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1: INTRODUCTION
AMIR HETSRONI

How do | get the girl's number? When is the right time to call? If her mom picks up the phone
—do | leave a message or just hang up? These were typical questions | asked as a teenager
in the 1980s struggling with romance pains. Obviously, | had no Tinder account or OKCupid
subscription. | had no smartphone or even a simple Nokia cellphone. In fact, | did not have
Internet. | barely had i386 IBM compatible desktop (what else?) connected to a matrix printer
in which | printed love letters that | handed to girls | met here and there, mainly at school,
expecting accolades for my rather innovative use of advanced technology. Unfortunately,
in most of the instances | was scolded for being non-romantic, but | am still sure that | was
ahead of the time.

So much has changed in just three decades. Nearly a quarter of current US newlyweds met
first online often in a dating sites or through one of the romance targeted apps. The change
is not just a matter of location — from meeting at a bar to meeting on the internet - but also
manifested in relationship style. Expectations for long-term heterosexual monogamy have
been replaced by a plethora of romantic formats - from polyamory through pansexuality
and up to demi sexuality. The English language has been enriched by new vocabulary that
represents new types of relations — from ghosting and up to sexting.

It is possible that the mediated environment makes allegedly deviant relations come true
because one feels less inconvenient to write online that s/he is searching for a sex slave than
to do it in a face-to-face conversation, but it is also not out of the question that the virtual
surroundings do not change romance as much at it reflects changes that have occurred
anyway. And, yet, the process can also be reciprocal. This way or another, as Bob Dylan sang
five decades ago - The times they are a-changin'. Our book attempts to map and analyze
changes in romantic habits and conceptions as they relate to online dating and to look at
online dating as reflection and precursor of changes in romance.

The book is divided into four thematic sections: Gender, Users, Design, and Culture. The
titles of the sections constitute the major factors that shape online dating: the sex and
sexual orientation of daters, their personality, the interface of the website or the app and the
cultural context outside the mediated environment. The first section, Gender, is about the
way our biological sex and our sexual orientation i.e. whether we search for a partner of our
sex or a member of the opposite sex leave a mark on online dating. This section starts with
a study entitled The Myth of the Siren’s Song: Gendered Courtship and Sexual Scripts in
Online Dating by Julie M. Albright and Steve Carter. Their article uses the siren metaphor
and elucidates the current state of online courtship scripts using data from a large online
dating site. The analysis reveals that women are more successful at flirting and at reading
flirting cues, however, most of them (including surprisingly women under the age of 30), still
subscribe to traditional gendered courtship scripts and agree that men should make the first
move and control the relationship. Men were found to be more progressive in their courtship
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attitudes than women and more likely to approve of confident women making the first move.
The implications of this gender disparity in courtship scripts are discussed in relation to
technological innovations and suggestions are offered how more egalitarian courtship can
become the norm.

The second entry in the Gender section is entitled Gender Differences in Online Dating
Experiences by Milena R. Lopes and Carl Vogel. The authors examine the attitudes of male
and female Tinder users in order to determine whether there is a gendered perception of
experiences mediated by Tinder. A mixed-method approach reveals differences with respect
to several aspects of the online dating experience. The findings indicate gender differences
in perceived respect from others on Tinder and are discussed in relation to the interface of
Tinder. Suggestions are made how Tinder and other apps can be perceived as more efficient.

The third and final study in the Gender section is entitled Stereotypical Gender Attributions
across Sexual Orientations on Tinder: Evidence from Turkey by Amir Hetsroni, Meric Tuncez,
and Mina Ozdemir. The authors investigate the stereotypical and gendered attributions of
Tinder users from Turkey and compare the results across sexual orientation lines. A random
sample of over 2,500 Tinder profiles were analyzed in search for masculine, feminine and
gender-neutral decorative artifacts. The results indicated a significant difference between
heterosexual women and lesbians, with the latter adopting less feminine decorative artifacts
and displaying more masculine decorative artifacts. The differences among men were not as
drastic, however, homosexuals were still slightly more likely to feature feminine and gender-
neutral decorative artifacts. These results are discussed in relation to the way homosexuals
and lesbians are perceived and perceive themselves in an Islamic mildly patriarchal culture.

The second section, Users, is about the way personal characteristics leave their mark on
online dating. This section starts with a study entitled Mirror Mirror on the Wall, Which Dating
App Affords Them AlI? Exploring Dating Applications Affordances and User Motivations
by Leah E. LeFebvre and Xiaoti Fan. The authors investigate various affordances of mobile
dating apps that are popular in the United States in order to shed light user motivations
and relationship development. The most highly ranked social affordances of dating services
include accessibility, conversation control and informational control, whereas the most
highly ranked motivations for using online dating services are curiosity, relationship-seeking,
socializing and passing time. Finally, the authors present a combined model of the influence of
media affordances and individual user motivations on relationship initiation and development
in dating apps.

The second entry in the Users section is entitled The Social Exchange Framework and
Dime Dating by Arrington Stoll. While stories about dime dating appear quite often in the
popular press, only scant research dealt with it hitherto. The author offers a theoretical
operationalization of dime dating using the basic economic trade-off between cost and reward.
Individual processes by which people communicate their cost-benefit appraisals of dime
dating are explored using social exchange theory and the investment model. Stoll examines
dime dating, its benefits, and its cost-benefit appraisals through a comparison of for-profit
daters with non-profit daters and finds striking similarities in several aspects. The conclusion



of this study is that even when financial incentive is the reason why the relationship starts its
persistence depends on the availability of conventional relationship benefits.

The third entry in the Users section is entitled The Relationship between Romantic Ideals and
Online Dating Stigmatization by Elisabeth Timmermans and Cédric Courtois. The authors
examine the relationship between romantic beliefs and the practice of online dating. Looking
at the stigmatization of online dating, they investigate whether negative attributions of online
dating are associated with out-group identification due to the inability to identify with online
daters. Over five-hundred Belgians from different cities participated in as survey. The findings
indicate normalization of online dating and a complex pattern of gender differences within
the online dating sphere.

The fourth and final entry in the Users section is entitled Justifications for “Ghosting Out” of
Developing or Ongoing Romantic Relationships: Anxieties Regarding Digitally-Mediated
Romantic Interaction by Jimmie Manning, Katherine J. Denker, and Rebecca Johnson.
Textual data obtained from thirty interviews are used to examine the practice of ghosting
through which a person suddenly terminates communication with his romantic partner,
typically at an early stage of the relationship. Relying on participants accounts of ghosting,
the authors investigate themes related to the darker side of ghosting and offer a typology of
motivations for ghosting. The typographic analysis reveals three key justifications for ghosting:
protection against disrespect, aggressiveness, and abuse, lack of relational development,
and situational factors.

The third section, Design, is about the way website interface app features impact the process
of online dating. This section starts with a qualitative study entitled “l ® U”: A Semiotic
Analysis of Romantic Relationship Bitmojis on Social Media by Abdulgaffar O. Arikewuyo,
Bahire Efe-Ozad, and Aminat S. Owolabi. Semiotic analysis is used to map bitmojis that
appear in social media chats and to demonstrate how colors and shapes connote love and
affection. The findings reveal that the red color is the most dominant sign in conveying
romantic feelings in online dating and that various shapes are used to add humoristic touch
to the otherwise awkward dialogue typical of early stage flirting.

The second study in the Design section is entitled Verifying Identities: The Role of Third-
party Reputation Information in Online Dating by Lara Hallam, Charlotte J.S. De Backer,
Sara Pabian, and Michel Walrave. Hallam and her colleagues explore the lack of a warrant
between the presented identity online and the physical counterpart of that identity as offline
daters. In a 2 (female vs. male) x 2 (control vs. reputation information) online experiment,
over two-hundred participants rated two online dating profiles of the opposite sex - one with
no warranting and one with positive reputation information. The results show that all the
participants rated the online dating profile provided with positive reputation information as
more trustworthy. Further analysis reveals, however, that positive reputation information does
not impact the willingness to date offline.

The third and final entry in the Design section is entitled From Swiping to Ghosting:
Conceptualizing Rejection in Mobile Dating by Chad V. De Wiele and Jamie F. Campbell.
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This article deals with rejections - one of the most potent relational outcomes in interpersonal
relationships. Romantic rejection has been studied extensively in face-to-face contexts, but
hitherto it has been given scant attention in online dating research. De Wiele and Campbell
set out to fill the gap by identifying behaviors, effects, and outcomes linked to the experience
of rejection. In an online survey, the authors analyze few dozen mobile daters and ask them
to describe rejection in online dating context. Thematic analysis of the open-ended questions
reveals the extent to which online dating apps mitigate the experience of rejection and
highlight unique interface affordances of mobile dating.

The fourth and final section in our collection is Culture. This section is about the influence
of the socio-cultural context in which online daters operate. The first entry in this section is
entitled A Match Made in the Cloud: Jews, Rabbis, and Online Dating Sites by Yoel Cohen
and Ruth Tsuria. The authors explore the virtual Jewish dating scene which is a religious niche
for online dating and investigate rabbis’ opinions on participating in online dating. The rabbis
were found to be divided in this subject. The more liberal among them were more supportive
of online dating. The rabbis' stream, their openness to online media, and their personal use
of online media were found to be positively related to their support of online matchmaking.

Second entry in the Culture section is entitled Crossing Boundaries? Online Platforms
and Interracial Romance by Giulia Ranzini. The author explores how online dating opens
new routes for interracial encounters, relationships and even marriages. She asks whether
online dating services motivate their users to pursue interracial dating. This chapter
looks at the existing research on the role of online dating in romantic decisions, focuses
on its desegregating potential and delves into studies on episodes of sexual racism and
discrimination. The conclusion is not unequivocal: Online dating sometimes promotes
diversity, but it can also reinforce racial prejudices.

The final chapter in the Culture section, which is also the last entry in this collection, is
entitled Missed Connections or Misinterpreted Intentions? The Genre and Violence of
Digital Love Stories by Brittany Knutson. This chapter explores a Craigslist page called
Missed Connections, which is an online forum swarmed with romance and potential daters.
The story of Missed Connections, so goes the chapter, revolves around male and female desire.
By entangling the truth behind online and offline identities of Missed Connections users, the
author reveals the potentiality, power dynamics, and violence of romance found in a classified
ads website created for garage sales.

So, what have we learned? Several paradoxes for sure: Online dating may promote diversity,
but it can also reinforce racial prejudices; online dating profiles escorted by positive reputation
information about the candidate seem more trustworthy but not more attractive — to name
just two. We cannot offer a bottom line, perhaps because there is none. Online dating in a
conservative culture like Orthodox Judaism when the participants aim to get married is very
different from homosexual courtship in Grindr where the explicit aim is finding a very short-
term hookup partner. Still, we can say that the outcome of online dating depends upon four
major factors - gender, personality, design, and culture.



We hope that this collection helped, at least to an extent, to unmask the puzzle. We thank
all the authors whose work is included in this collection. We also thank the many whose
submissions were rejected. We are indebted to our publisher, Institute of Network Cultures.
In particular, we would like to thank Miriam Rasch and Geert Lovink who believed in us
throughout the long route. Last but not least, on a personal note, the author of this introduction
extends his gracefulness to Meri¢ Tuncez the co-editor whose contribution to the book is
priceless. Of course, we are also grateful to Kog University for providing us with bread and
butter while we were working on this volume.

Last but not least, the answer to the inevitable question: ‘How successful have | been in online
dating?’ - The answer is not at all. Maybe | am too old. Possibly, my personality does not fit in.
Not out of the question that | am oddly snobbish. This way or another, | will continue to court
in non-virtual venues.
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2: THE MYTH OF THE SIREN’S SONG: GENDERED
COURTSHIP AND SEXUAL SCRIPTS IN ONLINE
DATING

JULIE M. ALBRIGHT AND STEVE CARTER

Sirens have long served as a figure of both fascination and fear throughout history. The
siren — the sexually aggressive, alluring, confident young woman — has been a longstanding
negative role model that has helped to define women’s ‘appropriate’ role within courtship
and romantic relationships. The siren can be traced all the way back to 300 B.C., to Homer’s
Ulysses, where she illustrates the dangers of the sexually aggressive woman. In the story, the
siren’s songs sung from the rocks are so bewitching that passing mariners who heard them
would throw themselves into the sea, or, distracted, steer their ships into the rocks, leading
to their demise. The sirens represented an antithesis to the goal of marriage and family: The
text says that, for the man who succumbs to the song of the siren there will be ‘no welcome
from his wife, no little children brightening at their father's return’.!

Sirens are such a powerful negative role model that they have been re-imagined by almost
every generation since: In the Middle Ages, sirens were re-invoked in musical texts, depicted
as part bird, part fish or nude, symbolizing lustful immodesty and prostitution.? In this excerpt
from the musical theory Tractatulus de differentiis et gradibus cantorum, Arnulf of St Ghislain
describes the siren’s allure:

So it is that these women... earthly Sirens — enchant the bewitched ears of their lis-
teners and they steal away their hearts, which are for the most part lulled by this kind
of intoxication, in secret theft, and having snatched them and made them subject to
their will, they then enslave them and lead them, shipwrecked by the beauty, alas!,
of their prison, into an earthly Charybdis in which no kind of redemption or ransom is
available.?

Using Saussure’s model of semiotics to understand the structure of meaning the siren
represents, the siren acts as a signifier for women’s connection to nature. Sherry Ortner* has
argued that women’s subordinate status in most societies can be traced back to this nature/
culture dichotomy, where women are more closely identified or symbolically associated
with nature, leaving men squarely situated squarely within the realm of culture. Since it is
culture’s project to subsume and transcend nature, in this story, man’s domination of woman

1 Homer, & Pulleyn, S. (2019). Odyssey. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Leach, E. (2006). “‘The little pipe sings sweetly while the fowler deceives the bird’: Sirens in the later
middle ages.” Music and Letters, 87(2), 187-211.

3 Leach, E.E. (2007, p.265). Sung birds: Music, nature, and poetry in the later Middle Ages. Ithaca:
Cornell Univ. Press.

4 Ortner, S. B. (1974). Is female to male as nature is to culture? In M. Z. Rosaldo and L. Lamphere (eds),
Woman, culture, and society. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 68-87.
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becomes natural and inevitable. Half woman, half fish or half bird, the sirens accentuate
this relationship of woman to nature; since they are depicted as only partly human, the siren
is nature, embodied. The siren thus represents one half of a dialectical relation with man:
To maintain his dominion over nature (and her), he must stay firmly lodged in his world of
culture, ‘staying on the boat’ as it were, and away from her, else be dragged down by lust
and other ‘earthly desires’, thereby meeting inevitable treachery. Claude Levi-Strauss® has
argued that texts such as Homer’s Odyssey are attempts to reconcile or deny the inevitable
contradictions of culture - that is, man’s inevitable and in some ways - doomed struggle to
dominate and overcome nature.

The story of the sirens has served as a negative role model for generations in terms of
gendered sexual behavior for both men and women. Researchers have found that people
can be motivated by either positive or negative role models: Positive role models motivate
by illustrating ‘an ideal, desired self, highlighting possible achievements one can strive for’,
whilst negative role models inspire by ‘illustrating a feared, to-be-avoided self, pointing to
possible disasters and future outcomes to be avoided’.” Since the advent of mass media like
radio and television, popular culture has become an important vehicle for the transmission of
these role models. Social learning theory suggests that young women look to media models
to learn their ‘proper’ gender scripts,® and are most likely to model behavior which leads to
desired or valued outcomes.? The modern-day siren continues to show up as role model in
media, now figured as a form of ‘fallen femininity’, her dual nature of pleasure and negative
ethical features holding the power of seduction.® In his book The Art of Seduction, author
Robert Greene!! argues that the siren has not been relegated to the past but is instead more
appealing now to men than ever, in a world which has become ‘safe and secure’ with ‘less
chance for adventure than ever before’.'? Greene says the siren represents ‘a powerful male
fantasy of a highly sexual, supremely confident, alluring female offering endless pleasure
and a bit of danger’.!3

In modern popular culture, the siren motif, explicit or implicit, appears in film, music videos,
television, and video games. For example, many films have divided females into ‘good’ and

5 Strauss, A.L. (1987). Qualitative analysis for social sciences. New York: Cambridge University Press.

6 Lockwood, P., Jordan, C. H., & Kunda, Z. (2002). Motivation by positive or negative role models:
Regulatory focus determines who will best inspire us. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology,
83(4), 854-864. doi:10.1037/0022-3514.83.4.854.

7 Lockwood, P. (2002). Could it happen to you? Predicting the impact of downward comparisons on the
self. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 82(3), 343-358. doi:10.1037/0022-3514.82.3.34.3.

8  Bandura, A.(1977). Social learning theory. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall; Pearl, D., Bouthilet, L.,
& Lazar, J. (1982). Television and behavior: Ten years of scientific progress and implications for the
eighties. Rockville, Md: U.S. Dept. of Health and Human Services, Public Health Service, Alcohol, Drug
Abuse, and Mental Health Administration, National Institute of Mental Health.

9  Bandura, A. (1989). Social cognitive theory. In R. Vasta (Ed.), Annals of child development. Vol. 6. Six
theories of child development (pp. 1-60). Greenwich, CT: JAI Press.

10 Baudrillard, J. (1990). Seduction. London: Maximillian.

11 Greene, R.(2004). The art of seduction. London: Profile.

12 Greene, The art of seduction, p.11.

13 Greene, The art of seduction.
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‘bad’ roles — either as good ‘wife and mother’ (asexual, affable and dowdy), or as the bad
sexual and self-serving ‘other woman’. According to Berland and Wechter,4 configurations
of the ‘de-eroticized stay at home mom help to reduce anxiety and maintain the incest taboo,
the stability of the home and the status quo’. Actresses referred to as ‘screen sirens’, like
Bridgette Bardot, Jane Mansfield or Marilyn Monroe, have also been called femme fatales
(‘fatal women’) or vamps (short for ‘vampires’) to signal their treacherous nature. Sirens also
figure prominently in film noir and in modern films such as David Lynch’s Blue Velvet, in
the form of Isabella Rossalini’s dark haired, smoldering, torch singer Dorothy. Perhaps the
most impactful screen siren was ‘Alex’ in Fatal Attraction. Alex was unusual in that she was
figured as a career woman (rarely showed in earlier films), but also that she was the sexual
aggressor, shown initiating passionate contact through kissing, erotic thigh-rubbing, and
other stimulations usually relegated to the man. Rather than being a watershed moment of
sexual liberation however, Alex became a symbol of the siren’s destructive capabilities. The
subtext of the film is best summarized by Marcia Kinder’s quote, ‘It is not sexual repression
that causes psychosis. It is sexual liberation’. Her madness becomes the film’s focus, yet
critics have pointed out that there is no reason why the attractive, competent businesswoman
Alex should have become the disheveled, homicidal psychotic she ends up being at the end.*®

Sirens also pop out in music videos e.g. earl on via chanteuses like Madonna, Christina
Aguilera and Lil" Kim. Television soap operas have also featured the siren, figured in
characters such as ‘Sam’ on Sex and the City and ‘Edie’ on Desperate Housewives, and in
2014-2015, by a dangerous mermaid in the cable TV show Siren. These fictional TV sirens
are single, financially independent, and sexually aggressive; they typically bear men’s names,
suggesting they have sex ‘like men’, i.e., outside the bounds of emotional bonds or committed
relationships.'® Sex in the City’s original premise in its pilot episode was: ‘Can women have
sex like men?” Shows such as Sex and the City have been called ‘post-feminist’ narratives,
since the characters have inherited the fruits of second wave feminism (i.e., independence,
careers, money), yet struggle to balance work and relational and/or sexual needs.!” Despite
their post-feminist leanings however, these shows return to a traditional feminine narrative by
the characters’ constant search for ‘Mr. Right’,'® showing that any deviation from traditional
courtship scripts is doomed for failure, and suggesting that women ‘naturally’ tend toward
monogamy. Configured simultaneously as seductive and threatening, the siren in popular
culture is dangerous precisely because she eschews traditional gendered sexual scripts that
dictate she ‘play the girl’ by taking on a passive role; her apparent freedom to choose by
‘calling the shots’ in her own life is presented as a seductive siren’s song for modern women.

14 Berland, E., & Wechter, M. (1992). Fatal/fetal attraction: Psychological aspects of imagining female
identity in contemporary film. Journal of Popular Culture, 26(3), 35-45. doi:10.1111/j.0022-
3840.1992.2603_35.x.

15 Berland & Wechter, Fatal/fetal attraction.

16  Arthurs, J.(2003). Sex and the city and consumer culture: Remediating postfeminist drama. Feminist
Media Studies, 3(1), 83-98. doi:10.1080/14680770303794; Moseley, R. & Read, J. (2002) “Having it
Ally”: Popular television (post)feminism. Feminist Media Studies, 2(2), 231-249.

17 Gerhard, J. (2005). Sex and the City: Carrie Bradshaw's queer postfeminism. Feminist Media
Studies, 5(1), 37-49. doi:10.1080/14680770500058173.

18 Gerhard, Sex and the City.
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Young women are thus receiving mixed messages about what their ‘proper’ role in courtship
is now through the multiplicity of opposing roles they see in the media, leaving them with a
conflicted set of desires, roles, and goals. This leads us to wonder how in today's world these
cultural scenarios are being synthesized, internalized and re-enacted in the interpersonal
scripts of heterosexual women, particularly given the internet and the myriad possibilities
for trying out new behaviors and romantic arrangements such as polygamy, sex fluidity, etc.

Script theory has been used by researchers to help elucidate the ways these kinds of cultural
models and images help to dictate and shape ‘appropriate’ masculine and feminine roles
that men and women may play in heterosexual romantic relationships.!® Michel and Gagnon
describe three different ‘levels’ of these scripts: ‘cultural scenarios’, or the social norms
acquired through collective life derived from culture, media, schools and peers; ‘interpersonal
scripts’ representing shared or routine patterns of social interaction which guide behaviors;
and ‘intrapsychic scripts’, which are the internalized expectations derived from larger cultural
expectations.?® In heterosexual courtship, these scripts have traditionally dictated an active,
aggressive role for men and a recreational view of sex, while women are expected to be
passive and receptive, with sexual activity condoned within the context of a love or committed
relationship.?! Women who initiate relationships are seen as sexually available, whereas men
who fail to pursue courtship opportunities are questioned in terms of their masculinity or
sexual identity.?? Studies generally find support for a ‘strong’ sexual double standard, where
young adults report that men are likely to be labeled positively as ‘players’ or ‘studs’ for casual
and/or frequent sexual encounters whereas women are negatively labeled as ‘sluts’ or ‘hos’
for similar activities.?

Though women have historically been figured tied to nature and men to culture, in recent
history this gendered nature/culture divide has been reversed, with men’s libido naturalized,
and culture stepping in to diminish or completely erase women'’s sexual drive via the ‘sexual
double standard” which attributes to men a ‘naturally’ higher libido, or sexual drive. This
reversal of the nature/culture dichotomy for men and women may be traced back to the
Victorian Era in the United States, inspired by what Welter has termed the ‘cult of true
womanhood’,>* where women were lauded for their morality and sexual purity, their supposed

19 Schwartz, P. (2000). Creating sexual pleasure and sexual justice in the twenty-first century.
Contemporary Sociology, 29(1), 213-219. doi:10.2307/2654945.

20 Kimmel, M. S., & Plante, R. F. (2007). Sexualities. Contexts, 6(2), 63-65. doi:10.1525/ctx.2007.6.2.63;
Gagnon, J. H. (1973). Scripts and the coordination of sexual conduct. In J. K. Cole and R. Deinstbier
(eds) 1972 Nebraska Symposium on Motivation, Vol. 23. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press.

21 Delameter, J. (1987). Gender differences in sexual scenarios. In K. Kelley (Ed.), Females, males, and
sexuality: Theories and research (pp. 127-139). Albany, NY: State University of New York Press; Gagnon,
Scripts and the coordination of sexual conduct.

22 Seal, D.W., & Ehrhardt, A. A. (2003). Masculinity and urban men: Perceived scripts for courtship,
romantic, and sexual interactions with women. Culture, Health & Sexuality, 5(4), 295-319.
doi:10.1080/136910501171698.

23  Bogle, K. (2008). Hooking up: Sex, dating, and relationships on campus. New York: New York University
Press.

24 Welter, B. (1966). The cult of true womanhood: 1820-1860. American Quarterly, 18(2), 151-174.
doi:10.2307/2711179.
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lack of sexual passion ensuring domestic harmony.?® Sociobiological theories have tried to
explain man’s supposed higher sex drive as a natural, biological imperative to ‘spread his
seed’ by sleeping with as many women as possible.?® This type of ‘naturalizing’ or biologizing
of gendered social behaviors remains a common ideological practice designed to maintain
the status quo of gendered power relations.?” Connell argues that such ‘naturalization’ is
not a naive mistake about what biological science can and cannot explain; instead, at a
collective level, it is a highly motivated ideological practice which constantly overrides the
biological facts.?® Research supports Connell’s supposition: One study found women match
men in the number of sex partners they report when they believe they are attached to a lie
detector; sans lie detector, women ‘round down’ their number of sexual partners, while men
round up.?® Another investigation found that the majority of women agree or strongly agree
that women enjoy sex as much as men,* while a laboratory experiment measuring subjects’
brain responses to erotic images showed no consistent and conclusive difference between
the sexes.®! These studies suggest the strength of social prohibition against the overtly sexual
woman, and that women may go to great lengths to mask their sexual desires to adhere to
traditional gendered courtship scripts as a strategy to successfully attract and keep a mate.

Despite the availability of role models for the sexually liberated woman in the media, research
has shown that courtship scripts in the United States largely remain traditional,? particularly
for younger women, 3 and that traditional gendered scripts continue to dominate.3* These
scripts strongly suggest that men should make the first ‘move’,3 initiating both the first

25 Donovan, B. (2006). White slave crusades: Race, gender, and anti-vice activism, 1887-1917. Urbana:
University of lllinois Press.

26 Oliver, M. B., & Hyde, J. S. (1993). Gender differences in sexuality: A meta-analysis. Psychological
Bulletin, 114(1), 29-51. doi:10.1037/0033-2909.114.1.29.

27 McCaughney, M. (2007). The caveman mystique: Pop Darwinism and the debates over sex, violence
and science. New York: Routledge; Connell, R. (2009). Gender and power: Society, the person and
sexual politics. Cambridge: Polity; Gagnon, J. H. (1990). The explicit and implicit use of the scripting
perspective in sex research. Annual Review of Sex Research, 1, 1-43.

28 Connell, Gender and power.

29 Alexander, M. G., & Fisher, T. D. (2003). Truth and consequences: Using the bogus pipeline to examine
sex differences in self-reported sexuality. The Journal of Sex Research, 40, 27-35.
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evidence linking sex to other pleasures. Progress in Neurobiology, 98(1), 49-81. doi:10.1016/j.
pneurobio.2012.05.004.

32 Morr Serewicz, M., & Gale, E. (2008). First-date scripts: Gender roles, context, and relationship. Sex
Roles. 58(3-4), 149-164.

33 Allard, E. E. (2013). Young and midlife single (or recently single) heterosexual North American adults’
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dissertation, The University of Guelph, Guelph, Ontario, Canada). Retrieved from https://atrium.lib.
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Getting that female glance: Patterns and consequences of male verbal and non-verbal behavior in
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date3® and further sexual activity.3” Women are proscribed from such sexual assertiveness,
and instead are encouraged to play the passive, receptive role of relational and sexual
‘gatekeeper’,®? using their sexuality as bait to ‘catch’ a husband rather than for its own
pleasures. To adhere to these scripts, women will ‘selectively self-present’,*° since women
can face negative consequences for initiating sexual relations.*! For example, husbands report
negative feelings when wives show more sexual initiation than they do.*> Perhaps wary of
possible sanction (or maybe fearful of looking ‘too sexual’), women with intense sexual drives
may modify themselves to adhere to their expected gender role,* creating a self-fulfilling
prophecy of gendered scripts related to sexuality.** Rutter and Schwartz*® argue that if sexual
initiation was purely a matter of sex and not gender (with the man having a higher biological
‘drive’) it would not matter who initiated the sex. What these studies underscore is that sexual
initiation is not just a matter of passion but also a case of culture where class and power play
arole: As Foucault puts it, sexuality is not just ‘a stubborn drive... It appears rather as an
especially dense transfer point of relations of power’.# Though some women have tried to
take up sexual activity as a mark of gender independence (a la Sam in Sex in the City), termed
alternatively ‘babe feminism’ or ‘slut feminism’, they remain a minority.

