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Gay dating applications, such as Grindr and SCRUFF, are considered the primary platforms for gay men to
conduct online dating activities. However, on Zhihu, a Chinese question-and-answer website, tens of thou-
sands of homosexual users have been searching for romantic partners, which suggests that Zhihu may have
unique affordances in online dating activities for Chinese gay men. To better understand how Chinese gay
men perceive the affordances of a non-dating platform for online dating, we conduct a mixed-methods study,
including observations, interviews, and quantitative and qualitative analysis of users’ self-presentations. We
find that gay men users publish personal ads by answering “fishing questions” on Zhihu. Through our analy-
sis, we examine how users perceive the affordances of Zhihu to satisfy their social and psychological gratifica-
tions at the self, community, and audience levels. Although gay users face the risk of disclosing homosexual
identity on mainstream social media, they perceive such risk as acceptable for better online dating experi-
ence. We discuss how users respond to severe social stigma in China, and the gap between user needs and the
design of gay dating applications. We elaborate on the implications of our findings to discuss the potential
benefits for LGBTQ users if LGBTQ service providers collaborate with social media.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Since the late 1990s, finding dating partners online has become a popular activity in gay men’s
daily life [36]. With the development of mobile communication technologies and underlying in-
frastructure, gay dating applications have become the most popular channels for socialization
among the gay community [74]. However, in China, more and more Chinese gay men have moved
from gay dating applications [40] to mainstream social media, such as Zhihu, to conduct online
dating activities [81].
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Zhihu (zhihu.com) is a Chinese question-and-answer (Q&A) website where users can create
and edit questions, publish answers, and post articles. The phenomenon of moving from dating
applications to the Q&A website for online dating activities suggests that the Q&A website may
have some unique affordances in online dating activities for Chinese gay men. However, prior
studies have not explored the affordances of non-dating applications in online dating activities,
especially for the LGBTQ people. By studying how social media support online dating activities,
we can better understand the needs of the marginalized people in online dating activities and
inspire the future design of online space for the LGBTQ community. Therefore, we investigate the
following research questions in this paper:

RQ1 How do Chinese gay men gather and conduct online dating on Zhihu?
RQ2 How do gay users perceive the affordance of Zhihu in their online dating activities?

On the other hand, compared to western countries, Chinese gay men still suffer from severe
social stigma [68]. As a mainstream social media, Zhihu is not designed for the LGBTQ commu-
nity [25, 55]. Any Zhihu user or even unregistered guests can view these dating questions and
answers, while such online dating practices may disclose their homosexual identity to the public,
resulting in severe potential consequences [24]. By understanding how the LGBTQ community
from non-western cultures perceives the potential risk of identity disclosure, we may inspire the
design of global social media in different cultures and countries. Therefore, we also investigate the
following research question:

RQ3 How do Chinenese gay users perceive the risk of identity disclosure during online dating
activities on Zhihu?

Accordingly, we conduct a mixed-methods study, including observations of online dating activ-
ities on Zhihu, interviews with experienced gay users (N=16), quantitative analysis of dating ads
of 9,031 users, and qualitative analysis of 93 ads randomly sampled from the dataset. We observe
that online dating activities on Zhihu always happens under “fishing” questions. Users answer
these questions with their personal ads. If other users read these personal ads and consider the
authors as potential romantic partners, they will interact with the authors with voting and com-
menting, and contact the authors for further communications by private messaging. We further
utilize a framework of social media affordances to analyze user experiences of online dating on
Zhihu [23]. Gay users perceive Zhihu’s affordances for online dating from three levels: presen-
tation flexibility, presentation diversity and self promotion at the self level; public socialization
and information recommendation at the community level; audience accessibility, audience suit-
ability, and communication effectiveness at the audience level. Rather than looking for physical
(sex) gratifications, social (friendships, romantic relationships) and psychological (sense of com-
munity) gratifications motivate gay users to conduct online dating on Zhihu. Moreover, based on
their dating experiences, users perceive that the identity disclosure on Zhihu does not bring them
serious consequences. Meanwhile, they are willing to take the risk of disclosure compared to the
benefit of online dating.

To the best of our knowledge, we are the first to study the online dating activities of LGBTQ
communities on non-dating platforms. We elucidate the affordances for online dating of a Q&A
website. This contribution may help researchers better understand the interactions within this
marginalized group on the mainstream platform and their socialization need and inspire us for fu-
ture design work. Moreover, we investigate the utilization of social media by marginalized people
from a non-western country. This contribution may help researchers understand the cross-culture
differences and inspire future work that investigates the interactions between the LGBTQ commu-
nity and social media in different cultures and countries.
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2 BACKGROUND AND RELATED WORK
2.1 Chinese Gay Male Community

Homosexuality is considered morally repugnant in traditional Chinese culture, especially in Chi-
nese Confucian culture [77, 78]. Given that almost everyone got married in traditional Chinese
society, homosexuality is regarded as a behavior rather than an identity in ancient times [20, 79].
There was moral criticism because same-sexual practices hinder achieving the ideal Confucian
personality [10].

Since the 1920s, the pathologized understanding of homosexuality has been introduced from
Western society into China, which has become the dominant understanding of homosexuality in
Chinese society. Homosexuality was decriminalized in China in 1997, and stopped being consid-
ered a mental disorder in 2001. [53]. Since the first HIV infection appeared in mainland China
in the 1980s, ordinary people have equated the gay community with AIDS, resulting in a severe
public fear and misunderstanding of homosexuality [10].

In such a heteronormative environment, Chinese gay men usually hide their homosexual iden-
tity in public [38, 80]. Hence, they lack normal social interactions within the community [41]. Until
2000, most Chinese gay men met each other hidden in plain sight, at certain corners of parks or
known public bathrooms. The homosexual male community gathered in these places for social-
ization and casual sexual practices [45]. Since the late 1990s [40], with the development of the
internet and digital media technologies, the Chinese gay male community started online practices
in cyberspaces [64].

Even though Chinese gay men are more free to express themselves online [68, 70] and the
modern gay movement in mainland China helps them to identify themselves [10], Chinese gay
men are still experiencing social and cultural pressure because of a lack of basic political and civil
rights [47]. A huge amount of Chinese gay and lesbian citizens are forced to marry (heterosexual)
people of the opposite sex, and the sequential social problems and conflicts reinforce the stigmati-
zation of homosexuality in contemporary society [10, 47]. Against this backdrop, how Chinese gay
men make friends through the Internet has become an interdisciplinary topic of human, technol-
ogy, society, media, and sexuality studies [10, 47, 48, 68-71]. Recently, more and more papers cap-
ture a broader picture of cyberspaces for LGBTQ community in non-western countries [7, 44, 59].
In this paper, we aim to explore the sexual identity of Chinese gay men and understand their on-
line interactions and their dating needs, which may inspire us to provide better social support for
them in the future.

