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Romantic confidence, or one’s perception of their own romantic desirability,
is central to relationship initiation (Ozabaci & Eryilmaz, 2015). When attracting
a potential partner, a person’s displays of confidence is appealing because it can
be indicative of important desirable qualities, such as intelligence or success. Ro-
mantic confidence can also influence mating aspirations (Kavanagh et al., 2010);
for example, those who perceive themselves to have a low mate value are likely to
avoid pursuing mates whom they perceive to be “out of their league.” Addition-
ally, romantic confidence is negatively related to depression and social anxiety
(LaGreca & Lopez, 1998).

Attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969) is likely to explain some variation in people’s
romantic confidence and romantic relationship behaviors. Though previous studies
have found that people’s romantic self-concept may vary as a function of attachment
orientation (e.g., Slotter & Gardner, 2012), none have examined these variables in an
online dating context. Yet, online dating has become the most popular way to meet
for couples in the United States (Rosenfeld et al., 2019; Wu & Ward, 2018). In gener-
al, online dating allows users to communicate with others in a way that minimizes
the threat of direct rejection (Smith & Anderson, 2016). For instance, many dating
apps contain a feature that allows users to identify only those who have expressed
mutual interest in the form of a “match,” which likely explains why individuals
high in rejection sensitivity are more likely to use online dating platforms (Hance
et al.,, 2018). Despite these features, the romantic rejection that is experienced in
the online dating environment may still be associated with negative emotional and
physiological outcomes (van der Veen et al., 2019). In a qualitative study, dating app
users noted the importance of physical attractiveness and perceived similarity in
assessing other users’ profiles (Ward, 2017). Because attractiveness quickly becomes
a central focus of the swiping process, it is not surprising that mobile dating app use
is related to users’ self-esteem (Strubel & Petrie, 2017).

Additionally, although some researchers refer to online dating as relationshop-
ping (Heino et al., 2010), only slightly more than half of dating app users succeed in
meeting face to face with other users, and only a subsample of those actually find
a romantic relationship on those apps (Timmermans & Courtois, 2018). As such,
users often report on their difficulty finding matches or satisfying face-to-face en-
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counters (Hobbs et al., 2017; Lefebvre, 2017). By examining romantic attachment
in an online dating context, the current study explores the associations between
attachment orientation and dating app users’ romantic confidence, perceived part-
ner availability, and relationship initiation behaviors on dating apps.

Attachment Orientation and Dating Apps

Attachment theory explains human bonding and attachment behaviors,
whereby the type of care and comfort provided to an infant by their primary care-
givers influences whether the infant comes to expect that care in the future (Bowl-
by, 1969; 1973). These responses, which characterize one’s attachment dynamics,
are likely to shape a person’s expectations of current and potential romantic and
sexual partners, and to influence the cognitive appraisals of interpersonal interac-
tions. Researchers have conceptualized attachment as being measured along two
continuous dimensions: anxiety and avoidance (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007).

Individuals with an anxious attachment orientation exhibit a distrust for oth-
ers, which is principally rooted in a fear of abandonment (Fraley & Shaver, 2000).
They are generally concerned about their partners’ availability and thus often seek
reassurance about the stability of the relationship (Cozolino, 2014; Eastwick & Fin-
kel, 2008). Though the association between attachment orientation and dating app
use has received little attention, the tendency to seek reassurance from current or
prospective partners is likely to be present in the context of online dating. For in-
stance, previous research has found that attachment anxiety positively predicted
people’s reported likelihood of using dating apps (Chin et al., 2019) and using dat-
ing apps to find a romantic relationship (Timmermans & Alexopoulos, 2020). This
likely speaks to anxious individuals’ willingness to seek out potential partners and
initiate relationships online, while managing their anticipation of rejection and
abandonment. Because anxiously-attached individuals are more eager to commit
to others (Morgan & Shaver, 1999), they may also view dating apps as a means of
increasing their odds of securing a mate.

