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Abstract

Introduction Individual differences in attachment differentially predict dating motivations and behaviors among heterosexual
individuals. Remarkably, little research has examined such topics in men who have sex with men (MSM).

Methods In a sample of 118 MSM, we examined whether individual differences in attachment were differentially associated
with motivations for using Grindr, a widely used geosocial networking application (GSNA) among MSM, and whether these
motivations, in turn, predicted problematic Grindr use and depression. Data were collected in 2019.

Results Attachment anxiety was associated with use of Grindr for self-esteem enhancement; this motivation, in turn, pre-
dicted more problematic Grindr use and higher depression. Attachment anxiety was also associated with problematic Grindr
use via use of Grindr for companionship purposes. Those higher in attachment avoidance reported using Grindr for escapism
and due to the ease of communication it affords; these motivations, in turn, were associated with greater problematic Grindr
use. There were also indirect effects of attachment avoidance on symptoms of depression via escapism.

Policy Implications Results suggest that attachment insecurity is associated with maladaptive motivations for GSNA use,
and these motivations may place MSM at greater risk for depression and problematic GSNA use. Implications for social
policy and professional practice are discussed, including the importance of clinicians assessing for problematic patterns of
GSNA use and the need for practitioner training to include a focus on the unique predictors of mental health and well-being
among gender and sexual minorities.

Keywords Attachment - Dating - Hook-up apps - Geosocial networking applications - Grindr - Gay men - Men who have
sex with men

Introduction

Geosocial networking applications (GSNAs) allow users
to connect with other nearby users based on their proxim-
ity, and their use has increased rapidly over the past decade
among heterosexual individuals and sexual minorities (e.g.,
Beymer et al., 2014; Rice et al., 2012; Sevi et al., 2018).
Although people often use GSNAs to find potential sexual
or romantic partners, recent evidence reveals wide ranging
motivations for using GSNAs (Goedel and Duncan, 2015;
Sumter et al., 2017). For instance, Sumter and colleagues
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(2017) found six key motivations for using Tinder, namely
casual sex, love, self-worth validation, thrill or excitement,
trendiness of using Tinder, and the ease of communicat-
ing online rather than in person. Recent evidence indicates
that among heterosexual individuals, there are distinct sub-
groups of Tinder users, with two sub-groups classified as
“regulated” and two classified as “unregulated” (Rochat
et al., 2019). These sub-groups differed on motivations for
using Tinder, use patterns and problematic or compulsive
use of Tinder; they also differed on indices of psychological
adjustment, such as depressed mood (Rochat et al., 2019).
Problematic use of GSNAs and other forms of technology is
characterized by excessive use of GSNAs (e.g. more than a
person intended to use), difficulty controlling use of GSNAs,
use of GSNAs to avoid or escape negative emotions, and use
that creates distress and functional impairment in various life
domains (Griffiths, 2005; Marino et al., 2018; Orosz et al.,
2018; Rochat et al., 2019).
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Research investigating GSNA use and dating and cas-
ual sex more broadly, among men who have sex with men
(MSM), is significantly lacking relative to literature on heter-
osexual adults (see Watson et al., 2017). Goedel and Duncan
(2015) found that, among MSM, some used GSNAs to find
a partner, date, or casual sexual partner, though a substan-
tial proportion also used Grindr, a widely used GSNA used
largely by gay men, to “’kill time when bored” or to “make
friends.” However, to our knowledge, no research has exam-
ined individual difference predictors of motivations for dating
app use among MSM, and whether these motivations, in turn,
predict problematic app use and psychological adjustment.
Attachment theory, one of the most widely used theoretical
frameworks for understanding adult romantic relationships,
may provide a useful framework for addressing such ques-
tions (Mohr and Jackson, 2016).

Attachment is an emotional bond formed between an
infant and caregiver that has implications for emotion regu-
lation and relationships across the lifespan (Bowlby, 1969;
Mikulincer and Shaver, 2016). Adult attachment is generally
conceptualized along two dimensions: anxiety and avoid-
ance. Attachment anxiety is characterized by heightened fear
of abandonment and rejection in romantic relationships and
significant concern about potential unavailability of attach-
ment figures (Fraley et al., 2000). Attachment avoidance
refers to discomfort with emotional closeness and intimacy
in relationships, as well as excessive self-reliance (Fraley
et al., 2000). Those who are low in both attachment anxiety
and avoidance are said to have a secure attachment style.

