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Picking Your Partner: 

How Dating Sites are Affecting Relationships 

 

In 2016, 27 percent of Americans 18-24 years old reported that they had used an online 

dating site, over twice as many than in 2013 (Anderson, Smith, 2016). Online dating sites have 

become extremely popular since their release, and are affecting our romantic relationships. 

Humans have always attempted to find a partner that they are attracted to, whether it is due to 

personality, intelligence, physical characteristics or an endless combination of other factors. 

Though this does not change when using a dating site, the way you find a potential partner is. 

When people think of a “date” what comes to mind is going on out with someone you may have 

been set up with by a friend, or that you recently met while you were out. People are using 

dating sites and starting relationships through different means than in the past. More and more 

people are starting dates with the click of a button or from the swipe of a phone rather than 

other conventional ways. Sites have changed certain aspects of dating that may be difficult to 

some and cleared these obstacles. As millions of people utilize easily accessible dating sites, 

they are affecting romantic relationships by changing how people access, communicate, and get 

matched with potential partners in today’s world. This paper presents not whether online dating 



is good nor bad, but rather that it is a common technology in our society that has an effect on 

our romantic relationships.  

Online dating offers many new advantages to users that millions of people have utilized. 

It is a much different way to start a date than a more typical smile and introduction. Entering the 

online dating pool is easy, and works at your own pace. While filling out your profile, you can 

think about what people should know about you, and whom you are looking for. After being 

matched with potential partners, if you’re not quite ready to meet someone in person then there 

is no obligation to. Some people may be shy, and not themselves during the first encounter, 

however, online dating lets people think about what they want to say and takes away the 

pressure of social interactions. For those who are cautious about whom they are meeting, users 

often take safety precautions before they meet a someone they may on a date with. Before 

setting up a date, a user can do their own background check on another user, by looking at their 

facebook or googling them. It was reported that 86 percent of women and 65 percent of men 

check out their date on Facebook ahead of when they first meet them (Express, 2017). It also 

allows you to broaden your choices of whom you want to go on dates with. While you are on 

dating sites you are more likely to meet people outside of your social circle who also found 

themselves looking for dates online. 

Largely prevalent of any society is how its members form romantic relationships. So, 

what happens when the way relationships are formed drastically changes over a short period of 

time? Online dating sites are changing the way people meet, but we do not know how they are 

affecting relationships. It is unclear whether the use of online dating sites is beneficial or not 

both for relationships and society.  

Dating sites came largely into the public eye when Match.com was released in 1995. 

Match.com was soon followed by a surge of many more, like Tinder in 2012, which altered 



dating even further. The idea of matching people with potential partners is nothing new, in fact, it 

has been around for hundreds of years. In 1870, The Matrimonial News, in San Francisco 

began releasing newspaper advertisement for singles. Men would pay about $0.25 for their own 

advertisement, and it was free women. With each advertisement went along a list of regulations 

that were to be followed. The advertisements were required to give height, weight, personal 

appearance, financial and social position, and a description of desired characteristics in a 

romantic partner (PBS, 2015). Then, in 1910 the “lonely soldiers” movement took place. During 

World War I, British soldiers took advantage of “personal” sections in British publications. They 

began submitting short statements about themselves, and stating they were looking for young 

single women. A British newspaper at the time, The Link, began publishing lonely soldier 

advertisements. These personal blurbs were short lived though, as the paper was indicted for 

promoting homosexual activity that was illegal in Britain at the time (Buck, 2017). The ideology 

of finding a partner based simply on given information is nothing new, but the extreme to which 

it is affecting relationships, and being utilized is. 

From 2013 to 2016, the percent of 55 to 64 year olds who reported that they had used 

an online dating site doubled. Online dating became even more popular for 18 to 24 year olds 

during the same time period. Only 5 percent of 18 to 24 year olds reported having used a dating 

site in 2013, but 24 percent reported that they had in 2016 (Anderson, Smith, 2016). Below, two 

graphs display that the way couples meet changed significantly with the rise of online dating. 

