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Introduction

Finding love has never been easy. The desire for companionship and intimacy has remained
constant across human history, but the mechanisms through which people meet and evaluate
potential romantic partners have changed drastically. For thousands of years, romantic
connections were mediated by social networks, family structures, and the constraints of
geography and kinship (Finkel et al., 2012; Cocks, 2015; Bell et al., 1986; Goody, 2000). The
rise of the internet affected this in ways which are still unfolding. Online dating applications,
such as Tinder, Bumble and Hinge, have become one of the most common ways that couples
meet (Rosenfeld et al., 2019), extending the boundaries set by geography and culture, and

allowing individuals to meet partners they might never meet otherwise (Finkel et al, 2012).

This shift has psychologically relevant implications. Dating application users, by creating a
profile, must translate a complex, embodied, and relational personal identity into a limited set
of photographs, short descriptions, and standardized, platform specific prompts. Research
consistently demonstrates that self-presentation in online dating is strategic rather than
incidental (Ellison et al., 2006; Gibbs et al., 2006; Ward, 2016). In the process of creating a
profile, individuals aim to balance between presenting themselves as they are and as they wish
to be perceived, highlighting desirable traits, downplaying perceived shortcomings, and
calibrating their profiles to imagined audiences (Leary & Kowalski, 1990; Ellison et al., 2006;
Ward, 2016; Ranzini & Lutz, 2017). This balancing process raises important questions about

the relationship between self-presentation and self-perception in the context of online dating.

While a solid (and growing) body of empirical research has examined the topic of self-
presentation on dating applications, the specifics of how it relates to the inner self-
understanding of users are less known. By engaging with online dating platforms, individuals
are exposed to repeated and ambiguous forms of romantic evaluation (e.g. matches, rejections,
silence, or algorithmic invisibility) which may influence how they perceive their own

desirability, worth, and identity (Ellison et al., 2006; Hobbs et al., 2016; Ranzini & Lutz, 2017).

It is important to note that dating applications are not neutral environments. Their design,
without exception, includes normative assumptions about attractiveness, gender, sexuality, and
relational success, which has an effect on the way users present themselves, and how they

interpret feedback (Duguay, 2016; van Dijck et al.,, 2018) These effects are unevenly



distributed. Gender norms, sexual orientation, and prior experience all influence how
individuals use and navigate dating applications, how visible they become, and how
psychologically demanding or rewarding the use is for them (Ranzini & Lutz, 2017; Ward,
2016; Filice et al., 2022). Therefore, an intersectional perspective is necessary to understand

how self-presentation and self-perception unfold differently across social positions.

Despite increasing scholarly attention to online dating, several gaps remain. Existing research
has often focused on observable behaviours, such as profile characteristics or deception,
without fully addressing users’ subjective experiences of identity and self-evaluation.
Quantitative studies have mostly examined correlations between application use and well-
being (e.g. Timmermans & De Caluwé, 2017; Strubel & Petrie, 2017) , while qualitative studies
have tended to prioritize specific user groups or platforms (e.g. Ward, 2017, Filice et al. 2022;
Hobbs et al., 2016; David & Cambre, 2016). Less research has examined how individuals
themselves understand the relationship between their dating application profiles and their sense

of self, specifically across differences in motivation, gender, and experience.

The main question guiding this research is: How do emerging adults navigate the relationship
between self-perception and self-presentation in the context of online dating applications? By
examining online dating through this lens, this study aims to advance understanding of what it

means to seek connection and construct a sense of self within digital environments.

The thesis is organised into four main chapters. The first chapter is the Literature Review,
comprising three subchapters: the first traces the conception, evolution, and contemporary
landscape of dating applications; the second builds a theoretical foundation for understanding
processes of self-presentation, self-perception, and self-evaluation; and the third examines how
these psychological processes intersect with identity development in emerging adulthood. The
second chapter, Methodology, justifies the use of a qualitative approach and elaborates on the
specific steps taken for data collection, analysis, and interpretation. The third chapter, Results,
presents the findings of the study through three network analyses and a series of co-occurrence
tables, exploring the themes and relationships that emerged from the data. The fourth chapter
presents the Discussion and Conclusion, situating the findings in relation to the existing
literature, reflecting on the study's strengths and limitations, and considering what the findings
mean for how we understand identity, self-perception, and romantic life in a context where

love increasingly begins online.



1.1.

Chapter 1: Literature review

About online dating applications

Online dating applications have become an important space where individuals initiate and
sustain romantic encounters (Finkel etal., 2012; Hobbs etal. 2016). Understanding dating
applications an enviroment where individuals perceive and evaluate the self requires

contextualizing them in broader social area of mediated courtship.

1.1.1 History of online dating

Human relationships have always been mediated by someone in some way, shaped by the
cultural, social, and technological environments of the time. For most of the history, the process
of partner selection was carried out by third party actors such as parents (or extended family),
religious figures, or professional matchmakers (Goody, 2000). The social phenomena of
industrialization and urbanization, beginning in the 16" century, made this practice gradually
decline. Individual mobility and social fragmentation increased, weakening the role of familial
kinship in partner selection (Cocks, 2015). Another very important social change that
contributed to the decrease in matchmaking practices is the emergence of romantic love as a
cultural norm, which made finding a partner be seen as a personal experience, rather than a

familial duty (Cocks, 2015).

The appearance of mass media created new ways to establish romantic connections. Personal
advertisements appeared in 18th and 19th century newspapers, allowing individuals to make a
sort of dating profile to be published in a dedicated section of the newspaper. Matrimonial
agencies came after, promising efficiency and often requiring proof of income or property to
verify that the users were being honest (Cocks, 2015). In 20" century, video dating services
were introduced: individuals seeking connection would record a short video, usually with a
self-introduction, description of interests and hobbies, and a description of what they want in a
partner, which would then be shown to potential matches on centralized television channels.

All of these services were only available the urban and middle-class population so the reach



was limited, but they introduced two features that remain central to digital dating today: visual

self-presentation and asynchronous interaction (Finkel et al., 2012).

This era produced a shift in the dynamics of mediated dating. Instead of relying on family or
matchmakers, individuals were required to see themselves as visual objects of evaluation, to
anticipate how their appearance and self-expression would be perceived by unknown others,

and to curate a romantic image that could be edited, formatted, and projected.

Mainframe computing emerged in the mid-20th century, allowing for the first attempts at
algorithmic matching in mediated dating. One such example is Operation Match, launched in
1965 by Harvard students, which had participants fill out a questionnaire related to self-
information and preferences that was then processed by a computer to generate matches
(Cocks, 2015). Around the same time, similar student-led experiments such as Dateline and
Com-Pat used punch-cards to facilitate pairings based on simple metrics of compatibility.
Although rudimentary, and confined to academic or urban settings, these initiatives created a

shift towards systematic, data driven approaches to mediated dating, which is still ongoing.

The digital revolution of the late 20" century completely changed dating services. Match.com,
founded in 1995, allowed users access to searchable databases of user profiles, with features of
asynchronous browsing and initiation of contact, while its antecedent eHarmony (2000) built
its algorithm on extensive personality questionnaires, and OkCupid (2004) combined user-
generated questions with algorithmic matching (Wu & Trottier, 2022). These early platforms
emphasised deliberate self-disclosure, long written exchanges between users, and long term
relational goals. Online dating became somewhat normalised during this period, though social

stigma still existed in some contexts (Wu & Trottier, 2022).

The technological revolution of 2010s marked a shift towards mobile dating. Smartphones,
location-based services, cellular data, and streamlined interface design made it so that users
could use online dating services anytime and anywhere. The release of Tinder in 2012 changed
norms of interaction on online dating platforms in a fundamental way. The interface required
users to make rapid binary decisions based on photos, with not much other information, and
barriers to initial contact were minimal, which increased the frequency of interactions between
users and brought online dating practices into everyday mobile use contexts (Wu & Trottier,

2022.).



1.1.2. Online dating today

The usage statistics of dating applications show how widespread this phenomenon is, as well
as how specific the main demographic is. Systematic reviews of empirical studies (e.g. Diesen
et al., 2025) report that hundreds of millions of users (more than 384.15 million people
worldwide (Statista, 2023)) engage with these platforms globally. In the United States only,
survey data shows that 30% of surveyed adults report having ever used an online dating site or
application. Usage is highest among younger people, with about 53% of adults under 30
reporting having used a dating platform at least once, compared with lower percent in older
age groups (37% of those aged 30-49, 20% of those aged 50-64, and 13% of those 65 and
older) (Pew Research Center, 2023). LGBT+ individuals are also more likely to engage with
dating applications than heterosexuals, with approximately 51% reporting having used a dating
platform (Pew Research Center, 2023). Dating apps are most used in urban metropolitan
centers and among highly educated groups (Ranzini & Lutz, 2017, Shapiro et al., 2020).
Additionally, individuals living in urban areas are more likely to perceive dating apps as normal
tools for social connection, since the population density and exposure make them seem more

available, and more useful (David & Cambre, 2016; Shapiro et al., 2020).

Dating applications differ significantly between each other in how they structure interactions
between users. Swipe based platforms, such as Tinder, are structured around visual evaluation,
quick binary judgments, geolocation and proximity, with expressed mutual interest (swiping
right for “yes”) required to initiate communication (Berger, 2023). In the early interface of
Tinder included, after a confirmed match, a message stating, “Keep playing!”, encouraging the
users to keep swiping. The aim of dating app gamification, besides profit, was to make dating
a stress-free, fun, experience; however, research shows that disappointment and frustration are

very commonly expressed by users (Rahbari et al., 2023).

Relationship-oriented applications, such as Hinge and Coffee Meets Bagel, encourage fuller
self-expression through structured bios, prompts, and question responses, aiming to encourage
deliberate self-expression and more intense engagement. Hinge markets itself as a “relationship
app”, and “designed to be deleted,” advertising purposeful engagement and relational depth as
its core features. Users are asked to provide information about their partner preferences such

as age, ethnicity, religion, and preferred relationship type, while still perpetuating algorithmic



visibility and competitive logics (Rahbari et al., 2023). Bumble is the only mainstream app
with a gender initiation affordance, where women are required to send the first message in
heterosexual matches, with the explicit goal of reducing harassment and including feminist
principles into the platform design (Pruchniewska, 2020). However, despite the intentions,
Bumble (as well as most other dating applications) operates in a “heterosexual matrix”, where
identities are processed through binary assumptions about sex, gender, and sexuality
(male/female, homosexual/heterosexual). These categories are restrictive, and may not align
with experiences of nonbinary, transgender, or queer users. Bumble users report both feelings
of empowerment about being able to control the start of the interaction, as well as that the
cognitive and emotional load of initiating and sustaining conversation can be hard to handle

(Pruchniewska, 2020).

System-selection platforms, such as eHarmony, Match.com, and OkCupid, prioritise
compatibility by requiring users to make extensive profiles, which are matched by the
application algorithm .These platforms attract users seeking long-term commitment (and report
higher satisfaction among that group), though they come with issues like the lack of algorithm
transparency, profile creation processes which require a lot of time and effort, and limited

inclusivity for nonbinary and fluid identities (Finkel et al., 2012; Potarca, 2020).

Dating apps play a particularly important role for LGBTQ+ and queer users, providing safe
spaces for individuals to connect, form a community, and explore identity, while reducing the
risks of harassment and discrimination, which are often encountered in offline environments.
The app Her targets queer women and nonbinary individuals, integrating dating with social
networking features, meanwhile, applications primarily used by men seeking men such as
Grindr, SCRUFF, and Hornet combine specific platform affordances of geolocation,
categorical identity badges, and sexual role filters, to structure interactions (Filice et al., 2022).
This allows users to express and communicate their sexual identity, and search for like-minded
or compatible individuals directly. The most commonly used app by gay men is Grindr, and
while acting as a platform for queer users to find connection, Grindr’s interface reinforces
desirability hierarchies and pressures linked to body norms, race, and sexual roles (Filice et al.,

2022).

Niche and specialized applications target users who wish to narrow the dating pool based on

explicit criteria that goes beyond mainstream demographic factors, including app such as

9



JSwipe, Muzz, and Feeld. These platforms target users seeking partners based on shared
religious orientations (for example, Jdate, Muzz, Christian Mingle), alternative lifestyles,
sexual interests, or fetishes, such as Feeld, which overlap with platforms meant for casual sex
encounters like AdultFriendFinder (Finkel et al., 2012; Potarca, 2020; Bandinelli, 2022). These
apps heavily emphasise communal identity, common norms, and shared values, increasing
perceived compatibility and safety (Bandinelli, 2022). While these features encourage
cohesion and relational depth, small user pools limit user diversity and reinforce in-group

hierarchies.

Based on the variety of types, and affordances, found in different dating apps, the market may
seem very diverse; however a large number of globally dominated platforms, including Tinder,
Hinge, OkCupid, Match.com, and Plenty of Fish, are owned a single company, Match Group.
Research suggests that competing platforms often develop very similar interface designs,
monetization strategies, and interaction patterns (van Dijck et al., 2018; Srnicek, 2017). In
dating applications, this can be seen in the widespread use of swipe-based matching,
algorithmic recommendations, gamification, and subscription models. Even apps that present
themselves as unique, such as those focused on relationships or safety (e.g. Hinge and Bumble)
rely on similar underlying systems (Wu & Trottier, 2022; Parry et al., 2023). As a result, what
seems to be a diverse market is becoming increasingly similar, influencing the way users

interact with the platform, and with the practice of online dating in general.

The adoption and use of dating apps varies considerably across regions, cultures, and
demographic groups, shaped by digital infrastructure, smartphone access, and local social
norms (Albury et al., 2017). Stoicescu (2019) argues that a “globalized dating culture” is
emerging, interacting with local traditions and societal structures; for example, in some
societies dating apps serve as a mainstream way to select partners, while in others they act as
discreet tools to avoid rigid courtship norms. Despite the diversity of global users, research
coverage remains uneven. Importantly, there are significant research gaps in scholarly
literature: a relatively recent scoping review of qualitative studies (2014-2023) reveals that
most available research focuses on young, educated, Western, heterosexual populations,

leaving out older people, non-Western contexts, and sexual minorities (Diesen at al., 2025).
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1.2.

Self-presentation and self-perception in online dating

Self-presentation, self-perception, and self-evaluation are three fundamental psychological
processes, analytically different from each other but psychologically inseparable. Self-
presentation refers to the strategies individuals use to manage how they are perceived by others,
while self-perception concerns how individuals understand and evaluate themselves, based on
reflection on their behaviour and social feedback (Goffman, 1959; Bem, 1972; Leary &
Kowalski, 1990). Self-evaluation involves assessing one’s worth, desirability, and relational
value, particularly in response to social appraisal (Leary & Terry, 2013; Leary & Tangney,
2012; Sedikides & Gregg, 2008). Romantic contexts are a particularly consequential site for
these processes, because evaluation by a potential partner carries implications for social
acceptance, identity coherence, self-worth, and perceived desirability (Leary & Kowalski,

1990; Finkel et al., 2012; Goffman, 1959).

1.2.1. Theoretical foundations

Goffman’s (1959) dramaturgical framework offers a lens for understanding self-presentation.
The setting, or context, of social interaction is viewed as the “stage”, while the interaction itself
is conceptualized as a performance, in which individuals (“actors”) present a “frontstage” self,
tailored to audience expectations, while less desirable or private aspects of the self are moved
to the “backstage”. In romantic contexts, the frontstage performance is intensified, since the
audience has evaluative power over outcomes which are personally significant to the individual
(Leary & Kowalski, 1990; Finkel et al., 2012). Goffman (1959) emphasized that performances
are not necessarily deceptive, but an effort to create a stable and coherent and social interaction,
by managing impressions and stabilizing expectations. The ‘“audience” on online dating
platforms is often ambiguous or invisible; as Goffman (1959) conceptualized, when it is not
possible to fully anticipate how they will be interpreted, individuals tend to adopt safer, more

normatively approved presentations.
Building on this framework, Leary and Kowalski’s (1990) two-component model distinguishes

between impression motivation (the desire to be seen in a certain way) and impression

construction (the strategies deployed to achieve that desired impression). According to this
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model, individuals are most motivated to control impressions when the outcomes are relevant
to their goals, when individuals expect to have more contact with the target, when they perceive
their goals as valuable, and when they are uncertain about how they are perceived. Romantic
interaction meets these conditions: the possibility of attraction, intimacy, or rejection, increases
the perceived importance of the evaluation, while the early stages of romantic interaction have
limited information and perceived ambiguity. As a result, individuals are particularly attentive
to how they appear, what they disclose, and how their behaviour may be interpreted by potential

romantic partners (Leary & Kowalski, 1990).

