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Abstract 

Dating applications, such as Momo, have become trendy among the young population 

in China. While there have been some studies on online dating applications, limited 

research has explored the association between these applications and adolescents’ 

mental health, and how they are related. This study investigates the motivations behind 

Chinese youth using online dating applications, the relationship between motivations 

and compulsive use, and their associations with subjective online success and mental 

health. Specifically, this study surveyed from February 2022 to March 2022, involving 

451 young Chinese adults aged 18 to 35 (mean age = 25.17 years, SD = 4.25, and the 

biological sex distribution was 49.45% male and 50.55% female). The results indicate 

that motivations, including social approval, relationship seeking, sexual experiences, 

and socializing, were associated with adolescents’ compulsive use of online dating apps. 

The compulsive use of online dating apps was associated with higher reports of feelings 

such as joviality, sadness, and anxiety. Furthermore, the association between 

compulsive use and young adults’ mental health appeared to be mediated by subjective 

online success. The findings of this study provide a better understanding of the behavior 

and consequences of using online dating apps within the youth population. 
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Introduction 

While Tinder, the dating app that took the world by storm, was launched almost a decade ago, the popularity and 

usage frequency of dating apps has not diminished. According to the latest data from Sensor Tower, as of January 

2022, popular dating apps like Tinder, Bumble, and Hinge have witnessed a 17% increase in usage compared to 

the pre-COVID-19 era (Stephanie, 2022). Although some of the world’s most popular dating apps are restricted in 

China, local dating apps continue to enjoy popularity. From 2017 to 2019, the number of downloads for dating 

apps in China’s iOS market exhibited an annual growth rate of nearly 40% (Lexi, 2019). Among them, the Chinese 

local dating app MOMO reached 114.1 million monthly active users in December 2021 (HELLOGROUP, 2022). 

https://doi.org/10.5817/CP2024-3-3


 

Among various age groups, it is evident that young adults, especially in China, exhibit a stronger inclination toward 

using dating apps. A significant proportion of dating app users in China are observed to belong to the post-90s 

generation (China Youth Daily, 2021). From an age perspective, dating apps offer a convenient means for young 

individuals growing up in the new media era to pursue their emotional aspirations by establishing romantic 

relationships (Patel et al., 2007). Regarding the social context, contemporary young adults’ use of dating apps 

reflects Chinese society’s evolving attitudes and behaviors towards relationships and dating. Compared to the pre-

reform and opening-up period, Chinese young people now exhibit more liberal and open attitudes towards dating, 

with a growing desire for personal happiness by pursuing a liberated private life (Yang, 2018). Therefore, studying 

the usage of dating apps among Chinese young adults enables exploration of the interplay between their mobile 

media usage and emotional satisfaction and reflects the social interaction patterns of contemporary youth in the 

context of dating and relationships. 

As evidenced by the global popularity of dating apps, they have gained widespread recognition for meeting user 

needs worldwide. Regarding motivation, dating apps should not solely be perceived as entertainment platforms 

for young individuals but as multifunctional tools catering to their diverse needs (Timmermans et al., 2018). 

Additionally, while online dating apps enjoy global popularity, cultural backgrounds contribute to different 

motivations (Joshi et al., 2014). In terms of usage patterns, prolonged use of dating apps, akin to other mobile 

applications, may lead to compulsive use and addictive behaviors, particularly among young adults (Estévez et al., 

2017). On one hand, this compulsive use can enhance subjective online success, characterized by positive 

motivations, chat invitations, and matches. On the other hand, it may also lead to real-world issues, undermining 

users’ perceptions of online success. Therefore, viewing compulsive use as either a problem or a coping 

mechanism for underlying issues highlights a crucial yet under-explored area in current research. Furthermore, 

studies have indicated that dating apps can result in negative psychological states such as anxiety, depression, 

and loneliness (Coduto et al., 2020; Dhir et al., 2018). These potential risks necessitate further exploration of the 

psychological impact of dating app usage. Therefore, it is essential to conduct comprehensive research into how 

the compulsive use of dating apps relates to young adults’ initial motivations and subsequent emotional states. 

Understanding these dynamics would provide valuable insights into the social and psychological implications of 

dating app usage among young adults. 

Overall, although research has explored the motivations, usage patterns, and psychological impacts of online 

dating app usage, the potential associations and underlying mechanisms with the mental health of young 

individuals remain unclear in existing studies. Thus, this study aims to investigate the usage of online dating apps 

among Chinese young adults, specifically focusing on motivations, compulsive use, and the association with 

mental health. By doing so, it aims to provide further clarification on the social psychology of young Chinese people 

regarding dating and relationships within the context of the new media environment. 

Literature Review 

Motivation and Compulsive Use of Dating Apps 

Understanding the motivations behind using dating apps is crucial for studying their impact (Timmermans & De 

Caluwé, 2017). The Use and Gratification theory (U&G), a classical theory of media use motivation, emphasizes 

that individuals use media to fulfill specific needs and desires, which can also explain the popularity of dating app 

usage among young people (Katz et al., 1973). Previous studies have indicated that individuals use dating apps for 

various motivations, including leisure, entertainment, social interaction, and the pursuit of sexual and romantic 

relationships (LeFebvre, 2018; Ranzini & Lutz, 2017; Sumter et al., 2017; Timmermans & De Caluwé, 2017). Each of 

these motivations is associated with the general use of dating apps rather than explicitly addressing compulsive 

use. Social approval refers to users seeking validation and approval from others. Through interactions and 

feedback received on the app, such as likes, matches, and messages, users can experience a sense of acceptance 

and boost their self-esteem (Jarman et al., 2021). Relationship-seeking pertains to individuals who use the app 

with the explicit intention of finding potential romantic partners, as this is a primary reason why many people turn 

to dating apps (Doyle & Palomares, 2021). The motivation for seeking sexual experiences involves users who utilize 

the app to find sexual encounters or experiences, with dating apps providing a readily accessible platform for 

discovering and communicating with potential sexual partners. The motivation for passing the time or seeking 

entertainment refers to users who engage with the app for enjoyment or to fill leisure time. These users may not 

have a specific goal while using the app but enjoy swiping and chatting. Lastly, socializing refers to the motivation 



 

behind using the app to meet new people and expand one’s social circle. Users motivated by socializing may not 

solely focus on finding romantic or sexual partners but are interested in establishing new connections and 

friendships. 

