Why Relationship Stability Matters for Gay Men’s Attachment Security
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Researchers in Japan and China have found that gay men’s confidence in a relationship’s future may be closely tied to attachment security, offering a sharper look at how social acceptance can shape romantic wellbeing.
Essential Takeaways
A large comparison: The study surveyed 603 men aged 20 to 29 living in Shanghai, including 303 gay men and 300 heterosexual men.
Two attachment patterns: Gay participants reported higher attachment anxiety and avoidance.
The key difference: Perceived relationship stability helped explain those attachment gaps more clearly than relationship history.
A wider influence: Family, community and social acceptance may affect whether a relationship feels secure and sustainable.
Practical relevance: Counselling and support services may need to address social pressures as well as communication between partners.
Confidence in the future may matter as much as closeness today
A relationship can feel warm, affectionate and connected in the present, yet still carry a nagging question about what happens next. That quiet uncertainty may be especially important when people are deciding whether they can rely on a partner emotionally.
The research, led by Waseda University and Nagoya University, examined romantic attachment among gay and heterosexual men. According to the study published in BMC Psychology, gay men reported more attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance, alongside lower confidence that their relationships would remain stable. [2], [6]
Attachment anxiety can involve worries about rejection, abandonment or a partner's feelings. Avoidance, meanwhile, is more often linked with discomfort around emotional closeness or dependence. These aren't fixed labels, but they can influence how people seek reassurance, handle conflict and interpret everyday changes in a relationship. [3], [5]
The striking finding wasn't relationship history
The researchers collected questionnaire responses from 603 men aged between 20 and 29 in Shanghai. Of the 510 participants who had been in at least one relationship, the two groups reported broadly similar romantic histories, including comparable numbers of relationships and similar lengths for their shortest partnerships. [2]
That detail matters because it complicates an easy assumption that attachment differences must come from having less relationship experience, or from relationships ending sooner. Instead, the more noticeable gap appeared in how stable participants believed their relationships to be.
Gay men reported lower perceived relationship stability, and that perception statistically accounted for the group differences in both anxiety and avoidance. In other words, what the relationship seemed likely to become may have mattered more than what had already happened. [4], [6]
A relationship's social setting can follow it indoors
Private romantic life doesn't always stay private. Questions about family reactions, public acceptance and whether a partnership will be supported over time can sit quietly in the background, even during otherwise happy moments.
The study suggests that this wider setting may help shape attachment, rather than relationship dynamics alone. That doesn't mean every gay relationship is insecure, or that social pressure produces the same response in everyone. It does suggest that a couple's sense of safety can be influenced by forces outside the sofa, kitchen table or phone screen. [2], [4]
Earlier attachment research has linked anxiety and avoidance with how people manage trust, intimacy and perceived threat in close relationships. Applying that lens to sexual minority experiences is useful because it recognises the environment around the couple, not just the behaviour of the partners themselves. [3], [7]
What this means for support and counselling
For therapists and support services, the message is practical: asking how partners communicate may not be enough. It may also be important to ask whether the relationship feels recognised, protected and able to continue openly.
That could include exploring worries about family disapproval, social isolation, discrimination or uncertainty about a couple's future. Addressing those pressures doesn't replace work on reassurance or boundaries, but it can explain why those issues feel particularly intense for some people. [2], [6]
The research is based on young men living in one Chinese city, so it shouldn't be treated as a universal picture of gay men or relationships everywhere. Still, it offers a useful reminder that perceived security is shaped by context. A partnership may be loving, yet still feel precarious when the surrounding world sends mixed signals.
Feeling that a relationship has a future
The researchers' central insight is refreshingly straightforward: feeling that a relationship has a future may be part of feeling secure within it. That confidence can support closeness, while uncertainty may encourage people to seek constant reassurance or keep emotional distance.
For couples, a small but meaningful step may be to talk openly about what stability means to each person, whether that's being accepted by family, making long-term plans or simply knowing that conflict won't threaten the relationship. It isn't a magic fix, but naming the worry can make it less lonely.
As relationship research continues to broaden, this study points towards a more complete picture of romantic attachment, one that includes both the couple and the world around them.
A secure relationship needs care in the present, but confidence in its future matters too.
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