Lefebvre (2017) noted that online daters may use different swiping strategies,
such as the shotgun approach, in which users swipe right on a large number of
profiles to increase their potential for and variety in matches. In contrast, some re-
ported being more selective in the swiping process to avoid matching with less de-
sirable or lower quality partners. Thus, specific dating app behaviors may reflect
an individual’s working models of attachment, whereby those with higher levels
of attachment anxiety who seek love and support from others are more likely to
express interest in others by “swiping right” on candidates” profiles and initiate
conversations with other users once a match is formed.

H1: Dating app users’ attachment anxiety will be positively related to their
perceived number of (a) right swipes and (b) self-initiated conversations.

Anxiously-attached individuals” relationship initiation strategies on dating
apps may also be a reflection of their perceptions of the self in a romantic context.
In previous studies, romantic confidence has been operationalized as the extent
to which someone believes others will express romantic interest in them, for ex-
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ample by joining them for a drink at a bar or by agreeing to a date (e.g., Aubrey &
Taylor, 2009). Evidence suggests that people with higher levels of anxious attach-
ment may exhibit decreased levels of romantic confidence (in other words, they
may perceive themselves to be romantically undesirable). Anxious attachment is
characterized by rejection sensitivity and perceiving a lack of desired closeness
with others (Fraley & Shaver, 2000). In addition, anxious attachment is negatively
related to self-esteem among adolescents (Lee & Hankin, 2009) and self-perceived
attractiveness among adults (Schindler et al., 2010). Because of their negative view
of the self, anxiously-attached individuals often seek reassurance from partners
as they experience greater relationship uncertainty (Evraire et al., 2014). Although
dating app users are presented with opportunities to engage with potential part-
ners, more time spent on dating apps potentially translates to many unreciprocat-
ed matches or messages. This may be particularly salient to anxiously-attached
individuals, who are frequently concerned about being abandoned and may in-
ternalize unreciprocated initiation attempts as personal rejection (Tidwell et al.,
1996). Thus, we predict the following:

H2: Dating app users’ attachment anxiety will be negatively related to
their (a) romantic confidence on dating apps and (b) their perceived part-
ner availability.

Individuals with an avoidant attachment orientation tend to maintain an emo-
tional distance from others, and are generally uncomfortable with developing in-
timate relationships (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2003). Like those who exhibit anxious
attachment, avoidantly-attached individuals distrust others; however, this distrust
results in high levels of autonomy and low levels of disclosure and support-seek-
ing. Because of an aversion to seek out and develop intimate relationships with
others, attachment avoidance has been negatively related to reported likelihood of
using dating apps (Chin et al., 2019). The rate of relationship formation that occurs
via computer-mediated communication may also be of little interest to avoidant-
ly-attached individuals. For example, the hyperpersonal communication model
(Walther, 1996) assumes that people who communicate and develop relationships
online may become more intimate than those that developed face to face. The pau-
city of communication cues allows for greater levels of self-disclosure (Joinson,
2001) and increased ability to manage one’s self-presentation (McKenna & Bargh,
2000). Thus, relationships may develop more rapidly in an online context. This
perhaps explains why avoidantly-attached individuals have expressed more neg-
ative views about communicating via Facebook or texting (Morey et al., 2013; Old-
meadow et al., 2013). Examining the association between dating app motives and
avoidant attachment, researchers found that avoidant attachment was only posi-
tively linked to using a dating app while travelling (Timmermans & Alexopoulos,
2020). This is likely because using a dating app while travelling does not require
prolonged intimacy. It is possible that, in the event that those with an avoidant at-
tachment download and casually use dating apps, their participation reflects a low
level of engagement and investment of time and effort in seeking a mate. Thus:
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H3: Dating app users’ attachment avoidance will be negatively related to
their perceived number of (a) right swipes and (b) self-initiated conversa-
tions.

