Research Article

JS

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCIENCE

Online Dating: A Critical Analysis From the
Perspective of Psychological Science

Psychological Science in the

Public Interest

13(1) 3-66

©The Author(s) 2012

Reprints and permission:
sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav
DOI: 10.1177/15291006 12436522
http://pspi.sagepub.com

®SAGE

Eli J. Finkel', Paul W. Eastwickz, Benjamin R. KarneyS, HarryT. Reis4,

and Susan Sprecher®

'Northwestern University; Texas A&M University; 3University of California, Los Angeles;

*University of Rochester; and °lllinois State University

Summary

Online dating sites frequently claim that they have
fundamentally altered the dating landscape for the better. This
article employs psychological science to examine (a) whether
online dating is fundamentally different from conventional
offline dating and (b) whether online dating promotes better
romantic outcomes than conventional offline dating. The
answer to the first question (uniqueness) is yes, and the answer
to the second question (superiority) is yes and no.

1o understand how online dating fundamentally differs
from conventional offline dating and the circumstances under
which online dating promotes better romantic outcomes than
conventional offline dating, we consider the three major
services online dating sites offer: access, communication,
and matching. Access refers to users’ exposure to and
opportunity to evaluate potential romantic partners they are
otherwise unlikely to encounter. Communication refers to
users’ opportunity to use various forms of computer-mediated
communication (CMC) to interact with specific potential
partners through the dating site before meeting face-to-face.
Matching refers to a site’s use of a mathematical algorithm to
select potential partners for users.

Regarding the uniqueness question, the ways in which
online dating sites implement these three services have indeed
fundamentally altered the dating landscape. In particular,
online dating, which has rapidly become a pervasive means
of seeking potential partners, has altered both the romantic
acquaintance process and the compatibility matching process.
For example, rather than meeting potential partners, getting
a snapshot impression of how well one interacts with them,
and then slowly learning various facts about them, online
dating typically involves learning a broad range of facts about
potential partners before deciding whether one wants to meet
them in person. Rather than relying on the intuition of village
elders, family members, or friends or to select which pairs of
unacquainted singles will be especially compatible, certain
forms of online dating involve placing ones romantic fate in
the hands of a mathematical matching algorithm.

Turning to the superiority question, online dating has
important advantages over conventional offline dating. For
example, it offers unprecedented (and remarkably convenient)

levels of access to potential partners, which is especially
helpful for singles who might otherwise lack such access. It
also allows online daters to use CMC to garner an initial sense
of their compatibility with potential partners before deciding
whether to meet them face-to-face. In addition, certain dating
sites may be able to collect data that allow them to banish from
the dating pool people who are likely to be poor relationship
partners in general.

On the other hand, the ways online dating sites typically
implement the services of access, communication, and
matching do not always improve romantic outcomes, indeed,
they sometimes undermine such outcomes. Regarding access,
encountering potential partners via online dating profiles
reduces three-dimensional people to two-dimensional displays
of information, and these displays fail to capture those
experiential aspects of social interaction that are essential
to evaluating one’s compatibility with potential partners. In
addition, the ready access to a large pool of potential partners
can elicit an evaluative, assessment-oriented mindset that
leads online daters to objectify potential partners and might
even undermine their willingness to commit to one of them. It
can also cause people to make lazy, ill-advised decisions when
selecting among the large array of potential partners.

Regarding communication, although online daters can
benefit from having short-term CMC with potential partners
before meeting them face-to-face, longer periods of CMC
prior to a face-to-face meeting may actually hurt people’s
romantic prospects. In particular, people tend to overinterpret
the social cues available in CMC, and if CMC proceeds
unabated without a face-to-face reality check, subsequent
face-to-face meetings can produce unpleasant expectancy
violations. As CMC lacks the experiential richness of a face-
to-face encounter, some important information about potential
partners is impossible to glean from CMC alone; most users
will want to meet a potential partner in person to integrate
their CMC and face-to-face impressions into a coherent whole
before pursuing a romantic relationship.

Regarding matching, no compelling evidence supports
matching sites’ claims that mathematical algorithms work—
that they foster romantic outcomes that are superior to
those fostered by other means of pairing partners. Part of
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the problem is that matching sites build their mathematical
algorithms around principles—typically similarity but also
complementarity—that are much less important to relationship
well-being than has long been assumed. In addition, these sites
are in a poor position to know how the two partners will grow
and mature over time, what life circumstances they will confront
and coping responses they will exhibit in the future, and how
the dynamics of their interaction will ultimately promote or
undermine romantic attraction and long-term relationship
well-being. As such, it is unlikely that any matching algorithm
that seeks to match two people based on information available
before they are aware of each other can account for more than
a very small proportion of the variance in long-term romantic
outcomes, such as relationship satisfaction and stability.