Traditionally, the seeds of courtship have been planted face to face through flirting, with
romance blossoming out of a gaze across a room, a lift of an eyebrow, a quick look away,
and perhaps a smile or nervous giggle.*” Flirting is the vehicle for communicating sexual and
romantic interest in a potential mate.*® In addition to non-verbal cues like gazing or smiling,
flirting can entail physical cues such as interpersonal touching.*® Flirting is designed to illicit
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a romantic overture by a potential mate, and it achieves this goal: Research has found that
women who flirt are most often approached by men.®® Though both men and women flirt,
male dominance and control over dating dictates the man be the initiator, initiating the date,
planning and paying for the date, and initiating sexual activity.>! Some research suggests that
these scripts may be changing, with younger women (college age) more willing to initiate a
first date.® However, such initiation may come at a cost: Men who accept women-initiated
first dates have a heightened expectation for greater sexual involvement on the first date, an
expectation that women do not share.%3

Despite the fact that the media provide cultural scripts and models of sexually assertive
women, changing social norms have not had much effect on male and female roles in early
relationships. By the late 20th century, gender roles in relationship initiation were still very
similar to those of the 1950s.5* However, the relative anonymity of dating and courtship
initiation over the internet may give women a chance to experiment with non-traditional sexual
scripts online. The internet has become a place where an increasing number of people are
going to meet friends and find romantic relationships,® to find casual sexual ‘hook ups’®®
or discreet extra-marital affairs.>” Meeting online is now the second most common way
people meet their spouses.®® One-in-five (18- to 24-year old) (22%) now report using mobile
dating apps like Tinder, Grindr, and others for meeting romantic partners.> Early internet
researchers claimed that the internet would usher in a ‘new frontier’ where gender and other
status-related cues would be neutralized or erased altogether,® allowing women and men
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to participate equally, as opposed to traditional patterns of male dominance dictated by
traditional gendered courtship scripts,®! allowing women to ‘play’ with gender roles.®? Yet
Susan Herring’s review of the subsequent research on gender online found limited to no
gains for gender equality in the early days of online chat, asynchronous communication, and
the web.®® In only one area, graphical representation, women were found to be more sexual,
self-presenting in a more ‘sexualized’” manner compared to men in photographs they posted
on the web,% though one could argue whether this represents true sexual subjectivity or
merely strict adherence to traditional norms of beauty as ‘bait’ for potential male suitors
thought to value female attractiveness when choosing a mate. More recently, in online
dating settings, researchers have found that women who initiate contacts connect with more
desirable partners than those who wait to be contacted, yet women are still four times less
likely to send messages than men.%® Some mobile dating apps like Bumble ‘put women in
the driver’s seat’ by forcing them to initiate contact with a man first, purporting to be more
‘feminist’ via this approach. Yet, researchers have found that even on Bumble, traditional
gendered scripts are still present.®® The presentation of self on these apps also tends to skew
conservative, with younger daters making some progressive headway compared to older: A
study across seven countries found more facial prominence among young women online
daters (focusing more on face than body, a reversal of previous trends), while older men
showed more facial prominence than older women (over 40), suggesting that older online
women daters may be adhering to more traditional gendered presentations of self, compared
to younger women.®” The perceived ‘impersonality’ of online dating has led to resurgence of
traditional matchmakers in recent years, where men and women tend to play out traditional
gender roles in courtship and dating.®®

More young people than ever are now socializing via internet-enabled mobile devices, with
most teens saying they are online ‘almost constantly’.®® The removal of embodied face-to-face
interactions on online dating sites and apps, combined with the enhanced ability to ‘tune’,
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photoshop or ‘filter’ photos has led to an escalation in various unreal and even fantastical
presentations of self which may bear no resemblance to their actual offline selves, a process
referred to as the ‘virtual mirror’.”® According to deindividuation theory, anonymity increases
people’s propensity to engage in these kinds of anti-normative behaviors, due to decreased
self-evaluation and the perception of diminished social approbation.”* The internet fosters
deindividuation via the anonymity of social interactions, which also encourages people to act
out or self-disclose more readily than they would face to face,”? while also engaging in other
behaviors more quickly, such as sexual talk or exchanging sexual photos, exploring sexual
fantasies, or initiating relationships for romantic or purely sexual ends.”® Yet such behaviors
may not be practiced equally among men and women: Clear gender differences have been
found in the effects of deindividuation, with some studies reporting greater anti-normative
behavior in males than females, and others finding anti-normative behavior only in all-male
groups,’ while young females have been found to be more reticent to sexually self-disclose
compared to males online.”® There are some advantages to the relative anonymity of online
communications: Individuals who are shy or anxious may felt less inhibited online, allowing
them to gain ‘practice’ approaching others, and these social gains may be translated to face
to face settings, leading to a decrease in offline shyness.”® Similarly, women who are inhibited
from approaching a man to express attraction offline may be more likely to ‘try out’ more
sexually assertive behaviors online, which may then translate to a change in offline flirting
behaviors. Given that the internet may free women from traditional gender norm strictures
in courtship and flirting, our main research question is: Are women ‘singing the Siren’s song’
online? In other words, are they taking advantage of the internet to explore more progressive
sexual scripts online, by initiating romantic relationships and communicating their attraction
through flirting in a more active, assertive way? Or are traditional gendered courtship scripts
simply being reproduced in the online venue? As studies from the last decade found that sex
roles and norms still prevailed, this paper attempts to see whether really nothing is new in the
western front when it comes to siren roles. This question will be answered via an exploratory
analysis of gendered courtship and sexual scripts of those who use online matchmaking sites
to shed light on these questions.
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Method

PARTICIPANTS AND DEMOGRAPHICS

The quantitative data for this study was collected using an online survey hosted at a large
internet matchmaking site’s research website, for which the first author was a design
collaborator and the second author was principle investigator and implemented the survey.
Participants were recruited through a monthly newsletter distributed to registrants for the
online singles matching service for two months, and through key-word ads placed though
online search providers. Data was cleaned of participants who responded multiple times
based on IP tracking, or provided out-of-range values for age, number of previous marriages,
number of children, etc. The data retained for analyses included responses from 5,203
participants, with complete data from 2,546 respondents. Of these, 40% were registered
users on the matchmaking site, while the majority (60%) were non-users but had used other
online dating sites. Table 1 contains detailed information on the characteristics of the sample.
Of those who completed the survey, 69% were female (1,759) and 31% were male (787).
The mean age of respondents was 37. The mean age for males was slightly lower (35) than
females (37).
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Table 1: Sample characteristics.
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A large majority of the sample (71%) was not currently in a relationship. Over half (57%) had
never been married, with the remainder being predominantly divorced (34%). As one would
expect from the age difference, females were significantly more likely than males (p <.01)
to have been previously married (39% versus 24%, respectively).

MEASURES

General. For the quantitative data, measures used for the current study consisted of a
battery of demographic and behavior questions related to relationships and flirting that
were presented before batteries assessing flirting style, personality type, attitudes towards
deception and social monitoring.

Flirting Styles. A 24-item measure of the five flirting styles was taken from previous research
conducted by Hall, Carter, Cody and Albright.”” Individual flirting style scales consisted of
between 4 and 6 items requiring an agreement rating by respondents on a seven-point Likert-
type scale. The ‘Playful Style’ (observed alpha =.734) is typified by statements such as ‘The
primary reason | flirt is because it makes me feel good about myself’ and ‘I flirt with people
| have absolutely no interest in’. The ‘Physical Style’ (observed alpha = .865) is typified by
statements such as ‘I am good at picking up on the sexual interest of others’ and ‘I am good
at using body language to flirt’. The ‘Sincere Style’ (observed alpha = .714) is typified by
statements such as ‘I really enjoy learning about another person's interests’ and ‘I really look
for an emotional connection with someone I'm interested in’. The ‘Inhibited Style’ (observed
alpha = .688) is typified by statements such as ‘There are rules about how men and women
should conduct themselves on dates’ and ‘In today's society people have to be careful about
flirting’. Most of the items used for the current analysis were drawn from the ‘Traditional Style’
(observed alpha =.851), which focused on traditional gendered courtship scripts. Iltems used
in this analysis were: ‘Men should pursue women, not the other way around’; ‘Men should
make the first move’; ‘A confident woman is a good thing in a flirting situation’; ‘The man
should be in control of initiating the relationship’; ‘I prefer to take charge of a flirting situation’;
‘Just because a female is passive, doesn’'t mean she isn’t interested’; ‘It doesn’t matter who
makes the first move, as long as it happens’; ‘There is such a thing as being too forward’; ‘Its
romantic when a man brings gifts such as flowers or candy’; and finally, ‘Men should open
doors and pick up the check on a date’. Tables 2, 3 and 4 contain more exhaustive lists of
these measures.

The data were analyzed broken down by sex and age categories by decade (Under 20, 20s,
30s, 40s, 50s and 60+) in order to explore sex or cohort differences in attitudes or beliefs
about gendered courtship scripts.

77 Halletal., Individual differences in the communication of romantic interest.
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Results

Most of both women (86%) and men (87%) said they were interested in finding a new
romantic partner. When asked about their success in flirting with the last person they flirted
with, women reported significantly more success than men (30% ‘very successful’ versus
19%, respectively).

Noticing or Being Noticed. Women were significantly and notably more likely than men to
say they ‘always’ or ‘often’ notice people’s flirting cues, while those younger (under 20) and
those over 60 were most likely to say they typically notice other’s cues. Men and women were
equally likely to say they’ve been in situations where someone thought they were flirting but
they weren’t, or that someone mistook their friendliness for flirtation. Men reported more
difficulty than women in communicating their sexual interest, noticing the cues of others,
and getting noticed: Men were significantly more likely to say they thought they were flirting,
and the other person didn’t pick up on it. By age, both men and women under 30 had the
most trouble getting their flirting signals across effectively, followed by those 30 - 39. Women
were more likely than men to say they flirt because it makes them feel more attractive (13%
of women ‘strongly agree’ vs. 8% of men). The results of noticing and being noticed are
displayed in Table 2.

Table 2: Noticing or being noticed, percent responding as ‘always’.

Traditional Gender Scripts. Both men and women seemed to advocate conservative approach
to courtship, with women tending to be more traditional minded than men. Overall, 25% of
both men and women agreed, and women were significantly and notably more likely to agree
to strongly agree that the man should be in control of initiating the relationship; Women under
30 were most likely to strongly agree, while none of the men over 60 strongly agreed with this
statement. Men were more likely than women to say they prefer to take charge of a flirting
situation, particularly when they are interested in someone. Yet men were twice as likely to
‘agree’ and three times as likely to ‘strongly agree’ that ‘women assertively pursuing a man
is fine with me’ compared to women. Overall, those under 30 were most likely to agree, and
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those over 60 most likely to disagree. Women were significantly and notably more likely to
say they wish we could go back to a time when formal dating was the norm and agreed more
than men that ‘just because a female is passive, doesn’t mean she isn’t interested’. Women
under 30 were the most likely group to agree with this statement about female passivity.
Among the men, those under 20 and over 60 were most likely to agree that female passivity
doesn’t mean disinterest. Women were less likely than men to agree that confident women
are a good thing in flirting situations. Men were more likely to agree or strongly agree that it
doesn’t matter who makes the first move, as long as it happens, while women were much more
likely to agree that men should make the first move, and that ‘men should pursue women,
and not the other way around’. Women were also more likely to strongly agree that there is
such a thing as being too forward, though men were more likely to agree or somewhat agree.
In terms of traditional gendered courtship behaviors, women were twice as likely to strongly
agree that its romantic when a man brings gifts such as flowers or candy, and more strongly
agreed that men should open doors and pick up the check on a date.

Chi-square analyses (see Table 3) revealed no significant differences between matching site
and non-matching site users on the ‘traditional’ gendered courtship script variables above.

Table 3: Traditional gender scripts, percent responding as ‘strongly agree’.
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Communicating sexual interest. Women, particularly those under 30, were notably more likely
than men to agree they are good at using body language to flirt. There were no significant
differences between men and women in agreement about whether a woman should be
somewhat sexually inhibited. Women over 30 were most likely to strongly disagree that a
woman should be somewhat sexually inhibited, while those under 30 were most likely to
strongly agree. Men under 20 were most likely to strongly agree that a woman should be
somewhat sexually inhibited, followed by men 50 - 59. More women than men agreed or
strongly agreed they use sexual humor to flirt, though more men somewhat agreed they do;
young women (under 20) and young men (under 39) were most likely to strongly agree they
use sexual humor. More men than women agreed or strongly agreed they are comfortable
flirting in a sexual way, yet women are more likely to agree to strongly agree that they are
likely to pick up on the sexual interest of others. Women also are more likely to somewhat to
strongly agree they are good at showing their sexual interest compared to men and are good
at using body language to do so. Yet women were significantly and notably more likely than
males to say that someone being too physically forward is a turnoff. Women were significantly
and notably more likely to say that people should be cautious when letting someone know
they are interested, and more strongly agreed it is important not to say anything overtly sexual
when showing interest. Rather than using overt sexuality, women more strongly agreed that
indirect methods of communicating interest are effective, such as a gentle touch on the arm,
with older women most likely to agree, as well as men under 20. Younger men and women
(under 29) were both most likely to agree that casually bumping or touching someone is a
good way to communicate interest. Notably, none of the men over 60 agreed this was a good
approach. The results are summarized in Table 4.
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Table 4: Communicating sex interest, percent responding as ‘strongly agree’.

Discussion

Overall, the findings suggest that for some women, the internet seems to be facilitating a
change in gendered courtship scripts, moving women from the position of being the sexual
and relationship ‘gatekeepers’, to allowing them more overt power, putting them ‘in the
driver’s seat’ in courtship and relationship initiation. Older women may be freed from the
constrictions of ageism and the constraints of physicality in face to face meetings.

For most of the women, however, even the internet’s ‘freeing’ ability to remove the immediate
social sanctions possible in face-to-face interactions has not left them ‘singing the Siren’s
Song’. On the contrary — many women, particularly younger women under 30 (and many
men as well) — indicated a desire to return to more traditional dating times where men make
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the first relational and courtship moves, men ‘take charge’ of flirting and courtship situations,
and men bring women traditional courtship tokens such as flowers or candy, open doors,
and pick up the check on dates. Women advocated caution in expressing interest and not
saying anything overtly sexual, even going so far as to disagree that a confident woman is
a good thing in flirting situations, instead advocating a more passive, indirect approach to
flirting - namely, an ‘accidental’ bump or a casual touch on the arm to communicate interest.
More females than males also agreed that female passivity does not indicate disinterest.
Taken as a whole, these findings seem to suggest that the internet is not freeing women from
traditional gendered courtship script stricture, which continue to prevail (even among young
women) as they did in the past.’®

Regarding the limitations of our study, though the sample constituted a wide variety of ages
and was based on two national samples, it still may not have fully represented women'’s
experiences with sexuality and courtship scripts offline. There may be a self-selection bias
in the sample, since people who took the survey responded to the call for participants on
matching site labs.com, although no significant differences were found between those who
were registered matching site users and those who were not in terms of conservatism. Those
in these samples have a higher average level of education compared to the general U.S.
population, a fact that relates to a willingness to experiment with sexuality. Also, those with
experiences at the poles - either very good or very bad - may have responded to the survey.
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3: GENDER DIFFERENCES IN ONLINE DATING
EXPERIENCES

MILENA R. LOPES AND CARL VOGEL

Online dating applications have emerged in the mobile device industry as a powerful tool to
connect people and facilitate relationship formation or casual dates. Tinder is one of these
applications, and forms part of a trend among young people, who tend to engage with new
technologies and intensively interact with each other in virtual environments. There are some
benefits associated with the use of such applications. Compared to offline courtship, using
applications may save time, provide a greater level of privacy, anonymity, and safety (within
a virtual environment), and allow the user to engage with many users simultaneously.

The advance of hookup culture is intrinsically connected to the rise of online dating. A hookup
is defined as a casual sexual interaction (which can include intercourse or not) without the
exclusivity and commitment of a romantic relationship.! In this context of hookup culture,
studies have revealed that women have a lower sexual desire and sexual attitudes in
comparison to men? and that men are more likely to benefit from hookups,® probably due to
gender differences in social stigma associated with casual sex.* A different study, however,
attributed the willingness to engage in sexual activity to personality traits rather than gender.®
Armstrong, England, and Fogarty® suggested that gender inequality affects sexual enjoyment
in hookups for women and argued that a lack of concern with women'’s pleasure in casual
sex was reported by both men and women. Those differences over the willingness to engage
in hookups as well as enjoyment during encounters highlight the importance of considering
both men's and women's needs in the design of the experience of online dating applications.
The experience designed for an application is most readily tangible to users in the interface,
which functions partly as an interface for the user to the application itself, and partly as an
interface to other users.

1 Armstrong, E. A., England, P., & Fogarty, A. C. K. (2010). Orgasm in college hookups and relationships.
In B. Risman (Ed.), Families as they really are (pp. 362—377). W.W. Norton; Bogle, K. A. (2008). Hooking
up: Sex, dating, and relationships on campus. NYU Press; Wade, L. (2017). American hookup: The new
culture of sex on campus. WW Norton & Company.

2 Petersen, J. L., & Hyde, J. S. (2010). A meta-analytic review of research on gender differences in
sexuality, 1993-2007. Psychological Bulletin, 136(1), 21-38. doi:10.1037/a0017504.

3 Bogle, Hooking up.

4 Allison, R., & Risman, B. (2013). A double standard for “hooking up”: How far have we come toward
gender equality? Social Science Research, 42, 1191-1206. doi:10.1016/j.ssresearch.2013.04.006.

5 Vrangalova, Z., & Ong, A. D. (2014). Who benefits from casual sex? The moderating
role of sociosexuality. Social Psychological and Personality Science, 5(8), 883-891.
doi:10.1177/1948550614537308.

6  Armstrong, E. A., England, P., & Fogarty, A. C. K. (2012). Accounting for women’s orgasm and sexual
enjoyment in college hookups and relationships. American Sociological Review, 77(3), 435-462.
doi:10.1177/0003122412445802.
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Our past work attempted to assess users' experience of Tinder. Data collected from female
users of Tinder revealed that a great number of women felt frustrated (43%) and disrespected
(35%) after using Tinder and reported experiencing some kind of offensive behavior towards
them (70%), as a direct sexual approach and sexist remarks.” Moreover, 85% of respondents
said they believed that the developer was a man and 60% believed that men and women
usually have different motivations to use Tinder.® These numbers indicate that there is a
perception of gender dimension linked to the personal experience of using Tinder.

However, these findings are not indicative of a gender difference in response to Tinder itself,
since it is restricted to the perception by female users only. In the study reported here we
expand the perspective to male users (through a fresh recruitment of participants including
both males and females) and examine their reflections on Tinder in the attempt to map gender
differences. In order to assess women’s and men’s experiences, we rely on the graphical user
interface (GU/) as the main channel of communication though mobile application, which
highlights the design of the interaction through visual outputs. Thus, we analyze the user
experience by assessing their impression of the GU/ and their impression of another users’
behavior.

The objective of this study is to determine whether there is a genuine difference between
female and male user’s experience and perception with regards to the motivations to use
the application, to the perception of the interface, to the perception of the benefits and
downsides of the application, to their reflection on well-being (feeling respected), to their
perception of gender differences, and to the acceptance and adoption of the application.
We detail the research methods and exact questions tested and report results noting where
gender differences were statistically significant. Following discussion of these results, we
conclude with an indication of next steps. We emphasize that we have no personal or
corporate connections to Tinder; this research is not funded by that company nor by any of
its competitors. Additionally, the study we report here and our prior work that we cite were
approved by the Research Ethics Committee of the School of Computer Science and Statistics
of Trinity College Dublin, the University of Dublin.

Earlier Explorations

Recently, we carried out a study to explore the perceptions women hold about online dating
applications.® Tinder was selected for that pilot investigation due to its popularity. Tinder
makes it easier to connect people, initially in a virtual space. Based on Tinder’s reports, 1°
the application is in use in more than 190 countries and makes possible one million dates
per week. According to the company, the application is focused on bringing people together
and promoting connections that would not be possible without the benefit of interaction in

7 Lopes, M. R., & Vogel, C. (2017b). Women's perspective on using Tinder: A user study of gender
dynamics in a mobile device application. In Proceedings of the 35th ACM International Conference on
the Design of Communication (p. 12). ACM. doi:10.1145/3121113.3121220.

8  Lopes & Vogel, Women'’s perspective on using Tinder.

9  Lopes & Vogel, Women’s perspective on using Tinder.

10  Tinder’s report. (2018, October). Retrieved 9th October 2018, from https://www.gotinder.com/press.
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the virtual realm.

The original study employed a non-probability convenience sample (N=40) of Brazilian female
Tinder users and adopted a mixed methods approach incorporating both qualitative and
quantitative data analysis. The qualitative analysis made it possible to understand female
users’ motivations, expectations and experience through the application, and the posterior
quantitative analysis allowed us to judge whether the application considered their needs and
provided them with a good experience. The study'! revealed that 70% of the respondents
experienced offensive behavior during dialogues with male users and that more than 50%
uninstalled the application after facing a frustrating experience. Participants characterized
their experiences in abstract terms, without necessarily providing examples of episodes that
underpin their descriptions. Concepts like ‘frustration’ that emerge from users are not possible
in the data collected to disambiguate between, for example, frustration with the interface and
the software interactions it requires and frustration with the types of interactions with other
users that were experienced through the software. Furthermore, the women, tended to look
for friendship and/or a relationship and met these aims using the application. However, the
maijority also reported that they eventually uninstalled the application due to a negative overall
experience. These figures, while taken cautiously due to the small sample size, arguably
indicate that Tinder, the most popular dating application, disregards women’s needs and
expectations. The findings show that female users are quite likely to face a frustrating
experience, even when they get what they want from the application. In other words, the
application may meet their expectations regarding the motivation to use it but at a high cost:
the large number of reported offensive behaviors (such as unwanted direct sexual approaches
and sexist remarks) indicates a sensitive gender dynamic and the presence of sexist behavior
among users of the application. The subjective analysis reveals that women used Tinder in
the absence or unawareness of better online alternatives for dating.

Our initial study highlights three facts that are important to the development of a wider
research plan to investigate gender bias in the interactions enabled by dating applications.
First, the high percentage of reported allegedly sexist behavior indicates the possible
presence of harmful dynamics among the service users, although the causes are not yet
clear. Second, the high percentage of women who believe that the developer is a man sheds
light on gender effects in the perception of design — if female users believe the application
to be designed by men, they may be inclined to feel it is designed for men, more than for
women, and therefore it is interesting to know if both male and female users have the same
perception about the design. Third, the rate of overall dissatisfaction reported by women
points to a problem regarding the design of the application that can be related to gender
biases during the planning stages of the design of the online dating experience. The last
two facts are very likely to be caused by gender biases in design, and, the first, although not
clear, could be either a consequence of design or worsened by design. It is safe to assume

11 Lopes, M. R., & Vogel, C. (2017a). Gender bias on Tinder: Transforming an exploratory qualitative survey
into statistical data for contextualized interpretation. In A. Costa, L. Reis, F. Souza, & A. Moreira (Eds.),
Computer supported qualitative research Vol. 71 (pp. 225-236). Springer. doi:10.1007/978-3-319-
61121-1_20.



that sexist behaviors exist independently of Tinder and to realize that women interacting
with men outside this computer application also have negative (and positive) experiences.
However, in presenting Tinder as an application that makes establishing relationships easier,
one might imagine that its developers considered that it could provide an environment in
which negative experiences are minimized, relative to the alternative of not using such an
application. One might imagine that its design attended to the perspective of both males and
females in its formulation. We emphasize the design of the application as the visual product of
acommunication project that is developed to attend user’s needs and expectations and within
which the GU/ highlights the outcomes of that project. The aesthetics of interactive system
carries instructions of how to use it'? and, consequently, is embedded with the designer beliefs
and perspectives of the system.!3

However, that initial study left open the possibility that men have the same perception women
have of the dynamics in online dating applications and may also be largely dissatisfied with
their experience on Tinder. Therefore, we repeat the study with subjects from both genders
in order to examine differences of motivation, expectations, and perceived experience and
to gather evidence that can indicate whether the application appears to prioritize the needs
of one gender more than the other.

Method

In order to identify whether significant gender differences in the perception of the experience
of Tinder exist, we repeated the same survey we conducted in 2016 with women, but now
with both men and women. The method is identical to the one used in the previous study.*
Specifically, we conducted the survey online (the questions are listed below), using Qualtrics,
and asked the same questions that were asked in the previous survey. As in the previous
study, participants were recruited through online social media. The survey was presented
in the format of a structured interview. Even though the interview consisted mainly of open-
ended questions, which facilitate the elicitation of different perspectives.’® These responses
were then coded as described below. We also handled the coded data quantitatively using
a mixed method approach,® essentially analyzing contingency tables according to gender
and response categories.

12 Petersen, M. G., Iversen, O. S., Krogh, P. G., & Ludvigsen, M. (2004). Aesthetic interaction: A
pragmatist’s aesthetics of interactive systems. In 5th conference on designing interactive systems:
processes, practices, methods, and technigues (dis '04). doi:10.1145/1013115.1013153; Bannon, L. J.,
& Bgdker, S. (1989). Beyond the interface: Encountering artifacts in use. DAIMI Report Series, 18(288).
doi:10.7146/dpb.v18i288.6666.

13 Winograd, T. (1986). A language/action perspective on the design of cooperative work. In Proceedings
of the 1986 ACM conference on computer-supported cooperative work (pp. 203-220). doi:10.1207/
$15327051hci0301_2.

14 Lopes & Vogel, Women'’s perspective on using Tinder.

15 Patton, M. Q. (2002). Qualitative research and evaluation methods. SAGE.

16  Creswell, J. (2014). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods approach. SAGE.
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RECRUITMENT AND PARTICIPANTS

Recruitment was conducted through social media. We took advantage of our personal
relationships to distribute the survey. The call for participation was posted in one of the
researchers’ Facebook and Whatsapp groups with a brief explanation of the study and
the link to Qualtrics. Volunteers found the information for participants and the consent to
participate in the first page of the survey. In total, 61 participants completed the interview.
Of these, we analyzed the data of 29 males and 25 females. Men looking exclusively for
men (1 participant) and women looking exclusively for women (7 participants in total)
were excluded from the analysis, since we were unable to run tests that analyze whether
homosexuality as factor revealed a different gender impact, given the usual assumptions for
minimum numbers of expected values (i.e., 5) in each cell of resulting contingency tables. As
we analyzed the perception of gender and gender dynamic within the communication through
online applications, we focused primarily on heterosexual individuals since heterosexual
connections serve as a starting point to understanding gendered expressions in the dating
realm and biases in design. All the participants were Brazilian except for 7 males who came
from European countries. All in all, the sample is qualified as a non-probability convenience
sample composed of 54 heterosexual participants aged 20 to 52 years old who used Tinder
at least once to meet possible partners.!” Although our findings cannot be extended to the
whole population of Tinder’s users (not least because we do not here report on the data of
users seeking same sex matches), it reveals several differences that give a picture of the
gender dimension of dating applications.

STRUCTURED INTERVIEW

The structured interview is used in this research because we wanted to learn about the
users' experience and to obtain spontaneous answers. To avoid potential bias, we did not
reveal the purpose of the study to the participants until they finished the interview which had
both English and Portuguese versions. It was composed of 16 questions, plus several more
concerning personal information (gender, age, sexual preference and nationality). Below, we
provide the questions in English, and add a brief explanation for each. Open-ended questions
were incorporated in the hope to that participants would expand on their thoughts. This
included adopting questions that we felt open to interpretation as well as creating possibilities
for open responses (we hoped that responses would in those cases reveal interpretations of
the questions).

Question 1 - "Why did you install the application? What were you looking for and what were
your expectations?’ This question was posed to understand the motivations for using Tinder.

17  Sauro and Lewis (2012) argue that there is a misconception that sample sizes should be large in
order to interpret it quantitatively and that in users research even a sample of 10 participants can be
quantitatively interpreted. While we do not take the present study to be the end of the story in relation to
the research questions that we address, we think that the small sample supports initial answers to the
questions.



Question 2 - 'Did you have to ponder before installing Tinder? Why?" We wanted to know
if there was any preconceived idea about Tinder related to concerns or fears that could
discourage installation.

Question 3 - "What was your first impression when you started using the app?’ With this
question we wanted to find out what users felt about the application, before they had a
complete experience of it. First impressions can reveal how the graphical user interface
meets users’ expectations.

Question 4 - 'How did you feel about your first matches?’ In this question we invite users
to recall the feeling they had when they first matched with someone using the application.

Question 5 - "How did you feel about the application’s approach and the match-based
interaction?’ This question aims to reveal what users thought about the interaction and the
interface.

Question 6 - "What are the positive aspects of your experience? Tell me about some remarkable
situations.” From this question we hope to learn about the perception of a ‘good’ experience.

Question 7 - 'What are the negative aspects of your experience? Did anything unpleasant
happen? Tell me about these situations.” This is a key question that could reveal harmful
dynamics in using Tinder.

Question 8 - 'Did you feel respected during your experience on Tinder?’ Through this
question we wanted to investigate whether Tinder creates a space for inconvenient patterns
of interaction (including sexism).

Question 9 - 'For how long have you been using or have used the application?’ The duration
of usage may indicate satisfaction or dissatisfaction.

Question 10 - 'Have you uninstalled Tinder?” We wanted to measure users’ fidelity to the
application as it can also indicate dissatisfaction at a high extent.

Question 11 - 'If you have stopped using the application, what is the reason?’ This is one of the
key questions of the interview through which we aimed to understand the reasons for dropout.

Question 12 - 'Do you think the developer was a man or awoman?’ This question could reveal
the perception of a gender dimension in the design of the application by users.

Question 13 - 'Do you see any difference between what men and women look for on Tinder?
What do they look for, in general?” We ask about the perception of gender difference in relation
to the motivation to use Tinder in order to help understand how users’ perceptions interact
with their own aims.
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Question 14 - 'Do you have friends that are using / have used the application? What is their
opinion, in general?’ The idea of this question is to obtain insight into the users' peers with
regards to Tinder.

Question 15 - "How could your experience on Tinder be more pleasant?’ This question
provides an opportunity to point out the improvements they would like to see in the interface
so they would have a better experience. It can also reveal some of the problems regarding
the interface, including those related to gender dynamics.