Much evidence highlights that attachment security is
associated with more satisfying and stable romantic relation-
ships, whereas attachment insecurity (anxiety or avoidance)
predicts wide ranging cognitive, affective, and behavioral
processes that undermine relationship formation and mainte-
nance (Mikulincer and Shaver, 2016; Pepping et al., 2018b).
Recent evidence suggests that attachment orientations are
associated with the use of GSNAs among heterosexual indi-
viduals (Chin et al., 2019; Rochat et al., 2019). In a largely
heterosexual sample, Chin and colleagues (2019) found that
those high in attachment avoidance were less likely to use
GSNAs, whereas those higher in attachment anxiety were
more likely to use these apps. Attachment anxiety was asso-
ciated with using GSNAs with the intention to meet people,
whereas attachment avoidance was negatively associated
with use of GSNAs to meet people.

Given that there are differences in motivations and pat-
terns of use of GSNAs between heterosexual individuals and
MSM (Licoppe, 2020), it is important to examine whether
attachment orientations predict motivations for using
GSNAs among MSM, and whether these motivations, in
turn, are associated with indices of well-being and prob-
lematic GSNA use. Problematic app use has been concep-
tualized similarly to a behavioral addiction, encompassing
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excessive and compulsive use, mood modification, difficulty
controlling app use, and continued use of the app despite dis-
tress and functional consequences (e.g., Orosz et al., 2018).
Grindr, released in 2009, was the first GSNA specifically tai-
lored to MSM and is the most widely used app among MSM,
having approximately 27 million users in 2017 (Dating Site
Reviews, 2020). Thus, in the current study, we examined
whether attachment insecurity was associated with less
adaptive motivations for using Grindr, and whether these
motivations, in turn, would predict problematic Grindr use
and symptoms of depression.

Attachment anxiety is associated with an intense desire
for intimacy, a negative self-image, and expectations
that others will not reciprocate their desire for closeness
(Mikulincer and Shaver, 2016). We therefore predict that
those high in attachment anxiety may use Grindr to (1) alle-
viate loneliness and seek intimacy and companionship and
to (2) seek self-esteem enhancement from potential partners;
these motivations, in turn, are likely to predict more prob-
lematic and compulsive use of Grindr, as well as heightened
depression. Attachment avoidance is associated with a reluc-
tance to get close to others, efforts to reduce emotional inti-
macy, and more avoidant styles of coping and emotion regu-
lation (Mikulincer and Shaver, 2016). We therefore predict
that those high in attachment avoidance would use Grindr
because of the (1) ease of communication online rather than
face-to-face, and as it (2) provides an ‘escape’ from potential
problems or worries; these maladaptive motivations, in turn,
are likely to predict more problematic and compulsive use
of Grindr, as well as heightened depression.

Method

Participants

Participants were 118 adult MSM (M, =33.62, SD=12.67)
who had used Grindr within the past 30 days. Most reported
their sexual orientation as gay (N=90; 76.3%) or bisexual
(N=21;17.8%), and 7 (5.9%) reported other sexual orienta-
tions. The majority of participants were Caucasian (N=84;
71.2%), 13 were Hispanic/Latino (11%), and the remaining
participants reported other backgrounds. Participants were
recruited from both Australia and the USA via paid Face-
book advertising.

Materials

Attachment. The Experiences in Close Relationships
Revised (ECR)-Short Form (Wei et al., 2007) is a 12-item
measure of attachment anxiety (e.g., “I need a lot of reassur-
ance that [ am loved by my partner”) and avoidance (e.g., “I
try to avoid getting too close to my partner’”’). The measure
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is reliable and valid and correlates with long-form versions
of the ECR (Wei et al., 2007). Internal consistency was high
in the present study for avoidance (a=0.80) and anxiety
(x=0.78).

