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Abstract: The romantic relationships of Generation Z reflect a complex interplay between digital technology, evolving
social norms, and shifting emotional priorities. Born into an era dominated by smartphones, social media, and dating
apps, Gen Z approaches love and intimacy differently than previous generations. This article explores how dating apps
have transformed relationship formation into a game of swipes and choices, fostering a culture where commitment is
often avoided and emotional vulnerability is scarce. The rise of “situationships” and non-traditional relationship models
demonstrates a preference for flexibility over labels, yet often results in confusion and emotional ambiguity. Social
media’s curated realities further distort expectations, contributing to fleeting connections and frequent heartbreaks.
Mental health concerns, including anxiety and loneliness, are intertwined with these dating patterns, underscoring the
psychological impact of contemporary romantic dynamics. Despite these challenges, Gen Z exhibits a strong desire for
authenticity, emotional intelligence, and meaningful connection, signaling a nuanced negotiation between digital
convenience and genuine intimacy. This article synthesizes current research and cultural observations to provide insight
into the paradox of love in the digital age, where fooling around in the name of love often masks deeper fears and
aspirations for connection.

Keywords: Gen Z relationships, Digital dating generation, Modern love and dating apps, Love and technology, Swipe
culture and relationships.

I. INTRODUCTION

Love, once considered a sacred emotional bond rooted in trust, vulnerability, and mutual respect, is now being redefined
by Generation Z in ways that challenge long-standing norms. Born into a digital-first world, Gen Z (those born roughly
between 1997 and 2012) experiences relationships not in physical neighborhoods or coffee shops, but through the lens
of dating apps, social media, and screen-based intimacy. While this connectivity offers unprecedented access and
convenience, it has also ushered in a culture of emotional detachment, performative affection, and romantic ambiguity.
Relationships today are often filtered through algorithms and curated personas. The rise of “situationships,” “talking
stages,” and “ghosting” reflects a broader shift where genuine connection sometimes takes a backseat to validation,
aesthetics, or even manipulation. Dating has become gamified; partners can be swapped with a swipe, hearts are collected
like likes, and emotional accountability is frequently absent.

According to a 2024 Pew Research report, more than half of young adults admit dating has become harder, citing
dishonesty and lack of seriousness as key issues. Meanwhile, Woke Waves Magazine notes a growing backlash among
Gen Z toward these dynamics, with many expressing a desire for authenticity over superficial matches.

This article explores how love, in the Gen-Z era, often walks a fine line between connection and deception. As ideals
around relationships evolve, one must ask: Is Gen Z truly in love or just fooling around in its name?

II. THE DIGITAL DATING REVOLUTION:
HOW GEN Z IS NAVIGATING LOVE IN THE AGE OF APPS

ii.i. The Rise of Dating Apps: Love at First Swipe
Dating apps have become the primary arena where many Gen Zers begin their search for romance. Platforms like Tinder,

Bumble, Hinge, and newer apps tailored for niche interests have revolutionized the traditional dating process.

Accessibility & Convenience: Dating apps provide instant access to thousands of potential partners, breaking
geographical and social boundaries.

User Control: The ability to swipe left or right puts the power in users' hands to choose who they want to interact with,
often based on curated profiles and photos.
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Algorithmic Matching: Many apps use sophisticated algorithms to suggest compatible matches based on preferences
and behaviors, aiming to increase the chance of successful connections.
However, this new dating model is not without its complications.!

ii.ii. The Paradox of Choice and Its Impact

One paradox of dating apps is that having too many options can paradoxically make it harder to commit.

Option Overload: With endless profiles to browse, Gen Z users often experience decision fatigue, questioning if the
next swipe might reveal a better match.

Fear of Missing Out (FOMO): Constant exposure to alternatives can foster doubt about current matches or relationships.

Reduced Patience: The abundance of options often shortens the time users invest in getting to know any single person
deeply.

Research shows that this abundance leads to a culture of “disposable dating,” where relationships often remain superficial
or short-lived, contributing to emotional burnout.?

Gen Z tends to reject traditional relationship labels, favoring ambiguous, fluid arrangements known as situationships.
These are relationships that exist somewhere between friendship and a committed romantic relationship, often without
clear boundaries or expectations.

Situationships offer flexibility and low pressure but frequently result in confusion, mixed signals, and emotional
frustration.

The appeal lies in avoiding the perceived constraints and risks of formal commitments, aligning with Gen Z’s emphasis
on personal freedom.

This trend reflects broader shifts in how young people approach intimacy, commitment, and identity.>

ii.iv. The Role of Social Media in Shaping Romantic Ideals

Social media platforms like Instagram, TikTok, and Snapchat heavily influence Gen Z’s views on relationships.
Curated Realities: The tendency to post idealized images and highlight reels can distort perceptions of what relationships
“should” look like.