Though considered a type of insecure attachment, avoidantly-attached indi-
viduals tend to exhibit confidence and explicit self-esteem similar to securely-at-
tached individuals (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991; Brennan & Morris, 1997).
They possess a positive working model of the self, but a negative working model
of others. To compensate for their negative views of others, they ground their self-
worth in their own abilities and accomplishments (Brennan & Morris, 1997). Thus,
although avoidantly-attached individuals prefer to maintain emotional distance
from others, they may engage in positive self-evaluations and acknowledge the
abundance of potential partners available to them.

H4: Dating app users’ attachment avoidance will be positively related to
their (a) romantic confidence on dating apps and (b) their perceived part-
ner availability.

Method
Sample and Procedure

Data for this study were collected as part of another project examining dating
app users’ experiences (Alexopoulos & Timmermans, 2020). We recruited under-
graduate participants from an east coast university (n = 309 or 55.0% of the recruit-
ed sample), and a non-student sample from Amazon Mechanical Turk (n = 253 or
45% of the recruited sample) to complete an online survey. Because we were only
interested in people who were currently using dating apps, participants responded
to a filter question indicating whether they were using a dating app at the moment
of inquiry. Those who were not using a dating app (n = 167) were omitted from
our analyses. The final sample of dating app users included 395 participants (55.9%
male, Mage =26.76, SD = 8.33) who completed the survey in full. This included 176
students (44.6% of the final sample, 38.0% male, M__=21.91, SD = 3.43), and 219
MTurk participants (55.4% of the final sample, 70.302 male, Mage = 30.62, 9.04). Be-
cause participants recruited from MTurk tend to be older and more demographical-
ly diverse compared to college student populations (Hitlin, 2016; Huff & Tingley,
2015), we conducted a series of t-tests to determine whether our college sample and
MTurk sample differed for our variables listed below. The two subsamples did not
significantly differ for anxious attachment, #(393) = 0.011, p = .991, avoidant attach-
ment, +(393) =-0.420, p = .675, perceived partner availability, #(393) =-1.476, p = .141,
or romantic confidence, #(393) =-0.759, p = .448. They also did not significantly differ
in their perceptions of their dating app behaviors, including number of likes/right
swipes, £(393) =-1.848, p = .065, number of initiated conversations, #(393) =-0.958, p
=.339, and number of matches, #(393) =-0.907, p = .365.

Participants reported to be heterosexual (1 = 318, 80.5%), followed by bisexual
(n=60,15.2%), and gay/lesbian (1 =17, 4.3%). They indicated their relationship sta-
tus as single (1 = 144, 36.5%), followed by casually dating (n = 91, 23%), seriously
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dating (n = 73, 18.5%), married (n = 56, 14.2%), cohabiting (n = 16, 4.1%), engaged
(n=11, 2.8%), and divorced/separated (n = 4, 1.0%).

Measures

Attachment Orientation

Participants completed the 12-item short form of the Experiences in Close Rela-
tionships Scale (Wei et al., 2007). After being asked to think about how they normal-
ly operate in relationships, participants indicated on a scale of 1 (strongly disagree)
to 7 (strongly agree) the extent to which they agreed with statements addressing
their attachment anxiety (e.g., “I need a lot of reassurance that I am loved by my
partner”) (M =4.04, SD =1.20, a = .79) and attachment avoidance (e.g., “I want to get
close to my partner, but I keep pulling back”) (M =3.35, SD =1.02, a = .69).

Perceived Partner Availability

A modified version of James and colleagues’ (1996) single-item measure of
perceived partner availability was used. Participants were asked to think about
their current relationship or their most recent romantic relationship. Then, they
indicated on a scale of 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) the extent to
which they agreed with two statements about their ability to find a new partner,
for example, “Though it might take a while, I could find another desirable partner
if I wanted to or needed to.” A second item was added to increase reliability: “I
believe there are many people who would be happy with me as their partner” (M
=5.20, SD =1.34, a = .75).