Motivations for Grindr Use. The Tinder Motivation
Scale is a 46-item measure that assesses motivations for use
of dating apps (Sumter et al., 2017). Here, we used two of
the subscales: ease of communication (e.g., “I feel less shy
online than offline”) and self-esteem enhancement (e.g., “To
feel better about myself”). Participants were asked to indi-
cate the extent to which each item reflected their motivation
for using Grindr (as opposed to Tinder). Internal consistency
was high for both the ease of communication (¢ =0.82) and
self-esteem enhancement (a=0.92) motives.

We used two subscales of the Facebook Motivation Scale
(Smock et al., 2011), namely escapism (e.g., “So I can for-
get about school, work, or other things”) and companion-
ship (e.g., “So I won’t have to be alone”). Participants were
asked to indicate the extent to which each item reflected
their motivation for using Grindr (as opposed to Facebook).
Internal consistency was high for escapism (o =0.84) and
companionship (a=0.88).

Problematic Grindr Use. We used an adapted version
of the Bergen Facebook Addiction Scale (BFAS; Satici and
Uysal, 2015) to assess problematic Grindr use. The BFAS
consists of 18 items that assess behavioral addiction to Face-
book. Participants indicate how often in the past year they
had experienced various symptoms. Example items include
“spent more time on Facebook than initially intended”,
“ignored your partner, family members, or friends because
of Facebook”, “tried to cut down on the use of Facebook
without success”, “felt bad if you, for different reasons,
could not log on to Facebook for some time”, and “used
Facebook so much that it had a negative impact on your job
/ studies.” We replaced “Facebook” with “Grindr,” but did
not otherwise modify the items. Internal consistency was
high (@=0.93).

Depression. We used the depression subscale of the
21-item Depression, Anxiety and Stress Scale-21 (DASS-21;
Lovibond and Lovibond, 1995; e.g., “I felt down-hearted and

blue”). The DASS-21 is widely used and psychometrically
valid and reliable (Henry and Crawford, 2005). Cronbach’s
o was 0.92.

Procedure

The study received ethics approval from the La Trobe Uni-
versity Human Research Ethics Committee. Participants were
recruited via paid Facebook advertising. Upon clicking the
advertisement, participants were directed to the Qualtrics plat-
form where they could provide consent and complete a survey
containing the measures listed above, and some additional
items unrelated to the current study. Participants were able to
enter a prize draw to win one of five $50 Amazon gift cards.

Analytic Plan. Means, standard deviations, and correla-
tions were obtained for all study variables. To test the indi-
rect effect of attachment insecurity (independent variable)
on problematic Grindr use and depression (dependent varia-
bles) via motivations for Grindr use (mediators), we used the
Process Macro with 10,000 bootstrap samples (Preacher and
Hayes, 2004). This approach provides regression coefficients
for the individual paths between the independent variables,
mediators, and dependent variables and yields confidence
intervals for estimates of the indirect effects using bootstrap-
ping, a resampling method that resamples multiple smaller
samples, with replacement, from the original sample (Hayes,
2017).

Results

Means, standard deviations, and correlations are presented
in Table 1. Attachment anxiety and avoidance were each
associated with maladaptive motivations for Grindr use, and
each of the motivations with greater problematic Grindr use
and depression.

Attachment anxiety was positively associated with use
of Grindr for self-esteem enhancement (B=0.46, p <0.001)
and for companionship (B=0.44, p <0.001). Self-esteem
enhancement (B=0.14, p=0.018) and companionship

Table 1 Descriptive statistics

> Variable Mean (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
and correlations
1. Attachment anxiety 4.36 (1.22)
2. Attachment avoidance ~ 2.90 (1.14) .28%*
3. Self-esteem motivation  3.14 (1.23) .46%** 20%*
4. Ease of communication 3.37 ((97) 31**  35%%%  S4%k*
5. Companionship 3.18 (1.23) 44kkx  3D%skk 3k JEkkk
6. Escape motivation 2.52 (1.09) .21* 32k Ak DQEE STk
7. Problematic use 2.15(.79)  .20%%  28%*F  S2EkE - AQFEE 1FFF JQFEE
8. Depression 9.09 (6.49) A2%¥* 33kkx  3QwkEk  FOkx  FFwREkx 3DwwEk F)wkwk

