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Abstract 

This study examines the 'rationalization' of love facilitated through online match-making 

services. By applying the concepts of institutionalized individualism, this examination 

understands these matching services as institutions of expert knowledge that play an increasingly 

prominent role in individuals' creation of love lives. This study is concerned with the 

understanding of love as a precarious freedom in Western society, and as such, leads to an 

uncertainty of love. This study explores the strategies online match-making services use to assert 

themselves as the necessary institutions for the purpose of managing and even removing this 

uncertainty of love. Using a constructivist grounded theory approach 1 identify three main 

strategies employed by these services: (1) exaggerating the notion of an uncertain love, (2) 

granting access to 'secret knowledge' and (3) imparting individual responsibility. The findings 

from this examination suggest that rather than decreasing the number of uncertainties associated 

with finding and maintaining a romantic relationship, the 'rationalization' of love leads to an 

increase and reinforcement of the uncertainties of love. Thus, this study argues that an 

(un)certain path to love is generated by the 'rationalization' of love that is facilitated through 

online match-making services. 
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Introduction 

This study is concerned with the conceptualization of romantic love through online 

match-making services. Specifically, this study is guided by a major focus on the 

'rationalization' of love by these services. Romantic love is one of the most sought after and 

desired human experiences. However, love is also understood as something difficult to obtain 

and maintain in Western society. Love is something that happens to an individual; it is something 

that as individuals we perceive ourselves as having little or no control over, for the most part. 

Individuals actively pursue their quest for romantic love through both online and offline match

making services, through online and offline personal ads, and through the assistance of friends 

and family. This study is concerned with the search for romantic love strictly within online 

match-making services. 

As millions of individuals in Western society turn to match-making services in order to 

find an 'ideal' love match, it is important to understand the role that these match-making services 

have on the creation of a relationship. Individuals come to trust these services with their love 

lives. Thus, coming to understand how these services present their understanding of love and 

success within romantic relationships is essential to understanding the creation of relationships 

facilitated through match-making services online. This study seeks to clarify the role of online 

match-making services in the quest for love. 

It is the necessity of living a self-chosen life within a society of institutionalized 

individualism (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 2002) that enables an active pursuit of love. 

However, this active pursuit of love differs from others in that it is desired because of the 

perception that one can achieve a 'scientific' or "medically optimized" love that will enable 

individuals to find their perfect partner (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 1995, p 141). Individuals are 

1  
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a romantic relationship (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 1995). Thus, studying the active pursuit of 

love online that is facilitated through match-making services offers a unique perspective of how 

love is impacted by the processes of institutionalized individualism, and how these services 

engage in this process in order to provide its members with a 'rationalized' love. 

Research on online dating has highlighted the desire for a more easily attainable love 

(Henry-Waring and Barrket, 2008; Baker and Whitty, 2008). This has been argued by some to be 

fulfilled by online match-making services (Brym and Lenton, 2001). However, the very nature of 

Western society is presented as contributing to the uncertainty and difficulty in finding and 

maintaining love. That is, individuals no longer have a clear definition of love or what it means 

to belong and participate in a romantic relationship. Thus, individuals struggle with analysing 

and negotiating the various options and decisions that love requires. This uncertainty of love 

leaves individuals searching for answers and direction through various forms of expert 

knowledge (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 1995). However, the question remains, if by 

understanding online match-making services as institutions of expert knowledge, do they in fact 

resolve the issues of uncertainty and difficulty of maintaining romantic relationships that Beck 

and Beck-Gernsheim (1995) argue exists. The answer to this question will highlight not only, the 

processes of online match-making services, but also the processes of finding and maintaining 

romantic love fostered by these services. It will be the answer to this question that will also be 

the major focus for this thesis. Thus, the central research question for this thesis is: how is 

institutionalized individualization enacted through online match-making services and what 

implications does this have on one's pursuit and expectations of 'rational' love online? 

