Why Relationship Stability Matters for Gay Men’s Attachment Security
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Researchers studying young men in Shanghai found that gay men reported more attachment anxiety and avoidance than heterosexual men, with perceived relationship stability helping explain the gap. The finding suggests that feeling a relationship has a future, and will be accepted around you, may be just as important as day-to-day closeness.
Essential Takeaways
Future confidence matters: Feeling a relationship is stable may support greater emotional security.
A clear difference emerged: Gay men in the study reported higher attachment anxiety and avoidance.
Relationship histories were similar: The groups reported comparable numbers and lengths of past relationships.
Social acceptance plays a role: Family and community attitudes may affect whether a partnership feels secure.
Support needs a wider lens: Counselling may need to address outside pressures, not only couple communication.
The future can shape how secure love feels
A relationship can feel warm and connected one day, yet uncertain underneath. That quiet question, "Will this last?" may influence how freely someone trusts, opens up and relies on a partner.
A study published in BMC Psychology examined this question among 603 men aged 20 to 29 living in Shanghai. It included 303 gay men and 300 heterosexual men, giving researchers a way to compare attachment patterns alongside views about relationship stability.
The result is striking but also intuitive. Feeling close to someone isn't quite the same as believing the relationship has a dependable future.
What the study found about attachment
The researchers focused on two familiar dimensions of romantic attachment. Anxiety can involve worries about rejection, abandonment or a partner's feelings, while avoidance may show up as discomfort with emotional closeness or dependence.
Gay men in the sample reported higher levels of both attachment anxiety and avoidance than heterosexual men. Those differences remained after the researchers considered economic and occupational status, according to the study report.
That doesn't mean sexual orientation determines how someone bonds. Rather, the findings point towards the conditions surrounding a relationship, including whether it feels recognised, supported and safe enough to grow.
Stability, not relationship history, made the clearest difference
The two groups reported broadly similar relationship histories. They described comparable numbers of romantic relationships and similar lengths for their shortest relationships, so the contrast wasn't simply explained by having less experience.
Perceived stability was different. Gay men were less likely to view their relationships as stable, and that perception statistically helped account for the group differences in attachment anxiety and avoidance.
In other words, a partnership can look perfectly ordinary from the outside while still feeling vulnerable to the people in it. A lack of certainty about the future can make affection feel more complicated, even when the relationship itself is caring.
Why social acceptance belongs in the conversation
For sexual minority couples, relationship security may be influenced by more than private interactions. Family reactions, community attitudes and wider social pressures can all affect whether a couple feels able to plan openly and confidently.
That matters in practical ways. A partner who worries about being accepted at home, included in family life or protected from discrimination may find it harder to experience the relationship as settled, however strong the private bond might be.
The study was based on young men in one Chinese city, so it shouldn't be treated as a universal picture of all gay men or all relationships. Still, it adds to a wider body of research linking attachment with expectations, trust and perceived relationship quality.
What couples and counsellors can take from it
For couples, it may help to discuss stability in concrete terms rather than relying on vague reassurance. Conversations about family boundaries, public visibility, shared plans and what support looks like can turn an uneasy feeling into something more manageable.
Counsellors and mental health professionals may also need to ask about the social environment around a relationship. Focusing only on communication between partners risks overlooking the outside pressures that can make a relationship feel precarious.
The most encouraging point is that security isn't necessarily fixed. When couples have honest conversations and stronger support around them, the future may begin to feel less like a question mark and more like something they can shape together.
Feeling that a relationship has a future can be a powerful form of reassurance.
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