Since dating apps are widely used across the globe, it is essential to explore the motivations for their use from 

different cultural backgrounds (Sumter et al., 2017). In China, intimate relationships have traditionally exhibited 

conservative characteristics due to cultural norms and beliefs. Love and sex were once considered social taboos 

under Confucian philosophy (Higgins et al., 2002). However, as the economy has grown and evolved, it has brought 

about shifts in societal values and lifestyles, leading to changes in people’s perceptions of intimate relationships, 

and contemporary Chinese intimate relationships have been influenced by neoliberal values that emphasize 

choice, conditions, and transience (Yang, 2018). Emerging dating apps in China are primarily characterized by 

focusing on material considerations and accessing a larger pool of potential partners, which differs from the 

traditional Chinese dating model (Chan, 2020). Existing research indicates that cultural backgrounds do indeed 

influence differences in usage motivations. For example, a study on the motivations for using dating apps in China 

found that motivations such as seeking relationships, self-worth validation, and the excitement of the experience 

aligned with the original Western scale. However, casual encounters were not identified as a primary motivation 

among young Chinese individuals (Ren & Wang, 2022). Another study suggested that the motivation for self-worth 

validation among dating app users in North America may be more prominent than among Chinese users, as 

scholars believe the demand for high self-esteem is more significant in Western countries than Eastern ones 

(Heine et al., 1999). Overall, there is a significant research gap regarding the motivations for using dating and 

friendship apps within the Chinese context.  

In addition, studies have confirmed the existence of compulsive use behavior when using dating apps, manifested 

by an increasing impulse to use these apps, and have emphasized that such behavior may negatively impact users’ 

emotional reactions (Her & Timmermans, 2021). Compulsive use behavior refers to the inability of individuals to 

reasonably control their daily behavior, resulting in abnormal consumption patterns (Hetz et al., 2015). Previous 

research suggests that understanding the factors contributing to compulsive use is crucial for advancing research 

on social media behavior, with motivation for social media use considered a critical factor in driving compulsive 

use (J. Wang et al., 2016). Recent studies have validated this perspective by investigating how motivations for using 

social media, video games, smartphones, and other media predict compulsive use behaviors (Kardefelt-Winther, 

2014; Schivinski et al., 2020; J. Wang et al., 2015). However, the complex mechanisms underlying compulsive use 

remain unclear and require further exploration. To date, fewer studies have explicitly focused on the causes of 

compulsive use of dating apps (Coduto et al., 2020). Additionally, studies have shown that the motivations for 

using dating apps significantly differ from those for using social media, video games, smartphones, and other 

forms of media (Timmermans & De Caluwé, 2017). Therefore, it is necessary to investigate the association between 

motivations for using dating apps and compulsive use. Thus, based on this, the study proposes the following 

research question and hypothesis: 

RQ1: Among predefined motivations such as leisure, social interaction, or seeking sexual and romantic 

relationships, what is the primary motivation for young Chinese individuals to use dating apps? 

H1: The various motivations (seeking social approval, relationships, sexual experience, and socializing) for dating 

apps predict compulsive use among young Chinese individuals. 

Dating Apps’ Compulsive Use and Subjective Online Success 

Subjective success represents a kind of self-evaluation (Dyke & Duxbury, 2011), and people who achieve subjective 

success often believe that they have better self-performance (Gibbs et al., 2006), perceive themselves as more 

attractive than others (Alexopoulos et al., 2020) and more substantial social recognition (Her & Timmermans, 

2021). Specific to dating apps, subjective online success mainly manifests in users getting more positive incentives, 

chat invitations, and matches by using apps and perceiving higher success (Her & Timmermans, 2021). As for the 

association between dating app use and subjective online success, it has been argued that the logic of dating app 

operation materializes the process of scrutiny and evaluation (Strubel & Petrie, 2017). Additionally, the availability 

of information on dating app profiles can intensify users’ tendency to compare themselves with others. Users will 

likely experience feelings of inferiority and destructive emotions when they engage in upward social comparison 

or compare themselves to their idealized selves (Ozimek et al., 2018). This tendency is not conducive to promoting 

subjective online success. Additionally, the issue of ghosting on dating apps, which involves ending an interaction 

without any explanation (Stoicescu, 2020), can make users feel rejected and lead to a decrease in self-esteem 



 

levels (Timmermans et al., 2021), which is detrimental to the perception of success. On the other hand, studies 

have indicated a positive correlation between online dating and users’ subjective success. First, the anonymity, 

asynchrony, and accessibility of online communication improve the controllability of users ’ self-presentation and 

self-disclosure (Valkenburg & Peter, 2011), which helps alleviate social anxiety and evaluation fear (Weidman et al., 

2012). Carefully editing and polishing one’s self-resume allows users to present a more positive self-image (Toma, 

2022), which benefits their perceived self-success (Gibbs et al., 2006). Second, a successful match on a dating app 

serves as an instant reward for users, representing a form of social recognition (Timmermans et al., 2018). 