I will argue that these institutions of expert knowledge create an (un)certain path to love 

through their 'rationalization' of love. I will demonstrate that these institutions generate and 
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and Beck-Gernsheim (1995) argue exists. The answer to this question will highlight not only, the 

processes of online match-making services, but also the processes involved in finding and 

maintaining romantic love fostered by these services. It will be the answer to this question that 

will also be the major focus for this thesis. Thus, the central research question for this thesis is: 

how is love conceptualized and promoted through online match-making services and what 

implications may this have on the pursuit and expectation of a 'rational' love online? 

I will argue that these institutions of expert knowledge create an (un)certain path to love 

through their 'rationalization' of love. I will demonstrate that these institutions generate and 

reinforce the uncertainties of love through an understanding of individuals as living self-chosen 

lives. This study will use the literature of institutionalized individualism in order to argue that it 

is through these institutions' understanding of the individual as being impacted by societal 

factors that allows for the necessity of a 'rationalized' love that is dependent on individual 

actions and choices. As such, I suggest that online match-making services attempt to exercise a 

measure of social control over their members. This social control is supported by the assertion 

that members will be faced with the trails of loneliness if they do not follow the services' expert 

advice. 

The following section presents the design and data analysis strategy. This study utilizes 

extant texts from three main online dating websites and two affiliate websites. Using a 

constructivist approach for this study, the goal of this section is to make transparent the methods 

employed in the analysis of these extant texts. 

Analysis Strategy and Design 

This section outlines the methods employed for both the collection and analysis of data. 

This research project utilized a constructivist grounded theory approach to gather and code data 
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(Charmaz, 2006; Corbin and Strauss, 1990; Duchscer and Morgan, 2004). Similar to any other 

research method, there are apparent strengths and weaknesses to this approach. This section 

addresses these strengths and weakness, and gives particular emphasis to the notions of validity 

and truth, and generalizability in qualitative research. This section will conclude with a 

discussion of the data analysis strategy. It will examine the coding process used in this study as 

well as the benefits of using such a coding process. 

Research Design 

The research design of this study employs the use of qualitative research methods. A 

textual analysis of the dating websites eHarmony.com, Match.com and PerfectMatch.com has 

been used. A textual analysis of the dating websites has been utilized in order to analyse the 

promotion of a 'rationalized' love and the positioning of these websites as institutions of expert 

knowledge. From this textual analysis I hoped to gain an understanding of the type of individual 

and expertise that is promoted by the dating websites. As well, 1 hoped to gain an in-depth 

understanding of the individual websites' operations. That is, how each website matches its 

clients, what is similar and dissimilar between sites, how is the dating relationship 

conceptualized by each site and how do the websites define a successful relationship. The 

objective of my textual analysis was to define the strategies employed by online match-making 

services to achieve a 'rational' love. 

This textual analysis makes use of extant texts. That is, the websites serve as data that as 

a researcher I have no part in producing. Using extant texts has provided me with valuable data 

that is easily accessible and unobtrusive in its collection (Charmaz, 2006). In this way, I was able 

to easily collect my data for my textual analysis through online sources. 
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The original research design of this study consisted of two qualitative research methods: 

a textual analysis of the dating websites eHarmony, Match.com and PerfectMatch, and 

interviews with online daters who have utilized the above dating sites in order to find a romantic 

partner. The textual analysis was meant to provide contextual information from which to base 

interview questions on (Brennan, 2005). Thus, the interviews were meant to build off of the 

textual analysis. This study originally intended to provide an independent source of data to 

compare with my personal collection of data (Charmaz, 2006). 

Using interviews within this study was meant to enable a better understanding as to not 

only how the dating relationship is conceptualized by online daters, but also why individuals 

make use of online dating sites. From the interviews my objective was to gain a greater degree of 

information that I would not be privy to within my textual analysis of the online match-making 

sites. Interviews allow researchers to gain access to information that is not normally made public 

or is not easily known (Denzin, 2001). Therefore, by using interviews 1 hoped to achieve a 

greater degree of understanding of these institutions of expert knowledge from the members 

themselves. 

