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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Regarding matching, no compelling evidence supports 
matching sites’ claims that mathematical algorithms work—
that they foster romantic outcomes that are superior to 
those fostered by other means of pairing partners. Part of 
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and matching), addressing issues of scope, and defining key 
terms. Next, we address the two major questions we seek to 
answer. Part I compares and contrasts online dating with con-
ventional offline dating in terms of pervasiveness, the acquain-
tance process, and compatibility matching, concluding that 
online dating is fundamentally different from conventional 
offline dating on all three of these fronts. Part II examines 
whether online dating yields romantic outcomes that are supe-
rior to those emerging from conventional offline dating. This 
section demonstrates that the claims of superiority made by 
online dating sites lack scientific validity, and it scours diverse 
scientific literatures to discern the ways in which the access, 
communication, and matching offered by online dating sites 
improve versus undermine romantic outcomes. After address-
ing these two major questions, we discuss implications of 
online dating for how people think about and approach roman-
tic relationships, for homogamy (similarity of partners) in 
marriage, and for public policy. Finally, we offer recommen-
dations for relationship seekers.

Overview
Online dating’s three key services

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

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

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

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

Nevertheless, even without controlled experimental studies 
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Scope

Our task was not to provide a comprehensive topography of 
the online dating landscape. This landscape is constantly 
changing—new sites are created and old sites go out of busi-
ness, change forms and names, and have facelifts—so any 
attempt to be comprehensive would achieve immediate obso-
lescence.1 By focusing broadly on the ways dating sites imple-
ment the services of access, communication, and matching, we 
were able to examine the psychological essence of online dat-
ing without becoming preoccupied with any particular claim 
of any particular site (although we did not shy away from 
examining particular claims where doing so was instructive). 
Many online dating sites offer services beyond access, com-
munication, and matching, including dating advice, personal-
ity assessment, and, on occasion, summaries of scientific 
studies of romantic relationships. Although these features 
could have important benefits, we excluded them from this 
analysis both because they are readily accessible outside of 
online dating sites (e.g., through self-help books) and because 
their influence involves individual daters obtaining new 
knowledge rather than processes occurring between two 
potential daters.

In addition, our goal was not to review all Internet sites 
through which people could conceivably meet someone 
online for a romantic relationship. As presented in Table 1, 
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his or her long-term spouse, and everything in between. As 
such, this definition encompasses both attraction contexts, 
in which individuals are evaluating potential romantic part-
ners with whom they do not yet have a romantic relationship 
(i.e., they are not “officially” romantic partners), and rela-
tionship contexts, in which individuals are evaluating some-
one with whom they already share a romantic relationship. 
We refer to both contexts as romantic contexts and to the 
relationships people pursue in both contexts as romantic 
relationships.4

Turning to the people involved in the online dating process, 
the term users refers to those who are pursing potential part-
ners through online dating. The term potential romantic part-
ner refers to any member of one’s preferred sex whom one 
believes is available and interested in finding a romantic part-
ner of the user’s sex, with the term match restricted to a poten-
tial romantic partner whom a mathematical algorithm has 

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

Part I: Is Online Dating Fundamentally 
Different From Conventional Offline 
Dating?

With these definitions in hand, we now turn to the first of the 
two major questions in this article: Is online dating fundamen-
tally different from conventional offline dating (the unique-
ness question)? Our goal was not to compare online dating to 
conventional offline dating on every possible dimension. 
Rather, we focused on three crucial dimensions, examining 
whether online dating represents fundamental rather than 
incremental alterations of the dating landscape. First, is online 
dating a pervasive means through which singles seek to meet 