Comparison Culture: Constant exposure to seemingly perfect couples or love stories can create unrealistic standards and
dissatisfaction with one's own relationships.

Communication Shifts: Emojis, memes, and short-form digital communication shape how affection and conflict are
expressed, sometimes leading to miscommunication.
While social media facilitates connection and self-expression, it also complicates authenticity and emotional intimacy.*

ii.v. Mental Health and Emotional Well-being in Digital

Dating

Navigating love in the digital age comes with significant emotional challenges for Gen Z.

Fear of Vulnerability: The desire to maintain a strong, independent persona online can discourage emotional openness.

Rejection Sensitivity: Online dating exposes individuals to frequent rejection, which can affect self-esteem.

Loneliness & Anxiety: Despite constant connectivity, many young people report feelings of isolation and anxiety linked
to their dating experiences.

Mental health advocates stress the importance of balancing digital engagement with real-world interactions and emotional
self-care.’

ii.vi. Embracing Diversity: Non-Traditional Relationship Models

Gen Z shows greater openness toward diverse relationship models beyond traditional monogamy.

Polyamory & Open Relationships: There is growing interest in consensual non-monogamous arrangements, reflecting
desires for honesty, autonomy, and multiple sources of intimacy.

LGBTQ+ Inclusivity: Dating apps and communities increasingly support diverse sexual orientations and gender

identities, fostering inclusive spaces for romantic exploration.
This diversity reflects broader societal shifts toward individualism and acceptance.®
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ii.vii. Authenticity & The Search for Real Connection

Despite the challenges, many Gen Zers yearn for authentic, meaningful relationships.

New apps like BeReal encourage unfiltered sharing, counteracting the curated nature of traditional social media.

There is a growing emphasis on emotional intelligence, clear communication, and mental health awareness in dating.
Educational resources and open conversations help young people navigate complex feelings and set healthy boundaries.
Authenticity and vulnerability, while difficult, are emerging as key values in digital-age romance.’

III. REDEFINING RELATIONSHIP NORMS: HOW GEN Z IS CHANGING THE GAME OF LOVE

Generation Z is radically reshaping what relationships look like. Unlike previous generations who often followed linear
romantic scripts dating, commitment, marriage Gen Z is questioning, modifying, and sometimes discarding these
traditions. Here's a deep dive into how they're redefining relationship norms and why it matters.®

iii.i. From “Dating” to “Talking” to “Situationships” What’s Happening?

The clear boundaries that once defined relationships “We’re dating” or “We’re just friends” have dissolved into vague
terms like “talking”, “vibing”, and “situationships.”

Talking means showing romantic interest without exclusivity.

Situationship is a gray-area relationship that has emotional and physical intimacy without labels or long-term intentions.

Why It Matters:

This lack of definition gives people flexibility, but also leads to emotional confusion, mixed signals, and unspoken
expectations.

“We’re not dating, but he gets jealous if I talk to other guys.”’

Gen Z is exploring ethical non-monogamy, open relationships, and polyamory more openly than any previous generation.
It's not about cheating or betrayal these relationships are based on mutual agreements and honesty.

There’s growing rejection of the idea that one person must fulfill all of another’s emotional, physical, and psychological
needs.

Why It Matters:

This shift challenges the traditional monogamous standard and opens space for nuanced, negotiated relationship models.
A 2021 study by YouGov found that 32% of Gen Z is open to non-monogamous relationships. '

New digital behaviors have entered the dating lexicon:

Ghosting: Suddenly cutting off all communication without explanation.

Breadcrumbing: Sending flirty messages with no intention of commitment.

Benching: Keeping someone interested without moving the relationship forward.

Why It Matters:

These behaviors reflect a lack of accountability and have real psychological impacts, contributing to anxiety, low self-
esteem, and trust issues.

Mental health experts warn that ghosting can feel like a form of emotional abandonment.!!

iii.iv. LGBTQ+ Inclusivity and Identity Fluidity What’s Happening?

Gen Z is the most LGBTQ+ inclusive generation to date. Many reject rigid gender roles and embrace relationship
structures that reflect their identities.

Pronouns, sexuality, and gender identities are discussed openly and respected.

Relationships often prioritize emotional safety, consent, and mutual exploration over social expectations.

Why It Matters:

This inclusivity has fostered more honest and supportive romantic dynamics, especially among marginalized
communities.