Unfortunately, I was unable to acquire any research participants that were willing to 

discuss their online dating experiences. Even with ample recruitment postings around the 

Carleton University Campus, online and within three high-rise apartment buildings in Ottawa, 

Ontario, only one individual answered my recruitment postings. This individual, however, 

wanted to be financially compensated for his time; being unable to do this, this individual 

declined to participate in this study. 1 was surprised by the lack of participants for this study. 

Initially, I believed that it would be easy to acquire interview participants. After months without 

individuals showing interest in participating in this study I was required to redesign how I was 
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going to conduct this research project. I subsequently removed the use of interviews from my 

study and concentrated on the explicit processes of a 'rationalization' of love through a textual 

analysis of the websites. 

Conducting a textual analysis does pose some limitations. The issue of validity and truth 

within qualitative research was originally perceived as an unattainable goal. The question of 

interpretation within qualitative research led many to believe that the results gleaned from this 

form of research was not valid. Traditionally, it was only the positivist or natural social science 

tradition that could claim authority over truth in research (Seale, 1999a). This claim to validity 

was grounded in the ability to create testable theories that were not dependent on the observable 

facts from which the theories were created (Seale, 1999a). However, this thesis takes a 

constructivist approach to the social phenomenon under study. A constructivist approach is part 

of the interpretative tradition and acknowledges that the results gathered from the textual 

analysis only provide a partial understanding to the social phenomena under study (Charmaz, 

2006; 2009). As such, it proposes that absolute truth is impossible within social science research, 

nor is it the goal. Objective knowledge on a particular social phenomenon is seen as impossible 

to obtain, as every researcher brings with them one's own past experiences and knowledge 

(Seale, 1999a; Flyvbjerg, 2001). 

However, one must also be cognisant of the fact that extant texts are products that have 

been created for a specific purpose. Therefore, I did not assume that my textual analysis would 

provide me with the organizational processes, or "backstage" to these dating websites (Charmaz, 

2006). This inability to account for the "backstage" processes of these sites can be seen as a 

limitation of this study. The use of multiple methods is meant to account for this limitation of a 

textual analysis (Charmaz, 2006). The inability to acquire interview data, therefore, creates 
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difficulties in coming to understand more than the explicit processes made available through the 

websites. Interviews with online daters would have added another dimension to this study by 

accounting for how individuals engage with the explicit processes of these sites. 

Furthermore, another potential limitation of this study is that qualitative research has 

been argued to possess generalizablity issues. Traditionally, only quantitative data could be seen 

as possessing generalizablity (Seale, 1999b; Flyvbjerg, 2001). However, qualitative data can and 

is generalizable. By providing a rich and thick detailed analysis of multiple cases, Seale (1999b) 

argues that qualitative research can be generalized. Moreover, Flyvbjerg (2001) asserts that 

generalizabilty can be achieved from a single case. Conversely, generalizability within 

qualitative research is not about generalizing from cases to the larger population, but rather to 

social processes (Warren and Karner, 2010). Therefore, the goal of qualitative research is not 

always generalizability (Flyvbjerg, 2001; Warren and Karner, 2010). I am not striving for 

generalizable data in relation to the larger population within my thesis, but rather to provide 

thick, rich detailed accounts for my interpretations of the social phenomenon under study 

(Warren and Karner, 2010). From this, my goal is to generate a generalizable theory from my 

cases to the social processes. 

Data Collection 

My main sources of data came from a textual analysis of three online dating websites. 

The data was collected between the months of May 2010 and July 2010. eHarmony.com, 

Match.com and PerfectMatch.com have been selected as cases for the potential information that 

they will provide. That is, I am using information-oriented cases for this study (Flyvbjerg, 2001). 

Two sister websites are also used in this study. CompatiblePartners.com, the sister site of 

eHarmony, has also been included in this analysis as this site is used to match same-sex couples. 
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Both PerfectMatch and Match.com match same-sex couples through their main site. Therefore, it 

is important to also include eHarmony's approach to same-sex relationships through an analysis 

of their sister site Compatible Partners. Chemistry.com, the sister site ofMatch.com, has also 

been used in this research project as Chemistry.com is presented to members ofMatch.com as an 

extra tool or approach to dating. In order to better understand Match.corn's approach to dating 

and the 'tools' it makes available to its members, it is necessary to include Chemistry.com in this 

analysis. 