Table 1. Types of U.S. Online Dating Sites and Their Distinctive Features

Row Type of site Distinctive feature Example sites

Site types within the purview of the present article

1 General self-selection sites Users browse profiles of a wide range of 
partners

Match, PlentyOfFish, OkCupid

2 Niche self-selection sites Users browse profiles of partners from a 
specific population

JDate, Gay, SugarDaddie

3 Family/friend participation sites Users’ family/friends can use the site to play 
matchmaker for them

Kizmeet, HeartBroker

4 Video-dating sites Users interact with partners via webcam SpeedDate, Video dating, WooMe
5 Virtual dating sites Users create an avatar and go on virtual 

dates in an online setting
OmniDate, Weopia, VirtualDateSpace

6 Matching sites using self-reports Sites use algorithms to create matches 
based on users’ self-report data

eHarmony, Chemistry, PerfectMatch

7 Matching sites not using self-report Sites use algorithms to create matches 
based on non-self-report data

GenePartner, ScientificMatch, 
FindYourFaceMate

8 Smartphone apps GPS-enabled apps inform users of partners 
in the vicinity

Zoosk, Badoo, Grindr

 Site types beyond the scope of the present article

9 General personal advertisement 
sites

Users can advertise for diverse goods and 
services, including partners

Craigslist, most newspaper sites 

10 Sex or hookup sites Users meet partners for casual sexual 
encounters

OnlineBootyCall, AdultFriendFinder, 
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potential partners, or is it a fringe approach pursued by a small 
fraction of singles? Second, does online dating fundamentally 
alter the process of becoming acquainted with potential roman-
tic partners, or is this acquaintance process largely similar in 
online dating and conventional offline dating? And third, does 
online dating fundamentally alter the process of compatibility 
matching, or does it simply represent a variant of the same 
matching procedures that professional and familial match-
makers have used for centuries?

How pervasive is online dating?
We begin to address the uniqueness question by examining 
whether online dating is a pervasive versus a fringe means for 
singles to meet potential romantic partners. Rather than simply 
presenting a brief snapshot of present usage rates, we situate 
these rates in a broader context by providing an historical 
overview of online dating and discussing how societal atti-
tudes toward online dating have evolved in recent years. This 
analysis will suggest that although online dating functions as 
the most recent outgrowth of an endeavor with a long history, 
the rapid increases in its prevalence and mainstream accept-
ability over the past 15 years have resulted in a fundamental 
shift in how large swaths of single people seek to meet roman-
tic partners.

The history and prehistory of online dating. Social and 
commercial institutions that facilitate courtship and marriage 
are diverse and long-standing (e.g., Ahuvia & Adelman, 1992). 
Matchmaking and introductory intermediaries, particularly for 
the purpose of facilitating marriage, have been a component of 
the marriage-courtship market long before the emergence of 
online dating. In addition, computers have been used for 
romantic matching, both commercially and in university set-
tings, for over 60 years.

Matching, pre-Internet.  Human matchmakers, working for 
pay or barter, have recommended matches for centuries and 
are even described in the Bible. Traditional matchmaking was 
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You’ve Got Mail presented two attractive professionals (played 
by Meg Ryan and Tom Hanks) who had an acrimonious busi-
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partner) conducted in 2009 examined how people had met 
their current partners (Rosenfeld, 2010; Rosenfeld & Thomas, 
2010). Among the participants who met their partners between 
2007 and 2009, 22% of the heterosexual couples had met on 
the Internet, which made the Internet the second-most- 
common way to meet a partner, only behind meeting through 
friends. Figure 1, which shows the percent of participants in 
this sample who met a partner online as a function of the year 
in which the relationship began, demonstrates a steep increase 
over time. Of course, not all couples who meet online actually 
meet through an online dating site (others meet through social 
networking sites or in other online venues), but it is likely that 
online dating accounted for much of the increase in online 
meeting over the period covered in Figure 1.

We discussed earlier that several societal changes in earlier 
decades contributed to single adults placing printed personal 
advertisements and participating in video-dating and other 
commercial avenues for finding a mate. These trends, includ-
ing the delay in marriage and the increasing consumeristic 
society, have continued apace. Other contributing social forces 
include greater mobility in society, which creates a need to 
meet partners in new ways (Sautter et al., 2010), and increas-
ing sensitivity to sexual harassment in the workplace, which 
has led to widespread implementation of rules against sexual 
relationships with coworkers, potentially reducing the likeli-
hood of finding a partner at work. Consistent with this possi-
bility, the prevalence of meeting partners through work has 
decreased since 1990 (Rosenfeld, 2010). Additional factors 
that may have contributed to an increase in online dating 
include (a) technological changes that make the Internet acces-
sible, efficient, and fun; (b) the pervasiveness of media mes-
sages, including testimonials from successful couples, about 
finding the perfect partner through dating sites; and (c) social 
network diffusion effects (Christakis & Fowler, 2009), facili-
tated by social network sites, in which behavioral tendencies 
spread from person to person.

