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Abstract 
The aim is to review literature concerning usage of online dating platforms and 

loneliness, and identify factors that may influence the relationship. Three questions 

were identified for this review: (i) the effectiveness of online dating in reducing 

loneliness, (ii) the role of population characteristics in influencing loneliness when 

using dating apps, (iii) the impact of dating app usage during the Covid Pandemic and 

loneliness. A comprehensive search across 5 databases yielded 152 research of which, 

7 met the inclusion criteria through the PRISMA process. The main results was that (i) 

online dating platforms provide temporary relief from loneliness due to the initial social 

interactions, however for this to be maintained, in-person interactions is required, (ii) 

gender, age, sexual orientation, and a rejection-sensitivity personality trait are factors 

influencing the effectiveness of online dating in reducing loneliness, and (iii) the Covid-

19 restrictions emphasise the importance of a physical presence in fulfilling social and 

emotional needs. The systemic review has practical implications for the real-world. 

Developers can implement features to encourage deeper connections, facilitating tools 

to support users in transitioning to in-person meetings, and the incorporation of 

emotional support to improve users’ mental health wellbeing. This review highlights 

opportunities for online dating platforms to improve by facilitating tools to address 

users complex social and emotional needs. 

 

Keywords  
Loneliness = Loneliness, Isolation, Solitude 

Dating = Online Dating, Dating Websites, Dating Apps, Internet dating,  
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Introduction 
In 2023, the WHO declared loneliness as a pressing global health concern, and according to the 

US surgeon general in the same year, its mortality effects are equivalent to smoking 15 

cigarettes a day, and can lead to poorer economic outcomes (Johnson, 2023). 

The emergence of online dating platforms provides a new way for individuals to meet and 

foster lasting relationships, by 

providing a wide array of options, 

and removing geographical 

barriers. This gives access to 

intimate relationships which 

should reduce emotional 

loneliness, which is different from 

other solutions like community 

interventions which seek to 

reduce social loneliness by 

providing a broader connection. A poll from Forbes health found that 30% of US adults used 

dating apps, and that it was the top place to look for relationships, according to 45% of 

respondents (Booth, 2024). Along with the increase in dating app downloads overall (Figure 

1), it can be expected for dating apps to remain the primary way for couples to meet in the 

near future.  

Dating app usage has promising results. The same Forbes poll found that 60% of US 

adults viewed dating "positively" or "very positively", and that 70% of individuals who met 

someone on a dating app entered an exclusive romantic relationship, showcasing some 

effectiveness at achieving socially desirable outcomes. However, loneliness has also been 

rising in recent years, in line with the increasing usage of technologies like social media and 

online dating, both of which are designed for users to connect. A different Forbes survey 

highlighted the burnout felt by the userbase of dating platforms, with over 70% of users 

reporting burnout (Prendergast, 2024). This suggests that these platforms fail to cater to the 

users who do not find a match, and by spending nearly an hour every day on these apps, users 

find themselves feeling increasingly lonely. The reasons for how these platforms exacerbate 

loneliness has not been explored in detail, but there have been an increasing number of studies 

Figure 1: Dating app usage across different years (Sharmer, 2024) 
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that looks at this. There has been strong research on how apps similar to online dating 

platforms influence feelings of loneliness. 

Prior research has found a strong correlation between social media usage and 

loneliness, and that socially anxious and lonely individuals prefer online interactions, even 

though there has been limited experimental/longitudinal research on this topic (O'Day, 

2021). Online dating differs from other social media on two points: the first is that online 

dating is more intimate, and the second is that online dating is purpose built to find a 

partner. Pittman (2016) finds that the increased intimacy of image-based social media 

increases loneliness compared to text-based apps. This would suggest that online dating, 

which inherently has more intimacy, would increase loneliness. However, this increase 

could be offset by the effectiveness of dating platforms in building relationships, which 

would reduce feelings of loneliness. 

This current paper aims to review the literature concerning usage of online dating 

platforms and loneliness, and how characteristics of online dating platforms impact 

feelings of loneliness 

Three questions were identified for the systematic review. 

1. How effective are online dating platforms in reducing feelings of loneliness? 

2. How population characteristics mediate feelings of loneliness when using 

dating apps? 

3. How dating app usage during the Covid Pandemic influenced feelings of 

loneliness? 
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Method 
An extensive literature search was conducted electronically, in accordance with the 

Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analysis statement 

(PRISMA). A thorough approach was taken by conducted the search on 5 databases 

including MedLine, PsychINFO, Embase, Scopus, and Web of Science.  

MedLine, PsychINFO, and Embase, were searched for through OVID (an online 

medical research platform) with the specific options as APA PsychInfo (1987 to July 

2024 Week 5), Embase (1980 to 8 August 2024), and Ovid Medline(R) All (1946 to 8 

August 2024). For Web of Science, the publication year of greater than 1989 was 

selected. These specific options were selected across the different platforms to meet 

the eligibility criteria of research published from 1990 onwards.  

