
Highlights in Business, Economics and Management PGMEE 2024 

Volume 41 (2024)  

 

59 

Love in the Digital Age: Exploring the Transformation Impact of 
the Internet on Romantic Relationships 

Yi Wen * 

College of Arts & Science, New York university, New York, 10003, Unite States 

* Corresponding Author Email: yw7391@nyu.edu 

Abstract. The Internet has fundamentally reshaped interpersonal dynamics, including how romantic 
relationships are formed and maintained in contemporary society. This paper explores the profound 
impact of digital communication technologies on romantic partnerships, tracing the evolution from 
traditional methods to modern online platforms. Initially, historical perspectives from post-war China 
underscore the enduring significance of personal correspondence in fostering intimate connections 
despite societal constraints. These examples highlight the timeless human need for emotional 
connection facilitated through communication tools. Drawing on recent research and statistical data, 
particularly from sources like The Economist, the study examines how the Internet has revolutionized 
dating practices. Statistical charts reveal a significant shift in how couples meet, with online platforms 
now surpassing traditional venues such as introductions through friends or encounters at bars and 
restaurants, particularly evident among both heterosexual and same-sex couples. This 
transformation underscores the Internet's role as a pivotal facilitator in broadening the scope and 
efficiency of partner-seeking behaviors. Ultimately, the paper discusses the implications of these 
changes, emphasizing both the opportunities and challenges posed by digital connectivity in 
romantic relationships. It concludes by highlighting the ongoing evolution towards digital interactions 
and the need for balanced perspectives on leveraging technology for enhancing interpersonal 
connections in the digital age. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Research Background 

The Internet in modern times has not only greatly enriched our daily interactions but also become 

an indispensable part of our lives. In the context of rapidly developing information technology and 

internet use, our lifestyles and modes of communication have undergone profound changes. This 

transformation is manifested in numerous ways, ranging from creating collaborative online working 

spaces to allowing the emergence of various e-commerce platforms. The change is also particularly 

noticeable in the realms of interpersonal relationships, in which romantic relationships among lovers 

and couples play an important part.  

When browsing the homepage of The Economist on Instagram a few weeks ago, an article titled 

“How the internet has changed dating” grabbed the author’s immediate attention [1]. The article, 

coupled with rich data, investigates how algorithms and business models have helped even more 

people find romantic partners. In this article, one particular statistical chart illustrating how the ways 

heterosexual and same-sex couples meet have changed over time in the United States stands out to 

the author [1]. It is obviously demonstrated in the chart that, despite friend introduction and 

bar/restaurant encounters being popular ways of couples getting to know each other throughout time, 

for both heterosexual and homosexual couples, meeting online went from being virtually non-existent 

prior to 1995 to becoming one of the most prevalent ways to meet a partner after that point. The trend 

is even more drastic for same-sex couples, where online dating skyrocketed to become by far the 

number one way for couples to meet starting around the year 1995, far surpassing traditional methods 

like meeting through friends, acquaintances, or coworkers. Hence, it can be inferred that the 

emergence of the Internet and online communication tools has revolutionized how people form 

romantic partnerships in the modern era across all sexual orientations. 
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1.2. Literature Review 

In comparing generational shifts in love patterns, older generations typically engaged in traditional, 

face-to-face interactions characterized by slow-paced, lifelong commitments. In contrast, 

contemporary society, driven by fast-paced lifestyles and digital communication technologies like 

text messages, social media, and online dating platforms, has revolutionized the dynamics of love-

seeking and relationship maintenance. The internet's prevalence has fundamentally transformed 

dating norms, facilitating quicker and more extensive romantic connections and fostering new norms 

and behaviors. Beyond initial encounters, the internet influences romantic perceptions and behaviors, 

shaping modern love patterns and introducing new forms and meanings to the concept of love in 

cyberspace. This transformation has profound impacts on individuals and society, redefining 

relationship dynamics and societal norms surrounding romantic relationships. 

2. Case Description: Communication on Romantic Relationships During the 

1940s - Now 

Before delving into the analysis of the effect of present ways of communication on romantic 

relationships, the author would like to briefly trace back in time and review the history of that in 

chronological order through the late 1940s, using near and modern Chinese society as an example. 