According to self-perception theory by Bem (1972), when there is no previously established
attitude due to a lack of experience, and when the emotional response is not clear, individuals
infer their traits, competencies, and values, and construct a sense of who they are and who they
are, by observing their own behaviours and the way it affects others. Importantly, Bem did not
claim that self-perception replaces introspection, or that individuals passively adopt any
identity they perform; self-perception processes are most salient when individuals lack clear
pre-existing self-knowledge. Applied to romantic contexts, self-perception theory suggests that
repeated acts of presenting oneself in a particular way, e.g. emphasizing good traits and
repressing bad ones, may contribute to self-inferences, especially when the presentations are
socially affirmed. Therefore, self-presentation and self-perception are best understood as
reciprocally linked processes: how individuals present themselves shapes how they are
perceived by others, and these perceptions, regardless of whether they are explicitly
communicated or inferred, feed back into individuals’ self-understanding (Leary & Kowalski,
1990). Higgins’ (1987) work on self-regulation further supports this point, suggesting that
individuals actively monitor differences between who they are, who they wish to be, and how
they believe they are perceived, adjusting their behaviour in order to reduce psychological

discomfort.

Individuals are, in addition to being observers of themselves, also motivated evaluators.
Sedikides and Gregg (2008) identified four self-evaluation motives that guide how people
process information about themselves: self-assessment (the desire for accurate self-
knowledge), self-enhancement (the desire to maintain or increase positive self-views), self-
verification (the desire for consistency between self-beliefs and external feedback), and self-
improvement (the desire to become better over time). These motives work simultaneously, but

can also be activated separately, depending on the context of the situation. According to the
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SCENT model (Sedikides & Strube, 1997), self-enhancement tends to be the primary motive
in evaluative contexts, with the others functioning tactically. Romantic evaluation tends to

prioritise self-enhancement at the expense of accurate self-assessment.

According to Sociometer Theory by Leary (2005), self-esteem functions as an internal,
subjective monitor (the “sociometer”), used to gauge how relationally valuable an individual
feels they are to others. This theory links self-esteem and self-monitoring to the fundamental
human need to belong, where the sociometer functions as a unconscious monitor which scans
the social environment for cues of inclusion, or potential exclusion, postulating that self-esteem
changes reflect changes in the perceived relational value rather than objective self-worth. In
dating app contexts, romantic feedback cues, such as “likes”, “matches”, and message
responses are externally quantifiable, signalling high or low relational value, and influencing
self-esteem (Valkenburg, 2021; Sumter et al., 2019). Anticipatory impression management
(Goffman, 1959) can contextualize this: users anticipate how their profiles will be evaluated
by unknown others, and this anticipation shapes profile construction, photo selection, and self-

disclosure practices (Ellison et al., 2006; Ward, 2017).

The self-discrepancy theory by Higgins (1987) explains why an evaluative romantic context
can feel emotionally charged, even when concrete outcomes do not appear as very intense (
e.g. receiving little likes). According to Higgins, individuals maintain multiple self-
representations: the actual self (attributes one believes they possess), the ideal self (attributes
one wants to possess), and the ought self (attributes one believes they should possess, like
duties, norms, or expectations). When these self-representations differ, they elicit predictable
affective patterns; actual—ideal gaps are linked to dejection-related affect (e.g., disappointment,
dissatisfaction), whereas actual-ought gaps are linked to agitation-related affect (e.g., anxiety,
tension) (Higgins, 1987). Romantic contexts are very likely to activate self-discrepancies,
because the ideals of desirability, attractiveness, and relational competence, are particularly
important. Dating apps, being a context where individuals are exposed to highly curated
representations of others, as well as normative standards of attractiveness, could contribute to
the increased salience of self-discrepancies (Finkel et al., 2012). Together, sociometer theory
and self-discrepancy theory explain why platform feedback carries such psychological weight:
the sociometer monitors relational value and reacts to incoming signals, while self-discrepancy

theory explains the emotional charge of those reactions and their persistence over time.
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Self-concept clarity, as conceptualized by Campbell et al. (1996), can help further understand
the impact of self-discrepancies. Self-concept clarity is defined as the extent to which self-
beliefs are clearly defined, internally consistent, and stable over time. Individuals with lower
self-concept clarity depend more on external cues to help them evaluate themselves, making
them more sensitive to fluctuating feedback, which is typical of dating apps, while individuals
with more stable self-views are better able to better contextualize feedback, without allowing
it to define their self-worth. Romantic evaluation is particularly challenging for individuals
with low self-concept clarity, because it provides important but ambiguous information about
personal worth. In those cases, evaluation could be treated as self-defining instead of than

situational, leading to changes in self-understanding (Campbell et al., 1996).

1.2.2. Self-Presentation practices in online dating

Online dating platforms are a place where self-presentation is constrained in a way which is
not common in other contexts. Users profiles must communicate personality, desirability, and
relational intent, in a limited space, under the condition of an ambiguous audience. Because of
this, users engage in strategic and selective forms of self-presentation, trying to balance
authenticity and desirability (Toma & Hancock, 2010; Ellison et al., 2006). These forms of
self-presentation are influenced by platform affordances, cultural norms, platform norms, and
structured inequality, which, all combined, limit what kind of selves are allowed to be

expressed, and what kind are rewarded (David & Cambre, 2016; Hobbs et al., 2016).

Research has shown that users selectively accentuate the attributes they believe are desirable,
for example hobbies, education, humour, or indicators of a certain lifestyle, while minimising
or omitting those they perceive as less attractive (Gibbs et al., 2006; Ward, 2017). Toma and
colleagues (2008) found that 81% of participants lied on at least one assessed variable,
specifically height, weight, or age, showing how small-scale embellishments are almost
universal. The most frequently documented embellishments occur with physical descriptors,
often following gendered patterns aligned with normative beauty standards, with women
underrepresenting their weight significantly more than men, and men overestimating their
height, with data showing that women with above-average weights and men with below-

average heights embellishing their profiles more than their average counterparts. Age is a less

14



embellished characteristic, but users still tend to diminish their age by one or two years to
circumvent the technical constraints of search filters (Ellison et al., 2006; Hancock et al., 2017).
Beyond physical traits, users strategically exaggerate their social standing to increase their
desirability with men being men more likely to exaggerate their socioeconomic resources,

income, and professional status (Toma et al., 2008).

Visual self-presentation is consistently identified, in research, as the most influential element
of online dating profiles, and the most embellished. Empirical research has shown that profile
photos are the most dominant factor in initial evaluation of desirability, and that they strongly
influence the outcomes of matchmaking (Finkel et al., 2012; Hancock & Toma, 2009). Users
tend to choose images which will maximise their attractiveness, while still remaining true to
their offline appearance (Toma & Hancock, 2010). Degen (2023) analysed thousands of dating
profiles and identified recurring photo typologies in online dating profiles, including selfies
(photos taken by the subject of the subject, signalling agency and casualness), informative
photos (photos taken by someone else, of the subject, showing hobbies and activities),
snapshots (taken by someone else, conveying spontaneity and authenticity), sociability photos
(group photos, signalling social competence), professional photos (high technical quality
photos, signalling deliberate investment), and incognito or counter-normative photos (photos
with counter-habitual elements which subvert the platform's norms). These visual typologies
suggest that most users operate within restrictive agency, submitting to the competitive logic
of the platform by following implicit viewing habits, with the exception of the last two (Degen,
2023).

Self-presentation on online dating apps is an iterative process, influenced by continuous
feedback (Ward, 2017; Duguay, 2016). Empirical research has shown that users frequently
adapt their profile by revising photos, rewriting bios, or changing prompts, in response to
perceived success or failure, with a study by Kalinowski and Matei (2011) showing 82.5% of
participants changed their profiles over time, 68.8% of whom did so specifically in response to
social feedback (Ward, 2017; Duguay, 2016). Users develop a "learning ability", which is a
capacity to infer what contributes to or undermines their relational goals and adjust accordingly

(Gibbs et al., 2006; Zhang et al., 2025).

Demographic factors are fundamentally important in the dynamics of online dating, since users

strategically use socio-cultural scripts to maximize their relational value (Duan et al., 2025).
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Age is a primary filter on dating apps, and it structures both desirability and presentation
strategy: for women, desirability peaks at 18 and declines steadily; for men, it rises until around
50 (Bruch & Newman, 2018). Hitch and colleagues (2009) found that men generally prefer
women of their own age or a few years younger, while women prefer men of their own age or
a few years older. Younger users (18-30) typically present selfies and body-focused imagery,
while older users focus more on material displays of status (Spaccatini et al., 2024). Gender is
one of the most consistent predictors of dating profile self-presentation (Ranzini & Lutz, 2017;
Ward, 2017; Toma & Hancock, 2010). As previously established, men tend to emphasize
socioeconomic and professional status and overestimate height, while women are more likely
to emphasize physical attractiveness and underestimate weight (Ellison et al., 2006; Toma &
Hancock, 2010; Ranzini & Lutz, 2017; Ward, 2017). These gendered patterns extend to the
technical composition of photographs: men are statistically more likely to angle selfies from
below to appear larger and more dominant, while women angle them from above to appear
shorter and more submissive (Sedgewick et al., 2017). For individuals belonging to sexual
minorities, self-presentation involves navigating identity signalling alongside safety concerns.
LGBTQ+ users frequently use identity markers, such as rainbow emojis, music references, or
specific labels like "femme" or "masc", to validate their authenticity and filter for appropriate
audiences (Smith, 2025). In more stigmatized cultural contexts, users may adopt protective
behaviours, such as face-blurring or using private settings, to manage the risk of being outed
(Duan & Mahbob, 2025). Among gay men, self-presentation often spotlights masculinity and
muscularity, with nearly 20% of profile photos featuring torso with no clothing (Castro &

Barrada, 2020; Zhao, 2022).

Race is a very relevant factor in the online dating context. Rracial homophily, the preference
for one's own race, is a dominant pattern across most global contexts, with many apps allowing
for filtering by race (Lin & Lundquist, 2013; Tanner, 2022; Prieler and Kohlbacher, 2017).
Empirical data consistently shows a hierarchy of desirability where Asian women and white
men receive the highest volume of unsolicited contact, while black women and Asian men are
the most often marginalized or ignored (Tanner, 2022; Bruch & Newman, 2018, Lin &
Lundquist, 2013). Some users navigate this through indirect racial disclosure or by adapting
their content to align with specific community norms. Minority users frequently report
fetishisation, or being pursued on the basis of stereotypes rather than individual characteristics

(Tanner, 2022).
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Self-presentation strategies heavily depend on regional and cultural demographic patterns.
There is a discrepancy in urban and rural environments; urban centres allow for more diverse
and specialized self-presentation because the high population density reduces the spatial
distance, making it more feasible to have a face-to-face meeting, while users in rural areas
experience a diminished dating pool, and higher risks, including “catfishing”, cyberbullying,
and being recognized by acquaintances and family (Bruch & Newman 2018; Castro & Barrada,
2020). Cross-cultural research demonstrates that cultural frameworks often outweigh
individual factors, like gender or sexuality, in structuring self-presentation patterns. Kamelski
(2025) found that “geo-cultural proximity” predicts profile style: users in the same broad region
(Western Europe/North America, East Asia, Eastern Europe, etc.) showed more similar visual
themes and self-presentation tactics. A study by Cantos-Delgado and Maiz-Arévalo (2023)
comparing European contexts show that British users are twice as likely to use humor in their
bios than Spanish users. In East Asian contexts (e.g., China, South Korea, Thailand), “Self-
Abstraction” and “Aesthetic Curation” are prevalent, corresponding to long-standing traditions
of propriety and restraint (Zhang et al., 2025). Cultural standards of beauty directly influence
disclosure; the same user might feel uncomfortable or unsafe showing their body shape in a
more conservative and scrutinising context, compared to a more progressive, neutral, one (e.g.
China vs Sweden) (Zhang et al., 2025). The display of luxury goods tends to decrease as
national GDP increases (Kamelski., 2025). Taken together, these findings show how self-
presentation on online dating platforms is culturally situated practice, reflecting broader socio-

geographical differences.
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1.3.

Emerging adulthood and identity

Dating app use is shaped by the life stage of the people who use them. For emerging adults,
the most active group on these platforms (Sumter et al., 2019), this means engaging with

them alongside ongoing identity development, uncertainty, and changing social expectations.

1.3.1. Identity work in emerging adulthood

“Identity work™ refers to the ongoing process through which individuals, construct, maintain,
and revise a coherent sense of self, across different social contexts (Snow & Anderson, 1987).
While identity work is unavoidable in all social interaction, it becomes especially explicit in
mediated environments, where individuals deliberately gather, select, format, and curate self-

relevant information for others (Goffman, 1959; Hogan, 2010).

Identity work on dating applications is distinguished from offline or social media contexts by
several factors. Offline identity is constrained by physical aspects and spontaneous nonverbal
cues, while dating applications, in contrast, allow for selective self-presentation where users
exercise high control (Huang et al., 2021). While social media (such as Facebook and
Instagram) is often a non-anonymous environment structured by existing offline social
relations, dating applications are specifically used to convey a desirable identity to unknown
others (Ranzini & Lutz, 2017). Hogan (2010) explained the nature of online self-presentation
by distinguishing between “performances” and “exhibitions”, shifting Goffman’s (1959) stage
metaphor. Offline interactions (“performances”) take place in synchronous "situations"
constrained space and time when an actor is continuously monitored by a present audience,
online interactions (“‘exhibitions”) are asynchronous spaces where individuals submit
reproducible artifacts (data traces like photos and status updates) to a long-term repository

(Hogan, 2010).

Emerging adulthood is a particularly interesting life stage for examining these dynamics.
According to Arnett, emerging adulthood, roughly spanning the late teens through the twenties
(ages 18 t0 25), is a part of life defined by identity exploration, self-focus, instability (relational,

occupational, or in place of residence), and feelings of continuous transition (Arnett, 2000,
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2015). Self-concept clarity is a crucial concept in emerging adulthood; lower self-concept
clarity means individuals have less stable and consistent self-knowledge, which increases their
reliance on external feedback when forming self-evaluations (Campbell et al., 1996, Arnett,
2000). Individuals in this stage are disproportionately represented among dating app users, and
for them, romantic interaction could function as an important context for testing different self-

concepts, as well as for relational experimentation (Sumter et al., 2019).

Several scholars have described dating apps as spaces in which users have the opportunity to
experiment with different self-presentations under relatively low immediate social cost (Hobbs
et al., 2016; Duguay, 2016). Editability, synchronicity, and partial anonymity are affordances
which allow users to try out versions of themselves which could be difficult to enact offline,
such as emphasizing or diminishing certain traits, or selectively signalling identities (Hancock
et al., 2007). This is particularly advantageous in emerging adulthood, as it gives individuals
the opportunity to engage in experiential learning to improve social skills in a way that is less
intimidating than face-to-face encounters (Arnett, 2000, 2015; Menon, 2024; Spaccatini et al.,
2024).

Importantly, identity work on dating apps is not purely individual but is heavily influenced by
platform structures and norms. The affordances discussed in Chapter 1, such as limited
prompts, photo hierarchies, algorithmic visibility, are actively influencing what kind of identity
can be articulated and recognized by others. Certain traits (e.g., attractiveness or humour) are
more easily seen and rewarded, while others (e.g., ambivalence or vulnerability) are harder to
express (Gibson, 1979; Bucher, 2019; David & Cambre, 2016; Hobbs et al., 2016). As a result,
users’ identity work often involves negotiating between personal self-understanding and

platform-imposed standards of legibility and desirability.
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1.3.2. Motivations for online dating app use among emerging adults

Understanding dating applications as sites of identity work requires careful attention to why
individuals engage with them. Uses and Gratifications theory conceptualizes media use as a
goal directed behaviour, driven by the needs and desires of the individual (Katz et al., 1973).
According to this theory, individuals actively seek media environments which they believe will
satisty specific desires they hold, such as intimacy, entertainment, validation, or community
seeking. Motivations for dating app use influence the goal users try to achieve, affordances
they pay attention to the most, and the self-presentation strategies they use. Research
demonstrates that users are motivationally diverse group, with a varied range of relational,

social, and psychological motivations (Ranzini & Lutz, 2017; Ward, 2017).

The early empirical research on motivations for dating app use has conceptualized them into
instrumental terms, consistently identifying a set of recurring motivations; most commonly:
seeking out a romantic relationship, casual sexual encounters, social interaction, entertainment,

and self-esteem enhancement (Ranzini & Lutz, 2017; Timmermans & De Caluwé, 2017).

The specific relational goal (whether the user is seeking love or sex) significantly dictates how
users manage their digital personas. Users motivated by seeking a long-term relationship, tend
to emphasize traits associated with reliability, emotional availability, and compatibility; they
usually include detailed biographical information, respond to prompts which signal seriousness
and authenticity, and include value statements in their profile (Ranzini & Lutz, 2017). In
contrast, users who are motivated by casual sex or short-term encounters tend to prioritize
visual presentation, physical attractiveness, and ambiguity about their intentions; they don't
typically offer much disclosure via text, and they tend to strategically present a carefully
curated version of themselves, in order to maximize immediate appeal (David & Cambre, 2016;

Filice et al., 2022).

A primary driver for many users is the desire to broaden social networks and meet people
outside of their existing social circles, expanding their social capital by connecting with
strangers they would not have had the chance to meet otherwise (Hobbs et al., 2016, Menon

2024). This focus on socialization is particularly pronounced in collectivistic cultures, such as
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India, where relationship-building and community integration are prioritized over the "hookup

culture" often associated with individualistic Western contexts (Menon, 2024).