Question 16 - 'Apart from Tinder, have you used other dating applications? Which app do you
prefer?’ This question is asked to place Tinder in the larger context of dating apps.

Question 14 was not analyzed quantitatively (neither in the first study nor in this one) due
the nature of the question, which is beyond the scope of this paper. The text of the question
is included for completeness of description.

DATA ORGANIZATION

The data resulting from this mixed gender survey was subjected to both quantitative and
qualitative analysis. The first stage of this process was to analyze each sentence of participants’
responses, take notes and summarize their comments in keywords. This process entails
careful and repeated reading of participants’ responses. For example, one user responded
to the first question (motivations for installation) writing ‘I was looking for dates. | didn’t really
have expectations. | was looking for casual’. The first sentence still created doubts as to what
sort of relationship he was looking for, but the last phrase reveals that he was looking for casual
dates. We posited ‘hookup’ as a keyword in this case. Another respondent expressed, ‘to meet
new people, go on a few dates and see how it goes’. From this answer we understand that
she was primarily interested in getting to know new people (and, consequently, extending
her social circle) and in casual dates. Thus, we categorized this answer using two keywords:
‘people’ and ‘hookup’. Sometimes, the respondents provided relevant answers not in the
space predefined for the question but in a different place in the survey. For example, when
asked about the negative aspects of the application, some participants responded ‘none’ or
pointed to a specific concern, but by analyzing the whole interview it was possible to identify
different complaints about the application made in response to the first question (when asked
about their motivations), the third question (when asked about their first impression) or the
eleventh question (when asked about reason for uninstalling it). Those and other misplaced
answers were distributed to items related to the topic.

To facilitate quantitative statistical analysis, we grouped keywords with respect to the theme
of each question. For example, in Question 1, women pointed out six different motivations
for using the application, and men seven. Four of these surfaced in both groups, but women
also indicated pastime as a motivation, and men self-confidence. Thus, for that question, six
categories of answers were reduced to the keywords: ‘hookup’, ‘curiosity’, ‘people’, ‘romance’,
‘pastime’, and ‘self-confidence’. Each participant could indicate more than one reason to



install the application. The raw interview texts were examined twice in order to verify that
the answers fit the proposed categories (that summarized the answers) and to certify that
information was not lost in the process of reducing paragraphs to words.

Results

In Question 1 men and women were asked to state motivations for installing Tinder and
recounted similar reasons (see Table 1) except for hooking up (casual dates and sex). No
female users openly said they were looking for sex and four male participants declared this
to be the case. In both groups, participants declared they were looking for casual dates,
which means they were interested in finding a casual partner either for sex or for a short
sexual interaction involving sex or not, both with no emotional ties and no commitment,
which characterizes a hookup.!® In total, 48% of male users reported they were looking for
hookups (sum of results for ‘sex’ and ‘casual’) while only 24% of female users said so. That is
a substantial difference between the two groups, but only approaches statistical significance
(x2=2.43,df =1, P=0.1189). Some categories are exclusive to one group or the other. For
example, 12% of female users said they were using Tinder as a pastime, while no male users
provided this reason. Apart from declaring hookups as a main purpose, male users also said
they were using the application to improve self-confidence, but no female users did so. None
of the binary response categories yields a significant interaction with gender; exact results
are reported in Table 1.

Table 1: Motivations for using Tinder. Note: Every participant responded to the question (N=54). The per-
centages in each column refer to the proportion of individuals of each gender that indicated the answer.
Participants could indicate more than one answer.

Question 2 was about concerns before installing Tinder. The answers revealed no patter of
gender differences. Men were slightly more confident with respect to installation: 76% had
no concerns prior to installation vs. 68% of female participants. This putative interaction
between gender and reported need to reflect prior to installation of the application is not
statistically significant.

In response to Question 3 men and women reported almost the same categories of answers
regarding their first impressions of Tinder. Only one man who expressed a neutral impression

18 Bogle, Hooking up; Wade, American hookup.
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said it was addictive, and one woman said the application seemed too sexual at first sight.
The majority of women (58% of the 24 participants who responded to that question) had a
negative firstimpression (too sexual, superficial, awkward, disappointing, unfiltered), whereas
the majority of men (55%) had a positive first impression (engaging, exciting, fun, great,
intuitive, straightforward). The interaction between gender, and the categories of response
is not statistically significant.

When asked about their feelings with respect to their first matches (Question 4), men and
women showed a subtle, but not statistically significant, difference. The two groups pointed
out the same categories of responses (confident, indifferent, not reciprocate, uncomfortable),
but several male users also indicated feeling ‘unconfident’ or ‘curious’. However, the
categories ‘not reciprocate’ and ‘uncomfortable’ can also be considered as ‘unconfident’,
considering that unconfident can either represent the feeling about oneself or towards the
application. Most women (68%) felt confident while 24% felt unconfident. 55% of men felt
confident and 31% unconfident. The interaction between gender and categorization of first
matches is not statistically significant.

When asked about the design of the system (Question 5), the two genders indicated similar
categories of responses (effective, inefficient, fun, ok, straight-forward, superficial), except
that men also pointed out ‘reciprocal’, ‘easy’, and ‘confusing’, while women added ‘private’
and ‘innovative’. Only 10% of the men and 20% of the women reported to find the system
effective, however, in total, 61% of the females liked the system, 30% disliked it and none
had mixed feelings. Among male users, 52% like Tinder, 41% disliked it and 7% had a mixed
impression. The interaction of gender and characterization of the application is not statistically
significant.

In response to Question 6 regarding the benefits of using Tinder, several gender differences
come to light (see Table 2). Getting to know new people (and eventually making friends) was
identified as the most rated positive aspect of the application by both groups (38% of male
users and 46% of female users); this difference is not statistically significant. For men, finding
‘an easy date’ was also very compelling (35%), but only one female saw it also as a benefit,
and the difference is significant (x2=5.93, df = 1, P=0.01491). Some 28% of the female
users and 17% of the male users said that starting a romantic relationship was a benefit;
the gender difference is not significant. Facilitating a ‘job interview’, practicing a ‘language’,
and the feeling of ‘empowerment’ are benefits reported exclusively by female users, while
having ‘sex’ and the opportunity to flirt ‘from home’ are exclusive to male users, but none of
these categorizations are repeated in a manner that creates a statistically significant gender
difference.



Table 2: The positive aspects of Tinder. Note: From the original sample (N=54), 24 women and 29 men
responded to this question (53 participants in total). The percentages in each column refer to the propor-
tion of individuals of each gender that indicated the answer. Participants could indicate more than one
answer. Statistical significance using a chi-squared test of interaction between categorical variables is
indicated with italic font, and an asterisk (* - p<0.05; **- p<0.01; ***- p<0.001).

When asked about the negative aspects of Tinder (Question 7), some substantial gender
differences emerged (see Table 3). One-third of the women reported experiencing what they
regarded offensive behavior toward them, while none of the men did so; this interaction
between gender and reports of experiencing offensive behavior is significant (x2=7.01, df
=1, P=0.008093). One-fourth of the women said that the application enabled interactions
excessively focused on sex (‘too sexual’), while only one man only expressed feeling bad
about the ‘objectification” embedded in the system; the interaction between gender and
report of sexualized interactions is significant (x2=5.59, df = 1, P=0.01808). 28% of male
users experienced unpleasant situations but only 12% of women said so; this difference is
not statistically significant. Some answers like ‘prostitution’, ‘superficial’, ‘being ignored’,
‘few matches’, ‘features’, ‘frustration’” and ‘unwanted sex’ are exclusive to male users, while
‘offensive behavior’, ‘too sexual’, ‘feeling vulnerable’, ‘impersonal’ and ‘rejection’ are exclusive
to female users.
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Table 3: The negative aspects of Tinder. Note: Every participant responded to the question (N=54). The
percentages in each column refer to the proportion of individuals of each gender that indicated the answer.
Participants could indicate more than one answer. Statistical significance using a chi-squared test of
interaction between categorical variables is indicated with italic font, and an asterisk (* - p<0.05; ** -
p<0.01; ***- p<0.001).

Regarding the feeling of respect during the experience on Tinder (Question 8), a significant
difference emerges (see Table 4). Sixty-five percent of the men said they always felt respected
while only 12% of the women reported always feeling respected. One-quarter of the women
said they barely felt respected (12% never and 12% rarely) and another quarter felt respected
only sometimes. All the male respondents reported always or often feeling respected. The
interaction between gender and categories representing extent of experienced respect is
significant (x2=23.47, df =4, P < 0.001). Inspecting Pearson residuals, it is evident that
instances of females reporting always feeling respected is significantly lower (P < 0.05) and
of males, significantly higher (P < 0.05) than one would expect if there were no interaction
between gender and the perceptions of respect.

Table 4: Feeling of respect on Tinder. Note: Every participant responded to the question (N=54). The per-
centages in each column refer to the proportion of individuals of each gender that indicated the answer.
Participants indicated only one answer. Statistical significance using a chi-squared test of interaction
between categorical variables is indicated with italic font, and an asterisk (* - p<0.05; ** - p<0.01; *** -
p<0.001). Pearson residuals are highlighted similarly.

Another slight difference emerges with respect to the time of use of the application among
participants (Question 9). Among women, the majority used for less than 1 year (68%), while
among men the majority used for more than 1 year (55%); the mean of months’ usage among
women is 9 and among men is 13. These differences are not statistically significant (neither
using x2 on the test of interaction between gender and the binary factor of months’ usage
less than 12, nor using a Wilcoxon test on the difference between medians of months’ usage).

The majority of male and female participants had uninstalled Tinder (Question 10). The
majority of women uninstalled it due to a negative experience on the application (55%) while
the majority of men uninstalled it because they started a new relationship (67%); however,
this difference is not statistically significant. There are differences with respect to the reason
for uninstalling the application (Question 11), but they are not statistically significant. In
both groups there are three main reasons: ‘frustration’, ‘demotivation’ and ‘the start of a
relationship’. Forty-five percent of the women uninstalled the application because they started
a new relationship, while 33% of the men uninstalled it due to an overall negative experience
of the application.
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When asked about the gender of the developer (Question 12), 72% of the women reported
to believe it was a man, 16% said they had no opinion and 12% said it was a woman. Among
men, 59% reported to believe it was a man, 17% had no opinion, 10% said it was a woman, 7%
said it was a team composed of both genders, and 7% said it did not matter. The interaction
between gender and speculation regarding the gender of the developer is not statistically
significant.

In response to Question 13, participants revealed whether they think there is a difference
between what women and men want on Tinder in general (see Table 5). The majority of men
said there is no difference (57%), whereas the majority of women perceive a difference (59%).
The difference in response between the genders is not statistically significant. Those who
think there is a difference between the two groups pointed out (early equally between male
and female respondents) that usually men are looking more often for sex than women or that
women are looking more often for a relationship than men.

When asked what would make their experience better (Question 15), both groups rated
accurate matching’ most highly - 36 % of women and 44% of men; certainly, the difference
in reply by gender was not statistically significant. Apart from the improvements in common
between the two groups, women also pointed out ‘block offensive behavior’. Men pointed
out ‘more matches’, ‘more female users’, ‘feedback’, and ‘women were more open’. Other
responses were: ‘I don’t care’, ‘no’, ‘not sure’, ‘paid features’, ‘more interaction’, and ‘more
respect’.

‘

Table 5: Perception of difference of motivations between male and female users. Note: From the original
sample (N=54), 22 women and 28 men responded to this question (50 participants in total). The per-
centages in each column refer to the proportion of individuals of each gender that indicated the answer.
Participants indicated only one answer between ‘yes’, ‘no’ or ‘I don’t know’. However, participants who
answered ‘yes’ could indicate more than one reason (A, B or both).

In response to the last question (Question 16), 80% of female respondents and 79% of
male respondents said they had already used another online dating application apart from
Tinder. In the female group, 6 said to prefer Tinder but only 13 expressed their preference. 21
male participants expressed their preference and 12 preferred Tinder. Thus, approximately
half of the respondents in both groups prefer Tinder while the other half either prefer other
applications or have no preference.
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Discussion

The survey results reveal gender differences with respect to several themes related to online
dating. The use of a mixed methods approach was central to identify those differences.
Quantitative analysis also made it possible to compare the experience of the two genders. Of
the differences explored, statistical significance was noted in the interactions between gender
and categorical representations of the propensity to feel respected. While the sample analyzed
is small, it is not so small as to prohibit detection of statistically significant effects or trends
approaching significance. The purpose of this research was to identify gender differences in
response to the use of Tinder and reflect upon the potential existence of bias in the design of
the application. Here we discuss the most relevant numbers.

The first difference is regarding the motivation to use Tinder. Almost half of male users said
they used it for hooking up, while only a quarter of female users used it for that purpose.
Also, there is a slight difference in the desire to find a partner in order to develop a romantic
relationship. Almost half of female users said this was their aim in comparison to 31% of men.
Thus, there is a revealed difference in the motivations to use Tinder, since men appear to
look for hookups more than women. This result reveals that, for women, Tinder is more a tool
for social interaction while for men it is also a tool to find easy sexual interaction. Because
4% declared explicitly to be looking for sex, this also possibly indicates that men feel more
comfortable to declare they are looking for sex while the lack of such a response within the
female group can either indicate a taboo about openly saying to be looking for sex or that
women are less likely to have casual sex and one-night stands. If men and women are equally
likely to seek casual sex, these results suggest that women are cautious about looking for
casual sex using an online dating application.

Despite the implicit gender roles and taboo around female sexuality, results for Question
2 show that women are gaining confidence to date online, since 68% of the participants
expressed to have no concerns about using the application. However, 32% of female
participants still had concerns prior to the installation of Tinder. Their full comments provided
anecdotal evidence that they feared to be recognized by known people, judged, exposed,
vulnerable, objectified or to feel ashamed. For the 24% of male users, who expressed a need
to ponder possible consequences before installing the application, the main concern prior to
installation is about using an online application for flirting, which seemed odd to them. Hence,
the answers for this item disclose a subjective difference between female and male groups
with regards to concerns with online dating: while male concerns are restricted to the oddity
of using an application, female concerns are related to their psychological integrity.

Differences come to light regarding the benefits of using the application (Question 6).
Similarly, to results with respect to motivations (Question 1), one third of male users reported
benefiting from ‘easy dates’, while only 1 female user reported that benefit. Additionally, a
greater number of women (compared to men) reported benefiting from starting a romantic
relationship. This result reinforces how women perceive relationship formation as a benefit
while men find casual sex a benefit. However, more men (compared to women) reported
uninstalling the application due to the start of a romantic relationship. 31% of male participants



declared looking for a relationship in Question 1 and 67% of those who answered Question 11
uninstalled the application due to a new relationship, but only 17% reported that as a benefit.
These numbers possibly indicate that the application was not useful for relationship formation
among men. Indeed, in response to Question 7 (negative aspects of Tinder), 31% of users
said the application was boring and 28% said they had experienced unpleasant situations.
This is possibly the reason why ‘accurate matching’ was by far the most rated improvement
suggested by men in response to Question 15. Despite not having ‘good matches’, they still
benefitted from casual sex.

Among women, ‘accurate matching’ was also the most frequently desired improvement.
Nevertheless, it seems female users either could not benefit from hookups without accurate
matching as male users could or they do not really consider it a major benefit, even though
24% said they were looking for casual dates in Question 1. For female users, the most
frequently reported negative aspect of their experience is ‘offensive behavior’ towards them:
32% of the women we surveyed reported that experience. The second most rated negative
aspect was the perception of a ‘lack of accuracy’ in profile information (28%), followed by
the hyper-sexualization of interactions enabled by the application (24%). In total, 12 women
(48%) reported unpleasant gender dynamic on the application (the sum of those women who
experienced offensive behavior, who felt it too sexual, and/or who felt vulnerable).

In response to Question 8, only 12% of female users said they felt always respected on Tinder,
while 65% of male users said so. Because almost half of female participants reported that
they never, rarely or only sometimes felt respected, it is possible to assume that there is a
gender factor that divides the experience of women and men. The vast majority of men were
treated well while half of women were not. In fact, the majority of women uninstalled Tinder
due to a negative experience (55%) in the application and the majority of men uninstalled it
because they started a new relationship (67%). Otherwise, they would possibly continue to use
Tinder to benefit from hookups, even when lacking a ‘good match’ or ifits ‘boring’, since they
are more likely to feel respected using Tinder and probably not exposed to psychologically
harmful situations. Indeed, men are more likely to use Tinder for a longer time than women:
the majority of women used it for less than one year (64%) and the majority of men for more
than one year (55%).

To conclude the analysis, the perception of the influence of gender in the design of the
application seems to be more evident to female users. 72% of women and 59% of men think
the developer is a man. Both groups expressed awareness of male domination in technology,
which is very likely to influence the application’s design, according to Williams''® study on
gender bias in design. The numbers indicate that men’s needs are favored in the design of
Tinder. Moreover, 57% of the men said they don’t think there is any difference from what
men and women look for on Tinder, while only 32% of the women think so. However, 41% of
men and 52% of women perceived a difference. In fact, there is a difference that approaches
statistical difference in the motivations to use it, as indicated in the results for Question 1.

19  Williams, G. (2014). Are you sure your software is gender-neutral? Interactions, 21(1), 36-39.
doi:10.1145/2524808.
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The gender blindness, in this case, is also to consider that both male and female users have
the same needs while using an online dating application. As pointed out, female users have
concerns about being objectified, and feeling vulnerable, exposed, among others, and have
different motivations for using the application than men. Thus, their fears and hopes are part
of their needs. If women do not feel fully respected, if they uninstall Tinder due to negative
experiences, if they sense unpleasant gender dynamics in the application, among other
perceptions already mentioned, then the application quite likely disregards females’ needs.

The application does not seem to fully meet men’s needs as well. Although they are more likely
to feel respected and less frustrated than women, they also point out that the application is
boring, which can also be addressed as a problem of design. It is interesting that the majority
of both genders believed the developer of the app was a man. Perhaps, this has to do with the
conception of programming as a primarily male's job.?°

Contributions, Limits and Challenges

The results of this survey reveal perceived differences between female and male Tinder
users regarding motivations, the feeling of being respected, the benefits of using Tinder and
the downsides of the experience, among other components of the experience of an online
dating application. Apart from highlighting these differences, a closer analysis brought to
light how these differences are related to gender bias in the design of the application. Gender
biases are more likely to occur when the design team is mainly composed in a manner in
which one gender is in a clear majority, however, the presence of women in the team alone
may not ensure that the design will be free from bias and that women’s needs will not be
disregarded. A commitment to use design approaches that focus on users’ needs and to
develop methodological tools to reduce biases is also important.

The results disclosed here, however, are limited to a small sample of participants and cannot
be extended to the whole population of Tinder users. Yet, given that the pattern of response
among women in this study corresponds to the patterns identified in our earlier study, it is
likely that a similar pattern emerges from additional studies of both sexes, using a larger
sample of participants. Further studies are also needed to explore how homosexual males
and females feel about using Tinder and how they perceive the app's design. It is an open
question with additional categories of response and response distributions will emerge where
individuals seeking same-sex matches are more fully represented.

Regardless of the limitations of the sample, the figures presented by the survey draw attention
toimportant issues in the development of mobile applications and importantissues in initiating
the development of relationships in an online setting. Apart from quantifying the experience
of Tinder users, another gain of the study was to find the categories of answers of participants,
which was essential to understanding users’ experience. This understanding can be deepened
through other quantitative studies, since preferences and the gender dynamic have already
been described here. For this analysis we have focused on the quantitative quality of the mixed

20  Williams, Are you sure your software is gender-neutral?.



method in order to elucidate the transformation of a qualitative interview into quantitative data.
Nevertheless, the subjective analysis can also be deepened using the data collected here.
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4: STEREOTYPICAL GENDER ATTRIBUTIONS ACROSS
SEXUAL ORIENTATIONS ON TINDER: EVIDENCE
FROM TURKEY

AMIR HETSRONI, MERIC TUNCEZ, AND MINA OZDEMIR

Human beings have invented creative ways to attract potential mates, just like animals display
visible cues such as male peacocks' tail feathers that promote their appeal to females. Social
and evolutionary pressures may push human species to invest resources in self-presentation
techniques suitable for attracting potential mates like dressing up, applying make-up, etc.
Examples can be found in various media conduits.! In the past, personal ads published in
newspapers specified relationship seeker’s appearance. The introduction of the internet led to
the emergence of online dating websites where people post pictures of themselves alongside
a short description. A matching algorithm is then used to locate compatible partners.? By the
late 2000s, the appearance of smartphones, social media networks and geo-social networking
services paved the road to the emergence of location-based real-time dating apps. The first
apps targeted mainly gay men (e.g., Grindr), but apps that target the heterosexual population
like Tinder (launched in 2012) soon followed.3 While the original purpose of the app was to
build a location-based social networking platform, it quickly became clear that date searching
(including short term and even one night stand) is its predominant use* and what makes it
popular.®

The goal of this article is to explore Tinder users’ impression management strategies as
evidenced and differentiated by the interaction between gender and sexual orientation.
Since Tinder is primarily a visual platform, we concentrate on analyzing how users present
themselves on their main profile pictures dismissing the marginal often left blank text space.
We examine visual presentation across gender and sexual orientation lines.

Online Dating Platforms

The use of online dating sites and location-based dating apps has risen in recent years. In the

1 Galante, M. (2012). Ten scientifically proven ways to make yourself more attractive to the opposite sex.
Retrieved from https://www.businessinsider.com/how-to-attract-the-opposite-sex-2012-9.

2 Blackwell, C., Birnholtz, J., & Abbott, C. (2014). Seeing and being seen: Co-situation and impression
formation using Grindr, a location-aware gay dating app. New Media & Society, 17(7), 1117-1136.
doi:10.1177/1461444814521595.

3 Sumter, S. R, Vandenbosch, L., & Ligtenberg, L. (2016). Love me Tinder: Untangling emerging
adults’ motivations for using the dating application Tinder. Telematics and Informatics, 34(1), 67-78.
doi:10.1016/j.tele.2016.04.009.

4 Orosz, G., Téth-Kirdly, ., B6the, B., & Melher, D. (2016). Too many swipes for today: The development
of the Problematic Tinder Use Scale (PTUS). Journal of Behavioral Addictions, 5(3), 518-523.
doi:10.1556/2006.5.2016.016.

5 Fruhlinger, J. (2018). Why Tinder is the most popular online dating app: Digital trends. Retrieved from
https://www.digitaltrends.com/social-media/tinder-most-popular-dating-app/.
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United States alone 15% of the adults are willing to confess that they have at least once used
an online dating site or application.® Young adults (18-24 years) constitute the majority of
online dating service users and over half of Tinder users belong to this age bracket.” Although
online dating, and specifically Tinder usage, is becoming more popular in recent years among
older people the vast majority of users are still in their 20s.2

The presentation of users in dating websites and apps is partly guided by scripts of gender
roles and sexual orientation.® The two main sexual orientations, which may exhibit different
courtship habits are heterosexuality and homosexuality. Historically, homosexuality has
been defined with effeminate behaviour in contrast with heterosexuality, which is more
masculine emphasizing manliness and physical strength.’® Studies that focused on gay men’s
personal advertisements in dating websites and apps discovered that the most romantically
undesirable characteristics of gay men are stereotypically feminine attributes, and that the
majority of gay men look for masculine traits in their partners and claim to possess masculine
traits for themselves.?

Tinder is targeted at both homosexual-identified and heterosexual-identified people. It is
uniquely positioned in terms of its application design and matching algorithm presenting
a binary system of ‘Like’ or ‘Not’ where users rate (by swiping right or left) the perceived
attractiveness of potential mates after examining a visual and textual profile.'® This binary
logic of the swipe gesture made Tinder famous'* and differentiates it from the competitors.!®
Another distinct feature of Tinder is its partial integration with Facebook in order to combat
deception and misuse of private photos.!® This posits Tinder as relatively more reliable than
rival apps. Bosker!'” regarded Tinder as a ‘judging app’ in which users are presented with
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dating candidates. The judgment in Tinder is based almost entirely on profile pictures. Only
if both users judge each other’s profile as YES, then a match is obtained, and a conversation
where the candidates may express their verbal skills may begin.!®

While both genders and sexual orientations need to make a quick judgment based mostly
on pictures, their considerations might be different.'® To understand that we need to look at
the literature concerning gender differences in mate selection. For example, the physical
need of sexual satisfaction is particularly prominent among men,?° while financial status and
stability are more important to women.?! Gender differences determine the type of visual
signs selected by the dating candidate for his profile since these signs serve as the ‘selling
points’.? It all comes down to impression management or self-presentation that is inherently
similar in dating websites and apps to face-to-face romantic interactions.? In face-to-face
interactions, as Goffman?* argued, individuals guide other people’s impressions of themselves
through manipulating appearance, context and behavior. The virtual surroundings offer
increased control over what is portrayed and what is omitted?® and enables a somewhat
unrealistic presentation of the candidates by featuring old photos, omitting fatty body parts
from the pictures, and using camera angles that mask lower body height.?® Consequently, in
Goffmanian terms, Tinder is an arena where users do their best to provide an attractive self-
presentation in order to enhance their market value and mating success.

Research on personal ads that preceded the internet age revealed that dating candidates
tend to adhere to traditional gender roles. Men promised to offer instrumental benefits
such as financial security, and women were offering expressive and communal benefits like
nurturing.?” Gay men displayed extended concern for physical characteristics such as body
shape. Lesbians, on the other hand, indicated a lower amount of sexualization and concern
about body shape. Sexual and physical dimensions of attractiveness were found to be more
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salient among gay men in accordance with homosexual male culture that promotes a lean
and muscular body shape®® than among heterosexual males. The latter, on the other hand,
exhibited greater admiration to a long-term and committed relationship while gays were more
often seeking partners for transient or sexually promiscuous relationships.®

Sexual Orientation and Stereotypes

A stereotype is ‘a heuristic that allows us to simplify our world and form quick judgments
about other people based upon their group membership’.3° Many stereotypical assumptions
are made about people based on their gender and their sexual preference. For instance,
leshians are presumed to have more masculine attributions compared to women who are
romantically interested in men. Gay men are stereotyped to have more feminine and less
masculine attributions compared to men, who are romantically interested in the opposite
sex.3! Some argue that the stereotypes made about homosexual men and women are not
accurate because the attributes are made from a heteronormative standing point,3* however,
a study that measured similarities and differences of stereotyping and self-stereotyping
among heterosexual and homosexual men found that heterosexual men stereotype gay men
the same way that gay men stereotype other gay men.3 Therefore, it can be argued that
gay people do conform to the stereotypical assumptions that are made about them.3* Most
important in our case is the manifestation of sexual orientation stereotypes in dating websites
and apps, which has been pointed out by relationship experts in the popular press.®

Turkey: The Geo-Cultural Context of our Study
Before we pose our research questions and hypotheses, few words are due about the geo-

cultural context of the study. We conduct this research in Turkey, a secular Muslim country
(according to its constitution) built after the collapse of the Ottoman Empire. Often described
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as a hybrid of Europe and the Middle East due to its geographical location and history, Turkey
has served as a battleground of a culture war between western liberal ideals and Muslim
foundations. Homosexuality is a good showcase of this war. Even though Turkish law does
not ban homosexuality, there are also no rules against discrimination of gays and lesbians.3®
The foreign press often reports on cases where gays are physically attacked because of their
sexual preference® and a recent survey noted that as many as 84% of Turkish citizens do not
want to have to live next door to members of the LGBT community.3®

Turkish culture, by all means, favors heterosexuality, which is deemed to be a natural basis
of family life. In contrast, homosexuality is viewed as playground (in the best-case scenario)
and as religious deviance (in the worst-case scenario). Homosexuality is also often viewed as
a threat to masculinity, which is glorified in patriarchal culture. Some Turkish families threaten
and even dismiss their own family members, if they come out of the closet. It is common,
particularly in rural areas, for ‘honor killings’ to take place, where family members kill their
homosexual relative in order to gain back the ‘honor’ of the family and cleanse its ‘sins’.
Thus, homosexuals often hide their identity from their families and also in workplaces where
discrimination because of sexual orientation is common.* The outcome is that homosexuality
is practically invisible in most parts of the country and remains visible only in few districts of
the bigger cities in Turkey - Istanbul, Izmir, and Ankara.

Research Questions and Hypotheses

We pose three research hypotheses with a directional prediction and ask three research
questions where the scholarship accumulated hitherto does not suffice to make an
unequivocal prediction.

H1: Feminine Artifacts among Male Tinder Users

We cogitate that the frequency of feminine decorative artifacts among gay men who are
Tinder users will be higher than their frequency among heterosexual male who use the app.
The basis of this hypothesis is the stereotype according to which homosexual men decorate
themselves more often with feminine artifacts.*
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H2: Feminine Artifacts among Female Tinder Users

We presume that the frequency of feminine decorative artifacts among lesbian Tinder users
is lower than among heterosexual females who use the app. The basis of the hypothesis is the
stereotype according to which homosexual females less often wear typical female jewelry.*!

H3: Masculine Artifacts among Female Tinder Users

We hypothesize that the frequency of masculine decorative artifacts among lesbian Tinder
users is higher than it is among heterosexual females who use the app. The renowned
stereotype according to which lesbians adopt masculine attributes® serves as basis of the
hypothesis.

RQ1: Masculine Artifacts among Male Tinder Users

We ask whether there is a difference in the frequency of masculine decorative artifacts
between homosexual and heterosexual male Tinder users. While stereotypes about gays
tendency to enhance their appearance by adding decorative artifacts is common,* the
scientific scholarship has so far refrained from actually testing them. Therefore, we pose a
question without making a preliminary prediction.