Data was first pulled from the PerfectMatch website. All data, including the dating 

profile, personality questionnaire, general information pertaining to PerfectMatch and its expert 

authority, questions and answers with their on-staff expert, safety tips, matching methods, and 

dating categories and advice were used in this analysis. Any data that was generated by members 

was not included in the analysis. Member generated data was not used because the goal of this 

study is to understand how the sites conceptualize love and romantic relationships. Success 

stories and general member advice, for example, date night recipes, were not included in this 

study. Next, data was gathered from the eHarmony and Compatible Partners websites. Similar to 

PerfectMatch, online material generated by eHarmony and Compatible Partners' members were 

not included in this analysis. This included success stories and online community discussion 

boards. Rather, safety tips, the personality profile, the relationship questionnaire, general 

information for the site and expertise, advice, which included dating articles and eHarmony 

Labs, the matching methods and dating categories were used in this study. For the advice articles 

the first 15 articles for each dating category was included in this analysis. Lastly, data was taken 

from the Match.com and Chemistry sites. Again, data generated by members was not included in 

the analysis, specifically, the success stories. Similar to eHarmony, the first 15 articles of each 
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advice category in Match.com's online Happen magazine is included in this study. As well, 

general dating advice, matching methods for both sites, dating categories, the personality/dating 

preferences questionnaire, Match.com's profile, 'about pages' for the site and expertise, safety 

tips and MatchMobile were utilized as sources of data for this study. 

Data Analysis 

Constructivist grounded theory, part of the interpretative tradition, asserts that the object 

of highest importance to one's research is the social phenomenon under study. As well, asking 

the how questions, that is, how individuals act and how meanings are developed, are central to 

constructivist grounded theory (Charmaz, 2006). Since this thesis is taking a constructivist 

approach, 1 acknowledge that the results gathered from the data are an interpretation of the 

processes of the selected online match-making services and that these websites only provide a 

partial understanding of their facilitation of romantic relationships and the formation of romantic 

love online (Charmaz, 2009). 

The textual analysis was completed by hand and did not make use of computer software 

programs (e.g., NVivo) in order to aid in the analysis. According to Doucet and Mauthner (2003) 

the intervention of technology into the research process can lead to the assumption of objectivity. 

Using computer software programs can also lead to the construction of different codes and 

hence, a different analysis of the data in comparison to an analysis completed by hand. 

Constructivist grounded theory requires a constant comparison between and within codes and 

memos (Charmaz, 2006); therefore, I chose to complete my analysis by hand in order to remain 

close to my data and its analysis. 

Using grounded theory, data taken from the websites was coded initially using open 

coding techniques. Open coding procedures fragment one's data in order to challenge the 
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researcher to remain open to whatever themes or categories emerge from the data (Charmaz, 

2006; Strauss, 1987). As such, open coding is used to name these emergent themes by remaining 

close to one's data. The goal of this open coding process is to securitize previous understandings, 

held by both the researcher and others, in order to ignite new ways of understanding the 

phenomenon under study (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). Thus, as a researcher I must be aware of 

my own assumptions held about the phenomenon under study and the impact this may have on 

the data analysis process. Charmaz (2006) argues that it is impossible for researchers not to 

possess previous skills and conceptualizations held about the phenomenon under study, but that 

the open coding process is meant to challenge, and thus account for a researcher's 'conceptual 

baggage'. 