Pew Research reports nearly 1 in 5 Gen Z adults identifies as LGBTQ+.!?

iii.v. Love Without Labels: Prioritizing Freedom and Individuality What’s Happening?
Many Gen Z individuals view relationships as an addition to their life, not the center of it. Labels like “boyfriend” or
“girlfriend” can feel restrictive. Freedom, personal growth, and mental health often come before romantic commitment.

Why It Matters:

The goal is not necessarily lifelong commitment, but compatibility, communication, and self-respect in the present
moment.
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“I want love, but I don’t want to lose myself in it.”!3

iii.vi. Dating as Exploration, Not Destination What’s Happening?

Relationships are no longer always seen as a path to marriage. For many Gen Zers, dating is an experience, not a
destination.

They prioritize shared values, goals, and emotional compatibility, not just financial or societal milestones.

“Forever” is replaced by “right now.”

Why It Matters:

This doesn’t mean Gen Z avoids commitment it means they want intentional, meaningful commitment that aligns with
their evolving identities.

“I’m not looking for ‘the one,” I’m looking for someone who fits me at this stage of my life.”!*

iii.vii. Mental Health First, Romance Later What’s Happening?

Gen Z emphasizes mental health and emotional regulation more than past generations. Romantic relationships are seen
as healthier when both partners are mentally sound. There’s greater openness to therapy, boundaries, and healing. People
are more likely to walk away from toxic dynamics, even if love still exists.

Why It Matters:

This mindset fosters emotional maturity, and reduces the tolerance for codependency and unhealthy attachment patterns.
“If you’re not healed, don’t expect someone else to fix you.”!?

Final Thoughts: A Generation Rewriting the Rules

Gen Z isn't destroying love they're rebuilding it on their terms. Relationships today are less about fitting a mold and more
about creating meaningful, authentic, and respectful bonds that reflect real emotional needs. But with this freedom also
comes confusion, fear, and a need for clearer communication.

If previous generations believed in forever, Gen Z believes in truth and that’s a love worth understanding.

IV. THE INFLUENCE OF SOCIAL MEDIA

"Where likes measure love, and stories define sincerity."

Social media has become a dominant force shaping how Generation Z experiences the world including love. Platforms
like Instagram, Snapchat, TikTok, and even LinkedIn (in subtle ways) have changed not only how people meet and
communicate, but also how they perceive love, validation, and loyalty.

iv.i. Curated Realities: When Love Becomes a Show

Gen-Z grew up with Instagram filters, “likes,” and the dopamine rush of validation. In relationships, this often translates
into a performative culture where love is expected to be broadcasted #CoupleGoals, vacation pictures, anniversary reels,
and matching bios.

But the danger is this: Many couples prioritize looking happy over being happy.

While curated images show smiling faces and cozy cuddles, they often hide conflicts, miscommunication, and emotional
distance. This curated reality creates unrealistic expectations among peers, where love is measured by public display, not
private emotional connection.!®

Real-life Example:
Influencers often post picture-perfect relationship content, only to later announce a sudden breakup, surprising fans who
believed in their “perfect bond.” This illustrates the gap between perception and reality that social media can create.

iv.ii. Validation Over Connection

For many Gen-Z individuals, social media likes and comments act as emotional currency. In relationships, this leads to
an overreliance on digital affirmations. When a partner doesn’t post about the relationship, suspicion and insecurity often
follow:

“Why didn’t you tag me?”

“Why haven’t you added our anniversary to your bio?”

“Why do you like her pictures but don’t comment on mine?”

This creates a toxic cycle where public validation is mistaken for emotional commitment.'”

iv.iii. Digital Jealousy and Surveillance

Social media has made it easy too easy to monitor a partner’s activity:
Who are they following?

Who are they liking?
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Who commented with a heart emoji?

Apps like Instagram and Snapchat allow real-time tracking of interactions and presence, fostering paranoia,
possessiveness, and even false accusations.

What used to be “trust” is now often replaced by “tracking.”

This creates:

Emotional insecurity

Obsessive checking

Loss of personal boundaries

A partner becomes less of a lover and more of a subject under digital surveillance.'®

iv.iv. Comparison Culture: Love vs. Love Online

Comparison is the thief of joy and in love, it’s deadly.

When someone sees another couple celebrating monthly anniversaries, surprise proposals, or endless gifts, they often
begin to question their own partner’s efforts:

“Why don’t we do that?”

“She bought him a PS5 you won’t even get me dinner?”

“He booked a Maldives trip, and we haven’t even gone to a café.”