With such a rapid increase of users in just a three year span, it is easy to see why the number of 

relationships that started online also increased. The red line represents meeting online, and the 

bright blue line represents meeting through friends. 



 

Graph  from “The Strength of Absent Ties: Social Integration via Online Dating” by Josue Ortega and Philipp Hergovich. 

 

Dating sites usually involve setting up an online profile to give them a face in the virtual 

dating world. By using computer-mediated communication, people are able to connect with 

potential partners. While filling out profiles, users are asked to provide personal characteristics, 

like height, hair color, hobbies, education. This set up poses many problems in regard to how 

users present themselves and whether it is in an honest manor. Profile deception is one of the 

main concerns among online data users. Even though dating sites have become extremely 

popular, reports of negative experiences are not uncommon. 54 percent of online daters felt that 

there were users who misinterpreted themselves on their profile (Duggan, Smith, 2013). 

With the use of dating sites, people are losing the ability to know what what someone 

looks like by simply meeting them face to face. Someone using a dating site is able to fabricate 

information on their profile. The Pew Research Center concluded that It is more than just 

physical appearance that is commonly misrepresented on users profiles (Duggan, Smith 2013). 



People felt that over 40 percent of users misinterpreted information about age (46%); 

relationship goals (49%); marital status (45%); and marital status (40%) (Duggan, Smith, 2013). 

Users are attempting to create an appealing profile rather than an appropriate representation of 

themselves. Furthermore, 22 percent of online daters have asked someone to help them create 

or better their profile (Duggan, Smith, 2013). 

People using dating sites typically want someone who is similar to themselves, and a 

relationship that suits them. When signing up for a dating site, members are asked to fill out an 

extensive list of personal preferences in a partner like hair color, height, age, interests, religion 

and many others to go along with their own personal preferences and characteristics. Online 

dating companies advertise that they provide users with access to a dating pool that is filled with 

potential partners. Sites like Match.com and OkCupid use an algorithm to calculate users match 

percentage. On these sites, you are asked to rate how important each profile question is, for 

example, “Do you like to go out on the weekend, or stay in?” you would answer the question 

and then rate how important it is to you. Users are given the option to rate an answer, not 

important, somewhat important, or very important. The site then provides you with potential 

partners by comparing your profile answers to other profiles. Then the site matches you with 

people based on compatibility.  

The convenience of dating sites that match you with potential partners based on 

compatibility may work for some, but there’s no guarantee. Kevin Lewis, a professor at the 

University of California, San Diego says that there is actually no evidence that proves a high 

match percentage based on compatibility through a dating site leads to a successful 

relationship. Sites like OkCupid and Match.com claim they can pair you with the best romantic 

partners using their matching algorithm. According to Lewis, OkCupid “basically has no clue 

whether a higher match percentage actually correlates with relationship success.” Even though 



these sites are able to match users with romantic partners, it does not mean that they are the 

right person for you. In the U.S. the average length of a marriage that ends in a divorce is 96 

months, but only 18.5 months for marriages that started online (Duggan, Smith, 2013). With 

such a high percentage of users reporting that they felt people on dating sites had 

misinterpreted themselves on their profile people could be jumping into relationships before they 

truly know their partner. 

As online dating sites have become more prominent in society, attitudes towards them 

have also changed. As seen in the “lonely soldiers” movement, finding dates through a dating 

profile had a stigma to it. Many people who used online dating sites were labeled as people who 

were socially inept and couldn’t get a date on their own. This began to change when online 

dating sites were seen more commonly in social media (Finkel, Eastwick, Karney, Reis, 

Sprecher, 2012). The movie You’ve Got Mail (1998) along with other pop culture, helped ease 

the stigma around online dating. When studied by the Pew Research Center in 2005, the public 

generally didn’t  

feel that online dating sites were a good way to meet people. A Decade later, some people are  

still pessimistic towards dating sites, but positive attitudes towards the sites increased 

(Anderson, Smith, 2016).  