Pervasiveness—conclusion. For many decades, people 
have used technological innovations such as the invention of 
the computer and video-recording devices to meet potential 
romantic partners, and entrepreneurs have sought to build 
profitable businesses based upon helping people do so. Thus, in 
one sense, online dating represents the next step in a long-term 
process of using new technologies to meet romantic partners. 



14		  Finkel et al. 

everyday life who could potentially become a romantic part-
ner: (a) by approaching the stranger directly in person (e.g., at 
a coffee shop), (b) by having a member of their social network 
introduce them in person (e.g., at a party), and (c) by having a 
member of their social network set them up for a blind date to 
be coordinated by the daters themselves. As this section illus-
trates, Steps 1 through 6 in the online dating process are largely 
irrelevant to, or at least markedly different from, the process 
for these more traditional means of meeting a potential part-
ner, although the motives underlying these steps (e.g., to date 
desirable partners) frequently have analogs in offline dating. 
Step 7 (mutual mediated communication) might on rare occa-
sions precede Step 8 (meeting face-to-face) in offline forms of 
dating, such as when potential partners use e-mail to arrange 
an initial meeting location for a blind date. Once online daters 
reach Steps 8 and 9, the process becomes increasingly similar 
to that experienced through conventional means of dating, at 
least cosmetically; scholars have yet to determine whether 
relationship development and maintenance processes differ 
depending upon whether people met online versus offline (or 
whether such processes differ depending whether online dat-
ers met through one dating site versus another).

Step 1: Seek information about one or more dating sites. Online 
dating provides an expedient way to learn about potential part-
ners and eliminate those who seem unappealing (Henry-War-
ing & Barraket, 2008; Whitty & Carr, 2006). In the words of 
one online dater, “Where else can you go in a matter of 20 
minutes, look at 200 women who are single and want to go on 
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Scholars have examined the personality characteristics of 
people who date online and people who do not, discovering 
that the two groups tend to be much more similar than differ-
ent. They are approximately equal in terms of self-esteem and 
the Big Five personality dimensions (Aretz, Demuth, Schmidt, 
& Vierlein, 2010; Steffek & Loving, 2009). The literature 
offers conflicting evidence about whether online daters are 
more versus less socially skilled than people who do not date 
online (Aretz et al., 2010; Kim, Kwon, & Lee, 2009; Valken-
burg & Peter, 2007; Whitty & Buchanan, 2009); overall, there 
do not appear to be important main-effect differences on this 
dimension. Even when the two groups differ (e.g., online dat-
ers tend to be somewhat less religious, less likely to endorse 
traditional gender roles, and more likely to say that they try 
new things; Madden & Lenhart, 2006), these differences tend 
not to be large.

Step 2: Register for one or more dating sites. Once people 
have gathered information about dating sites, they can either 
register with one or more of them or decide not to pursue a 
partner online. If they decide to register, how do they decide 
which dating site (or sites) to join? One consideration is the 
manner in which the dating site presents users with profiles  
of potential partners—through self-selection or algorithm- 
selection or through some combination of the two. A second 
factor people consider is financial cost. As noted previously, 
some dating sites, including PlentyOfFish and OkCupid, are 
free. Many other dating sites, however, charge fees. For exam-
ple, in 2011, Match charged $35 for a 1-month membership, 
$60 for a 3-month membership, and $102 for a 6-month mem-
bership; eHarmony charged $60 for a 1-month membership, 
$120 for a 3-month membership, and $180 for a 6-month 
membership (LittleRedRails.com, 2011a; LittleRedRails.com, 
2011b). A third factor people consider is the degree to which 
the brand or culture of a given dating site dovetails with their 
goals. Proprietors of dating sites work hard to cultivate their 
brands. As in more conventional dating contexts, where cer-
tain people might prefer to meet somebody through a religious 
organization rather than at a dance club or vice versa, online 
daters might prefer the culture or brand at some sites more 
than others. For example, because of its ambitious advertising 
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At dating sites that offer matching, users provide additional 
information that is used for matching rather than for the profile 
and that potential partners cannot see. Some dating sites use a 
questionnaire to asses this matching information. Responses 
on this questionnaire can be crucial because strict matching 
sites only allow users to view profiles of potential partners 
whom the algorithm declares, based on the responses, to be a 
match.

