interviews to maintain the interviewees’ privacy. They consisted
of: a non-binary person (age 32), a heterosexual female (age 18), and a queer autistic female (age 19). To gather
the participants, self-selecting and convenience sampling methods were used. A limitation of our sample is that
extroverts are more likely to volunteer for interviews. However, it is ethically important that participants volunteered
as the research topic and questions were very private.

3.3 Survey

We conducted a voluntary survey using Qualtrics and received 46 responses. The survey was distributed through
group chats, emails, and various departments to ensure a diverse participant pool. We collected data on gender,
age, household income, and familial relationships for regression analysis and for control purposes. Additionally, we
inquired about students’ experiences, opinions and motivations related to dating apps. Questions were answered
with a Likert scale, with ‘Strongly Agree’ coded as 5 and ‘Strongly Disagree’ coded as 1 to aid analysis. All
questions concerning dating apps were taken or adapted from the Pew Research Center (2019) trends panel topline
questionnaire to standardise procedures and ensure internal validity. Using six questions adapted from Goldberg’s
(1992) markers for the Big Five personality traits, we assessed the level of introversion or extroversion for each
participant. An introversion/extroversion score was calculated for use in our analysis; the higher the score the more
extroverted one is.

Given the limited time to conduct our research, we only obtained 46 responses to our survey. Our sample size does
not adequately represent our target population. This limits the extent of our analysis as we are unable to draw
causal inference from our findings, as well as reducing the validity of our study. In addition, females made up a
large proportion of our sample (65%), further limiting the ability to make gender-based comparisons in our sample
and in the broader population. Finally, due to concerns about the length of our survey, only six questions were
asked regarding one’s extroversion. This raises the risk that we did not accurately measure levels of extroversion
or introversion.

3.4 Data analysis

3.4.1 Analysing the survey

A brief overview of the ordinal logistic regression model is given in Appendix E.
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We run the model

logitP(frequency apps ≤ j) =α0 + β1genderi + β2sexualityi + β3agei + β4curiosityi + β5broaden

social connectioni + β6hookupi

where

• logitP((frequency apps ≤ j)) is the log-odds of the frequency of using a dating app being equal to or below
a level j.

• curiosityi measures the extent to which people agreed with the statement ‘I use dating apps out of curiosity’
in the survey.

• broaden social connectioni measures the extent to which people agreed with the statement ‘I use dating apps
to broaden my social networks’.

• hookupi measures the extent to which people agreed with the statement ‘I use dating apps for casual
sex/hookups’.

• genderi, sexualityi and agei are controls.

We then conduct a two-tailed hypothesis test with

H0 : The frequency of LSE students using dating apps does not differ by gender, sexuality, age, personality type
and other reasons for using dating apps

H1 : The frequency of LSE students using dating apps differs by gender, sexuality, age, and personality type
and other reasons for using dating apps

3.4.2 Analysing the interviews

Once all interviews are conducted, we use thematic analysis to code and analyse them to identify patterns amongst
our participants’ responses (Soiferman, 2010). We categorise our findings into three key themes: the users’ inten-
tions, self-representation and expansion of social networks.

4 Results and discussions

4.1 Qualitative analysis

4.1.1 User’s intentions

We discover that users know the differences between hookup apps and relationship apps based on their designs. For
example, selection is more appearance based on Tinder, meaning it is perceived as being more for ‘hook-ups’. On
Hinge, one’s profile conveys their personality more effectively, which is more conducive to relationship-style dating.

“Grindr, which is its own thing. That one’s more like you know, a queer gay app for finding sex and
it’s a bit faster I guess. . . The other ones, you know Tinder, Hinge, Field are more match based. . . It
makes it a bit more serious, for dating, doesn’t mean you can’t date people on Grindr but it is framed
differently.”
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Moreover, people’s intentions are more clearly defined on dating apps compared to real life. This is because the
apps allow users to clearly state their goals on their profile. Thus, individuals do not need to decipher social cues
to determine mutual interest and relationship goals. This makes it clear for everyone, but is especially helpful for
neurodivergent people who may have difficulty in perceiving social cues.