There are two main coding processes within open coding: line by line and incident to 

incident. I first coded the PerfectMatch site using line by line coding and wrote memos on the 

emerging themes. Memo writing is a crucial step in the grounded theory process, as it is used as 

a tool for writing and organizing initial drafts of the data analysis, and also assists the researcher 

in capturing emergent ideas, actions and processes from the data. Memos also help form the 

basis of the 'constant comparative method', whereby the researcher compares within and 

between different codes, categories and sources of data (Charmaz, 1995; Glaser and Strauss, 

1967). Line by line coding requires the researcher to remain open to emerging themes, while 

deconstructing properties of the data. That is the researcher codes for each line of data and 

begins to construct categories and investigate processes (Charmaz, 2006). Strauss and Corbin 

(1998) argue that the development of categories early in one's research is crucial, as categories 

form the foundation for theoretical sampling. Line by line coding allows the researcher to remain 

close to the data, while still controlling for the imposition of one's own biases or motivations 
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(Charmaz, 1995). From the line by line procedure 75 categories were generated from 

PerfectMatch, 72 from eHarmony and 60 categories from Match.com. I then proceeded to write 

memos on these emerging categories in order to explicate emerging processes. 

The last stage in the open coding process is incident to incident. Here, the researcher 

compares each incident, and moves back and forth between previously conceived notions of 

incidents with emerging ideas. From this process the researcher can begin to delineate the 

properties of a promising concept (Charmaz, 2006). I compared within and between the online 

match-making sites' use of safety tips, personality questionnaires, advice articles, matching 

methods, and profile tools. I also compared within and between the data for initial line by line 

categories. Memos were then written on similar and dissimilar events that emerged from the 

data. The open coding procedure of line by line coding and incident to incident enables the 

development of well-constructed codes that are grounded in the data (Charmaz, 2006). 

The next coding procedure in grounded theory is focused coding. Focus coding refines 

initial codes and categories and brings forth emerging categories that make the most analytic 

sense from which to guide the focused coding process (Charmaz, 2006). Essentially, focused 

coding requires the researcher to utilize frequently occurring earlier codes as a guide to move 

through a large amount of data (Charmaz, 1995). The generation of categories through focused 

coding refers to the selection of codes that come to best reflect the processes in one's data. As 

such, by cultivating focused codes that are active, one is better able to see the processes that are 

emerging from the data (Charmaz, 1995). "As you engage in focused coding, you attempt to 

build and to clarify your category by examining all the data it covers and by identifying the 

variations within and between other categories" (Charmaz, 1995, p 42). Thus, focused coding 

requires the construction of memos that explicate the relationships and properties within and 
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between categories. I utilized memo diagrams throughout the focused coding process in order to 

visually construct the emerging relationships between categories and their properties. I then used 

free-writing memo techniques to begin to trace the relationships between categories as displayed 

in my diagrams. 

Constructivist grounded theory is not a straight-forward process, typically the researcher 

does not move from one coding process to the next in a linear progression. I moved back and 

forth between focused coding and axial coding. Axial coding is a procedure used to delineate 

subcategories to categories. Whereas initial coding fragments data, axial coding seeks to re-unify 

the data in a new way (Charmaz, 2006; Strauss and Corbin, 1998). Axial coding requires the 

researcher to relate categories to subcategories by linking causal conditions to the phenomenon 

under study, context, intervening conditions, actions and consequences (Strauss and Corbin, 

1998). I utilized the conditional coding matrix as outlined by Scott (2004) in order to conduct 

axial coding. Here, I began by naming the category. I used my own code, generated by the data, 

to name the category, but also used quotes from the data itself to help illuminate and define the 

category. Next, the coding matrix helps delineate the properties of a category by asking when, 

where, why, how and with what consequences that a particular category emerges (Scott, 2004). 

The conditional coding matrix assists the researcher in bringing pieces of data back together, and 

enables the explicating of properties to categories. Thus, the conditional coding matrix assists in 

data interpretation and the generation of theory (Scott, 2004). 

The last strategy in the grounded theory process is theoretical sampling and sorting, and 

ensuring theoretical saturation. Theoretical sampling is a procedure that assists in the generation 

of theory, whereby the researcher actively seeks out data related to a specific category and its 

properties (Charmaz, 2006; Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Strauss and Corbin, 1998). This is carried 
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out until no new properties are present. The inability to discover new properties within one's data 

is also known as theoretical saturation (Charmaz, 2006). Here, I went back through my data and 

coded for my main categories until my properties consistently repeated themselves. Theoretical 

sampling is a conscious and deliberate action regarding what one should sample in order to 

acquire relevant data (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). 1 focused on the advice literature, information 

pertaining to the sites' match-making methods and the provided assistance to members as part of 

my theoretical sampling. 