In short, online dating has radically altered the dating
landscape since its inception 15 to 20 years ago. Some of the
changes have improved romantic outcomes, but many have
not. We conclude by (a) discussing the implications of online
dating for how people think about romantic relationships and
for homogamy (similarity of partners) in marriage and (b)
offering recommendations for policymakers and for singles
seeking to make the most out of their online dating endeavors.

Introduction

For as long as humans have recognized the urge to form romantic
relationships, they have also recognized that finding an appropri-
ate partner can be challenging, and that sometimes it is useful to
get some help. From the Jewish shadchan immortalized in the
musical Fiddler on the Roof, to the khastegari customs of Iran, to
the arranged marriages still prevalent in parts of Southeast Asia,
there is a tradition—millennia old—of romantic relationships
arising not only from chance encounters between two individuals
but also from the deliberate intervention of third parties (Coontz,
2005). For most of those millennia, the resources available to
these third parties remained the same: a broad social network,
strong opinions about the sorts of people who belong together,
and the willingness to apply those judgments to the formation of
actual couples (Ahuvia & Adelman, 1992).

In the modern age, the desire to find a romantic partner
endures, as does the sense that doing so can be challenging. But
the resources available for meeting these challenges have
changed, and many of these changes can be traced to the inven-
tion, spread, and now ubiquity of the Internet. According to recent
data, some 30% of the 7 billion people on our planet now have
access to the Internet (InternetWorldStats.com, 2011). In North
America, where Internet usage is highest, that figure reaches
78%. Every domain of contemporary life, from commerce and
politics to culture, is now touched by the Internet in some way.

With respect to forming romantic relationships, the poten-
tial to reach out to nearly 2 billion other people offers several
opportunities to the relationship-seeker that are unprecedented

in human history. First, whereas the “field of eligibles” (Kerck-
hoff, 1964) for an individual was once limited primarily to
members of that individual’s social network, the Internet now
affords access to a vastly wider network of potential partners
who would have been unknown or inaccessible in former eras.
Second, whereas interaction between potential partners once
depended on their proximity to each other, the Internet now
facilitates nearly instantaneous communication via multiple
channels (i.e., text, voice, image, and video) without partners
having to be in the same location and even without partners’
conscious awareness (e.g., by allowing others to view one’s
information online). Third, whereas the choice of a mate once
relied largely upon the individual’s intuitions and personal
opinions, the Internet promises to create matches between
suitable partners using new tools that draw upon data provided
by thousands, or millions, of users.

Recognizing the unique possibilities afforded by the Inter-
net, numerous commercial Web sites have arisen to provide
these services to users seeking romantic relationships. Specifi-
cally, the past 15 to 20 years have witnessed the development
of Web-based companies that specialize in providing some
combination of:

a. access to potential romantic partners
b. communication with potential romantic partners
c. matching with compatible romantic partners.

Each year, millions of hopeful relationship seekers use these
sites, often paying substantial fees for the privilege.

To attract customers, online dating sites typically empha-
size two aspects of the services they offer. First, they empha-
size that their services are unique to dating through the
Internet; that is, the sites are offering a service that cannot be
duplicated in any other way. The homepage of PlentyOfFish,
for example, claims that membership on the site gets you
access to “145 million monthly visitors” and that “you are not
going to find any other site that has more singles looking to
meet new people” (PlentyOfFish.com, 2011). Presumably that
claim refers not only to other Web sites but also to other ven-
ues where single people gather to meet, such as bars, parties,
churches, or libraries. Second, online dating sites emphasize
that forming relationships using their services is superior to
dating offline. The Web site for eHarmony, for example,
asserts that the services the site offers “deliver more than just
dates”; instead, it promises connections to “singles who have
been prescreened on . . . scientific predictors of relationship
success” (eHarmony.com, 2011b, para. 1). The implication is
that eHarmony possesses knowledge about relationships that
most people lack and that applying this knowledge will lead to
more favorable relationships than subscribers would experi-
ence without this knowledge. The OkCupid Website also
implies access to knowledge unavailable to the layperson with
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the straightforward claim, “We use math to get you dates”
(OkCupid.com, 2011). By referring to millions of users, sci-
ence, and math, online dating sites suggest that meeting
romantic partners online is not only different from, but also
better than, searching for partners in conventional ways.