This comparison is rarely fair. Most of it is staged. But the emotional damage it does is very real.'’

iv.v. Breakups in the Digital Age

In the past, breakups meant emotional grief in private. Today, they come with:

Unfollowing and blocking

Deleting couple posts

Watching someone “move on” in public

Seeing their rebound appear on their story

Digital residue makes healing harder. A single post or story can reopen wounds. Some even post cryptic captions or reels
aimed at their ex, keeping emotional drama alive for likes and sympathy.?

iv.vi. Memes, Reels & Relationship Humor

While Gen-Z finds humor as a coping mechanism, the overuse of memes, sarcastic reels, and “relationship jokes” often
dilute the seriousness of emotional intimacy.

Cheating is joked about.

Breakups are romanticized with trending sounds.

Mental health breakdowns in relationships are turned into viral content.

This constant trivialization makes genuine emotions feel outdated. Vulnerability seems weak, while sarcasm appears
cool.?!

iv.vii. Social Media & Self-Worth in Relationships

Often, a person’s relationship worth gets tied to their online presence.

“If no one sees us, are we even real?”

This can especially affect:

Those in private relationships

Long-distance couples

People dating outside societal approval (caste, religion, etc.)

The idea that love must be validated publicly undermines private, healthy relationships.?

iv.viii. The Double-Edged Sword

Not all is dark. Social media also helps Gen-Z:

Discover relationship advice

Share mental health struggles

Learn about red flags, love languages, and boundaries

Celebrate love in diverse forms LGBTQ+, long-distance, intercultural

The key is intentional usage. When social media supports not replaces emotional connection, it can enrich love lives.
Conclusion: Love Beyond the Feed

Social media is not the enemy of love but the way we use it can be.

In Gen-Z relationships, the screen often becomes a mirror, magnifying insecurities, comparisons, and performative
affection. True love, however, requires depth beyond DMs and posts. It needs trust that isn’t tracked, affection that isn’t
staged, and communication that isn’t filtered. Love isn't a highlight reel it's the raw footage no one posts. And in that
realness lies the possibility of meaningful connection.?’
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V. EMOTIONAL CHALLENGES AND MENTAL HEALTH

In the world of Gen-Z relationships, where love often begins with a swipe and ends with a ghost, emotional health takes
a significant hit. The blend of superficial connections, digital dependence, and internal insecurities creates an emotional
battlefield. While this generation is more expressive and open about mental health than previous ones, it is also more
wounded by the emotional contradictions of modern love.?*

v.i. Fear of Vulnerability: Loving Without Trusting
At the core of Gen-Z’s romantic struggles lies a deep-rooted fear of vulnerability. Many individuals crave connection but
are terrified of exposure of being truly seen, accepted, and potentially rejected.

This fear doesn't come from nowhere. Many Gen-Zers are children of broken homes, victims of emotionally distant
parenting, or witnesses to failed relationships around them. They've been taught consciously or unconsciously that
emotions are dangerous, that loving too deeply is a weakness, and that detachment is strength.

So what happens?

They fall in love halfway.

They confess but with disclaimers.

They hold hands, but not hearts.

They joke about their feelings so they don’t have to feel them fully.

The result? Half-baked love stories where both partners are afraid to dive deep, resulting in confusion,
miscommunication, and emotional voids masked by memes and inside jokes.?

v.ii. The Rise of Detachment Culture

Terms like "ghosting," "breadcrumbing," "love-bombing," and "benching" are no longer rare; they're part of Gen-Z’s
dating vocabulary. These behaviors are often defense mechanisms ways to escape emotional discomfort while still
maintaining some level of control. But what they actually breed is emotional dysfunction.

This detachment culture is ironic: in an age where therapy is normalized and emotional literacy is encouraged, Gen-Z
still struggles to translate self-awareness into emotionally healthy behavior.

There’s a common thread among many young daters:

“I don’t want to get hurt again.”

“I don’t want to care more than the other person.”

“I’d rather be cold than be abandoned.”

This leads to an emotional chess game where no one wins. In trying to outsmart pain, many end up outloving themselves.?°

v.iii. The Burden of Social Comparison

Social media adds another layer of pressure. Instagram and TikTok are full of couple goals, romantic edits, and staged
perfection. For those navigating a less-than-perfect love life, the pressure to match those unrealistic portrayals is immense.
Even if you're in a healthy relationship, seeing others post constant validation can breed doubt:

“Why doesn’t my partner post about me?”’

“Why don’t we look this happy?”

“Is our love... less real?”

These questions fuel relationship anxiety, making people feel inadequate not just as partners but as individuals.
Moreover, heartbreak isn't private anymore. Breakups are dissected online. Pain is meme-ified. Healing is rushed to fit a
trend. And the quiet suffering the kind that doesn’t look aesthetic is overlooked.

v.iv. The Mental Toll of Casual Dating

Casual dating may seem fun and liberating, but it can also lead to emotional fatigue. When you're constantly starting over
learning new names, stories, fears, and desires there’s a point where your emotional tank runs dry.