“Being autistic, it’s really difficult for me to be able to perceive what someone’s like, do I approach them
or do they approach me? And I’d say having the intentions known is quite simple through a dating app”

4.1.2 Self-representation

The ways in which dating apps allow users to describe themselves make it easier for people to disclose factors
such as neurodivergence, disability, and gender identity. This reduces discomfort around how such things should
be disclosed, and removes the possibility of face-to-face rejection as those who are uninterested can choose not to
match.

“I think just in terms of individuals who have hidden disabilities and that kind of stuff, perhaps if they
feel that it’s easier disclosing it on a dating app where they are then able to get it out the way”.

All interviewees described their self-presentation within the apps, navigating between an idealised version of them-
selves and a realistic portrayal. Important themes included fatphobia, xenophobia, racism and body terrorism.
This people’s confidence to meet in person and explains how online profiles can be used for identity formation.

“... a big concern that I had when it came to actually meeting my boyfriend was do I look prettier in
the photos I’m presenting because obviously I want to look my best when on a dating app to present
that but also have I been too flattering to myself?”

4.1.3 Expanding social networks

We find an important function of dating apps in facilitating social connection is to expand social networks. This
enables marginalised groups to access communities beyond their real-life social circles. For example, dating apps
offer a way to locate metaphysical communities of other queer, neurodivergent or minority ethnic groups. Socio-
cultural and legal changes in attitudes towards LGBTQ visibility have changed the way queer people approach
dating.

One interviewee describes how, in the 80s and 90s, gay people had to try to hide their sexuality. People had to
date in a discreet fashion, with signs (such as ”the look”) within communities which conveyed queerness. In the
modern day, people can state their sexuality more directly. the option to declare your sexuality on dating app
profiles enables explicit communication of this factor which previously had to be conveyed implicitly.

“I also think it’s helped in terms of minority groups to find people – me myself I’m queer and neurodi-
vergent so it’s also helped me to find people like that without having to go through the barriers – like
being scared of stigma”

“...especially in the queer communities, dating apps are like a structural pillar at this point as it’s a very
easy way to meet people like you. . . At the end of the day, it’s one of the most accessible, convenient
and easy ways to meet queer people.”

However, as people are able to connect to users outside of their own social circles, some may feel more comfortable to
engage in anonymous, inappropriate antisocial behaviour. For example, an interviewee explained that sexualisation,
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ghosting and negatively commenting on physical appearance was often encountered online. The anonymity that
dating apps provide means there is a lack of accountability users’ behaviours.

‘My pictures were sexualised. I think it’s the anonymity of it, men are gonna be more comfortable doing
that online compared to catcalling in the street. It allows them to feel safer and to be more vulgar.’

In summary, our three themes broadly cover our findings that our participants’ experiences, perceptions and mo-
tivations of using dating apps are greatly informed by their personal characteristics, such as their gender and
sexuality.

4.2 Quantitative analysis

A table showing the regression results is shown below.

Figure 1: OLR regression results

The table shows that, at the 5% level, most coefficients are insignificant. We hence fail to reject H0 at the 5%
level, suggesting there is insufficient evidence to conclude the regressors have some effect on the log-odds of having
a frequency that is equal to or below j.

We also conduct a robustness check by including an extra regressor introversion/extroversion, measuring how
extroverted one is, in the regression and discover our coefficients remain insignificant at the 5% level. This supports
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the structural validity of this analysis. The table is shown in appendix F.

We also discover that, for our participants,

• 65% identify as female, 25% males and 10% as other.

• 61% report that they have used or are currently using dating apps.