Step 4: Browse others’ profiles (optional). In conventional 
offline dating, people have various forms of access to potential 
partners, sometimes even learning bits of information about 
them before meeting them in person, but people do not have 
access to finely crafted synopses of potential partners to help 
make the decision whether they would be interested in meeting 
them in person. In contrast, many online dating sites offer pre-
cisely such information at any hour of the day. Sites primarily 
emphasizing self-selection typically allow users to browse the 
profiles of all the potential partners fitting their search criteria 
(e.g., heterosexual men between 35 and 50 years old who live 
within 10 miles of a certain zip code, who do not have children, 
and who are nonsmokers). In urban areas, popular self- 
selection dating sites frequently present users with access to the 
profiles of thousands of potential partners, depending upon the 
breadth of the search criteria (e.g., within 25 vs. 10 miles of a 
certain zip code, with vs. without smoking-status restrictions). 
The logic underlying self-selection sites is that shopping for a 
romantic partner has crucial features in common with shopping 
for goods or services. Such sites allow users to browse all of the 
available profiles with the expectation that they can later con-
tact those potential partners whose profiles they find most 
enticing. The process of browsing through hundreds, even 
thousands, of profiles on self-selection sites can be time- 
consuming, however. For example, a sample of users of one 
(unnamed) self-selection site reported that they spent an aver-
age of 5.2 hours per week browsing profiles (and another  
6.7 hours writing and responding to e-mails), a process they did 
not particularly enjoy and that yielded only 1.8 hours of face-
to-face interaction (Frost et al., 2008).

In contrast to sites emphasizing self-selection, sites empha-
sizing algorithm selection (i.e., matching sites) typically allow 
users to browse only the profiles of potential partners whom 
the site’s matching algorithm has deemed compatible with 
them. Such sites frequently provide only a handful of profiles 
at a time, although they typically contact users periodically 
with additional matches. The logic underlying algorithm-
selection sites is that users may lack the ability or motivation 
to evaluate which partners are especially compatible with 
them and that the algorithm can increase the odds that they 
will meet such partners.

Browsing others’ profiles is a central activity—perhaps the 
central activity—in online dating, although it plays a smaller 
role at matching sites than it does at self-selection or hybrid 
sites. Indeed, browsing profiles is the primary means through 
which dating sites offer access; the opportunity to browse pro-
files is one of the three major services of online dating (and the 

profiles to which users have access are sometimes determined 
through an algorithm-based matching process, another of the 
three major services). In the online dating process depicted 
with the solid arrows in Figure 2, a user browses others’ pro-
files (Step 4) after creating his or her own profile (Step 3). 
However, the user can also arrive at profile browsing from any 
other step in the process. Users are particularly likely to return 
to browsing profiles from Steps 5 through 9 if they remain 
invested in finding a partner through a given dating site despite 
experiencing some amount of dissatisfaction with their current 
level of success at those later steps.

At both self-selection and matching sites, the metaphor  
of shopping characterizes how users select which potential 
partners are interesting enough to make it past the profile-
browsing stage. Indeed, Heino and colleagues (2010) concep-
tualized online dating as “relationshopping” (also see Whitty 
& Carr, 2006), suggesting that it can result in the objectifica-
tion of potential partner (a topic upon which we elaborate 
below). Participants in that study tended to view others’ pro-
files as sales pitches or promotional devices in which the 
product others were selling was themselves, and they fre-
quently became suspicious that others had embellished their 
profiles.

The shopping mentality seems to emerge in part from hav-
ing immediate access to the profiles representing all of these 
“products” (potential partners). One online dater illustrated 
this mentality as follows: “You know, �I’ll take her, her, her’—
like out of a catalog” (quoted in Heino et al., 2010, p. 437). A 
second online dater agreed (quoted in Long, 2010, p. 206):

I think [shopping is] a perfect analogy for it. I can pick 
and choose; I can choose what size I want, it’s like buy-
ing a car, what options am I looking for. I can test drive 
it, eh it’s not really my fit, I’ll put it back and go try 
another car. . . . You might say I only want to look for 
redheads today, so I’ll save the search where all my 
other criteria are the same, education, professional, but 
I only want to look for people who have red hair.