Many Gen-Z individuals report feeling:

Emotionally numb

Jaded about love

Distrustful of intentions

Overwhelmed by the cycle of attachment and abandonment

Even when no "serious" relationship is formed, the cumulative emotional energy spent on fleeting connections can be
deeply draining. And often, casual doesn’t mean careless someone almost always ends up caring more.
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v.v. Anxiety, Overthinking, and the Inner War
Anxiety is another constant companion in Gen-Z relationships. From overanalyzing texts to re-reading chats looking for
hidden meanings, many live in a state of romantic hypervigilance.

Here’s what it often looks like:

Waiting hours for a reply and spiraling in silence

Obsessively checking their "last seen" or "stories"

Feeling like you're too much or never enough

Constantly questioning your worth in someone’s life

This isn’t just overthinking. It’s a deep psychological wound an internal narrative that says, “You are not safe in love.”
And unfortunately, many people choose to self-isolate rather than risk being disappointed again.

v.vi. Depression and Emotional Numbness
Not all heartbreaks scream. Some just quietly drain the soul. Repeated betrayals, manipulation, and one-sided love stories
can leave individuals emotionally numb.

They may find it hard to connect again, to trust, or even to feel excited about love. Depression, in these cases, isn’t always
dramatic it’s silent. It’s in the “I don’t care anymore” messages. The deleted dating apps. The unread texts.
It’s in the person who was once romantic but now avoids feelings like a plague.?’

v.vii. Healing Is Hard When Everyone's Moving Fast

In Gen-Z culture, healing has no timeline, but the world seems to expect you to "move on" quickly. If you’re sad, you’re
told to:

"Just focus on yourself"

"Go out and meet new people"

"Don’t cry over someone who didn’t cry over you"

But grief, especially romantic grief, isn’t linear. And sometimes the very people saying these things are also secretly
breaking behind closed doors. Gen-Z knows how to pretend they’re okay, and that’s perhaps the most dangerous thing
of all.

Gen-Z relationships are often caught between emotional intelligence and emotional avoidance. This generation talks
about mental health more than any before it but also experiences higher rates of depression, anxiety, and loneliness. The
emotional challenges they face are real and raw, shaped by a world that both encourages connection and makes it
terrifying.

Love is no longer simple it’s strategic. But healing, vulnerability, and real connection? Those are still the most human
things. And no generation, not even the most digitally advanced one, can truly escape the deep desire to be loved, seen,
and understood.

VI. NAVIGATING THE FUTURE OF LOVE

In the ever-evolving world of romance, Gen Z stands at a crossroads: one path leads to superficial connections driven by
impulse and instant gratification, while the other promises deeper, more meaningful relationships rooted in emotional
maturity and self-awareness. Navigating the future of love for Gen Z will depend on how intentionally they approach
their emotions, values, and choices.?®

vi.i. The Desire for Realness in a Fake World

Gen Z has grown tired of filters both on faces and feelings. There’s a rising rebellion against the polished perfection of
social media. Young people are increasingly craving raw, unfiltered, real love that reflects emotional truth, not trends.
This shift is evident in how Gen Z now values authenticity over appearances:

BeReal and similar apps promote honest snapshots of life. There is more open conversation about mental health, trauma,
and emotional boundaries in romantic contexts. Influencers and creators are sharing “relationship red flags” and therapy-
based insights instead of just couple selfies.
This means the future of Gen Z love might be less about chasing aesthetics and more about deep compatibility
emotionally, intellectually, and spiritually.?

vi.ii. Therapy Culture and Emotional Intelligence

Unlike older generations that often buried emotional struggles, Gen Z is normalizing therapy and self-healing. Terms like
“attachment styles,” “love languages,” and “emotional unavailability” are now everyday vocabulary in Gen Z dating.
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This psychological awareness is reshaping what they seek in partners:

Emotional safety is prioritized over physical attraction. Communication and boundaries are not just ideals they're
minimum expectations. Many Gen Zers now break up with partners who don't support their mental health goals.

The future of love lies in this healing journey not finding someone to complete you, but someone to grow with.*

vi.iii. Decentralized Relationship Models

As Gen Z questions societal norms, many are moving away from the traditional one-size-fits-all monogamy. Instead,
they're experimenting with: Ethical non-monogamy, Long-distance virtual relationships, Friendship-based romantic
partnerships. The future may not be about “forever with one person” but customized bonds based on honesty, consent,
and mutual respect.

This doesn’t mean Gen Z doesn't want long-term love they just want to redefine what commitment looks like. They're
asking: “Can we love differently and still love deeply?”

vi.iv. Technology: A Tool or a Trap?