2.2 Affordances of Dating Applications for the LGBTQ Community

Online dating is an online activity where people search, meet, match, and chat online for romantic
purposes [50]. This can be traced back to the time before the emergence of dating sites, where
people published personal ads to find romantic partners online [4, 62]. Nowadays, more and more
online dating systems appear and help users to explore potential meeting partners more efficiently.
Previous studies in HCI have explored self-presentation strategies [6, 29, 34, 73], motivations of
using dating applications [31, 65], concerns of using dating applications [28, 56, 72], evaluations
on other users [29, 37, 66], dating experiences [68, 70], and design challenges [35]. Van De Wiele
et al. [65] analyze the physical, social, and psychological gratifications Grindr users are looking
for and summarize six unique themes of motivations: socializing, sex, entertainment, romantic
partnership, social inclusion, and community.

There is a line of research that considers the affordances of mobile dating applications [19].
Chan [14] has examined five affordances, namely mobility, proximity, immediacy, authenticity,
and visual dominance, which are only provided by mobile applications but not traditional dating
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websites. Carpenter and McEwan [11] highlighted the importance of the photographs over text-
based self-presentational information, while Blackwell et al. [8] explored the ability to quickly
swipe through potential partners and the importance of locations. Although mobile dating ap-
plications have affordances in online dating activities, it is still challenging for users to obtain
non-physical gratifications on gay dating applications. Chan [15] studied the difficult situation of
gay men who are looking for serious relationships or long-term relationships when using gay dat-
ing applications. Yeo et al. [76] argued that the interface design of current gay dating applications
highlights foregrounds profile photos and weakens textual self-description, which is frustrating
for users who seek more durable relationships. Zykto et al. [82] modeled the process of consent
to sexual activity on mobile dating applications in two processes: consent signaling and affirma-
tive consent, and further analyzed how Tinder affords online activities of discovering user profile,
match notification, and messaging interaction.

Other work examined the shortcomings of dating applications and users’ concerns of using
these applications. Brubacker et al. [9] studied the phenomenon that users stopped using Grindr.
They analyzed a variety of social and technical moves of leaving Grindr and explored users’ per-
ception of the shortcomings of the dating applications, such as the consuming time, distracting
themselves, and dissatisfaction of finding dates or a relationship. Hardy et al. [35] examined the
conflict between the official narrative provided by mobile dating applications and the reality of
rural application users. They argued that the system design brings concerns regarding community
visibility, accessibility, privacy, and security to rural users, which dating applications have not
addressed.

By now, few studies have investigated the affordances of non-dating websites in online dating
activities. Lee and Bruckman [43] have examined the influence of the interface design on finding
romantic relationships on SNS and elucidated the important role of the friends list feature in find-
ing potential dates, verifying credibility, and validating commitment levels. Zhou [81] reported
an observation of some small dating groups on Douban but has not fully understood the motiva-
tions of people and how Douban supports such online dating activities. It is essential to look at
the transitions of online dating activities from gay dating applications to non-dating platforms
to better understand the deficiency of current LGBTQ-specific applications and inspire how the
LGBTQ community utilizes social media to meet their desires of social interactions. Therefore, to
fill this research gap, we study users’ online dating activities on a non-dating platform and their
perceptions of the affordances of the Q&A website.

2.3 Social Media and LGBTQ Community

Social media is important for LGBTQ people, where they can obtain information and knowledge
of the LGBTQ community, interact with other community members, and obtain support from
others [10, 30, 51]. Especially in China, where the homosexual community is large but dispersed,
social media enables individuals to gather regardless of geographic limits [10]. Previous studies
suggest that social media, such as Tumblr and Facebook, provide homosexual people a “queer
utopia” to exchange social supports, resulting in a positive mental influence on them [12, 18].
Social media is also designed for people to meet new friends, keep in touch with old friends, en-
tertainment, online dating, etc. [54, 61]. However, it seems that LGBTQ users can hardly utilize the
entire functionality of social media [58]. Because of the worry of stigmatization, LGBTQ users man-
age their social media ecosystem and present different information on different social media [24].
Devito et al. [25] further investigated the values LGBTQ+ users perceive as platform values based
on their interactions with social media. They suggested heuristics for future design work better
align with two design-relevant values, i.e., self-determination and inclusion. For instance, Gudelu-
nas [33] found that Facebook is not considered as a useful application for dating among gay men in
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New York and Dallas, because using the mainstream applications to date means their identity will
be open to friends, family, and coworkers. The emerging phenomenon that happens on Zhihu sug-
gests mainstream social media may also be useful for the LGBTQ community to explore romantic
relationships. Understanding user perception of social media during online dating activities can
provide heuristics of platform design design that match user needs.

3 METHOD
3.1 Observations of Online Dating Activities on Zhihu

This study has been approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at the City University of
Hong Kong where the study was conducted. In December 2020, we observed online dating activ-
ities of Chinese gay men on Zhihu with three methods. First, we browsed the popular questions
and discussions under the topic of “gay”. We explored how users specify their interest in finding
romantic partners. Second, we used a keyword search method to locate users’ dating activities
on Zhihu, including “gay”, “finding boyfriends”, “online dating”. Third, we followed the users who
publish popular content under the topic of “gay” and examined their public interactions with other
gay users.

We finally found that most of the online dating activities on Zhihu happen under questions of
“gay” topic, such as “How do boys find boyfriends on Zhihu?”, “What is it like to be gay and single?”.
These questions are called fishing questions by Zhihu users. Tens of thousands of users answer
these questions with their personal ads, as “bait”. If other users, who are considered as “fishes”,
read these answers and consider the authors as potential romantic partners, they will contact the
authors for further communications.

3.2 Data Collection: User Profile and Personal Ads

The second step of our study was to collect online dating data. We focused on online dating ac-
tivities under one of the most popular “fishing questions”, which has accumulated 9,031 answers
by the end of January 2021, while the questions have been viewed more than 100,000,000 times.
We used the API services to access all answers (including texts, pictures, and comments made
by other users) under the questions for further analyzing how gay men present themselves and
interact with each other during online dating activities. The overall process of data collection is
compliant with the public privacy policy of Zhihu, where we follow two important rules [67]. The
first is that we only collect and use data that are publicly available on the website. The second
is that the data we collect will only be used for research purpose. Moreover, the overall data col-
lection process is compliant with the public privacy policy of Zhihu. Zhihu has notified all users
that their public information and any published answers might be read, collected, and used by any
third party,! which satisfies the regulation of GDPR on the rights of the data subject.

We follow the rules of GDPR according to articles 14, 89, and 157 to appropriate safeguards for
the rights and freedoms of the data subject. For instance, we have completely anonymized the
dataset before data mining, and the data are stored and processed on a private server with strict
access control. For user responses, we either report them in aggregate, which is similar to the
method in previous work [25] or only provide paraphrased exemplars such that users cannot be
identified with our published data. Furthermore, we have removed all contents that may reveal
user identity from the paper, such as the city names. This approach is similar to the one in Wang
et al’s prior work [68].

