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Abstract
This study examines the relationship between body datafication and the ways migrant men generate in-
come through digital platforms. The research emerged from recognizing that applications such as Grindr 
function not only as spaces for interaction between users but also as systems in which photographs, 
age, nationality, profile descriptions, and other personal information play an important role in establis-
hing connections and facilitating economic exchanges. The study adopted an exploratory qualitative 
approach. During 2025, semi-structured interviews were conducted with eight migrant men between 25 
and 35 years of age from Ecuador, Venezuela, Cuba, and Colombia. The research also included the ob-
servation of user profiles within the application to examine how personal information was displayed and 
used. Participants’ accounts show that digital profiles serve purposes beyond self-presentation, bringing 
together data that support user selection, price negotiation, and the arrangement of paid services. Limi-
ted employment opportunities led several participants to rely on the platform as an immediate source of 
income. The findings suggest that the body is no longer expressed solely through personal experience but 
is also organized through information circulating within the platform, where it acquires economic value 
for those who depend on these applications.

Keywords
Migration, precariousness, labor, sexuality, identity, body, economy, technology.

Resumen
La investigación analiza la relación entre la datificación del cuerpo y las formas en que hombres mi-
grantes obtienen ingresos mediante plataformas digitales. El interés del estudio surgió al reconocer que 
aplicaciones como Grindr no solo funcionan como espacios de contacto entre usuarios, sino también 
como sistemas donde fotografías, edad, nacionalidad, descripciones y otros datos del perfil adquieren 
un papel importante para establecer relaciones e intercambios económicos. Se trabajó desde un enfoque 
cualitativo de carácter exploratorio. Durante 2025 se realizaron entrevistas semiestructuradas a ocho 
hombres migrantes, de entre 25 y 35 años, originarios de Ecuador, Venezuela, Cuba y Colombia. El tra-
bajo también incluyó la observación de perfiles dentro de la aplicación para conocer la forma en que la 
información personal era presentada y utilizada. Los testimonios muestran que el perfil digital rebasa la 
función de presentarse ante otros usuarios, ya que reúne datos que facilitan la selección, la negociación 
y la contratación de servicios. La falta de oportunidades laborales llevó a varios participantes a utilizar 
la plataforma como una alternativa para obtener ingresos inmediatos. Los hallazgos muestran que la 
corporalidad deja de expresarse únicamente desde la experiencia personal y pasa a organizarse mediante 
información que circula dentro de la plataforma, adquiriendo valor económico para quienes recurren a 
este tipo de aplicaciones.

Palabras clave
Migración, precariedad, trabajo, sexualidad, identidad, cuerpo, economía, tecnología. 
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Introduction 

Digital Platforms and Social Datafication

Today, digital platforms are deeply integrated into daily life, transforming 
how people interact. Routine actions—such as creating profiles, sharing con-
tent, and messaging—generate a continuous stream of data that is recorded 
and analyzed. This enables social life to be quantified, converted into eco-
nomic value, and used to drive automated decision-making. Consequently, 
mobile applications act as mediated environments where technological sys-
tems classify, highlight, or even exclude individuals. These mechanisms are 
further reinforced by broader economic dynamics tied to platformization and 
cognitive capitalism (Montero-Vargas and Rueda-Ortiz, 2024). 

Digital identity is constructed through the information individuals ge-
nerate via their online habits, interactions, and participation patterns (Reyes 
López, 2025; Calvo González et al., 2020). As Challoumis (2026) observes, 
even subjective elements can be transformed into quantifiable data when sub-
jected to systematic organization and analysis. Consequently, personal beha-
viors, preferences, and social interactions are integrated into recording and 
classification systems within digital environments. On platforms like Grindr, 
this information is structured through predefined categories—such as age, 
sexual role, proximity, nationality, and profile descriptions—which organize 
user visibility and facilitate search, selection, and interaction.

The body occupies a central role within these digital spaces. Profile com-
ponents—including photographs, bio descriptions, and other visible me-
trics—serve as the primary media through which users present themselves. 
Existing literature indicates that the body is no longer understood solely as 
an individual or biological experience, but rather as a form of consumption 
linked to digital exposure and interaction (Ramírez García, 2017; Fernández 
Miranda, 2024). Within connection-oriented applications, identity and body 
image actively structure how users navigate and engage with the platform.