Of course, you can surely buy a car from a dealer if you  
are willing to spend enough money, whereas you can only 
procure a redhead from a dating site if she wants you in 
return.

Although the shopping metaphor also applies to traditional 
forms of dating, it reaches new heights in online dating, espe-
cially at self-selection dating sites. This mentality emerges in 
part because of the sheer quantity of potential partners that 
users can evaluate and in part because of the manner in which 
they do so. In particular, online dating typically requires that 
people seek partners on the basis of searchable attributes like 
income and religion rather than experiential attributes like 
sense of humor and rapport (Frost et al., 2008). In the words of 
one online dater, “You’re constantly evaluating as opposed to 
meeting someone and not knowing anything about them but 
knowing there’s already a spark” (quoted in Heino et al., 2010, 
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p. 437). Thus, despite the tendency for profiles to convey a 
significant amount of information, sometimes deeply personal 
information, most romantic relationships will not begin until a 
face-to-face interaction takes place.

Step 5: Initiate contact through the dating site (optional). Steps 
5 through 7 are relevant to the communication service offered 
through online dating, the last of the three key services (access 
and matching were most relevant to Step 4). As in traditional 
dating, users’ decisions regarding whether to contact potential 
partners are not random. For example, users reported that they 
were especially likely to initiate contact with potential part-
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can cause users to disengage from the process rather than revel 
in it.

An ambitious recent study examined which contact initia-
tion messages (Step 5) were especially likely to elicit a reply 
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degree, if at all, does the site consider the “objective” desir-
ability of a given individual as a relationship partner in general 
(rather than with regard to any specific partner)? All of these 
questions subsume several additional issues, including how 
responses to survey items are combined for total composite 
scores, whether some variables are weighted more heavily 
than others in the creation of compatibility scores or in the 
matching procedure, and whether any non-self-report data are 
incorporated into the matching algorithm.

Variables emphasized in compatibility matching. The three 
matching sites we review in detail all require that users com-
plete surveys before they can be matched (see Table 2). The 
matching sites’ Web pages (and other sources) refer to the vari-
ables or dimensions that are measured by the surveys and used 
in the sites’ matching systems (see the “Dimensions of Vari-
ables” column in Table 2). The eHarmony matching system and 
survey were originally developed by a team that included the 
founder, Neil Clark Warren, a clinician, and Galen Buckwalter, 
a psychological scientist. Decisions about which variables to 
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under chief technology officer Joseph Essas is similar to the 
technology used by Netflix and Google (Shambora, 2010):

Before Essas’s arrival 2 years ago, eHarmony analyzed 
a few dozen variables per user. Today, its technology 
takes into account hundreds of different traits, including 
crucial information about how users behave—like time 
spent on the site or how long they take to respond to an 
e-mail about a match. The company collects this behav-
ioral data and uses it to predict how users will respond 
to proposed matches.

Indeed, eHarmony’s “matchmaking software gathers 600 data 
points for each user, including how often they log in, who they 
search for, and what characteristics are shared by the people 
they actually contact” (Humphries, 2010, para. 4). It seems 
that such sophisticated algorithms are also used at sites, like 
PlentyOfFish and Match, that offer matching recommenda-
tions to supplement self-selections (Brooks, 2006).

In short, the major matching sites rely heavily on self-report 
data, focusing on a broad range of variables (see Table 2). 
Many of these variables, including family background, spiritu-
ality, and emotionality, presumably overlap considerably with 
the variables that third-party matchmakers have used for cen-
turies. Other variables, however, represent a fundamental shift 

from traditional compatibility matching. For example, it is dif-
ficult to imagine that rabbis in the 17th century sought to 
enhance matching compatibility by examining the length of 
singles’ 2nd and 4th fingers to learn about their levels of tes-
tosterone. In addition, although third-party matchmakers 
almost certainly took account of singles’ behaviors (rather 
than just their self-reports) when searching for a match for 
them, the types of behaviors that current matching sites use 
were unavailable until recently. For example, matching algo-
rithms can learn if a particular user tends to click on politically 
conservative blondes despite claiming to prefer politically lib-
eral brunettes, and the algorithm will subsequently show that 
user more profiles of the former.
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the bank, and differences are like debts they owe.” 
Every difference requires an enormous amount of hard 
work to manage, and this subtracts from the energy 
needed to keep a marriage thriving.