ISection 3.4, cf. https://www.zhihu.com/term/privacy
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3.3 Data Collection: Interviews

From the previously collected online dating data, we drew a random sample of more than 100 users
who answered the dating questions. We contacted them via private messages on Zhihu using the
personal accounts of the authors on the Zhihu platform, which does not contradict GDPR. Partici-
pants knew the purpose of this study, and they sent us their WeChat account after they agreed to
participate in our interview study. Previous studies [35, 58] have similar recruitment methods as
we have by directly contacting users via private messages on social media. We invited them for
further interviews to know more details about their online dating motivations and experiences.
We informed users about how we obtained their information (from their dating responses) and
clarified our study’s purpose in the message. Sixteen users replied to us and were willing to par-
ticipate in our research project. Because of the ethical concerns, we report the demographics of
the interviewees in aggregate. Of our 16 participants, 15 hail from China and 1 from the United
States. They are between 20 and 29 years old. The average age of interviewees is 25.6. Seven of our
interviewees hold bachelor’s degrees, six hold master’s degrees, and three have doctoral degrees.
All of them have experiences of using other dating applications, including Blued, Fanka, Grindr,
and Tinder.

Between January 2021 and April 2021, we conducted semi-structured interviews with these 16
participants through WeChat voice calls. Before the interview, an oral consent form was authenti-
cated to the users, making it clear that we would record the interviews, and their words might be
used and quoted in the final report anonymously. All interviewees agreed with this consent form
before the interview. The researchers followed an interview guide, ensuring consistency across
participants. The interview was designed in three parts. In the first part, we asked interviewees
about their personal information, including their self-perceived identity and their use of different
dating applications. In the second part, we asked interviewees about their dating experiences on
different dating applications. In the third part, we asked interviewees about their perception of
Zhihu, including their motivations for using Zhihu, the perceived advantages and disadvantages,
and their usage of Zhihu.

Naturally, we also discussed other questions with our interviewees related to our research. In-
terviews were conducted in Mandarin, audio-taped, and transcribed by native Mandarin speakers
in the research team. Each interview took 30-45 minutes, and each participant received a 100 CNY
honorarium for their time.

3.4 Analysis

We analyzed the interview data with an open coding method [21]. We coded users’ responses
into practices, motivations, and perceptions of the dating risk. Two native Mandarin-speaking
researchers coded all responses individually. Only when researchers agreed on the code, the result
was added into a codebook shared among the research team. Then, these codes were translated
into English and discussed among the research team. During the discussion period, we analyzed
the raw data again to ensure the correctness of our final qualitative findings.

We quantitatively analyzed the 9,031 answers and their comments. We focused on how much
text they used to present themselves and how they interacted with others by commenting. On top
of that, to better understand the content of self-presentation on Zhihu, we randomly sampled 93
answers and coded each answer manually. We read the first 10 answers and classified the content
into 13 topics (10 for texts and 3 for pictures): basic information (heights, weights, top/bottom),
location, education, financial status, hobbies, daily life, personality, dating experiences, personal
view on affairs, requirements of partners, picture of the face, picture of the body, picture of daily
life (pictures which do not aim to show faces and bodies, even no faces and bodies, but more about
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things in life, such as food, travel, sports, etc.). Then, two native Mandarin-speaking researchers
coded the remaining 83 answers individually and communicated with each other to reach agree-
ment when they encountered different opinions.

3.5 User Profile of Zhihu

After collecting online dating data on Zhihu, we compared the user profile of Zhihu [3, 39] with
Blued and Fanka, which are the two most popular gay dating applications in China. Both of them
are location-based real-time dating applications, while Fanka also provides a matching mechanism
similar to Tinder.

First, Zhihu users are mainly young people, i.e., 72% of Zhihu users are between 20 and 29 years
old, while other gay dating applications attract users from a much wider age range. The proportion
of Blued and Fanka users aged from 20 to 29 is 24.75% and 47.68%, respectively.

Second, the educational level of Zhihu users is high, i.e., more than 80% of Zhihu users have a
bachelor’s degree or higher [39]. However, there are no statistics of the users’ educational level
of Blued and Fanka. We consider two other numbers as a reference: 9.3% of all Chinese internet
users have a bachelor’s degree or higher [13], and 51% of Chinese LGBT participants of an online
survey have a bachelor’s degree or higher [60]. These two characters suggest that Zhihu users are
mostly young and relatively well-educated people, which is consistent with the demographics of
the interviewees.

4 COMMUNITY GATHERING ON ZHIHU

P3 decided to cancel his Blued account when he heard about what happened to a friend. His friend
contracted HIV after his first sexual date with another Blued user. P3 just started college at that
time and did not know any gay friends outside the school. This incident that happened to his friend
made him realize that gay dating applications are not as useful as he thought: ‘T was shocked when
I heard this. I want to make friends and boyfriends. But I also want to ensure myself healthy and safe.
I dare not use Blued anymore.” After that, P3 has never used any gay dating applications. However,
although he lives in one of the most LGBTQ-friendly Chinese cities, P3 found it very hard to make
new friends. Until one day, Zhihu pushed him a question that opened a new window for him: How
can gays find boyfriends on Zhihu? He read others’ answers and published his own dating ads,
starting the new online dating practice.

Over time, these fishing questions have gathered a larger number of answers and have become
the main place where the gay users interact with each other on Zhihu. Because these questions
are very popular under the topic of homosexuality, when users browse related content on Zhihu
there is a high probability, the platform will recommend these questions to them. P12 has a similar
experience as P3 for noticing these fishing questions on Zhihu: ‘T am a long-time user of Zhihu.
Once I was curious about articles about Chinese gay men, so I browsed the related topics. Then I saw
these questions and answers that aim to make friends, which let me know that I can also use Zhihu as
a dating application.” Although P12 continues to use other gay dating applications to meet people,
Zhihu has become an important platform for his online dating activities.

As more and more users are dating on Zhihu, some other Chinese gay men who can not find ap-
propriate romantic partners on gay dating applications are guided to the platform by their friends.
The first time P8 knew that Zhihu could make friends was when his friend recommended it to
him. He had just broken up with his ex-boyfriend and was in his first year of doctoral studies in
the United States. Although he was able to meet more gay people around him through location-
based applications, he still has concerns: ‘I still prefer having a boyfriend with the same cultural
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Affordance Short Definition Related Zhihu Features
. e . . Free input field wh input eith
Presentation Ability to present oneself using a variety ree input Hewd where users can nput etther
Flexibilit of content formats and stvles text, photo, and video without any restriction
Self Y yies. of the format and length.
. - Other platf tiviti Zhihu that deli
Presentation Ability to present oneself beyond er pratiorim acivities on £aiim that deiver
o . the information of the users to others, such as
Diversity self-presentation content. . .
answers of other questions, and articles.
s . The ranking mechanism of self-presentations
Self Ability to promote oneself presentation . & ! P .
. o1 . on Zhihu. Users can update self-presentations
Promotion within the community. . -
to push their information to other actors.
Public Voting and commenting functionality that allows
Other Actors e Ability to interact with other actors. users to interact with each other under the public
. Socialization . .
(Community) without sexual desires.
Information Ability to filter the display of Information filtering by Zhihu, which recommends
Filter self-presentations of other actors. and hides dating information from users.
The ranges of the audience that users can access.
Zhihu users can browse any number of
. Audience Ability to meet potential self-presentations of other users without any
The Audience s . . L . .
(Datin. Accessibility dating candidates. limitations, such as locations or memberships
Can di(%ates) and communicate with them through private
messaging.