Body, Migration, and Strategies for Survival

The digitization of the body means its representations circulate through 
photographs, descriptions, and other profile assets in digital spaces. Here, 
body image is part of social and technological dynamics that drive its conti-
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nuous exposure, reinterpretation, and reframing (Villamarín-Fernández, 2023). 
Through these components, users project identities, desires, and interaction 
patterns—all recorded as data that can be organized, classified, and levera-
ged within the platform (Monjarás Reyes and Mena Farrera, 2021; Esponda 
Pérez and Marroquín Figueroa, 2024).

Digital dating apps have generated “digital traces,” shifting focus from 
interpersonal interaction to data-driven service provision. This position of 
datafication within the digital economy enables analysis, prediction, and op-
timization of behavior. As a result, everyday experiences—including tho-
se related to body and identity—are integrated into circuits where user data 
acquires strategic economic value (García, 2025; García Muñoz and Hoca-
sar de Blas, 2025).

On platforms like Grindr, the body is represented through structured data. 
Upon creating a profile, users input attributes such as age, height, weight, se-
xual role, photographs, bio text, and nationality. Rather than remaining isola-
ted, these inputs are indexed by the app, rendered searchable through filters, 
and displayed to others based on proximity and preference algorithms. Con-
sequently, corporeality moves beyond physical presence into an organized 
dataset that streamlines user search, selection, and contact—illustrating the 
broader datafication of the body in digital spaces (Dourish and Gómez Cruz, 
2018; Milan and Beraldo, 2024).

On Grindr, the profile functions as the primary vehicle for self-presenta-
tion. The app aggregates input across predefined fields—such as age, sexual 
role, distance, personal descriptions, and optional details like physical traits 
or nationality—to sort profiles, apply search filters, and facilitate potential 
matches. Through this design, the body is no longer presented merely as a 
static image, but as a composite of classified, comparative data used to na-
vigate digital interactions (Abadía Quintero, 2026).

Grindr remains one of the most widely used platforms in these dynamics 
due to its high interaction volume. Existing literature indicates that factors such 
as class, gender, age, race, and body type heavily mediate user interactions on 
the app. Studies highlight discriminatory and racist practices where specific 
body types and expressions of masculinity are privileged, while feminized, 
trans, or non-normative identities face systematic rejection and exclusion.

These platform dynamics reveal how central identity and the body have 
become within digital environments (Lozano Buitrago, 2025). The speed of 
communication and selective interaction show how stereotypes govern rela-



19

Jorge Alberto Esponda-Pérez, Mónica Juárez-Ibarias, Julia María Marroquín-Figueroa  
y Juan Manuel Tapida de Aquino. Body datafication and the digital informal economy

tional value on the app. Under these conditions, the body is subjected to con-
tinuous evaluation and classification, often leading to experiences of exclu-
sion and symbolic violence (Parra and Obando, 2019; Silva Saraiva, 2023).

In recent years, social media and online platforms have restructured sex 
work, facilitating its expansion across digital environments. Within these 
markets, the body and intimacy are integrated into commercial models such 
as digital prostitution, pornography, and personalized services. While these 
platforms can offer economic opportunities and foster peer-to-peer content 
production, they simultaneously enable the commercial exploitation of digi-
tal interaction, creating new vulnerabilities for participants (Delva Benavi-
des and González López, 2022).

This platform growth has introduced distinct labor formats within the 
digital economy. Webber et al. (2026) illustrate how mobile apps, social net-
works, and specialized websites allow users to generate income by offering 
services, creating content, or engaging directly with clients. These channels 
grant access to previously restricted markets, enabling marketing strategies 
centered on the monetization of one’s body, image, and social interaction. 
Within sex work, these apps serve as key survival tools where communica-
tion, visibility, and profile management act as strategic income-generating 
resources amidst flexible yet precarious working conditions.

In contemporary Latin American migration, human mobility is frequently 
driven by precarious conditions that force individuals to adapt their livelihood 
strategies. Consequently, male sex work often emerges not as a career path, but 
as an immediate response to structural exclusion and urgent financial needs.