  

(Anderson, Smith, 2016) 

 

More recently in the online dating world is the app Tinder. Available for iPhone and 

Samsung users, setting up your profile is extremely easy and unlike that of Match.com Or 

OkCupid. Instead of matching people based on compatibility, users are connected to nearby 

singles. A profile made up of someone’s name, location, photos, and a 240 character space to 

write something of your choice. The profiles are then put into a digital pool of singles nearby that 

you can look through on your smartphone. When you come across a profile that you are 

interested in, then you swipe right, otherwise, you swipe left. When two users swipe right, they 

are alerted that they have a “match” and can begin messaging their match through the app 

(Colao, 2014).  

Released in 2012, Tinder allows users under the age of 50 to quickly connect with 

singles near them. Since it’s release, the app has not only become popular in the United States, 

but also in various other countries around the world. Tinder is just one app on a long list of 



popular dating apps. With a sample of over 6 millions mobile dating app users, it is easy to see 

which apps are becoming popular in other countries. 

 

(Ogury, 2017) 

 

With the ability to either swipe left (reject) or swipe right (accept), Tinder’s matching 

process is run by the user and generally based around pictures of users (Cambre, David, 2016). 

The design of the app requires little effort compared to other online dating sites and by 

connecting potential partners in such a different way has promoted “casual hookups” and a 

number of other user intentions. A Cornell University student was quoted by the Huffington Post 

saying “People don’t think of [Tinder] as online dating, they think of it as a game… I think of it as 

a beauty contest plus messaging” (Zellinger, 2013). Roughly 50 percent of Tinder users are 

between ages 18 to 24, and 96 percent of have never tried another dating application (Colao, 

2014). Which remains extremely relevant to the “hookup” culture that the use of Tinder may be 

promoting.  



The use of dating sites like Tinder, constructed to display physical appearance have 

users “shopping” for matches. There’s a certain gratification that is felt when someone swipes 

right on your profile (Finkel, Eastwick, Karney, Reis, Sprecher, 2012). The randomness of a 

notification on your phone provides a feeling of reward and acceptance. This is a lot similar to 

the feeling created from receiving likes on instagram, or facebook. This occurs because of the 

brain's release of the drug dopamine, which makes someone feel happier. When this occurs, 

users are getting validation and attention from potential partners. This “dating game” that occurs 

isn’t promoting romantic relationships though, but rather quick ways to meet people or hookup. 

An online dating app with a unique set up, Tinder offers a great example as to how people are 

people are using mobile dating sites, and the underlying gratification users may receive from 

them.  

 It is clear that dating sites are becoming more popular as the stigma around them 

diminishes. Research and data has shown that even with its flaws, online dating is apparent in 

our society. Analyzing how all these changes in online dating are affecting our relationships 

remains much more difficult though. 

 By looking at the subject of online dating from an STS (Science, Technology and 

Society) point of view, instead of one that is data driven, its effects into many aspects of our 

lives becomes undeniable. With an abundance of technological advancements around us today, 

it often plays an invisible roll in influencing our communication, accessibility, and behavior in 

relationships. Online dating has potential to alleviate the pursuit of a romantic relationships that 

many people can find to be frustrating and time-consuming. I see online dating sites becoming 

very popular in the future because of changing ideology in our society. Presently, we live in a 

society that craves the convenience of technology. Convenience is exactly what online dating 

brings to the table, with the ability to quickly and easily create a profile, match with potential 



partners, communicate, and find a relationship that works for you. Which is why the technology 

will rise to higher popularity similarly to advancements like televisions and smartphones.  

Any type of dating has its drawbacks, but what’s important is you. Whom you chose to 

be in a relationship with is a big part of life that should be taken seriously. Individuals should 

strive to find what works best for them, and individuals using dating sites should not be frowned 

upon by society. While online dating users should be honest in their profile and watch for 

misrepresentation in other profiles, online dating will advance like other technologies and 

become stronger. Moving forward what should be taken away is how different online dating is 

then traditional methods of finding a relationship and for better or for worse the technology is 

and will remain to become more prevalent in society.  
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