Each of these claims raises questions that can be answered
empirically. For example, with respect to uniqueness, does the
rise of online dating represent a fundamental change in the
process of forming and maintaining romantic relationships?
With respect to superiority, are the users of online dating sites
in fact improving their chances of experiencing positive
romantic outcomes compared to individuals who rely entirely
on more conventional methods of meeting partners?

Addressing such questions is of great public importance for
several reasons. First, romantic relationships—their presence,
as well as success or failure—play a central role in individu-
als’ physical and emotional well-being. The need to connect
deeply with others has been described as a “fundamental
human motivation” (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). When that
need is fulfilled by a satisfying intimate relationship, couples
experience better health (Cohen et al., 1998), recover from ill-
nesses more quickly (Kiecolt-Glaser et al., 2005), and live lon-
ger (Gallo, Troxel, Matthews, & Kuller, 2003; Holt-Lunstad,
Smith, & Layton, 2010). Indeed, the presence of a satisfying
intimate relationship is one of the strongest predictors of hap-
piness and emotional well-being that has been measured (Die-
ner & Seligman, 2002). Loneliness and distressed relationships,
in contrast, predict increased risks of depression and illness
(Cacioppo et al., 2002) and incur enormous national costs in
terms of lost productivity (Forthofer, Markman, Cox, Stanley, &
Kessler, 1996), and they are the leading reasons why people
seek therapy or help from lay counselors in the United States
(Veroft, Kulka, & Douvan, 1981). Thus, online dating sites are
treading in deep waters, and whatever the implications of these
sites, those implications are likely to have strong ripple effects.

Second, as commercial dating sites become increasingly
accepted as a means of forming romantic relationships, more
and more couples are meeting online (Rosenfeld, 2010). One
industry trade report estimated that almost 25 million unique
users around the world accessed an online dating site in April,
2011 alone (Subscription Site Insider, 2011). If some of the
individuals who form relationships online would not other-
wise have found partners, then the availability of the unique
services that the Internet provides may be a boon to relation-
ship seekers. Moreover, if relationships formed through the
Internet are in fact superior to those formed via more conven-
tional means, then the increasing popularity of online dating
sites has the potential to boost happiness and to reduce the
great suffering and costs associated with relationship distress
and dissolution (e.g., Amato & DeBoer, 2001; Forthofer et al.,
1996; Kiecolt-Glaser et al., 2005; Sbarra, Law, & Portley,
2011). If the claims of online dating sites are unfounded, how-
ever, then increasing numbers of people are pursuing relation-
ships that are actually no better than matches formed offline
and that may even be worse.

A third reason to evaluate the claims of online dating sites
is that online dating now consumes vast resources in the
United States and around the world. Online dating has grown
into a billion-dollar industry, and it is one of the few growth
industries during a period of worldwide recession (Visualeco-
nomics.com, 2011). In pursuit of these revenues, online dating
sites spend hundreds of millions of dollars annually to pro-
mote the value of the services they provide (Nielsenwire.com,
2009). Believing these messages, millions of users are not
only spending their money on memberships and subscriptions,
but they are also investing considerable time. One estimate
suggests that users spend an average of 22 minutes each time
they visit an online dating site (Mitchell, 2009), and another
suggests that they spend 12 hours per week engaged in
computer-based online dating activity (Frost, Chance, Norton,
& Ariely, 2008). Across millions of users, this represents an
enormous allocation of time that might otherwise be spent on
other activities, including engaging in social interactions
offline. These costs in time and money are warranted if online
dating actually provides improved, cost-effective access to
successful romantic relationships. If such evidence is lacking,
however, then people seeking romantic partners may be wast-
ing significant time and money that they could direct toward
more productive activities.

There is now a strong foundation of scientific research
from which to evaluate the implications of online dating for
the initiation and development of romantic relationships. This
research spans multiple domains, many of which directly
investigate personal relationships. Although the scholarly lit-
erature on personal relationships is relatively young (for an
historical analysis, see Reis, 2012), it already spans the disci-
plines of clinical, developmental, and social-personality psy-
chology; sociology; communication; and family studies; and
reaches into various other disciplines as well. In addition to
research that directly addresses relationships, decades of
research on topics such as decision making, interpersonal
communication, and motivated cognition also provide rele-
vant findings. Extrapolating from these literatures, and draw-
ing upon the nascent literature on online dating specifically,
we can now examine how the advent of the Internet is affect-
ing processes and outcomes relevant to romantic relationships.
Moreover, we can compare the results of this body of research
to the specific claims of online dating sites, critically evaluat-
ing the degree to which these claims are supported by scien-
tific evidence.