As Barrera Castellanos and Fuquene Salas (2020) demonstrate regarding 
Venezuelan men in Bogotá, migration is pushed by scarcity, insecurity, and 
systemic instability. These conditions push migrants into informal and stig-
matized labor sectors. Sex work thus operates as a short-term survival me-
chanism that underscores deeper structural inequalities.

Research on LGBT+ migrant populations shows that individuals fre-
quently leave their origin countries due to violence, financial distress, dis-
crimination, and social exclusion (Lucero-Vargas and Solorio Pérez, 2026). 
Primary drivers include seeking stable employment, improved living condi-
tions, and environments that offer greater personal freedom. However, these 
transitions involve profound life alterations marked by uncertainty and the 
need to navigate unfamiliar social and labor markets.
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Displacement is closely linked to economic distress, barriers to dignified 
living, anti-LGBT+ discrimination, and widespread insecurity in home coun-
tries. These factors increase exposure to violence, exploitation, and low-wage 
labor during transit and settlement. Nevertheless, migration remains a neces-
sary attempt to rebuild lives and access previously unavailable opportunities.

Many male migrants face severe barriers when accessing healthcare and 
social safety nets. Driven by financial necessity, some enter sex work to meet 
basic living expenses. Under these conditions, bodily self-care becomes pa-
ramount, as personal health directly dictates their ability to sustain income 
generation (Perilla-Portilla and Ortiz-Martínez, 2025).

Monetizing bodily presence in digital spaces has become a key survival 
strategy for many users. Platforms allow individuals to display curated photos, 
text descriptions, and physical traits to attract potential clients. Within these 
exchanges, appearance, physical build, and traits associated with conventio-
nal masculinity heavily influence user interest, alongside markers of origin 
and perceived social status (Peláez González and García Villanueva, 2026).

While existing literature addresses dating, digital corporeality, platform 
dynamics, migration, and sex work as distinct phenomena, few studies exa-
mine how male migrants specifically use apps like Grindr to monetize their 
image during economic crisis or transit. This gap is particularly evident in 
Latin America, where recent migration flows have reshaped labor strategies, 
survival mechanisms, and settlement practices.

This study analyzes the experiences of male migrants using Grindr to un-
derstand how body commodification, migration, and income generation in-
tersect in digital environments. By examining profile construction, visibility 
strategies, and the management of bodily presence, this research illuminates 
how individuals generate income within precarious digital labor markets.

Materials and Methods
The research adopted a qualitative approach to examine the survival stra-

tegies of male migrants who leverage digital platforms for income generation 
in precarious contexts. Given the limited literature on these specific platform 
dynamics, the study employed an exploratory and descriptive design to inves-
tigate the lived experiences, meanings, and social practices of its participants.
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Fieldwork was conducted in 2025 using semi-structured interviews paired 
with non-participant digital observation of Grindr profiles. Profile observa-
tion allowed for the systematic documentation of user-visible metrics—in-
cluding photographs, age, nationality, bio descriptions, sexual role, and other 
structured data fields designed to facilitate search, selection, and contact. In 
parallel, semi-structured interviews captured participant narratives regarding 
migration trajectories, income generation, and daily app usage. Triangulating 
these methods connected the visible presentation of profiles directly with the 
personal accounts of the participants (Masullo and Coppola, 2021).

The sample comprised eight male migrants aged 25 to 35 from Ecuador, 
Venezuela, Cuba, and Colombia. At the time of the study, two participants 
lived in the municipality of Tuxtla Gutiérrez, while the remaining six were 
in transit or temporary stay. Purposive sampling was used based on specific 
inclusion criteria: participants had to be male migrants, active Grindr users, 
and utilizing the app to offer services or generate income. Inactive accou-
nts, non-monetized profiles, and individuals who declined informed consent 
were excluded.

Sample size was determined by qualitative criteria prioritizing narrative 
depth over statistical representativeness. Participant recruitment presented 
notable field challenges due to the sensitive nature of intersecting topics like 
migration, sexuality, and digital sex work, which led several potential sub-
jects to decline or express distrust. Additionally, restricting the study scope 
strictly to male migrants in or transiting through Chiapas using Grindr for 
financial gain substantially narrowed the eligible participant pool. Data co-
llection concluded upon reaching thematic saturation, where additional inter-
views yielded recurrent patterns aligned with the research objectives.