2.1. 1940s 

During the mid-20th century, China underwent significant societal and cultural transformations 

that shaped unique patterns in romantic relationships and communication. Emerging from the 

aftermath of the Second Sino-Japanese War and the Chinese Civil War, China was in a state of 

recovery and rebuilding. Despite the abolishment of the imperial system, deeply entrenched gender 

biases persisted, particularly in rural areas where arranged marriages orchestrated by parents and 

matchmakers remained prevalent. This era marked the beginning of substantial shifts in how romantic 

relationships were perceived and conducted, laying the groundwork for subsequent societal changes. 

Chairman Mao Zedong played a pivotal role in challenging traditional views on courtship and 

marriage. He famously translated a phrase from Shakespeare into Chinese, emphasizing that dating 

without the intention of marriage was akin to misconduct [2]. Mao advocated for a liberated approach 

to courtship, advocating for marriages based on mutual respect and spiritual connection rather than 

purely practical considerations. 

At that time, technological advancements were limited in China, with internet coverage sparse and 

televisions considered a luxury afforded only by the wealthy. In rural communities, communication 

primarily relied on handwritten letters due to the lack of modern telecommunications infrastructure. 

A poignant example of this era's romantic communication is found in the correspondence between 

Zhou Enlai, a prominent figure in the Chinese Communist Party, and his wife Deng Yingchao. Their 

letters, initially intended for documenting military strategies during turbulent times, revealed a deep 

emotional connection transcending their respective roles and responsibilities [3]. Despite Zhou's 

demanding political engagements that often kept him away from home, their letters expressed 

unwavering affection, mutual support, and a shared commitment to their relationship. Compiled and 

made public in 1998, these letters offer a profound insight into their personal lives and the values they 

upheld. 

Zhou's letters often began with updates on his well-being and ended with heartfelt declarations of 

missing and loving Deng. Her responses mirrored a deep understanding of Zhou's commitments and 

a profound respect for his career, while also expressing her own emotions and commitment to their 

partnership. Their exchanges, characterized by tender sentiments and occasional humor, continue to 

resonate as timeless testaments to enduring love and commitment despite the challenges of their time. 

In conclusion, the historical context of mid-20th century China underscores significant shifts in 

romantic norms and communication practices. Through personal correspondence and ideological 

advocacy, figures like Mao Zedong and Zhou Enlai contributed to redefining love and marriage, 
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challenging traditional conventions and paving the way for modern interpretations of romantic 

relationships in China. 

2.2. 1970s 

Advancements in telecommunications during the 1970s transformed communication patterns 

among China's post-reform generation. While technological progress reduced reliance on traditional 

letters, instant communication tools were limited. Pagers and public phone booths were essential for 

maintaining contact, illustrating the dedication required in relationships of that era. Despite logistical 

challenges like waiting for pager alerts and costly phone calls, these experiences fostered profound 

connections and commitment, contrasting sharply with today's instant digital interactions. 

2.3. 2020s: New Technology 

The advent of internet communications since the 1990s has fundamentally reshaped modern 

romantic relationships. Face-to-face interactions have given way to digital engagements, altering how 

people meet, initiate, and sustain relationships. Kwok & Wescott describe the pervasive impact of 

"cyber-intimacy" on contemporary romance, influencing partner-seeking behaviors online, 

relationship maintenance practices, and even strategies for coping with relationship dissolution [4]. 

The accessibility of smartphones and online platforms has streamlined relationship dynamics, 

facilitating immediate connectivity and transforming traditional courtship norms. However, this 

paradigm shift raises important questions about the broader implications of technology on romantic 

behaviors, prompting further exploration into its potential benefits and challenges in modern 

relationships. 

3. Effects Analysis 

3.1. Positive Effects 

In contemporary society, long-distance relationships (LDRs) have become increasingly prevalent, 

facilitated by advancements in digital communication tools and globalization. This phenomenon 

allows individuals to maintain romantic connections despite geographical separation. The 

accessibility of social media platforms, video calling, and messaging apps has revolutionized how 

couples in LDRs nurture their relationships. 

For instance, Hoffman's case study in "Dating and Mating in a Techno-Driven World" illustrates 

the story of Harry and Beth, who met in Boston and later navigated a long-distance relationship when 

Beth pursued culinary studies in Belize [5]. Despite the distance, they utilized tools like Facetime and 

WhatsApp strategically, scheduling daily calls and engaging in shared activities such as watching TV 

shows together virtually. Their proactive approach not only strengthened their emotional bond but 

also mitigated challenges like miscommunication and anxiety. 