N=118; *p<.05; *p<.01; ***p < 001
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Table 2 Total, direct, and indirect effects of attachment anxiety on outcomes via mediators

Outcome Total effect Direct effect Indirect effect via self-esteem Indirect effect via R?
companionship

Problematic use .19 (.072 to .299) —.01(-.122t0.092) .07 (.010 to .139) .13 (.060 to .210) 40

Depression 2.21 (1.323 t0 3.099) 1.53 (.535 t0 2.530) .55 (.028 to 1.139) .13 (- .283 to .832) 23

Significant effects are indicated by the confidence intervals not including zero

(B=0.30, p<0.001) motivations were each associated with
more problematic Grindr use. Self-esteem enhancement
(B=1.19, p=0.043) was associated with greater depres-
sion, though companionship (B=0.30, p=0.605) motiva-
tions were not. As can be seen in Table 2, the total effect of
attachment anxiety on problematic Grindr use and depres-
sion were each significant. Attachment anxiety was also
indirectly associated with more problematic Grindr use via
self-esteem enhancement and companionship motivations
and with greater depression via self-esteem enhancement
motivations only.

Attachment avoidance was positively associated with
use of Grindr due to the ease of communication (B=0.29,
p<0.001) and for escapism (B=0.30, p <0.001). Ease of
communication (B=0.21, p=0.002) and escapism (B=0.29,
p <0.001) motivations were each associated with more prob-
lematic Grindr use. Escapism (B=1.23, p=0.025) was asso-
ciated with depression, though ease of communication was
not (B=1.11, p=0.074). As displayed in Table 3, the total
effect of attachment avoidance on problematic Grindr use
and depression were each significant. Attachment avoidance
was also indirectly associated with more problematic Grindr
use via ease of communication and escapism motivations
and with greater depression via escapism motivations only.

Discussion

The aim of the present research was to examine whether
individual differences in attachment were differentially
associated with motivations for Grindr use and whether
these motivations, in turn, predicted problematic Grindr
use and depression. Results were generally consistent with
predictions. Attachment anxiety was associated with more
problematic Grindr use via self-esteem enhancement and
companionship motivations and with greater depression via

self-esteem enhancement motivations. Attachment avoid-
ance was associated with problematic Grindr use via ease of
communication and escapism motivations, and with greater
depression via escapism motivations. There were also direct
effects of attachment anxiety and avoidance on depression,
but not problematic Grindr use, once the motivations were
controlled for.

The finding that attachment anxiety was associated with
use of Grindr for self-esteem enhancement is consistent with
evidence that those high in attachment anxiety tend to have
self-worth that is contingent on gaining approval from oth-
ers (e.g., Cheng and Kwan, 2008). Those high in attachment
anxiety also reported use of Grindr to seek companionship,
or to avoid being alone, which is in line with substantial evi-
dence that anxious individuals readily seek out intimacy and
closeness, but are often dissatisfied with the quality of these
relationships (Mikulincer and Shaver, 2016). Both motiva-
tions were, in turn, associated with more problematic Grindr
use, characterized by excessive use and detrimental effects
of compulsive overuse on areas of their lives; this finding
adds to existing literature demonstrating that anxious attach-
ment is associated with social media addiction (Blackwell
et al., 2017). Attachment anxiety was associated with greater
depression via self-esteem enhancement motivation, which
is in line with evidence that anxious individuals are prone to
excessive reassurance-seeking in relationships (Mikulincer
and Shaver, 2016).