Participant identification and initial contact occurred directly within the 
application. Profiles were first screened for indicators of income-generating 
activity, such as currency symbols, explicit mentions of paid services, key 
phrases (e.g., “service,” “escort,” “nothing is free”), or terms signaling fi-
nancial exchange. Additionally, profiles indicating non-Mexican nationalities 
were prioritized given the study’s focus on migrant experiences.
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Table 1 
General Characteristics of Study Participants

Code Nationality Age Status 

E_1 Ecuadorian 26 Mobility

E_2 Ecuadorian 29 Mobility

E_3 Venezuelan 28 Settled

E_4 Venezuelan 27 Mobility

E_5 Cuban 30 Mobility 

E_6 Cuban 31 Mobility

E_7 Colombian 29 Settled

E_8 Colombian 35 Mobility

Alongside interviews, non-participant observation of digital profiles was 
conducted. Observed elements included photographs, bio text, references 
to financial services, currency symbols, stated nationality, self-presentation 
strategies, and client-attraction tactics. The app’s structural organization of 
data—specifically visible profile fields, categorical fields, and search filters—
was also documented.

The primary researcher’s role was strictly limited to observation, initial 
contact, and conducting academic interviews. No financial transactions oc-
curred, nor did the researcher engage in platform services. This boundaries-
based approach maintained focus on the participants’ narrative accounts. 
Digital observation was strictly descriptive and non-intrusive, leaving peer-
to-peer interactions uninterrupted.

Upon identifying prospective participants, initial contact was initiated via 
Grindr’s direct messaging feature. The first message introduced the research 
objectives, addressed potential concerns, and sought to establish rapport. 
Given the sensitive nature of the study, initial outreach met with skepticism 
from several users. Many preferred extended preliminary conversations to 
clarify data handling procedures and verify academic intent before consen-
ting, which prolonged the recruitment phase.

Interviews were conducted throughout 2025, each lasting approximately 
two hours. Discussions covered migration trajectories, Grindr usage patterns, 
profile curation, monetization practices, and associated risks. When neces-
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sary, follow-up exchanges were conducted via WhatsApp to clarify specific 
details or expand on topics raised during the initial session.

The interview protocol was structured around five thematic axes: migra-
tion trajectories, Grindr usage, profile curation, income-generation methods, 
and daily vulnerabilities. This semi-structured, open-ended design allowed 
conversations to unfold naturally and enabled unexpected yet analytically 
relevant themes to emerge organically.

Data collected was used exclusively for academic analysis. All userna-
mes, photographs, precise locations, and personally identifiable markers were 
stripped to ensure total anonymity and safeguard participant privacy.

Collected narratives were analyzed iteratively to extract recurring themes 
surrounding profile construction, bodily commodification, migration, unem-
ployment, and survival strategies. Coding patterns were compared across cases 
and synthesized into two primary analytical categories: body commodifica-
tion and profile curation, and precarity and digital platform survival strate-
gies. Participant recruitment ceased once thematic saturation was achieved 
and additional interviews yielded no novel insights.

Confidentiality was strictly maintained throughout the research cycle. Prior 
to each interview, participants received clear explanations regarding study ob-
jectives, voluntary participation, and data protocols. To prevent identification, 
quotes were anonymized using alphanumeric codes (e.g., E_1, E_2, E_3), and 
all contextual details linking accounts to specific individuals were removed.

Observational data from digital profiles served to contextualize interview 
narratives and cross-verify participant accounts. This triangulation linked 
self-presentation strategies on the platform directly to the lived experiences 
recounted in the interviews.

Results
The findings are organized into two primary sections corresponding to 

the key themes identified through the analysis of participant interviews and 
digital profiles. Across the data, several recurring categories emerged, inclu-
ding profile curation, personal image, nationality, financial arrangements, 
barriers to employment, and digital survival strategies.

The first section examines profile construction, patterns of self-presen-
tation, and the role of attributes such as physical appearance and nationali-
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ty in mediating visibility. The second section addresses systemic economic 
hardship, income-generation tactics, and the lived experiences of using the 
platform as an informal strategy for livelihood and employment.