Echoing these sentiments, eHarmony scientists Carter and 
Buckwalter (2009, p. 107) wrote that their online system is 
“accurately understood at a broad level to create pairings 
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Table 3.  Quotes From Online Dating Sites Illustrating (a) the Means Through Which They Implement a Given Service (Access, 
Communication, or Matching), (b) Claims That Implementing the Service Through Those Means Is Successful, and (c) the Stated Theoretical 
Rationale Underlying Those Means of Implementation

Function Means of implementation Claims of success Underlying theory

Access PlentyOfFish: “With over 145 
Million monthly visitors 
Plentyoffish is by far the 
market leader in online dating. 
You are not going to find 
any other site that has more 
singles looking to meet new 
people.”

PlentyOfFish: “the vast majority of singles 
hear about us because their friends have 
had a really good experience using our 
dating service.”

PlentyOfFish: “Do you want to be 
with someone? Do you want to 
find your soulmate? Think about 
it, where else are you going to 
find millions of singles all in one 
place looking for someone?”

JDate: “JDate has hundreds 
of thousands of members 
worldwide and is one of the 
few personals sites around 
that boasts a nearly perfect 
50:50 male-to-female ratio.”

JDate: “Each week, hundreds of JDaters 
meet their soul mates.”

JDate: “You can also get to know 
people and what they’re looking 
for before you contact them, 
thanks to detailed profiles with 
photos, essays and all kinds of 
personal tidbits.”

Communication SpeedDate: “In under an hour on 
SpeedDate, you can meet up 
to 15 people using live video 
and instant messaging.” 

SpeedDate: “What differentiates our 
product is our real-time dating system.  
. . . We took the online profile model and 
the super-matching algorithm model, 
and took them one step further.”

SpeedDate: “What made more 
sense to us was to design an 
online dating site where you 
could tell quickly whether  
you clicked or not, by going 
on live online dates with other 
singles from the comfort of 
home.” 

Weopia: “Weopia users select an 
avatar and meet their date in 
an intimate person-to-person 
3D virtual world. They use 
voice and text chat while 
engaging in dating activities 
and conversation stimulators 
to get a better sense of each 
other.”

Weopia: “By allowing daters to meet in 
virtual worlds and to experience each 
other beyond mere text chat, their 
collective risk is reduced and their 
likelihood of success is increased.”

Weopia: “It’s easy to fall for a 
perfect profile picture and e-mail 
messages that are rehearsed, 
massaged and not spontaneous. 
Weopia helps to bring out 
the real person, quickly, in the 
comfort and security of your own 
home.”

Matching eHarmony: “eHarmony’s 
patented Compatibility 
Matching System allows 
eHarmony members to be 
matched with compatible 
persons with whom they are 
likely to enjoy a long-term 
relationship.”

eHarmony: “On average, 542 people get 
married every day in the United States 
because of eHarmony; that accounts for 
nearly 5% of new U.S. marriages.”

eHarmony: “eHarmony matches 
singles based on a deeper level of 
compatibility, not likes and dislikes, 
but true compatibility.”

ScientificMatch: “Discover the 
magic of chemistry with 
genetic matchmaking. Our 
private, secure, personalized 
system will find you the most 
perfect matches possible.”

ScientificMatch: “The 6 benefits of scientific 
matching: (1) Chances are increased that 
you’ll love the natural body fragrance 
of your matches. (2) You have a greater 
chance of a more satisfying sex life. (3) 
Women tend to enjoy a higher rate of 
orgasms with their partners. (4) Women 
have a much lower chance of cheating in 
their exclusive relationships. (5) Couples 
tend to have higher rates of fertility. (6) 
All other things being equal, couples 
have a greater chance of having healthier 
children with more robust immune 
systems.”