For some users, engagement with dating apps is less about initiating offline interaction and
more about monitoring how the self is evaluated by others (Sumter et al., 2017). Dating apps,
for these users, function as an “ego-boost” or a mechanism to receive positive feedback on their
physical appearance and social desirability (Ranzini & Lutz., 2017; Timmermans & & De
Caluwé, 2017; Ward, 2016). In order to maximize validation, users often engage in strategic
self-presentation, sometimes utilizing enhanced, or even deceptive portrayals over authentic
ones to improve their likelihood of being evaluated favourably (Ranzini & Lutz., 2017; Duan
& Mahbob, 2025). While women are generally more motivated by self-validation than men,
this drive for external approval is particularly found among users with lower baseline self-

esteem (Ranzini & Lutz., 2017).

Entertainment and boredom reduction are also significant motivators for dating app use,
heavily encouraged by gamified interface designs (Rahbari et al. 2023; David & Cambre
2016). A consequence of gamification is individuals engaging in passive mode of use, where a
substantial proportion (up to one-third of users in some samples) engage for amusement,
curiosity, or simple habit without a strong intention to initiate offline meetings (Timmermans
& & De Caluwé, 2017; Ward, 2016). For these users, the app functions as a way to satisfy
social curiosity, rather than find a partner. However, even without relational intention, the
constant exposure to evaluative feedback can have significant psychological consequences;
positive feedback acts as an “ego boost”, while negative feedback (including the lack thereof),

can negatively impact the user (Rahbari et al., 2023; Timmermans & & De Caluw¢, 2017).

Importantly, motivations for dating app use are constructed and reinforced by platform
affordances. Dating apps provide data-driven insights through matches and “likes,” which
function as an immediate feedback loop, which helps users refine their self-presentation
strategies and enhances self-awareness regarding how their “signals” are received. This can
produce a shift from goal-directed use toward process-oriented use (Kalinowski & Matei, 2014;
Hobbs et al., 2016). Algorithmic visibility further shapes motivation by determining whose
profiles are seen and by whom, putting implicit pressure on users to conform to normative

standards of desirability to remain competitive (Ward, 2017; Bucher, 2019).
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1.3.3. Identity tensions in emerging adulthood

A central tension in work on self-presentation on dating applications concerns the balance
between authenticity and self-enhancement. Authenticity refers to self-presentation that is
perceived as truthful, internally consistent, and aligned with one’s self-concept (Kernis &
Goldman, 2006). Conversely, self-enhancement involves controlling information to influence
how others perceive us, often by highlighting positive attributes to appear more attractive or
competent (Goffman, 1959, Toma et al., 2008). On dating apps, where profiles must
simultaneously communicate authenticity and desirability, the tension is particularly relevant

(Ellison et al., 2006; Ward, 2017).

This tension can be understood as a continuum: Ellison, Hancock, and Toma (2012) created
the “profile as promise” framework, where the profile acts as a psychological contract with an
imagined audience, “promising” that the individual, when a future face-to-face interaction
takes place, will not significantly differ from their online persona. Users actively navigate this
continuum in response to feedback loops; positive reinforcement can stabilize particular
identity claims, while negative or ambiguous feedback may prompt increased impression
management (Ward et al., 2017). Absence of feedback often causes stronger psychological
distress and a higher intent to revise one's profile than upfront rejection, due to the ambiguity

(Alba., 2021).

The tension between authenticity and self-enhancement is intensified by developmental
conditions. During this stage, individuals are actively constructing and testing possible selves,
while lacking many of the stabilizing commitments that are typical of later adulthood; lower
self-concept clarity makes individuals more reliant on external cues when forming
self-evaluations, increasing the psychological weight of feedback such as matches, likes, or

rejection (Arnett 2000, 2015; Campbell et al., 1996; Valkenburg et al., 2021).

Importantly, these identity tensions are cumulative rather than episodic. Individual experiences
of validating or rejection are transient, but the repeated cycles of self-presentation, evaluation,
and revision can gradually shift the basis of self-knowledge away from introspection toward
external feedback (Bem, 1972; Leary & Kowalski, 1990). Over time, users could rely more on

platform feedback than their own self-perception, leading to identity confusion.
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Chapter 2: Research methods

2.1. Rationale for a qualitative approach

The choice of a qualitative research design is motivated by the need to address the rapid social
change, and the resulting impact on life contexts which characterize contemporary social
environments, such as online dating. These contexts are characterized by fluid norms, evolving
practices, and highly individualized experiences, that are difficult to capture through deductive
methodologies, which often rely on pre-defined variables and assume relatively stable social
meanings (Flick, 2009). Given the exploratory aims of this research and its focus on how
individuals experience, interpret, and negotiate self-presentation and self-perception in online
dating, an inductive methodology is more appropriate. Qualitative research allows for a deeper
understanding of how people make sense of their experiences and how these meanings are

shaped within specific social and cultural contexts (Flick, 2009).

Epistemologically, this study adopts the principle of Verstehen (understanding) as its
foundation. This perspective conceptualizes social reality as a process which is actively
constructed by individuals through their interactions and meaning-making processes. Social
phenomena, including digital self-presentation, are therefore understood as experiences which
must be approached from the perspective of the individuals who live them, or the participants
themselves (Flick, 2009). By treating these accounts as "versions of the world”, social

constriuction of reality can be explored through the interpretative research process.

Methodologically, the qualitative approach implies an inductive and flexible research process.
The researcher is therefore treated as an active interpretative instrument, and analysis develops
iteratively through continuously engaging with the data. Initial observations inform subsequent
data collection, and emerging interpretations are repeatedly refined as new material is
incorporated. At the same time, the research is guided by sensitizing concepts (e.g., self-
presentation, identity, feedback), which provide analytical direction without constraining the

emergence of unexpected themes (Flick, 2009).
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2.2. Participants

The inclusion criteria for participation in this study required participants to be from 18 to 25
years old (emerging adults), and to have used a dating app at some point, with access to their
dating profile at the time of the interview. The selection of participants was conducted using
snowball sampling (a variation of purposeful sampling), a qualitative strategy where initial
participants recruit further subjects from their own social networks. This method was chosen
to gain access to participants who possess relevant experiences and information, and are willing
to share them, utilizing existing social ties to establish the trust necessary for discussing
personal topics like online dating. Further sampling was discontinued when data saturation was

reached.

The study involved 14 participants, 8 of whom were male (57.1%) and 6 female (42.9%). The
age of the participants ranged between 19 and 25 years, with a mean age of 23.14 years (SD =
1.64). The participants represented a diverse range of 9 countries, with a significant cluster
from Turkey (42.8%, 6 participants) due to the snowball recruitment process. Other represented
nationalities include Macedonian, English, Colombian, Ugandan, Russian, Albanian,

Brazilian, and Serbian (one of each nationality).

User experience was divided into two tiers. Experienced users (10 participants) had used dating
apps consistently over several years, ranging from two to nine. Inexperienced users included
three intermediate users, who used apps intermittently or returned after long breaks (two years
or more), and one new user who had created their first profile within a month of the interview.
Among the 14 participants interviewed in this study, Hinge emerged as the most commonly
used application, utilized by most of the sample (11 out of 14). Tinder follows as the second
most popular choice (9 out of 14), while Bumble is used by half of the sample (7 out of 14),
and Grindr was used by one participant. In addition to these widely used platforms, several
participants reported using other services. Dai Vinchik, reported by 1 participant (P9), is a
Russian matchmaking service that operates as a Telegram bot rather than a standalone
application. Chatous, also used by a single participant (P8), is an international platform
originally designed for global friend-finding through tag-based matching. Finally, alternative
applications (Badoo, Lavu, Boo, and Bumpy) were reported by P2, who indicated simultaneous

use of multiple additional platforms alongside mainstream applications.
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The interviews varied notably in length, ranging from under one hour to over two hours,

resulting in a total corpus of 19 hours and 13 minutes of audio material. A consistent (and

expected) pattern emerged in which participants with higher levels of experience tended to

engage in longer and more detailed discussions, while participants with limited or more

intermittent use typically provided shorter accounts.

ID | Gender | Age | Nationality Sexuality Dating apps used Experience Duration of interview
level

Pl |F 23 Macedonian | Heterosexual Hinge, Bumble Experienced 51 minutes

P2 | M 24 English Heterosexual Bumble, Hinge, Tinder, Experienced 2 hours 4 minutes
Badoo, Lavu, Boo etc.

P3 | F 23 Turkish Bisexual Bumble, Hinge Experienced 1 hour 18 minutes

P4 | F 23 Turkish Bisexual Hinge, Bumble Intermediate 1 hour 44 minutes

P5 | M 22 Turkish Heterosexual Tinder Intermediate 1 hour 39 minutes

P6 | M 25 Colombian Heterosexual Hinge, Tinder Experienced 1 hour 10 minutes

P7 | M 24 | Ugandan Heterosexual | Hinge Experienced 59 minutes

P8 | M 25 Turkish Homosexual Grindr, Hinge, Chatous, Experienced 1 hour 57 minutes
Tinder, Hornet, etc.

P9 |F 19 Russian Heterosexual Dai Vinchik, Tinder Intermediate 51 minutes

P10 | M 24 Turkish Heterosexual Hinge, Tinder, Bumble Experienced 1 hour 25 minutes

P11 | M 24 Turkish Heterosexual Hinge, Tinder, Bumble Experienced 1 hour 37 minutes

P12 | F 24 Albanian Heterosexual Hinge, Tinder Experienced 1 hour 29 minutes

P13 | M 21 Brazillian Heterosexual Tinder Beginner 1 hour 7 minutes

P14 | F 24 Serbian Heterosexual Hinge, Bumble Experienced 1 hour 2 minutes

Table 1 Participants' characteristics

2.3. Instrument

The data collection for this study utilized semi-structured or "open-ended" interviews,

combined with a concurrent qualitative content analysis of participants' digital dating profiles.

This approach was chosen to capture the subjective meanings individuals attribute to their

experiences, as well as the concrete digital artifacts they choose to represent themselves with.
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The interview guide was designed around a "funnel approach," starting with inquiries about
broad contextual information, and slowily moving to specific psychological reflections (Flick,
2009). The first area of exploration was the biographical context and emerging adulthood. Each
interview began with "basic information," including name, age, nationality, sexuality, and field
of study. This section contextualized the participants as emerging adults, and explored current
life situation and future goals and possibilities. Following this initial introductory section, there
were four primary thematic clusters. The first concepts to be explored were self-perception and
identity, with a special focus on perceived desirability. The second section was centered around
participants’ use of dating apps; in this section, participants were asked to show their dating
app profile and elaborate on why and how they chose to include the pictures, prompts, and any
other elements. The following phase of the interview was focused on feedback fom dating apps,
where participants were asked about the quality and quantity of attention and interaction they
received on dating apps, as well as the psychological consequences of it. Finally, the last cluster
of questions focused on psychological reflections on dating app use, emerging adulthood, and

identity.

The questioning strategy was informed by the need for "specificity" and "depth". The
researches used episodic questioning (e.g., "Do you remember your first dating app profile").
Questions were formulated in everyday language to avoid overwhelming the interaction with
social science jargon, which can lead to performative answers. The interviewer practiced a non-
directive style, using unstructured questions first (e.g., "Is there anything else that stands out?")
to ensure the answers were not influenced by the researchers assumptions. A defining feature
of this methodology was its flexibility; the interviewer acted as an active listener, allowing the
conversation to deviate into unexpected tangents that were relevant to the participant's
perspective on their experience. This approach allows for the interview to be conceptualised as
a process of co-construction, where the researcher and participant jointly interpreted the
participants lived experience, and the digital product of it (the dating profile).

The interviews were conducted in a one-on-one setting, providing an opportunity for in-depth
exploration of the participants' experiences, perceptions, and insights. Prior to the interview,
participants were provided with an informed consent form detailing the nature and purpose of
the study, which they were requested to review and sign. All participants provided voluntary
informed consent and were assured of anonymity through the use of pseudonyms. Each session

was audio-recorded and later transcribed verbatim. During the profile analysis section of the
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interview, the researcher systematically noted the contents of the profile to create a descriptive

inventory, including photo typologies, and the exact wording of prompts.

Example interview questions

— What is your current life situation?

— How would you describe yourself as a person?

— How would you like to be perceived by others?

— How do you see yourself in terms of attractiveness or desirability?

— Which dating apps do you currently use, and how long have you been using them?

— What originally motivated you to download them?

— Has your motivation changed over time?

— Are dating apps your main way to initiate romantic interaction?

— How did you decide what to include in your profile?

— How do you choose your photos?

— What kind of impression are you trying to make with your profile?

— Is there anything you chose to leave out, that you feel is important information?

— Has your profile changed with your motivation?

— How do matches, likes, or lack of them make you feel?

— Do you pay attention to numbers or patterns of likes and matches?

— Have you ever changed your profile because of feedback?

— Does feedback stay with you offline? Does it affect your confidence?

— Do you see it as feedback on the profile, or on who you are as a person?

— Has anyone you met on a dating app commented on your profile being similar or
different to how you are in person?

— Do you think that a dating profile should show only the good parts of a person, or
show the person in the most accurate way?

— How well do you think your profile represents you?

— Is there anything you wish you could convey in your dating profile, but cant
because of the constraints of the app?

— Do you compare your profile, experiences, or “success” related to dating apps with
your friends?

— Do you feel pressure to present a better version of yourself?
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2.4. Data analysis and coding procedure

Firstly, all interviews and profile contents were transcribed verbatim, aiming to adhere to
participants’ original wording and narrative structure. Subsequently, the transcripts were
imported into ATLAS.ti, which served as the primary environment for organizing, coding, and
interpreting the qualitative data. Each transcript and profile were treated as an individual
document within the project database, allowing the researcher to systematically compare the

participants’ accounts.

Before formal coding began, the transcripts were read through multiple times, in order for the
researcher to become familiar with the data. The first formal stage of analysis consisted of open
coding. During this process, segments of text, ranging from single phrases to longer passages,
were assigned to descriptive codes, representing the central idea or meaning conveyed by the
participant. The aim was to remain as close to the participants’ accounts of their experiences
as possible, avoiding theorethical interpretation. The codes were applied directly within
ATLAS.ti by highlighting relevant text segments and assigning conceptual labels. The open
coding stage resulted in a large set of initial codes, corresponding to diverse aspects of

participants’ experiences.

After the initial coding phase was completed, the code list was iteratively refined. This involved
reviewing all coded segments, merging overlapping codes, clarifying definitions, and grouping
conceptually related codes together. This stage allowed the analysis to move from descriptive
coding toward conceptual organization. The refinement process ultimately resulted in five
overarching thematic domains, each encompassing a cluster of related codes. These domains
correspond to central dimensions of the participants’ accounts, and reflect theoretical

considerations, and recurring patterns in their experiences.

The analysis identified seven key themes that correspond to the ways participants experience
dating apps. First, developmental features of emerging adulthood (EA) provide the broader
context, describing how users approach identity, comparison, and uncertainty. Second, self-
perception (SPC) reflects how participants evaluate their desirability, identity, and how they
believe others see them. Third, motivations for using dating apps (M) describe why participants

initially engage and how these reasons change over time. Fourth, strategic self-presentation
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(SSP) captures how users deliberately construct their profiles to attract attention and manage
impressions. Fifth, platform dynamics (PD) highlight how structural features, such as app
design, gender differences, and level of experience, influence behaviour. Sixth, feedback loops
and self-concept (FL) describe how users interpret and respond to matches, likes, and
interactions, and how this feeds back into their self-concept. Finally, perceived alignment
between online and offline identity (OOI) examines how closely participants feel their profiles

reflect their real selves.

Following the completion of the coding process, the finalized coding framework in ATLAS.ti
enabled the systematic examination of patterns across the dataset. In addition to identifying
thematic relationships, the software also allowed for the quantification of code occurrences
across interviews. While the analysis remains primarily interpretative, the use of software tools
such as code frequency counts and co-occurrence analysis provided a supplementary overview

of the relative prominence and interrelation of themes across participants.

The following section presents the results of the analysis, moving from an initial overview of
patterns across the dataset toward a more detailed examination of relationships between
themes. It begins with an overview of word frequencies as an entry point into the dataset,
followed by an analysis of code co-occurrences, and concludes with a network-based

examination of how key themes are interconnected within participants’ accounts.
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Chapter 3: Results

3.1. Word frequencies

A word cloud is a visual representation of textual data in which the size of each word reflects
its frequency within a dataset; words that appear more frequently are displayed in larger font,
while less frequent words appear smaller. This tool was used to identify dominant terms,
recurring concepts, and general patterns in participants' language. Word clouds were computed
using ATLAS. ti, after the interview transcripts were imported into the software and prepared
for analysis. Common grammatical words (such as articles and prepositions) were excluded
using the software’s stop-word filtering function in order to focus on meaningful content words

(nouns, verbs, and adjectives).