Moreover, digital tools have facilitated the exploration of enhancing physical intimacy in LDRs 

through innovative solutions like remotely controlled devices. This technological integration 

underscores the adaptability of modern relationships to leverage digital advancements for maintaining 

closeness. 

However, while digital communication tools offer substantial benefits in fostering connection and 

managing LDRs, challenges such as jealousy triggered by social media posts require open and honest 

communication between partners. Clear communication about expectations and feelings is crucial to 

navigating potential pitfalls and sustaining healthy relationships in the digital age. 

In conclusion, the transformative impact of digital communication tools on LDRs is evident, 

enabling couples like Harry and Beth to navigate geographical barriers and maintain meaningful 

relationships through proactive communication and technological engagement. 
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3.2. Negative effects 

Dating apps and social media platforms have profoundly reshaped modern relationships, yet they 

also pose significant challenges. The ease of meeting new people through digital platforms can 

diminish the value of face-to-face interactions and the effort required to nurture deeper connections. 

This shift can lead to a reduced appreciation for the presence of partners compared to those in long-

distance relationships who must actively work to maintain closeness. Furthermore, the accessibility 

and anonymity afforded by dating apps may foster a disposable mentality where individuals are seen 

as interchangeable commodities, potentially undermining genuine compatibility and commitment. 

These platforms, while expanding social networks and facilitating initial connections, can also 

introduce complexities such as trust issues and emotional dissatisfaction, particularly in long-term 

relationships where physical separation may exacerbate feelings of loneliness and neglect. As such, 

while digital communication tools offer convenience and connectivity, they necessitate careful 

management to ensure they enhance rather than detract from meaningful romantic relationships. 

3.2.1. Hoffman 

Hoffman’s research highlights the detrimental impacts of social media on satisfaction levels in 

long-distance relationships (LDRs), including misunderstandings due to miscommunications, 

increased feelings of jealousy or insecurity from posts or interactions, and the absence of non-verbal 

cues leading to misinterpretations. Her findings reveal that a significant portion of individuals in 

LDRs—25%—attribute misunderstandings to social media, while 21% feel constrained in conveying 

their messages clearly without face-to-face interaction. Additionally, 11% report heightened longing 

for their partner due to social media use [6]. These insights underscore how digital tools, while 

simplifying long-distance communication, can simultaneously deepen rifts and foster superficial 

connections. 

Moreover, dating apps have increasingly become channels for infidelity. Research indicates that 

individuals in committed relationships sometimes turn to these platforms for emotional fulfillment 

during periods of separation and diminished physical intimacy [7]. Casual interactions on social 

media can gradually evolve into emotional dependencies or even extramarital affairs, eroding trust 

and emotional security within relationships. The accessibility and anonymity offered by dating apps 

amplify these risks, potentially leading to conflicts or mistrust between partners. Thus, while digital 

platforms facilitate connectivity, they also pose significant challenges to maintaining healthy 

romantic relationships, demanding careful navigation and communication management. 

3.2.2. Motivation for using dating app 

According to Chan’s article “Who uses dating apps? Exploring the relationships among trust, 

sensation-seeking, smartphone use, and the intent to use dating apps based on the Integrative Model”, 

there is a psychological motivation analysis of individuals who use these types of dating apps [8]. 

The first category comprises those seeking romantic relationships and looking for long-term romantic 

partners. These users are open to finding romantic relationships through dating apps and consider it 

a modern and effective way to expand their social circle and meet potential romantic interests. 

Dating apps and social media may also lead to a higher risk of casual sexual relationships or even 

possible financial fraud. Some users turn to dating apps to find casual sexual encounters or one-night 

stands. These individuals are generally open to non-committal sexual relationships and take 

advantage of the convenience of the apps to fulfill their needs. However, the usage of dating apps 

exacerbates the prevalence of the second type of user, leading to concerns about the impact on the 

traditional dating scene and the potential for these platforms to facilitate less serious, more transient 

interactions. This shift can affect how relationships are viewed culturally and personally, adding 

complexity to the modern dating landscape. 

3.2.3. Yao and Fung 

In the paper “Relationships Form so quickly that You Won’t Cherish Them: Mobile Dating Apps 

and the Culture of Instantaneous Relationships”, Yao and Fung provide an in-depth analysis [9]. “The 
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interface design of apps curates the sequence of browsing and screening in a way that foregrounds 

visual representation while backgrounding textual description. This design feature illustrates that a 

value hierarchy prioritizing physical attractiveness and the logic of quick judgment is encoded in the 

app itself” [9]. The way these dating apps are used emphasizes physical attraction by sharing users’ 

uploaded photos along with data like age, height, and weight with other users who have been 

algorithmically determined to have the highest compatibility. This approach largely ignores personal 

traits such as personality, lifestyle, and other individual characteristics, focusing primarily on physical 

attributes. This is clearly at odds with the idea of pursuing long-term, stable romantic relationships. 