Not location-based user recommendation,

which reduces the use of the platform for

dating purposes by people who only seek

sexual relationships.

Multi-dimensional personal presentation, which
improves the efficient of information delivery and
avoids interrogative conversations.

Ability to meet dating candidates
with similar dating purposes and
meet their requirements.

Audience
Suitability

Communication Effectiveness of exchanging information
Effectiveness with dating partners.

Table 1. Users’ perceptions on online dating affordance of Zhihu and related platform features and unique-
ness.

background. Here (in New York), most people on dating applications are western, not Chinese.” Af-
ter reading some dating ads and communicating with other users on Zhihu, P8 has deepened his
recognition of Zhihu for dating.

Zhihu users who self-identify as homosexual extend the functionality of Zhihu to find dating
partners. Dating is not the only function of Zhihu for them, but just a new function they discov-
ered when using the application. Meanwhile, Zhihu also attracts other users who had negative
experiences with other gay dating applications.

5 PERCEIVED AFFORDANCE OF Q&A-BASED ONLINE DATING

As suggested by DeVito et al. [23] of studying affordance on social media, we did not only focus
on platform features of Zhihu, but also considered user perceptions [32] to investigate how Zhihu
supports online dating activities for the Chinese gay community. By analyzing user perceptions,
we were able to better understand how users perceive Zhihu compared to other dating applica-
tions with online dating affordance, as well as the the individual differences between users who
prefer different dating platforms. In this section, we report our findings from three levels based on
the model of affordance of social media [23], namely the self, other actors (the community), and
the audience (potential dating candidates). We examine at each level how users perceive Zhihu’s
affordances for their online dating activities (cf. Table 1).
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5.1 Perceived Affordance at the Self Level

Self-presentation is considered an important factor in online dating activity [27, 34], enabling users
to manage others’ impressions of themselves within the online community and may further influ-
ence their online dating experiences, which is also related to the user perceptions of affordances
at the self level.

We found that there are three affordances distinguishing Zhihu from other platforms to meet
their needs at the self level for online dating activities: presentation flexibility, presentation diver-
sity, and self promotion.

5.1.1 Presentation Flexibility. Presentation flexibility refers to the ability that users can present
themselves with a variety of content formats and styles. As a question-and-answer application,
Zhihu does not provide tools for online dating. Users can only use the existing functionality to
present themselves. As we have shown in section 3, dating activities are mainly conducted under
fishing questions. Zhihu users answer the fishing questions as personal ads to present themselves,
which are similar to user profiles on dating applications.

Compared to gay dating applications, where user profiles are limited by the templates provided
by the applications, Zhihu users have more freedom to present themselves. They are able to use
more free-text to present themselves from all aspects and are not limited to sex-oriented informa-
tion. P7 feels that he can let other users know whom he is through writing a free-text answer as
his personal ad. He is not just the symbol of three numbers (Chinese gay men always introduce
themselves with three numbers: height, weight, and top/bottom preferences), some face and body
pictures, and 140 characters (Chinese gay dating applications only allow a textual introduction
less than 140 characters) on gay dating applications anymore: “People only care about how you look
and whether you are top or bottom on other apps. But here, I can write more things about myself, like
my hobbies, my dating experiences, even my expectation of future life. This is what I want others to
know about myself, not what the dating applications want me to write.”

This is definitely not a single case on Zhihu. By analyzing personal ads under the fishing ques-
tions, we found that most Zhihu users would like to write longer texts to present themselves, up
to ten thousand characters(Figure 1). The average length of personal ads is 352 Chinese charac-
ters, which is 2.5 times more than what they can write on gay dating applications. Moreover, they
would like to share their daily lives, their views of different affairs, their dating experiences (Ta-
ble 2); which are not common on other gay dating applications, where the standardized, simple,
and sex-oriented self-presentations dominate [6]. Compare to body pictures, they prefer to share
pictures presenting their daily lives (Table 3).

5.1.2  Presentation Diversity. Presentation diversity refers to the ability that users can present
themselves regardless of the specific content for self presentations. Since Zhihu is a question-and-
answer platform, users also answer non-dating questions and post some articles on Zhihu. These
answers and articles can help users to show more details of themselves which are not included in
the personal ads. Other activities on the Zhihu platform can reveal further aspects of the user’s
personality which are not directly linked to dating.

P12 is a literature lover and writes novels. Although he wants his dating partners to appreciate
this side of him, he does not think including his literary works in his personal ads is a good idea
because it might make his introduction unfocused and tedious. However, he is not worried about
this on Zhihu. He publishes his novels under the topics of literature on Zhihu, while these activities
are shown on his personal page, which is public to anyone who views the website: “People who are
interested in me will come to my website, and then they can see my novels. I think it’s good. This way
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Fig. 1. The distribution of length of personal ads on the fishing question. The median number of characters
is 183.

of communication is quite natural. I don’t deliberately send my novels to them, but people who are
interested can see them and understand me better.”

5.1.3  Self Promotion. Self promotion refers to the ability to present oneself or to make informa-
tion visible to a wider range of audiences. There are often hundreds of thousands of users on
dating platforms, and each user might only notice a limited number of dating profiles. Users want
their dating information to be seen by more potential dating partners, which might determine the
success rate in online dating activities. In most dating applications, the platform determines how
much of a user’s information is displayed to other users, while the recommending mechanism is
not public. Users are only able to increase their exposure by paying membership fees.

However, on Zhihu, dating ads under the fishing question can be listed by the updated time, only
determined by the last time users edit their answers. Therefore, users can increase the exposure
of their personal ads to a wide range of audiences by updating the answers under the fishing
questions. P8 has utilized this promotion strategy for his online dating on Zhihu. He can make
his answer be listed at the top position under the question and might be viewed by more users.
“When I was sad or felt that life is so difficult for me, then I have a strong desire to make friends and
update my answer to these dating questions. Not too much, maybe just add one or two pictures. I hope
my answer can be exposures to more users.” Correspondingly, after his updates, he receives more
messages from potential dating candidates: “There will indeed be more private messages after the
update. I guess there may be some new users browsing this dating problem, and they see my answer
because of the update.” Users with a strong dating need can effectively increase their exposure in a
short time on Zhihu. Therefore, users perceive that Zhihu has a better self promotion affordance
for online dating compared to other dating applications.