The overarching goal of this article is to draw upon the
accumulated scientific literature on romantic relationships and
other psychological phenomena to evaluate (a) whether online
dating represents a fundamental rather than an incremental
shift in the process of relationship initiation (the uniqueness
question) and (b) whether online dating yields better romantic
outcomes than does conventional offline dating (the superior-
ity question). In pursuit of this broad goal, we begin by provid-
ing an overview of the present analysis, elaborating upon the
three key services of online dating (access, communication,
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and matching), addressing issues of scope, and defining key
terms. Next, we address the two major questions we seek to
answer. Part I compares and contrasts online dating with con-
ventional offline dating in terms of pervasiveness, the acquain-
tance process, and compatibility matching, concluding that
online dating is fundamentally different from conventional
offline dating on all three of these fronts. Part II examines
whether online dating yields romantic outcomes that are supe-
rior to those emerging from conventional offline dating. This
section demonstrates that the claims of superiority made by
online dating sites lack scientific validity, and it scours diverse
scientific literatures to discern the ways in which the access,
communication, and matching offered by online dating sites
improve versus undermine romantic outcomes. After address-
ing these two major questions, we discuss implications of
online dating for how people think about and approach roman-
tic relationships, for homogamy (similarity of partners) in
marriage, and for public policy. Finally, we offer recommen-
dations for relationship seekers.

Overview
Online dating’s three key services

As discussed previously, dating sites provide some combina-
tion of three broad classes of services: access, communication,
and matching (for a similar tripartite typology, see Ahuvia &
Adelman, 1992). Access refers to users’ exposure to and
opportunity to evaluate potential romantic partners whom they
are otherwise unlikely to encounter. Specifically, dating sites
typically accumulate profiles—Web pages that provide infor-
mation about potential partners—that users can browse.
Because many sites have thousands, sometimes millions, of
users, online dating offers access to a larger number of poten-
tial partners than anybody could have access to in the offline
world. In principle, users can contact any of these new poten-
tial partners through the dating site, although, in practice,
many of the potential partners to whom users are given access
might not reply. As such, the access that users acquire through
dating sites does not necessarily yield access to a relationship
partner; rather, it simply alerts users to the existence of avail-
able partners.

Communication refers to users’ opportunity to use various
forms of computer-mediated communication (CMC) to inter-
act with specific potential partners on the dating site before
meeting face-to-face. The mechanisms of communication vary
considerably across the online dating landscape. Asynchro-
nous forms of communication, including messaging systems
that approximate e-mail and simpler, less personalized forms
of communication (e.g., virtual “winks”) that quickly and con-
cisely convey some measure of interest, are commonplace.
Alternatively, users may also choose real-time, synchronous
forms of communication, such as live instant-message (text-
based) chat and live interaction via webcams that allows users
to see and hear each other.

Matching refers to a site’s use of a mathematical algorithm
to identify potential partners, called “matches,” for their
users. These matches are presented to the user not as a ran-
dom selection of potential partners in the local area but rather
as potential partners with whom the user will be especially
likely to experience positive romantic outcomes. A key
assumption underlying matching algorithms is that some
pairs of potential partners will ultimately experience better
romantic outcomes, in the short term or the long term (or
both), than other pairs of potential partners because the indi-
viduals are more romantically compatible from the start.
Another assumption is that the seeds of this compatibility can
be assessed using self-reports or other types of individual-
difference measures before two people even become aware of
each other’s existence. If these assumptions are valid, then an
algorithm directing users’ attention to the smaller pool of
potential partners with whom they are especially compatible
would be useful, increasing the likelihood of, efficiency with
which, or degree to which users achieve relationship success.
Although all sites offer some degree of access and communi-
cation, many sites do not offer matching.