Datafication of the Body and Strategic Profile Construction

The thematic analysis of participant interviews revealed four central, recu-
rring themes: strategic profile construction, the symbolic value of nationality, 
the imperative of digital visibility, and the mechanics of financial negotiation.

The findings indicate that profile curation is a deliberate and calculated 
practice. Every photograph, textual description, and data metric reflects ex-
plicit choices designed to capture potential clients. Physical traits, body type, 
and country of origin serve as key differentiators. For many participants, the 
profile operates as a portfolio that highlights their most marketable attributes to 
stimulate client interest and secure encounters. As one interviewee explained:

“Your profile is your main product; that’s where you describe your physical 
characteristics and your private parts—in other words, how you sell yourself 
determines your success in this business” (E_1, 2025).

These attributes acquire distinct symbolic and commercial value within 
the app. Nationality, for instance, directly mediates client demand when linked 
to exoticized sexual fantasies surrounding the “foreign” body:

“When you post a little flag with your nationality on your profile, it attracts 
them—and even more so when you list physical characteristics; most people 
look for muscular individuals or those with certain attributes because it’s part 
of many people’s fantasies” (E_2, 2025).

Consequently, nationality functions as more than a geographic marker; 
integrated into Grindr’s visible interface, it operates as a value-adding as-
set that shapes client selection and earning potential. The textual bio further 
serves as an essential filter during user searches. Explicit profile clarifies the 
nature of the services offered prior to initial contact:

“It’s not enough to just upload photos; it depends on how you describe your-
self and what you offer, because there are people looking for something spe-
cific. If you’re not clear, they won’t message you, and if they don’t message 
you, there’s no income for the day” (E_3, 2025).
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This underscores how profile creation adheres to a market-driven logic 
where visibility and engagement depend on a user’s ability to differentiate 
themselves and clearly communicate their service offerings.

Platform marketing relies heavily on up-to-date visual assets and expli-
cit terms, allowing users to screen potential clients based on their willing-
ness to pay. Beyond physical metrics, the profile establishes the transactional 
parameters using platform-specific codes and shorthand—such as “serv” or 
“scort”—to streamline exchanges and minimize uncompensated interactions:

“The basis for marketing is the profile and the description; that’s where you 
show what you offer and how you work” (E_4, 2025).

Grindr’s interface organizes these inputs into structured fields, transfor-
ming personal attributes into criteria for algorithmic sorting, client selection, 
and price negotiation. As participant accounts demonstrate, the intersection 
of nationality, body type, and preferred sexual roles directly dictates finan-
cial returns:

“Nationality influences how you’re perceived and what people are willing 
to pay; it’s part of the competition, along with what you offer and what the 
client is looking for” (E_5, 2026).

Thus, the profile functions as a digital vehicle that converts physical cor-
poreality into strategic data that circulates, undergoes evaluation, and extracts 
value within the platform economy.

Maintaining platform visibility emerged as a constant necessity. Frequently 
updating photos, responding promptly to messages, and maintaining active 
status are essential tactics to remain visible in user feeds. Complementary ele-
ments—such as age, bios, emojis, and communication style—further dictate 
account traction. Participants noted that younger profiles generally command 
higher engagement, including from older client demographics.

Within Grindr’s digital architecture, physical bodies are remediated 
through data inputs—photos, age, bio text, and nationality metrics—that the 
platform categorizes and feeds into user search filters. As a result, physical 
presence is converted into a searchable, comparative dataset that users brow-
se prior to initiating contact (E_6, 2025).
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Securing clients requires more than visual presentation; it demands inter-
personal negotiation, clear service articulation, and precise pricing strategies. 
Rates fluctuate based on service type, duration, and specific client requests:

“The price depends on what you offer; there’s everything from the cheapest 
to the most expensive—it all depends on the type of service” (E_7, 2025).

Participants reported that standard fees typically range between 800 and 
2,000 Mexican pesos per encounter. Most initial agreements cover a one-hour 
session, with rates scaling upward for extended time or specialized requests.

Importantly, participants emphasized that these earnings significantly ex-
ceed the wages available through local informal or low-skilled labor in Mexi-
co. Consequently, the platform represents a crucial economic alternative for 
covering immediate living expenses, including food, housing, and transit.