Additionally, online communication with matched individuals can alleviate loneliness and exclusion (Sumter et al., 

2017), contributing to an enhanced sense of self-worth. Furthermore, online friends can provide social support 

(Kim & Lee, 2011), and positive feedback from other users, such as likes and conversations, can boost the users ’ 

self-perception and increase their feelings of attractiveness and success (Alexopoulos et al., 2020). 

Since compulsive use is a problematic form of Internet use, characterized by users losing control over their 

Internet usage (Zhang et al., 2014), the association between compulsive use of dating apps and subjective online 

success is worth exploring. On the one hand, online communication can compensate for social deficits 

experienced by certain groups, such as individuals with social anxiety or introverts (Pernokis, 2018; Toma, 2022), 

and repeated use of dating apps can enhance comfort and confidence in communication (Coduto et al., 2020). 

Moreover, studies have shown that the more frequently users engage with social networking sites, the higher the 

frequency of receiving web replies, and the tone of responses tends to become more positive as the number of 

replies increases (Valkenburg et al., 2006). Although there are distinct differences between dating apps and social 

networking sites in terms of their primary purposes—dating versus socializing—the feedback mechanisms, such 

as receiving likes, comments, and messages, operate on a similar premise of encouraging user interaction and 

engagement. Therefore, theoretically, it can be assumed that users’ positive incentives from dating apps will 

increase with the frequency of use. The user’s compulsive use of dating apps may lead to subjective online success 

due to positive feedback and incentives. However, on the other hand, compulsive use is often perceived as a failed 

self-regulation performance that tends to result in negative behavioral outcomes. These outcomes may include 

feeling worthless offline, neglecting real-life social and work responsibilities (Coduto et al., 2020), increased stress 

and depression (Pernokis, 2018), and the emergence of withdrawal syndrome (Benson et al., 2019). All of these 

effects may weaken subjective online success levels. 

In conclusion, there is a potential contradiction between the compulsive use of dating apps and the subjective 

online success of users. Frequent dating apps may increase the positive incentives for subjective online success. 

However, the positive effects of these incentives may be weakened by the real problems caused by compulsive 

use. How these two aspects are associated with an individual’s subjective online success remains underexplored. 

Few studies have conducted in-depth discussions on this topic, despite dating apps being equipped with features 

like mobility, immediacy, and others that often encourage compulsive use (Coduto et al., 2020). Therefore, it is 

necessary to examine the association mechanisms between compulsive use of dating apps and individual 

subjective online success. As a result, this study raises the following question: 

RQ2: Does young adults’ compulsive use of dating apps have a positive or negative association with their subjective 

online success? 

Dating Apps’ Compulsive Use, Subjective Online Success, and Emotional Reactions 

In digital social interactions, mainly through dating apps, emotional reactions are critical in shaping users ’ 

psychological state. These reactions, encompassing positive and negative emotions, directly influence individuals ’ 

subjective assessment of their life satisfaction and 4ulfil4ent across various domains. In this context, subjective 

well-being, a broader construct, becomes relevant. Recognizing that well-being is fundamentally a subjective state 

characterized by a predominance of positive emotions (McDowell, 2010), it becomes evident why it is challenging 

to measure directly. Consequently, much scholarly effort, as highlighted by Kern et al. (2015), has been devoted 

to measuring the constituent dimensions of well-being, with a significant focus on emotional experiences. 

Bradburn et al. proposed that subjective well-being can be understood as a balance between positive and negative 

emotions (McDowell, 2010), a view supported by Diener, who argued that subjective well-being includes the 

combined experience of positive emotions, negative emotions, and life satisfaction (Chen et al., 2013). Therefore, 

this study aims to understand how the use of dating apps is associated with the emotional dimensions of 

subjective well-being, by examining the positive and negative emotions elicited through these digital social 

interactions. 



 

Subjective online success is positively associated with users’ subjective well-being. Those who perceive success 

through online dating tools tend to experience more positive emotions than those who do not (Pernokis, 2018). 

Positive feedback from online interactions can enhance social self-esteem and further contribute to individual 

happiness (Apaolaza et al., 2013). Conversely, negative emotions such as sadness, anxiety, and anger may arise 

when users face rejection from others (Her & Timmermans, 2021). Individuals often use social comparisons when 

using dating apps to 5ulfil their self-evaluation needs (Her & Timmermans, 2021). Anxiety and sadness can emerge 

when they perceive themselves as unsuccessful (Toma, 2022), decreasing subjective well-being levels. The study 

mentioned above emphasizes the significance of perceived success with subjective well-being. Based on this study, 

the following hypothesis is proposed: 

H2: In young dating app users, subjective online success is associated with increased positive emotions (joviality) 

and negative emotions (sadness and anxiety). 

Given the association between compulsive use of dating apps and subjective online success, it is necessary to 

explore the relationship between compulsive use and subjective emotional reactions. The consensus is that 

compulsive use is associated with a decline in self-regulation, increased anxiety, feelings of loneliness, depression 

(Benson et al., 2019; Pernokis, 2018), and other negative emotions, ultimately reducing individuals’ self-esteem 

and well-being (Pernokis, 2018). However, some studies have found that, following compulsive use of dating apps, 

users also experience positive emotions (joviality) alongside negative emotions (sadness, anxiety), although the 

latter is more strongly associated with compulsive use (Her & Timmermans, 2021). While researchers have no 

consensus regarding the emotional outcomes of compulsive use, they all acknowledge its association with 

subjective well-being. Therefore, further investigation is required to understand the specific association 

mechanisms. In light of this, this study introduces the variable of subjective online success to explore how the 

compulsive use of dating apps is associated with users’ emotional reactions. The following hypothesis is proposed: 

H3: Subjective online success mediates the relationship between compulsive use of dating apps and emotional 

reactions, encompassing both positive and negative emotional outcomes. 