The implications for individuals in relationships who use these apps are significant. It’s not 

unreasonable to infer that some of these users may be entertaining thoughts of infidelity, thereby 

confirming that suspicions arising from a partner’s use of such apps are not unfounded. This focus on 

superficial aspects can undermine the foundation of trust and depth required for lasting partnerships 

and highlights the potential risks involved with the casual use of dating apps in committed 

relationships. 

3.3. Crime 

Scammers often craft the image of an ideal romantic partner online, enticing victims with 

fabricated stories and false promises. They build trust and emotional engagement with the goal of 

either stealing money or obtaining sensitive information. It’s important for users of these platforms 

to be vigilant and skeptical of too-good-to-be-true romantic gestures and proposals, especially when 

requests for money or private information accompany them. This caution is essential to protect both 

their financial and emotional well-being. 

3.3.1. Tea-selling girl 

In recent years, a prevalent scam known as the “tea-selling girl” scam has targeted primarily men, 

exploiting their susceptibility to visual attraction and emotional manipulation to extort money. 

Typically, these scams involve hiring young women, often university students with innocent 

appearances, to pose as tea sellers facing familial hardships, using crafted narratives to elicit 

sympathy and financial support. An illustrative case involves Mr. Li, who encountered such a scam 

on Douyin. 

Mr. Li received a private message from a user named “Yunnan Tea-Picking Girl” on Douyin, 

expressing interest in befriending him. Intrigued by her profile, which portrayed a youthful and 

charming persona, Mr. Li added her on WeChat. She introduced herself as Wang and immediately 

connected emotionally with Mr. Li by mentioning his resemblance to her deceased father. Wang’s 

bold approach and apparent vulnerability deeply touched Mr. Li, leading to the initiation of a romantic 

relationship. 

Over time, Wang intensified her interactions with Mr. Li, sharing glimpses of her daily life and 

engaging in video calls to cement their bond. As their relationship progressed, Wang subtly 

introduced financial woes related to her family’s tea plantation, claiming a recent natural disaster had 

severely affected their harvests and sales. Despite Wang’s initial hesitation, Mr. Li, driven by 

affection and a desire to support her, spent nearly 50,000 yuan purchasing unsold tea stocks. 

Exploiting Mr. Li’s trust and generosity, Wang later presented an investment opportunity through 

a finance app, promising substantial returns on a 100,000 yuan investment. Entrusted with Mr. Li’s 

financial security, Wang even hinted at future plans to live together in Sichuan, leveraging his pension 

for their supposed shared future. Motivated by love and the desire to secure their relationship, Mr. Li 

invested an additional 120,000 yuan into the scheme. 

However, once Wang had drained Mr. Li’s savings, she abruptly ceased all communication, 

leaving him with no means to contact her. This heartbreaking betrayal exposed Mr. Li to the harsh 

reality of online scams, where emotional vulnerability is exploited for financial gain. His story serves 

as a cautionary tale, particularly for older individuals navigating online platforms, urging vigilance 

against deceptive practices and reminding users to scrutinize personal connections more critically 

[10]. 
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The prevalence of such scams reflects broader risks inherent in online dating and social media 

platforms, where cybercriminals exploit anonymity and emotional vulnerabilities to perpetrate fraud. 

In Mainland China, cybercrime related to online dating constitutes a significant portion of cyber 

offenses, growing annually by approximately 30% [11]. These crimes encompass various fraudulent 

activities, including catfishing, identity theft, romance scams, and financial exploitation, posing 

substantial risks to users' financial security and emotional well-being. 

To mitigate these risks, internet platforms must enhance user verification and information security 

measures. Real-name registration initiatives are crucial steps toward safeguarding users against 

impersonation and fraudulent activities. However, users themselves must remain vigilant, discerning 

between genuine connections and potential scams, and exercising caution in disclosing personal 

information or financial details online. 

While online platforms offer expanded opportunities for social interaction and relationship-

building, they also introduce new vulnerabilities. The allure of convenience and connectivity should 

not overshadow the importance of safeguarding personal privacy and emotional well-being in digital 

spaces. Awareness, skepticism, and informed decision-making are essential in navigating the 

complexities of modern romantic relationships amidst evolving digital landscapes. 