Negotiations also extend to logistics, including venue selection (e.g., 
client residence, provider residence, or short-stay hotels, with lodging costs 
typically covered by the client). Establishing these spatial boundaries and 
terms prior to meeting allows providers to structure the interaction and en-
force personal safety limits. Despite the app’s utility for rapid client acqui-
sition, participants highlighted significant platform-enforced vulnerabilities:

“Using the app is helpful because we can market ourselves easily and for 
free, but you also run the risk of being reported and having your account shut 
down” (E_8, 2025).

Losing an account results in the immediate deletion of a user’s profi-
le, client contacts, and digital identity, demonstrating that platform survival 
remains contingent on navigating Grindr’s terms of service and automated 
moderation controls.

In summary, three core patterns define user experiences on the platform: 
the strategic deployment of the profile as a marketing tool, the influence of 
bodily capital (age, nationality, body type) on digital visibility, and the ne-
cessity of constant activity to maintain market competitiveness. Ultimately, 
personal attributes cease to be mere self-expression and instead function as 
a monetizable dataset that governs client reach, selection, and income gene-
ration within precarious migrant contexts.
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Precariousness and Survival Strategies in Digital Environments

The thematic analysis revealed four additional interconnected themes 
within the participants’ accounts: drivers of emigration, the urgent need for 
income to meet immediate survival needs, structural barriers to formal em-
ployment, and digital platform work as an alternative strategy for financial 
self-sufficiency.

Many interviewees indicated that they turned to dating applications out 
of an immediate need for income. Lack of employment, hiring discrimina-
tion, and the disorienting realities of arriving in a host country were primary 
factors driving this decision. For several participants, the app represented one 
of the few viable mechanisms to earn money and cover basic living expenses 
while attempting to stabilize their situation. Some participants emphasized 
that even with higher education and professional qualifications, severe eco-
nomic crises in their origin countries made a stable life impossible:

“There’s no future in my country; I studied engineering and earned a master’s 
degree, but it was not worthy; everything is getting more expensive, and I 
can’t make it to the end” (E_2, 2025).

Their accounts highlight that while migration was motivated by a search 
for better living conditions, it was equally driven by a systemic lack of op-
portunities to achieve personal and professional aspirations at home. Other 
narratives underscored the immediate financial pressures upon arriving in 
Mexico, particularly the urgency of paying for basic needs such as housing, 
food, and local transit:

“I prefer to do this because it’s a quick way to start working, especially when 
you need money right away to survive in another country” (E_6, 2025).

Economic precarity thoroughly shapes these migrant trajectories. As 
another participant noted:

“You arrive and have to find a place to rent, figure out what to eat—and all 
you have to survive is your body; that’s what feeds you” (E_7, 2025).

These accounts illustrate how physicality becomes directly bound to daily 
survival. Interviewees observed that lacking social support networks, formal 
employment, or legal documentation, the body moves beyond an expression 
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of individual identity to become one of their few actionable resources. In 
this context, the platform offers an immediate mechanism to market services 
and generate short-term revenue when formal labor markets remain closed.

The findings demonstrate that the platform functions as more than a com-
munication tool; it provides a digital architecture where profile data can be 
converted into economic opportunity. Visual metrics, age, nationality, and bio 
descriptions constitute a dataset that directly dictates user discovery, client 
reach, and service negotiations. Furthermore, social networks play a key role 
in facilitating entry into platform-based sex work. Several participants recei-
ved guidance from peers already utilizing digital apps for income generation:

“I have friends who do this, and they told me that in Mexico it is well paid; 
some have already settled in other states” (E_4, 2025).

Peer recommendations lowered the barrier to entry by providing practi-
cal insights into app mechanics and earning potential. Additionally, geogra-
phical considerations influenced settlement decisions:

“Life here in Tuxtla is easier and more affordable, which is why I decided to 
stay, plus I already have clients” (E_3, 2025).

This positive perception of Tuxtla Gutiérrez recurred across accounts, 
driven primarily by its lower cost of living and manageable basic expenses. 
This relative affordability allowed participants not only to meet daily needs 
but also to save capital to fund ongoing migration routes or remit money to 
family members remaining in their home countries. Concurrently, participants 
detailed severe barriers to formal employment stemming from their irregular 
immigration status and xenophobic attitudes:

“Do you think they’re going to give us immigrants a job? Many people are 
afraid of us, and it is not easy to find a job” (E_5, 2025).