Gen Z is tech-savvy but not always tech-satisfied. While they were raised on dating apps and DMs, many now see these
tools as emotionally exhausting. There's growing backlash against: Algorithm-driven love, Ghosting culture, Paralysis
by endless options Instead, a return to offline dating, mutual friend introductions, and even slow dating movements is on
the rise.

In the future, Gen Z might build platforms that promote intentional connections over impulsive ones apps designed not
to keep you scrolling, but to help you build trust and connection.

vi.v. Reclaiming Romance from Capitalism

Modern dating has often been entangled with consumerism from Valentine’s Day sales to dating apps charging for "super
likes." But Gen Z is increasingly wary of love being turned into a marketplace of validation.

There’s a slow shift toward minimalist, intentional romance:

Cooking dinner at home > Going out for expensive meals.

Small love notes > Flashy Instagram couple posts.

Shared books, playlists, and dreams > Matching outfits.

Gen Z's rebellion against performative love may lead to a generation that loves more quietly but more sincerely.

vi.vi. Building Healthy Relationship Foundations Early

Education is a key part of this transformation. Gen Z is more proactive about learning how to love well, including:
Attending relationship workshops and therapy sessions, Reading about attachment theory and toxic behavior Engaging
in conversations about consent, boundaries, and trauma healing

This emotional education is equipping them to avoid the toxic patterns that damaged many millennial and Gen X
relationships.The result? A generation that isn’t perfect at love but is willing to learn a hopeful sign for the future.

Final Thought on the Future of Love

Despite all the talk of Gen Z treating love as a joke, there’s another side that’s rarely highlighted: a deeply conscious,
emotionally aware generation rebuilding love from the ashes of broken systems.

Yes, they might ghost. Yes, they might use sarcasm to hide vulnerability. But beneath that is a hunger for connection,
respect, and truth.

The future of love isn’t dead. It’s just evolving and Gen Z is writing the next chapter.’!

VII. HOOKUP CULTURE: MAKEOUTS, ONE-NIGHT STANDS, AND FLEETING INTIMACY

"In a world of instant everything, even love is microwaved."

Among the most visible and debated aspects of Gen-Z dating culture is the normalization of casual physical intimacy
particularly makeouts and one-night stands without emotional commitment. While not inherently problematic, the
emotional context (or lack thereof) often reflects deeper patterns of avoidance, confusion, and craving for closeness
without vulnerability.3?

vii.i. Makeouts as a Social Ritual

For many Gen-Z individuals, making out is no longer seen as a significant romantic milestone, but rather a casual
interaction something that can happen at parties, clubs, or even on a first meeting. It has become more of a social ritual
than a meaningful gesture.

Low emotional stakes: Physical affection is sometimes offered freely, without implying deeper interest.

Validation through touch: The act can become a way to boost self-esteem or fit into peer dynamics.

Blurred intentions: One person may see it as harmless fun, while another may read it as a sign of genuine attraction,
leading to mismatched expectations.?
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vii.ii. The Rise of One-Night Stands

One-night stands are also increasingly normalized, especially through dating apps where the emphasis is often on
immediate gratification rather than long-term compatibility.

It’s just physical: Many Gen-Zers distinguish between sex and love more clearly than past generations, seeing sex as a
form of expression or exploration.

Empowerment vs. Emptiness: For some, it’s empowering a way to reclaim agency over their bodies and choices. For
others, especially when repeated without connection, it can lead to emotional numbness or a longing for something
deeper.>

.....

Hookup culture often masks deeper fears fear of rejection, fear of abandonment, or fear of being “too much.” By keeping
things physical and fleeting, many individuals try to sidestep vulnerability entirely.

“It’s easier to hook up than to open up.”

“A kiss is safer than a conversation about feelings.”

What starts as fun or freeing can, over time, breed dissatisfaction and disconnection, especially when deeper emotional
needs go unmet.’’

vii.iv. The Role of Alcohol and Party Culture

College parties, nightlife, and club scenes often amplify makeout and one-night stand culture. Alcohol and peer pressure
lower inhibitions, but also blur boundaries. This raises concerns about consent, emotional clarity, and aftereffects that
are rarely discussed but deeply felt.

“What meant nothing to them meant everything to me.”

“I can’t tell if I wanted it or just didn’t know how to say no.”

This emotional ambiguity can leave scars that linger longer than the encounter itself. >

vii.v. Digital Facilitation: Apps, Sexting, and DMs

Snapchat streaks, late-night Instagram DMs, and casual sexting further normalize instant intimacy without emotional
investment. While these tools can foster connection, they also:

Accelerate physical progression without building emotional trust.

Create unrealistic expectations of availability and performance.