5.2 Perceived Affordance at the Community Level

Online dating is not a process with single participants but involves different actors within the
online community as well. It is important for the dating platform to support users at a community
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Category Paraphrased Exemplars Frequency
Location I'm studying IELTS in (a city), and I'm going to study 78

Fashion Design in (a city) next year.
Basic  Informa- | I'm generation Z, 185 cm tall. I do not care top/bottom 77
tion
Daily Life I like to cook for my family and friends. When I was 67
studying in Beijing, I often cooked for classmates’ par-
ties. I am good at cooking Sichuan and Hunan dishes.
I spend most of my leisure time running, reading, and
practicing calligraphy.
Education 4th year PhD, Organic Chemistry 61
Hobbies I have many hobbies. Music: opera, Bel canto bass and 59
falsetto tenor; folk music, Angang, Chen Hongyu; Euro-
pean and American jazz, Chalps ...
Requirements of | I expect you are at least 5 cm taller than me. Those who 45
Partners graduate from top universities are super attractive to me.
It would be better if you also study medicine.
Personal View on | Two people together is not a game. In addition to the 42
Affairs love we have, we also have to consider other perspec-
tives: are we economically independent? How will we
consider our relationships if we are very busy?...The fact
is, most people believe love at first sight, but I believe that
the families are well-matched in terms of social status is
more important.
Financial Status | I got everything I wanted through hard work. The salary 39
at the real estate company is very good and far exceeds
my expectations.
Dating  Experi- | My previous relationships have not gone well. My pre- 32
ences vious boyfriends are all Sagittarius, so maybe this is my
fate as Virgo can’t escape....
Personality I am loyal to my relationships. But I am quite passive 31
during dating....

Table 2. Textual content of self-presentation of 93 sample answers.

Category Frequency
Face Picture 58
Picture of Daily Life 57
Body Picture 45

Table 3. Image content of self-presentation of 93 sample answers.

level for online dating activities, while the atmosphere of the community and the interactions
within the community may determine the dating experiences of users. We find Zhihu has two
affordances for online dating at a community level perceived by users: public socialization, and
information filter.
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5.2.1  Public Socialization. Most of the dating applications focus on private one-to-one communi-
cations between users. However, users also need socialization between different users. Because
Zhihu is a public social media, it supports users to vote and comment on others’ self-presentations
(answers). Compared to other dating applications that allows users to comment on others’ posts,
Zhihu has two unique mechanisms that afford more socialization between users.

First, according to the ranking mechanism of Zhihu, answers that receive more votes and com-
ments will be ranked at a higher position under the question and has more opportunities to be
recommended by the platform. Therefore, users do not always consider that voting on an answer
means ‘I like this guy”, but more like “He is a good guy, and I hope more people can know him”. P1
considers his voting and commenting to be simply a support to the author, and not equivalent to
expressing a favorable opinion of the authors: “If the answer is detailed and I can feel the sincerity,
and the user’s appearance is OK, then I will vote the answer. Comments are quite random. Sometimes
I make a comment to an answer just because he and I both come from the southern part of China.”

When we qualitatively analyzed users’ self-presentation, we found that some users mention
other users in their answers. We then studied the authors’ websites and the people they men-
tioned to understand why this happens. We found that these mentioned users would vote for the
answers they are mentioned in. If a user votes for an answer, his followers will observe this activ-
ity. This answer will be promoted to his followers. Therefore, this finding also indicates that public
socialization has been widely supported on Zhihu.

The second mechanism is the display of self presentation. Because Zhihu is an open social media,
users can see any other user’s dating profile and self presentation, which are not limited to those
recommended by the platform. Moreover, users do not have to interact with others through private
messages, which might be deliberate and purposeful. However, by publicly commenting on other’s
posts, users feel free to discuss other topics that are not related to dating, which makes users feel
more likely to meet friends with common topics and similar identity.

P12 meets a gay friend on Zhihu through commenting interactions. His friend posts some pic-
tures of his pets in the personal ads while P12 also has a pet and leaves a comment to his friend: “If
I send a private message to him, it might make him think I want to date him. But a public comment
can show that I just want to discuss the pets and not other desires.” Because these interactions are
public to all community members, P12 considers their conversation is not flirting and only focuses
on the topic he is interested in, which enables them to build a friendly relationship.

5.2.2 Information Filter. Platforms have their own mechanism to collect and deliver users’ infor-
mation to other users. Some content might be recommended by the platform and will receive more
attention from the community, while others might even not be visible to other users. Therefore,
from the user’s perspective, their perception of the community where they conduct the online
dating activity is determined by the platform’s information filter.

The recommendation system of each application also determine which contents that user can
view. The promoted contents can be considered platforms’ guides to users’ preference and deepen
user perception of the gay community. P11 decides his self-presentation on Fanka and Zhihu based
on his feelings about how the platform wants him to be: “Fanka always recommends me some
users, who have pictures sharing their lives and inadvertently reveal some of their Cartier jewelry,
some luxury items, or whatever. This makes me feel that the platform is full of rich guys and that I
should post these things to make friends on this platform as well. However, Zhihu recommends me
users who make me feel that they are smart and thoughtful. So I learn from them how to present
myself on Zhihu.” Applications present different information to users and is perceived by them as
a role model for gaining attention on these platforms, further influencing their behavior and the
atmosphere of the community.
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For those users who prefer serious relationships, a more natural atmosphere motivates them to
use Zhihu. P8 admits that since different platforms may recommend different content, he posts
information differently to get more attention: “What I write on Zhihu is more about my study, my
life, and my emotions. Most of the people who contact me have similar experiences or are interested
in my life. But on Fanka, I post pictures of the luxury items I bought. Other people can only notice
that, and those who contact me are also with strong materialistic desires. If you are faced with this
situation, which kind of person would you like to fall in love with?” Here is a paradox for P8 to find
dating partners on Fanka. If P8 does not present himself as what the platform may recommend, his
profile will not attract attention from the gay community. Nonetheless, after presenting himself in
a popular form, he cannot attract ideal dating partners. This is why he prefers Zhihu to date. Only
when the values of the community and the individual are similar can users make better use of gay
dating platforms.

Furthermore, P7 has mentioned his findings during his Zhihu practices that surprised us. He
considered that Zhihu filters low-quality dating profiles. We then found that under the fishing
questions that we studied, 1747 answers were not presented on the question website, users can
only view them at a very specific site. The main problem with these answers is brevity. Some of
them contain only a single picture, while others list only the basic information about the author,
which is quite similar to self-presentation in gay dating applications. Zhihu officially explains how
this mechanism works on their websites?. Al algorithms identify whether the answers are non-
responsive or malicious. Meanwhile, administrators manually identify and filter answers. Based
on this findings, we can infer that Zhihu officially encourages users to express themselves in dating
activities with more than just their appearance and basic information. P7 expressed that he feels
comfortable when dating on Zhihu because the platform maintains the atmosphere of the gay
community.

5.3 Perceived Affordance at the Audience Level

Finally, we present the perceived affordance of Zhihu at the audience level. In online dating activ-
ities, the last step is to interact with the dating partner. Users feel that the Zhihu platform helps
them to better conduct online dating practices from the following perspectives: audience accessi-
bility, audience suitability, and communication effectiveness.