The eligibility criteria included studies that investigated loneliness and online dating 

platforms. Using the Boolean operator ‘AND’, research that included the key terminology 

of “Loneliness” and “Online Dating” were displayed. Alternative words for loneliness 

and online dating were identified and entered into the search term in brackets 

separated by the Boolean operator of “OR” to state that any of those words were 

suitable. The search criteria are as follows: (("Lonely" or "Loneliness" or "Isolation" or 

"Solitude") AND ("Online Dating" or "Dating Website*" or "Dating App*" or " Dating 

Platform")). 

The search yielded a total of 101 literature across Medline, Embase, and PsychINFO, 

using OVID, 10 research articles using the Scopus database, and lastly 41 research 

articles using Web of Science. This provided a total of 152 studies that were identified, 

producing a final selection of 7 studies after the inclusion and exclusion criteria were 

applied (See Figure 1).  

The inclusion criteria consisted of full-text research articles, written in English, that 

were published from January 1990 to July 2024. The research must refer to loneliness 

and online dating.  

Studies were excluded if (i) they did not sufficiently measure loneliness, focusing 

more on the general mental health, (ii) focused on diseases and health-based concerns 
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(Except Covid-19) as a reason for their mental health concerns, (iii) was concerned with 

violence, harassment, and hostility, (iv) did not investigate online dating, (v) focused on 

internet usage. 
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Study Selection 
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Risk of Bias 
Study Selection 

Bias 
Measurement 
Bias 

Attrition 
Bias 

Reporting 
Bias 

Confounding 
Bias 

Cao (2021) High Medium Low Medium High 
Harris 
(2024) 

Medium Medium Low Medium High 

Marshall et 
al., (2023) 

Medium High Low Medium High 

Powell & 
Powell 
(2022) 

High Medium Low High Medium 

Thomas et 
al., (2023) 

Medium Medium Low Medium Medium 

Yang et al., 
(2023) 

High High Low Low Medium 

Zervoulis et 
al., (2019) 

Medium High Low Medium Medium 

 

Selection bias: studies were rated as “high” if an opportunity sampling method was 

used, or if the sample was not representative of the wider population. A high selection 

bias was noted where generalisability would be limited which may affect the 

applicability of the research findings.  

Measurement bias: studies were rated “high” if the data collection relied heavily 

upon self-report measures (which can introduce subjectivity and response bias) or 

unvalidated scales of measurements were used. A high measurement bias increases 

the likelihood of unreliable data which may affect the consistency of the results. 

Attrition bias: studies were rated “high” if the research was longitudinal study, or a 

follow-up design, where participants would be more at risk of dropping out of the 

research. A high attrition bias was noted as participant dropping out over time could 

potentially skew the final results. 

Reporting bias: studies were rated “high” if significant results were downplayed in 

comparison to other favourable results, or if non-significant results were omitted. A high 

reporting bias can lead to misguided estimation of the effects of the data. 

Confounding bias: studies were rated “high” if they did not control for critical factors 

that could influence loneliness, such as mental health status, social support, and 
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Covid-19. A high confounding bias suggests that there an unmeasured variable may 

have influenced the results, making it difficult to attribute the effects on loneliness 

solely due to online dating.  
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Results 
This section has been divided into three subsections which cover: (i) the effectiveness 

of online dating platforms in reducing feelings of loneliness, (ii) the role of population 

characteristics in mediating the feelings of loneliness when using dating platforms, and 

(iii) the influence of Covid-19 and the need for an in-person interaction. 

Effectiveness of online dating platforms in reducing feelings of 
loneliness 
Whilst online dating can initially provide users with a sense of connection, especially 

during periods of social isolation, its digital-only format often limits its long-term 

effectiveness in reducing loneliness.  

Online dating platforms provides social support to mitigate loneliness, albeit 

temporarily (Harris, 2024; Marshall et al. 2023; Yang et al. 2023). The platforms allow 

users to feel less isolated at the initial stages of the social connection where they can 

be used to facilitate regular conversations (Marshall et al. 2023), whilst also being a 

suitable method of communication during periods of social isolation where it allows 

users to feel connected (Harris, 2024). The online dating platforms provides a low-risk 

method of connecting with others, easing feelings of loneliness amongst users who are 

sensitive to rejection (Yang et al. 2023). However, as the interactions remained online, 

users felt that that the connections were not sufficient for long-term social and 

emotional needs (Harris, 2024; Marshall et al. 2023; Yang et al. 2023). Therefore, these 

studies collectively illustrate how online dating platforms temporarily enables remote 

connection during periods of limited physical interaction.  

There are challenges when reducing loneliness through online dating platforms. 

Whilst the apps provided initial social interaction from chatting online, the lack of 

friendship-based connections and community-oriented communication, limited their 

effectiveness in addressing loneliness (Zervoulis et al. 2019). This reinforces the view 

that online dating platforms are most effective in reducing loneliness when the online 

interactions are supplemented with real-life socialisation.  