’

RQ2: Gender-Neutral Artifacts among Male Tinder Users

Since no research on the connection between tattoos and piercings and men’s sexual
orientation exists, we ask without positing a preliminary prediction whether there is a difference
in the prevalence of gender-neutral decorative artifacts between gays and heterosexual males.

RQ3: Gender-Neutral Artifacts among Female Tinder Users

We inquire whether there is a difference in the prevalence of gender-neutral decorative
artifacts between lesbians and heterosexual women. Due to the lack of previous research on
the topic, the question is proposed without forecasting the answer.

Method

We randomly sampled the profiles of 560 heterosexual men, 571 homosexual men, 560
heterosexual women and 848 homosexual women Tinder users from Turkey. The age of the
users ranged between 18 years old and 69 years old with a mean of 25.3 years old. Four
research assistants used a blank Tinder account for gathering the data for the research.
Two-thousand five-hundred and thirty-nine user profiles were coded. After dividing them into
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four groups based on gender and sexual orientation (homosexual men, heterosexual men,
homosexual women, and heterosexual women) we analyzed the physical attributions in their
profile picture, which served as unit of analysis, into three categories: masculine decorative
artifacts, feminine decorative artifacts and gender-neutral decorative artifacts. Masculine
artifacts consisted of ‘muscle exposure’ (yes/no) and ‘facial hair’ (yes/no). All the men were
coded in this category, but women were only coded for muscle exposure. Feminine artifacts
consisted of ‘long hair’ (longer than shoulders/ shorter than shoulders), ‘earrings’ (yes/no),
‘make-up’ (yes/no) and ‘lipstick’ (yes/no). All the women were coded in this category, but
men were excluded from make-up and lipstick. Gender-neutral artifacts included ‘tattoos’ (at
least one/none) and ‘piercings’ (at least one/none). Both females and males were coded in
this category. This classification of decorative artifacts is based on the literature concerning
dress code, decoration and gender.*

Each Tinder profile was coded separately by two different coders, who were not privy to the
study's hypotheses and questions and were trained in using the coding book on 100 profiles
that were not part of the sample. To asses coding reliability, we computed Cohen's Kappa
coefficient for each category. The values - fluctuating from k=.902 (for muscle exposure) to
k=.977 (for facial hair) - indicate adequate reliability.

Results
The results of the coding appear on Table 1. A series of Mann Whitney tests for ordinal scales

and chi-square analyses for nominal data were performed to answer the research questions
and test the hypotheses.

Table 1: Body decoration of Tinder users by sexual orientation (N=2,539).

44 Lindemuth, C. J., Thomas, L. A., Mates, Hadley A., & Casey, J. A. (2011). Gender patterns in dress and
outward appearance: An individual choice or fulfillment of cultural expectations? Modern Psychological
Studies, 17(1), 30-36.
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H1: Feminine Artifacts among Male Tinder Users

The first research hypothesis (H1) predicted that the frequency of feminine decorative
artifacts among homosexual men who use Tinder would be higher than their frequency
among heterosexual men who use the app. After computing an index of feminine decorative
artifacts consisting of long hair, earrings, make-up and lipstick and ranging from O (when
none of the artifacts was identified) to 3 (when all of them were present) a Mann-Whitney test
for ordinal scales with Z approximation was conducted. The results are significant {Z=4.78,
P<.001}. This means that in Tinder homosexual men are more likely than heterosexual men
to be pictured with feminine decorative artifacts. More specifically, when it comes to ‘long
hair’, while only 2.8% of the heterosexual men display long hair, the figure is as high as 6.9%
among homosexuals. The difference between the groups is significant {x2 . ,,=10.8 P<.001},
but the effect is small (Cramer’s V=.094). When it comes to ‘earrings’, we divide the male
sample into two groups (those who wear earrings and those who do not) and see that while
only 4.4% of the heterosexual Tinder male users are wearing earrings, among homosexuals
the rate mounts up to 10.2%. This difference is significant {x2 ., = 14.3 P<.001}, but the
effect, again, is not particularly large (Cramer’s V=.112).

df=1)

H2: Feminine Artifacts among Female Tinder Users

The second research hypothesis (H2) predicted that the frequency of feminine decorative
artifacts among lesbian Tinder users would be lower than among heterosexual female
Tinder users. After computing an index of feminine decorative artifacts consisting of long
hair, earrings, make-up and lipstick and ranging from O (when none of the artifacts was
identified) to 4 (when all of them were present), a Mann-Whitney test for ordinal scales with
Z approximation was performed. The results are significant {Z=2.0, P=.04}. This means that
lesbian Tinder users are less likely than heterosexual women who use the app to be featured
with feminine decorative artifacts. To further examine distinctions between heterosexual
females and homosexual females in hair length, we divide the female sample into two groups
based on hair length (longer than shoulders vs. shorter than shoulders) and run a chi-square
analysis. The results indicate that 69.5% of the heterosexual females have long hair whereas
among homosexual female Tinder users the figure (59.5%) is lower. The difference between
the groups is significant {x2 ,_,, = 16.44 P<.001 Cramer’s V=.101}. Hence, heterosexual
women are more likely than lesbians to have long hair. To examine differences in earrings, we
split the female sample into two groups (no earrings vs. with earrings) and run a chi-square
analysis. The results show that 41.5% of the lesbians are wearing earrings, while among the
heterosexual women the figure is only 37.1%. However, the difference between the groups is
not significant{x2 , ,,=1.469 P=.225}. To inspect differences in applying make-up, we divide
the female sample again into two groups (with make-up vs. without make-up) and run a chi-
square analysis. The results indicate that 69.9% of the heterosexual females are pictured with
make-up. Among the lesbians the figure is only 62.5%. The difference between the groups
is significant {x2 ,_, = 10.5 P<.001 Cramer’s V=.082}. Finally, to examine differences in
applying lipstick, we split the female sample into two groups (with lipstick vs. without lipstick)
and run a chi-square analysis. While 58.5% of the lesbians are applying lipstick, among
heterosexual women the figure is as high as 91.4%. The difference between the groups is



significant {x2 ,._,, = 140 P<.001 Cramer’s V=.336}. This means that heterosexual women
are more likely than lesbians to wear lipstick.

H3: Masculine Artifacts among Female Tinder Users

The third research hypothesis (H3) predicted that the frequency of masculine decorative
artifacts among lesbian Tinder users would be higher than among heterosexual females
who use the app. Specifically, to inspect differences between heterosexual women and
homosexual women in applying masculine decoration we look at muscle exposure and divide
the female sample into two groups — those who expose muscles vs. those who do not. Only
2.6% of the heterosexual women exposed muscles, but among homosexual women the figure
(1%) was even lower. The difference between the groups is significant {x2 ,_,=5.69 P=.017
Cramer’s V=.060}. Therefore, it can be argued that heterosexual women are slightly more
likely to expose muscles in their Tinder pictures in comparison with homosexual women,
although the rate of muscle exposure is generally low among women.

RQ1: Masculine Artifacts among Male Tinder Users

The first research question (RQ1) asked if there is a difference in the prevalence of masculine
decorative artifacts between homosexual and heterosexual male Tinder users. After computing
an index of masculine decorative artifacts consisting of muscle exposure and facial hair and
ranging from o (when none of the artifacts was identified) to 2 (when both of them were
present), a Mann-Whitney test for ordinal scales with Z approximation was performed. The
results are not significant {Z=.04, P>.05}. Therefore, according to our statistics, homosexual
male Tinder users are not different from heterosexual males in applying masculine decorative
artifacts. When we look closely at the numbers of the two groups, we notice the similarity:
81.3% for heterosexual men vs. 82.4% for gays in facial hair; 15.3% for heterosexual men vs.
14.1% for gays in muscle exposure.

RQ2: Gender-Neutral Artifacts among Male Tinder Users

The second research question (RQ2) asked whether there is a difference in the prevalence
of gender-neutral decorative artifacts between homosexual and heterosexual male Tinder
users. After computing an index of gender-neutral decorative artifacts consisting of tattoos
and piercings and ranging from o (when none of the artifacts was identified) to 2 (when both
of them were present), a Mann-Whitney test for ordinal scales with Z approximation was
performed. The results are significant {Z=3.25, P<.05}. This means that there is a significant
difference between homosexual and heterosexual male Tinder users in the prevalence of
gender-neutral decorative artifacts. To further examine differences in piercings, we divide
the male sample into two groups (with piercings vs. without piercings) and run a chi-square
analysis. While none of the heterosexual men was pictured with piercings (excluding
earrings), 4.2% of the homosexuals had a photo of themselves with this decorative artifact.
The difference between the groups is significant {x2,,,_,, =25.2, P<.001 Cramer’s V=.060}.
To inspect differences between heterosexual males and gays in tattoos, we divide the male
sample into two groups (with tattoos vs. without tattoos) and run a chi-square analysis. Whilst
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2% of the heterosexual men had tattoos, among the gays the figure was as high as 5.4%. Yet,
the difference between two groups is not significant {x2,,,_,, = 0.87 P=.35}. We conclude that
in both gender-neutral artifacts homosexual male Tinder users overtake heterosexual males,
but the differences are significant only in piercings.

RQ3: Gender-Neutral Artifacts among Female Tinder Users

The third and final research question (RQ3) asked whether there is a difference in the
prevalence of gender-neutral decorative artifacts between homosexual and heterosexual
female Tinder users. After computing an index of gender-neutral decorative artifacts
consisting of tattoos and piercings and ranging from O (when none of the artifacts was
identified) to 2 (when both of them were present), a Mann-Whitney test for ordinal scales with
Z approximation was performed. The results were not significant {Z=1.40, P>.05}. This means
that lesbians and heterosexual female Tinder users do not differ in the likelihood to be pictured
with gender-neutral decorative artifacts. When we look closely at specific indicators, we see
that the figures in both groups are almost similar: 8.0% for lesbians vs. 6.1% for heterosexual
women in tattoos; 10.4% for lesbians vs. 9.2% for heterosexual women in piercings.

Discussion

By content analyzing the profile pictures of over two-thousand and five-hundred Tinder
users from Turkey we examined the accuracy of stereotypical visual attributions pertaining
to sexual orientation and related to the self-presentation of dating candidates across the
genders. Compared to heterosexual women, lesbians less often apply most of the feminine
decorative artifacts and more often display masculine decoration, but there is no difference
between the two groups of women in adopting gender-neutral decorative artifacts. Among
men, gays score higher than heterosexuals in all kinds of decoration but only in piercings (a
gender-neutral decorative artifact) the difference passes the significance threshold. All in all,
differences between the genders are by far larger than within them. For example, while the
share of homosexual men with long hair was 8.5 times approximately smaller than the share
of lesbians with long hair, the share of heterosexual men with long hair was only 2.5 times
approximately smaller than the share of homosexual men with long hair.

What we actually asked in this study was to what extent renowned sexual orientation related
stereotypes are manifested in raunchy dating app in a conservative society like Turkey where
stereotypes are notably present in everyday life.*> Therefore, we expected to find considerable
differences between homosexual and heterosexual Tinder users across gender lines. We
found them among women, as lesbians less often displayed feminine decoration and more
often exposed their muscles. The trend was less significant among men. Assuming that
homosexual men in Turkey are not always thrilled to publicly identify as such,* the difference
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between the genders i.e. why homosexuals do not adopt feminine decoration like lesbians
adopt masculine decoration can be explained by societal sanctions typical of Turkish culture.*’
In a patriarchal society like Turkey that glorifies masculinity,*® the high prevalence of facial
hair (81.3% of the heterosexual males and 82.4% of the gays in our study) is not surprising.
Homosexual men might feel pressed to keep their identities undisclosed,*® whereas women's
lack of conformation to gender stereotypes is viewed as less publicly problematic since it
does not directly attack the masculine hegemony. Since the 1930s, it is common for Turkish
women to wear pieces of men's attire such as trousers, regardless of their sexual preference.®
Therefore, lesbians can more easily fly under the radar and avoid getting identified as lesbians
(something that is not culturally favored), if they wear masculine garments. Men, on the other
hand are more prone to be labeled as gay, when they apply stereotypical female artifacts.>

This brings us to the most notable gender difference. In all the decorative artifacts (with
the exception of muscle exposure), women scored higher than men regardless of sexual
orientation. Furthermore, the differences between the genders excelled inter-gender
differences pertaining to sexual orientation. This can be explained by the fact that according
to Islam, (which is the predominant religion in Turkey) any form of decoration that is typically
worn by women is forbidden to men. Any feminine embellishment or something that may
make men look like the opposite sex is forbidden.> The rate of earrings among women is quite
high (hovering around 40%) but very low among men. While religious rules and customs do
not allow men to dress themselves with garments that are also worn by women, this clerical
ordinance does not apply to women. Indeed, a respected share of the women in our sample
(around 40%) did lack one of the typical feminine characteristics - long hair. Still, women
outnumber men in feminine decoration artifacts, namely long hair and earrings (see Table 1).
Yet, despite the low prevalence across the board of gender-neutral decoration (e.g., tattoos
and piercings) - less than 10% in any of the groups - which can be explained by the fact
that in Islam any form of body modification is forbidden to both genders.>* Here too women
outnumber men {Z=7.6, P<.001}.

In Goffmanian terms,® a Turkish man (heterosexual or homosexual), who wants to impress
potential love mates in a dating app, tries to ‘look like a man’ and stay away from gender-
neutral decoration, while a Turkish woman enjoys some flexibility in appearance. Interestingly,
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Books.

54 Are Tattoos Haram in Islam - Islam Question & Answer. (2019). Retrieved from https://islamga.info/en/
answers/20283/are-tattoos-haram-in-islam.

55 see Goffman, The presentation of self in everyday life.
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none of the genders attempts to look particularly muscular (The rate of muscle exposure is
less than 15% in both genders) — perhaps because Turkey is not a sport-driven culture.

The key to understanding gender differences in this study and the tendency of gays not to
adopt opposite sex decoration in large numbers is the need to conform to conservative societal
standards in order to avoid imaginary and not so imaginary sanctions.®” Will this trend prevail
in cultures that are less patriarchal and less conservative? Further research is needed to
answer the question.

References

Aslan, D., Ozcebe, H., Temel, F., Takmaz, S., Topatan, S., & Sahin, A. et al. (2008). What influences
physical activity among elders? A Turkish experience from Ankara, Turkey. Archives of Gerontology and
Geriatrics, 46(1), 79-88. doi:10.1016/j.archger.2007.03.001

Are tattoos Haram in Islam - Islam question & answer. (2019). Retrieved from https://islamga.info/en/
answers/20283/are-tattoos-haram-in-islam

Arvanitidou, Z., & Gasouka, M. (2013). Construction of gender through fashion and dressing. Mediter-
ranean Journal of Social Sciences. 4(11). doi:10.5901/mjss.2013.v4n11pl11

Bailey, J., Kim, P., Hills, A., & Linsenmeier, J. (1997). Butch, femme, or straight acting? Partner
preferences of gay men and lesbians. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 73(5), 960-973.
doi:10.1037//0022-3514.73.5.960

Barry, B. (2017). What happens when men don’t conform to masculine clothing norms at work?
Retrieved from https://hbr.org/2017/08/what-happens-when-men-dont-conform-to-masculine-cloth-
ing-norms-at-work

Baumgartner, S. E., Valkenburg, P. M., & Peter, J. (2010). Unwanted online sexual solicitation and risky
sexual online behavior across the lifespan. Journal of Applied Developmental Psychology, 31(6), 439-
447.d0i:10.1016/j.appdev.2010.07.005

Blackwell, C., Birnholtz, J., & Abbott, C. (2014). Seeing and being seen: Co-situation and impression
formation using Grindr, a location-aware gay dating app. New Media & Society, 17(7), 1117- 1136.
doi:10.1177/1461444814521595

Bickford, John H. (1999). Stereotype conformity in gay people and the homosexual identity develop-
ment process. Unpublished Master's Thesis. University of Massachusetts at Amherst, MA. Retrieved
from: https://scholarworks.umass.edu/theses/2341

Bosker, B. (2015, October). Why Tinder has us addicted: The dating app gives you mind reading pow-
ers. Huffington Post. Retrieved from http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/04/09/Tinder-dating-ap-
p_n_3044472.html

Clarkson, J. (2006). "Everyday Joe" versus "Pissy, bitchy, queens": Gay masculinity on straight acting.
com. The Journal of Men's Studies, 14(2), 191-207. doi:10.3149/jms.1402.191

Connell, R. W. (1990). The state, gender, and sexual politics. Theory and Society, 19(5), 507-544.
doi:10.1007/bf00147025

56 Aslan, D., Ozcebe, H., Temel, F., Takmaz, S., Topatan, S., & Sahin, A. et al. (2008). What influences
physical activity among elders? A Turkish experience from Ankara, Turkey. Archives of Gerontology and
Geriatrics, 46(1), 79-88. doi:10.1016/j.archger.2007.03.001.

57 Engin & Pals, Patriarchal attitudes in Turkey 1990—2011; Oktem, Another struggle.



60

Country policy and information note Turkey: Sexual orientation and gender identity (2017). Retrieved
from https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/
file/619683/Turkey_-_SOGI_-_CPIN_-_v2_0__June_2017_.pdf

Cunningham, E. (2016). In Turkey, it's not a crime to be gay. But LGBT activists see a rising threat.
Retrieved from https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/middle_east/in-turkey-its-not-a-crime-to-be-
gay-but-Igbt-activists-see-a-rising-threat/2016/06/24/18fe91a6-37d2-11e6-af02-1df55f0c 7 7ff_story.
html?utm_term=.e53bf61749da

David, G., & Cambre, C. (2016). Screened intimacies: Tinder and the swipe logic. Social Media + Soci-
ety, 2(2), 1-11.doi:10.1177/2056305116641976

Dredge, S. (2015). 42% of people using dating app Tinder already have a partner, claims report.
Retrieved from https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2015/may/07/dating-app-tinder-married-re-
lationship

Earrings for Men - Islam question & answer. (2019). Retrieved from https://islamga.info/en/
answers/1980/earrings-for-men

Ellison, N. B., Steinfield, C., & Lampe, C. (2007). The benefits of Facebook “friends:” Social capital and
college students’ use of online social network sites. J. Computer Mediated Communication 12, 1143-
1168.doi:10.1111/j.1083-6101.2007.00367.x

Engin, C., & Pals, H. (2018). Patriarchal attitudes in Turkey 1990—-2011: The influence of religion and
political conservatism. Social Politics: International Studies in Gender, State & Society, 25(3), 383-409.
doi:10.1093/sp/jxx021

Fruhlinger, J. (2018). Why Tinder is the most popular online dating app: Digital trends. Retrieved from
https://www.digitaltrends.com/social-media/tinder-most-popular-dating-app/

Galante, M. (2012). Ten scientifically proven ways to make yourself more attractive to the opposite sex.
Retrieved from https://www.businessinsider.com/how-to-attract-the-opposite-sex-2012-9

Goffman, E. (1959). The presentation of self in everyday life. New York: Anchor Books.
Khan, S.R., Benda, T., & Stagnaro, M. N. (2012). Stereotyping from the perspective of perceivers and
targets. Online Readings in Psychology and Culture, 5(1). doi:10.9707/2307-0919.1043

Kimmel, S. B., & Mahalik, J. R. (2005). Body image concerns of gay gen: The roles of minority stress
and conformity to masculine norms. Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 73(6), 1185-1190.
doi:10.1037/0022-006x.73.6.1185

Klein, C. (2017). Gay-identifying Al tells us more about stereotypes than the origins of sexuality.
Retrieved from https://theconversation.com/gay-identifying-ai-tells-us-more-about-stereotypes-than-
the-origins-of-sexuality-83807

Lance, L. M. (1998). Gender differences in heterosexual dating: A content analysis of personal ads.
Journal of Men’s Studies, 6(3), 297-305. doi:10.1177/106082659800600303

Lindemuth, C. J., Thomas, L. A., Mates, Hadley A., & Casey, J. A. (2011). Gender patterns in dress and
outward appearance: An individual choice or fulfillment of cultural expectations? Modern Psychologi-
cal Studies, 17(1), 30-36.

Marcus, J. (1992). A world of difference: Islam and gender hierarchy in Turkey. London, England: Zed
Books.

Orosz, G., Téth-Kiraly, I., B6the, B., & Melher, D. (2016). Too many swipes for today: The develop-
ment of the Problematic Tinder Use Scale (PTUS). Journal of Behavioral Addictions, 5(3), 518-523.
doi:10.1556/2006.5.2016.016



IT HAPPENED ON TINDER 61

Oktem, K. (2008). Another struggle: Sexual identity politics in unsettled Turkey, Middle East Report
Online, 2, 1-3.

Oztirk, M. (2011). Sexual orientation discrimination: Exploring the experiences of les-
bian, gay and bisexual employees in Turkey. Human Relations, 64(8), 1099-1118.
doi:10.1177/0018726710396249

Paechter, C. (2006). Masculine femininities/feminine masculinities: power, identities and gender. Gen-
der and Education, 18(3), 253-263. doi:10.1080/09540250600667785

Pew Research Center (2016, November 17). 15% of American adults use online dating sites or mobile
apps. Retrieved from https://www.pewinternet.org/2016/02/11/15-percent-of-american-adults-have-
used-online-dating-sites-or-mobile-dating-apps/

Shively, M., Rudolph, J., & De Cecco, J. (1978). The identification of the people sex-role stereo-
types. Journal of Homosexuality, 3(3), 225-234. doi:10.1300/j082v03n03_04

Simon, B., & Hamilton, D. L. (1994). Self-stereotyping and social context: The effects of relative
in-group size and in-group status. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 66(4), 699-
711.d0i:10.1037/0022-3514.66.4.699

Smith, A., & Anderson, M. (2016). Five facts about online dating. Washington, D.C.: Pew Research
Center.

Sumter, S. R., Vandenbosch, L., & Ligtenberg, L. (2016). Love me Tinder: Untangling emerging
adults’ motivations for using the dating application Tinder. Telematics and Informatics, 34(1), 67-78.
doi:10.1016/j.tele.2016.04.009

Taywaditep, K. (2002). Marginalization among the marginalized. Journal of Homosexuality, 42(1), 1-28.
doi:10.1300/j082v42n01_01

Ting-Toomey, S. (1999). Communicating across cultures. New York: Guildford Press.

Tolman, D. L., Striepe, M. ., & Harmon, T. (2003). Gender matters: Constructing a mod-
el of Tinder Motivations adolescent sexual health. Journal of Sex Research, 40(1), 4-12.
doi:10.1080/00224490309552162

Toma, C., Hancock, J., & Ellison, N. (2008). Separating fact from fiction: An examination of deceptive
self-presentation in online dating profiles. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 34(8), 1023-
1036.doi:10.1177/0146167208318067



USERS



IT HAPPENED ON TINDER 63

5: MIRROR MIRROR ON THE WALL, WHICH
DATING APP AFFORDS THEM ALL? EXPLORING
DATING APPLICATIONS AFFORDANCES AND USER
MOTIVATIONS

LEAH E. LEFEBVRE AND XIAOTI FAN

Approximately 294 million adults across the world utilize online dating resources with the
United States (U.S.), China, United Kingdom, Germany, and Australia generating the largest
global revenue.! Potential users employ a multitude of internet-based dating services that
include computer websites, mobile dating applications (apps), and hybrid platforms. AImost
every age group is responding to the shift in the dating landscape.? Emerging adults, 18-to-29
years old, diligently use mediated platforms to find relationships. People over 50 years old
are currently the fastest growing dating apps population segment,® but the usage of online
dating services grows across all age groups.

Popular-press titles and countless internet-fused dating platforms offer opportunities to opt
into the digital relationship arena.* People drawn into internet-based dating must determine
which platform(s) allows payoff to match with other users, meet in person, potentially
date, experience sexual intercourse, and/or garner a serious commitment (e.g., marriage,
cohabitation, or love). Therefore, users must be careful to select platforms with specific
affordances that align with their motivations to reduce uncertainty, prevent disillusionment,
increase successful communication, and achieve their aspirations.

This chapter explores the affordances and motivations of mobile dating apps in an effort to
identify potential influences on relational initiation and communication. We respond to calls
to action for further investigate the user-technology relationship in dating apps® and why users
select specific mobile dating apps.® This chapter used an exploratory approach to investigate
the influence of channel affordances and user motivations. Ultimately, the variations based

1 Digital Market Outlook. (2018). Online dating outlook. Statista - The Statistics Portal. Retrieved from:
https://www.statista.com/outlook/372/100/online-dating/worldwide#market-revenue.

2 Smith, A. (2016). 15% of American adults have used online dating sites or mobile dating sites. Pew
Research Center. Retrieved from: http://www.pewinternet.org/2016/02/11/15-percent-of-american-
adults-have-used-online-dating-sites-or-mobile-dating-apps.

3 ArnettJ.J., Zukauskiene R., & Sugimura K. (2014). The new life stage of emerging adulthood at ages
18-29 years: Implications for mental health. Lancet Psychiatry, 1, 569-576. doi:10.1016/S2215-
0366(14)00080-7.

4 Blanco, X. (2017). How to choose the best dating app for you. Cnet. Retrieved from: https://www.cnet.
com/how-to/dating-apps-which-one-is-best-tinder-raya/.

5  Evans, S. K., Pearce, K. E., Vitak, J., & Treem, J. W. (2017). Explicating affordances: A conceptual
framework for understanding affordances in communication research. Journal of Computer-Mediated
Communication, 22, 35-52. doi:10.1111/jcc4.12180.

6  LeFebvre, L. E. (2018). Swipe me off my feet: Explicating relationship initiation on Tinder. Journal of
Social and Personal Relationships, 35, 1205-1229. doi:10.1177/0265407517706419.
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on affordances and motives may lead to different communicative and relational outcomes
for users in their relationship initiation and development.

Mobile Dating Applications

Internet-fused dating expanded exponentially since the 90s and now includes mobile dating
apps.” Recent advancements in communication technology (e.g., mobile phone) enabled
people to initiate communication and relationships.® Dating sites and mobile apps have
become popular and location-based real-time dating apps allow individuals to interact with
people nearby without having met face-to-face (FtF).°

Opting into Mobile Dating Apps

Prior to the advent of mobile communication technologies, relationship initiations, whether
platonic or romantic, were contingent on proximity for available partners.'® New technological
and structural affordances embodied within online and mobile dating apps and adaptations
for smartphones enable further opportunities to initiate relationships. Traditional dating
constituted initiation between individuals through physical contact within the field of potential
partners often through immediate connection and weak or strong ties in one’s social network.!*
Technology alters the conceptualization of proximity. Mobile dating apps expand the confines
of proximity facilitating relationship and/or communication initiation'? to potential partners
beyond physical constraints.® Global-positioning system (GPS) parameters remove the need
for physical proximity, while simultaneously expanding the availability for initial interaction.
The app industry markets advantageous dating services—time, ease, and either targeted or
extended proximity options—through satellite geolocation features! thus enabling access to
numerous potential partners. Apps employ convenience features such as access to multiple
technological platforms (e.g., Android or iOS), eligibility (e.g., age limitations), connection

~

Smith, 15% of American adults have used online dating sites or mobile dating sites.

8  Mieczakowski, A., Goldhaber, T., & Clarkson, J. (2011). Culture, communication, and change:
Reflections on the use and impact of modern media and technology in our lives. Cambridge, UK:
Engineering Design Centre, University of Cambridge.

9  Birnholtz, J., Fitzpatrick, C., Handel, M., & Brubaker, J. R. (2014). Identity, identification and
identifiability. Proceedings of the 16th International Conference on Human-Computer Interaction with
Mobile Devices & Services - MobileHCI 14. doi:10.1145/2628363.2628406.

10  Kerckhoff, A. C. (1974). The social context of interpersonal attraction. In Huston, T. L. (Ed.), Foundations
of interpersonal attraction (pp. 61-76). New York: Academic Press.

11 Regan, P.C.(2017). The mating game: A primer on love, sex, and marriage (3rd ed.). Los Angeles, CA:
Sage; Rosen, L.D., Cheever, N.A., Cummings, C., & Felt, J. (2008). The impact of emotionality and self-
disclosure on online dating versus traditional dating. Computers in Human Behavior, 24, 2124-2157.
doi:10.1016/j.chb.2007.10.003.

12 Monge, P.R., & Contractor, N. S. (2001). Emergence of communication networks. In F. M. Jablin & L. L.
Putnam (Eds.), The New Handbook of Organizational Communication: Advances in Theory, Research,
and Methods (pp. 440-502). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. doi:10.4135/9781412986243.n12.

13 LeFebvre, Swipe me off my feet.

14 Quiroz, P. A. (2013). From finding the perfect love online to satellite dating and ‘loving-the-one-you’re-

near’: A look at Grindr, Skout, Plenty of Fish, Meet Moi, Zoosk and Assisted Serendipity. Humanity and

Society, 37, 181-185. doi:10.1177/0160597613481727.
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to other social networks (e.g., Instagram or Spotify), or subscriptions (e.g., free or premium).
Many mediated dating apps utilize branding to draw in particular audiences.

This chapter focuses on various websites and apps that together represent the whole gamut
of internet dating services. Beginning in 2009, one of the first smartphone-based dating
apps, Grindr, a gay, bisexual, or curious men app, utilized geolocation features to allow users
to find others looking for casual, platonic, and romantic relationships.!® The location-based
tool offered real-time dating via satellite, mobile, or geographical proximity system (GPS).1¢
Consequently, many popular GPS mobile dating applications have emerged. This chapter
concentrates on the most popular dating websites and apps in the USA - see Table 1.