In this article, we draw upon research in psychology and
related disciplines to answer the uniqueness and superiority
questions. This task would be straightforward if scholars had
conducted controlled experiments investigating how the pres-
ence or implementation of access, communication, or match-
ing services offered at dating sites alters the dating process or
yields superior romantic outcomes compared to conventional
offline dating. Consider, for example, a hypothetical online
dating “clinical trial.” Researchers might randomly assign
single participants to pursue romantic partners by either (a)
using a matching service, perhaps one already in use at a par-
ticular dating site or one created by the research team; or (b)
exploring their romantic options using whatever offline
options they choose—akin to a wait-list control. Unfortu-
nately, to our knowledge, no such study exists.

Nevertheless, even without controlled experimental studies
that compare online with offline dating, a vast scientific litera-
ture can address the degree to which the two dating contexts
differ and whether those differences are likely to alter roman-
tic outcomes. To extend the clinical-trial metaphor, scholars
have amassed considerable knowledge about the many “active
ingredients” of each specific implementation of access, com-
munication, and matching, even in the absence of clinical tri-
als of specific forms of online dating per se. Although it would
be best to have scientific studies of both (a) the functioning of
the whole product in an experimental setting (as is typically
the case with pharmaceuticals, for example) and (b) the under-
lying active ingredients, this article by necessity focuses only
on the workings of the online dating active ingredients—spe-
cific implementations of access, communication, and match-
ing. Many of the workings of online dating sites are shrouded
in proprietary mystery, but reviewing the extant scientific lit-
erature to investigate the active ingredients can yield impor-
tant insights.
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Scope

Our task was not to provide a comprehensive topography of
the online dating landscape. This landscape is constantly
changing—new sites are created and old sites go out of busi-
ness, change forms and names, and have facelifts—so any
attempt to be comprehensive would achieve immediate obso-
lescence.' By focusing broadly on the ways dating sites imple-
ment the services of access, communication, and matching, we
were able to examine the psychological essence of online dat-
ing without becoming preoccupied with any particular claim
of any particular site (although we did not shy away from
examining particular claims where doing so was instructive).
Many online dating sites offer services beyond access, com-
munication, and matching, including dating advice, personal-
ity assessment, and, on occasion, summaries of scientific
studies of romantic relationships. Although these features
could have important benefits, we excluded them from this
analysis both because they are readily accessible outside of
online dating sites (e.g., through self-help books) and because
their influence involves individual daters obtaining new
knowledge rather than processes occurring between two
potential daters.

In addition, our goal was not to review all Internet sites
through which people could conceivably meet someone
online for a romantic relationship. As presented in Table 1,
there is a huge variety of Internet sites that individuals could
use to meet potential romantic partners. We focused on those
sites with the explicit and primary goal of introducing singles
to potential romantic partners who are hoping to form dating
and perhaps marital relationships. They included self-selec-
tion sites in which people browse profiles of potential part-
ners, cither from the general population of possible online
daters (Row 1 in Table 1) or from a particular subpopulation
(Row 2); sites that allow users’ family members or friends to
play matchmaker for them (Row 3); sites that allow for live
interaction, either through webcam-based video dating (Row
4) or avatar-based virtual dating (Row 5); matching sites
based primarily either on users’ self-report data (Row 6) or on
non-self-report data, such as genetic data (Row 7); and global-
positioning-system-based smartphone apps (Row 8). We did
not examine general personal advertising sites where the for-
mation of romantic relationships is a by-product of the site’s
main function (Row 9), sex or hookup sites (Row 10), infidel-
ity sites (Row 11), sites for arranging group dates (Row 12),
general social networking sites (Row 13), or massively multi-
player online games (Row 14). In addition, our primary
emphasis was on online dating as it is practiced in the United
States and other Western countries, which means certain types
of online dating sites that are prevalent elsewhere (e.g., mat-
rimonial sites in India) were beyond the scope of this article.
Finally, also beyond our scope was speed-dating, a dating
approach developed in the 1990s in which singles attend an
event where they engage in a series of brief face-to-face inter-
actions with a series of potential romantic partners and decide

whether they would (“yes”) or would not (“no”) be willing to
get together with each of them in the future (Eastwick & Fin-
kel, 2008b; Finkel, Eastwick, & Matthews, 2007).

Furthermore, we did not seek to provide an exhaustive
review of all studies that have been conducted on the topic of
online dating. This article is less a review of the online dating
literature than an empirically based analysis of whether online
dating represents a fundamental change in the process of
romantic relationship initiation and whether the forms of
access, communication, and matching offered by online dat-
ing are likely to improve romantic outcomes. In cases where
scholars have not conducted the optimal empirical investiga-
tions in the romantic domain in general or in the online dating
domain in particular, we extrapolated from related scholarly
literatures to address our major questions of uniqueness and
superiority.