However, due to the structure of the online dating platforms often emphasizing 

casual interactions, it can lead to feelings of social dissatisfaction, where users’ 
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expectations for more meaningful connections are unmet. For users seeking deeper 

emotional connections, the prolonged use of apps without any offline progression led to 

increased feelings of loneliness. Users unable to transition to in-person relationships 

experienced a resurgence of loneliness (Thomes et al. 2023). Cao (2021) found that 

frequent dating apps among the LGBT community was correlated with increased 

loneliness, largely since the users were unable to find meaningful engagement or in-

person interactions. Therefore, the inability to frequently meet matches in person, it 

undermines the potential of online dating and thus can be challenging to address 

loneliness effectively. 

Population characteristics 
Population characteristics (including gender, age, sexual orientation, and psychological 

factors) can have a significant impact on the online dating experience and its 

effectiveness in mitigating loneliness (Harris, 2024; Thomas et al., 2023; Yang et al., 

2023; Powell & Powell, 2022; Cao, 2021). 

Older adults have limited fulfilments in digital interactions. Harris (2024) examined 

the experiences of older adults, aged 60-83. The elderly users expressed their 

unfamiliarity with digital communication, instead preferring face-to-face interactions. 

They also reported that the online interactions did not fulfil their desire for 

companionship. Therefore, the use of online dating platforms may not be sufficient in 

reducing loneliness of an older demographic due to the generational differences in 

dating, socialisation, and digital literacy and skills. 

There are gender differences in the experience of loneliness and the need for 

relationship progression. Thomas et al., (2023) research illustrates how women 

reported heightened feeling of unfulfillment and a greater need for relationship depth 

and offline interaction to experience reduced loneliness. In contrast, men showed lower 

sensitivity to the lack of physical meetings. Therefore, it can be suggested that women’s 

emotional well-being may be more impacted by the inability to transition online 

relationships offline.  

The sexual orientation of the LGBT+ community is a factor influencing the experience 

of loneliness (Cao, 2021; Powell & Powell, 2022). In the offline world, there are 
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limitations in finding someone of the same-sex and as such, members of the LGBT+ 

community have relied on dating apps to find not only romantic connections, but also a 

way to find a community and social support (Powell & Powell, 2022). However, even with 

the dating apps providing opportunities for connection, they were also associated with 

higher loneliness for frequent users (Cao, 2021). Cao (2021) attributes this higher 

feelings of loneliness to internalised stigma where there is an inability to engage in 

community-based social activities, reducing a sense of belonging. Therefore, the 

persistent online-only nature of interactions heightens loneliness, suggesting that apps 

alone cannot fully meet the emotional needs of facing societal stigma without the 

chance for in-person community involvement.  

Psychological factors, in particular, rejection sensitivity, can influence online dating 

loneliness. Yang et al., (2023) found that individuals who feared face-to-face social 

rejection, they relied upon online dating for social interaction. Whilst it does help 

alleviate loneliness, the users found this form of engagement unfulfilling. This suggests 

that the prolonged online interaction alone does not meet the complex social and 

emotional needs and as such, if the gap between the online connections and offline 

relationships is not remedied, then the rejection-sensitive individuals may experience 

increased loneliness.  

For many users, online dating platforms provided some degree of social relief and 

reduced feelings of loneliness, but true fulfilment depended upon the ability to move 

the connections offline and access supportive community interactions.  

Covid and need for in-person interaction 
Many users increased their dating app usage during lockdowns as an accessible 

means to socialise. It served as a critical social outlet as the in-person interactions 

were restricted.  The elderly users in Harris (2024) research, they reported heightened 

feelings of loneliness, leading them to explore online dating. There was hesitancy in the 

use of dating platforms, but due to covid-19, the exacerbated loneliness pushed them to 

go out of their comfort zone and seek companionship online.  

Despite the early engagement benefits, online-only interactions often didn’t provide 

the strong connection that in-person interactions offered, causing the connections 
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made to fall short of what was desired. (Marshall et al., 2023; Thomas et al., 2023; Yang 

et al., 2023). Users are feeling like the interactions were failing to progress into 

meaningful, in-person meetings due to the restriction, with the online environment 

instead leaving the users unfulfilled, and intensifying feelings of loneliness and 

isolation. (Thomas et al., 2023; Yang et al., 2023). With the lockdown periods going on 

for a prolonged period of time, the restrictions meant that there were a few new events 

to discuss and create conversations around reducing the online dialogue to becoming 

shallow and repetitive. (Marshall et al., 2023). Consequently, this led to a decline in 

satisfaction of online dating, thus suggesting the importance of an in-person in reducing 

loneliness – online dating alone is not sufficient as it only partly alleviates the social 

needs.  

The need for an in-person companionship, especially for users who felt isolated, led 

to users taking risks during the Covid-19 lockdown. Especially when the lockdowns were 

extended leading to prolonged online interactions, it negatively affected loneliness 

(Powell & Powell 2002). The researchers found that it was the inability to meet in-person, 

which added to stress, especially for those feeling touch-starved. With the isolation 

period extended beyond what was intended, users (who were driven by a profound need 

for physical contact), disregarded the guidelines to experience the in-person 

connection. This demonstrates the limitations of a connection made solely on digital-

only interactions, without any opportunity for in-person interactions, amidst a period of 

high-level concern, and stress.  