As shown in the graph below, participants who agreed they never use dating apps exhibit a wider range of extro-
version scores

Figure 2: Relationship between the level of introversion and dating app usage

In contrast, we see those who have at least previously used dating apps report a less dispersed extroversion score.
This suggests users who are not on the extremes are more likely to use dating apps. This is supported by our
qualitative analysis; all interviewees were not extremely introverted nor extremely extroverted.

“It’s difficult to say either or, I’d say probably depends what situation I’m in - I’d say more introverted
but in social settings if I have to be extroverted then I’ll put on that sort of facade.”

“I would consider myself an extrovert when I’m ready to meet someone. If I agreed on meeting someone
I would be an extrovert when I go see them.”

This vindicates the use of a mixed-methods approach; our qualitative analysis supports our quantitative analysis.
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5 Conclusion

To conclude, the broader implications of our findings are significant in that we have highlighted personal character-
istics such as introversion and extroversion, gender and sexuality to be the most important factors in determining
students’ experiences and perceptions of connections when using dating apps. Regarding introversion and extrover-
sion, a key finding is that users of dating apps typically displayed characteristics occupying the middle ground of
introversion and extroversion, rather than being at the extremes. This finding is also supported by our interview
accounts. With regards to sexual and gender identity, major findings from our interviews revealed that dating apps
facilitate social connection, enabling people to find romantic partners and friends, build social networks, and are
used to explore one’s identity and sexuality which is of crucial importance especially for members of minority groups
(e.g queer community, neurodivergent people). We suggest these strengths of dating apps to be important in that
they have the potential to encourage social connection and identity formation. However, we have also highlighted
the weaknesses of our study as we have raised concerns for our sampling biases, sample size, and methodological
constraints. These issues limit the validity of our research. Overall, for further research, we recommend that inves-
tigating personal characteristics such as introversion and extroversion, as well as gender and sexuality are extremely
relevant for future research on dating apps and social connection.
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A Ethics form

Below are screenshots of the ethics form sent to the LSE Research Ethics Committee
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B Consent forms

Below is a screenshot of the consent form used in the interviews.
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C Interview questions and transcripts

Below is a screenshot of an excerpt of an interview and the interview questions. Note that there was slight variation
in the questions asked depending on the answers given.
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D Survey questions

Below are screenshots of the survey used in our project.

Only participants who answered question 8 with ‘Yes, I am currently using dating app(s)’ or ‘Yes, in the past. But
I am not currently using dating app(s)’ were asked question 10.

Only participants who answered Q10 with ‘Yes’ were asked question 11.
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E Ordinal Logistic Regression

To analyse our data, we use ordinal logistic regression (OLR). According to McCullagh (1980), OLR is used when
we aim to analyse the impact of explanatory variables on the likelihood of achieving specific outcomes for an ordinal
dependent variable. Ordinal variables are discrete variables whose categories can be ranked, but where the specific
differences between each category may be unknown.

Generally speaking, an OLR model is given by

logit[P(Y ≤ j)] = αj +
n∑

i=1
βixi, j = 1, 2, . . . , J − 1

where

• Y is the ordinal variable and j is a specific realisation of Y . There are J categories that are ordered.

• xi is an independent variable

• logit[P(Y ≤ j)]=log( P (Y ≤j)
1−P (Y ≤j) )=log( P (Y ≤j)

P (Y >j) ). This is the log of the odds that Y is less than or equal to j.

• βi measures the change in the logit of being in or below category j if xi increases by one unit. Y will be
exp(βi) more likely to be in or below j.

• αj measures logit[P(Y ≤ j)] if all regressors equal zero. There are J − 1 such terms.

To obtain P(Y ≤ j), we can rearrange logit[P(Y ≤ j)]. Therefore,

P(Y = j) = P(Y ≤ j) − P(Y ≤ j − 1)

McCullagh also states the proportional odds assumption must hold: the effect of changing the independent variables
on the log-odds must be the same regardless of j. This will ensure we have one value for αi. Furthermore, the
regressors must not have a perfect pairwise correlation. This is the case for our model.
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