As I engaged in theoretical sorting, I went back through my memos and constructed 

additional memo diagrams. I also rearranged my previous memos and changed the relational 

links between categories within my diagrams. By sorting categories, the researcher is able to 

perceive how categories work or do not work together. This helps to enable a logical ordering of 

categories and assists in the construction one's narrative of the data (Charmaz, 2006). 

Three core categories emerged from my textual analysis: (1) exaggerating the notion of 

an uncertain love, (2) granting access to 'secret knowledge' and (3) imparting individual 

responsibility. Throughout the process of data analysis relevant literature was gathered on online 

dating in order to come to better understand this social phenomenon and to also situate the data 

within current approaches to online dating. The remaining chapters of this study will discuss this 

literature on online dating, situate the 'rationalization' of love within institutionalized 

individualism, and examine the three core categories in relation to the literature and this 

theoretical approach. 

Overview of Chapters 

This study is presented in four chapters. The first chapter addresses contemporary issues 

and debates in online dating research. Beginning with a discussion of early research on 
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computer-mediated communication (CMC) and the subsequent impact that this had on initial 

perceptions of online dating, this chapter charts out the changing attitudes and understandings of 

online dating. Canadians are increasingly turning to online dating as a means to find a romantic 

partner. Over one million Canadians visited an online dating site in 2000 (Brym and Lenton, 

2001), though as internet trends have changed in the last decade this number has undoubtedly 

increased. Thus, who uses online dating websites is something that has changed drastically over 

the years. As more individuals 'move' online to find a romantic relationship, the importance of 

the space online where the relationship was initiated gains precedence in understanding online 

relationships. Therefore, not necessarily who finds love online, but where that love is initiated 

gains importance in online dating research (Baker and Whitty, 2008; Whitty and Carr, 2006). 

Chapter Two examines the work of Ulrich Beck and Elisabeth Beck-Gernsheim 

contributions to the study of institutionalized individualism. Institutionalized individualism is a 

process whereby institutions (e.g., the education system) act on individuals in order to produce 

an outcome that is of benefit to society (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 2002). This chapter proposes 

a necessity of love within a society of institutional individualization that requires an active 

pursuit of love. That is, that love, understood as a precarious freedom, requires individuals to 

define, plan, calculate and negotiate what love means, and how to find and maintain it (Beck and 

Beck- Gernsheim, 1995). The means to acquire this precarious freedom, I argue, is believed to be 

through online match-making services. Within this chapter online match-making services are 

defined as institutions of expert knowledge. Therefore, similar to the education system or welfare 

state, online match-making services can play an important role influencing individuals in order to 

produce a desired outcome, which in this instance is love. 
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Chapter Three presents the data analysis and discussion of key findings. Beginning with a 

discussion of the three selected online match-making websites, this chapter first provides what 

services these websites claim to provide for their members, as well as the differences and 

similarities that exist between them. Here, 1 argue that the 'rationalization' of love occurs 

through three strategies exercised by online match-making services. It is through these processes 

that I argue an (un)certain path to love develops. 

Chapter Four concludes this study and addresses the implications of the data analysis on 

the understanding of love in contemporary society. It also examines the contributions that this 

study has on online dating relationships and the understanding of love online. It will also present 

possible areas for future research and concluding thoughts on the examined match-making 

services. 



Chapter One: Searching For Love in AH the Right Places 

Living in an ever increasing technologically driven and dependent society, the movement 

of contemporary dating practices into online forums appears to be perceived as a natural 

progression of the facilitation of romantic relationships. Online spaces where the prime intent 

was not to initiate romantic relationships such as discussion boards, chat rooms, massive 

multiplayer online games (MMOGs) and various other virtual realms that bring people together, 

have been used to foster close relationships for a few decades now (Whitty and Carr, 2006). This 

access to a potentially limitless supply of online strangers from which to meet romantic partners 

was originally only available to certain segments of society who were able to afford both a 

computer and internet access. However, the now widespread use of the internet and the increase 

in computer literacy in Western society is positioning the computer as a popular and powerful 

tool for the initiation of relationships across social strata (Lea and Spears, 1995). Thus, where 

and how one is able to meet potential romantic partners is expanding as technological innovation 

continues to affect how individuals communicate with others (Lawson and Leek, 2006; Whitty, 

Baker and Inman, 2007). 