With the availability of potential partners on online dating platforms, facilitating quick 

connections, it has been limited by often lacking in depth of offline relationships (Cao et 

al., 2021; Zervoulis et al., 2019). LGBT users reported feeling that whilst the apps 

provided the sexual interactions, they missed the communal aspects found in in-person 

gatherings (Zervoulis et al., 2019). The lack of community-oriented or friendship-based 

interactions on these platforms, it limited the effectiveness of tackling loneliness, 

especially as the restrictions prevented any communal gatherings (Cao et al., 2021). 

Therefore, a combination of digital and real-life social engagement, providing a holistic, 

and emotionally supportive connection, it would be best suited to tackle loneliness.  
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Ultimately, the Covid-19 lockdown period has taught us that whilst online dating is a 

viable option, there needs to be an opportunity for in-person meetings, in order to fulfil 

the social and emotional needs. The online dating platforms are valuable in providing 

short-term relief from loneliness, however the online nature of the platform, it hinders 

the users from achieving deeper, fulfilling connections.   
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Author 
(Year) 

Participant 
characteristics 

Design and 
Method (and the 
apps if mentioned) 

Main Results 

Marshall 
et al., 
(2023) 

4 females and 
8 males), aged 
between 20–
59 (Mean = 25 
years, 
Standard 
Deviation = 
10.87) 
UK 
participants 

Thematic Analysis 
 
Data collected 
through Semi-
Structured 
interview was 
designed with 4 
sections, 
assessing 
perspectives on 
the pandemic, 
online dating 
history, 
motivations to use 
online dating 
platforms, and 
closing questions 

3 Themes were identified. 
 
Theme 1 focused on covid dominating lives. 
Covid dominated the conversations. The lack of ability to go out meant that there 
were little events to talk about in one’s life resulting in the conversations becoming 
repetitive. Despite the great reception at the start to be able to converse with 
someone, the conversations on the apps became stale, especially when 
considering the restrictions in place and the lack of ability to meet up in person.  
 
Theme 2 focused on the transition between online to offline. 
There are differences between an online relationship and an in-person relationship. 
Ultimately, an in-person relationship is what is desired. However, due to the 
restrictions it is not always possible. Despite the surge in the usage of the apps due 
to the need to make connections, matches are not often maintained over a long 
period of time. After a peak point in the conversation, the logical next step for users 
is to meet in person, however due to the restrictions, the meet-up is put on hold 
until the restrictions are eased up which was left to uncertainty leaving their own 
online relationships uncertain, fizzling the conversations until there was no more.  
 
Theme 3 focused on the necessity of the apps. 
The in-real life dating venues are largely tailored towards those who identify as 
heterosexual. Using online dating platforms provides a greater opportunity to meet 
a same-sex match. Even so, the apps only show a few that are local and the 
majority are a great distance away. Nonetheless, the use of online dating platforms 
did not differ pre and post covid; it is the most optimum tool to find someone of like-
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Author 
(Year) 

Participant 
characteristics 

Design and 
Method (and the 
apps if mentioned) 

Main Results 

mindedness (e.g. same-sex relationships). Online dating apps were used during 
Covid to reduce the boredom and loneliness that users faced however, this was 
also common practice pre-covid. The online dating platforms provided not only a 
way to match romantic prospects, but also an opportunity to meet new people. A 
popular dating app, ‘Bumble’, it has an extension (Bumble BFF) to allow an 
opportunity to meet with people in a non-romantic sense, and forge new 
connections. Ultimately, when faced with social isolation, online dating platforms 
provides the convenient route to tackle the boredom and loneliness.  
 

Harris 
(2024) 

50 women and 
50 men 
between the 
ages of 60 and 
83. (Mean 67 
for women, 
and 66 for 
men). All 
participants 
were 
heterosexual 
and single 

Semi-structured 
interview focused 
on navigating the 
dating market, 
types of dates and 
about the 
pandemic 

Theme 1 focused on dating app usage being motivated by loneliness. Respondents 
felt geographically restricted from their friends and family even if they were in 
communication, and they felt their old age was a facilitating factor because they 
were more susceptible to Covid-19. Respondents noted that they envied other 
individuals who had a spouse, because it provided human connection, even if the 
relationship wasn’t the best. This seemed to be a motivating factor for respondents 
to use online dating platforms and without the pandemic, they may not have used 
it. Between the respondents, the study found that both genders had similar 
numbers of using the platforms due to the pandemic, but more women than men 
cited boredom/loneliness 
 
Theme 2 focused on the lack of alternatives. Due to the pandemic, in-person events 
were cancelled, and this was the avenue older people wanted to meet as a 
preference. Feeling as if there was no other choice, older people begun to use 
online dating platforms to find others. Respondents noted the abundance of choice 
available on the apps, which were enhanced by the pandemic driving usage. There 
was a sub-theme notable within respondents, where even excluding the pandemic, 
avenues to meet single people in-person have been decreasing. Places like 
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Author 
(Year) 