Figure 1 shows our hypothetical model. 

Figure 1. The Hypothesized Model. 

 



 

Methods 

Study Sample 

This study employed a quantitative survey design. A cross-sectional online questionnaire was distributed between 

February 2022 and March 2022 using Wen Juan Xin (https://www.wjx.cn/), a well-known online data collection 

service in China. Convenience sampling was utilized, and participants voluntarily agreed to participate by clicking 

the “Continue“ button and completing the questionnaire. Data completeness was ensured by requiring 

participants to answer all questions before submitting their responses. However, the sampling method was not 

randomized; the online nature of the survey aimed to achieve a diverse range of participants and broaden the 

potential reach of the study.  

The definition and age range of “youth” can vary across disciplines and institutions. However, this study defined 

the youth demographic as 18–35. This age range is commonly treated as a distinct category in many existing 

studies, allowing for comparative analyses with users from other age groups. This approach acknowledges the 

internal homogeneity of the youth group aged 18–35 regarding their social media usage and their significant 

differences from other age groups (e.g., Marengo et al., 2020; Van Deursen et al., 2019). Therefore, the study 

focused on analyzing the youth demographic aged 18–35 as the main subject of analysis. A total of 451 valid 

responses were received, with participants averaging 25.2 years of age (SD = 4.2). The biological sex distribution 

was approximately 49.45% male and 50.55% female. Ethical approval for this study was obtained from the 

Institutional Review Board of Social Sciences and Humanities of Jinan University (IRB No. A2207001-029). 

Measures 

The measures utilized in this study were developed based on relevant literature and aimed to assess various 

constructs, including the use of dating apps, motivation, compulsive use of dating apps, subjective online success, 

and emotional reactions (Table 1). Participants completed each of the measures. As the original scales were 

primarily tested and validated with Western samples, a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was performed for our 

study. The CFA results indicated a good fit for the model, suggesting that the instruments maintained their factor 

structure and provided valid measurements within our research context. All subsequent data analyses were 

conducted using Amos 24.0 and SPSS 26.0. 

Motive Scale 

The motive scale assesses the motivation of young adults to use dating apps. It consists of five subscales with 24 

questions in total, measuring the motivations for social approval, relationship seeking, sexual experience, 

entertainment/passing the time, and socializing. For instance, social approval is gauged by items such as I use 

dating apps for self-improvement, referencing Elisabeth Timmermans and Elien De Caluwé’s work (2017). 

Respondents rated these items using a seven-point Likert Scale (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree). This study 

translated the scale into Chinese and performed a reliability test. The Cronbach’s alpha of the total table, social 

approval subscale, relationship-seeking, sexual experience, entertainment/pass time, and socializing was .917, 

.909, .863, .955, .922, and .912. Comparatively, the original scale reported Cronbach’s alpha values were: total scale 

at .92, social approval at .91, relationship seeking at .93, sexual experience at .91, entertainment/pass time at .90, 

and socializing at .85. These findings suggest that the translated version of the scale maintains high reliability 

across all subscales, closely mirroring the original scale’s performance. 

Compulsive Use 

The Compulsive Use Scale evaluates the addictive behaviors of young individuals on dating apps. This scale 

includes items such as I spend a lot of time thinking about dating apps or planning to use them and comprises three 

total items. It has been documented by Dhir et al. (2018), among others. Respondents rated their agreement using 

a seven-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The scale was translated into 

Chinese for this study, and reliability testing yielded a Cronbach’s alpha of .785. It is slightly lower than the original 

scale’s alpha of .84, indicating a modest decrease in reliability. However, the scale still maintains acceptable 

reliability in a new cultural context. 

https://www.wjx.cn/


 

Subjective Online Success (SOS) 

The Subjective Online Success Scale, as referenced by Yu-Chin Her & Elisabeth Timmermans (2021), is designed to 

measure the perceived success of young adults on dating apps. It includes statements such as I consider myself 

successful on dating apps. The scale consists of three items, and respondents expressed their agreement using a 

seven-point Likert scale, where 1 signifies strongly disagree and 7 strongly agree. The scale’s reliability in this study 

was affirmed with a Cronbach’s alpha of .849, closely aligning with the original scale’s alpha of .84. This consistency 

in reliability scores across different studies underscores the scale’s robustness in assessing perceived online dating 

success among young adults. 

Emotional Reactions 

The Emotional Reactions Scale assessed young individuals’ emotional reactions after using dating apps, with 

respondents reporting their feelings based on their experiences with dating apps over the past week. This scale 

includes three subscales measuring joviality, sadness, and anxiety, comprising 15 items. Respondents used a 

seven-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree) to indicate their responses. The Emotional 

Reactions Scale, incorporating subscales for joviality and sadness, references Clark & Watson (1999), while the 

anxiety subscale is based on Dhir et al. (2018), ensuring precise measurement of these specific emotional 

reactions. It includes statements such as Using dating apps makes me feel happy, Using dating apps makes me feel 

sad and downhearted, and Using dating apps makes me feel lonely and isolated. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for 

the overall scale, joviality, sadness, and anxiety, were found to be .922, .911, .933, and .939, respectively. 