This study is concerned with the pursuit of romantic love facilitated through online 

match-making services. Thus, this study is looking at websites that foster romantic relationships 

with the intention that the relationships will eventually move offline. However, the studies 

discussed in this chapter highlight online relationships that are initiated through other forms of 

online dating in addition to match-making services, as well as relationships that may or may not 

move offline. As online dating is a relatively new area of study, the use of multiple forms of 

online dating is necessary in order to adequately discuss research on this social phenomenon, as 
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well as to situate my study within the body of literature on romantic relationships that are 

fostered through various online services. 

Online dating encompasses a variety of forms, from one night stands to committed long-

term relationships, from strictly online encounters to eventual encounters offline. Many 

Canadians have turned to sites geared at specifically creating romantic relationships through 

various search functions, such as Match.com and/or personality matching systems, like 

eHarmony.com, in order to find potential partners. Though online match-making services are a 

relatively new social phenomenon, much research has been conducted on them, particularly from 

a psychological perspective (for example, Baker, 2000; 2002; Ben-ze'ev, 2004; Levine 2000; 

Valenburg and Peter, 2007; Whitty, 2003; 2009) and with the intent of discerning the formation 

and legitimacy of these relationships (Anderson and Emmers-Sommer, 2006). This chapter will 

address some of the main issues and debates that have arisen from this research. This chapter is 

divided into two parts. The first section will discuss the origins and original purposes of the 

internet, which will be followed by a discussion of the research on early computer-mediated 

communication (CMC) and the first online "dates". This chapter will begin with a discussion of 

early CMC research in order to help to situate not only theories related to previous CMC 

technologies that have been applied to contemporary dating sites, but will also provide a greater 

degree of understanding of the progression of online dating services. 

The second section will cover more contemporary online dating research. The first 

portion will address the formation of relationships online, including Canadian online dating 

demographics. Some of the key issues pertaining to the 'quality' of online relationships will then 

be discussed, in order to address some of the debates surrounding the meaningfulness of online 
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relationships. Lastly, the market metaphor that has been applied to online match-making services 

will be examined and will conclude this chapter. 

Make Love Not War 

The original intent of the internet, upon its creation in the 1960s, was to ensure that the 

United States government maintained a leading "technological and tactical defensive advantage 

over their Communist foes" (Merkle and Richardson, 2006, p 187). The internet was used to 

facilitate a quicker and easier means of communicating between the American government and 

defence experts (Cooper and Sportoari, 1997). It was the Defensive Advanced Research Projects 

Agency (DARPA) that successfully networked the first computers and developed "defensive 

applications for the internet" (Merkle and Richardson, 2006, p 187). However, after the Cold 

War, DARPA became a private civilian organization known as the Advanced Research Projects 

Agency (ARPA) and was comprised of various American academic institutions. The ARPA 

proceeded to develop networking capabilities across wide area networks (WAN). By the end of 

the 1970s, email became the central means of communication via the internet and because of the 

ease of email, was used amongst academics to aid in the exchange of information (Merkle and 

Richardson, 2006; Parks and Roberts, 1998). In the 1980s, the internet became commercially 

available (Merkle and Richardson, 2006), and by the 1990s research into the effects of CMC on 

socio-emotional engagement as juxtaposed to face-to-face communication was already underway 

(Cooper and Sportoari, 1997). From the very beginnings of the internet, researchers have been 

fascinated by the possibilities and determinants of CMC on the social lives of individuals. 

From the 1990s onward, the internet became an increasingly important part of everyday 

life for members of Western society. The integration of social applications of the internet into 

offline spheres penetrated more and more aspects of the internet as, for example, online 