3.3.2. Social media influence 

This temptation is not limited to dating apps; nearly all content on the Internet can either facilitate 

or pose a threat to relationships. In the fourth part of the author’s paper, the author will explore how 

social media and online platforms influence people who are seeking relationship advice. 

Social media and online platforms exert a significant influence on individuals seeking relationship 

advice, often shaping their perceptions and decisions in profound ways. Through endless forums, 

blogs, and social networking sites, people can access a vast array of perspectives, anecdotes, and 

expert opinions on matters of the heart. While this accessibility can be empowering, it also presents 

challenges, as the sheer volume of information can be overwhelming and conflicting. 

Moreover, the curated nature of social media can perpetuate unrealistic ideals of romance and 

exacerbate feelings of inadequacy or comparison. On social platforms like Ticktock, couple 

influence-rs have become a “traffic magnet”, with much of their content is carefully staged. The love 

lives they display often appear excessively perfect, drawing people in but lacking authenticity. Their 

portrayal of romantic relationships lacks conflict, brimming with desired sweetness, shaping an 

idealized view of romance. Such “happiness” displays often trigger comparisons in the public’s own 

relationships, adding unnecessary pressure and anxiety. 

3.3.3. Kim 

According to “Romantic Relationship Advice from Anonymous Online Helpers: The Peer Support 

Adolescents Exchange” by Kim et al., adolescents exhibit specific trends when facing trust challenges 

in romantic relationships through responses provided on online forums [12]. Trust issues include 

situations such as partner infidelity and feelings of insecurity like jealousy and distrust. Adolescents 

often provide advice suggesting ending the relationship rather than seeking help or directly 

communicating with their partners about these issues. Even when seeking emotional advice from 

strangers, adolescents are reluctant to engage in meaningful conversations with their partners, trusted 

friends, or professionals. This anonymous exchange allows individuals to share their concerns and 

uncertainties more openly. However, it may also lead to an overreliance on emotional guidance from 

strangers online, neglecting the ability to engage in real-life communication and problem-solving. 

Since love is originally a matter between two people, the willingness to seek advice anonymously 

may lead individuals to overlook the importance of interpersonal communication and emotional 

expression in real-life interactions with their partners. 

3.3.4. Tarot 

The proliferation of tarot card readings and similar divination practices on platforms like TikTok 

has sparked a trend where individuals seek predictions about their emotional futures. While often 
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viewed as entertainment, these readings can significantly influence people’s expectations and 

behaviors in matters of love and relationships. Research by Temcharoenkit and Johnson highlights 

that Thai females, in particular, exhibit a strong belief in fortune-telling, which directly impacts their 

decision-making processes. The popularity of consulting fortune tellers underscores a broader global 

trend where individuals turn to unconventional methods for emotional guidance and relationship 

advice. 

This phenomenon is not confined to Thailand but is observed globally, as evidenced by the 

widespread acceptance of horoscopes and astrology in countries like the United States and China. 

These practices sometimes lead individuals to make judgments or decisions about potential partners 

based on astrological signs, revealing a societal inclination towards seeking supernatural explanations 

in uncertain situations. 

The rise of social media platforms has accelerated this trend by providing accessible platforms for 

tarot card readers and astrologers to offer their services anonymously. While these platforms offer 

convenience and privacy, they also present risks, including misinformation and the promotion of 

unscientific beliefs about relationships. Despite lacking empirical validity, these practices continue 

to gain popularity, reflecting a broader societal demand for mysticism and supernatural guidance. 

In navigating this landscape, it is crucial for individuals to approach online relationship advice 

critically. While these platforms can facilitate self-reflection and empathy-building, they should not 

substitute professional counseling or open communication in real-world relationships. Encouraging a 

balanced approach to emotional decision-making, based on informed and rational judgments, remains 

essential amidst the allure of online divination tools. 

4. Conclusion 

The evolution of communication technologies, from physical letters to digital platforms, has had 

a profound impact on romantic relationships globally. Historical examples from post-war China 

illustrate the enduring power of personal correspondence in fostering intimate connections amidst 

societal constraints. Today, the internet's ubiquity has transformed how individuals initiate and 

navigate romantic partnerships, reflecting broader shifts towards digital connectivity and efficiency 

in modern society. 
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