Table 1: Top mobile dating applications.” Note: Match, POF and OkCupid are included as a comprehensive

15 Grindr. (2015). The world’s biggest mobile network of guys. Grindr. Retrieved from: http://grindr.com/
learn-more.

16  Quiroz, From finding the perfect love online to satellite dating and ‘loving-the-one-you’re-near’.

17 These five mobile dating apps were delineated as the most popular as of April 2018. This popularity
and table includes references accumulated from the following sources — popular press, personal
communication (Tinder — E. Bonnstetter, personal communication, March 15, 2018), and app sites
(Bertoni, 2017; Bilton, 2014; Markowitz, 2017; Segel, 2017; Seppala, 2017; Tepper, 2017; Windle &
Newton, 2018).

This chapter initially focused on the top five mobile dating apps; however, participants utilized many
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representation from participants’ responses that received over two percentage. Commonalities amongst
these five platforms — Android, iOS compatible, Facebook authentication, user eligibility 18 years or older.

Channel Affordances

When selecting to download and use an internet-based platform, users must consider the
platform affordances and their individual motivations. Originally, affordances were defined
as attributional traits that individuals perceived with a particular object and they varied
from abstract to applicative, depending on the field of study. Thus, affordances existed as
interactions between users and technology. This interaction is evidenced in a subjective
perspective (as a utility) by the user, and the technology exhibits affordances as evidenced by
its objective qualities.'® Affordances are treated as homogeneous characteristics across media
that influence message processes.!? Interplay develops between the intersectionality of user
and technology, and perceived social affordances can alter communicative practices. Fox and
McEwan? indicated that situational factors related to context, the content of communication,
or relationship can easily influence communicators and perceptions as well as interactions
between user and technology. They developed a perceived social affordance scale that
examined eight communication channels (i.e., email, face-to-face, instant messaging,
phone, social networking sites, Skype video conferencing, Snapchat, and texting). Their newly
developed scale includes ten communicative affordances and offers the ability to understand
individuals’ experience within communication channels.

This chapter utilizes the perceived social affordances to examine mediated dating platforms
and the affordances that accompany dating apps — a topic neglected in prior research. In our
investigation, observable characteristics of dating apps will be used to determine the general
affordances of the format. The implications offer information for relational development and
communication initiation. The following research questions are posited:

RQ 1: What are the overall affordances for mobile dating applications (as a medium)?

apps beyond the initial five mobile dating apps (similar to Chin & Edelstein, 2018). Participants
indicated using one (53.7%), two (29.3%), three (12.6%), four (2.4%), five (1.8%), and six (.2%)
different apps. The participants’ familiarity on average included two apps (M = 1.70, SD = .93) and
utilized them on average 1.5 years (M = 36.18 months, SD = 37.14) and their experience ranged from a
few days to two decades.

Often users fluctuated in their usage and app deletion (see LeFebvre, 2018). Participants reported their
previous and current usage. Overwhelmingly, they used Tinder, then Bumble, and were followed by
CMB, Hinge, and Happn (only for previous use). Several other popular dating apps included Plenty of
Fish (POF), OkCupid, and Match, and all other apps reported less than 10%. See Table 2. When forced
to select their most frequently used, participants indicated Tinder and then Bumble, while all other
apps received less than 10%.

18 Schrock, A. R. (2015). Communicative affordances of mobile media: Portability, availability, locatability,
and multimediality. International Journal of Communication, 9, 1229-1246. Retrieved from: http://ijoc.
org/index.phpfijoc/article/viewFile/3288/1363.

19 Fox, J., & McEwan, B. (2017). Distinguishing technologies for social interaction: The perceived social
affordances of communication channels scale. Communication Monographs, 84, 298-318. doi:10.1080
/03637751.2017.1332418.

20 Fox & McEwan, Distinguishing technologies for social interaction.
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RQ 2: What are the specific affordances for the top mobile dating applications?
User Motivation

In addition to the technological affordances specific to mobile dating apps, we investigate
users’ individual general and specific motivations. Recent research?' examined motivations
on mobile dating apps. Timmermans and DeCaluwe® developed and validated the ‘Tinder
Motives Scale’. Utilizing ‘Uses and Gratifications’ framework that assumed media viewers
had an inherent set of needs that could be satisfied by the (older) media, and once satisfied,
receivers experienced satisfaction or fulfillment.?® This ‘old media theory’ experienced a
resurgence in internet research.?*

Building off older and newly refurbished Uses and Gratifications framework, Timmermans
and DeCaluwe® developed a scale to assess motives for utilizing Tinder. They indicated that
Tinder motives showed users employing this app as a pastime, out of curiosity, for socialization,
and as an ego boost. The motives drove users to use media and the motives’ gratifications
led to continuous use. The ‘Tinder Motives Scale’ calls into question user motives on dating
apps, applied explicitly to Tinder, or more broadly to any mobile dating app. As media choices
involve strategic and purposeful decision-making, users have the ability to opt into media that
matched their motivations. This chapter aims to determine whether these motivations are
solely restricted to Tinder or apply to the format of mobile dating apps as a whole. While Tinder
is a popular app that became almost a trademark for geo-location online dating it does not
necessarily fully represent the whole gamut of internet dating services in terms of relationship
type and clientele and does not even attract the majority of online daters.?® Therefore, we
pose the following research questions:

RQ 3: What are the overall motives for using mobile dating applications?

RQ 4: What are the specific motives for using the top mobile dating applications?

21 e.g., Timmermans, E., & De Caluwe, E. (2017). Development and validation of the Tinder Motives Scale
(TMS). Computers in Human Behavior, 70, 341-350. doi:10.1016/j.chb.2017.01.028; Timmermans, E.,
De Caluwe, E., Alexopoulos, C. (2018). Why are you cheating on Tinder? Exploring users’ motives and
(dark) personality traits. Computers in Human Behavior, 89, 129-139. doi:10.1016/j.chb.2018.07.040.

22 Timmermans & De Caluwe, Development and validation of the Tinder Motives Scale (TMS).

23 Katz, E., Blumler, J. G., & Gurevitch, M. (1974). Utilization of mass communication by the individual. In
J. G. Blumler & E. Katz (Eds.). The uses of mass communications: Current perspectives on gratifications
research (pp. 19-32). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE.

24 see Alhabash, S., & Ma, M. (2017). A Tale of four platforms: Motivations and uses of Facebook,

Twitter, Instagram, and Snapchat among college students. Social Media + Society, 3(1).
doi:10.1177/2056305117691544; Ruggiero, T. E. (2000). Uses and Gratifications theory in the 21st
century. Mass Communication & Society, 3, 3-37. doi:10.1207/S15327825MCS0301_02; Sundar,
S.S., & Limperos, A. M. (2013). Uses and Grats 2.0: New gratifications for new media. Journal of
Broadcasting and Electronic Media, 57, 504-525. doi:10.1080/08838151.2013.845827.

25 Timmermans & De Caluwe, Development and validation of the Tinder Motives Scale (TMS).

26 Smith, 15% of American adults have used online dating sites or mobile dating sites.
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Channel Affordances & User Motivation

Prior scholarship examined channel affordances and user motivations separately, neglecting
their intersecting influence on selection and intentions. This chapter explores associations
between channel affordances and user motivations both at the format level (e.g., dating apps)
and with regards to specific apps (e.g., Tinder, Bumble, etc.). Thus, the following question
is posited:

RQ 5: What is the relationship between dating application affordances and user motivations?

Method
RECRUITMENT

The participants were recruited from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk), an online
crowdsourcing platform, wherein workers complete human intelligent tasks for nominal fees.
MTurk system yields numerous advantages including a more diverse sample of participants.?’
Once selected, participants were provided with a Qualtrics link to complete an online survey in
September 2018. Eligibility criteria included: age requirement (18 years or older), residency
(U.S.), language (English). Also, participants were asked if they were (1) familiar with dating
apps, (2) utilized in the past six months, and (3) used least a total of 10 hours. Eligible
participants then read the approved Institutional Review Board informed consent form and
agreed to participate. Participants who completed all questions and scales were included
(over 97%). On average, participants completed the survey in 15 minutes.

PARTICIPANTS

The participants (N =451) age ranged from 18 to 76 (M = 33.06, SD = 9.55). They identified
gender as 50.8% male, 49% female, and .2% gender variant (nonconforming). Participants’
ethnicities included: 71% Caucasian, 11.5% Black or African American, 5.8% Native
American, 4.9% Asian or Pacific Islander, 3.8% Latino/a or Hispanic, 2.6% multiple races,
and .4% Middle Eastern. Education varied: 42.9% Baccalaureate, 22.4% Masters, 17.1%
Associates, 14.2% High School Diploma/GED Equivalent, 2.7% Doctorate, 0.4% vocational,
and 0.2% eighth grade education. They resided in 44.6% suburban, 33% urban, and 22.4%
rural.

The participants’ sexual orientations included 44.4% only women, 32.5% only men, 6.6%
women/men, 2.6% women/cis women, and 1.3% all genders but cis women. The remaining
percentages (12.6%) represented one or two responses from a multitude of gender
preferences.?® Participants noted their first romantic relationships on average began when

27 Buhrmester, M., Kwang, T., & Gosling, D. S. (2011). Amazon’s Mechanical Turk. A new
source of inexpensive, yet high quality data? Perspectives on Psychological Science, 6, 3-5.
doi:10.1177/1745691610393980.

28 The multitude of gender options included: androgynous, bigender, cis men, cis women, genderfluid,
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theywere 17 yearsold (M =17.26, SD = 3.74) ranging from 10 to 40 years old. The participants
on average experienced seven romantic relationships (M = 7.16, SD = 8.69) ranging from
zero to 100. They indicated approximately four committed romantic relationships (M =3.71,
SD =5.87) ranging from zero to 90. Current relationship status varied from: 23.75% notin a
relationship, 16.9% casually dating (one-person), 16.4% (committed to one-person), 15.5%
married, 14.6% casually dating (multiple people), 2.4% never in a relationship, 1.8% divorced,
1.8% other (open relationships), and 0.4% widowed.

PROCEDURES

The participants responded to demographic questions (i.e., age, sex, sexual orientation,
relationship status, educational status, geographical location, etc.) and were asked questions
about their dating app usage. They were asked which dating apps they had previously,
currently, and frequently utilized (and why). Open-ended questions examined general
and specific responses from participants’ perspectives as mediated dating users and the
closed-ended questions used pre-established affordance scales.? The participants answered
questions about their personal preferences (i.e., gender preference, age set, etc.). Before
completing the two scales, ‘Perceived Social Affordances of Communication Channel Scale’
and ‘Tinder Motives Scale’, participants answered which app they utilized the most (from
the five selected apps). The scales were randomly ordered. Then participants responded to
questions about their pre-interaction and communication via mobile dating apps. Lastly, they
were thanked and compensated via MTurk. No debriefing took place.

MEASUREMENTS

Perceived Social Affordances of Communication Channel Scale. This scale® consists of
64 items and measures 10 factors — accessibility, anonymity, bandwidth, conversation
control, editability, network association, persistence, personalization, privacy, and social
presence —in order to assess a broad range of perceived affordances across communication
channels. The participants responded using a seven-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly Disagree
to 7 = Strongly Agree). We modified the channel label prompt to improve readability and
specification. Cronbach’s awas 0.91 (M =4.81, SD =.72).

Tinder Motives Scale. This scale®! employed 58 items that measured 13 motive factors —
belongingness, curiosity, distraction, ex, flirting/social skills, pastime/entertainment, peer
pressure, relationship seeking, sexual experience, sexual orientation, social approval,
socializing, and traveling. Participants responded to the following prompt, ‘I use this app...’

genderqueer, gender conforming, hijra, intersex, non-binary, pangender, transfeminine, transgender,
transmasculine, transmen, transwomen, two spirit, and other option.

29 e.g., Fox & McEwan, Distinguishing technologies for social interaction.

30 Fox & McEwan, Distinguishing technologies for social interaction.

31 Timmermans & De Caluwe, Development and validation of the Tinder Motives Scale (TMS).
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using a seven-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly Disagree to 7 = Strongly Agree). Cronbach’s a
was 0.96 (M =4.93, SD = .54).

Results

We start with descriptive statistics to explore patterns and trends amongst affordances and
motivations.
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Table 2: Previous, current, and most frequent online dating services use. Note: Other refers to responses
(reporting less than 2%): About Men, Ashley Madison, Badoo, Black People Meet, Cybercupido, Dating
(Facebook), eHarmony, Farmers Only, Grindr, Her, The League, Love App, Mingles, Pure, Silver Singles,
Skout, Yesca, and Zoosk.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 1 & 2

Overall ‘accessibility’ (M = 5.65, SD = .90) achieved the highest affordance rating for all
but one of the apps. The second overall affordance, ‘conversation control’ (M = 5.43, SD
=.98), referred to the ability to manage interaction mechanics (e.g., initiate, regulate, turn-
take, dissolve). The third overall affordance, ‘informational control’ (M =5.16, SD = 1.00),
depicted how much content was disclosed whether as incremental or selective disclosure.
When creating and establishing first impressions and uncovering information about another
person, each must engage in self-disclosure. Conversation and informational control
intersected as essential elements for any relationship. The fourth affordance, ‘editability’ (M
=5.14,SD=1.04), allows users to craft and modify their communication. The fifth affordance,
personalization’ (M =5.13, SD =.85), enabled users to direct specific messages at intended
users, playing on the notion of personalized interpersonal messages in a mass communication
broadcast. Accessibility, conversation control, informational control, editability, and
personalization were the highest ranking overall perceived social affordances for mobile
dating apps (see Table 3 and 4).

‘
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Utilizing the ‘Perceived Social Affordances of Communication Channel Scale’, participants
answered questions about their most frequently used (current) mobile dating app. Since
Tinder represented the most frequently utilized app, general affordances aligned with Tinder
users. However, when examining specific affordances of other mobile dating apps, each
branded itself to draw in particular audiences that adhered to their desired relationship
communication or partners. For instance, POF and OkCupid had higher personalization ratings
perhaps because these apps offer the ability to reach a wider variety of sexual orientations.
Additionally, Happn operated on proximity highlighted network association or connectivity
to other users and had the lowest usage by participants. Overall affordances offered limited
variations, and nuances specialized in users’ preferences.

Table 3: General and specific mobile dating application affordances mean and standard deviations. Note:
See Fox and McEwan (2018) for perceived social affordance definitions.
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Table 4: Rank order general and specific mobile dating application affordances.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 3 & 4

Utilizing the ‘Tinder Motives Scale’, the participants answered questions about their most
frequently (current) used mobile dating app. Overall, the participants chose to utilize this
medium to ‘socialize’ (M =5.57, SD = 1.61), meet new people, make new friends, connect
to potential partners, and broaden their social network. A close second motive, ‘relationship
seeking’ (M = 5.56, SD = 1.62), related to relationship development whether developing
an emotional connection, finding a date, falling in love, creating a long-term committed
relationship, or fostering a marriage. Tinder and other mobile dating apps subscribe to scripts
and behaviors involving sex. Next, ‘curiosity’ (M = 5.45, SD = 1.82) and ‘passing time’ (M
=5.40, SD = 1.65) related to inquisitiveness and entertainment. Socializing, relationship-
seeking, curiosity, and passing time were the highest-ranking overall motives for mobile dating
apps (see Table ).

Utilizing the ‘Tinder Motives Scale’, participants answered questions about their most
frequently (current) used mobile dating app (see Table 6). Immediately, a connection is
established between two interested individuals. Individuals’ preferences allow the ability to
opt into different apps. For instance, sexual orientation and travelling highlight connecting,
meeting, and communicating with people of the same sexual orientation in new spaces or
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physical locations. Happn allows for proximate acquaintances, whereby users travelling
between places can inclusively and safely determine similar sexual orientation preferences
and interested partners. This motivation increases potential interactions and negates
uncomfortable situations from those uninterested. Similarly, sexual experience ranked highest
for users of Happn and CMB. Happn enabled opportunities for the other motives; however, on
CMB women initiated the communication. Thereby, communication and motives may differ
based on built-in pre-assumptions. Specific motives prompt individual users to select their
app to empower their preferences and desires.

Table 5: General and specific mobile dating application user motives mean and standard deviations. See*
for scale definition and explication.

32 Timmermans, De Caluwe & Alexopoulos, Why are you cheating on Tinder?.
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Table 6: Ranked general and specific mobile dating application user motives.

RESEARCH QUESTION 5

The findings offer a picture of the highest ranking perceived social affordances and users’
motivations. The correlations demonstrate significant moderate or small positive relationships
for conversation control, informational control, and editability with motives for socializing. Many
people utilized access to other users as an opportunity to seek interpersonal relationships,
whether romantic or platonic. The ability to socialize (motive) involved affordances that offered
control over information exchanges, (r(449) = .31, p <.001), allowed for varying breadth and
depth of disclosures, (r(447) = .32, p < .001), and modified communication flow, (r(449) =
.31, p<.001).

Discussion

The findings offer insight into how motives and affordances might simultaneously influence
interaction, message production, and message processes. The selection of a dating app
empowers users to determine in which mediated location and space to observe potential
partners, thus offering the ability to anticipate relationship initiation or communication
consciously. Dating apps users have clear expectations surrounding the potential to interact
with two primary motives, socialization and relationship-seeking. However, while relationship
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initiation and development may not be initially motivated to include sexual interactions, that
reason may accompany multifaceted goals.®3

The most apparent conceptual implications offer similarities and differences across and
within the dating app channel. We found that users of online dating websites and apps desire
accessibility, conversation control, and information control. Channel affordances offer access
to textual and visual components for message exchange that are often ephemeral (especially if
matches do not occur). Other channels highlight mixed findings— phone or video conferencing
emphasized personalization, bandwidth, and conversational affordances; Facebook and email
contained accessibility, persistence, and editability. Mobile dating apps uniquely differentiate
themselves from other channels.

Because dating apps may offer pre-interaction practices and change communication
initiation message productions, users must be cognizant of self-presentation branding, their
selection-process, affordances for initial communication, and opportunities to turn-take,
generating subsequent communicative exchanges, and modality switch. These challenges
are not all available or transferable across dating apps. Users may not understand the unique
affordances integrated by particular brands and neglected by others.

Limitations & Future Directions

Overwhelmingly, the findings reflect the way Tinder’s affordances and motives - although
ranked only ranked fifth in number of users in the USA behind Badoo, CMB, Bumble, and
eHarmony3* — can be found in these apps and other internet dating services.®

As the acceleration of online dating technology continues, channel affordances offer a
springboard to a moving horizon that continues to warrant further consideration and
adaptation. This multifaceted communicative, relational, and technological approach offers
implications for scholars, practitioners, and students by extending research in mediated
interpersonal communication. Examining channel affordances, while also exploring user
motivations, offers an exploratory discussion to assist those interested in determining which
mediated dating service may best serve their motives and channel interests. As popularized
outlets rank order apps to guide users, they prompt the question:

Mirror, mirror on the wall,
Which app is the fairest of them all?

Many — And depends on who is asking.

33 LeFebvre, Swipe me off my feet.
34 Statista. (2018). Online dating. Retrieved from: www.statista.com.
35 LeFebvre, Swipe me off my feet.
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6: THE SOCIAL EXCHANGE FRAMEWORK AND DIME
DATING

ARRINGTON STOLL

The internet is so entwined in our everyday life and is a popular place for individuals to
meet romantic partners. Previous research reports that nearly half of college students know
someone who married or entered a long-term relationship with a partner whom s/he met
online and 80% of those using online dating describe the process as a good way to meet
people.! Online dating altered the landscape of modern courtship for many singles because of
the resources available that expand the pool of eligible mates. Current online dating contexts
present researchers with a unique way to study interpersonal relationships beginning online
and then continuing to face-to-face. In this paper dime dating is addressed as a unique form
of dating wherein some initial terms of compensation, monetary or otherwise, serve as a
hurdle to initiating a dating relationship.

In some ways ‘dime dating’ involves thinking of dating as an economic transaction. As such,
it provides an enticing alternative to traditional online dating websites. Dime dating involves
one individual receiving compensation for going on a date.? Compensation may include
monetary bidding for a first date, the exchange of goods such as vacations, or the negotiation
of generous support for a mutually beneficial relationship. While interpersonal interactions are
traditionally guided by the calculations of costs and rewards, dime dating, a new controversial
approach to meeting potential partners, changes the way individuals meet. This way is based
more heavily on expectations prior to meeting a dating partner.

Interpersonal relationships involving the exchange of goods and services have been studied
in Asian cultures under the name, ‘compensated dating’® and are associated with terms
such as teenage sex work* or casual teen prostitution.> However, the literature on costs and
rewards within interpersonal interactions has not been concerned with monetary bidding and
exchanging of goods and services for first dates (i.e., dime dating) in Western culture. With
dime dating emerging as a new way to initiate dates, understanding this controversial form

1 Smith, A. (2016). 15% of American adults have used online dating sites or mobile dating apps. Retrieved
October 3%, 2016 from http://www.pewinternet.org/files/2016/02/P1_2016.02.11_0Online-Dating_
FINAL.pdf.

2 Stoll, A., & Kulovitz, K. (2013, October). “Escorts are not welcome.”: A content analysis of online bidding
for first dates. Paper presented at the International Association for Relationship Research. Louisville,
Kentucky.

3 Chu,C.S. K, &Laidler, K. J. (2016). Becoming a male client of compensated dating. Deviant Behavior,
27(1), 47-65. doi:10.1080/01639625.2014.983007.

4 Lam, 0. W. (2003). Why did Enjo Kosai anchor in Taiwan but not in Hong Kong? Or the convergence of

“Enjo” and “Kosai” in teenage sex work. Inter-Asia Cultural Studies, 4(2), 353-363. doi:10.1080/146493
7032000113051.

5 Ho, J.(2003). From Spice Girls to Enjo Kosai: Formations of teenage girls’ sexualities in Taiwan. Inter-

Asia Cultural Studies, 4(2), 325-336. doi:10.1080/1464937032000113033.
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of dating enables researchers to uncover how the calculations of costs and rewards motivate
individuals to participate in this type of interpersonal relationship, and the perceptions of
the modern dating scene. Using social exchange theory and the investment model unique
contributions to this unstudied area can be offered.

The Mating Marketplace of Dime Dating

Dime dating, also known as for-profit dating, is an online dating site where the exchange of
money, services, and gifts for time spent with attractive individuals occurs. Dime dating is
altering the traditional ways of modern courtship as it skips the basic dating initiating stage
because of the offer of money or tangible goods. Economic thinking can be used to support
judgments about the ‘goodness’ of social actions such as understanding the mechanics of
how individuals communicate and interact.® In other words, individuals analyze the tradeoffs
made in dime dating relationships in every interaction by looking at what is given up in
comparison to what is received.

The concept of a marketplace represents different aspects of life, including relationships
such as dime dating. Boulding,” states that ‘the concept of the market can be generalized
to that of the opportunities open for selecting and switching reciprocity partners’ (p. 812)
and is seen through individuals meeting new people and initiating and ending relationships.
An individual might stay with their partner and decide that the alternatives are not worth
ending the relationship, while another individual might start dating someone new because
of an imperfection with their previous partner. Imperfections in the marketplace range based
on many different factors such as societal expectations, institutions, or taboos. Considering
the concept of online dating as a ‘marketplace’ several websites are using the dime dating
principles.

Emerging into the realm of online dating sites are now self-proclaimed ‘dating auction’
websites. Websites such as WhatsYourPrice.com, MissTravel.com, and SeekingArrangement.
com all use the free market principles of supply and demand. Whether it is bidding on people
for first dates, embarking on trips with attractive travelers, or developing mutually beneficial
relationships, at the core it is economics in action. While traditionally the individuals providing
the majority of the tangible rewards are wealthy and older—supporting younger individuals
involves nothing revolutionary. However, the ease of forming the contractual service
relationship and communicating about the exchange of money, tangible items, or services
is changing the way individuals meet and agree upon first dates by resembling an online
marketplace and essentially an interpersonal transaction.

6 Boulding, K. (1977). Prices and other institutions. Journal of Economic Issues, 11, 809-921.doi:10.10
80/00213624.1977.11503486; Sacco, P. L., Vanin, P. & Zamagni, S. (2006). The economics of human
relationships. In S. C. Kolm and J. M. Ythier (Eds.), The handbook of the economics of giving, altruism,
and reciprocity, Volume 1: Foundations - Handbooks in Economics (pp.695-726). Amsterdam: North-
Holland.

7 Boulding, Prices and other institutions.



Given the relational context, social exchange frameworks are relevant in dime dating
relationships in order to further the understanding of why two people choose each other, and
which person has more influence given the exchange of costs and rewards. The next section
will discuss two specific social exchange frameworks with particular relevance to the online
dating ‘marketplace’ and identify the hypotheses and research question.

Social Exchange Theory & The Investment Model

The most basic premise of any social exchange framework is that individuals remain in
relationships only as the perceived rewards from the relationship exceed the perceived
costs of continuing to participate in that relationship. Social exchange theory is one of
the most common frameworks for researching close relationships; it emphasizes that the
formation of relationship between humans is by the use of subjective cost-benefit analysis
along with a comparison of alternatives.® Social exchange theory proposes the relationships
individuals choose to create and maintain are the ones maximizing rewards and minimizing
costs, therefore yielding the most profit. Rewards take many forms such as material goods
(economic) or symbolic goods (attention, status, advice) and are defined as items that either
have value or bring satisfaction and gratification to the individual.® Costs are any elements in
arelationship that an individual may view as negative. In relationships, individuals conduct a
cost-benefit analysis by evaluating the value of a relationship in terms of the potential rewards
and costs. The process of calculating the worth of a relationship in potential rewards and
costs is useful for predicting the overall value individuals place on the relationship. Individuals
assess the value at the beginning of a relationship to decide whether the relationship is
worth initiating. Individuals keep calculating the difference between rewards and costs
as the relationship develops in order to maintain the relationship. Individuals gauge the
acceptability of outcomes in a relationship using the comparison level and the comparison
level of alternatives.1® The comparison level is the expected rewards, and the comparison
level of alternatives is the discernment of how the outcomes weigh in comparison to other
alternatives. Therefore, the first three hypotheses are:

H,: In dime dating relational satisfaction increases as the difference between rewards and
costs increases.

H,: In dime dating relational satisfaction increases as the difference between rewards and
alternatives increases.

H.: In dime dating relational satisfaction decreases as the difference between costs and
quality of alternatives increases.

8 Hand, L.S., & Furman, W. (2008). Rewards and costs in adolescent other-sex friendships: Comparisons
to same-sex friendships and romantic relationships. Social Development, 18(2), 270-287.doi:10.1111/
j.1467-9507.2008.00499.x.

9  Thibaut, J. & Kelley, H. (1959). The Psychology of groups. New York: John Wiley & Sons; Redmond, M.V.
(2015). Social exchange theory. English Technical Reports and White Papers, https://lib.dr.iastate.edu/
engl_reports/5/.

10 Thibaut & Kelley, The Psychology of groups.
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Stemming from the traditional social exchange model is Rusbult’s investment model.'* While
similar to social exchange theory, the investment model adds the variable of commitment.
The investment model shifts the focus from why individuals like each other to how and why
individuals stay together.'? The investment model elaborates upon social exchange theory
by saying that individuals use three categories to organize their thinking about the costs and
rewards in relationships. According to this model, commitment is determined by satisfaction,
investments made in the relationship, and the previously discussed comparison level of
alternatives.'® Research supports the investment model saying, the level of commitment
to a person is influenced by satisfaction level, quality of alternatives, and investment size.'
In addition, a meta-analysis conducted by Le and Agnew revealed that commitment is
consistently predicted by satisfaction, investment, and quality of alternatives.'® Nonetheless,
there have been very few empirical studies that have compared other possible predictors of
commitment to the explanatory power of the investment model. Therefore, the investment
model variables may provide additional insight into the phenomenon of dime dating
relationships. The research question is:

RQ': Using the three variables in the investment model, will this be an acceptable description
of the observed relationships in dime dating?

Next, the additional variable of commitment added by the investment model is the intent
to persist in a relationship'® and it depends on how satisfied the individual is with the costs
and rewards present in the relationship, investment into the relationship and a comparison
with other potential alternative relationships.'” The variable of commitment represents the
long-term orientation and feelings of attachment felt toward a relationship (Johnson, 1982).18
If individuals view the relationship with a long-term perspective and feel more connected,

11 Rusbult, C. (1980). Commitment and satisfaction in romantic associations: A test of the Investment
Model. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 16, 172-186. doi:10.1016/0022-1031(80)90007-4;
Rusbult, C. (1983). A longitudinal test of the investment model: The development (and deterioration) of
satisfaction and commitment in heterosexual involvements. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology,
45(1), 101-117.doi:10.1037/0022-3514.45.1.101.

12 Rusbult, C. E., Agnew, C., & Arriaga, X. (2011). The investment model of commitment process.
Department of Psychological Sciences Faculty Publications, Paper 26. http://docs.lib.purdue.edu/
psychpubs/26/.

13 Rusbult, Commitment and satisfaction in romantic associations.

14 Rusbult et al., The investment model of commitment process.

15 Le, B., & Agnew, C. R. (2003). Commitment and its theorized determinants: A meta-analysis of the
investment model. Personal Relationships, 10(1), 37-57.doi:10.1111/1475-6811.00035.