The following section examines the 15 most frequent words across the full sample and then

compares the vocabularies of experienced and inexperienced users.
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Word cloud 1: Most frequent words present in all interviews

The most frequent word in the dataset is think (1,613 occurrences), reflecting the introspective
nature of participants’ accounts. This word was frequently used when describing how
participants interpret their own identity, how they believe others perceive them on dating apps,

and how they make sense of contemporary dating culture more broadly. It also appears in
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philosophical discussions about identity, where users describe the effort to "think" about how

they are perceived by others versus who they actually are.

The second most frequent term, people (1,016), shows the fundamentally social theme of the
discourse. Participants used this word both in reference to potential romantic partners, as well
as to broader social groups ( e.g., friends, family members, other dating app users, total
strangers, and society as a whole). Discussions often involved comparisons between oneself
and “other people” on the platform, as well as reflections on the kinds of people participants
hoped to meet through these applications. Closely related to this social dimension is the word
person (462), which was often used in a more individualized sense when describing the kind
of person the participants belive themseleves to be, or a specific potential partner which could

be encountered on a dating application.

Several terms which appeared frequently relate directly to digital self-presentation. The word
profile (635) represents a central concept within the study, referring to the digital self-
representation that users construct through photographs, short descriptions, and prompts. The
process of creating a profile was the most prominent point of discussion. Participants often
discussed the process of selecting images, writing bios, and deciding which aspects of
themselves to include, and which to omit. Similarly, the word make (431 occurrences) often
appeared in discussions about making a profile, making a “first move”, or attempting to “make
sense” of interactions occurring on the platform. The word app (525 occurrences) refers
directly to the platforms themselves and was often used when participants compared different
applications or discussed how specific platform features influence their behavior. The term
look (361) further reflects the visual dimension of dating apps, referring both to how users

present their own appearance and how they evaluate the appearance of others.

A group of high-frequency words correspond to the processes of interaction associated with
dating apps. The term date (610) was used to discuss the general goal of meeting someone on
a dating app offline, as well as to discuss broader dating practices and compare online and in-
person dating. Related terms include meet (251) and talk (277), describing the stages of

interactions, starting with initial messaging and culminating in in-person meeting.

Multiple high-frequency terms relate to the emotional and motivational aspects of dating app

use. The terms fee/ (497) and want (497 ) were typically used when describing participants’
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motivations for using the apps or their emotional responses to interactions, as well as when
discussing the way they see themselves. The word good (405) was a general evaluative
descriptor, most often used when discussing profiles, photos, interactions, and identity. The
frequency of the term #ry (400) shows that participants approach dating apps experimentally,

usually describing their efforts to test different strategies, presentation styles, or platforms.

3.1.1. Word frequencies of experienced users
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Word cloud 2: Most frequent words in interviews of experienced participants (P1, P2, P3, P6, P7, P8, P10, P11, P12, P14)

For experienced users (Participants 1, 2, 3, 6, 7, 8, 10, 11, 12, and 14), the vocabulary used to
describe dating apps shows a discourse centred around cognitive evaluation, platform
dynamics, and competitive market analogies. These participants have typically used dating

platforms for several years, ranging from two to nine years.

The most common words, congruent with the word frequencies of the whole sample, are think
(1005), people (755), know (396), profile (389), person (367), dating, (345), want (246), feel
(238), time (231), apps (229), good (214), and life (178), but several additional terms emerge

as distinctive.
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One of the most frequent words used by experienced users, not found in the frequencies of the
general sample, is feedback (197). In this study, feedback is defined as the tangible responses
received from other users, such as matches, likes, and messages. This term was continuously
re-defined throught the interviews, with some participants seeing it in quantitative way (e.g.
concrete numbers of likes received during a certain period), and some in qualitative
(characteristics of interactions with other users). The word photo (160) was used to describe
profile pictures participants would use to represent themselves and photos of other users they
would come across, as well as to describe the struggle of not being in posession of many photos

of themselves that they feel could be used on a dating profile.

The word first (178) was frequently used to refer to priorities or interaction phases. It often
referred to the first photo on the profile, first date or first “move”. Similarly, the word start
(100) was used in reference to staring the use of dating apps (as well as discontinuing the use

and starting again), start of a conversation, and the start of a date or relationship.

Several terms related to a broader social context in which dating app use takes place were
mentioned frequently. The word friend (161) was often used when discussing asking friends
for feedback on the dating profile or comparing experiences with friends. The word
relationship (118) frequently referred to a shift in motivation for dating app use over time (from
casual encounters to serious relationship), and often was used to describe the end goal of dating
app use. The term romantic (100) was used in a similar way, defining the specific mode of

interaction which dating apps provide.
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3.1.2. Word frequencies of inexperienced users
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Word cloud 3: Most frequent words in interviews of inexperienced participants (P4, P5, P9, and P13)

The discourse of inexperienced users (Participants 4, 5, 9, and 13), who have used dating
platforms for durations ranging from one week to a few months, is characterized by a focus on
authenticity, dehumanization, and internal emotional states. While this cohort is smaller in size
than the experienced group (4 users versus 10), their linguistic data reveals a high concentration

of terms related to the epistemological gap of digital dating.

Congruent with the general sample and experienced participants, the most frequently used
terms are: think (519), people (260), thing (198), feel (196), profile (195), want (165), date
(149), know (146), app (125), look (118), make (108), try (108), and person (93), However,
their usage carries a different quality. Think appears most often in moments of intense self-
reflection, particularly around the moral implications of swiping and the navigation of social
anxiety. Profile is discussed in terms of uncertainty, all participants from this group expressed

limited knowledge of how to construct one effectively. Know and person frequently appeared
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when reflecting on the gap between the real self and the dating profile, raising doubts about

whether a person can be meaningfully conveyed through a profile at all.

Several terms appear with notable frequency specifically in this group. The term different (66)
highlights perceived dissonance between digital and offline realities, as well as cultural
differences experienced in Italy. Tinder (49), the most commonly used app, is often framed
negatively, with participants describing feelings of exposure and commodification, such as
being treated like a “product” in a “catalog.” The word question (57) appears in discussions of
identity, preferences, and platform prompts, while understand (45) emphasizes the perceived
limits of the medium, with participants rejecting the idea that a person can be fully understood

through a profile alone.

3.2. Code co-occurrences

The software ATLAS.TI provides a tool for analysing the co-occurrence of themes, enabling
the identification of overlapping codes and the frequency of their intersections. This form of
thematic analysis is particularly useful for systematically describing the interview corpus, as it
highlights the relationships between variables and the key themes emerging from the data. The

following section presents an overview of the most significant co-occurrences.

3.2.1. Self-perception and Strategic self-presentation processes

SPC: Desirability based on others' perception SPC: Desirability niche @ SPC: Self as desirable @ SPC: Self as not desirable
14 16 12

@ SSP: Attarcting attention 2 1 4 2
[ ] SSP: Authenticity preformance 7 3 a4 2
@ < SSP;: Body framing— Neutralflnformational 1 3 4 3
[} S5P: Body framing— Sexualized %] 2 5

[ ] SSP: Body omission 1 2 4 1
[ ] SSP: Impression managment 20 3 5 T 1
® SSP: Intentionality in the profile 3 3 3 2
[ ] SSP: Nonchalance 2 3

® SSP: Selective disclosure 4 5 6 3
® SSP: Self-enhancement 3 o 3 5 3
[ ] S8P: Targeting and screening 3 5 5 S
[ ] SSP: Visual curation in the profile 10 4 1 _ 2

Co-occurence table 1 : Code co occurrences of Self-perception constructs related to desirabilty and Strategic self-presentation

behaviours
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This co-occurrence analysis reveals distinct patterns in how self-presentation strategies (SSP)
intersect with perceptions of desirability (SPC). Overall, the strongest overlaps emerge in
relation to self as desirable, suggesting that most self-presentation strategies are articulated

alongside, or in relation to, a positive self-perception of desirability.

Visual curation in the profile shows the highest co-occurrence with self as desirable (8),
followed by targeting and screening (5) and sexualized body framing (5). This pattern indicates
that participants who position themselves as desirable tend to describe more deliberate forms
of visual and interpersonal calibration. P8 links visual curation explicitly to a desirability self-
concept, using high-effort presentation as both a signal and a filter, attracting matches he
considers to be at his level. This is discussed in detail in Network 1.

More neutral or informational strategies, such as body framing (neutral/informational and body
omission) also co-occur with self as desirable (both 4). This indicates that even seemingly non-
strategic or functional choices depend on desirability, likely by establishing clarity,
transparency, or norm compliance rather than overt attraction. P3 explained how disclosing her
height (180cm) helps manage expectations and avoid misunderstandings: “So I put that I'm
180cm because usually guys, the conversation always comes up and they go no, you can't be
180. I'm taller than you. Then they're shorter than me.” Here, the participant demonstrates that
even neutral disclosure can be strategic, minimizing misalignment between self-presentation

and other’s expectations.

Perception of belonging to a desirability niche shows relatively strong connections with
targeting and screening (5) and visual curation (5), and impression management (5). This
pattern may indicate that participants who perceive themselves as outside dominant
attractiveness norms engage more actively in tailoring both their self-presentation and their
intended audience. P2's account, discussed in full in Network 1, illustrates how niche

positioning functions simultaneously as a self-perception defence and a targeting strategy.

Self as not desirable shows lower overall co-occurrence. This pattern should be interpreted
cautiously, as relatively few participants positioned themselves within this category. Where
present, associations with targeting and screening (3) suggest that strategic behaviour persists,
though often oriented toward filtering rather than maximizing appeal. P10’s account illustrates

this dynamic:
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“It also behaves as a massive filter... because if people present certain personality traits
1 inevitably use those as screening factors. [...] It’s also good to be a bit unacceptable.
Because then they also see that you're not like.... everybody's hiding something... If
they're unwilling to listen to that, they're probably not gonna be willing to listen to the

other nonsense I have to tell them later.” —P10

P10's strategy inverts the usual logic of appeal: rather than presenting an attractive self, he

presents a challenging one, using self-disclosure as a pre-screening device.

Finally, authenticity performance and attracting attention show moderate but consistent co-
occurrence across multiple desirability categories, indicating that these strategies function as
flexible tools that can support both broad and niche desirability constructions. P12’s account
about self-awareness about functioning within normative conventions while pursuing a specific
outcome, discussed at length in Network 1, shows how authenticity has a dual function: it acts

as a signal which can be received by a broad audience and also serve as a screening instrument.

3.2.2. Self-perception and Strategic self-presentation on the dating profile

SPC: Desirability based on others' perception @ SPC: Desirability niche @ SPC: Self as desirable @ SPC: Self as not desirable
14 16 12
& © 557 Comarsaton it s . T .
@ < SSP: Humour 2 4 3 3
» & sl Hosits . s T s
L] SSP: Information about personality 4 5 ‘ 5 4
L] SSP: Intentionality in the profile 3 3 3 2
L] SSP: Interests or hobbies 31 4 3 _ a
[ ] SSP: Relational depth 1 2 4 2
[ ] SSP: Selective disclosure 4 5 _ 3
@ < SSP: Self-enhancement 2 3 ‘ i I 3
[ ] SSP: Social proof 2 3 4 3

Co-occurence table 2: Code co-occurences of Self-perception constructs related to desirability and Strategic self-presentation
constructs representing elements of participants' dating profiles
The analysis further examines how specific profile elements co-occur with perceptions of

desirability. As in the previous table, self as desirable shows the strongest associations.

High co-occurrence is observed for conversation starters (6), information about lifestyle (6),
interests or hobbies (6), and selective disclosure (6). This pattern indicates that participants
combine engagement-oriented features with identity-signalling content. For instance, P10

describes deliberately using unusual or provocative content to capture attention:
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“This was purely to attract attention. I talked about [childhood gambling] in China...
what I basically said here, it says ‘insieme potremo,” and then I said, gamble and we
can gamble together... purely for attention. Just so people hear something that, they
might have not heard or something ridiculous. Maybe something entertaining, just so

they focus a bit more maybe.” —P10)

This choice of unexpected, potentially off-putting anecdote as an opening feature of the profile
shows a deliberate disruption of conventional attention norms, with the goal being to be

memorable rather than appealing. Similarly, P11 mentioned differentiation as a concern:

“I need to show at what point I'm differing from the other profiles. For example, that’s
why I'm using the aviation. Normally I don’t talk about that so much when I go on a
date or somewhere like that, but I need to show my difference from the other. Okay. It’s
mostly because of that.” —P11

P11 highlights aviation because it distinguishes him from others, and not because it’s
something that is of particular importance to him, showing how illustrates how profile elements

can be selected for strategic visibility rather than personal significance.

Selective disclosure also demonstrates strong co-occurrence with desirability niche (5),
alongside information about personality (5), indicating that participants who position
themselves within a niche actively curate both what is revealed and how it is framed. P2’s
account, elaborated on in Network 1, discusses how he explicitly trades quantity of matches
for quality, turning selective disclosure into audience curation. The co-occurrence with niche
desirability is explained here: niche-positioned participants have a clearer sense of who they
are targeting and are more willing to accept rejection from the majority in exchange for stronger

alignment with the minority.

Elements such as humour, conversation starters, and interests or hobbies display relatively
even distribution across desirability categories, including self as not desirable. This suggests
that these elements function as versatile strategies that can be employed regardless of
desirability positioning, serving both expressive and instrumental purposes. P12 elaborated on

how humour functions both as expression and filtering mechanism:
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“I was trying to attract intelligent and funny but not funny in a generic way, but funny
in my sort of way, because they would see I was trying to do jokes here, like I usually
do jokes, the usual way that I communicate, and like the use of emojis is what I usually
do.[...] So while it is strategic, because [ want them to come to me, it does reflect the
way that I approach interactions. So then people would select themselves, if they didn't
get the joke, they just, and they did get the joke and liked the personality, they would be
like yeah, sure. So I was trying to attract smart, funny, and funny in my way, in my

specific way.” —P12

This account shows how humour operates simultaneously as authentic self-expression and as
a self-selection mechanism: those who respond to it are already demonstrating they are
compatible. This is what makes humour a versatile strategy across desirability categories, it is

more a factor of personality fit than attractiveness.

The category of relational depth, referring to the strategic use of prompts to signal relationship
intentions, emotional values, and the desired quality of a future connection, shows a stronger
co-occurrence with “Self as desirable” (4) than with other desirability categories. This may
suggest that participants who perceive themselves as desirable may feel more comfortable
disclosing relational intentions. P7 explained the purpose of including relational depth in his

profile:

“And this is a big like to be like, to show intention once I match with somebody, like
maybe they could ask, what do you mean slow down time? And also I think people
appreciate somebody who was like direct, who knows what they want out of something
who was going wrong and just the people actually I'm looking to attract, at least till

now, who know what they want and they're looking work towards it” —P7

For P7, relational depth is a signal of self-assurance and confidence, which is seen as an
attractive quality. The co-occurrence pattern supports this notion; when the self is perceived as

desirable, vulnerability is seen as attractive rather than risky.

At the same time, the comparatively lower co-occurrence of relational depth with desirability
based on others’ perception (1) and desirability niche (2) indicates that such disclosures are

less central when desirability is externally defined or narrower.
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Finally, self as not desirable, again, exhibits lower overall co-occurrence. Where present,
overlaps with conversation starters (4) and showing interests or hobbies (4) suggest that even
these participants engage with widely accessible profile elements, though potentially without

the same degree of strategic intensification observed among those identifying as desirable.

“I think I put a good representation of myself. Which is a bunch of things, maybe put
in a bunch of things. Doesn't really filter out people. It's just it's too broad maybe... I
think more so trying to do a great buffet of my interests. [...] I chose lasagna. Because,
maybe it's funny, I dunno, doesn't seem to it. 'cause I didn't get a lot of feedback from
it.” —P13

P13's "buffet" metaphor reflects a low-filtering, low-targeting approach to profile construction
where broad inclusion is prioritized resulted in an absence of feedback, Showing how low

targeting approaches produce uncertain outcomes, even when the choices are thought out.

3.2.3. Perceived Online-offline alignment and Feedback loops and self-concept

[ ] QOI: Partial alignment @ 0Ol Percieved alignment @ QOI: Percieved misalignment

18 29
® FL: Dating app feedback as selectively attributed 13 2 3 1
L] FL: Dating profile as appearance focused 19 3 2 1
@ < FL: Dissapointment with dating apps 2 1
® FL: Downloading and deleting 17 8 4 1
[ ] FL: Faliure attributed to external factors 24 _ 4
® FL: Internalization of dating app feedback 30 3 4 1
® FL: Non-internalization of dating app feedback 5 3 1
-] FL: Pressure/anxiety related to dating apps 2 4
® FL: Quality of interaction as the basis for the impact of feedback 16 3 4 1

Co-occurence table 3: Code co-occurences of Feedback loops and self-concept and Online-Olffline self identification

The co-occurrence table illustrates how feedback-related processes (FL) associate with
different forms of online-offline identity alignment (OOI). Overall, the strongest overlaps are
concentrated around perceived alignment, suggesting that participants who experience
consistency between their digital and real-life selves are more actively engaged in interpreting

and managing feedback from dating apps.