Romantic Confidence on Dating Apps

Participants’ romantic confidence was measured using items similar to those
described in a previous study (Aubrey & Taylor, 2009); however, items were mod-
ified to match behaviors that would be enacted while using dating apps. Partici-
pants were asked to imagine that “later this evening you are using a dating app
(for example, reading through others’ profiles, searching for potential matches,
etc.).” Then, they were asked to read eight statements and indicate the likelihood
that other users would express interest in them on a scale ranging from 1 (not at
all likely) to 7 (extremely likely). Sample items included, “Other people will be at-
tracted to me on a dating app,” and “I will receive many compliments from other
people on a dating app” (M =4.86, SD = .93, a = .78).

Perceived Dating App Behaviors

Participants were asked to indicate how many dating app profiles they “like”
or “swipe right on” out of every 10 profiles they see (M = 3.86, SD = 2.38). They
were also asked to indicate how many users they match with out of every 10 pro-
files they swipe right on (M = 3.62, SD = 2.39), and how many conversations they
start for every 10 users they match with (M =2.91, SD =2.54).

Results

Variable correlations are reported in Table 1. To test H1-4, we conducted hierar-
chical regression analyses. We controlled for participants’ age, sex, sexual orienta-
tion, and relationship status. Standardized beta coefficients are reported in Table 2.
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Table 1. Variable Correlations, N = 395.

65

1 2 3 4 5 6
1. Attachment anxiety -
2. Attachment avoidance | .278*** -
3. # right swipes 138* | .049 -
4. # initiated 2490 | 149 | .068 -
conversations
5. Romantic confidence 203%* | -165** | -.080 | .270*** -
6. Perceived partner 209%%* | -139** | -.041 | .156** | .505*** -
availability
7. # matches 218%% | 025 | 2487 | 554*** | 295%** | 158**

Note: * p <.05, * p <.01, *** p <.001

Table 2. Regression Analyses Summary for Attachment Orientation Predicting
Romantic Confidence, Perceived Partner Availability, and Dating App Behaviors.

# Right # Self- Romantic Perceived
Swipes Initiated Confidence  Partner Avail-
Conversations ability
B p p p
Block 1
Age -.03 -.001 .06 a1
Sex -.25%* .08 a1 -.03
Sexual -.06 13 .10 .10
Orientation
Relationship .06 14 .04 -.03
Status
Block 2
Attachment 15%* 17 23%* 25%*
Anxiety
Attachment -.02 .10 -22%* -21%%
Avoidance
Adjusted R? .07 .10 a1 .09
F for change in R? 5.74** 8.14%* 8.81** 7.50%*

Note: Standardized betas reported
Sex (male=0, female=1), sexual orientation (0 = heterosexual and 1 = non-heterosexual (les-
bian, gay, and bisexual)), relationship status (0 = single and 1 = in committed relationship)

*p <.05/4 = 0.0125 (Bonferroni correction), *p <.01

As expected, attachment anxiety positively predicted users” number of right
swipes and self-initiated conversations, thereby providing support for H1. Con-
trary to our expectations for H2, dating app users’ attachment anxiety positive-
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ly predicted romantic confidence on dating apps and their perceived number of
available partners.

Attachment avoidance was not significantly related to the number of right
swipes or self-initiated conversations, although it suggested a positive trend for
the latter. Thus, H3 was not supported. Contrary to our expectations for H4, dat-
ing app users’ attachment avoidance negatively predicted romantic confidence on
dating apps and perceived number of available partners.

The unexpected findings for H2 and H4 prompted us to examine whether
participants’ experiences with other users explained their positive vs. negative
self-evaluations. We ran post-hoc regression analyses including participants’ per-
ceived number of matches as an additional control variable. Attachment anxiety
and avoidance still significantly predicted romantic confidence and perceived
partner availability (see Table 3).

Table 3. Regression Analyses Summary for Attachment Orientation Predicting
Romantic Confidence and Perceived Partner Availability Controlling for Perceived
Number of Matches.