Comparatively, the original scale reported Cronbach’s alpha values were: total scale at .92, joviality at .94, sadness 

at .90, and anxiety at .92. These findings suggest that the translated version of the scale maintains high reliability 

across all subscales, closely mirroring the original scale’s performance. 

Control Variables 

Based on relevant literature (Her & Timmermans, 2021), several control variables were included in this study. 

These control variables were added to the first path (motivation-compulsive use) and the second path (compulsive 

use-subjective online success), as well as the third path (subjective online success-emotional reactions). The 

control variables included participants’ biological sex, domicile, affective state, perceived physical attractiveness, 

and current emotion. Regarding operationalization, biological sex was coded as 1 for males and 0 for females. 

Domicile was coded as 1 for rural areas and 0 for urban areas. The affective state was treated as a categorical 

variable, with married as the reference category and unmarried without a romantic partner, unmarried with a 

romantic partner, and divorced and not yet remarried being re-encoded as dummy variables. Perceived physical 

attractiveness was assessed by asking participants to rate their satisfaction with their physical attractiveness on a 

scale from 1 (strongly dissatisfied) to 7 (strongly satisfied). The current mood was assessed by asking participants to 

rate it on a scale from 1 (strongly unhappy) to 7 (strongly happy).  

Data Analysis 

The Structural Equation Model (SEM) is a multivariate statistical method that identifies, estimates, and validates 

various causal models (Grace, 2006). 

In constructing a structural equation model, it is generally recommended to have a sample size that is at least ten 

times larger than the number of observed variables (Kline, 2005). Additionally, the data distribution of the 

explanatory variables should approximate a multivariate normal distribution to ensure the validity and reliability 

of the model estimation (Wu, 2009). In this study, the dataset consisted of more than ten times the number of 

observed variables (N = 451), and the explained variable met the assumption of multivariate normal distribution. 

Therefore, the Maximum Likelihood (ML) method in Amos 24.0 was used to fit this research’s structural equation 

model.  

Before proceeding with the main study, a correlation analysis was conducted to examine the relationships 

between the identified variables (see Table 1). The correlation coefficients among all the variables were below .7, 

indicating a low presence of multicollinearity among the variables (Little et al., 2002). Harman’s one-factor test was 

performed to assess common method bias. The results revealed nine factors with eigenvalues greater than 1.0, 



 

and the first factor explained 31.886% of the variance, which was below the critical threshold of 50% (Kock, 2015). 

Therefore, this study did not exhibit a common method bias based on Harman’s one-factor test. 

Table 1. Zero-Order Pearson Correlation Among Variables (N = 451). 

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

1. Social approval 1         

2. Relationship-seeking .43** 1        

3. Sexual experience .31** .34** 1       

4. Pass time/Entertainment .40** .24** .19** 1      

5. Socializing .34** .49** .09* .51** 1     

6. Compulsive use .51** .44** .36** .23** .30** 1    

7. Subjective online success .54** .43** .34** .46** .43** .44** 1   

8. Sadness .18** .20** .43** .13** .09 .25** .20** 1  

9. Anxiety .39** .29** .42** .28** .16** .24** .32** .51** 1 

10. Joviality .53** .41** .34** .45** .45** .56** .67** .21** .30** 

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

Results 

Descriptive Analysis 

Table 2 presents the sociodemographic information of the participants, as well as the mean and standard 

deviation values for the variables. The scores for socializing, entertainment/passing the time, relationship seeking, 

and social approval were relatively high (M > 4), indicating that these motivations were prominent among young 

people using dating apps. On the other hand, the scores for sexual experiences were relatively low (M = 2.650, 

SD = 1.616). Socializing was identified as the primary motivation for young individuals to use dating apps, with a 

mean score of 5.019 (SD = 1.230). Joviality was the most commonly reported emotion among young adults after 

using dating apps, with a mean score of 4.248 (SD = 1.253). 

Table 2. Sociodemographic Information of the Participants 

and Variables Information (N = 451). 

Variable N (%) or Mean ± SD 

Year 25.17±4.25 

Biological sex  

Male 223 (49.45) 

Female 228 (50.55) 

Household register 

Agriculture account 109 (24.17) 

Non-agricultural account 342 (75.83) 

Motivations 

Social approval 4.06±1.35 

Relationship seeking 4.32±1.36 

Sexual experience 2.65±1.62 

Pass the time/Entertainment 4.62±1.23 

Socializing 5.02±1.23 

Compulsive use 3.58±1.32 

Subjective online success 4.16±1.38 

Emotional reactions 

Joviality 4.25±1.25 

Sadness 3.26±1.34 

Anxiety 3.63±1.49 



 

Measurement Model Assessment 

The proposed structural equation model was developed in two steps. The first step involved building a 

measurement model through confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to ensure an acceptable fit. The measurement 

model in this study successfully passed tests for convergent validity and reliability (Table 3). The hypothesis model 

consisted of ten latent variables and 45 observable variables. The CFA results revealed that the absolute values of 

the factor loadings for each observable variable exceeded .6, indicating a good representation of the motivation, 

impulsive use, subjective online success, and emotional reactions constructs. Additionally, all average variance 

extracted (AVE) values for the latent variables were more significant than .5, and all composite reliability (CR) values 

were above .7, indicating good reliability and convergent validity of the analysis data. 