Participant 
characteristics 

Design and 
Method (and the 
apps if mentioned) 

Main Results 

churches and social events would see people come as husband/wife instead of 
being single. Therefore, online dating was the only way to meet other single people, 
and a conclusion supported by prior research 
 
Theme 3 focused on how online dating was used as a bridge for in-person dates. 
Most respondents were very cautious around regulations when meeting, which 
included keeping a reasonable distance from each other. 50% of men suggested 
covid-safe dates such as outdoor activities and wearing masks compared to 75% of 
women who thought about creative dating before meeting in-person, such as 
watching the same movie through Face-Time 

Yang et 
al., 
(2023) 

459 Chinese 
participants 
listed by which 
apps used: 
Momo (n=322) 
Tantan(n=193) 
Soul(n=123). 
Some used 
Bumble and 
Tinder. The age 
distribution 
ranged from 
18 to 30, with a 
mean of 24.18. 
230 identified 
as males 
compared to 

An anonymous 
self-administered 
survey was used, 
which asked about 
rejection 
sensitivity, 
cyberbullying, 
loneliness, use of 
online dating 
applications, and 
other covariates.  

Theme 1 found that online dating mediates rejection sensitivity with loneliness. 
Those with high rejection sensitivity find it difficult to maintain in-person 
relationships due to the potential of social harm, but the relative anonymity of 
online platforms lets them be more open. In this context, online dating is a form of 
social compensation for rejection sensitive people that they use to compensate for 
their weaker social skills 
 
Theme 2 focused on the potential of cyberbullying victimisation to enhance 
loneliness while using online dating platforms. Due to the anonymous nature of the 
platforms, it is easier for malicious users to cause emotional damage to other 
users, and continuous usage. As rejection-sensitive people use online dating apps 
for social compensation, the increased intensity of their usage makes them prone 
to cyberbullying. The study finds that cyberbullying strongly exacerbates loneliness 
and therefore, finds that online dating apps facilitates loneliness, following a “poor 
gets poorer” model. 
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Author 
(Year) 

Participant 
characteristics 

Design and 
Method (and the 
apps if mentioned) 

Main Results 

227 females, 
and 2 did not 
identify 

Theme 3 noted that there was a gender difference in respects to the other two 
themes. The enhancing and compensating effects are greater in males than in 
females. The authors suggests that males have a greater pool of choices, but cope 
with negative social feedback worse than females. 

Powell & 
Powell 
(2022) 

Homosexual, 
transgender, 
genderqueer, 
intersex, and 
non-binary 
people living in 
the USA. 

Lex – a text-based 
dating and social 
app where posts 
are available up to 
30 days after 
which they 
disappear. The 
posts were 
analysed between 
6 June 2020 and 26 
July 2020. The data 
was analysed 
using a 
phenomenological 
approach in order 
to determine 
common themes 
and descriptions 

The researchers put the posts into categories based upon what each original poster 
was seeking.  
 
All of the posts were looking for creative ways to have conversations or sexual 
encounters such as Zoom and phone calls. Some posts discussed meeting face-to-
face in a socially distanced way with the Covid-19 guidelines being discussed such 
as wearing masks and using hand sanitizer. Whilst majority of the users wanted a 
relationship, there was still a significant group wanting a hook-up. Whilst the data 
was being collected, there were rumoured activities of Covid-19 restrictions 
reducing, leading to users wanting to take advantage before the restrictions went 
back up.  
 
There was a category of posts where the users wanted to ignore the COVID 
guidelines. For those wanting a relationship, the common reason to ignore the 
guidelines was that they felt they lived isolated enough that someone else also 
living isolated enough, it would be okay as there would be little danger. For those 
wanting a hook-up, the common reason to ignore the guidelines was because they 
were touch-starved, desiring the physical human connection.  
Some users used the online dating platform to write letters and mail them as a 
romantic way of communicating. 
 
Users expressed loneliness because they either lived alone, or lived with a group 
that didn’t understand them. Posts expressed ideas of wanting to connect with 
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Author 
(Year) 

Participant 
characteristics 

Design and 
Method (and the 
apps if mentioned) 

Main Results 

someone who understood them and had something in common with them. The 
posts often showed desperation in trying to find ways to connect with others who 
understood them. There were users who expressed a deeper sense of being 
completely alone; They either lived by themselves, or they believed to have no 
support around them. There was an increased need for touch, with the users 
sharing their frustrations of being isolated.  

Cao 
(2021) 

371 Chinese 
gay/bisexual 
men over the 
age of 16 

Cross-sectional 
online survey 
measuring: 

1) Gay dating 
app usage 

2) Perceived 
sexuality 
stigma 

3) Internalised 
sexuality 
stigma 

4) Loneliness 

Theme 1 explored the paradoxical relationship between the usage of gay dating 
apps and feelings of loneliness among gay men. The study found that intense usage 
of these apps is associated with increased loneliness, even with the potential for 
greater access to intimacy through technology. It found that frequent app users 
report lower community sense, lower life satisfaction, and higher levels of 
loneliness. Excessive exposure to gay dating apps share the same trait with social 
media where it negatively affect subjective well-being and trigger feelings of 
loneliness when expected social feedback is not received. 
 