5.3.1 Audience Accessibility. Audience accessibility refers to the ability of users to meet potential
dating candidates online. In particular, the vast majority of current dating apps divide users by ge-
ographic location, while the systems recommended users are concentrated in a certain area, and
the number of recommended users is limited. Although geographic distance determines whether
users can easily meet their online dating partners offline, these mechanisms limit users’ accessi-
bility to potential candidates. On Zhihu, users’ self presentations are mostly published as answers
under the fishing questions. Although the platform also has its own recommendation mechanism
to rank these answers, users can explore as many users as they want.

P4 considers that Zhihu provides a better affordance in audience accessibility for his online
dating activities as a short distance means that he is limited to meet people only around him. He
thinks that distance is not the most important thing when he decides on a relationship. Therefore,
Zhihu allows him to meet more people that he is looking for: “Tt’s not that I don’t care about the
location. It’s just that the location is less important to me than the person’s character and interior.
As long as two people can work together, then the geographical location is not a problem. That’s
why I prefer Zhihu, where I can meet more people, allowing me to better understand from their self-
presentation whether the person is ideal for me.”

https://www.zhihu.com/question/20120168
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Other users have a similar idea as P4. When we ask them about their idea of long-distance
relationships, almost all of them have a positive attitude. P11 thinks that transportation is very
convenient nowadays: “It only takes me few hours by plane across China. I don’t think distance is
a big problem for me. I can visit him every two weeks. It is totally enough.” P5, on the other hand,
considers that he is still a student and does not have a deterministic future location: “Because I can
actually go to any city after graduation. I don’t want to give up a good opportunity with a person just
because of the distance.” Therefore, for Chinese gay men on Zhihu, long-distance is not the most
serious hindrance for them in a relationship. If they cannot find a suitable dating partner nearby;,
they care more about how good the people are, but not how close they are. Zhihu enables them to
know nearly tens thousands of users, which increases the possibility to meet appropriate dating
partners.

5.3.2 Audience Suitability. Audience suitability refers to the ability for users to meet dating candi-
dates who share a similar dating purpose and meet their requirements. Since different users have
different needs for dating, it is difficult to argue which platform has the better affordance. How-
ever, our interviewees perceive Zhihu has a better affordance for finding dating partners who are
looking for serious relationships, not casual sex, than other dating applications.

First, as we discussed in Section 3.5, most Zhihu users are young and well educated. Therefore,
our interviewees feel that they are more likely to meet people with similar backgrounds on Zhihu,
which meets their requirements for an ideal partner. Although he uses both Blued and Zhihu
for making friends, P9 feels that the people he met on these two different applications are very
different. Such a gap is mainly because the user profile of Zhihu is far away from the user profile of
other gay dating applications. ‘I feel that the people I meet on Zhihu have higher education and better
quality, but the people I meet on Blued have diversified background.” For P9, educational background
is a critical factor influencing his mate selection process. Other interviewees agree with his idea.
P16 tells us that if he just wants a sexual partner, then he does not care about whether the partner
went to school or not. However, when considering a long-term relationship, education background
is important: “In fact, I'm not saying that my standard is very high, but I hope my boyfriend has at
least a bachelor’s degree. I'm not saying that people without a degree are terrible, but I still hope to find
someone with a more common language.” Meanwhile, Table 2 shows that the majority of users will
include education information in their self-presentation. Coupled with the lack of opportunities to
meet peers through other gay dating applications, it is natural that gay users of Zhihu utilize the
platform for online dating. Although it is difficult to attribute this perception to a single feature
of Zhihu, the functionality and contents of Zhihu attracts users who are mainly well-educated,
which also happens to meet the requirements of these people in mate selection, while it provides
such affordance in audience suitability for online dating.

On the other hand, the functional limitations of Zhihu prevent some people who look for casual
sex from using it. P9 compares different users he met on Blued and Zhihu and considers that those
who are looking for casual sex gather more on Blued: “If he is a guy who wants a sexual partner,
how would he use Zhihu? It is almost impossible to find someone closely enough for immediate sex.
If someone only wants sex, he will not waste time here.” Users do not know the exact geographic
distance between themselves and potential dating candidates, which makes dating on Zhihu less
convenient. However, because of this inconvenience, users who are just looking for fun will spon-
taneously gather on gay dating applications, which makes P1 think that the vast majority of the
platform is about sex: “Many users on Blued speak in a way that makes me feel that there is no way
to communicate more with them. It is purely for the sake of sex and sex, very erotic.” Thus, because of
the non-located-based mechanism, there are fewer users on the Zhihu who seek only casual sex,
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while those who seek serious relationships make up the majority, which provides affordance for
these users to meet dating candidates with a similar dating purpose.

5.3.3 Communication Effectiveness. Communication effectiveness refers to the effectiveness of
users in exchanging information with dating partners. Our interviewees consider Zhihu’s affor-
dance on communication effectiveness from two perspectives. First, the information delivery on
Zhihu is more efficient and avoids interrogative conversations. Second, the self-presentation helps
users to build a comprehensive perception on dating partners and enhances their perception on
the authenticity.

In online dating, which is not solely for sexual behavior, exchanging deeper information beyond
appearance and basic information is always necessary. In gay dating applications, information is
exchanged through private communication. However, on Zhihu, users do not need to repeat it
multiple times because their information is available to everyone who accesses their answers.
P4 considers the dating on Zhihu is upgraded compared to gay dating applications: “Now I can
broadcast the message, but not through a point-to-point mechanism. The same is true when I contact
others. I do not need to ask people again and again for the same question, which is quite boring.”

On top of information delivery efficiency, P1 finds that the comprehensive self-presentation he
provides on Zhihu encourages other users to find common casual chatting topics: “Because I have
written the school I graduated from, some people will talk about this topic, such as his school is very
close to mine. I was working in a German company, and some users start the conversation with me
from German study.” Compared to interrogative conversations, which are not ideal for developing
serious relationships and are avoided, casual conversations can be established easier on Zhihu,
which is welcomed during online dating [75].

Furthermore, P8 considers that the information he gets on Zhihu is more comprehensive. Users’
self-presentation on Zhihu includes more information, which helps him to determine whether he
wants to date them: “If he writes about his future plans, I can better determine whether it is possible
to develop a relationship with this person. But on Fanka, how can I know this, if he just posts face
pictures?” Moreover, P8 finds that he can explore more characters of the authors from their answers
and articles not under the fishing questions, which consequently helps him build a more vivid
image of the dating candidates: “One time, I viewed a dating answer and the profile of the author.
found that he answered a question about holidays and posted some photos of how he celebrates them.
I suddenly thought, wow, this person likes life so much and is very ritualistic about all aspects of
life. Living with such a person will definitely make me happy. So my good feeling for him has been
strengthened.” Furthermore, their historical activities often span a long period and different topics,
and even occur before the authors attended dating activities. The information is not purposely
embellished for dating purposes, deepening trust in the content’s authenticity.

To P16, the information he acquires on Zhihu is more realistic. Current technology allows users
to present a deceptive appearance in photos. Therefore, when online dating partners of gay dat-
ing applications meet offline, they may feel a strong sense of disparity because they pick dating
candidates according to their appearance. P16 has several terrible experiences of meeting dating
partners offline: ‘T have met a lot of people on Fanka. They have great photos and are attractive to
me. But when I meet them in real life, they are so different from how they look like online. All pictures
they post are fake and disguised.” While he has a better perception for people on Zhihu: ‘T have to
admit that the people I meet on Zhihu are more real. How can he pretend to be another person for all
his articles, answers, and other text he writes. I feel that they are almost the same as they behave on
Zhihu when I meet them.”