Romantic Confidence Perceived Partner
Availability
p P
Block 1
Age .07 A11%
Sex A1# -.03
Sexual Orientation .09 .08
Relationship Status .02 -.05
Perceived # Matches 23%* .09
Block 2
Attachment Anxiety 23%* .30%*
Attachment Avoidance -23%* -23%*
Adjusted R? .18 13
F for change in R? 13.06** 9.48**

Note: Standardized betas reported

Sex (male=0, female=1), sexual orientation (0 = heterosexual and 1 = non-heterosexual
(lesbian, gay, and bisexual)), relationship status (0 =single and 1=in committed relationship)
*p <.05/2 =0.025 (Bonferroni correction), **p < .01

Discussion

This study examined the extent to which dating app users” attachment orien-
tation predicted their perceptions of themselves and their partner selection and
initiation behaviors. Though attachment theory provides a useful framework for
understanding people’s relationship initiation strategies, previous research on at-
tachment in the context of in-person interactions and online behaviors outside of
the realm of dating apps only partially explained our findings. Rather, it seems
that dating apps offer a unique opportunity to explore how insecurely-attached
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individuals select and use technology to fulfill their relational needs. For example,
contrary to our expectations, anxious attachment was positively associated with
romantic confidence on dating apps. Given that anxiously-attached individuals
are more likely to rely on external sources to determine their self-worth, they may
also turn to mobile dating platforms in search of validation from others. Previous
research has shown that using dating apps to boost one’s ego is a common dating
app motive (Courtois & Timmermans, 2017), and even more so for anxiously-at-
tached individuals (Timmermans & Alexopoulos, 2020). This is also supported by
our findings, given that dating app users’ anxious attachment was positively re-
lated to their perceived partner availability. The abundance of potential partners
unique to the dating app marketplace may explain why they are in favor of engag-
ing with these platforms (Chin et al., 2019). Additionally, as dating apps allow us-
ers to pursue numerous relationship initiation attempts simultaneously (Lefebvre,
2017), the continued access to a larger dating pool may serve as a buffer from less
satisfying conversations or even rejections.

However, unsuccessful dating app experiences may yield the opposite out-
come. For example, in an experimental study, anxiously-attached individuals re-
ported more negative self-evaluations after receiving negative feedback from a
romantic partner (Carnelley et al., 2007). To account for this possibility, findings
revealed that the positive association between anxious attachment and romantic
confidence on dating apps persisted even after controlling for users’ perceived
number of matches, which suggests that certain features of the dating app ex-
perience provide comfort and validation to anxiously-attached users above and
beyond the targeted attention from other users. Although attachment theory as-
sumes that anxiously-attached individuals tend to have a negative view of the
self and a positive view of others, mere exposure to the dating app environment
may be enough to elicit an increase in their self-perceived mate value. This may be
attributed to the plethora of dating possibilities, or the sense of control and opti-
mism that comes with selective self-presentation. Users have the ability to present
an authentic yet ideal version of themselves, maximizing their potential for per-
ceived desirability (Ward, 2016). Thus, these features may mitigate anxiously-at-
tached individuals’ tendencies to view themselves as undesirable.

Although some suggest that dating apps can be beneficial for people strug-
gling with social anxieties (McKenna et al., 2002), avoidant attachment was nega-
tively associated with romantic confidence and perceived partner availability. We
offer two potential explanations for this. First, avoidant individuals tend to em-
ploy deactivating strategies to cope with attachment, which involve asserting their
independence from others in an effort to avoid relying on a potentially-absent
attachment figure (Mikulincer, 1998). These deactivating strategies serve to desen-
sitize avoidant individuals to their social environments (Srivastava & Beer, 2005).
Because avoidantly-attached individuals tend be less open to the possibility of
forming close relationships, they react more negatively to others’ responsiveness
(Spielmann et al., 2013) and dislike others who exhibit flattery and qualities asso-
ciated with anxious attachment (Brumbaugh et al., 2014). This suggests that in the
dating app environment, avoidant individuals may underestimate the number of
potential partners available to them. Second, their lower ratings of romantic con-
fidence may be attributed to their infrequent use of dating apps (Chin et al., 2019),
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wherein they would not experience the potential benefits of dating app use (e.g.,
access to relationship candidates, validation from others). Thus, although attach-
ment theory posits that avoidant attachment is characterized by a positive view of
the self, this positive view may not translate to avoidantly-attached individuals’
perceptions of others’ romantic interest in them.