Theme 2 focused on the mediating role of perceived and internalized sexuality 
stigma in the relationship between gay dating app usage and loneliness. Perceived 
stigma can lead to internalized stigma, exacerbating feelings of loneliness. Even as 
social acceptance of gay communities improves, discrimination and stigma persist, 
influencing how gay men perceive and internalize their sexual identity. The findings 
highlight that internalized stigma serves as a direct mediator of loneliness. Gay 
dating apps facilitate discussion about stigma, which causes further negative 
feelings. 

Zervoulis 
et al., 
(2019) 

191 men with 
a mean age of 
36.51 years 
(SD. =  

A cross-sectional 
questionnaire, 
focused on six 
sub-domains: 

Theme 1 explores how Gay Dating Apps (GDA’s) are effective at addressing the 
sexual needs of homosexual men, because they provide an ease of interaction 
between sexual partners. The relative focus on sexual relationships makes it 
difficult for homosexual men to find more meaningful interactions like friendships 
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Author 
(Year) 

Participant 
characteristics 

Design and 
Method (and the 
apps if mentioned) 

Main Results 

10.17, range 
18-72).  
90.1% 
identified as 
strictly 
homosexual, 
and 9.9% as 
bisexual. All 
were UK 
based, with 
73.8% 
concentration 
in London. 

1) Sense of 
community 

2) Loneliness 
3) Self-

esteem 
4) GDA usage 
5) GDA 

intensity 
6) Life 

Satisfaction 

or serious relationships. This creates a dynamic where sexually active men have 
positive experiences with the apps boosting their self-esteem, and leaving other 
men to be frustrated with GDA’s. The author notes that the nature of GDA’s make 
quick, casual encounters easier, which is why the frustration is unsurprising 
 
Theme 2 noted that both higher usage and higher intensity of usage increased 
feelings of loneliness for homosexual men. The authors mention that a combination 
of online and offline interactions for gay people are helpful, as the “gay bar” fosters 
a sense of community and addresses loneliness while the online GDA platforms 
provide a safer space for sexual needs to be met 

Thomas 
et al., 
(2023) 

124 female 
students from 
the University 
of Vienna, 
aged between 
18-37. 
50% were 
single, 48.8% 
were in a 
relationship.. 
84.4% 
identified as 
heterosexual, 
12.8% as 

A dating app 
similar to the 
design of Tinder 
was used.  
There were two 
conditions; low 
chance of making 
a match and a high 
chance of making 
a match. 
 
Participants 
completed 
surveys to collect 

For women who accepted many profiles, a lower chance of matches led to higher 
loneliness than a higher chance of matches. Women who accepted 7 or more 
matches, it shows that the high chance of matches, it decreased loneliness 
compared to low chance of matches. With the fear of being single, there was no 
significant difference between having a low chance of making a match or a high 
chance of making a match. 
 
Women in the low chance of matches conditions, they experienced a lower level of 
partner choice overload compared to women in the high chance of matching 
condition. There was no interaction between the effect of the condition (low or high 
chance of matching) and the number of profiles that were accepted. The women 
who accepted many profiles, they reported significantly more partner choice 
overload.  
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Author 
(Year) 

Participant 
characteristics 

Design and 
Method (and the 
apps if mentioned) 

Main Results 

bisexual, 
queer, or 
pansexual, 
1.6% as 
homosexual.  
1 participant 
removed from 
data analysis 
due to 
incomplete 
data 

quantitative data 
on loneliness, the 
fear of being 
single, and partner 
choice overload 
(the number of 
partners 
available). 
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Discussion 
Summary of Key Findings 
This review examined the effectiveness of online dating platforms in reducing 

loneliness. The main findings are as follows: 

1) Effectiveness of online dating in reducing loneliness: Online dating platforms 

provided temporary, short-term relief from loneliness by facilitating initial social 

interactions. However, it is required to progress to offline relationships to sustain 

the long-term emotional fulfilment. Without the in-person interactions, it results 

in increased loneliness for many users. 

2) Influence of population characteristics: Gender, age, sexual orientation, and a 

rejection-sensitive personality trait, played a role in how effective online dating 

platforms were in reducing loneliness. Older adults, younger women, and LGBT+ 

users expressed more challenges in forming meaningful connections online. 

When rejection-sensitive users are unable to transition from online to offline 

relationships, it can lead to increased loneliness. 

3) Impact of Covid-19 and the necessity of in-person interaction: The Covid-19 

emphasised the limitations of an online only relationship when combating 

loneliness where the lack of in-person interaction led to unfulfilled connections. 

Whilst online dating platforms are useful, in order to obtain lasting social 

satisfaction, and reduced loneliness, a physical presence is also required within 

the relationship.  

Usage of online dating influences loneliness similarly to social media (O'Day, 2021). 