In particular, internalization of dating app feedback (4), downloading and deleting apps (4),

pressure/anxiety related to dating apps (4), and quality of interaction as the basis for the impact

40



of feedback (4) show notable co-occurrence with perceived alignment. This pattern suggests
that aligned participants engage reflexively with feedback, incorporating it into an already

coherent self-concept.

At the same time, partial alignment demonstrates strong associations with failure attributed to
external factors (6) and non-internalization of dating app feedback (5). This suggests that
participants experiencing only partial alignment are more likely to distance themselves from
negative feedback by attributing it to external conditions (e.g., algorithms, user behaviour)

rather than incorporating it into their self-concept. P3 gave an account of this:

“What I was trying to say is that I attribute these to more outside factors than my profile
and maybe than myself. [...] The fact that a new person shows up on your page is a big
factor, I think... I think it affects the experience a lot. [..] Maybe it's a defence, but I
don't attribute it to myself. Because I usually think, oh, I'm not their type. Fine. Fair
enough. [...] I just don't really care.” —P3

P3's own acknowledgement that external attribution 'maybe it's a defence' is analytically
significant. She recognises the mechanism even as she employs it, a self-aware form of self-

protection that keeps the self-concept stable without requiring genuine indifference.

Additionally, dating profiles as appearance-focused (3) and downloading and deleting apps
(3) co-occur with partial alignment, pointing to a more ambivalent engagement with the
platforms: participants recognize structural constraints but continue to participate

intermittently.

“Right now I'm actually considering deleting the apps 'cause there's so much noise and
[ think it's so much easier in person. It's easier to judge if you actually connect with
somebody, whereas on the app, you dunno until you meet the person... It happens often,
but it gets really noisy. Sometimes you can get like brain fog by having so many dates.

It's something that I actually don't like. —P7

The “’brain fog” metaphor shows how the platform produces more information than can be

meaningfully processed, leading to a desire to withdraw without fully disengaging.
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Perceived misalignment shows consistently low co-occurrence across categories. This pattern
should be interpreted cautiously, as only P13 reported strong misalignment, limiting the overall
frequency of overlaps. Notably, P13 was a very new user at the time of the interview; his
account reflects a tentative and somewhat inconsistent engagement with feedback processes,
appearing to both internalize and resist certain forms of feedback. This ambivalence may be
indicative of an early-stage adjustment to platform dynamics rather than a stable pattern of

experience.

Categories such as dating app feedback as selectively attributed and quality of interaction as
the basis for the impact of feedback show moderate co-occurrence across both partial and
perceived alignment, indicating that participants actively differentiate between types of

feedback, valuing meaningful interactions over superficial metrics.

“In the past it did affect me. But nowadays it isn't, because now I'm understanding
more that this is just... an extra opportunity. [...] Otherwise everything else is gonna be
completely independent of what happens on that. [...] I get to speak to people in person,
you get to show them more... so it feels better that I get to show them more bad and

good.” —P10

P10's shift from past affect to present detachment describes a maturation of the feedback
relationship, where the evaluation based on the feedback from the platform does not affect his
self-concept anymore. Reframing the app as "an extra opportunity" is a self-protective

mechanism which stabilizes self-perception.
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3.2.4. Feedback Loops and self-concept and Strategic self-presentation

Processes
o FL: Internalization... @ FL: Non-internalization...
29 38

® SSP: Attarcting attention 20 2 3

® SSP: Authenticity preformance 13 2 2

® SSP: Body framing— Neutral/Informational 3 1 4

® SSP: Body framing— Sexualized 13 1 3

® SSP: Body omission 6 2 2

® SSP: Impression managment 19 1 4

O SSP: Nonchalance 1 1

O SSP: Selective disclosure 37 1 _
( SSP: Self-enhancement 31 2 4

® SSP: Targeting and screening 18 2 !

® SSP: Visual curation in the profile 9 3 _

Co-occurence table 4: Intersection of Feedback Loops and self-concept and Strategic self-presentation processes

This co-occurrence table examines how two contrasting modes of feedback processing
(internalization and non-internalization of dating app feedback) relate to strategic self-
presentation (SSP) processes. . The most striking finding is the consistent asymmetry across
the table: non-internalization co-occurs more frequently with nearly every SSP strategy, while
internalization shows uniformly low associations. This pattern suggests that participants who
distance themselves from platform feedback are, counterintuitively, more strategically active

in how they present themselves.

However, it is important to note that participant level data affects the interpretation of this table.
Non-internalization is heavily concentrated in P1 and P2, who together account for the large
majority of coded instances (8 each). Both are among the most experienced and reflective
participants in the sample; P2 is a psychology student who explicitly analyses his own platform
use, and P1 has been using apps for several years across multiple countries. The pattern is real,
but it is driven by a small number of participants rather than distributed evenly across the
sample. Most participants show relatively low counts on both categories, suggesting that
clearly articulated feedback processing orientations (in both directions) are more characteristic

of highly experienced users than of the sample as a whole.
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The strongest co-occurrences with non-internalization are selective disclosure (5) and visual
curation (5), followed by impression management (4), self-enhancement (4), and body framing
— neutral/informational (4). This cluster indicates that psychological detachment from
outcomes and strategic investment in presentation coexist rather than contradict each other.

P11 described this explicitly:

"I need to show at what point I'm differing from the other profiles. [...] A part of
yourself that is still a part of yourself that you just exaggerate a bit to stand out. [...]
[When asked about whether dating app feedback impacts him outside of the app:] No.
It's just my profile." —P11

The distinction P11 draws between "my profile" and "myself" is the clearest articulation in the
data of what non-internalization looks like in practice. He is invested in how the profile
preforms, but not concerned by whether that performance means something about him as a

person.

The association between non-internalization and body framing — neutral/informational (4) is
also notable. Neutral body framing tends to function as a transparency and expectation-
management strategy rather than a tool of attraction. Its co-occurrence with non-internalization
suggests that participants who engage less with evaluative processes treat disclosing their body

as practical information, consistent with a more detached relationship.

The most analytically important finding in the table is the zero co-occurrence between
nonchalance and internalization. Nonchalance appears only in combination with non-
internalization. Participants who internalise feedback are unlikely to feel or perform genuine

indifference. P11's account of how his profile evolved over time reflects this idea:

"So, when I started using these apps for the first time, I was putting so much photos... I
was using the maximum limit... I was trying to make attractive biographies... but then.
With the time they all got very short. So I start to put less photos, less bio. Because I
found out that it doesn't affect so much, I think... The people are giving importance and

they're giving the decision whether to like you or dislike you, according to two or three
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photos. Because they're not spending so much time. [...] They're not evaluating it very

detailed or deep."-P11

For P11, reduction in effort seems to be a reasoned response to accumulation of understanding
of how the platform works. In his case, nonchalance is the strategic self-presentation expression

of non-internalization.

Internalization's strongest co-occurrences are with self~-enhancement (3), visual curation (3),
and attracting attention (2). The participant-level data shows that internalization is
concentrated primarily in P3, P4, and P14; a notable spread, since P14 is among the more
experienced users in the sample. This suggests that experience alone does not guarantee
detachment from feedback, and that participants whose self-concept of desirability is more
closely related to outcomes of dating app use could continue to internalize feedback, regardless
of how long they have been using apps. P4's account explicitly discusses the full internalization

loop:

"Right now actually with my Hinge profile, [ was expecting more likes to be honest. Or
more matches, but I didn't get them. [...] First, my profile was more like a diary and I
realized that people cannot answer to the pictures, so I changed it to prompts and other
stuff. [...] I felt the urge to ask my friends because I didn't get matches. [...] I remember
it affected my self-concept a lot because I felt, let's say 10 desirable, out of 100. [...]
When I remember when I saw 50 plus likes, [ was like, what the fuck? It's amazing. How
is this possible? So my self-concept changed it like to 70 or 80. [...] Then I realized that
I became obsessed with how I look. [...] I was putting a lot of makeup and [ was trying
to be more beautiful. [...] And it became tiring for me." —P4

For P4, low matches prompt profile revision, the revision causes more feedback, the feedback
shifts the self-concept, and the revised self-concept creates a new style of self-presentation until
the cycle is not sustainable anymore. Self-enhancement and visual curation which happen by
internalizing feedback produce a dynamic that is inherently harder to manage than the

detached, orientation of participants who do not internalize feedback.
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3.2.5. Level of experience and Motivations for dating app use

® < PD: Experienced user @ <> PD: Inexperienced user

@ 19 13) 6
M: Change of motivation over time ) 20 _ 2
M: Dating apps as not the main mode of romantic interaction ) 11 3 1
M: Dating apps as the main mode of romantic interaction 12 4 1
M: Entertainment motivation 9 16 4 1
M: Opportunity mindset 1) 13 3 2
M: Positive expectation D 11 4 1
M: Seeking long-term relationship 19 _
> M: Seeking out casual/ short term encounters 3) 11 4 1
M: Social influence to download a dating app 12 1 2
» M: Social Motivation 10 3
M: Validation Motivation DR 4

Co-occurence table 5: Intersection of Experience levels and Motivations for dating app use

This co-occurrence table examines how experienced and inexperienced users differ in their
motivational orientations. Experienced users show broad and varied motivational co-
occurrences, while inexperienced users show a much narrower profile concentrated around
entry-level motivations. Given that only four participants in the sample are coded as
inexperienced users (P4, P5, P9, and P13) the inexperienced side of the table should be
interpreted with appropriate caution: the patterns are suggestive and should not be seen as

conclusive, as they reflect a small and particular subset of the sample.

Among experienced users, the strongest co-occurrences are with change of motivation over
time (5) and seeking a long-term relationship (5). The co-occurrence of experience with
entertainment motivation (4), seeking a casual/short term relationship (4), validation
motivation (4), and positive expectation (4), reflects the motivational complexity of this group;
experienced users have multiple motivations (simultaneously or at different points in their
journey) and their engagement with the platform is more varied. P2 describes this change

explicitly:

P2: "When [ first started out using the dating apps, my goals were a lot more loosely
defined in the sense that I was more open to anything and less focused on specific goals.
Now that I've had plenty of experiences with the apps and I've been on plenty of dates,
I've met up with plenty of people, and it's allowed me to have short term fun, but not

something more long term. That's why I've kind of redirected my focus in that new
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direction. [...] [When asked whether it is more related to experience or age]: I think it's
more related to experience than it is to age. Because I think if I didn't have the
experiences that I had in my early twenties, then I would probably still be open to
anything."

P2’s framing of experience being the drive of motivation change suggests that the clarification
of relational goals is an active process, brought on by accumulated use of the platform, and not

due to a developmental factor.

The absence of seeking a long-term relationship among inexperienced users (0 co-occurrence)
is the most significant finding in the table. Among P4, P5, P9, and P13, none articulate a clear
orientation toward committed relational goals at the time of their initial engagement with the
platform, or at the time of the interview. Their motivational profile is instead anchored in
opportunity mindset (2), social influence to download (2), and change of motivation over time
(2), which are all orientations associated with cautious, externally prompted, low-stakes initial

engagement. As stated by P5:

“I was with my ex-girlfriend and we decided to have an open relationship, and then we
made accounts in the dating apps together. [..] I think I made the account and I put
maybe one or two pictures and then I didn't use it, and then I met with a friend, and
then he showed me told me some things. He explained me the let's say the rules and

how the dynamics work... I just did what he said.” —P5

The motivation here is reactive and context-dependent; the initiation of use is a response to a
relational arrangement, and there is no sense of what it is to be used for beyond the immediate

situation.

The zero co-occurrence of validation motivation with inexperienced users is also important to
note. Seeking validation requires a degree of familiarity with the platform's feedback logic
(knowing how to interpret the numbers, how to read silence, and how to attract attention).
Social influence to download a dating app is the only motivational category where
inexperienced users have more instances than experienced ones (2 vs 1), showing that for this

group entry tends to be socially prompted. P9 explained how this process when for her:
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"First, my friend downloaded it and then I followed her steps. [...] We made it more for
fun. [...] I didn't hope, like for real to date someone this time and we were very young,

like 14. Nothing serious." —P9

Social influence functioned as a buffer, with the decision to engage with an app being a shared
one, reducing the stakes. This points to a broader pattern in which inexperienced users enter
the platform in ways that protect them from the evaluation it causes before they fully
understand it, through social framing, low expectations, and the diffusion of personal

investment across a shared activity.
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3.3. Network analysis

To examine how codes relate to one another, a network analysis was performed in ATLAS.ti.
This method enables the elaboration on relationships of co-occurring codes, providing insight

into the structural organization of participants’ experiences.

3.3.1. Network 1: Desirability, Offline and Online Identification, and Strategic
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Network 1. Each node corresponds to a sub-theme, and lines connecting nodes indicate conceptual relationships between them, such as “is part of,”

>

“is a,” “is a property of,” “contradicts,” or “is associated with.” Nodes are grouped into three overarching clusters: desirability, perceived
alignment between online and offline identity, and strategic self-presentation. The spatial arrangement and connections illustrate how sub-themes

within and across clusters are conceptually related.

The network illustrates an iterative process in which individuals’ self-perception (SPC) related
to desirability, both guides, and is shaped by strategic self-presentation (SSP) behaviours. The
self-concept influences initial SSP choices and is subsequently modified by platform feedback,
perceived differences between online and offline interactions, and the social norms of dating

app use. This reciprocal structure aligns with Bem’s (1972) self-perception theory and Leary
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and Kowalski’s (1990) concept of impression motivation, which suggests that self-

understanding is often derived from observing one's own behaviour in a social context.

A central finding which emerged from the interviews is that some participants view desirability
as a truth confirmed or revised through social recognition, consistent with Leary's (2005)
sociometer theory. P10 articulated this most explicitly, framing perceived social value as

inseparable from environmental feedback:

"Because if you're the smartest man or a woman in the world, but you spend your whole
life living in a cave. And nobody's aware of how smart you are. Are you really the
smartest man in the world? Does that, or woman does that make sense? So like at a
certain point, the response you get from the environment, eventually, that combines to

form some kind of truth at the same time." —P10

The dating app, framed in this way, operates as a way for an individual to understand their
relational value. This is particularly significant given that online dating platforms quantify
attractiveness through discrete, countable signals (likes, matches), which function as powerful
sociometric inputs because they are numerical and appear objective (Valkenburg, 2021; Sumter
et al., 2019). P4's account illustrates how dramatically this feedback can revise self-concept,
particularly in the context of geographic and cultural displacement, where platform signals
filled the gap left by the disruption of her usual identity anchors, consistent with Arnett's (2000)
account of emerging adulthood as a period of heightened dependence on external feedback for
identity stability. This dynamic is also discussed in 3.2.4, where P4's account forms the clearest

illustration of the full internalization loop.

An emergent pattern among some participants was the reframing of a marginalised position
into a strategic asset. For instance, P2 utilizes his non-normative appearance as a basis for

establishing a desirability niche:

"[ do think that in terms of attraction and desirability, I feel I fit into a niche, where,
because I'm sort of British and Irish in terms of genetics and appearance, that means
that I definitely don't fit into what is widely considered the sort of, prototype, of what's
considered attractive here in Italy. [...] But the flip side of that is that if people are
attracted to people that look like me, there aren't that many options. So I think that
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being a niche and looking very different from most other people and what's
conventionally attractive, that can also be an advantage for me in dating.

[...] I want to express myself, but specifically a side of myself that I think is different
from most people. So again, trying to find a niche, I suppose. And yeah, to show a side
of myself that, that might actually put people off as well. I think yeah, the feminine,
showing the feminine side, I know that a lot of girls would not be interested in that. So

putting them off is sort of part of the plan." —P2

P2 actively constructs a profile that targets a narrow audience while deliberately repelling the
majority. The "niche" framing functions simultaneously as a self-perception defence and a
targeting strategy, suggesting that self-perception and self-presentation are co-produced: the
strategic logic generates the self-concept which justifies it. This account is consistent with
Leary and Kowalski's (1990) model of impression construction, in which the self-concept,

desired identity image, and audience analysis all influence how one presents themselves.

The central construct linking self-perception of desirability with the alignment of online and
offline self is the perceived contextual gap between dating app and real-life interactions, which
determines which self-presentation strategies feel appropriate and what degree of alignment
participants anticipate. For most participants, this gap is manageable and results in the
perception of partial alignment. For P13, however, the gap is more fundamental, rooted in a

skepticism about the capacity of a dating platform to represent a person at all:

"I honestly think I barely know myself sometimes. So for someone to say that they know
me, like from a profile or from looking at me on the street I think it's very reductive.
[...] Because the nature of dating apps, written form in general, humor is very hard to
convey. It all depends on how the person reads what you wrote. I guess everything
really.. a dating app feels like it conveys so little. Even if you try to portray yourself,

not even portray yourself, like showcase as openly as you can it all feels like a display.’

—P13
The shift in P13's phrasing from "portray" to "showcase" is important; it signals a move from

representation, which is an attempt at truthful depiction, to exhibition, a curated product meant

for an audience (Hogan, 2010). Interpreted through Higgins’ (1987) framework, the gap P13
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encounters is not within the self alone, but between his actual self and the platform’s

expectations of clarity and legibility.