Lead to post-hookup anxiety, confusion, or ghosting.3’

VIIIL. CONCLUSION

In the labyrinth of modern love, Generation Z is navigating a landscape marked by contradictions craving intimacy yet
fearing vulnerability, seeking connection yet often settling for convenience. The age of dating apps, DMs, and digital
dopamine has reshaped how relationships begin, evolve, and often, quietly end. “Fooling in the Name of Love” is not
simply a critique of this generation’s romantic tendencies, but a mirror held up to a culture caught between emotional
hunger and emotional avoidance.Today, it’s easier than ever to meet someone, to flirt, to hook up but it’s also just as easy
to ghost, breadcrumb, or fade away without explanation. While access has increased, depth has often decreased. In many
cases, the chase is more exciting than the connection itself, and love becomes performative curated for the feed rather
than felt from the heart. The emotional tools required for honest, vulnerable relationships are still developing, and in their
absence, many Gen-Z individuals stumble through cycles of attraction and detachment, leaving a trail of confused feelings
and unresolved experiences. The prevalence of “situationships” and the normalization of makeouts and one-night stands
reflect both an evolving liberation and an underlying ache. Yes, Gen-Z has challenged traditional norms, embraced sexual
freedom, and broken outdated molds of what love should look like but freedom without emotional responsibility can
become a fagade. The problem isn’t casual intimacy or non-traditional relationships; it’s the casual disregard for the
emotional consequences that can come with them. When connection is treated as disposable, real intimacy becomes rare,
and emotional literacy takes a backseat.But amidst the confusion, there’s hope.

Gen-Z is also the generation most willing to interrogate their emotional patterns, explore therapy, deconstruct toxic
behaviors, and seek better. They speak openly about mental health, boundaries, and healing topics once taboo are now
trending, and not just on social media. This self-awareness is not a weakness but a strength. It signals a readiness to build
something deeper, more honest, and more sustainable than the fleeting highs of digital romance. The challenge, however,
lies in the courage to shift the paradigm. It requires being honest not just with others, but with oneself. It means choosing
presence over pretense, care over casualness, and truth over tactics. Real love, the kind that nurtures rather than depletes,
demands emotional maturity, mutual respect, and effort. It may not be as instantly gratifying as a swipe or a kiss, but it’s
infinitely more meaningful.
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In the end, love in the Gen-Z era is what we make of it. It can remain a game of ghosts and games, or it can evolve into
something beautifully grounded in sincerity and self-awareness. The question is no longer whether Gen-Z is capable of
love it’s whether we’re ready to stop fooling around and start showing up, with all our imperfections, hearts open and
intentions clear. Because love isn’t dead but it’s waiting for us to grow up and earn it.

REFERENCES

[1]. Jimenez, M. C. (2025). The effects of dating apps on self esteem and relationships among Gen Z users (Unpublished
undergraduate thesis). Loyola University.

[2]. Thomas, M. F., Binder, A., Matthes, J., & Stevic, A. (2023). The psychological influence of dating app matches:
The more matches the merrier? New Media & Society, 26(12), 6995-7019.

[3]. Brown and White Editorial Board. (2025, February 20). Situationships, all the feels, none of the titles. The Brown
and White.

[4]. Bouffard, S. (2022). Social media and romantic relationship: Excessive social media use leads to relationship
conflicts, negative outcomes, and addiction via mediated pathways. ResearchGate.

[5]. Blakemore Sarah-Jayne. Adolescence and mental health. The Lancet. 2019 May;393(10185.

[6]. Moors, A. C., Gesselman, A. N., Garcia, J. R., & Haupert, M. L. (2021). Desire, familiarity, and engagement in
polyamory: Results from a national sample of single adults in the United States. Frontiers in Psychology, 11,
Article 617

[7]. Hameed, R., Ahmad, T., Kanwal, S., & Imran, H. (2025). Modern family dynamics: How Millennials and Gen Z are
shaping new relationship norms. Research Journal of Psychology (RJP), 3(1), 449—460.

[8]. Langlais, M. R., Podberesky, A., Toohey, L., & Lee, C. T. (2024). Defining and Describing Situationships: An
Exploratory Investigation. Sexuality & Culture.

[9]. Moors, A. C., Gesselman, A. N., & Garcia, J. R. (2021). Desire, familiarity, and engagement in polyamory: Results
from a national sample of single adults in the United States. Frontiers in Psychology, 12, Article 619640.

[10].  Khattar, V., Huete, N., & Navarro, R. (2023). Attachment insecurity and breadcrumbing engagement in young
adults: A cross sectional, cross country study in India and Spain. BMC Psychology, 11, 356.

