New Study Explores Relationship Security Among Gay and Straight Men
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Researchers studying young men in Shanghai found notable differences in perceived relationship stability, attachment anxiety and emotional avoidance, offering a closer look at how social context can shape romantic security.
Essential Takeaways
Survey size: The study included 603 men aged 20 to 29 living in Shanghai.
Key contrast: Gay participants reported lower perceived relationship stability than heterosexual participants.
Attachment patterns: Gay men recorded higher levels of both attachment anxiety and avoidance.
Relationship history: Among those with previous relationships, the number and length of relationships were broadly similar.
Wider context: Feelings of security can be influenced by social acceptance, support networks and confidence in a relationship's future.
Relationship security isn't experienced in the same way
Feeling secure with a partner isn't simply a matter of how long you've been together. The study suggests that confidence in a relationship's future may colour everything from emotional closeness to worries about being left, according to the study report published by Science20.
That makes relationship security a slippery thing to measure. Two couples might have similar histories, yet one person may feel settled while another remains alert for signs that the ground is shifting beneath them. The difference can be quiet but powerful, showing up in trust, communication and willingness to depend on a partner.
What the Shanghai survey found
Researchers surveyed 603 men aged 20 to 29 in Shanghai, including 303 gay men and 300 heterosexual men. Participants answered questions covering perceived relationship stability, romantic history, attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance, according to Waseda University.
A smaller group of 510 men who had experienced at least one romantic relationship also rated how stable those relationships felt. The researchers adjusted for factors including economic and occupational circumstances, while also considering the number and duration of past relationships.
Gay men reported more anxiety and avoidance
The gay participants reported higher levels of attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance than the heterosexual participants. In plain English, that points both to greater concern about a partner's feelings or possible abandonment, and to more discomfort with emotional dependence or closeness.
The groups had broadly similar romantic histories, so the findings weren't simply explained by having fewer relationships or shorter ones. Instead, the clearest gap appeared in how stable those relationships were perceived to be, with gay men reporting lower levels of perceived stability.
Social acceptance may shape romantic confidence
A relationship doesn't exist in a bubble, even when couples would quite reasonably prefer it to. Support from friends and family, workplace comfort and wider social acceptance can all affect whether a couple feels able to imagine a future together, the study report notes.
That context matters because uncertainty can make emotional openness feel riskier. If a relationship seems less recognised or supported, a partner may have more difficulty relaxing into it. This doesn't mean every gay relationship is insecure, nor does it suggest that identity alone determines attachment; rather, the findings point towards the importance of the surrounding environment.
Why perceived stability deserves attention
The research adds to a wider body of attachment work examining how people manage closeness, reassurance and dependence in romantic relationships. Earlier studies have treated anxiety and avoidance as related but distinct dimensions, helping researchers describe why one person may seek reassurance while another pulls away, according to research indexed by PubMed.
For couples, the practical lesson is less about labelling behaviour and more about asking what makes the relationship feel dependable. Clear conversations about commitment, future plans and outside support can help, while counselling may be useful when worry or withdrawal becomes a recurring pattern. As the researchers put it, a sense that a relationship has a future may be central to romantic security.
A stable relationship can look different from the inside, and that inner view is often where the real story begins.
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