Attachment avoidance was associated with problematic
Grindr use via ease of communication and escapism moti-
vations. Much evidence suggests that attachment avoidance
predicts efforts to maintain emotional distance from others
(Guerrero, 1996) and greater use of avoidant coping and
emotion regulation strategies (Mikulincer and Shaver, 2016).
The present findings suggest that avoidant individuals use
Grindr because it is a potentially less demanding method of
interacting with others, relative to face-to-face interactions,

Table 3 Total, direct, and indirect effects of attachment avoidance on outcomes via mediators

Outcome Total effect Direct effect Indirect effect via ease Comm Indirect effect via escapism R?
Problematic use .19 (.073 to .316) .05 (= .070 to .162) .06 (.022 to .123) .09 (035 to .162) 32
Depression 1.90 (.913 to 2.880) 1.20 (.156 to 2.240) .33 (= .023 t0 .834) .37 (.057 to .917) .19

Significant effects are indicated by the confidence intervals not including zero
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and may provide a form of ‘escape’. These maladaptive
avoidance-based motivations were associated with problem-
atic Grindr use, which is also consistent with prior research
demonstrating links between attachment avoidance and
various forms of addictive behavior (e.g., Blackwell et al.,
2017). Attachment avoidance was associated with greater
depression via use of Grindr for escapism, which builds on
a large body of evidence showing that the avoidance-based
emotion regulation strategies associated with attachment
avoidance undermine psychological well-being (Mikulincer
and Shaver, 2016).

The present results are broadly consistent with prior
research examining the influence of attachment on dating
behaviors and motivations and GSNA use among hetero-
sexual adults (e.g., Chin et al., 2019; Rochat et al., 2019).
The current study extends on prior research by examining
the influence of attachment orientations on motivations for
GSNA use and the associated effects on well-being and
problematic use of GSNAs, among MSM. Recent research
suggests that attachment insecurity may undermine the for-
mation and maintenance of long-term romantic relation-
ships, leading some people to remain involuntarily single
(Pepping et al., 2018a, b; Pepping and MacDonald, 2019).
In light of the results of the current study, future research
should examine whether maladaptive motivations for using
GSNAs might also be one pathway by which attachment
insecurity undermines the formation and maintenance of
romantic relationships.

Results of the present research have important implica-
tions for social policy and practice. Specifically, results sug-
gest that maladaptive motivations for using Grindr are asso-
ciated with problematic Grindr use and depression. These
findings highlight the importance of therapists, counselors,
and other practitioners working with MSM assessing how
clients use GSNAs and the potential impact on their mental
health and well-being. Where indicated, practitioners should
consider whether assisting clients to recognize and reduce
potentially unhelpful patterns of GNSA use might be war-
ranted. In addition, policies relating to the education and
training of practitioners who work with gender and sexual
minorities (e.g., Pepping et al., 2018a) should include a
focus on unique predictors of mental health and well-being
among MSM, including the role of unhelpful patterns of
GNSA use.

There are some limitations to acknowledge. The cross-
sectional nature of the current study means that conclusions
about causation cannot be made. For instance, it is possible
that those who are more depressed might be motivated to use
Grindr for self-esteem enhancement. Longitudinal research
is needed to track Grindr use patterns, motivations for using
Grindr, and mental health outcomes over time in order to
assess temporal precedence. In addition, recruitment via
targeted Facebook advertising means that we may not have

reached some individuals who were not ‘out’, and the extent
to which the current sample is reflective of all Grindr users
or MSM is unclear. In addition, factors such as internalized
stigma could contribute to perceptions of some aspects of
problematic Grindr use, and future research should examine
the potential association between internalized stigma and
problematic GSNA use among MSM. Finally, to reduce vari-
ability, we assessed only Grindr users in the current study
given it is the largest GSNA for MSM; however, we cannot
assume that the results of the current study generalize to
users of other apps, nor can we assume that the results of
the current study are specific to Grindr per se. The current
results may or may not generalize to users of other GSNAs,
and indeed more broadly to other forms of social media.
Future research is needed to examine whether attachment
prospectively predicts a wider range of motivations for using
multiple GSNA apps among MSM, as well as online tech-
nology use more broadly. In addition, it is plausible that
motivations for Grindr use differ based on age, level of
outness, and relationship status, and future research with
larger samples should examine these factors as potential
moderators. Future research should also examine potential
psychosocial outcomes of problematic GNSA use, such as
anxiety, depression, relationship distress, and general well-
being. In summary, results clearly suggest that individual
differences in attachment are differentially related to moti-
vations for using Grindr and that maladaptive motivations
for Grindr use, in turn, predict more problematic Grindr use
and depression.
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