Because of the presentation flexibility and diversity supported by Zhihu, for our interviewees
who are looking for serious relationships, Zhihu provides effective communication with others and
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comprehensiveness and authenticity in the information they receive, which makes them perceive
Zhihu’s affordance in information effectiveness.

6 PERCEPTION OF RISKS OF IDENTITY DISCLOSURE ON MAINSTREAM SOCIAL
MEDIA

As a public mainstream social media, Zhihu is geared to a broader group of people than those gay
dating applications. Therefore, disclosing the homosexual identity on Zhihu is risky. Although
users are not required to register with their real identity on Zhihu, they still have a certain chance
of being noticed by the people around them through their answers and articles. In this section, we
report user perception of risk of such identity disclosure, and their attitudes toward such risks.

6.1 Perceived Risks of Identity Disclosure

P15 happened to come out of the closet to his classmates because he once answered a question
about his school on Zhihu: ‘T haven’t used my real name as my account name. However, I found that
some of my classmates followed me on Zhihu. They didn’t know I am gay. My dating answer is also
in my personal website, so I came out of the closet. It is a little embarrassing to me when I meet them.”

The personal information users disclose on Zhihu can be easily collected by others automat-
ically, resulting in more serious privacy concerns. As Zhihu notices user, any third party has
access to the data published by the users, including their pictures, age, job, location, and many
personal experiences. It is impossible to collect the same data on gay dating applications as eas-
ily without the permission of the applications. P16 found out that his information had been used
maliciously by others because of publishing personal ads on Zhihu, which made him change his
self-presentations: ‘T did put my own photos on Zhihu before. However, I once found that someone
else had used my photo to answer another dating question. If he uses my face to cheat, to date, or do
something terrible, I think it would be a bad influence on me as well.”

6.2 Attitudes to Perceived Risks

Despite the security concerns, many users continue to publish their personal information on
Zhihu. For P15, even though his classmates follow his account, he does not feel that this mat-
ter has any effect on him: “Tt seems nothing happened to me after I found out they know I am gay.
They do not have strange attitudes or behaviors toward me. So I feel it might not be a serious matter,
and I do not care about it anymore.” P16 just deletes his photos, but continues his dating activities
on Zhihu.

In talking to interviewees, we found that some do not care about disclosing their identity on
Zhihu. It’s not because they have been entirely open about their homosexual identity, but they
trust the people and the mechanism of Zhihu. P10 does not want his relatives to know he is gay,
but he does not think that they will observe his personal ads on Zhihu: “First, I don’t think my
relatives will use Zhihu at all. This app is not something they are interested in. Secondly, they will
never search for LGBTQ online. It is something far away from their lives. So I never worry about that.”
He compares Zhihu and other gay dating applications: “If they really want to know whether I am
gay or not, it is more dangerous to use Blued, right? It will directly recommend my profile to users who
are nearby. They can directly see my profile on the first page. But on Zhihu, thousands of answers,
how can they find mine?” Furthermore, considering the imagined audience, P9 decided to reveal
both his homosexual identity and personal information on Zhihu: ‘T had some concerns before. But
I still believe in the quality of the gay community on Zhihu. Also, photos of myself will also make
more people interested in me. So I think it’s more rewarding than risky.”
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6.3 Platform Affordances to Mitigate Risks

On top of that, Zhihu provides a function that users can answer questions with anonymity. In such
a case, other users cannot recognize the identity of the answering author and cannot send private
messages to the author. This anonymity enables users to protect privacy. We find that 35 % of users
answer the fishing question without revealing their identity.

Anonymous users can only send private messages to those who comment on their answers for
further communications. We also commented on some anonymous answers to invite them for
interviewing. Unluckily, we have not received any response from any of them. We can only infer
that although anonymity protects users’ privacy on Zhihu, it might reduce their online dating
opportunities because of the inefficient interactions.

7 DISCUSSION

As suggested by Aiello et al. [1] and Chavez [17], when studying LGBTQ communities, we should
consider culturally specific contexts. Most of previous studies of gay online dating practices fo-
cused on Western users [17]. Therefore, in this section, we first situate our findings in the context
of Chinese culture, and discuss how various dating needs influence online dating activities of Chi-
nese gay men. Then, we discuss the gaps between the dating application design for the Chinese gay
men and their dating needs. Finally, these challenges motivated us to discuss general implications
for the application design and research communities.

7.1 Dating Needs of Chinese Gay Men

Our findings reveal that some Chinese gay men perceive their dating experiences with dating ap-
plications unsatisfying because they can hardly find people who have the same dating needs. More
precisely, they have a hard time finding people who also seek serious relationships when using dat-
ing applications. Their perceptions suggest that Chinese gay men may have various dating needs,
which may even further indicate the divergence of the Chinese gay male community in the face
of social pressure.

Until now, homosexual marriage is not recognized by law in China. More than 90% of Chinese
gay men eventually enter opposite-sex marriages and do not disclose their homosexual identity to
others [5, 45]. As the consequence, the rest of the Chinese gay men who do not want heterosexual
marriages, face pressure from both the outside and inside of the gay community [42, 47]. Although
previous studies suggest that the need for same-sex behaviors may exceed the need for same-
sex relationships for Chinese gay men [47], we do not claim that Chinese gay men only look for
casual sex on dating applications, while they may also want to build relationships with others. As
reported by Wang et al. [68], around 35% of users who are not in stable relationships are interested
in finding boyfriends with dating applications. However, the number may not support the claim
that most Chinese gay men are looking for serious relationships on dating applications. First, the
prior study [68] shows that nearly ten percent of users in stable relationships also believe they are
interested in finding boyfriends through dating applications, which may challenge the definition
of “stable relationship” and “boyfriend” in previous study. Second, casual sex is not a choice of the
application usage purpose in the prior study [68]. Therefore, we may rethink the dating needs of
Chinese gay men.

Our study may provide another perspective to explore the dating needs of Chinese gay men,
more precisely, the perspective of those who admit their homosexual identity and look for serious
relationships. Although our study only involves a small number of users, the increasing dating
activities on Zhihu may suggest that the dating needs of more and more Chinese gay men cannot
be met on dating applications. As we reported in Section 5.3.2, our interviewees perceive that most
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people they meet on dating applications were only looking for casual sex. Therefore, it is hard for
them to distinguish suitable dating partners on dating applications. Consequently, these users are
immigrating to cyberspaces other than dating applications. There will also be users looking for
both hookups and serious relationships on different platforms. However, we should notice that in
China, most gay men do not admit their sexual orientation and will eventually choose heterosexual
marriages [47], while their dating needs may be sexual-related, temporary, and undisclosed. It
might be challenging for them to conduct online dating activities on mainstream social media [81].
Our interviewees perceive that gay men who only look for casual sex dominate the community
on dating applications. Some gay men may even have a stigmatized perception of gay people
who use dating applications. For instance, when we observed the dating activities on Zhihu, many
users specified that they do not use dating applications anymore in their personal ads. With such a
statement, they distinguished themselves from other Chinese gay men who use dating applications
to demonstrate that they are serious about finding dating partners but not just looking for sexual
relationships.