16 Rusbult, C. E., Martz, J. M., & Agnew, C. (1998). The Investment Model scale: Measuring commitment
level, satisfaction level, quality of alternatives, and investment size. Personal Relationships, 5, 357-391.
doi:10.1111/j.1475-6811.1998.tb00177 x.

17 Sprecher, S. (1988). Investment model, equity, and social support determinants of relationship
commitment. Social Psychology Quarterly, 51(4), 318—-328. doi:10.2307/2786759; Sprecher, S. (2001).
Equity and social exchange in dating couples: Associations with satisfaction, commitment, and stability.
Journal of Marriage and Family, 63(3), 599-613. doi:10.1111/j.1741-3737.2001.00599.x.

18 Johnson, M. P. (1982). Social and cognitive features of the dissolution of commitment to relationships.
In Duck, S. (Eds.), Personal relationships 4: Dissolving personal relationships (pp. 51-73). New York:
Academic Press.
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there is a greater chance for the individuals to remain in the relationship and perform the
necessary maintenance.

The level of commitment of an individual to a relationship is dependent on how satisfied
the individual is about the costs and rewards present in the relationship, investment into
the relationship, and a comparison with other potential alternative relationships.'® The fewer
the desirable alternatives to a relationship are, the greater the urge to invest in a particular
relationship and thus greater commitment to the said relationship. At the beginning of the
relationship, the time partners spend with each other is one of the basic forms of a potential
investment. As a relationship progresses, further investment occurs through communication,
energy, disclosed information, combining friend groups, or purchasing items together as
well as other intrinsically or extrinsically investments. An individual’s satisfaction increases
when the relationship provides greater rewards with lower costs that exceed expectations.®

Overall, individuals enhance the relationship and become dependent on the relationship
by feeling committed. The feeling of commitment occurs when satisfaction is present,
alternatives do not compare to the current relationship, and when individuals are investing
resources in the relationship. Therefore, the last hypotheses are:

H,: Relational satisfaction from dime dating increases as the difference between investment
and costs increases.

H,: Relational satisfaction increases as the difference between investment loss and the quality
of alternatives increases.

Method
PARTICIPANTS

Participants were recruited by email invitations sent to undergraduate courses at two
Midwestern universities and network sampling and public announcements on various social
media platforms. To take part in the study, persons were required to have used an online
dating site in the past two years and be over 18 years of age. The final sample was composed
of 212 persons with 16 self-identified as for-profit daters (individuals engaging in dime dating)
and 196 self-identified as not-for-profit daters. The average participant demographics were
24 years of age, with an income level of $0-$19,999, in college, single, heterosexual, and
Caucasian.

19 Sprecher, Investment model, equity, and social support determinants of relationship commitment;
Sprecher, Equity and social exchange in dating couples.
20 Rusbult, A longitudinal test of the investment model.
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MEASURES

A Qualtrics online questionnaire containing items to measure costs, rewards, alternatives,
investment size, satisfaction, commitment, and communication was presented to the
participants after they had granted consent by clicking on the provided survey link participants
were asked if they had used an online dating website. A positive answer prompted them to
answer what type of website (traditional online dating or for-profit dating). Participants lacking
experience with for-profit dating were directed to an adapted survey to address traditional
online dating. Opening up the study to individuals who had not engaged in for-profit dating
allowed for the examination of the questions more broadly and generated interesting and
unexpected results for the comparison of the different forms of dating. However, the unequal
size of individuals identifying as for-profit daters versus not-for-profit daters does present an
obstacle for analysis which is further discussed in limitations.

In order to examine social exchange in online dating relationships, a measure previously used
by Rusbult?* was adapted to assess participants’ rewards, costs, satisfaction, commitment,
alternatives, investments, and communication. The questions were constructed to fit the
language of everyday relationships, and dime dating was referred to as ‘for-profit dating’.
The only change between the for-profit dating survey and the general online dating survey
using not-for-profit participants were the words ‘for-profit dating’ changed to ‘online dating’ in
each question and is noted by [for-profit dating/online dating]. For each of the variables, the
factor structure of the questions was examined. Factor (unweighted least squares) analysis
procedures were completed on both for-profit and not-for-profit items for the purposes of
identifying latent constructs and refining the measure.

Rewards. The rewards of the relationship were explained for participants as taking many
forms such as material goods, money, attention, status, advice, or anything of value or that
brought the participant satisfaction and enjoyment. Three concrete questions were designed
to assess rewards. Two out of the three items contributed to a simple factor structure and
met the minimum criterion of having a primary factor loading of .5 or above. Using the two
included items, the mean score for the rewards scale on the for-profit dating survey was 3.16
(SD =1.40) with a Cronbach’s alpha of .94. The not-for-profit dating survey had a mean of
2.49 (SD=1.22) and a Cronbach’s alpha of .87.

Costs. The costs of the relationship were explained to participants as any real or perceived
elements of the relationship that have a negative value to the participant. Costs could be
in a variety of forms such as time, money, effort, etc. Three questions were designed to
assess costs. Two out of the three items contributed to a simple factor structure and met the
minimum criterion of having a primary factor loading of .5 or above. Using the two included
items, the mean score for the cost scale on the for-profit dating survey was 3.06 (SD = 1.26)
with a Cronbach’s alpha of .88. The not-for-profit dating survey had a mean of 2.71 (SD =
.92) and a Cronbach’s alpha of .60.

21 Rusbult, Commitment and satisfaction in romantic associations; Rusbult, A longitudinal test of the
investment model.



Satisfaction. Participants responded to five questions regarding the level of satisfaction.
All items contributed to a simple factor structure and met the minimum criterion of having
a primary factor loading of .5 or above. The for-profit dating mean was 2.78 (SD = 1.27)
with a Cronbach’s alpha of .96. The not-for-profit dating mean was 2.50 (SD = 1.24) with a
Cronbach’s alpha of .94.

Commitment. Six questions were used to assess the level of commitment. Four out of the
six items contributed to a simple factor structure and met the minimum criterion of having
a primary factor loading of .5 or above. In the end, the commitment scale included four
questions. The for-profit dating mean was 3.10 (SD = 1.35) with a Cronbach’s alpha of .89.
The not-for-profit mean was 2.57 (SD = 1.38) with a Cronbach’s alpha of .90.

Alternatives. Five questions were used to assess the level of alternatives. Four out of the five
items contributed to a simple factor structure and met the minimum criterion of having a
primary factor loading of .5 or above. After the exclusion of one item, the mean for the for-profit
dating survey was 3.83 (SD = 1.18) with a Cronbach’s alpha of .85. The not-for-profit dating
survey had a mean of 3.41 (SD =1.27) and a Cronbach’s alpha of .80.

Investments. Five questions measured the level of investment in their for-profit dating
experience. All items contributed to a simple factor structure and met the minimum criterion
of having a primary factor loading of .5 or above. The mean of the for-profit dating survey was
2.25(SD =1.37) and a Cronbach’s alpha of .90. The not-for-profit dating survey mean was
2.04 (SD =1.26) with a Cronbach’s alpha of .88.

Communication. Five questions were used to assess how participants communicated in their
for-profit relationship. All items contributed to a simple factor structure and met the minimum
criterion of having a primary factor loading of .5 or above. The for-profit dating survey had a
mean of 3.33 (SD =.95) and a Cronbach’s alpha of .77. The mean for the not-for-profit dating
survey was 3.38 (SD = .99) with a Cronbach’s alpha of .84.

RESEARCH DESIGN

The data were analyzed for each hypothesis and research question using for-profit dating
participants, not-for-profit dating participants and the combined total of all participants. The
survey included positively-keyed and negatively-keyed items; the negatively-keyed items
were reverse-scored before computing individuals’ total scores and before conducting
psychometric analyses. Reverse-scoring the negatively-keyed items ensured that all the
items were consistent with each other, in terms of what an ‘agree’ or ‘disagree’ response
implied and doing so created consistency. In addition, the discriminants were checked for
each variable, and multicollinearity was not present.

First, the difference scores between each set of variables for hypotheses 1-5 were calculated.
Second, for hypotheses 1-5 new variables were computed to show the difference between
the items identified in the hypotheses (e.g., the difference between rewards and costs). The



IT HAPPENED ON TINDER 85

hypotheses were then tested through the computation of the correlation between satisfaction
and costs/rewards difference, rewards/alternatives difference, alternatives/costs difference,
investments/costs difference, and investments/alternatives difference. For the research
question, a multiple regression using the predictors of alternatives, investments, and
satisfaction analyzed the investment model after removing the influence of demographics
[biological sex, income, education level, relational status, sexual identity]. The last component
in the investment model of probability of persistence was not tested.

Results
H1

The results show a mid-size positive correlation between participant’s level of satisfaction
and the reward/cost difference. The p value was less than .01 for not-for-profit participants:
r(194) = .46; and all participants: r (210) = .44, indicating that the correlation is statistically
significant. However, the results did not support the correlation between satisfaction and
reward/cost difference with for-profit dating participants: r (14) =.15. The results indicate a
mixed picture of the connection between the value of rewards and the costs in a relationship.

H2

The results show a large correlation between participant’s level of satisfaction and the reward/
alternative difference. The p value was less than .01 for not-for-profit participants: r (194)
=.71; for-profit participants: r (14) = .75, and all participants: r (210) = .71, indicating that
the correlation is statistically significant. The results indicate that as the value of rewards
increases in the relationship relative to the value of alternatives available, individuals will be
more satisfied in the relationship.

H3

The results show a large correlation between participant’s level of satisfaction and the cost/
alternative difference. The p value was less than .01 for, not-for-profit participants: r (194) =
-.56; for-profit participants: r (14) =-.79; and all participants: r (210) = -.58, indicating that
the correlation is statistically significant for all three groups. The results indicate that the
satisfaction decreases as the difference between participant’s quality of alternatives and
costs increases.

H4

The results do not indicate a significant correlation for not-for-profit participants: r (194) =
-.00; for-profit participants: r (14) = -.24; or for all the participants in the study: r (210) =-.01.



H5

The results show a moderate correlation between the level of satisfaction and the investment/
alternative difference r (194) = .48; for-profit participants: r (14) = .65; and all participants: r
(210) =.48. Daters' level of satisfaction increases as their investment in the relationship and
quality of alternatives increases.

RQ1

This research question asked if the investment model variables will be an adequate description
of the observed relationships. To answer this question, first, the relevant assumptions of this
statistical analysis were tested. Second, a multiple regression analysis was conducted to
evaluate how well alternatives, satisfaction, and investments predicted commitment.

The independent variables investment, alternative, and satisfaction explain 63.1% of the
variability of the dependent variable commitment. In order to check the independence of
observations, the Durbin-Watson test was used, resulting in a value of 2.002, which indicates
no serial correlations. The overall regression model was tested to see if it was a good fit for
the data. Further, the data was checked for multicollinearity using Tolerance and VIF values.
All tolerant values were between 0.2 and 0.9, and VIF values were less than four. This further
implies that the data does not show multicollinearity. The Cook’s Distance was calculated to
check for significant outliers. The Cook’s Distance shows all variables were below 1, which
indicates no outliers. The assumption of homoscedasticity was met by using a scatterplot of
standardized residuals and visually checking the assumption. Lastly, a multiple regression
was conducted to predict commitment. The results show that the independent variables
statistically significantly predict the dependent variable Faies= 108.38, p < 0.001. The
variables of satisfaction and investment were statistically significant (p < .05) to the prediction
of commitment. However, alternatives did not predict commitment (p =.74). The regression
equation for predicting commitment was:

Predicted Commitment = (0.372*satisfaction) + (-0.016*alternatives) + (0.504*investment)
Discussion

The first research hypothesis predicted an increase in relational satisfaction as the difference
between costs and rewards increased. The correlation between relational satisfaction and the
cost/reward difference for not-for-profit and the combination of all participants is consistent
with the social exchange theory framework, where individuals enter a relationship because
of the perceived gain in net values/benefits. In that context, the net gains (i.e., the difference
between the costs and rewards) enhances the level of satisfaction with the relationship.
According to the social exchange framework, as net gains increase, the level of satisfaction
among participants increases as well, and this is consistent with the moderate positive
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correlation found in this data. As explained by Rusbult,? individuals tend to report on more
satisfaction in relationships when greater rewards are achieved with minimal costs, exceeding
individual’s expectations. Therefore, as the difference between costs and rewards increase,
the overall satisfaction between individuals in a relationship should increase.

The second hypothesis predicted that as the difference between rewards and alternatives
increased, relational satisfaction would also increase. The analysis indicates that as rewards
increased in a relationship, relative to the alternatives an individual had outside of the
relationship, individuals reported on more satisfaction with the existing relationship. In
the investment model, Rusbult, Agnew, and Arriaga®: clarify that individuals commit in a
relationship because of fewer desirable alternatives to that relationship, which encourages
investment and exhibiting greater commitment in their current relationship. The explanation
remains consistent with the present study, when fewer alternatives to a relationship exist,
relative to the rewards obtained in a relationship, individuals remain committed to the current
relationship. Therefore, commitment comes after the individuals completed a cost/benefit
analysis of the current relationship and their alternative relationships. Notably, relationship
satisfaction is enhanced by the increase in the reward/alternative difference, as explained by
the social exchange theory framework. As such, the results that confirm H2 are consistent
with both the social exchange theory framework and the investment model.

The third hypothesis speculated that relational satisfaction would decrease when the
difference between the costs and quality of alternatives increase. The findings support
the hypothesis, concluding that satisfaction tends to decrease as the difference between
participants’ cost and quality of alternatives increases. As social exchange theory suggests,
individuals start a relationship mainly because the perceived benefits of the relationship are
greater than the costs. The social exchange framework demonstrates that relationships come
into existence after the participating individuals conduct a cost/benefit analysis, comparing
alternatives to ascertain whether the current relationship offers the best value (in terms of cost
and benefits). To make a long story short, satisfaction with a current relationship improves as
the quality of alternatives per unit of costs decreases.

In contrast to the expectations, the results failed to support the fourth hypothesis which stated
that relational satisfaction would increase as the difference between investment loss and cost
increases. The correlation results for the relationship between relational satisfaction and the
difference between investment loss and cost does exist as predicted by the investment model.
According to Rusbult, Drigotas, and Verette, investments are the ‘resources that become
attached to a relationship and would decline in value or be lost if the relationship were to end’.?
The resources could involve the investment in housing, time spent, or even having children.
On the other hand, costs refer to ‘any factors that operate to inhibit or deter the performance

22 Rusbult, Alongitudinal test of the investment model.

23 Rusbultetal., The investment model of commitment process.

24 Rusbult, C.E., Drigotas, S.M., & Verette. (1994). The investment model: An interdependence analysis
of commitment processes and relationship maintenance phenomena. In D. Canary & L. Stafford (Eds.),
Communication and relational maintenance (pp. 115-139). New York: Academic Press.



of a sequence of behavior’.?® Thus, if a negative or conflicting consequence accompanies
an action, the cost becomes high. In that context, since an increase in investment loss is a
significant negative consequence in a relationship, the cost became high. As a result, the
difference between investment loss and cost must increase in a relationship. The previous
explanation explains why there was no significant correlation while testing hypothesis four.
However, given the lack of significance in the results of this hypothesis, there was speculation
as to the relationship solely between satisfaction and investments. A correlation analysis
was used to examine whether a positive correlation exists between relationship satisfaction
and the level of investment. The results indicated a positive correlation between relationship
satisfaction and the level of investment loss in for-profit, not-for-profit, and all participantsin
the study. Therefore, just as satisfaction increases with net benefits, satisfaction would be
greater as the loss diminishes from ending the relationship (investment loss).

The fifth hypothesis expected that the level of satisfaction would increase as the difference
between alternatives and investments increase. The results remain consistent with a
research finding compiled by Durko and Petrick,?® which revealed similar correlations among
satisfaction, commitment, and quality of alternatives; quality of alternatives and relationship
satisfaction are good predictors of relationship commitment. Notably, the results indicate a
significant correlation among for-profit participants. In that context, the conclusion is that
increases in the difference between participants’ investments in the relationships and the
quality of alternatives lead to greater levels of satisfaction. Consistent with social exchange
theory and the investment model, the relationships formed use individual cost-benefit analysis
and a comparison of alternatives. Given the results, when the cost-benefit analysis indicates
more gains in the current relationship than in an alternative relationship, the individual tends
to perceive greater satisfaction.

Research question one tested the investment model using the variables of satisfaction,
investment, and alternatives to establish the best estimators of commitment. The investment
model is used to predict the probability of individuals to stay in a relationship. Consistent with
the results from the research question, commitment is influenced by satisfaction, the quality
of alternatives, and investments.?’ The findings indicate that the overall model was significant
accounting for 63% of the variance in commitment. This result compares to past research
identifying the three variables as collectively accounting for approximately 60% of the
variance.?® Independently, investment and satisfaction significantly predicted commitment
while the variable of alternatives failed to explain a significant amount of the variation in
commitment. However, consistent with past research which found the quality of alternatives
to be inversely related to the commitment variable (Rhatigan & Axsom, 2006),%° the results

25 Thibaut & Kelley, The Psychology of groups, p. 12.

26 Durko, A. M., & Petrick, J. F. (2016). Travel as relationship therapy: Examining the effect of
vacation satisfaction applied to the investment model. Journal of Travel Research, 55(7), 904-918.
doi:10.1177/0047287515592970.

27 Rusbultetal., The investment model.

28 Le & Agnew, Commitment and its theorized determinants.

29 Rhatigan, D. L., & Axsom, D. K. (2006). Using the investment model to understand battered women's
commitment to abusive relationships. Journal of Family Violence, 21(2), 153-162. doi:10.1007/s10896-
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of the current study suggest that participants identify the quality of the alternatives, but there
is no direct impact on whether an individual is committed to staying in the relationship. We
should note though that this result applies to all the participants in the study — for profit daters
and not for profit daters — as it was statistically impossible to build a multiple regression model
only for dime daters due to their small number.

Conclusion

The present study makes valuable contributions to the social exchange framework and the
field of interpersonal communication by providing some insights into the emerging ways
people are communicating free marketing principles in online dating and specifically dime
dating relationships. Despite the merits of the current research, a few limitations exist in the
study’s research design and methodology.

The first potential limitation has to do with the nature of the subject matter. While discussing
not-for-profit relationships in the current study remains fairly non-threatening, discussing
for-profit relationships where goods and services are exchanged for time spent is a taboo
topic. This may have created difficulty for participants to give open, honest answers and
potentially an unwillingness to disclose their private life. Although anonymity was guaranteed,
and definitions were provided as a guide for participants, of those who started the survey,
only 64% answered all the questions. This may limit the ability to generalize the conclusions.

The second potential limitation stems from the number of participants. The current research

study collected data from 212 individuals of which only 16 were for-profit daters. Clearly, this

is asmall group and by far smaller than the compared group of not for profit daters (n=196).
When group sizes are unequal, the homogeneity of variance assumption may be compromised.
Generally, statistical software like SPSS accounts for this automatically when selecting

formulae for computations. However, there is no natural way of turning unequal to equal.
Future research should seek to include a wider, more heterogeneous sample to represent

demographic variables including cultural backgrounds and sexual orientations. In the present

study, seven percent of the participants identified themselves as dime daters and in a for-
profit dating relationship. While in some areas this may not be viewed as a large percentage

of participants, the data were collected from participants in the Midwest where this might
be surprising. For example, in Las Vegas where there is a perceived emphasis on youth, sex,
and money, it is quite possible there is a difference in the number of people engaging in dime

dating as compared to an area like rural Montana. Urban areas that have a higher density
because of cultural issues, higher cost of living, or cities with students graduating with large

amounts of debt, may attract more individuals who engage in dime dating relationships.

Lastly, the third potential limitation involved the methods used. Some participants may have
found difficulty in understanding the questionnaire, despite the instructions which appeared
at the top of each measure. Specifically, for the not-for-profit online dating participants, words
like cost and rewards might seem unrelated to dating.

005-9013-z.
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Guided by the theoretical framework of social exchange theory and the investment model,
the findings may aid researchers in understanding how individuals maximize benefits while
minimizing costs in the modern dime dating platforms. In addition, the findings can also
contribute to a better design of online dating platforms by considering how individuals identify
their needs, establish what they offer in return, understand the dating market, evaluate
options and, lastly, pick the best fit as per their cost-benefit analysis.

The findings agree with the basic principle, according to which individuals are attracted to
one another if the relationship offers resources and potential rewards. This is important in
dime dating relationships because of the significant impact that the explicitness of rewards
plays when initiating first dates. While the initial interaction is based on the free market
principles, the investment model was able to highlight that rewards are not the only factor
that contributes to an individual staying in the relationship. When an individual is satisfied
and feels they have invested a great deal in the relationship, that individual is more likely to
maintain the relationship and stay committed to their partner.

Dime dating is a unique type of controversial dating. One person possesses something the
othervalues, and in the case of dime dating, it is explicitly stated. However, unlike traditional
online dating, individuals choosing to participate in dime dating are engaging to an even
greater extent in a communicative exchange wherein one calculates the costs and rewards.
They consciously conduct a personal cost benefit analysis and comparison of alternatives
to a greater extent than those who do so implicitly in more traditional dating arrangements.
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7: THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN ROMANTIC IDEALS
AND ONLINE DATING STIGMATIZATION

ELISABETH TIMMERMANS AND CEDRIC COURTOIS

Recently, various online dating platforms have gained ground as means to engage in romantic
relationships.! Regardless of their increased popularity, such platforms are not unanimously
considered as positive phenomena, given that such platforms are also known to encourage
casual sexual interactions? and even infidelity. Therefore, previous research points to varying
grounds for the stigmatization of online dating, which entails both the negative appraisal of the
practice of online dating and the negative stereotyping of its users. In general, online dating
platforms are often perceived as overly artificial environments, frequented by desperate,
socially inapt or even unreliable people.*

This study aims to investigate different grounds for stigmatization. Several researchers argue
that online dating creates a shopping culture of daters,®in which online daters are more likely
to reverse their partner choice or to continue their search for a (better) partner.6 Notably,
such market metaphor is in stark contrast with romantic beliefs in which the love interest
is strongly idealized and a continued investment in a relationship is supposed to be able to
buffer any obstacles it encounters.” We argue that the endorsement of such romantic beliefs

1 Rosenfeld, M. J., & Thomas, R. J. (2012). Searching for a mate: The rise of the Internet as a social
intermediary. American Sociological Review, 77, 523-547.doi:10.1177/0003122412448050.

2 Timmermans, E., & Courtois, C. (2018). From swiping to casual sex and/or committed relationships:
Exploring the experiences of Tinder users. The Information Society, 34, 59-70. doi:10.1080/01972243.
2017.1414093.

3 Timmermans, E., De Caluwé, E., & Alexopoulos, C. (2018). Why are you cheating on Tinder? Exploring
users' motives and (dark) personality traits. Computers in Human Behavior, 89, 129-139. doi:10.1016/j.
chb.2018.07.040; Wysocki, D. K., & Childers, C. D. (2011). “Let my fingers do the talking”: Sexting and
infidelity in cyberspace. Sexuality & Culture, 15, 217-239. doi:10.1007/s12119-011-9091-4.

4 Finkel, E. J., Eastwick, P. W., Karney, B. R., Reis, H. T., & Sprecher, S. (2012). Online dating: A critical
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3-66.d0i:10.1177/1529100612436522.

5  Best, K., &Delmege, S. (2012). The filtered encounter: Online dating and the problem of filtering
through excessive information. Social Semiotics, 22, 237-258. doi:10.1080/10350330.2011.6484
05; Droge, K., & Voirol, 0. (2011). Online dating: The tensions between romantic love and economic
rationalization. Zeitschrift fir Familienforschung, 23, 337-357; Heino, R. D., Ellison, N. B., & Gibbs, J.
L. (2010). Relationshopping: Investigating the market metaphor in online dating. Journal of Social and
Personal relationships, 27, 427-447. doi:10.1177/0265407510361614.

6  D'Angelo, J. D., & Toma, C. L. (2017). There are plenty of fish in the sea: The effects of choice overload
and reversibility on online daters’ satisfaction with selected partners. Media Psychology, 20, 1-27. doi
:10.1080/15213269.2015.1121827; Wu, P. L., & Chiou, W. B. (2009). More options lead to more
searching and worse choices in finding partners for romantic relationships online: An experimental
study. Cyberpsychology & Behavior, 12, 315-318. doi:10.1089/ cpb.2008.0182.

7 Sprecher, S., & Metts, S. (1989). Development of the Romantic Beliefs Scale and examination of the
effects of gender and gender-role orientation. Journal of Social and Personal Relationships, 6, 387-411.
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might conflict with the affordances of online dating platforms, which in essence create an
abundance of partner choice.

In the following sections, we first draw briefly upon sociological literature on the history of
romantic love and the practice of dating, which are both inherently tied to modernization
processes. Next, the literature on stigma is briefly sketched and related to empirical research
on online dating.

Romantic Love in the 215t Century

Despite its recent spread, romantic love as a precondition for enduring relationships appears
deeply rooted within Western societies. In fact, the rise of romantic love has repeatedly been
associated with the rational modernization of Western societies, although its roots were
present much earlier in history, while present in a variety of cultures.® Key modernization
theorists attribute the general diffusion of romantic love to social processes that eroded the
impact of tradition on social relations, including secularization and individualization.®

From his perspective on reflexive modernization, Giddens!® describes the transition of
marriage from a practical, economic arrangement to a romantic relationship that idealizes
emotional investment. He argues that starting in the late eighteenth century, romantic love
became an integral part of the deliberate construction of the personal and flexible narrative
of the self in Western societies. Giddens conceives romantic relationships as an intimate
entanglement of biographies, rather than the aloof, socially dictated traditional marriage.
Intrinsically, as argued by traditional sociologists such as Max Weber,'! romantic love assumes
an emotional counterweight to the rational mechanizations of modern capitalist societies. In
a similar vein, Beck-Gernsheim and Beck!? emphasize the value of romantic love as a source
of support and security in modern societies in which the strongholds of tradition and religion
erode. They even pinpoint romantic love as a latter-day religion, an ideology ‘to counteract
the perils of individualization. It lays stress on being different, yet promises togetherness to all
those lone individuals’.’®* Whereas in the 19" century romantic love was cast within religious
discourse, it slowly dropped its shackles and became a motive in itself. Foremost, it celebrates
the association between partners, based on the intrinsic qualities of the durable emotional tie
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that is formed by the relationship itself,* or what Giddens?® refers to as the ‘pure relationship’:
a relationship that allows for building personal happiness.

The disorientation that results from the erosion of traditionalism provoked by modernization
nourished the need to seek stability in the quasi-feudal confinements of the nuclear family,
while institutionalizing its gender roles. These roles got embedded in a set of constraining
values that idealize the romantic ideology of a pure, instantaneous, yet enduring attraction
to a unique person who is considered the one and only.*¢ Utopian exemplifications of such
romantic ideals have for decades been omnipresent in popular culture (e.g. fiction and
advertising) and researchers suggest that romantic narratives in popular culture function
as socialization agents for romantic beliefs.!” Consequently, we are continually confronted
with the ideological ideals of what a fulfilling relation should consist of, and how to obtain
and maintain it.

However, social change affects these romantic ideals. Giddens'® argues that the
increasing autonomy provoked by economic and sexual emancipation from the 1960s
onward, undermines the idealistic values of the romantic relationship and stimulates the
deinstitutionalization of marriage, while enabling the acceptance of alternative forms of
relationships.'® Social change pressures the traditional dynamics of family life and professional
inequalities, while increasing sexual openness, pursuing reproductive freedom, and eroding
heterosexual norms.?

This brings about a novel cornerstone for relationships, i.e. confluent love,?* which entails a
love that equally combines the practical, emotional and sexual exigencies of contemporary
relationships. It presumes partners’ equal emotional investment and requires the openness
to equally vent concerns and vulnerabilities. The gist of confluent love is that partners have
increasingly gained the agency to individually define and develop their own interpretations
of relationships and the requirements they hold. Yet, confluent love is extremely demanding.
The egalitarian roles of partners introduce multiple demands that are no longer brushed away
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by the idealized version of romantic love. Beck-Gernsheim and Beck?? concur with this idea
by arguing that partners in a relationship nowadays have to ‘invent and pursue their common
cause, that is to say, they have to fill up their free private space with compatible definitions of
love and marriage’. They continue by emphasizing the tremendous effort, time and patience
this requires, alongside the many risks for eventual failure and the challenges of love, passion,
friendship, intellectual companionship, domestic chores, child rearing, etc., which altogether
are hard to successfully combine.