This could be influenced by the same user interface design choices through likes, and 

constant scrolling, which fuels addictive use of dating apps. This in-turn causes feelings 

of loneliness as continuous usage of apps do not correlate to higher number of 

successful dates (Zervoulis et al., 2019). Both forms of application share a shift from 

offline interactions into an online world with different rules. Users on social media are 

incentivised to focus appearance and share themselves at their best, which leads 

others viewing the posts to feel inadequate, due to insufficient life experiences or body 
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image issues (O'Day, 2021). Dating apps are designed to be more focused and direct, 

focusing on messages and matching. 

The design of these apps is more intimate and uses romantic suggestive themes 

such as hearts and the use of colours like pink. However, it is because of the intimacy 

required in a romantic relationship where a reduction of loneliness from these 

platforms is reliant on some in-person interactions (Thomes et al. (2023); Cao (2021)). 

This suggests that the role of online dating is a bridge between the offline and the online 

and while this seems to be true in the long-term, individuals can utilise the online 

nature of these platforms to compensate for social skills (Yang et al., 2023). There is an 

opportunity for individuals who may find offline dating to be uncomfortable perhaps due 

to safety or accessibility, where they can express themselves better online.    

Participants in Harris (2024) mentioned that there was also a wider generational shift 

of how people could meet, with singles becoming more uncomfortable attending social 

events and social spaces like churches having less attendees. With more people 

spending their free time on the internet, dating apps become a useful tool to find 

potential partners. This poses a more optimistic view about the role of dating platforms 

– they are a reflection of changing social norms, and not the instigator behind the 

changes in the romantic scene. As the rise in usage of online dating platforms has 

coincided with the increasing usage of the internet and social media, it is difficult to 

draw conclusions at this stage about the causes of these shifts. 

However, this systematic review highlights how the convenience of dating platforms 

in creating profiles and searching a wide pool of potential partners is a downside, which 

increases the number of failed matches. The gamification of online dating platforms has 

led to superficial interactions because users are incentivised to match with multiple 

people and have the expectation of stale conversations (Marshall et al., 2023). Online 

dating platforms are successful in attracting users with adverts and are successful in 

keeping users on their platforms for a considerable amount of time daily, but fail to 

ensure an engaging environment for users to interact. As users grow dissatisfied with 

using these platforms, firms should have an incentive to create a more interactive user 

experience and implement measures to facilitate more meaningful interactions. 
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Methodological Considerations 
The systematic review has methodology considerations and limitations that may impact 

the generalisability of the findings. 

Most of the research used cross-sectional methods. This means that it captures the 

user experiences at a single point in time rather than over extended periods. This limits 

the ability to observe changes in loneliness over time. Longitudinal data would have 

provided insight into how continuous app usage may affect long-term loneliness 

outcomes. The cross-sectional studies also do not establish causal relationships. It is 

unclear whether online dating directly influence loneliness or if lonely users turning to 

online dating. Therefore, it is difficult to establish a cause-and-effect relationship. 

Experimental studies, for example, modifying platforms or user engagement, it could 

provide valuable insight into which factors can effectively reduce loneliness.  

Most of the research relied on self-report measures of loneliness, and dating 

behaviours. Self-report measures are prone to biases such as social desirability. 

Therefore, the reliance on subjective data could lead to inconsistencies and misguided 

estimations in reported loneliness levels and user experiences. Many studies also relied 

on opportunity sampling which mat potentially limit the representativeness of findings 

across the wider population. There was limited representation of non-Western 

populations, which therefore reduces the ability to generalise findings to diverse groups 

with different cultural norms, and social contexts.  

The focus on “loneliness” resulted in studies being excluded due to focus on other 

mental health issues which correlate but did not necessitate loneliness. For example, 

loneliness is a significant variable in causing depression and depression complements 

loneliness (Erzen, 2018). Studies may have explored other mental health issues like 

anxiety or depression which would not be included in this study but could have provided 

synthesised analysis. Loneliness as a topic of interest was heightened during the Covid 

lockdowns, and many of the platform’s influence on loneliness may have been 

influenced by  

Another limitation would be regarding the range of online dating services used for the 

studies. Online dating platforms offer significant differences in the services and 
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features they offer: Bumble focuses on a “women’s first” approach, while Grindr is a 

service tailored for gay individuals. Within this systematic review, Yang et al (2023) 

looked at Chinese apps like Momo (n=322) and Tantan (n=193), whereas the 

participants in the other studies used Tinder and Bumble, (Marshall et al., 2023; Harris 

2024) or apps created specifically for use in the study (Powell & Powell, 2022; Thomas et 

al., 2023). There will be differences in the design of each of these apps which could 

have an influence on perceptions on loneliness and the limited number of studies (n=8) 

means these features could not be isolated. This has significance regarding some of the 

results on participant characteristics, as dating platforms would differ in what they offer 

to each user. Apps tailored towards homosexual users may have attended to their social 

loneliness compared to other apps which accommodate all sexualities and therefore 

may cater to emotional loneliness. By generalising “online dating”, these nuances could 

not be picked up by this study effectively 

The final limitation comes from the recency of widespread online dating usage. The 

earliest study screened for this review was in 2009, and over 61.9% of the studies 

screened were published in or after 2020. It is likely that studies under the process of 

submission or publication have not been included in this review, and it is also likely that 

there will be more relevant studies as time passes. There is also a possibility that the 

dating landscape changes again, like the introduction of Tinder in 2012, new dating 

apps may impact feelings of loneliness differently. 