Due to the limited scope of our study, what we discuss are only some inferences from our limited
observations and data. From our findings, we may infer that most Chinese gay men are looking
for casual sex on dating applications, and the group of people who look for serious relationships
consider themselves as the minorities, which may be different in other cultures and countries.
Therefore, we expect that future research in the Chinese LGBTQ community will consider the
social challenge faced by the minorities, which may lead to a better understanding of the unique
phenomenons of the LGBTQ community in China.

7.2 Gaps Between User Needs and Application Designs

Apart from the various dating needs of Chinese gay men, the gaps between user needs and the
application design are another critical factor that leads to the unsatisfaction of users on their expe-
rience with dating applications. The design we are talking about here is not functions or features
but how the platform guides user activity. In particular, some Chinese gay dating applications
encourage users to find casual sex with others, which accelerate the process of eroticization.

As the leading dating application in China, Blued’s staff members have stated that Blued’s fun-
damental purpose is to meet the sexual needs of its users [52]. They believe that their business
can only scale if they win over the low-end users. In addition, Chinese gay dating applications
are more interested in capitalization, the introduction of gay-content live streaming [70, 71] and
overseas surrogacy agency services [52] (surrogacy is illegal in China [26]). Therefore, the content
on these gay dating applications is mostly sexy pictures, live streaming with soft pornography,
and the life of high-class people [71].

Similarly, Chen [16] reported that Chinese gay men had experienced the fear of being outed,
anger at being deceived, and disgust over sexual harassment of using dating applications. He ex-
amined the phenomenon that Chinese gay users kept installing and uninstalling the dating ap-
plications and found that apart from the joy and hope of finding partners, the dominance of fear
demonstrates a manifestation of contemporary Chinese queer politics. The circumstance may en-
courage Chinese gay men leave dating applications to find other cyberspace for online dating
activities.

When gay dating applications deliver information about sex, money, and surrogacy to users,
we should seriously consider the impact of these messages on individual users and the entire com-
munity. For example, these messages may influence teenagers and change people’s self-identity
on homosexuality. In China, we can hardly find any other LGBTQ applications other than gay
dating applications. Therefore, gay dating applications are not just tools for LGBTQ dating, but
may also influence the perception of homosexuality in society [10]. When sex and money become
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the symbol of these applications, the social stigma against the Chinese LGBTQ community will be
deepened.

We do not claim that it is wrong for dating applications to satisfy users’ sexual needs, while
we also notice that it is important to consider the various user needs of the minorities. However,
this does not mean that sex and money should be the dominant content on dating applications. Al-
though our study only involves few users and our data may not fully prove the dominance of sexual
content on the platform, the fact that tens of thousands users choose to turn to mainstream social
media at the risk of homosexual identity disclosure may indicate that there are some problems
with current dating applications. Therefore, satisfying users’ sexual needs in paralleling with their
other dating needs and building a more diverse community culture may be one of the challenges
to Chinese LGBTQ applications in the future.

7.3 Implications

Although we take the online dating activities of the gay male community in China on non-dating
sites as an example in this paper, we do not aim just to report specific content in China. In this
subsection, we discuss the implications from two perspectives based on our findings and beyond
the specific content, namely from service providers and researchers.

7.3.1  LGBTQ Service Provider. From the dating application perspective, we argue that collaborat-
ing with mainstream social media may provide users with a better online dating experience. For
example, LGBTQ service providers could provide dating services on mainstream social media. On
the other hand, they could also utilize users’ information on mainstream social media, which may
not be gay-related content, to find proper dating partners. We discuss the potential advantages
from the following perspectives.

First, as reported by Wang et al. [68], many Chinese LGBTQ users are suffering from social
stigma in China, while they rarely use dating applications in public spaces as they feel embarrassed
if others know their identity. We find that dating on mainstream social media might reduce users’
concerns about interacting with other gay people in public spaces. When users conduct online dat-
ing activities on mainstream social media, the online dating activities are not separated from other
online activities as everything is integrated on the same platform. Therefore, others cannot easily
recognize whether the users are conducting online dating activities with other gay users. Second,
mainstream social media can encourage users to form different groups to conducting online dat-
ing activities, that way users can more easily find dating candidates with similar backgrounds
and dating purposes. Users of the same mainstream social media naturally have some common
characteristics, which is beneficial to online dating. For example, Zhihu users are generally more
educated; Douban users are more inclined to literature and movies; Honor of Kings users are in-
terested in mobile games. Lastly, users’ daily activities on mainstream social media can also help
them construct a more comprehensive self-presentation without deliberate, allowing their dating
partners to know them better and to enhance the sense of authenticity. Some applications directly
present users’ social media accounts in their dating profiles [63]. However, as we showed in Sec-
tion 6.1, disclosing users’ identities may raise concerns about privacy and security. With more
involved collaborations between the LGBTQ platform and mainstream social media, both parties
could address the potential issues to provide authentic information without introducing additional
risks to users.

7.3.2  Research Community. This paper might inspire future work about the online dating prac-
tices of LGBTQ communities in different cultures and countries. During our observations, we
found that dating on a Q&A website seems a unique phenomenon in China. We cannot find simi-
lar activities on Quora, Yahoo! Answers, or other websites. Previous studies have suggested that in
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western countries, for example, in the United States, many users also consider dating applications
as hock-up applications [2, 22, 57], and that these applications may not be ideal for finding seri-
ous relationships [15, 46, 49, 76]. More seriously, gay dating applications have facilitated crimes
and abuses in India because of the disclosed location information and profile photos [7, 59]. How-
ever, it is not clear how gay men in other cultures address these challenges. For instance, whether
gay men in other cultures and countries struggle to find serious relationships on dating appli-
cations and how do they conduct online activities to fulfill their dating needs while protecting
themselves from crimes and abuses? Our study can motivate future studies to examine how gay
men in other cultures and countries find serious relationships online and how they perceive online
dating applications’ affordance for online dating practices. Moreover, our findings may inspire the
gay communities in other cultures and countries to utilize mainstream social media to find serious
relationships.

8 CONCLUSION

In this paper, we studied the online dating activities of Chinese gay men on a non-dating platform.
After leaving mobile dating applications, Chinese gay users utilize mainstream social media to ful-
fill their gratifications, especially social and psychological gratifications. We found that users have
perceived the affordances in online dating activities at self, community, and audience levels, which
helps them present themselves with more flexibility and diversity and access to ideal audiences.
Our work provides potential significance in better understanding the online dating activities of
LGBTQ people in different scenarios. Although many cyberspaces are designed for the LGBTQ
community, online socialization is still a challenge for the minority group with different cultural
backgrounds, which should be further investigated.
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