Failure of such successful combination is a possible ground to terminate a relationship. For
instance, research on reasons to part ways indicates that over two-thirds of a sample of
Belgian respondents agree with the absence of passion, reciprocal attraction, or the inability
to profoundly talk to each other as legitimate grounds to end a relationship. However, the
same study indicates that four out of ten respondents tend to agree with the statement that
love happens only once.?® Hence, to a considerable extent, a Western society holds on to
romantic values, despite the overwhelming evidence of their increasing failure. We cherish
the utopian ideals of romantic love and try to reconcile them with our individualistic stance.
Yet, we often fail to accomplish such combination.?* This is exemplified by the increasing
prevalence of failed relationships and marriages, alongside the rise of single households
particularly in Europe.® Yet paradoxically, we persist in seeking fulfilling relationships, even
after the disappointments of break-ups and divorce. Caught in a postmodern mindset, we
strive to combine mundane practicalities with an exciting, individually gratifying emotional and
sexual bond.?® Research points out that even in a context of individualization, singles report
unfavorable attitudes towards being single in contrast with having a steady relationship?” and
express the desire to eventually be involved in a steady relationship.?®

Matchmaking: The Practice of Online Dating

In her elaborate socio-historical work on romantic love, Illouz® argues that courtship in the
19™ century was tied to the privacy of the home, which was closely supervised by relatives
(i.e. ‘calling’). This was gradually replaced by ‘dating’, which became the dominant practice
to get acquainted with a variety of potential romantic partners, before engagement or actual
marriage. From the beginning of the 20" century onwards, increases in mobility and disposable
income allowed romantic encounters to transform into playful, exciting experiences. The
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activities were fueled by various kinds of leisure consumption, such as going out to see a
movie or visit a dance hall. This meant profound change as dating became a cornerstone of
youth culture, combining entertainment with emerging forms of sexual freedom, which lend
dating a sporadic, casual character. It would become commonplace to consecutively date
multiple potential partners, for a longer period of time.3°

However, this does not imply that dating became devoid of social rules. In fact, there is a
broad literature on dating scripts, emphasizing the influence of socio-cultural norms on the
ritualistic practice of dating. This body of research has consistently indicated conservative,
gendered influences concerning expectations and role taking in the course of dating.3!
However, dating is not the exclusive domain of relationship formation, as more informal forms
of getting together, such as leisure activities in larger social groups, are equally present.*?
Furthermore, recently we notice the rise of alternative practices, such as hooking up and
casual sexual relationships. The former refers to sexual encounters between two strangers
without any rules or expectations towards a committed relationship.3 The latter refers to
frequent sexual encounters between acquaintances or friends, without attributing romantic
qualities to the relationship.3*

There has been a clear shift towards increased openness in the choice and the circumstances
to establish and try out romantic relationships. The range of possible partners equally
increased, as did the places to encounter them. Research points to an evolution in the kind
of venues that afford meeting potential romantic partners. A French study based on over
10,000 respondents aged 18 to 69 indicates that the meeting place of their first romantic
partner shifted away from public dances (25% in 1960s, 1% in the 2000s). The familial and
neighborhood context also diminished as sources of first romantic partners, in favor of various
kinds of leisure venues such as nightclubs and parties. Schools likewise gained importance
over time (11% in the 1980s, 18% in the 2000s).3>* American research directed at how one
met his or her current partner yields similar results. Foremost, there is a monotonous decline
in the status of the family to meet a current partner. Informal networks on the other hand
remained essential through the past decades (i.e., meet through friends, about 30% in 2010).
The same holds up for meeting in leisure spaces such as a bar or restaurant. Importantly, the
data show a steep incline in a relatively novel form of meeting potential romantic partners:
internet or online dating. Of the couples that metin 2010, 22% report to have initiated contact
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online. As such, online dating currently comes in third place, for non-heterosexual couples
and middle-aged heterosexuals in particular.3® This order resonates with recent findings from
a popular survey in Belgium where 32% of the respondents met his or her partner by going
out, 15% met through friends, 13% met online, and 11% met at work.3” The highest online
dating prevalence is noticed during the mid-20s until the mid-40s, indicating a non-linear
relationship with age;® yet the use of online dating platforms by 18-to 24-year olds has nearly
increased threefold, whereas it doubled for 55- to 64-year olds between 2013 and 2015 in the
US.* Such findings indicate that singles among all age ranges are finding their way to different
online dating platforms, which is also reflected in the myriad of dating apps targeted at specific
audiences of all ages and preferences. Online dating is slightly more popular among highly
educated internet users,*® which is hardly surprising as they often experience troublesome
work-life balance that pressures young couples’ relations and hinders busy singles from
coincidently meeting new people.*!

The appropriation of media technologies to search for romantic partners and even assisted
matchmaking is all but new. Examples are abundant, ranging from newspaper ads over video
dating to experimental computer-assisted matchmaking. Such means however remained
marginal, which is absolutely not the case for online dating. As Finkel and colleagues® argue,
the massive uptake of the internet as a mass medium in the mid-1990s cause online dating
platforms to gradually gain in popularity. Starting off as digital equivalents of newspaper
ads, dating platforms of the first generation allow building profiles, browsing the abundance
of others’ profiles and instigating initial communication. The second generation adds the
capability of algorithm-based matchmaking. This means that user information is analyzed
and compared to those of others, in order to filter and recommend suitable romantic partners
and to initiate contact with them. Finally, the third and current generation of dating platforms
incorporate location-based capabilities to factor in geographical proximity to recommend
potential matches.

The Stigmatization of Online Dating

In general, research on stigma is strongly indebted to Goffman’s*® seminal work in which he
argues that society categorizes people on the basis of their inherent attributes. When such
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attributes render someone different in an undesirable fashion, he or she ‘is thus reduced in
our minds from a whole and usual person to a tainted, discounted one’.** Attributes that lead
to substantial and deep discrediting are referred to as stigmata. Since its original definition,
the concept of stigma has been further developed and substantiated by empirical work in a
broad range of disciplines, including psychology and sociology. This body of literature has
mainly focused on its definition, sources, coping strategies and outcomes.*

Still, Link and Phelan“ proposed one of the most insightful and thorough sociological
conceptualizations up to date. In their work, they subdivide the stigma concept into four
interrelated components. The first component entails /abelling differences, which refers
to what exactly makes a person different from another. That is what the categorization is
based upon, in this case using online dating platforms. Second, the authors point to the
human differences that are associated with this categorization, referred to as undesirable
stereotypical characteristics or negative attributes that are tied to who falls within the
stigmatized social categorization, such as users of online dating platforms. Consequently,
the third component involves a clear social in-group and out-group separation, distinguishing
‘them’ from ‘us’. Put differently: how are online daters different from myself? This gives rise to
a fourth component, pointing to the /oss of status and discrimination.

Such conceptualization is fairly compatible with the current body of albeit scattered empirical
research on the stigmatization of online dating. This research implicitly oscillates between a
focus on online dating as practice and the characteristics of online daters. In both instances,
online dating platforms and their users are considered to transgress the still dominant ideals
that surround romantic relation formation. In the following paragraphs we unpack this line
of reasoning.

Several arguments support the practice-directed point of view. For one, a major concern is that
online dating advocates a marketization of romance. Online dating platforms are considered
part of the rationalization of intimacy.*” As such, especially given their commercial nature,
dating platforms present potential romantic partners and relationships as commaodities to filter
and choose from.* Romantic ideals seem crudely opposed by the rational, mechanic nature of
finding a partner online. Ideally, romantic love is characterized by a sudden and fatal attraction
to that one, special person. Romantic love is supposed to endure and overcome all difficulties.
Online dating platforms seemingly contradict such romantic discourse by providing abundant
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choice in a rather sterile environment. Dating platforms provide a virtually unlimited potential
to try out and trade in potential partners for other, more suitable candidates.*® The affordances
of dating platforms entice users to adopt a rational comparative, ‘assessment mindset’
or ‘shopping mentality’,5! rather than emotionally opening up for and finding closure and
satisfaction in that one ‘special’ person.

A second source of friction between the practice of online dating and romantic ideals lies
within the supposed artificial nature of initial computer-mediated communication. Previous
research pointed to the frustration with being unable to fully express oneself within the
constraints of an online dating profile.%? Similarly, the direct communication between users
tends to hold its own caveats. When a user is interested in another, he or she is able to instigate
contact by sending a message or a similar token of interest. Such computer-mediated contact
is inherently stripped of a range of cues.®® Moreover, it might provoke incorrect or unsuitable
self-disclosure. Users might give false information about who they are and what they look like,
or steer the conversation into an unfavorable direction, e.g. pursuing merely sexual rather
than romantic encounters. Finally, communication on dating platforms is prone to sudden
termination, leaving the other perplexed about why the conversation ended so abruptly. Even if
initial computer-mediated communication evolves into a physical date, there are still caveats
in transferring a pleasant online interaction into a physical romantic endeavor.>

Consequently, the supposed artificial nature of online dating, and its seeming contradiction
with romantic discourse tends to reflect poorly on the users of these platforms. A brief survey
of the literature reveals several negative attributes potentially tied to the social category of
online dating users. There is a broad literature, especially dating back to the early days of
the internet as a mass medium, pointing to the negative impact of online spaces on social
relations.% Online spaces were pointed out as especially appealing for socially less-competent
people to communicate in the comfort of a controlled, asynchronous environment.>¢ Although
more recent research tends to nuance or even negate such claims,®” especially because
of the mass uptake of online communication, this point of view tends to linger as a popular
belief. That is, online daters could be considered as somewhat desperate people who lack the
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social and communicative skills to engage in romantic behavior in a direct, physical setting.
Furthermore, as argued, the controlled nature of online dating platforms incites users to
carefully manage impressions in terms of physical appearance, personality, socio-economic
status, and aspirations.®® This could lead to perceptions of online daters as untrustworthy,
perhaps concealing a lack of emotional and physical attractiveness. Some evidence points
to even downright dangerous situations, such as stalking and sexual aggression.*®

Attitudes toward online dating have so far only been scarcely researched. The prior research
does indicate a negative stance toward online romantic relationships.®® Especially fear of
disapproval and a lack of social support by friends and family appear prevalent.®* Moreover,
a negative relationship was found between romantic beliefs and the perception of online
romantic relationships, hence confining the romantic relationships uniquely to the standard
of physical personal interaction.®?

Still, online dating stigma is prone to evolution. For instance, American research points to an
increase in the proportion of respondents who agree with online dating being ‘a good way to
meet people’ (i.e., 44% in 2005 versus 59% in 2013). Similarly, there is a decline in the belief
that ‘people who use online dating are desperate’ (29% in 2005 versus 21% in 2013).5% The
practice of online dating is becoming detached of its predecessors’ marginal nature (e.g.,
print ads, video dating), whereas popular culture has embraced positive success stories in
fiction and human interest shows. Additionally, positive word of mouth further normalizes
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online dating practices through informal networks.5
The Present Study

Drawing upon the outlined literature, we propose two hypotheses that guide the present study
and its analysis. We argued that the relatively novel practice of online dating, and especially its
marketization and rational, technology-driven character contradict with the idealized values
that underlie romantic love. The first hypothesis consequently predicts a positive relation
between maintaining romantic beliefs and the stigmatization of the practice of online dating,
and vice versa. Furthermore, in line with prior literature on the stigmatization of online dating,
we differentiate between the stigmatization of practice and the stigmatization of its users. In
line with Link and Phelan’s®® conceptualization of stigma, our second hypothesis predicts that
negative attributions to online daters are associated with framing them as part of an alien
out-group due to the inability to identify with online daters.

METHOD

During the spring of 2016, 510 respondents were sampled through a haphazard procedure
and filled out a two-page paper-and-pencil survey. A team of two researchers visited eight
different Belgian cities and positioned themselves in a busy shopping street in the city center.
They invited random people who passed by to voluntarily take part in the study. Although
this is not a strict random sample, there is a random factor in selecting the pedestrians that
walked by.®® Anonymity was assured by providing each respondent with a blank envelope.
Five random responders and 56 respondents that were unfamiliar with online dating were
deleted from all analyses. After data cleaning 449 respondents remained in the sample. On
average, the respondents were 34.47 years old (SD = 12.83) and approximately two third of
the sample (66%) were females. Everyone in the sample at least heard about online dating.
Additionally, 35% claimed to know people who were engaged in it, 14% reported to be active
users, and 17% indicated to be former users.

MEASURES

Online dating stigma was measured by a set of twelve five-point semantic differential rating
scales. These rating scales are preceded by ‘How do you think about the activity of online
dating?’ supplemented with a brief description on how to interpret the rating scales. The
opposite labels were derived from existing literature on the stigmatization of dating practices,
as summarized in the introduction. A full list of labels appears in Figure 1.
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Online dater stigma was measured by a set of thirteen five-point semantic differential rating
scales. Each set was presented for males and females separately. It was preceded with ‘How
do you think of people who are active on online dating platforms?’ The attributes were derived
from existing literature on the stigmatization of online daters. A full list of attributes appears
in Figure 2.

Demographics and sexual orientation include a dichotomous question on gender, the
respondent’s year of birth, and his or her level of education. Education level is indicated by
the highest degree obtained: (a) no degree, (b) primary education, (c) secondary education,
(d) higher education. Sexual orientation was split up in three categories: (a) heterosexual, (b)
homosexual, or (c) bisexual.

Relationship background was measured by asking whether the respondent is currently in a
relationship and the duration of the respondents’ longest relationship.

Romantic beliefs were measured by Sprecher and Metts’ Romantic Beliefs Scale.®” This
instrument consists of four measures, based on seven-point Likert scales: ‘love finds a way’
(a=.79,M=4.24,SD=1.03), ‘one and only’ (a =.65, M =4.00, SD = 1.30), ‘idealization’ (a
=.65, M=3.52,SD=1.07), and ‘love at first sight’ (a =.62, M =3.14, SD = 1.16). Although
the internal consistency measures turn out rather low, they are in line with prior research
based on these same measures.®®

Familiarity with online dating was measured with a single question: ‘are you familiar with
online dating’. The response categories were (a) no, never heard of it, (b) yes, | heard of it, (c)
yes, | know one or more users, (d) yes, | am an active user, (e) yes, | was an active user. This
variable served as a covariate.

Typicality of online dating platforms consisted of six seven-point Likert rating scales. For six
popular online dating platforms, scattered among first, second and third generation online
dating platforms,®® the respondents were asked to rate the extent to which they thought of
the platform as typical for the activity of online dating. The following platforms were chosen
based on popularity and marketing efforts in Belgium: Elitedating, Rendez-Vous.be, OKCupid,
Tinder, Twoo, and WeMatch. The respondents could also indicate that they were unfamiliar
with a platform. Prior to the analysis, individual average scores were computed based on these
six ratings. If the score of a specific platform would equal or exceed that average score, that
platform would be coded as typical for online dating. These computed variables are used in
subsequent analyses to control for possible varying perceptions of what kind of platforms are
relatively indicative for the practice of online dating.

67 Sprecher, & Metts, Development of the Romantic Beliefs Scale and examination of the effects of gender
and gender-role orientation.

68 Sprecher, & Metts, Development of the Romantic Beliefs Scale and examination of the effects of gender
and gender-role orientation; Sprecher, S., & Metts, S. (1999). Romantic beliefs: Their influence on
relationships and patterns of change over time. Journal of Social and Personal Relationships, 16, 834-
851.doi:10.1177/0265407599166009.

69 Finkel et al., Online dating.
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Identification with male and female online daters was measured separately, based on an
instrument developed by Tropp and Wright.”® This seven-point measure uses a single item and
is based on Venn diagrams reflecting the self and the target (i.e., online daters). These Venn
diagrams overlap progressively, indicating the extent to which one identifies with online daters.

Results

STIGMATIZATION OF ONLINE DATING AS PRACTICE

To grasp the diversity in the grounds to stigmatize online dating as a practice, a Latent
Class Analysis (LCA) was run on the semantic differentials on online dating stigma. LCA has
the advantage of dividing subsamples in subgroups, in this case allowing the isolation of
subgroups of respondents with a similar stance towards online dating. A common strategy
to select the appropriate number of subgroups is to re-iterate the analysis for an increasing
number of classes and then select the solution with the lowest BIC-value.’! In this particular
case, a three-cluster solution showed the best fit.

Figure 1 depicts the three clusters’ average responses to the semantic differentials. The
majority of respondents (57%) is assigned to a latent cluster with a fairly neutral stance
towards the practice of online dating. Its scores on the semantic differentials remain close to
its theoretical mid-point. A second cluster, which amounts to 32% of the respondents, holds
a rather positive attitude towards online dating. They are more inclined to consider online
dating as exciting, playful, broadening, interesting and practical. The third, yet smallest cluster
(11%) holds a fairly negative stance towards online dating. These respondents, who hold a
stigma toward the practice of online dating, tend to think of online dating as a waste of time,
ineffective, flippant, and uninteresting.

70  Tropp, L. R., & Wright, S. C. (2001). Ingroup identification as the inclusion of ingroup in the self.
Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 27, 585-600. doi:10.1177/0146167201275007.

71 Vermunt, J. K., & Magidson, J. (2005). Latent GOLD® 4.0 User's Guide. Retrieved from: http://www.
statisticalinnovations.com/wp-content/uploads/LGusersguide.pdf.
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Figure 1: Graphical depiction of subgroup means per online dating practice label.

In a subsequent analysis, covariates were added — see Table 1. More specifically, multinomial
regression functions were computed to assess the relations between these covariates and the
three stances towards online dating. These covariates, functioning as independent variables,
were basic demographics, sexual orientation, relationship background, romantic beliefs,
familiarity with online dating and typicality of online dating platforms.

The results show that in comparison with the neutral subgroup, there is a higher chance of
classifying into the positive subgroup when there is a stronger belief in ‘love finds away’, and a
less pronounced beliefin ‘idealization’. Respondents who think positively about online daters
also more often than the neutral subgroup indicate to know one or more users or to be active
users themselves. Moreover, there is a significant effect of considering a first-generation
dating site as typical for the practice of online dating.

When comparing the negative subgroup to the neutral subgroup, a positive association
emerges with subscribing to the belief that ‘love finds a way’. Conversely, ‘idealization’ and
‘love at first sight’ yield the opposite effect. Moreover, those who stigmatize online dating
display a higher chance of knowing one or more users than respondents with a neutral stance.
Finally, no linear association between age and stigmatization is found. The effect implies a
slightly increasing probability of a negative stance in older respondents.

In light of these results, the hypothesized relations between romantic beliefs and the
stigmatization of the practice of online dating show ambiguous results that are only partly in
support of our first hypothesis.
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Table 1: Multinomial covariates model predicting subgroup membership of practice stigmatization.

STIGMATIZATION OF ONLINE DATERS

The same approach was used to examine the stigmatization of online daters. An LCA on the
semantic differentials measuring the attributes of both male and female online daters yielded
a four-class solution as the best-fitting model. The model’s results are enumerated in Figure 2.
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Figure 2: Graphical depiction of subgroup means per online dater attribute per gender.

The first and largest subgroup (50%) again consists of respondents with a predominantly
neutral stance towards online daters. These respondents tend to register answers close to the
theoretical mid-point. The second subgroup (22%) is characterized by a much more negative
appraisal and hence stigmatization of online daters. Online daters are generally presumed
more unhappy, insecure, unattractive, and desperate. Contrarily, the third subgroup (18%)
generally attributes positive characteristics to online daters. More specifically, females
are considered social, attractive, agreeable and exciting, whereas males are perceived as
social, adventurous, exciting and secure. Finally, the fourth subgroup (10%) exemplifies a
mixed appraisal. Female online daters are typified as interesting, agreeable, reliable and
decent. However, they are also seen as insecure and timid. Conversely, male online daters
are characterized as enthusiastic, adventurous and exciting, but are at the same time judged
as unreliable and dissolute.

Subsequently, covariates were added to the model to compute multinomial regression
functions predicting subgroup membership, considering the neutral subgroup as a
reference category. The model’s independent variables are demographics, sexual orientation,
relationship background, romantic beliefs, familiarity with online dating, typicality of online
dating platforms, and identification with male and female online daters. Moreover, interactions
between gender and identification variables were computed.

The results show that comparative to the neutral subgroup, the negative subgroup identifies
less with female online daters. Both significant effects of the linear and quadratic age term
indicate a non-linear age effect as mostly the youngest and oldest respondents stigmatize
online daters. Moreover, they consider first-generation dating site Rendez-Vous as less
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indicative of a typical online platform. The subgroup with a positive stance towards online
daters is generally younger in age, while they identify stronger with female daters than the
neutral subgroup. Finally, membership of the mixed subgroup is more likely among females
and middle-aged respondents. Moreover, there is a weaker identification with male daters,
especially in the case of female respondents. The mixed subgroup also considers a first-
generation dating site like Rendez-Vous as typical for online dating.

Table 2: Multinomial covariates model predicting subgroup membership of dater stigmatization.
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Discussion

Foremost, this study reveals that respondents hold a predominantly neutral stance towards
online dating as practice and its users. Both negative and positive attitudes reside with small
proportions of the sample. This suggests a normalization of online dating, which aligns with
prior evidence that points to a decline in stigmatization.”? Nevertheless, we do find evidence of
minor polarization, dividing our sample in both negative and positive stances toward practice
and users. We hypothesized a relationship between holding on to romantic beliefs and this
polarization. More specifically, we predicted that a strong belief in romantic values relates to
the stigmatization of online dating practice and users, whereas discarding such beliefs would
clear a path to a more positive attitude. The results partially support this hypothesis, indicating
a much more complex relationship between both categories of variables. The stigmatization of
practice is positively related to the belief that ‘love finds a way’. This value refers to overcoming
difficulties within a relationship due to negative external circumstances, such as social
disapproval.”® As online dating platforms offer a means to weigh an abundance of potential
partners, as an easy way out from the possible turmoil of a relationship into something likely
better or at least more socially acceptable. On the other hand, stigmatization is negatively
tied to ‘idealization’. Although this seemingly contradicts the hypothesis’ line of reasoning,
there could be a logical explanation. Perhaps people accept that the reality of a romantic
relationship is one of compromise and accepting that a romantic counterpart is not perfect.

We found that a positive stance toward the practice of online dating is also negatively related
to idealization. This suggests that the proponents of online dating experience less reassurance
in realizing that their counterparts are or will not be perfect. The virtually unlimited pool of
alternatives might incite them to hold a positive attitude to online dating. In a similar vein,
proponents of online dating tend to reject the belief that there is something as ‘the one and
only’. Still, a positive attitude is positively associated with the value of ‘love finding a way’,
hinting that in contrast to stigmatizing respondents, proponents of online dating do consider
online dating as a legitimate channel to encounter romantic love. Noteworthy in supporting
these explanations is the finding that our respondents tend to be highly familiar with online
dating, at least within their proper social circle.

In contrast to our first hypothesis prediction, we found no relationship between maintaining
romantic beliefs and the valuation of online daters. This appraisal is, nonetheless, explained
by the extent of identification, which is in line with our second hypothesis. We predicted that
considering online daters as a remote out-group would align with the stigmatization of online
dating users. The results indicate that stigmatization of online daters is associated with a
dissociation from female online daters, whereas a positive stance ties with an identification
with female online daters. Still, both negative and positive attributes generally focus on the
same attributes across genders, whereas these conceptions of online daters in relation to
the self are archetypically aligned with the female gender. In other words, the archetype

72 Smith & Duggan, Online dating & relationships.
73  Sprecher, & Metts, Development of the Romantic Beliefs Scale and examination of the effects of gender
and gender-role orientation.
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of a female dater is especially frowned upon by the negative subgroup, while celebrated
by the positive subgroup. A possible explanation could be that engaging in online dating
and assuming the agency it affords is most incongruent with traditional gender roles and
hence most noteworthy for the female gender. However, there is a tendency among women to
dissociate themselves from men, especially when male daters are considered unreliable and
dissolute and female daters are regarded unhappy, uncertain, and desperate. These findings
illuminate a complex pattern of gender differences within the stigmatization of online daters.

Our results also shed light on the socio-demographic background of online dating
stigmatization. In line with prior research,’* we found that a tendency exists among middle-
aged respondents to be more permissive of both practice and users. This is likely to be
explained sociologically from the prevalence of break-ups and the difficulties people in their
late 20s to 40s experience in finding new potential partners within their condensed social
circles.”® In contrast, younger generations are confronted with flourishing social networks in
school and leisure activities. On the other hand, the older generations might hold on tight to
current relationship, while being more reluctant to turn to technological means to engage
in a novel one.

Finally, the present study holds a nuance towards online dating platforms as a general
category. In line with Finkel et al.,”® we acknowledge diversity in successive generations of
online dating platforms. This evolution appears to play a role in the stigmatization of both
practice and users. Online dating is mostly conceived of in terms of first-generation platforms,
rather than more current location-based mobile applications such as the popular Tinder app.
This is an important nuance in understanding and generalizing this study’s results.

Moreover, this study serves as a single snapshot in time and space, suffering from the
common shortcomings of the cross-sectional survey format, such as the inability to establish
causality, respondent self-selection and social desirability, despite assured anonymity.
Evidently, the increasing uptake of the phenomenon of online dating invites prolonged and
nuanced attention. The rapid succession of and diversity within platforms and the presumably
nuanced social acceptance require prolonged, tailored and hence differentiated research.
A final limitation is related to the convenience sample used in this study, which impedes
the generalization of our research findings. An implication of this is the possibility that our
psychological conclusions are more solid than our sociological observations because we
used a non-representative sample. Future studies on the stigmatization of online dating that
would use a more representative sample and a narrow focus on dating apps are therefore
recommended.

74 Smith & Duggan, Online dating & relationships; Valkenburg, P. M., & Peter, J. (2007). Who visits online
dating sites? Exploring some characteristics of online daters. CyberPsychology & Behavior, 10, 849-852.
doi:10.1089/cpb.2007.9941.

75 Rozer, J.J., Mollenhorst, G., & Volker, B. (2015). Romantic relationship formation, maintenance
and changes in personal networks. Advances in Life Course Research, 23, 86-97. doi:10.1016/.
alcr.2014.12.001.

76  Finkel et al., Online dating.
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8: JUSTIFICATIONS FOR ‘GHOSTING OUT’

OF DEVELOPING OR ONGOING ROMANTIC
RELATIONSHIPS: ANXIETIES REGARDING
DIGITALLY-MEDIATED ROMANTIC INTERACTION

JIMMIE MANNING, KATHERINE J. DENKER, AND REBECCA JOHNSON

As computer-mediated communication continues to be a constitutive force in online dating
and romantic interaction, the way people talk about relationships changes.! New terms
including sexting,? friending and unfriending,® and googling * emerge in order to describe
the ways online and offline worlds are converging as people create, sustain, and terminate
relationships. Recently, attention has been paid to another such term, ghosting, which is
a ‘process in which one relational partner abruptly ends communication, typically early in
the relationship’.5 Ghosting can cause many people anxiety and confusion because of its
ambiguous® and impersonal’ nature. Yet, even though people do not like being placed in
the frustrating position of being ‘ghosted out on’—to use the phrase commonly provided
by participants in our study—they still find themselves ghosting others as a way of ending
relational communication.

Although the term has gained popular interest in many world cultures,® research about
ghosting as a practice is extremely limited. As several scholars note® the academic record
about ghosting is incredibly limited and more research is needed to develop knowledge about
this sometimes-hurtful practice. In response, the present study uses interpretive qualitative
research methods to develop descriptive findings regarding ghosting as a computer-mediated

1 Baym, N. (2015). Personal connections in the digital age (2" Ed.). Cambridge, UK: Polity.

Manning, J. (2013). Interpretive theorizing in the seductive world of sexuality and interpersonal
communication: Getting guerilla with studies of sexting and purity rings. International Journal of
Communication, 7, 2507-2520.

3 Baab, L. M. (2011). Friending: Real relationships in a virtual world. Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press.

4 Choney, S. (2013, March 26), No Googling, says Google — unless you really mean it. NBC News.
Retrieved from: https://www.nbcnews.com/technolog/no-googling-says-google-unless-you-really-mean-
it-1C9078566.

5 Manning, J., Buchanan, C., & Denker, K. J. (2019, May). Ghosting: Defining a relational communication
phenomenon. Paper presented at the meeting of the International Communication Association,
Washington, D.C..

6  LeFebvre, L. (2017). Phantom lovers: Ghosting as a relationship dissolution strategy in the technological

age. In N. Punyanunt-Carter N and Wrench JS (Eds.), Social media & romantic relationships (pp. 219-

236). Lanham, MD: Lexington.
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8  Harasymchuk, C. (2015, October 6) Ghosting: The 51st way to leave your lover? Science of relationships.
Retrieved from: https://www.luvze.com/ghosting-the-51st-way-to-leave-your-lover/.

9 Freedman, G., Powell, D. N., Le, B. & Williams, K. D. (2018). Ghosting and destiny: Implicit theories
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communication practice. As Manning and Kunkel'® note, underexplored topics related to
relationships often benefit from interpretive analysis, as qualitative research can create
or refine assumptions related to a research topic and provide a firm foundation for future
empirical research about the topic.

We begin by reviewing past scholarship about ghosting and related topics. We then offer two
research questions grounded in coordinated management of meaning theory and related to
why people ghost others. Using in-depth interviewing methods, we explore the intricacies of
why people ghost and how they justify this behavior. We close with a discussion of the findings
and directions for future research.

Relational Termination, Computer-Mediated Communication,
and Ghosting

The use of the term ghosting in conjunction with computer-mediated communication began
when Dwyer!! used the term to characterize when people were logged into instant messenger
but made themselves invisible to other users in the system. More recently, the term has
taken on a new meaning and has been used in conjunction with mobile communication—
particularly text messaging—to describe when someone disappears after romantic texts have
been exchanged.'? A number of popular culture websites and academic blogs have featured
stories about ghosting,'® demonstrating that it has a cultural currency. Many of these essays
have questioned the ethics of ghosting and have called into question whether it is a mature
or responsible strategy for ending a relationship. In response, early scholarly exploration has
offered conceptual explorations related to how ghosting is part of a relationship dissolution
process.™

Two other empirical studies have provided additional understanding of the practice. Freedman,
et al.’® linked implicit relational beliefs with intentions and evaluations of ghosting and found
that those with stronger destiny beliefs (as opposed to growth beliefs) were more likely
to terminate a relationship, provide less negative evaluations of ghosting, and approve of
ghosting as a way to end relationships. Taking a different approach, Manning et al.'® examined
the discourses related to ghosting. Using participant definitional analysis, the researchers
used interview data to construct an empirical definition of ghosting as a ‘process in which
one relational partner abruptly ends communication, typically early in the relationship’ (p.