Practical Implications 
This research has practical implications that can be used to reduce loneliness in online 

dating users.  

The use of applications to find people to talk to instead of looking for romantic 

partners was a significant motivator in driving dating app usage (Marshall et al., 2023). 

Online dating platforms may consider features that add organic interactions which adds 

complexity to relationships formed, rather than relying on image-based swiping. 

Developers can implement features like in-depth conversation prompts to enhance the 

relationships formed between users. To maintain reduced loneliness, it requires some 

level of in-person engagement. Developers can create a tool on platforms to help users 
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in the transitioning process where they can make plans for the in-person meetings, like 

helping to plan dates. 

Many users use online dating platforms seeking sexual relationships and current 

platforms do not sufficiently separate this pool of users from those looking to build 

romantic relationships. This results in uncomfortable experiences where users invest 

effort into interactions and find themselves ghosted or unsatisfied with the responses 

they receive. This review looked at how this drives further usage of the application but 

also drives a feeling of loneliness, as users feel like they are being viewed as objects. 

However, users looking for sexual relationships find the safety features of dating 

platforms useful (Zervoulis et al., 2019). A successful separation of the two userbases 

could see both being matched more appropriately. 

To meet the emotional needs of users better, features that add more filtering and 

customisation could improve the quality of the matches further. Using questionnaires to 

map out user preferences and interests can improve the matching process. While 

modern online dating platforms have looked at reducing the time spent on building and 

looking at a profile, users have expressed that this gives them far little information about 

potential matches. This change has been attributed towards profit motives, as users 

can spend an unhealthy amount of money as the gamification of these apps lead to 

problematic use (Cao, 2021)  This systematic review has highlighted how usage of these 

platforms is partially driven by necessity, and that the choice of which platform to use is 

driven by what the user feels their needs are met by.  

There are practical implications for other relevant stakeholders. Mental health 

professionals can use the findings of this review to guide users in managing their digital 

dating. For example, advising users to balance the online interaction with offline 

socialisation. Policymakers concerned about increasing loneliness can look at 

community engagement to improve social loneliness but for emotional loneliness, may 

want to look how to sustainably integrate online solutions in helping people find 

romantic partners. Firms in the dating agency industry which competes with dating 

platforms can focus on increased personalisation but also look at increasing marketing 

and a sense of convenience, which currently drives dating platforms.  
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Recommendations for Future Research 
Further research can be conducted into online dating to understand more about its usage and 

how it can impact loneliness and mental health.  

Future research should use experimental methods to test platform modifications and the 

impact it has on loneliness. These modifications can be prompts to facilitate deeper 

conversations, support for planning in-person meetings, ways to find like-minded people 

(people with similar interests) or mental health support features. By using an experimental 

design, it can be used to directly measure the effectiveness of online dating, and the different 

features, on users’ loneliness, fulfilment, and social satisfaction.  

Longitudinal research could be conducted to observe how loneliness may fluctuate with 

persistent online dating app usage. This can help to provide insight into the frequency of online 

dating app usage, and how users feel throughout their search to find a relationship.  

The findings suggest that whilst online dating provides initial connections, it is often 

insufficient in reducing loneliness, where there needs to be in-person interaction to create 

social satisfaction and fulfilment. Future research may want to investigate a hybrid dating 

platform that utilises both online and offline features. Event-based dating apps that encourage 

group or community-based activities to see if these settings foster more fulfilling connections. 

There was a focus amongst the reviewed studies regarding the social needs of touch in 

maintaining a long-lasting and effective relationship. However, long-distance relationships are 

another form of romantic connection which constitutes a lack of frequent touch and while this 

causes loneliness, the relationship quality is higher than short-distance ones, and there are 

coping mechanisms that individuals use to maintain a healthy mental state. Many of these 

coping mechanisms utilise technological solutions. Online dating matches individuals within a 

large but reasonable distance, sharing similarities with long-distance relationships but differs 

greatly in outcomes. Future research could explore specific differences between the 

relationships. 

Conclusion 
Online dating offers individuals the chance to connect with a broader array of potential 

partners compared to traditional dating methods. This systematic review investigates 

how the use of online dating influences feelings of loneliness. The findings indicate that 

many current online dating apps fall short of meeting users' emotional and social 

needs, with a significant desire for physical intimacy within relationships. User 
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experiences vary widely based on individual characteristics, and certain 

demographics—such as young women, older adults, and members of the LGBTQ+ 

community—often find these platforms particularly challenging. Many online dating 

platforms have superficial interactions. Nevertheless, online dating platforms have 

proven effective in initiating interactions and facilitating connections among users. This 

study ultimately offers practical recommendations for enhancing the online dating 

experience. 
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