These structural blockades led migrants to Grindr as a low-barrier alterna-
tive where income generation could be obtained immediately without formal 
hiring procedures. Within this framework, leveraging bodily capital emerges 
as a primary survival tactic. Some interviewees explicitly recognized how 
their physical attributes functioned as a market advantage on digital platforms:
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“Honestly, I have the attributes they’re looking for—I’ve got what it takes” 
(E_6, 2025).

This self-assessment highlights how participants strategically capitali-
ze on specific physical traits. Physicality is thus remediated into platform 
data—curated through photos, copy, and specific metrics—tailored to match 
perceived client demand. Ultimately, profile optimization on Grindr not only 
facilitates peer contact but directly dictates negotiation power and earning 
capacity amidst conditions of severe precarity.

Conclusions and Discussion
The participant experiences demonstrate that platforms like Grindr function 

as far more than simple spaces for interpersonal interaction. For many, the-
se applications represent an immediate financial lifeline amid conditions de-
fined by economic precarity, geographic mobility, and systemic barriers to 
formal employment.

Throughout the fieldwork, the digital profile repeatedly emerged as a key 
mechanism shaping interaction opportunities. Visual assets, bio descriptions, 
age, nationality, and other profile metrics constitute a structured dataset that 
prospective clients use to search, evaluate, and initiate contact. Through this 
process, physical presence is remediated into data that acquires explicit com-
mercial value within the platform economy.

The findings confirm that financial necessity is the primary driver for 
engaging in platform-based sex work. Utilizing digital apps offers a rapid 
mechanism to cover immediate living expenses—such as housing, food, and 
transit—particularly given the structural blockades associated with irregular 
immigration status and a lack of formal labor opportunities.

Concurrently, participants expressed acute awareness of the hazards in-
herent to platform-based sex work. Primary risks include fears of physical 
assault, non-payment, the pressure to maintain constant digital visibility, and 
the threat of arbitrary account termination. These factors foster a pervasive 
atmosphere of instability, where financial urgency coexists with multi-laye-
red physical, emotional, and social vulnerabilities.

However, participants are far from passive subjects within these envi-
ronments. Many actively employ risk-mitigation tactics, such as screening 
clients prior to encounters, establishing explicit terms in advance, and asser-
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ting clear personal boundaries. These practices demonstrate that while the 
body operates as a source of income, it remains central to the agency and 
self-preservation strategies participants navigate daily.

These results align with existing literature documenting the significance 
of physical appearance and categorical selection criteria on dating applica-
tions (Lozano Buitrago, 2025; Milan and Beraldo, 2024). Beyond existing 
scholarship, these narrative accounts illustrate how financial necessity fun-
damentally reshapes platform usage. Grindr organizes user inputs into struc-
tured, searchable data fields that directly mediate both client selection and 
income generation.

Similarly, while previous studies have analyzed dynamics of preferen-
ce, exclusion, and social recognition on these platforms (Parra and Obando, 
2019; Silva Saraiva, 2023), these interviews highlight how such dynamics 
intersect directly with the migrant trajectory, the search for labor, and the 
imperative of financial survival during periods of economic displacement.

Critical secondary risks also surfaced, including exposure to financial 
scams, harassment, xenophobic discrimination, and profile bans. These threats 
carry heightened consequences when formal employment options are absent, 
and the application serves as a primary survival mechanism.

Ultimately, this study demonstrates that profile data—photographs, age, 
nationality, and textual descriptions—moves beyond mere self-presentation. 
By organizing these inputs through categorical fields and search filters, Grindr 
transforms physical corporeality into actionable data that directly conditions 
client reach, service negotiation, and livelihood generation.

A primary limitation of this research lies in its small sample size and ex-
clusive focus on a single application. Consequently, these findings reflect lo-
calized experiences and cannot be generalized across broader populations or 
all digital platforms. Future research should examine additional applications, 
broader geographic regions, and diverse demographic groups to further illu-
minate the complex intersections between migration, bodily capital, digital 
platformization, and the informal economy.
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