Partial alignment emerges in the network as the most common and stable configuration. It helps
users navigate the tension between authenticity and self-enhancement, a central challenge for
dating app users (Kernis & Goldman, 2006; Ellison et al., 2006), by allowing users to view
their digital profiles as an articulated fragment of their identity, rather than a total
representation. P7 estimated that his profile “accurately portrays a certain percentage of my
life but not completely my whole life... it accurately shows like a good 20% of my life,” while
P11 described it as an “abstract of a 100-page thesis.” Both accounts suggest that
incompleteness is not experienced as a problem, the profile is accurate precisely because it is

a partial representation.

Selective disclosure is one of the key mechanisms that sustains this type of alignment,
functioning as way to control the narrative of a profile. P12 used Selective disclosure as a
gatekeeping mechanism, using a pseudonym ("Ragazza Carina"”) and revealing her identity
only after compatibility was established. P2 provided the most profound explanation for this

logic, viewing the profile as a "trailer":

"So, 1'd say the purpose of a dating profile, for me at least, is sort of, a trailer. Trailer
is a good analogy, I think, because it's not showing you the entire thing. In the same
way that if somebody says to you, oh, I'm bipolar. That sort of feels like giving too much
away too soon. That's like if the trailer gives away the plot twist of the movie. The
trailer's purpose is not to tell you everything about the person, it's to tell you little bits
about the start to get you interested enough to watch the movie. Which in this case

would be going out with that some person and getting to know them." —P2

The trailer metaphor reframes selective omission as a feature of authentic self-presentation,
making withholding information a question of timing. The profile functions as a performative
tool shaped by a temporal logic: its aim is to generate interest and anticipation, not to present
a complete self. It aligns closely with Ellison and colleagues (2012) idea of the “profile as
promise”, a projection toward a future audience. In this context, selective omission becomes
part of authentic self-presentation, since full disclosure would disrupt the unfolding of the in-

person interaction.
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Self-enhancement in partially aligned profiles is generally not perceived as deceptive; it is seen
as an ordinary feature of self-presentation, reflecting the understanding that all profiles involve
selection. P8’s account, however, constructs a deliberately elevated, “unreachable” persona,

aimed at attracting matches he considers “on his level” rather than maximising broad attention:

"To answer your question, I think it's the way that I present myself as a more serious
and more, I don't wanna say unreachable, but unreachable in a way, because I pose as
if I'm a photo shoot. It's not like I look in a daily life in or in a personal contact. I don't
know why I choose this, but I like to present myself more desirable, let's say... I know

that I look nice. Then I deserve people who look on my level as well." —P8

P8's self-enhancement is directed towards making sure his self-assessed relational value
corresponds to the quality of attention he receives.. This aligns more closely with the self-
verification motive described by Sedikides and Gregg (2008) (seeking responses that confirm

the self-concept) than with self-enhancement in the conventional sense.

Impression management ties these behaviours together. P7's used a “mysterious” first photo,
that according to him reveals "literally, almost nothing" designed to force potential matches to
scroll and engage with his prompts. This is an example of managing the conditions under which
an impression is formed, consistent with Leary and Kowalski's (1990) theory of impression

construction.

The way participant frame their body in their dating profile is an important dimension of
impression management. Most participants use what the network codes as
neutral/informational body framing, meaning that showing the body is treated transparently, to
prevent in-person disappointment, rather than as a tool for attraction. P3 made a decision to
include her height in her bio after it was repeatedly mentioned during first date, a clear example

of neutral body framing used to manage expectations.

Participants who perceived a high degree of alignment between their digital profiles and their
physical selves often feel comfortable framing their body in a sexual way as a strategy to attract
attention and convey desirability. P1 mentioned intentionally selecting a sexually appealing

opening photo:
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“First one is just me looking hot. This is to kinda lure the men in. I'm not sure if this
picture is showed first, but I think it is. I think it's the best one that I have... like the
best one according to what men would like. You can see my cleavage a bit, and just in

general [itis] hot.” —P1

P1’s framing is notable because she presents a sexualised body display as consistent with her
self-concept. The photo is strategic, but the strategy is grounded in a stable sense of her own
desirability, as it is already a part of her self-concept . On the other hand, P5's account
complicates this pattern; he describes a complex internal struggle regarding the presentation of

his body:

"I had another picture which was more it was visible only half of my body from my
belly. And like that picture, I specifically take a picture of it with my friend, because if
we wanted to exaggerate this situation of shoving your body or not. We decided, we
will take almost a pornographic picture and then put them and then see what happens.
And then, yeah.. I had always had this feeling for a dating app. Maybe because it feels
like a catalog of people. [...] And I want to mock [it] with that. In my mind I have this
separation. If you show your body or not... I don't know where it comes from. Maybe
from very old memories of... Because I grew up in a Muslim country, and the norm
was, people, and especially women, would not show their bodies to the public. There is
also a dichotomy... if you show one part, you are not caring about anything... you just
show your body and you are basically like a slut. [...] in Turkish culture, there is this

distinction, normative distinction. And it's very strong." —P5

P5's body framing is shaped by internalizations of cultural that predate his use of the platform,
a normative framework around modesty and its moral impact that he both internalised and
wanted to subvert. His ironic strategy represents an attempt to step outside of a binary choice
(display/concealment) that his background constructs, consistent with Degen's (2023)
identification of counter-normative photo strategies, though P5's motivation is more explicitly

cultural and psychological than that category typically implies.
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For participants who experience their profiles as closely aligned with their offline selves, the
key mechanism is a commitment to authenticity, as an expression of integrity of identity. P1's

account is representative of this:

"I am me, so people should know me. I want to be real. I want them to know that. I don't
see that I would gain anything if I tried to present myself as a better person, and I am
not this. You know what I mean? If we meet, this is gonna be me anyway. So to me, [

don't see a point in presenting yourself any differently on dating apps. Honestly." —P1

The phrase “if we meet, this is gonna be me anyway” reflects Ellison et al.’s (2012) idea of the
“profile as promise,” where the profile is treated as a commitment to be fulfilled in person.
Here, authenticity acts as an active constraint on how impressions are constructed. This
suggests that alignment requires ongoing effort, especially on platforms whose affordances

(selected photos, limited bios and prompts) encourage selective self-presentation.

Even among participants committed to authenticity, some degree of self-enhancement is
present, and is not experienced as incompatible with authenticity. P14, for instance,
acknowledges choosing her “prettiest pictures” and “funniest things” while viewing this as
remaining within the bounds of physical reality. This is consistent with Ward's (2017) concept

of strategic authenticity, a presentation that is both optimised and experienced as genuine.

Nonchalance emerges in the network as a distinct strategy, operating in tension with, and often
masking, deliberate curation. Its significance lies in the underlying norm it reveals: effort must
remain invisible, as overt investment in a profile is associated with neediness rather than

competence. P11 articulated this dynamic clearly:

"Because I can't connect with it if you give so much attention to the details. And if you
try to make it look perfect, it looks like you are only hopeful from the dating apps. A bit
desperate and introvert, for example. Or it can even make you look shy. Or embarrassed

to meet a person in face to face. Okay. And I think it's better to be more casual." —P11

P11’s reasoning shows how maintaining nonchalance requires effort; the casual profile conveys
confidence and desirability, and the polished one conveys desparation. P2 extends this to a

broader social norm, noting that deep investment in dating apps is collectively frowned upon:
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"If you say that you are looking to find something serious or you are looking to find
love on a dating app, people are gonna laugh at you and they'll call you naive. And on
the dating apps, this results in a sort of nonchalance that everybody is sort of

encouraged to take." — P2

P2 identifies nonchalance as something participants are socialised into rather than freely
choosing. This reveals a structural irony: while the platform’s gamified swipe logic (David &
Cambre, 2016) encourages ongoing optimisation and engagement, social norms require users
to appear disengaged. Nonchalance therefore becomes a shared performance that masks the
intensity of platform use. In Goffman’s (1959) terms, backstage effort is concealed, and its

concealment becomes part of the performance itself.

At the other end of this spectrum lies intentionality. Highly intentional users, such as P12,
approach profile construction as a deliberate and goal-oriented process, where each visual and

textual element is selected for its expected impact on a target audience:

“Also it's the second, the lower part of the face because I think you can see the more
attractive part in a sense. And less identifiable also. And I think I'm also wearing like
a dress that is floral, which it feeds into the usual norms of femininity. And it's bizarre
because it's so basic, my profile, but it, it's a bit strategic as well, like trying to... super
bad... trying to put my best smile on. And this picture, it's still in that logic of, second
part of the body and also long hair, like all of them have long hair, which is also a bit
part of that feeding into whatever I think the guys might like. Very bad again, but that's
what it's trying to do.” — P12

P12’s self-deprecating language (“so basic” and “very bad”) reflects the same normative
pressure identified by P2 and P11, where strategic self-presentation is treated as something
embarrassing. This suggests that the intentionality—nonchalance axis is a site of identity
tension. Participants are positioned between a platform that rewards optimisation, and a norm

that frames such behaviour as inauthentic.

Taken together, the network presents a self that is constructed through ongoing interaction with

the platform. Desirability, self-concept, and presentation strategies are continuously shaped by
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feedback, both quantitative (e.g. likes and matches),and qualitative (e.g. the tone of
conversations). These signals can reshape the self dramatically, or gradually, through small
cumulative cues. Participants are active interpreters of this feedback, using selective attention,
external attribution, or niche identifications, as advantages. Self-presentation, therefore, serves
both as a reflection of the self and as a tool for shaping it. Profiles become provisional
fragments of identity, representing who participants are and who they are in the process of
becoming. Partial alignment reflects this dynamic well: profiles are experienced as strategic,
adaptive extensions of the self. Tensions between authenticity and self-enhancement, and
intentionality and nonchalance, remain unresolved. Users navigate these tensions through
practical strategies (selective self-disclosure, niche desirabilty identification, pseudonyms, or
authenticity performance), maintaining engagement without fully surrendering to the
evaluative impact of online dating platforms. The result is a form of identity labour that is

demanded by the platform but mostly invisible.

57



3.3.2. Network 2: Motivations, Emerging Adulthood, and Strategic Self-
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Network 2: This network represents thematic clusters derived from participant interviews. Each node corresponds to a sub-theme,
and lines between nodes indicate conceptual relationships such as “is part of,” “is a,” “is a property of,” “contradicts,” or “is
associated with.”” Nodes are organized into four overarching clusters: motivation for dating app use, emerging adulthood, strategic
self-presentation, and self-perception constructs related to desirability. The spatial arrangement and connections illustrate how sub-

themes within and across clusters are conceptually related.

This network shows how motivations which drive dating app use are shaped by emerging
adulthood characteristics, self-perception of desirability, and the accumulated experience of
using the platforms over time. Four emerging adulthood (EA) constructs (uncertainty in life,
social comparison, unstable identity, and identity experimentation) converge on a single
central node: change of motivation over time. This structural positioning is analytically
significant; it suggests that motivational change is a predictable outcome of the identity
conditions that characterise this developmental stage. As conceptualized by Arnett (2000),
emerging adulthood is defined precisely by its instability and its openness to revision, and the
network reflects this: participants' reasons for using dating apps shift as their life circumstances,

self-concepts, and relational goals evolve over time.
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Of the four EA nodes, uncertainty in life and unstable identity feed most directly into
motivational change. This is consistent with Leary and Kowalski's (1990) model, in which
impression motivation becomes intensified when self-perception is not clear, and when
relational outcomes feel both important and uncertain, which are conditions present in
emerging adulthood. When participants are unsure of who they are or what they are doing,
dating apps become environments in which different versions of the self can be performed and
evaluated with relatively low risk (Hobbs et al., 2016). Motivations change as participants

receive feedback and adjust their expectations.

Social comparison operates as a related but distinct mechanism. Dating apps make social
comparison explicitly visible; users are exposed to profiles of their peers, evaluated against
desirability norms, and receive feedback which positions them within a perceived hierarchy of
users. This aligns with Higgins' (1987) self-discrepancy theory; exposure to curated others
activates actual-ideal gaps, generating motivational pressure to either present more
competitively or disengage. Several participants described using others' profiles as an active
reference point for their own presentation and goals. P4 described encountering high-effort

profiles on Hinge and comparing them to hers:

"And I remember I think two days ago I checked Hinge and there was like star
profiles... they had cool pictures in a way that it's not taken with phone. They made
collages and their prompts were a lot... and I compared it to mine because in my own
profile, it's just me. [...] I really liked it and I compared it to mine... I feel like they will
also be interested to put effort and time to know me. 'Cause if they're trying to express
themselves better with putting effort to a dating profile, I feel like they will be more
genuine... I believe that they really want to date." —P4

P4 perceives effort in presentation as a way to see how serious someone’s relational intentions
are. For her, social comparison raises the bar for her own presentation and clarifies what she is
looking for. In contrast, P12 approached social comparison from the opposite direction, using

others' profiles to gauge her own presentation:

"Once I went from the other perspective, because I was curious to see what the other

girls were like. [...] I felt like I was more authentic. Because the profiles of the girls...
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were checking off the box of don'ts for myself. [...] So the check was like, okay, maybe
my profile is among the good ones, according to my own criteria. It made me feel a bit

good." —P12

Here, social comparison is used to validate P12’s current position; instead of using comparison
to see what the standards of others are, she is making sure her self-presentation is coherent and
consistent with her own standard. P7 extends this further, using his own swiping patterns as a

form of self-knowledge:

"I would just scroll through and say this is something, this is a profile [ would match
with, and try to question why... because I read something like, that's very personable.
It's not like some cliche thing to say. [...] That's when I wanted to write something like

this so I could see from how my own patterns of liking and disliking people.”" —P7

This is a direct instance of Bem's (1972) self-perception theory, where one’s behaviour

becomes a source of insight into the self.

Identity experimentation occupies a slightly different position in the network, relating to
motivational change but also to self-enhancement and to the contextual factors that initially
draw participants to the platform (social influence to download and opportunity mindset). For
some participants, the app itself functions as a space for identity exploration: constructing a

profile, choosing what to show, and engaging with matches is experienced as self-exploration.

P4 and PS8 illustrate how identity experimentation can extend beyond profile construction into
broader self-discovery. P4's first-time dating apps was directly framed as an exercise in

exposure and self-testing:

"Actually, so I had a roommate and she was like, okay, I like you are very beautiful
and you are very insecure about it. So I think you should do an exposure therapy and
open a dating app. And since we are in Italy... it'll be awesome. Good for social anxiety
and other stuff or you can just have a good time. And I said, yeah, okay. Why not? And
I was really insecure. Like I didn't want to take pictures of myself or didn't want to show

it." —P4
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This account shows how identity experimentation on dating apps can be therapeutically
framed; the app is positioned as a low-cost exposure exercise before it becomes a romantic one.
Her initial reluctance to be photographed points to how closely self-presentation and self-

concept are intertwined even before the platform is engaged.

P8’s narrative connects identity experimentation to even earlier and more significant self-
discovery, tracing his engagement with dating and social platforms back to the very beginning

of emerging adulthood:

"Everything started with that app [Chatous]... It was the first time that I discovered
about myself as well... It was a time that I was discovering my sexuality as well. [...] I
at first, like I, because there is always that fear, now I don't give a shit, but when I was
18, I was always afraid that someone could expose my face and body. [...] I remember
the first time someone asked for nudes... I think it was the time that I was like, oh fuck,

men." —P8

In P8’s case, dating app use lead to formative moments of recognition around sexuality and
vulnerability that he traces directly to his current, more settled self-concept. This is one of the
clearest examples in the data of Arnett's (2000, 2015) emerging adulthood as a period in which

digital environments can actively influence identity construction.

The network identifies two contextual factors shaping initial app usage: social influence to
download a dating app, and opportunity mindset. Both are associated with self-perception of
self as not desirable, pointing to an important pattern. For participants who enter the platform
with lower self-perceived desirability, the decision to download is often externally prompted
by peers who are using dating apps, and by apps being framed as low-risk opportunities to
initiate a romantic or sexual connection. The opportunity mindset has a protective function, by

reducing the evaluative impact of the enviroment, consistent with uses and gratifications theory

(Katz et al., 1973). As discussed by P3:

"One of my friends downloaded Bumble, BFF... and then she moved on to the dating
part and we were looking at it together and I said, oh, this is fun. I'm gonna try it. Okay.
[...] I found it fun. It was funny to judge people... And I found it very funny. So I said,
okay, maybe I should do that." —P3
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P3 downloaded Bumble because a friend was already using the app, with the initial framing
centered on fun rather than pursuit of a relationship. Beginning the dating app use in this way
allowed her to experience the evaluative context of the app as a judge first, before seeing herself

as a subject.