A second goal of this study was to examine whether attachment orientation
predicted selection and initiation behaviors on dating apps. Certain behaviors
such as “liking”/swiping right on someone’s profile or initiating a conversation
with a matched user likely reflect a user’s approach to developing sexual and ro-
mantic relationships online. For example, a person’s number of right swipes may
serve as a behavioral measure for their selectivity, which refers to the strictness
with which people choose romantic or sexual partners. Some individuals exhibit
lower levels of “choosiness” when they espouse negative self-evaluations or neg-
ative assessments of their mate-getting abilities (Buss & Shackelford, 2008). This is
consistent with our finding that avoidant attachment was not significantly related
to swiping or conversation initiating behaviors. The avoidance dimension reflects
one’s behavioral strategies specific to regulating attachment-related needs (Fraley
& Shaver, 2000), and thus is not predictive of selection behaviors that promote
developing relational attachments.

In contrast, anxious attachment positively predicted dating app users’ perceived
number of right swipes and self-initiated conversations with other users. This sug-
gests a decreased level of selectivity and an increased willingness to reach out to
other users. Anxious attachment has been found to be predictive of a fear of being
single, which in turn is linked to lower standards when seeking a romantic partner
(Spielmann et al., 2013; Spielmann et al., 2020) and thus could partly explain why
those with higher scores on anxious attachment tend to be less selective on dating
apps. Because anxious attachment is characterized by a dependence on others and a
compulsion to seek proximity to others, and these qualities translate to their mobile
phone use (Konok et al.,, 2016), it seems that their positive self-evaluations do not
prohibit them from engaging in frequent attempts to satisfy their socioemotional
needs. This is consistent with other studies on new media and attachment, in which
anxious attachment is positively associated with reaching out to romantic and sexu-
al interests, even while in an exclusive, committed relationship (Drouin et al., 2014).

Limitations

The current study is not without limitations. First, the cross-sectional design
does not allow for determining the causal order of attachment orientation and dat-
ing app behaviors. Because attachment orientation is generally stable over time (see
Fraley, 2002), it is unlikely that dating app users” behaviors and experiences influ-
ence their levels of avoidance and anxiety. However, future research should employ
experimental and longitudinal methods to determine precisely which affordances
of dating apps are predictive of users’ self-evaluations. Second, memory bias may
have prevented participants from accurately reporting their average number of right
swipes, their average number of matches, and their average number of self-initiated
conversations. Future research could employ an experience sampling approach as
has been done by Courtois and Timmermans (2018) to get a more accurate measure
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of dating app behavior. Third, the items measuring attachment avoidance yielded a
relatively low level of reliability, which suggests that these findings related to avoid-
ance and dating app behaviors should be interpreted with caution.

Finally, we want to note the variety of dating app features across different
platforms. Accounting for all of them at the same time may not capture nuances in
experiencing rejection, which is an important concept when studying the associa-
tion between dating app use and anxious attachment. For instance, for the popular
dating app Tinder, a match is required for users to be able to start a conversation
with each other (David & Cambre, 2016). On Grindr, a popular dating app tar-
geted to gay, bisexual, trans, and queer individuals, users can contact any other
user within a certain radius. On more traditional dating websites, co-presence (i.e.,
both users have an account on this particular platform) is sufficient to connect
and contact other users (MacKee, 2016). Because the swiping process on Tinder
remains anonymous until both users swipe right and match with each other, users
may be more likely to experience romantic rejection in the form of messages that
remain unanswered on platforms that do not require matching such as Grindr and
more traditional online dating websites (Tong & Walther, 2011). By accounting for
these differences, future research could explore whether the association between
anxious attachment and romantic confidence differs depending on the online dat-
ing platform used. Nevertheless, the current study provided insight on the link
between attachment orientation and dating app users’ perceptions of themselves
and their partner selection and initiation behaviors.
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