10 Manning, J. & Kunkel, A. (2014). Researching interpersonal relationships: Qualitative methods, studies,
and analysis. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

11 Dwyer, C.(2007). Digital relationships in the ‘My Space’ generation: Results from a qualitative study.
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Big Island, HI. Retrieved from Pace University School of Computer Science and Information Systems
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1). This work established that ghosting was mostly viewed by participants as happening in
an online context; that it was anxiety-inducing for many as well as permeated by a sense of
uncertainty; and that the aftermath of being ghosted was riddled with confusion. The study
also suggested that ghosting could be polymediated, which means that a person might cease
online/mobile communication in a romantic/sexual context while continuing to maintain other
forms of face-to-face interaction.’

Beyond research that directly explores ghosting, a wide body of scholarship focused on
anxiety related to online interpersonal communication as it pertains to relationships. Changes
in technology have assuredly led to changes in the ways that people form, maintain, and
terminate relationships.'® The proliferation of mobile technologies such as smartphones allow
people to relate in fast and convenient ways, although these ways often demand individual
vulnerabilities.!® These vulnerabilities manifest in different ways, ranging from public
critique that some of these interactions are narcissistic in nature e.g. sending selfies;*° to
accusations of particular behaviors being immoral e.g. sexting;?! to anxieties about whether
online relational partners are real e.g. catfishing.?? Given this ongoing history of anxieties
related to relationships and computer-mediated technologies—and anxieties related to
ending relationships®®—ghosting creates a situation that is certainly rife with anxiety and
uncertainty.

Coordinated Management of Meaning Theory

Given the uncertainty of meaning assigned to motivations behind ghosting behaviors, the
theoretical guide for this research is the coordinated management of meaning theory.
Coordinated management of meaning explains how communicative interaction facilitates
the ability for people to ‘co-create, maintain, and alter social order, personal relationships,
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and individual identities’.?> Coordinated management of meaning assumes that, as part
of a communication process, ‘each person interprets and responds to the acts of another,
monitors the sequence, and compares it to his or her desires and expectations’.?® Ghosting
allows for a particularly apt exploration of this theory, as participants who are ghosted are often
left with an ambiguous sense of meaning?®’ related to why the ghosting happened that is often
bereft of clear communication cues?® from the person who ghosted out of the relationship.
Because coordinated management of meaning also examines how meaning in interpersonal
communication is made intelligible by other aspects of the social order?>—including how
larger cultural discourses about computer-mediated relationships might impact more-distal
relationship discourses—the theory also accommodates for the complexities of relational
communication. People often feel compelled to shape or model their utterances regarding
their relational practices in ways that are rhetorically sensitive, savvy to culturally-constructed
relational rules,® and that do not disrupt expected social discourses related to relationship
expectations.3! To guide our exploration, two research questions are used:

RQ: How do participants describe uncertainties and anxieties related to ghosting?

RQ% What reasons or rationales are used to justify ghosting?

Method

PARTICIPANTS

Data were collected using active interviews. Thirty participants, aged 18 to 46 years (M=24.7),
were recruited from one large (9.5 million) and one small (60,000) Midwestern U.S. region.
Initial questions were asked to ensure that participants were familiar with the term ghosting.
Most participants were White (n=25), with 2 being Black, 1 Asian American, 1 Latinx and
1 identifying as multi-racial. Individuals were interviewed privately in a location of their
preference using the same interview guide with follow-up questions asked for clarification or
to allow continued exploration of a topic.

PROCEDURES

After the study was approved by two institutional review boards, participants were recruited
by students in two different courses for semi-structured interviews. These interviews ranged
in length between 12 and 55 minutes (M=33.1) and were audio recorded and transcribed

25 Cronen, V. E., Pearce, W. B., & Harris, L. M. (1982). The coordinated management of meaning: A theory
of communication. In F. E. X. Dance (Ed.), Human communication theory: Comparative essays (pp.
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verbatim. Transcription of the interviews yielded 479 pages of single-spaced data. Interview
transcripts were combined with journal notes taken during and after each interview by the
researchers to create a thick record.®? The authors referred to the thick record during data
analysis. All data are presented using pseudonyms.

DATA ANALYSIS

Two tools were used to analyze the data in this study, one for each research question.

Thematic analysis. To answer RQ1, thematic analysis was used. Each of Braun and Clarke’s®
six steps of thematic analysis were followed in conjunction with answering the first research
question. These steps include becoming highly familiar with the data; taking notes and
developing initial codes to help sort the data; and then creating categories by combining
codes. These codes were then considered in conjunction with the research question to
develop relevant themes. Themes were then named and paired with data, eventually allowing
for the sixth and final step of writing up the results.

Typology development. Motivated by the first theme for the study, RQ2 was posed and typology
development was applied. Typology development involves developing initial codes and themes
from the data related to the research question; determining semantic relationships that place
the data into appropriate categories; and then labeling each category with a specific, unique
indicator of what the category contains.3* The typology was exclusive in that all data could be
assigned to one specific category but fluid in that similar themes could work together across
categories. As is common with typology development, a taxonomic analysis was developed;
specifically, X is a type of Y where X is the reason and Y is a justification for ghosting.

Validity checks. Four procedures were followed to ensure data validity: an audit trail, negative
case analysis, identification of alternate exemplars, and referential adequacy. The checks
allowed for confirmation that both analyses were consistent across coders; that all of the data
accounted for in the analysis; and that exemplars were used in the context of the original
interview sessions.

Results
ANALYSIS 1: MAPPING UNCERTAINTY AND ANXIETY VIA THEMATIC

ANALYSIS

Thematic analysis was used to answer RQ1. Four key themes were identified in the data.
First, participants often explained that ghosting, as a behavior, is wrong — yet, at the same
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New York, NY: Routledge.
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time, many admitted they had done it themselves and quickly offered justifications for why
they felt they had to do it. We note this theme as ‘disjunctive views regarding ghosting and
being ghosted’. The three other identified themes were more general in nature. Specifically,
participants spoke about the uncertainty that accompanies being ghosted; critiqued ghosting
in terms of how it fit into what they saw as relationship skills sets; and especially wanted to
discuss ghosting acts that they saw as especially undefendable. Each of these themes are
discussed more in-depth here.

Disjunctive views regarding ghosting and being ghosted. A dominant theme identified in
the data, and one that provides context for how ghosting practices are both interpreted and
justified, is the disjunctive nature of how participants described themselves when ghosting
others versus how they described themselves in situations where they were ghosted. These
disjunctive articulations of ghosting helped to establish that ghosting was a practice that was
viewed as being both convenient and essential but that also involved a nefarious underbelly
of carelessness and insensitivity. As Ciara, (22, White woman) indicated: ‘Sometimes it's just
the easy thing to do. You could explain, but that would just make things worse. So, you just
stop responding, and that’s that’.

Later in her interview, however, she chastised someone who ghosted her, arguing: ‘He
could’ve at least given me a clue. You know, texted me something that would at least let me
know where things went wrong. That was, not caring. Or.. . insensitive. That was insensitive
of him’. When asked if she believed she ever made someone feel that way, she confessed
that she probably had, saying:

That’s why ghosting is so different. Because, well, for my generation | think we're
going to have to get used to this. This isn’t something that, you know, older people
had to deal with. .... so maybe we should, | don’t know, be extra careful when we do it
and think about how it feels to us.

While Ciara was candid about the disjunctive nature of her views and experiences regarding
ghosting other participants were more reluctant to acknowledge their disjunctive attitudes.
As Chanel (21, Black woman) indicated, ‘I only do it to people who are crazy. But I'm not
crazy, so they don’t need to be doing that to me’. Similarly, Rob (23, White man) said: ‘I'm
not doing it on purpose, so it doesn’t really count. But, the one time it happened to me | know
she was just ignoring me to piss me off. And so that’s different’. As Rob’s comments indicate,
intent could help to explain whether or not ghosting is justified. As he notes, he did not do it
on purpose, and so he saw his actions as less objectionable; but when it happened to him,
the action was interpreted as being purposely hurtful. These ideas are further unpacked in
the themes related to uncertainty and undefendable ghosting acts.

Uncertainty. Although participants largely believed ghosting was par for the course in romantic
and sexual exploration, they also strongly agreed that the uncertainty that accompanied
ghosting was one of the hardest resolutions to make in accepting that interaction with the
other person was likely over. When discussing this uncertainty, participants frequently used
words such as ‘anxiety’, ‘insecurity’, ‘mysterious’, and ‘frustrating’” when trying to indicate
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how being ghosted made them feel. In some instances, such frustration emerged because
explicit conversations about ghosting out had been engaged with the person before she or
he ghosted out. These conversations could be indirect, such as the one described by Brandi
(22, White woman) shared:

| was kind of, he knew, like before we started talking | told him, ‘I’'ve been lied to be-
fore, just don’t lie to me, be honest.” He was like, ‘I promise, | wasn'’t raised that way!’
After being ghosted by the man, he responded that he, ‘was, like, alright, whatever’
and indicated that he saw being ghosted both as a form of uncertainty and a way of
being lied to regarding promises made about the developing relationship.

In addition to feelings of deception that, as one participant stated; ‘leaves you feeling like
you don’t know what you can trust when you're trying to get to know someone’, it was also
common for participants to indicate that they ruminated about what they had done wrong or
what was wrong with them that would make someone ghost out. This confusion applied to
both short-term relationships (‘For a few days we were texting constantly and then poof. She
was gone’), as well as longer relationships, as Teddy (27, White man) indicated: ‘The really
confusing one is when it is a serious relationship and all of the sudden they are like, yeah, no,
just bye. And just fall off the face of the earth’.

In most cases, participants placed the blame back on the person who ghosted. As a Billy Jo
(20, White woman) argued:

If you have the guts to show your interest in the first place, you should have the guts
to tell them you are not interested anymore. And it’s, uh, respecting the fact that they
have feelings .... and other people will be very upset by this. Even if you think they
won't be.

Relationships skills sets. Another dominant theme involved how ghosting both involves a lack
of communication skills as well as a sense of maturity. As one participant quipped, ‘It’s called
knowing how to do a relationship’. Although most participants were not direct, they did lament
the inability of many people to simply communicate their wants and needs. In discussing
the breakup with her mom, Sarah (21, White woman) stated: ‘Like my mom agreed with me
when we like talked about it...and we both kind of agreed his is a nice guy but you know he
obviously can’t handle thing like a, you know tough person’.

In this data we see Sarah’s ex-lover described as a weaker person, unable to handle what
might be a more difficult conversation. In other instances, the ghosters were able to explain
the relational exit as caused by a limited communication skill set. Garth (21, Caucasian male)
explained the reason for him ghosting out on a relationship:

When | was trying to cut off the relationship | didn’t how to text her or call her and be
like hey, umm | can't do this you know | don’t really want to start a relationship right
now. Umm... that would have been much easier to say versus hey | don’t like you

anymore, you know? That was the worst ... or like most afraid of, ‘cause | felt like she
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was going to be really shitty, when | told her, hey | don’t like you anymore.

In this account, Garth points to both a limited skill set and his fear of how others might respond,
explaining that ghosting seemed to be an easier option.

Undefendable instances. Whereas the other themes that emerged from the thematic
analysis often indicate that ghosting is a necessary evil in a digitally-mediated dating world,
particular relationship qualities or situations made some instances of ghosting undefendable.
As participants indicated, ghosting was especially considered egregious in long-term
relationships or when one or both individuals in the relationship were emotionally attached.
As one example, Sam (21, White woman) described the impact of ghosting in her long-term,
committed relationship:

Sam: | didn’t mention this before but the day after my birthday he proposed to me
and | didn’t give him a definite answer, and so we were kind of like on the rocks about
it, and then we started fighting more and then the day, | think it was like a week or

a little bit after he just was like never mind | don’t want to be with you anymore like
that’s it...

Interviewer: So, like how long in between when he proposed and he just stopped
talking to you?

Sam: And he just stopped talking to me? A week.

Interviewer: Can you tell me the bigger story of the relationship like who initiated it,
how you maintained it, or anything else you think | should know?

Sam: Uhm, it was really sudden when he stopped talking to me and | think since we
were together for so long and | was really dependent on him it really affected me,
uhm, it probably affected me more than like a typical college relationship because
people stay together for a few weeks and then they just stop talking, like we were
together for a long time and it was really serious and then he just stopped talking.

In this instance, the fact that the couple was close enough to be at the point of proposal made
the relational ghosting especially problematic for Sam. Although she is not excusing people
who have only been together a ‘few weeks’, her words do mark that ghosting is to be expected
in some relationships and not others. In another example of marking time, Brandi (22, White
woman) also distinguishes between long-term and shorter relationships:

I try to forgive and forget. It's not like we were dating for five years, you know what |
mean, if | saw him | wouldn’t go up and give him a big hug but I'd be like I'd smile and
make him see that | was happy.

Brandi, like others who were interviewed, also indicates that she would do her best to see
as if she would not care if she came across the man who ghosted her. Interestingly, such a
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performance contrasts with the uncertainty and hurt that participants reported they were
feeling from the ghosting interactions.

ANALYSIS 2: ATYPOLOGY OF JUSTIFICATIONS FOR GHOSTING

Collectively, the results of the thematic analysis indicate that ghosting involves uncertainty,
is viewed as happening when relationship skills sets are inadequate or deficient and can
sometimes be an undefendable act. Despite all these negative attributions related to ghosting,
participants also indicated that they did the act themselves and offered justifications. Based
on the disjunctive nature of how participants talked about ghosting—specifically, that they
often condemned it as a practice but also justified how they had done it themselves—we
decided to move to a second research question and a second analysis of the data to dig deeper
into the justifications participants were offering for why they ghosted others.

The taxonomic analysis in response to RQ2 revealed three ways that participants rationalized
ghosting - relational, situational, and protective reasons. Relational justifications were
instances in which individuals noted that something about their relationship made the ghosting
behavior acceptable. Situational justifications framed the ghosting as necessary based on the
confines of the way that the relationship first started. Finally, protective justification offered
individual reasoning based around self-care as to why ghosting was the best choice. Each is
explored more in-depth and paired with data exemplars here.

Relational justifications. Comments centered on the limited nature of the interpersonal
relationship. Echoing the thematic analysis presented earlier many of the sub-themes
represented here spoke to the idea of the ghosted relationship as being ‘less than’ a more
substantive or ‘real’ relationship. Along with their justifications for ghosting, participants
frequently commented about why these relationships warranted less-than-normal levels of
communication.

Meeting someone else. Many participants spoke about moving on and finding someone
else as the key reason why they ghosted out on a relationship. Not only was this justification
used by those who ghosted others, but also as speculation by those who were ghosted and
not sure why. Some participants were able to confirm their suspicions through hearing from
others or by seeing a person’s other social media. As Dawn (21, White woman) described a
relationship in which she experienced ghosting:

It was my first relationship getting back into it so | was excited and then that hap-
pened and | was like ‘why’. .. .. ‘why would he do that? Is he like that?’ .... And then |
saw on Twitter kissy faces from his ex-girlfriend and I'm like ‘ohhh this makes sense’.
And | text him back I'm like ‘you asshole’. | mean | didn’t text him back. | text him
again and was like ‘you should have just told me and been honest with me, instead
you led me on and that pisses me off’.

In this instance, her ex-lover appears to have exited the relationship without communication
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because of another relational partner, in this case an ex-girlfriend. Other time individuals
who were ghosted on were able to make sense of the situation by attributing it the possible
relational other even when that other was not apparent in the interactions. This could be seen
in the words of Chanel (21, African American woman):

| didn’t really see anything that | felt really would cause the ghosting, which gets back
at my first point before like | had no warning. Basically, but, um, | mean if | have to
guess like a guy, he probably, | mean he’s a guy, he probably saw another girl that

he was interested in, and wanted to pursue her or whatever, and then just stopped
talking.

At other times, individuals who had ghosted out on relational partners attributed this choice
to the presence of another individual, like we see in the words of Jackie (22, White man):

| was texting a girl and told her that we should go out sometime or get some dinner
sometime and in like the next week or two. | didn’t have much contact with her and so
| didn’t think she seemed interested, so | started talking with another girl. So, | pretty
much just stopped talking to her and then she sent me a text even that asked when
we were gonna go on that date and | never responded to the text.

For Jackie—and others—it was easier not to respond than it was to write and explain what
had happened. As another participant indicated, ‘Bringing up that you met someone else
would make it even more awkward. Just leave it alone’.

The relationship never became serious. Discussing a relationship as less than fully actualized
provided individuals with another route to establish a warrant for ghosting. Often both
individuals who experienced ghosting as well as those that had ghosted in the relationship
talked about the limited nature of the relationship that they exited. Matt (23, Black man)
described his instance of ghosting as:

The last, that wasn't very serious ... and it was, a connection through a mutual friend.
So, he gave his number to my friend who works at a bar, and he’s told him to send it
to me to text him. So, | got the number, so | actually texted him first. ... And then, |
hung out with him a couple times that week. And then | just got exhausted of it, either
or | just didn’t feel like hanging out with him anymore.

Similarly, individuals who were left ghosted, were also able to dismiss an instance of ghosting
like Victoria (38, White woman) said ‘It wasn’t like, | knew it wasn’t someone | was gonna be
with forever’. Others indicated that they knew the relationship would not ever become serious
because friends or family members had already seemed to reject the person and indicated
that explaining this to someone would likely be worse than simply ghosting out.

No one was ever led on. As established in the thematic analysis, in relationships that were
characterized as uncommitted, exiting the relationship via ghosting was more acceptable. In
this second analysis, this theme played out in a slightly different context: based on the idea
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of whether the person being ghosted was ever led-on. In other words, participants believed
ghosting was justified when the relationships were not serious to begin with. For example,
Sam (21, White woman) explained:

Then one day | just didn’t text him back. And | feel bad looking back now, because
| know how it felt a bit, | think it was a difference. Because | told him, like, from the
beginning that | just wanted to be friends. And we were only texting maybe five days.
You know what | mean? So, it's not like we were anything really. We were just friends.

In aninstance that is different-but-related, Chester (25, White man) discussed the importance
of ghosting when a friends-with-benefits situation became problematic. As he explained: ‘|
never wanted it to be more than that and | made that clear. Then, | kind of stopped responding
because | didn't think | could make it clear anymore. It just became uncomfortable for me’.
For Chester, ghosting was justified because he tried to explain that the relationship was not
going to become more serious, even if his ghostee did not seem to accept his explanation. For
him, ghosting had to occur so that his former romantic interest would not feel led on.

Evading hurt feelings. As has already been demonstrated in the presentation of some of the
results already presented in this study, many participants indicated that their use of ghosting
helped to avoid awkward situations or, in other cases, hurting another’s feelings. As Sam (21
White woman) shared:

[was ... notinterested in this guy. Like, | have no idea what I’'m going to say to him,
and | didn’t want to be rude. .. so | just didn’t text back and then, eventually, like, |
figured he would get the hint. But he didn’t and he ended up texting me seven more
times.

Although her attempt was not immediately successful, Sam believed the man she was
ghosting would get the hint that she was not into him; and that ignoring him was easier than
confronting him with an awkward truth. Others echoed this attempt to protect the other’s
emotions, such as Victor (38, White man) who stated that ‘I didn’t want to hurt the person
| think’. Other ghosters talked about instances where they could not handle their relational
partner’s emotional honesty and then ghosted, like LaQuisha (22, multi-racial woman) who
said:

The short term one, | ghosted on him. It was kind of um, his message was basically
like you know | know that you do this kind of often. But I'm trying to show you that I'm
different, and | know you’ve told me that people don’t show that they’re serious and
then you kind of don’t take them seriously. So, I'm trying to show you that I'm serious.
| feel like that kind of stuck out, because he was kind of being genuine about it. But,
at the same time, | kind of just knew that | didn’t want to be with him.

As LaQuisha’s account illustrates, ghosting can be justified by indicating that it was a way
to keep the relationship from becoming too serious. Ignoring seems less awkward than
explaining that the relationship is not going to become serious.
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‘Empty texts’. Another justification for ghosting offered by participants was that their texting
conversations were going nowhere — something that one participant referred to as the sending
of empty texts. Such empty texts allowed interaction to continue, but—as the name would
suggest—the conversation was not meaningful and did not advance the relationship. Thus,
not responding seemed to be justified. Some participants disclosed that they were the ones
creating empty texts, like Chanel (21, Black woman) who shared that ‘Yeah, towards the
end | don't think | really, you know. Word—one-word answers, type of thing. | wasn't really
giving him much to go off of’. Similarly, Sam (21, White woman) described her relationship
prior to ghosting by stating that ‘We were just texting about random stuff, like you know what
| mean? Nothing serious. So that is part of why | think it wasn’t, | don’t know, I'm sure it still
sucked for him’. Chester (25, White man) put it succinctly, noting: ‘We were texting about
nothing. Then it stopped’.

Situational justifications. Whereas the previous category in this ghosting justifications
typology dealt with issues related to the development of a relationship, situational justifications
deal more with the context of how people started to interact or specific situations that, from
the view of the participants, gave them more leeway to ghost out on the person. Although
these are relational in nature, participants were clear that their intent for ghosting was not so
much personal as it was the situation.

The person was met on a dating app. A common acknowledgement for placing the ghosting
relationship on a second tier of relational importance was noting that the relationship started
from an online dating application. Participants were quick to suggest that dating apps
influence the cultural norms. Individuals see the plethora of possibilities, like Margaret (20,
White woman) who stated:

It was nice, like, it's so easy. .... The other thing was, since it was from Tinder or be-
cause of Tinder, Tinder gives people like this whole new idea of like, who is interested
in them. Because usually we don't have a running list of like, people who are interest-
ed. So, | think | never ghosted anyone up until that point. And so, | think | really just
had a confidence that like, the likelihood of me finding someone else that was more
compatible was like, really strong.

Similarly, Sage (24, White woman) spoke about the influence of dating apps on a generation
of daters suggesting that current dates might have different understandings of relationships,
stating:

Maybe it’s a thing with our generation. | personally believe that we have so many
options and, you know, | don’t have dating apps or anything anymore, but when | did
it's like you're sitting there and you can, like, scroll through, you know, hundreds of
guys in less than 10 minutes. And you're like, oh they — | don’t know. There’s just so
many options and | think that, because of that, it’s easy to, it's easy for people to just,
like, let people go. And ghost them.

Finally, others suggested ghosting was an outcome of the specific relationships that started
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online, like Jackie (22, White man):

I mean | think when people use Tinder, those people get ghosted. Like, there is a lot of
ghosting that goes on in Tinder. So, | mean if that other person isn’t like, down to hook
up that night or something, like that then that person probably gets ghosted.

Notably, even though participants indicated dating apps were what allowed people to feel
as if they had the right to ghost others, few shared instances where they ghosted someone
simply because they met them on a dating app. This lack of stories might indicate that dating
apps and the fears associated with them is more of a social discourse than a personal one.

Alcohol or drugs were involved. Others justified their ghosting behaviors by indicating that
when they met the other person and started a texting relationship, they were drunk and on
drugs. Thus, it was expected that they would not be expected to continue interaction. As
Chester (25, White man) explained: ‘I was drunk, she was drunk, so we exchanged digits. We
texted that night, but then I just never answered. | doubt she thinks about it because we were
both so drunk. It is what it is’. Similarly, LaQuisha (22, multi-racial woman) shared: ‘On my
21st birthday, you know, | was of course intoxicated. And he kind of tried to feel me up. And
| really wasn’t in the mood for that, and so | literally was like, yeah, you're gross. And kinda
just cut that off’.

In LaQuisha’s instance, she ignored texts from the man because of what he did while he was
drunk — a different context than was explained by Chester. Still others shared instances of
being ghosted after they over-shared due to the influence of drugs or alcohol. As Barkington
(27, White woman) explained: ‘I probably said that | loved him or something, you know,
whatever. But | mean, knowing how hyped up on morphine | was, it probably sounded like |
was drunk or something. And he wouldn't contact me after that’.

Age/maturity. A final situational justification for ghosting involved the age and maturity level
of the participant. To be clear, this is not to suggest that age or maturity differences led to
problems for the potential or ongoing sexual/romantic relationship; but, rather, that interview
participants justified their ghosting behavior as being the result of their young age and
immature actions. For example, Rodrick (25, White man) indicated ghosting was something
he did ‘a few times when | was younger’. Chester (25, White man), similarly indicated:

It wasn't as much of a mature relationship, as in, there wasn't much discussion about
those boundaries ahead of time. It [the ghosting] was more just kind of something
that happened. | was also younger for this one, which probably plays into it.

Chester later indicated that because he is older now, he does not ghost out on people any
more. Because most of the participants for this study were young adults, we also interviewed
some older participants to get a sense of comparison. Notably, they too saw ghosting as a
‘young’ behavior. For example, Heather (46, White woman) explained ghosting situations from
when she was younger. As she shared: ‘Well we decided he was a jerk (laughing) cause that’s
not nice, you don’t do that as a grown person. Maybe when you’re a young one and you’re not
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capable or understand how to communicate or treat someone’. Again, in this quote, ghosting
is affirmed as normative behavior for the young, but something individuals should grow out
of as they age and mature.

Protective justifications. Finally, individuals often appealed to issues of self-protection and
the importance of safety in framing their justifications for ghosting. Sub-themes ranged from
behaviors that was offensive to behaviors that were more threatening or dangerous.

The person was disrespectful. Participants were often able to recount times in which had felt
hurt or talked about instances of disrespect as natural justifications for why ghosting should
occur. Barkington (27, White woman) stated, ‘I think that if a relationship isn't healthy, or if
somebody is, you know, like, if things are coming to a natural and another person is harassing
you or whatever, | think it's fine to just check out’. Along those same lines, other participants
recalled instances of hurt in their relationships that prompted them to engage in ghosting,
such as Chanel (21, Black woman):

Well, in my situation with that one friend, it was the disrespect. Like someone being
openly, like, just obviously disrespectful to you. That definitely makes you step back
and, just, like you know. Re-evaluate what’s right.

In these instances, participants did not feel as if the behavior was aggressive or abusive — but,
rather, that disrespectful communication warranted ghosting as a (non)response strategy.

The person was aggressive or abusive. In other instances, behavior crossed the line from
being disrespectful to being aggressive or outright abusive. In these instances, ghosting
was viewed as a necessity for self-protection from further or potential harm. Notably, it was
only women in the study who shared such stories. In several instances, the communication
described was aggressive in nature. As Pia (20, White woman) shared:

This past summer the guy was texting me and | didn't really know if he thought we
were more than what | thought, | thought it was just straight friendship, he wanted
more. | quit responding and then he texted me over 50 times. It was crazy and | just,
like, straight never responded.

Similarly, Mary (18, White woman) ghosted when an overly interested friend would not take
no for an answer:

We were just friends and he started, like, asking me out on dates. And | made it clear
that | wasn't interested. But he still kept texting me asking me out on dates so | like
slowly | just stopped responding.

In Mary’s situation, the persistent nature of her friend’s unwanted requests for dates made
it feel as if it were essential for her to ghost. Similarly, Bella (27, White woman) described an
instance where she felt unsafe and decided to ghost:
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I'm thinking of a time where | knew someone who was interested in me, and | wasn't
interested in them, so | didn't think of it as a romantic relationship. But they did, and
even though | very clearly was like, I'm not interested in dating, they kind of got pushy
and aggressive. And | stop talking to them ... Because | felt kind of weird about it.
And almost, like, unsafe? So, | would say in a situation like that, | would tell them that
that might not be a bad choice to stop talking to the person.

One woman even shared that she ghosted in response to unwanted sexual language. As Sage
(24, White woman) indicated: ‘Um, well you know the uncomfortable situation of, [laughs],
you know someone like says they want to jerk off to you, on the first date, then yeah, that
coulddoit’.

Discussion

In line with past research®—the young adults who participated in this study indicated that
ghosting is a sometimes-hurtful, often anxiety-inducing, and frequently uncertainty-laden
practice. Those who are involved with ghosting appear to have disjunctive attitudes regarding
its impacts and appropriateness. That is, people tend to explain ghosting as inappropriate,
immature, and sometimes hurtful when talking about how others have done it to them; yet,
when talking about their own complicity with ghosting, they often have justifications for why
it was appropriate.

Along those lines and moving into a second key finding in this research: Ghosting appears
to be rather complex, at least in terms of how it functions emotionally. Based on participant
explanations, ghosting can be a way of protecting themselves and others. As one example,
many justified their ghosting practices by noting that it avoided awkwardness and allowed
them to minimize embarrassment. Future research should explore the face saving®
aspects of ghosting. Would someone rather have a concrete answer as to why the relational
communication ceased? Or would they rather face uncertainty in lieu of hurt feelings or
embarrassment? Answers to these questions might inform the ethics of ghosting. Further,
some participants—notably, all women—indicated that ghosting was a way of protecting
themselves after being disrespected, experiencing aggressiveness, or even experiencing
harassment. Future research should examine ghosting as a form of protection — particularly
through feminist®® or sexual assault® lenses.
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DISJUNCTIVE VIEWS OF GHOSTING

In addition to the meaning regarding ghosting that has been established in this study, the use
of coordinated management of meaning as the theoretical focus also demands consider