An acount from P13 shows how social pressure can accumulate from multiple directions at

once, before leading to first-time use:

“...My friends had been suggesting, my therapist have been suggesting to me [to
download a dating app]. Yeah. There's no reason not to, you maybe talk to some people,
maybe know, get to know some girls. [...] Just, Tinder, I downloaded it... I've had it
downloaded for ages. But I just set up, my profile now here just 'cause of pressure yeah,
like you're in Italy, man. Just.. no one's gonna judge you. No one knows you here. And

then I'm okay, but I'm gonna do it. And then I did it.” —P13

P13's case is particularly telling because it combines all three entry-level factors the network
identifies: social influence (friends and therapist), opportunity mindset (geographic anonymity
reducing social risk), and low self-perceived desirability. The app had been downloaded but left
dormant "for ages" before being activated, showing how a sufficiently safe context is necessary

for evaluative risk to be seen as managable.

P10 described a more diffuse form of social influence (vague awareness that others were using
apps): "I was influenced, people weren't actively telling me to... But ['ve been hearing people
trying them. So I said, yeah. Okay. I'll try it. [...] I was also feeling a little bit insecure because
I'm like, damn man. Like nothing's happening in real life." This connects social influence and
self-perceived desirability directly: it is the combination of ambient normalisation, and a
moment of felt inadequacy in real life that motivated him to start using dating apps. Across
these accounts, lower self-perceived desirability is associated with an entry into the platform

in a way that is cautious, externally triggered, and seen as low-stakes.

Change of motivation over time is the most structurally central node in the network, with the
greatest number of incoming associations, reflecting a consistent pattern in participants

accounts: the reasons for using dating apps at the time of the interview was different from their
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initial motivations. With one exception, this shift (when present) followed a consistent
direction, from seeking casual encounters toward seeking a longer-term relationship. This
convergence is analytically significant, suggesting that the motivation for initial dating app use

reflects a predictable developmental pattern.

The single exception is P11, whose motivations shifted in the opposite direction, from more
intentional to more casual use, driven by circumstantial factors: “Right now it's more casual
dates [...]I'm using it very occasionally, like I'm just using it for fun. [...] Since then I'm using
it for casual dates too, but my main goal [back then] was to have a stable relationship”. This
suggests that the casual-to-serious shift is not always linear, and participants may hold both
orientations simultaneously, with one expressed and the other retained as an underlying

intention.

The association between change of motivation and seeing oneself as desirable suggests that
revising self-perceived desirability influences the change of relational goals from casual to
serious. This is consistent with sociometer theory (Leary, 2005). Several participants describe

this shift, with P1 linking it to a change in how casual encounters made her feel:

"When I went out with the people, when I was like two years ago when I broke up with
my boyfriend...  would go out just to have fun and then just to have something casual...
Now, for an example, I cannot do that, and I don't want to do that because I don't need
the distraction anymore and it doesn't feel good about myselfif I do casual things with
men. [...] So now if [ meet someone through a dating app, I just really want it to lead

to something." —P1

The shift P1 describes reflects a change in how casual encounters shape her self-concept, with

her motivations now driven by how different outcomes make her feel about herself.

P2 and P14 described the shift in terms of accumulated experience producing greater self-

knowledge, while P12's account captures the motivational trajectory precisely:

"The unserious use before was just to experiment... treating it as a game or as a mini

challenge for myself. [...] [Later] there was this moment, this click that I was like, I'm
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ready for it. In September, 2024... I was serious about it at that time [seeking a long-
term relationship]." —P12

The "click" suggests that motivational change is not always gradual but can involve a concrete
moment where the individual feels that they are ready, pointing to the role of identity

consolidation in reshaping relational goals.

The two relational goal nodes, seeking a long-term relationship and seeking casual or short-
term encounters are presented in the network as contradictory, reflecting the tension between
these constructs many participants navigate. The network captures this through the association
between seeking casual encounters and both validation motivation and selective disclosure as

a SSP strategy.

Validation motivation is on the intersection of seeking casual encounters and self-perception:
for some participants, dating app use is oriented toward the affirmation of desirability, what
Ranzini and Lutz (2017) identify as self-worth validation. P14 articulated this most directly,

describing a general tendency toward external validation that predates her app use:

"Meaning that I lean towards external validation in a sense. Yeah, I dunno what it
stems from, but I always valued other people's opinions and points of view and it helped
me build an idea of myself. [...] [ would lie if [ say that it doesn't transfer to out of dating

app images of myself... yeah, I would say that definitely, it does influence it." —P14

Entertainment motivation occupies a distinct position in the network, associated with selective
disclosure and with dating apps as not the main mode of romantic interaction. Participants
who use apps primarily for entertainment are less invested in any particular relational outcome,
and this is reflected in their self-presentation strategy; they share little because little is at stake.

P5 described swiping as the primary activity, with relational outcomes as not considered:

"When I'm on the app and when I am doing this thing to, right and left, it feels very
meaningless. It does not have a meaning in it. It just sometimes I just do [swiping
motions] [For what purpose?] For entertainment. Yes. I think so. I think I.. yeah. For
seeing people." —P5
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The hesitation in P5's answer suggests that even entertainment-oriented use lacks a fully
articulated purpose. P11 reinforced this by pointing to the platform's design: rapid, low-effort
evaluation makes lazy, habitual use the easiest path, suggesting that entertainment motivation

is partly produced by the platform.

The two self-perception nodes (self as desirable and self as not desirable) are positioned on
the opposite sides of the network, with self as not desirable being associated with the entry-
level cluster (social influence, opportunity mindset), and self as desirable associated with
motivational change and seeking a long-term relationship. Together they form a feedback loop:
participants enter with a given self-concept, receive feedback that revises it, and adjust their

motivations accordingly. P6 explained the affective component of this process:

“There are definitely times when I feel low because I'm not getting any matches, and
other times when I feel on top of the world because I'm getting a lot of them, or matching
with people I'm really excited about. It's completely true that when I don't get matches,
1 feel uncomfortable and kind of frustrated.” —P6

For P6, the sociometer changes with each experience, rather than being recalibrated gradually.

Meanwhile, P13 described a kind of slower, gradual shift:

“I guess I'm feeling a bit more confident now. Because I see that in the past, like even
when I was with other girls, I always felt like I was doing the work. I was putting the
work and I was never the object of desire. But now I feel like it's both ways. [..] Yeah,
someone out there may find me attractive in some way. At least in the way I'm

presenting myself.” —P13

This account shows how a gradual accumulation of evidence changed a longstanding sense of
being undesired; the move from “doing the work” to being “the object of desire” marks a
qualitative change in self-concept. The clarification of “at least in the way I'm presenting
myself” is analytically significant, indicating how the confidence gain is tied to the profile

rather than fully integrated into his broader self-concept.

Overall, the networks shows how dating app motivation appears fluid and continuously revised

over time. Features of emerging adulthood (uncertainty, social comparison, unstable identity,
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identity experimentation) create conditions for the shift of motivation. Participants begin with

a given self-concept and relational goals, but these are revised through experience and

feedback. Motivation is therefore a part of ongoing identity development which emerging

adulthood demands. The platform contributes to this by giving users access to feedback and

comparison, and setting norms around desirability and romantic activity.

3.3.3 Network 3: Platform dynamics and Feedback loops
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Network 3: Each node corresponds to a sub-theme, and lines connecting nodes indicate conceptual relationships between them, such as “is part
of,” “isa,” “is a property of,” “contradicts,” or “is associated with.” Nodes are grouped into three overarching clusters: platform dynamics,
feedback loops related to self-concept, and self-perception desirability constructs, Additionally, two nodes from the strategic self-presentation
cluster are present: selective disclosure and impression management. The spatial arrangement and connections illustrate how sub-themes within

and across clusters are conceptually related.

The network maps the relationship between platform experience, feedback processing, and

self-presentation strategy. The distinction between experienced and non-experienced users is
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at the core of the network; two contrary positions which relate to two different sets of associated
concepts. Experience shapes how feedback is processed, how self-presentation is managed, and
how the platform itself is perceived. Inexperience, by contrast, is associated with constrained
self-expression and lower self-perceived desirability. This central contrast organises the rest of

the network.

The experienced user node connects to a dense cluster of feedback-processing constructs, the
most central of which is non-internalization of dating app feedback, demonstrating how
experienced users tend to process negative feedback selectively or attribute negative outcomes
to external factors. P7’s account reflects this process, describing how refining his profile toward
more authentic self-expression produced better outcomes, while treating the feedback as

information about the presentation rather than about himself:

"It was until I said some things that are so reflective of who I am, like things that [ want,
more directional things, that I get more matches and engagement. [...] Recently I'm

getting very positive feedback, like I think above average positive feedback.”" —P7

For P7, dating app feedback is treated as iterative data, a signal about what his profile is
communicating rather than a verdict on his desirability as a person. The improvement outcomes

are seen as results of adjusting the profile and not a change in self-concept.

Non-internalization is structurally connected to several related constructs: failure attributed to
external factors, disappointment with dating apps, downloading and deleting, platform
cultures, and feelings of objectification or dehumanization. This cluster suggests that non-
internalization is not a very consistent or settled psychological strategy, involving periodic
withdrawal from the platform, an awareness of its structural constraints, and a sense that the

platform reduces individuals to products. As explained by P13:

"Yeah it's mostly that you turn yourself into a very easily discarded product. I think
that's what I get scared of it. You take away too much of the humanity of it. And that's
something that I don't really feel comfortable. I don't like being turned into a
commodity. And I think that's exactly what it does when you swipe left or right, the
person just disappears and really, they never appeared. They just appear for a few

moments on your phone and you don't have any attachment to that person.” —P13
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P13's framing of “they never appeared” conveys how, to him, people exist as profiles before
they exist as persons, and most never make the transition. The discomfort he describes is less
about rejection than about the structure itself, which makes percieving individuals as disposable

the deafult way to engage.

The association between non-internalization and platform cultures is analytically significant.
It suggests that experienced users develop a broader critical awareness of the norms and
structural features that shape the dating app environment; this awareness can protect their sense
of self, but it can also lead to frustration and disappointment. P6 described the tension between

the relational goals and what the app actually delivers:

"Many people, in Italy and everywhere, join because they want to find someone real,
maybe even fall in love. But the way the apps work, with the swiping and the profiles,
it can feel like it's working against that. It's easy to make quick judgments.” —P6

The gap identified by P6 is the structural source of the disappointment the network shows. The
platform designs are made according to rapid evaluation, which is in contrast with the slower,

more contextual process of genuine connection.

Internalization of dating app feedback occupies a more ambivalent position in the network. It
is linked to feelings of objectification and dehumanization as a property, suggesting that
participants who do internalize feedback are more likely to experience evaluation on dating
platforms as treathening to their sense of self. The connection to quantifying feedback in terms
of numbers makes this more explicit, showing that when feedback is counted and tracked, it
becomes harder to not take it personally, and the numbers begin to carry self-evaluative weight.
P8 described this dynamic "I like this one was the most liked picture on Instagram on my, liked
and commented on my Instagram modeling page. That was the reason I put it, personally.” The
approach to selecting photos is driven by external validation, by selecting the image which was
the most well received on the other platform as the main image on his dating profile, quantified

feedback becomes a guide for profile self-presentation.

Quantifying feedback sits in direct contradiction with dating app feedback as selectively

attributed, being one of the most analytically important tensions in the network. While apps
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present desirability through numbers, participants do not treat all signals equally; they
selectively decide which ones to take seriously. Evaluating the quality of interactions becomes
a way to bridge this gap, allowing users to reinterpret numerical feedback in more meaningful
terms. P11 acknowledges the momentary pleasure of a match while refusing to let it make a

last impact on him:

“When I get a match, it creates a happiness at that moment. I get a match, but like in
general, no. Just increases my dopamine level at that moment. [...] If I get so many

connections, it can boost my self-confidence and happiness.” —P11

His distinction between happiness “at that moment” and “in general” reflects the boundary of
feedback as affective and feedback as impacting self-concept. The match is enjoyed, but its

impact is not internalized.

On the self-presentation side, the network connects experienced users to both selective
disclosure and impression management, with selective disclosure identified as a cause of
perceived exposure and impression management. Selective disclosure choices are informed by
accumulated platform experience, by understanding what kind of disclosure invites what kind
of response. Perceived exposure is a consequence of those choices, and impression
management is the strategy used to contain it. P12 describes the deliberate choice to withold

information about herself on her profile as a way to manage feelings of exposure:

"I thought that it was better to do it in a way that other people wouldn't have a chance
to know about. And my profile actually was anonymous. It had some pictures of me, but
where you cannot detect my whole face. [...] I am not to the point of showing myself.

'‘Cause somehow I do believe that maybe I associate a sort of stigma with it." —P12

For P12, anonymity is about stigma, the feeling that being visible on a dating app would affect
her reputation in a way she is not willing to accept. Here, selective disclosure operates as

identity protection, she retains control over who knows she is on the platform.

The inexperienced user node presents a markedly different picture. Where experienced users
show dense connections to active feedback processing and strategic self-presentation,

inexperienced users are associated primarily with limitations of self-expression and self as not
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desirable. The platform's self-presentation related demands (choosing photos, writing prompts,
constructing an appealing profile) are not easy to manage, and participants who encountered
them for the first time sometimes lacked the skill or confidence to navigate them. P13, two

weeks into using dating apps for the first time, described the difficulty most explicitly:

"One of the reasons why I kept telling, like my therapist and my friends, why I didn't do
a profile beforehand is that I didn't think I had any good pictures. So it was a very good

trouble to me, like selecting pictures.” —P13

The barrier, for P13, was related to presentation and not motivation; he felt like he didn’t have
any usable material to construct a solid profile. This points to how self-concept of desirability
and self-presentation capacity are connected, before even beginning to use the platform. P9's
account extends this further, describing how the act of constructing a profile felt like something

she wasn not prepared to do:

"[ listed some hobbies and then I just thought that, not now. Maybe I will download it
later when I will feel more comfortable here. [...]  wasn't ready to kind of expose myself

like this, to be honest." —P9

The problem for P9 was readiness; she was not prepared to be seen, and the decision to delete
the profile rather than complete it shows withdrawal from the exposure entailed by having a
dating profile, consistent with the inexperienced user's association with self as not desirable in

the network.

The association between inexperience and self as not desirable corresponds with the entry-level
dynamic described in Network 2, where lower self-perceived desirability was linked to
externally prompted and cautious initial engagement. Inexperience and low desirability self-
concept appear to co-constitute each other on the platform: participants uncertain about their
desirability are less able to present strategically, and the limitations of their self-presentation

may reinforce their sense of low relational value.

The two self-perception nodes, self as desirable and self as not desirable, connect to different
parts of the network in ways that mirror the experienced/inexperienced contrast. Self as

desirable is associated with downloading and deleting, suggesting that even participants with
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a positive self-concept engage in platform withdrawal, while self as not desirable connects to
the inexperienced user cluster, reinforcing the pattern described above. Gender differences
appears at the periphery of the network, associated with failure attributed to external factors,
acknowledging that platform feedback is not experienced uniformly across gender. P1 and P5

discussed gender asymmetry from opposite sides of it:

"I remember we also talked about, okay, if you're a man, you are not going to be... If
you're a man and looking to meet with woman it's like a small probability that you'll be
able to because you don't get as much likes. [...] When we made the accounts we did
with my girlfriend. And there was a huge difference between the feedback that she gets
and feedback that I get, and there was that jealousy there also." —P5

"In general, I guess I would say positive feedback, but I'm a woman on a dating app. 1

don't think you have to do anything special to anyway get positive feedback." —P1

The gendered asymmetry shapes what feedback means to individuals: for P5, it carries an
evaluative weight because it is scarce, while for P1 the positive feedback is so abundant it

doesn’t carry any weight at all.

Taken together, the network presents the level of experience as a key variable that mediates the
relationship between feedback and self-concept. Experienced users have developed strategies
(non-internalization, selective attribution, managed disclosure) that allow them to engage with
the platform's evaluative logic without being destabilised by it. Inexperienced users have not
yet built these defenses, and are correspondingly more vulnerable to the effects of platform
feedback on the self-concept. The trajectory from inexperienced to experienced is therefore
also a trajectory in self-protection: participants learn, over time, to use the platform on their
own terms. But, the network also shows how this protective distance carries costs like
disappointment, anxiety, deleting and downloading cycle, and a sense that the platforms reduce

users to something less than they are.
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Chapter 4: Discussion and Conclusion

4.1. Discussion

This study examined the relationship between self-perception and self-presentation of
emerging adults on online dating platforms, using qualitative methods (semi-structured
interviews and content analysis), and co-occurrence and network analysis in ATLAS.TI. The
central finding across all networks and co-occurrence tables is that self-concept, motivation,
and self-presentation are mutually constitutive: self-concept determines how participants
present themselves and what their goals are, while presentation (and the feedback it generates)
feeds back into self-concept, and redirects motivation. This dynamic is not secondary to dating

app use but produced through it, and is embedded in the developmental conditions of emerging

adulthood.

The findings broadly support the existing literature on self-presentation, impression
management, and sociometric feedback. They also extend it in several directions: showing how
self-presentation develops over time through experience, trace how feedback affects users
across time, how platform design influences self-concept in ways users recognise but cannot

fully avoid.