Discriminant validity was assessed using the Heterotrait-Monotrait Ratio of Correlations (HTMT) method, 

considered the most accurate test for determining distinctiveness between constructs (Hair Jr. et al., 2016). The 

results of the HTMT ratio in Table 4 demonstrated that all values were below the strict threshold of .80, indicating 

satisfactory discriminant effectiveness. Therefore, all variables exhibited satisfactory discriminant validity (Hair Jr. 

et al., 2010; Ramayah et al., 2018). 

Furthermore, the CFA results indicated that the data fit the model well, as evidenced by the following fit indices: 

χ²/df = 2.454, p < .001, CFI = .921, TLI = .913, and RMSEA = .057. In the second step, this study assessed the 

measurement model for fit. 

  



 

Table 3. Convergent Validity and Reliability. 

Constructs Items Factor loadings CR AVE 

Social approval SA1 .829 .909 .667 

 SA2 .849   

 SA3 .78   

 SA4 .816   

 SA5 .808   

Relationship seeking RS1 .714 .865 .616 

 RS2 .765   

 RS3 .83   

 RS4 .824   

Sexual experience SE1 .89 .956 .782 

 SE2 .886   

 SE3 .895   

 SE4 .921   

 SE5 .88   

 SE6 .832   

Pass the 

time/Entertainment 
PE1 .731 .904 .613 

 PE2 .777   

 PE3 .889   

 PE4 .834   

 PE5 .76   

 PE6 .689   

Socializing SO1 .897 .913 .779 

 SO2 .924   

 SO3 .824   

Compulsive use CU1 .795 .798 .571 

 CU2 .81   

 CU3 .652   

Subjective online 

success 
SOS1 .761 .852 .658 

 SOS2 .859   

 SOS3 .811   

Joviality J1 .773 .919 .694 

 J2 .812   

 J3 .836   

 J4 .87   

 J5 .87   

Sadness S1 .859 .933 .737 

 S2 .887   

 S3 .894   

 S4 .811   

 S5 .838   

Anxiety A1 .791 .94 .757 

 A2 .898   

 A3 .927   

 A4 .868   

  A5 .862     



 

 Table 4. Heterotrait-Monotrait Ratio of Correlations Result. 

Constructs SA RS SE PE SO CU SOS J S A 

SA —          

RS .49 —         

SE .33 .37 —        

PE .45 .27 .21 —       

SO .38 .56 .10 .57 —      

CU .60 .53 .41 .27 .35 —     

SOS .62 .51 .38 .52 .48 .56 —    

J .58 .46 .37 .49 .47 .66 .77 —   

S .19 .22 .45 .14 .09 .29 .22 .24 —  

A .42 .32 .44 .30 .17 .28 .36 .33 .54 — 

Note. SA = Social approval, RS = Relationship seeking, SE = Sexual experience, PE = Pass the time/Entertainment, SO = Socializing, 

CU  =  Compulsive use, SOS = Subjective online success, J = Joviality, S = Sadness, A = Anxiety.  

Structural Model 

The latent structural model, as depicted in Figure 2, is presented in this section. Little (2013) argued that to achieve 

adequate model fit, the model must meet the following criteria: comparative fit index (CFI) and Tucker-Lewis index 

(TLI) > .90, and root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) < .08 (Little, 2013). The final model in this study 

achieved an excellent fit: χ²/df = 2.005, CFI = .942, TLI = .932, IFI = .942, NFI = .901, and RMSEA = .047. The R2 values 

for the dependent variables, namely joviality, sadness, and anxiety, were .691, .157, and .229, respectively. These 

values indicate that the model can explain 69.1% of the variance in joviality, 15.7% in sadness, and 22.9% in anxiety 

among the study sample. 

Figure 2. Latent Model. 

 

The path coefficient results are presented in Table 5. The findings indicate that social approval (β = .502, p < .001), 

relationship seeking (β = .232, p < .001), sexual experience (β = .249, p < .001), and socializing (β = .137, p < .05) had 

a significant positive correlation with compulsive use. However, Pass time/Entertainment was not significantly 

related to compulsive use (β = .061, p = .271). Additionally, compulsive use (β = .824, p < .001) was significantly 

positively correlated with subjective online success. Furthermore, subjective online success exhibited a strong 

positive correlation with joviality (β = .798, p < .001), sadness (β = .295, p < .001), and anxiety (β = .463, p < .001). 

These results provide support for research hypotheses 1 and 2. 



 

 

Table 5. Standardized Regression Weights According to the Latent Model. 

Path B β SE CR p 

Path A      

SA→CU .422 .502 .051 8.286 ＜.001 

RS→CU .212 .232 .062 3.399 ＜.001 

SE→CU .174 .249 .035 4.995 ＜.001 

PE→CU .058 .061 .053 1.100 .271 

SO→CU .135 .137 .054 2.515 .012 

Path B      

CU→SOS .977 .824 .088 11.111 ＜.001 

Path C      

SOS→J .707 .798 .049 14.327 ＜.001 

SOS→S .295 .295 .056 5.252 ＜.001 

SOS→A .476 .463 .058 8.263 ＜.001 

Post-Hoc Analysis 

Given the ongoing interest in whether media usage behavior exhibits biological sex-related differences, we 

additionally analyzed variance (Imhof et al., 2007). The analysis of variance presented in Table 6 was used to 

examine whether there were significant differences in the core variables between men and women in this study. 

The findings indicated significant differences between men and women in terms of using dating apps for 

relationship-seeking and sexual experiences. Males reported higher motivation for relationship-seeking and 

sexual experiences compared to females. Additionally, males scored higher on compulsive use of dating apps 

compared to females. Furthermore, men were more likely to experience sadness and anxiety after using dating 

apps than women. 

Table 6. Results of Variance Analysis (N = 451). 