[11].  Goshorn, J. (2025, February 7). GenZ and dating: Prioritizing mental health, authenticity, and meaningful
connections. Lebanon Valley College.

[12].  Psychology Today. (2025, May 6). The new rules of dating.

[13].  Goshorn, J. (2025, February 7). Gen Z and dating: Prioritizing mental health, authenticity and meaningful
connections. Lebanon Valley College News.

[14]. Siddhartha, S., & Darbari, A. (2025). The influence of short form content platforms on Gen Z’s dating
perceptions and behaviors. International Journal of Innovative Science and Research Technology, 10(3), 2483-2488

[15].  Frampton, J. R. (2018). Social media’s role in romantic partners’ retroactive jealousy. Social Media + Society

[16].  Deters, F. G., & Mehl, M. R. (2013). Does posting Facebook status updates increase or decrease loneliness? An
online social networking experiment. Social Psychological and Personality Science, 4(5), 579-586.

[17]. Marshall, T.C. (2012). Facebook surveillance of former romantic partners: Associations with post breakup
recovery and personal growth. Cyberpsychology, Behavior, and Social Networking, 15(10), 521-526.

[18].  Frigillano, S. D. (2023). Humorous linguistic memes as students’ coping relief against COVID 19 anxiety. The
Normal Lights, 17(2), 1-28

[19].  Taylor, J., & Armes, G. (2024). Social comparison on Instagram and its relationship with self esteem and body
esteem. Discover Psychology, 4, Article 126

[20]. Sharma, M. (2023). Adverse effect of social media on Generation Z users: Information overload, social media
fatigue, and FOMO. Journal of Consumer Behaviour.

[21]. Astleitner, H., Bains, A., H"ormann, S., 2023. The effects of personality and social media experiences on mental
health: Examining the mediating role of fear of missing out, ghosting, and vaguebooking. Comput. Hum. Behav.
138, 107436

[22].  Bartholomew, K., & Horowitz, L. M. (1991). Adult attachment styles: A test of a four category model. Journal
of Personality and Social Psychology, 61(2), 226-244.

[23].  Khattar, V., Upadhyay, S., & Navarro, R. (2023). Young adults’ perception of breadcrumbing victimization in
dating relationships. Societies, 13(2), Article 41.

[24]. Allwood, M. A., Bell, D.J., & Horan, J. M. (2011). Post trauma numbing of fear, detachment, and arousal predict
delinquent behaviors in early adolescence. Journal of Clinical Child & Adolescent Psychology, 40(4), 775-789
[25].  Nguyen Thi Ngoc Linh. (2024). Strategies for developing emotional intelligence in Generation Z students in

higher education in Ho Chi Minh City. Educational Administration: Theory and Practice, 30(5), 2517-2522

Copyright to IMRJR imrjr.com Page | 42


https://imrjr.com/

II\{/Iu“idiShCiJPlinari’ A Peer-reviewed journal
esearch Journa Volume 2, Tssue 8, August 2025
Reviews (MRIR) DOI 10.17148/IMRJR.2025.020806

[26]. Kim, J., Wolfe, R., Chordia, 1., Davis, K., & Hiniker, A. (2024, August 6). “Sharing, Not Showing Off’: How
BeReal Approaches Authentic Self Presentation on Social Media Through Its Design.

[27].  Bredgaard, F., Trinhammer, M. L., & Bassignana, E. (2025). The language of attachment: Modeling attachment
dynamics in psychotherapy.

[28].  Sanz Martin, D. (2025). Emotional intelligence in Gen Z teaching undergraduates: Levels of attention, clarity,
and emotional repair and predictive models including social network use. Children, 15(7), 123.

[29].  Paul, A. (2022). Gen Z and the “New” College Hookup Culture. In Takeaway (WNYC Studios).

[30].  Wentland, J. J., & Reissing, E. D. (2013). Types of casual sexual relationships: One-night stands, booty calls,
sex buddies, and friends with benefits. Journal of Sex Research, 50(5), 496—509.

[31].  Garcia, J. R., Reiber, C., Massey, S. G., & Merriwether, A. M. (2012). Sexual hookup culture: A review.
Quarterly Review of Biology, 87(2), 166—188.

[32]. Marzell, M., Benson, K., Gesselman, A. N., Vilar, R. A., & Reece, M. (2015). Party characteristics, drinking
settings, and college student hookup behavior. Journal of College Health, 63(6), 380—385.

[33]. Reed, L. A., etal. (2020). How do adolescents experience sexting in dating relationships? Journal of Adolescent
Research, 35(2), 123-142.

:‘ International International Multidisciplinary Research Journal Reviews (IMRJR)

Copyright to IMRJR imrjr.com Page | 43


https://imrjr.com/