The existing literature asks what self-presentation on dating apps looks like, and to some extent
why users present the way they do, but a question that has been less explored is: how do users
become capable of presenting strategically in the first place? Ellison et al. (2006), Ward (2017),
and Kalinowski and Matei (2011) all document iterative revision in response to feedback, and
his study broadly confirms that notion; however, it adds a dimension that has not been
extensively documented: self-presentation competence develops over time, and it develops

socially.

P2 described this directly: “Showing your best self is a skill and even if you realize that's
something that you want to do, it takes years to cultivate that skill’; it is an experiment of trial
and error. P11 framed it in structural terms: “When it comes to dating apps, you need to obey
the system. Follow the rules. Even the first message you are going to send needs to have a

structure.” Both of these reflections describe a learning process: iterative, in response to
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feedback, but also a progressive understanding of how the platform's logic works and how to
operate within it. This extends Ward's (2017) account of self-presentation as iterative, and
Gibbs et al.'s (2006) concept of "learning ability" on dating platforms, by showing that what is
learned is not only what works visually, but how the platform's evaluative structure functions,

and how to navigate it in a way that is tailored to the individual.

A related and underexplored question is who provides the feedback that drives this learning.
The literature conceptualizes the feedback loop as a dyad between the user and the platform
(metrics, matches, silence) (Ward, 2017; Valkenburg, 2021). However, this study found that
friends function as the primary feedback source participants actually act on; a pattern which
emerged consistently across the interviews, though it fell outside the study's primary coding
framework. Multiple participants described friends reviewing their profiles and suggesting
changes. P11 described specifically consulting female friends for perspective on his photos. P1
said that, while negative feedback from a match would make her stop using the app, “advice
from my friends would maybe be the only thing that would change my opinion and what I put
there.” P3 changed her photos after a friend pointed out she looked nothing like herself in
them. P5 described a friend explaining “the rules and how the dynamics work” when he first
joined. This finding is analytically relevant, suggesting that dating app self-presentation is a
socially embedded practice, and that the feedback loop the literature describes is more
accurately a social feedback loop than a platform feedback loop. A valuable direction for future
research would be to examine the social dimensions of feedback, particularly how peer and

offline interactions shape self-presentation beyond platform metrics.

The nonchalance finding adds a further dimension. The literature on impression management
(Goffman, 1959; Leary & Kowalski, 1990) describes how people manage the impressions they
make, but it does not account for managing the impression of how much you care about
impressions. Nonchalance (deliberate performance of low investment) emerged in this study
as a collectively enforced norm with implications for individual’s reputation. P2 described it
as something “everybody is sort of encouraged to take.” P11 described choosing a low-effort
photo specifically to signal casualness. There is a structural irony, where the platform’s design
actively rewards optimisation (David & Cambre, 2016), yet social norms demand visible
disengagement, resulting in a kind of identity labour, which could be an interesting topic that

future research could explore.
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Uses and gratifications research treats motivations as relatively stable orientations that users
bring to a platform (Ranzini & Lutz, 2017; Sumter et al., 2019; Timmermans & De Caluwé,
2017), but the findings of this study don’t reflect this completely. Motivations are the product
of accumulated platform experience and the identity work that emerging adulthood demands,
and they shift in predictable ways over time. The dominant motivational trajectory in this
sample (from casual or experimental use toward seeking a longer-term relationship) did not
appear to be driven by age or biological development. P2 was explicit: "/ think it's more related
to experience than it is to age. Because I think if I didn't have the experiences that I had in my
early twenties, then I would probably still be open to anything.” This framing suggests that
Arnett's (2000) framework for emerging adulthood needs to be considered together with a
platform literacy framework: the developmental path of emerging adulthood is, in this context,
is partially enacted through the use of dating apps. The motivational complexity shown in co-
occurrence table 5, where seeing a long term relationship overlaps with entertainment,
validation, and casual encounters, reflects that experienced users hold multiple motives at once,

having encountered and integrated more aspects of dating app use.

The zero co-occurrence of validation motivation with inexperienced users is a clear finding. It
challenges the idea that seeking validation is a pre-existing trait linked to low self-esteem
(Ranzini & Lutz, 2017; Sumter et al., 2017). If that were true, it would appear in inexperienced
users who have low self-esteem, but it does not. This suggests that validation-seeking on dating
apps is learned; users must first understand the platform’s feedback logic and how to attract
attention before using it to affirm self-worth. While the literature identifies who seeks

validation, this study shows when and how that motivation develops.

The identity-experimentation function described by Hobbs et al. (2016) is supported but
requires a clarification the literature has not made: these experimental opportunities are only
meaningful once users have enough of a self-concept to engage with them. P13 downloaded
the app but left it dormant until social pressure and the anonymity of being in a foreign country
made the evaluative risk feel manageable. P4’s framing, her roommate calling it “exposure
therapy”, illustrates how the platform can serve as a space used to test identity, before
becoming a romantic one. P8 extends this notion across a full developmental arc, from
adolescence to a more settled adult self-concept. Together, these accounts suggest that
engaging in identity experimentation on dating apps constitutes a developmental threshold,

which could be an interesting area for future research to explore.

74



Sociometer theory (Leary, 2005), and Valkenburg's (2021) accounts of social media feedback
both predict that platform metrics will carry self-evaluative weight. The way this loop takes
place across time (develops, implodes, and resolves) has not been well documented. P4
described this trajectory from her perspective: she joined the platform with low self-perceived
desirability, experienced a surge of likes, and revised her self-concept to view herself as more
desirable. The feedback loop led her to preoccupy daily over her appearance and heightened
her self-monitoring. Eventually, she reflected on the cycle, found it exhausting, and adjusted
how she interpreted and responded to dating app feedback. The resolution she reached
(deliberately excluding body photos and avoiding partners focused on appearance) required a
level of platform literacy acquired through experience. This supports Valkenburg’s (2021) idea
of the double-edged nature of sociometric feedback: positive feedback may initially enhance

self-concept, but over time it can constrain behaviour and reinforce undesirable patterns.

The ability to separate platform feedback from self-worth is unevenly distributed. Non-
internalisation was primarily observed among the most experienced and reflective participants,
while P14 demonstrated high internalisation despite significant experience, indicating that
experience alone is not sufficient. Self-concept clarity (Campbell et al., 1996) appears to be a
key moderating factor: participants with a clearer and more stable self-concept can perceive
platform feedback as information, without allowing it to reshape their identity. Future studies
could examine the role of self-concept clarity in shaping how users interpret and respond to

platform feedback.

Platform design actively shapes the psychological outcomes of dating up users. P8 Discussed
this most explicitly, describing an environment in which sexual connection is trivially easy,
while emotional connection is disproportionately difficult, concluding how Grindr
“downgrades gay men as something solely designed to have sexual connections”, Expressing
additional concerns about this issue being monetized. This aligns with Castro and Barrada’s
(2020) work on hypersexualisation in gay male digital spaces, but adds a rarely documented
perspective: a user-level explanation of how the design produces these effects. The
convergence of major platforms under Match Group reinforces this point. For example,
Tinder’s addition of prompts did not alter its swipe-based design; P5 and P13 reported that
prompts are largely ignored. When affordances are transferred on to platforms which are

incompatible with them, they become purely cosmetic, reinforcing the user's perception that
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the platform is not designed to support actual relational goals, contributing to disappointment

over time which was evident in the data.

Cross-cultural research on dating app self-presentation identifies variation between national
and cultural contexts (Kamelski, 2025; Zhang et al., 2025), while the way individuals navigate
multiple cultural frameworks at the same time is less researched. P5's account is the clearest
example: he was raised in a Turkish and Muslim normative framework in which body display
has moral and political implications, when found himself navigating a western dating platform
where body display is common, and even expected. His response of a deliberately exaggerated,
near-pornographic photo as mockery of the platform's catalogue logic, is not captured by
Degen's (2023) typology of counter-normative photo strategies, which describes subversion
without examining its cultural context. P4’s deliberate exclusion of body photos reflects a
related form of resistance, a principled refusal of appearance-based evaluation she linked
explicitly to broader cultural issues. Together, these accounts show that users can maintain a
critical stance toward the platform’s normative logic while operating within it, which is a

possible topic that future research could explore.

4.2. Strenghts and Limitations

This study has several notable strengths, including the qualitative depth of the data, the
systematic relational mapping facilitated by network analysis in ATLAS.TI, and the inclusion
of a cross-cultural participant sample spanning multiple nationalities, platforms, and levels of
experience. These elements allowed for a nuanced exploration of the way individuals construct

and perceive their self-presentation on online dating platforms.

At the same time, the limitations of this study largely reflect broader characteristics of
qualitative research. Qualitative designs typically rely on smaller, purposively selected
samples, prioritising depth and contextualization of data. In this study, the relatively small
sample (N = 14) and the concentration of certain patterns within a limited number of
participants (e.g., non-internalisation primarily observed in P1 and P2, and a small subgroup
of inexperienced users) should therefore be understood as consistent with the logic of

qualitative inquiry rather than as methodological shortcomings in themselves. Similarly, the
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emergence of themes that were not systematically coded (such as the social and collaborative
dimensions of profile construction) reflects the open and inductive nature of qualitative

analysis, where not all observed patterns are formalized into stable analytical categories.

The reliance on self-reported data (which introduces potential biases, particularly in
retrospective accounts of earlier platform use that may be subject to reconstruction) also
represents a common feature of qualitative research, particularly in studies concerned with

subjective experience and meaning-making.

Finally, issues of sample composition and contextual specificity are characteristic of qualitative
work. The participants in this study were all international students residing in Italy, sharing a
context of mobility and cultural transition that may influence their use of dating applications
and their interpretations of feedback. The overrepresentation of certain national backgrounds,
particularly Turkish participants, further reflects the network-based nature of recruitment
strategies such as snowball sampling. In line with broader patterns identified in the literature
(Diesen et al., 2025), the sample also reflects a tendency toward educated, urban, emerging

adult populations, suggesting that they should be interpreted as contextually specific.

4.3. Conclusion

This thesis set out to understand how emerging adults navigate the relationship between self-
perception and self-presentation on dating apps. The central argument that emerges from the
data is that self-perception and self-presentation on dating apps are not sequential, and cannot
be fully separated. Self-concept shapes how participants present themselves, and self-
presentation shapes self-concept in return. Users start engaging with the platform with a sense
of who they are, put it into the platform's evaluative structure, receive feedback, and revise
both the profile and themselves, sometimes deliberately, sometimes without noticing. This is

the experience of dating app use, not a side effect of it.

The platform is not a neutral space in this process. Its design features, such as the swipe logic,
the quantified feedback, the scarcity of likes, and the alghorytmic opacity of almost every
feature, determine what kinds of self are visible, which forms of desirability get rewarded, and

what feedback feels like when it arrives. Participants are aware of this, and developed strategies
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to manage it: presenting only a partial image of themselves, performing nonchalance, reframing
disadvantage as niche appeal, and controlling what is visible on the profile to maintain control.
These strategies are adaptations to a designed environment. Using a dating app, this study
suggests, means learning how to present yourself and how to protect yourself from the

platform's evaluative logic at the same time.

This protection comes with a cost; preforming nonchalance takes effort, and maintaining partial
alignment requirers acknowledging and navigating the gap between the whole self and what
the profile shows, which requires ongoing work. The ability to treat platform feedback as
information about the profile rather than about the person is a skill that develops over time and
that not everyone reaches. For users early in that process, and especially during periods of
instability (a new country, a recent breakup, an uncertain sense of self), the platform's metrics
can carry more weight than participants would like them to. Dating apps are often described as
spaces for low-stakes experimentation; however, the extent to which this experimentation

remains “low-stakes” depends on the stability of the self which engages with it.

Dating apps have become one of the most common ways that people begin romantic
relationships. They are also, as this study shows, environments where identity is formed,
revised, and sometimes destabilised. Understanding that process matters, both for how
platforms are designed and for how their psychological consequences are understood. This
study is a small contribution towards this goal; it demonstrates that people who use these
platforms are doing more than looking for a romantic or sexual connection, they are figuring
out who they are, who they want to be, and how much of that is the platform able to contain

and influence.
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Appendicies

Code definitions

Emerging Adulthood (EA)

Identity experimentation: trying out different versions of the self or testing how one
is perceived

Social comparison: comparing oneself to others to evaluate one's own desirability or
presentation

Uncertainty in life: general instability in life direction

Unstable identity: a fluid or unclear sense of self

Feedback Loops and self-concept (FL)

Dating app feedback as selectively attributed: choosing which feedback signals to
take seriously and which to dismiss

Dating profile as appearance focused: prrioritising the visual aspect of the profile
(own or others’) over the textual

Discontinuing use in response to negative feedback: stopping or pausing app use
after a not receiving enough attention/ having a bad experience

Disappointment with dating apps: a general sense that the platform fails to deliver
what the user is seeking for

Downloading and deleting: cyclical pattern of installing and removing the app
Failure attributed to external factors: attributing poor outcomes to algorithms, user
behaviour, or platform design rather than the self

Feelings of objectification/dehumanization: experiencing the platform as reducing
people to products or visual objects

Internalization of dating app feedback: absorbing platform feedback into self-
concept

Limitations of self-expression: feeling unable to represent important things adequately
through the platform's format and affordances

Non-internalization of dating app feedback: treating platform feedback as
information about the profile rather than the self

Not changing profile based on feedback: maintaining the same profile regardless of

outcomes
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Pressure/anxiety related to dating apps: stress or discomfort associated with platform
use

Quality of interaction as the basis for feedback impact: valuing meaningful
conversations over quantitative metrics

Quantifying feedback in terms of numbers: tracking likes or matches

Motivations (M)

Change of motivation over time: shift in reasons for using the app across the period
of use

Changing profile based on motivation: adjusting self-presentation in response to
changing relational goals

Dating apps as not the main mode of romantic interaction: treating the app as a
secondary way to meet potential partnters

Dating apps as the main mode of romantic interaction: relying primarily or
exclusively on apps for romantic initiation

Entertainment motivation: using the app for amusement or distraction

Opportunity mindset: framing the app as a low-risk, low-stakes option worth trying
Positive expectation: entering or continuing app use with positive expectations about
potential outcomes

Seeking long-term relationship: motivated by finding a committed romantic partner
Seeking casual/short-term encounters: motivated by sexual or non-committal
romantic interaction

Social influence to download: downloading because of peer use, normalisation, or
direct encouragement

Social motivation: using the app to expand social networks or meet new people

Validation motivation: using the app primarily to affirm own desirability

Online-Offline Identity alignment (OOI)

Big difference in context of dating online and in person: perceiving a significant gap
between the contexts of online and in-person dating

Partial alignment: the profile represents a genuine but incomplete fragment of the self
Perceived alignment: the profile is experienced as closely matching the offline self
Perceived misalignment: the profile is experienced as substantially different from the

offline self
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Platform Dynamics (PD)

Consistency across different platforms: presenting similarly across multiple apps
Experienced user: has used dating apps over an extended period

Gender differences: awareness of how gender shapes experience with dating apps
Inexperienced user: new to dating apps, limited familiarity with platform logic
Perceived exposure: the sense of vulnerability that comes with being visible to
unknown others

Platform cultures: awareness of the norms, behaviours, and expectations specific to

particular apps or app use generally

Self-Perception (SPC)

Alignment — self and others: feeling that how one sees oneself matches how others
see them

Ambition: self-perception related to goals, drive, or professional/personal aspirations
Desirability based on mood/state: perceived desirability fluctuates with emotional or
situational conditions

Desirability based on others' perception: self-perceived desirability derived
primarily from external validation

Desirability niche: perceiving oneself as attractive to a specific subset rather than
broadly

Humour: self-perception centred on being funny or witty as a relational asset
Misalignment — self and others: feeling that how one sees oneself differs from how
others see them

Self as desirable: a generally positive self-assessment of romantic or sexual
attractiveness

Self as not desirable: a generally negative or uncertain self-assessment of
attractiveness

Sociability: self-perception centred on being likeable, social, or easy to connect with

Strategic Self-Presentation (SPP)

Attracting attention: profile elements included specifically to stand out or generate
interest

Authenticity performance: presenting oneself as genuine in the profile
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Body framing — Neutral/Informational: showing the body as practical information
Body framing — Sexualised: presenting the body in a way designed to signal sexual
attractiveness

Body omission : deliberately not including body-focused photos

Conversation starter:profile elements designed to invite a response or a message
Humour: elements of the profile with jokes or sarcasm

Impression management: actively shaping the overall impression one creates across
the profile

Information about lifestyle: disclosing activities, habits, or way of life to signal
identity or compatibility

Information about personality: disclosing personal traits, values, or character
Intentionality in the profile: a deliberate, goal-oriented approach to every profile
element

Interests or hobbies: including activities or passions as identity signals
Nonchalance: performing low investment or casual indifference to manage social
perception

Relational depth: signalling relationship intentions, emotional values, or desired
connection quality

Selective disclosure: choosing what to reveal and when

Self-enhancement: highlighting positive attributes

Social proof: elements that signal social desirability through others' approval or group
belonging

Targeting and screening: elements of the profile included to attract a specific type of
person and filter out others

Visual curation: strategic selection and arrangement of photos
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