  Biological sex (Mean ± SD) 
F p 

  Female (n = 228) Male (n = 223) 

Social approval 4.01 ± 1.43 4.11 ± 1.27 0.539 .463 

Relationship seeking 4.09 ± 1.42 4.55 ± 1.26 13.717 < .001** 

Sexual experience 2.08 ± 1.39 3.23 ± 1.63 64.629 < .001** 

Pass the time/Entertainment 4.67 ± 1.29 4.58 ± 1.16 0.572 .450 

Socializing 5.05 ± 1.25 4.99 ± 1.21 0.27 .604 

Compulsive use 3.40 ± 1.33 3.76 ± 1.30 8.547 .004** 

Subjective online success 4.06 ± 1.42 4.26 ± 1.33 2.328 .128 

Joviality 4.14 ± 1.26 4.35 ± 1.24 3.195 .075 

Sadness 2.99 ± 1.27 3.55 ± 1.36 20.285 < .001** 

Anxiety 3.42 ± 1.43 3.85 ± 1.53 9.321 .002** 

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

Discussion 

This study examined the use of dating apps among young people in China and its association with their mental 

health. The findings suggest that the primary motivations for young Chinese people to use dating apps are 

socializing (M = 5.019, SD = 1.230) and passing time/entertainment (M = 4.622, SD = 1.228). It is followed by 

relationship seeking (M = 4.318, SD = 1.358) and social approval (M = 4.061, SD = 1.353), indicating the versatility of 

dating apps and the diverse motivations of users. The reasons why young people tend to use dating apps for social 

interaction can be attributed to several factors. Firstly, during their youth, individuals are in a critical period of 

social and emotional development (Odacı & Kalkan, 2010) and may experience feelings of loneliness (Goodfellow 

et al., 2022). Dating apps provide them a platform to connect with others and 12ulfil their social needs. Secondly, 



 

online dating apps facilitate the creation of profiles and encourage users to interact and communicate with 

individuals who share common interests (Kuss & Griffiths, 2017). It enables young people to expand their social 

networks more efficiently and effectively (Orosz et al., 2018). Users can form new relationships and engage in 

meaningful social interactions by connecting with like-minded individuals. Furthermore, dating apps act as a 

bridge between users and strangers. Location-based mobile dating apps offer the convenience of offline 

communication for users in the same geographical region. This feature allows people to find like-minded friends 

and engage in various activities, such as sports or parties (Xu & Wu, 2019). Overall, using dating apps among young 

people for social interaction addresses their social and emotional needs, expands their social networks, and 

establishes connections with like-minded individuals. These platforms provide opportunities for socializing, 

creating new relationships, and combating feelings of loneliness. 

In our research, it is noteworthy that the motivation for sexual experience was found to be the least important 

among the usage motivations for dating apps, consistent with previous findings. Prior studies have suggested that 

pursuing sexual experiences is not the primary motivation for using dating apps in China (Ren & Wang, 2022). 

These studies have attributed this East-West difference to cultural discrepancies between samples, which give rise 

to different incidental factors. The conservative sexual culture background and immature sex education system 

in traditional Chinese concepts may contribute to this difference (Shi et al., 2022). Confucianism, which emphasizes 

etiquette, has traditionally imposed moral and social norms restricting individuals, including inhibiting sexual 

needs and expressions (Ng & Lau, 1990). Even today, sexual conservatism continues to influence Chinese society, 

where sexual permissiveness is often equated with sexual indulgence (Liu et al., 2020). In addition to our planned 

analyses, we conducted a post-hoc analysis to explore potential differences in the motivations for dating apps and 

the emotional experiences associated with their use based on biological sex. Our study found differences in the 

motivations for dating apps and emotional experiences between individuals of different biological sexes. 

Consistent with existing research, males were found to be more motivated by sexual experiences than females. It 

could be attributed to men generally having a more laissez-faire attitude towards casual sex, being more inclined 

towards game-like love, and using the Internet more frequently to seek sexual partners (Hendrick & Hendrick, 

1995; Sumter et al., 2017). Our study revealed that males were more likely to experience sadness and anxiety after 

using dating apps. It could be because female users are generally more likely to receive online matches and engage 

in conversations than male users, thus feeling more recognized and validated (Alexopoulos et al., 2020). On the 

other hand, male users may face higher chances of rejection, frustration due to no responses, or feelings of 

unattractiveness, which can contribute to their higher levels of sadness and anxiety in online dating (Sanhaji, 2020). 

Furthermore, the study found that motivations such as social approval, relationship seeking, socializing, and 

sexual experiences were associated with impulsive use of dating apps. This finding aligns with the use and 

gratification theory, which suggests that individuals use specific media to 13ulfil specific needs and desires (Katz 

et al., 1973). In the context of dating apps, users seek to satisfy physical needs (e.g., sexual pleasure), social needs 

(e.g., finding a partner or friends), psychosocial needs (e.g., validating attractiveness), and other dimensions of 

needs (Rochat et al., 2019). However, as users’ initial motivations are fulfilled, new needs emerge, and individuals 

tend to rely on familiar tools, such as dating apps, to satisfy these new needs (Timmermans & De Caluwé, 2017). 

This cycle of instant gratification can lead to repetitive, compulsive behaviors and overuse of dating apps 

(C. Wang & Lee, 2020; Zhang et al., 2014). Additionally, the immediate rewards, such as companionship, 

communication, and connection, that users experience during their use of dating apps, coupled with the fear of 

missing out on information, can reinforce the impulse to constantly and compulsively use dating apps to maintain 

positive feelings (C. Wang & Lee, 2020). It is worth noting that although entertainment is one of the primary 

motivations for using dating apps, it is a standard function shared by various mobile applications and not a unique 

characteristic of dating apps. Therefore, the satisfaction of the entertainment motivation alone is not necessarily 

associated with compulsive use of dating apps. 