Definitions

Before addressing these two questions, we define several
important terms beyond those we have already defined (access,
communication, matching, and profiles). We use the term dat-
ing sites to refer to those Web sites that primarily focus on
offering the user opportunities to form a new romantic rela-
tionship that has the potential to become a dating and perhaps
a long-term committed relationship, such as marriage (i.c., the
top half of Table 1). We use the term online dating, sometimes
called Internet dating, to refer to the practice of using dating
sites to find a romantic partner.” Throughout the manuscript,
we frequently compare online dating with conventional offline
dating. This term encompasses the myriad ways that people
meet potential romantic partners in their everyday lives
through non-Internet activities—through their social network
(e.g., a mutual friend introducing two single people to each
other), a chance face-to-face encounter (e.g., approaching a
new coworker or a stranger at a coffee shop), or some combi-
nation of the two (e.g., chatting with a friend-of-a-friend at a
party).> Although conventional offline dating is a heteroge-
neous category that comprises many contexts for meeting
potential partners (e.g., meeting at a bar vs. in church), these
contexts collectively differ from online dating in that they do
not offer the same forms and degree of access, communica-
tion, and matching. To the extent that some precursors of dat-
ing sites share these features (e.g., video-dating, newspaper
personal ads), they are excluded from the term conventional
offline dating.

A crucial term when evaluating whether online dating
yields superior outcomes to conventional offline dating is
positive romantic outcomes, which refers to the extent to
which someone positively evaluates, and/or intends to per-
sist in pursuing, a specific (potential or current) romantic
partner and/or a specific (hypothetical or actual) relation-
ship. This definition is deliberately broad, as the term applies
to the level of attraction someone might experience when
browsing a profile to the level of love someone feels toward
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Table I. Types of U.S. Online Dating Sites and Their Distinctive Features

Row  Type of site Distinctive feature Example sites
Site types within the purview of the present article
I General self-selection sites Users browse profiles of a wide range of Match, PlentyOfFish, OkCupid
partners
2 Niche self-selection sites Users browse profiles of partners from a )Date, Gay, SugarDaddie
specific population
3 Family/friend participation sites Users’ family/friends can use the site to play ~ Kizmeet, HeartBroker
matchmaker for them
4 Video-dating sites Users interact with partners via webcam SpeedDate,Video dating,WooMe
5 Virtual dating sites Users create an avatar and go on virtual OmniDate, Weopia, VirtualDateSpace
dates in an online setting
6 Matching sites using self-reports Sites use algorithms to create matches eHarmony, Chemistry, PerfectMatch
based on users’ self-report data
7 Matching sites not using self-report  Sites use algorithms to create matches GenePartner, ScientificMatch,
based on non-self-report data FindYourFaceMate
8 Smartphone apps GPS-enabled apps inform users of partners Zoosk, Badoo, Grindr
in the vicinity
Site types beyond the scope of the present article
9 General personal advertisement Users can advertise for diverse goods and Craigslist, most newspaper sites
sites services, including partners
10 Sex or hookup sites Users meet partners for casual sexual OnlineBootyCall, AdultFriendFinder,
encounters GetltOn
Il Infidelity sites Users or partners (or both) pursue AshleyMadison, lllicitEncounters,
extrarelationship affairs WaitingRoom
12 Sites for arranging group dates Users propose get-togethers with a group Ignighter, Meetcha, GrubWithUs
of strangers
13 Social networking sites Users can meet friends of friends Facebook, MySpace, Friendster
14 Massively multiplayer online games Users can meet partners using avatars in a SecondLife, TheSims, WorldOfWarcraft

complex online environment

Note:The content in this table is illustrative, not comprehensive. The distinctive feature of a particular type of site does not imply that it is the sole purpose
or method the site uses; many sites have multiple features or use multiple methods to help users access potential partners. In addition, due to the rapid pace
of technological and entrepreneurial innovation, the methods that people use to meet potential romantic partners online are constantly changing. This table
represents a snapshot from 201 |. GPS = global positioning system.

his or her long-term spouse, and everything in between. As
such, this definition encompasses both attraction contexts,
in which individuals are evaluating potential romantic part-
ners with whom they do not yet have a romantic relationship

selected as an especially compatible potential romantic partner
for a given user.

Part I: Is Online Dating Fundamentally

(i.e., they are not “officially” romantic partners), and rela-
tionship contexts, in which individuals are ev