Additionally, our research demonstrated the association between compulsive use and subjective online success. 

The anonymity, asynchrony, and accessibility of dating apps enhance users’ sense of control, recognition, and self-

esteem (Valkenburg & Peter, 2011). According to the social compensation hypothesis, online dating platforms 

serve as a means of compensating for social deficits experienced by specific individuals, such as neurotic or 

introverted, by enabling them to autonomously create and develop social relationships (Pernokis, 2018). This 

online environment can make them feel safer, more effective, more confident, and more comfortable using dating 

apps (Coduto et al., 2020). Individuals with social deficits are more likely to develop compulsive use behaviors 

because online communication allows for greater comfort and self-disclosure (Weinstein et al., 2014). As the 

frequency of app usage increases, users receive more positive incentives and instant rewards, such as matches, 



 

compliments, and conversations. These experiences contribute to the enhancement of their self-worth and 

subjective online success. While compulsive use may bring difficulties to users ’ offline lives and undermine their 

sense of success in the real world (Benson et al., 2019), within the context of online dating apps, it can act as a 

positive incentive, improving users’ subjective sense of success in utilizing these applications. It is essential to 

acknowledge the perspective that, when reflecting on the broader implications of compulsive use, such behavior 

may not solely signify problematic media use but can also represent a coping mechanism for other underlying 

personal problems. As scholars like Christopher Ferguson, Andrew Przybylski, Amy Orben, Espen Aarseth, and 

Antonius J. van Rooij, among others, have argued against attributing game disorder to a disease (Aarseth et al., 

2017; Van Rooij et al., 2018). Our research conclusions have recognized the dual nature of compulsive use; only 

by realizing compulsive applications as a multifaceted phenomenon can we better appreciate its potential as both 

a source of challenge and a form of emotional sustenance for individuals facing social and personal difficulties. 

In addition to being associated with subjective online success, compulsive use also relates to emotional reactions 

through the mediating variable of subjective online success. Research has indicated an association between 

subjective online success and emotional reactions (Her & Timmermans, 2021). Although the findings of this study 

suggest a relationship between subjective online success and both positive and negative emotions, overall, users 

report experiencing joviality more than sadness and anxiety. That is, subjective online success predicts emotional 

reactions positively. In other words, joviality is more vital for those who perceive success in dating apps than 

others. While subjective online success is positively associated with emotional reactions, compulsive use indirectly 

related to emotional reactions through subjective online success, which means that users perceive anxiety and 

sadness while feeling happy. This point suggests that compulsive use is related to variations in the user’s emotional 

reactions. While positive incentives from dating apps increase with the frequency of use (Zhang et al., 2014), 

compulsive use negatively affects users’ real lives, such as weakening the perceived value of offline (Her & 

Timmermans, 2021) and negatively impacting mental health. Therefore, while dating apps bridge social barriers 

and provide positive incentives, we also need to focus on the real-life and psychological distress caused by 

impulsive use, promote healthy interpersonal communication through regular, limited use of dating apps, and 

avoid negative emotions followed by impulsive use. 

Limitations and Future Research 

Our study employs structural equation modeling (SEM) and path analysis to investigate the association between 

online dating apps and emotional reactions among young Chinese adults. While these methods offer robust 

analytical frameworks, they present inherent challenges in establishing causal relationships. Additionally, the 

study faces limitations in accurately distinguishing between compulsive and enthusiastic media use with the 

current scale, suggesting that the complexity of compulsive behaviors and the nuanced differences between 

enjoyment and compulsion are not fully captured. Another significant limitation is our study’s lack of 

measurement regarding participants’ sexual orientation, which results in a homogenized view of user experiences 

with the dating app Momo. This approach fails to consider how motivations and emotional experiences might vary 

across different sexual orientations. It neglects the exploration of gender diversity by primarily assuming 

participants are heterosexual, cisgender individuals. Such omissions limit our understanding of the dynamics of 

dating app use in the context of gender diversity. This aspect is crucial for comprehensively understanding these 

platforms’ impact on well-being. 

Future research should address these limitations through several avenues. Firstly, employing experimental 

designs and integrating multiple methodologies could strengthen causal inferences and provide a more dynamic 

understanding of the effects of online dating app usage over time. Secondly, refining the measurement of 

compulsive media use is imperative. It involves improving scale items related to critical constructs like “relapse” 

and “conflict” to differentiate compulsive use from enthusiastic engagement effectively. Lastly, incorporating a 

detailed examination of sexual orientation and gender identity among dating app users is essential. By doing so, 

future studies can offer a more inclusive and nuanced understanding of dating app usage and its effects, 

potentially leading to more accurate assessments and interventions that cater to the diverse experiences of users. 

Conclusion 

This study investigated the motivations, behaviors, and consequences of using dating apps among young people 

in China to assess the relationships between media use motivation, compulsive use, subjective online success, 



 

and emotional reactions. The results indicate that the motivations of social approval, relationship-seeking, sexual 

experience, and socializing are related to the compulsive use of online dating apps among young adult groups. 

Compulsive use of online dating apps was associated with an increase in users’ subjective online success, which 

was related to higher levels of joviality, sadness, and anxiety. In conclusion, this study provides insights into dating 

apps from the Chinese cultural context and enriches the study of intimate relationships in the digital age. 
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