ScientificMatch: “Physical chemistry 
is based on the immune system. 
When we analyze your DNA, we 
look exclusively at your immune 
system genes. So, quite literally, 
when we say that two people 
have ‘chemistry’, we’re saying 
that their immune system genes 
are perfectly matched with each 
other.”

Note. The first column in the table clarifies which service a given quote illustrates (access, communication, or matching), the second presents the means through 
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DNA-based compatibility has an important influence on 
romantic outcomes (a topic upon which we elaborate later), 
GMA functioned in this instance as a crucial component of 
GenePartner’s public relations efforts. And, of course, GMA is 
not alone, and GenePartner is not the only dating site covered 
so effusively. Comparable segments pervade coverage of 
online dating across the news media, which makes it espe-
cially important for psychological scientists to provide a criti-
cal evaluation of dating sites’ claims.

What is the legal context for considering online dating 
sites’ scientific claims? Dating sites’ claims do not exist in a 
vacuum. The online dating industry is part of the broader busi-
ness world, and governmental agencies have long regulated 
what sorts of claims businesses are allowed to make. Many 
dating sites, especially algorithm-based matching sites, claim 
that their methods have been scientifically demonstrated to 
yield positive romantic outcomes. Some sites, including Match 
and eHarmony, even report results from studies they have con-
ducted or commissioned in support of their claims. However, 
these sites typically do not reveal the specifics of how their 
procedures work, especially vis-à-vis matching algorithms. As 
elaborated below, disclosure of these specifics is necessary for 
substantive evaluation of the validity of such claims. For 
example, the general claim that a dating site matches potential 
partners on the basis of the compatibility of their personality 
or values cannot be evaluated meaningfully because it omits 
information about which personality traits or values are con-
sidered and assessed, which are given greater or lesser weight, 
and how compatibility is established.

We recognize that these procedures, especially the match-
ing algorithms, represent the proprietary intellectual property 
of their firms, who are understandably reluctant to reveal the 
formulae that make their services distinctive and possibly 
more effective relative to competitors. Secrecy of this sort is 
standard in the for-profit sector. The formula for Coca-Cola is 
famously clandestine, and Apple reveals the inner workings of 
its operating systems only to software developers who sign 
nondisclosure agreements. Nevertheless, firms like Coca-Cola 
and Apple rarely make explicit reference to a scientific basis 
for their marketing claims, perhaps in part because the Federal 
Trade Commission (FTC) Act

prohibits unfair or deceptive advertising in any medium. 
. . . Advertising must tell the truth and not mislead con-
sumers. . . . Claims must be substantiated, especially 
when they concern health, safety, or performance. . . . If 
your ad specifies a certain level of support for a claim—
“tests show X”—you must have at least that level of 
support (Bureau of Consumer Protection, 2011a, paras. 
2–4).

Moreover, the FTC enjoins companies from using con-
sumer testimonials (a common tactic used by online dating 

sites in their advertisements) as a means of bypassing scien-
tific substantiation:

By “competent and reliable scientific evidence,” the 
FTC means tests, studies or other research based on the 
expertise of professionals in the field who have been 
objectively conducted and evaluated by qualified people 
using procedures that give accurate and reliable results. 
. . . Claims made through consumer testimonials also 
require scientific evidence. Some advertisers mistakenly 
think they can get around the substantiation requirement 
by couching efficacy claims as consumer testimonials— 
“My arthritis pain vanished!” or “This product relieved 
my allergy symptoms!” They’re wrong. Testimonials 
aren’t “competent and reliable scientific evidence.” If 
you don’t have solid science to prove the underlying 
representation, don’t try to “back door” it through a 
testimonial. Furthermore, don’t forget that by using a 
testimonial, you’ve made an efficacy claim that has to 
be substantiated” (Bureau of Consumer Protection, 
2011b, paras. 2–3; emphasis in the original).

These and similar rules have fostered legal action when the 
research does not actually support claimed benefits of a product 
(e.g., the 2007 Coca-Cola/Nestlé Enviga calorie-burning con-
troversy, in which these firms were prohibited from making 
weight-loss claims for certain products; Casewatch, 2011). 
Indeed, at least one online dating firm has demanded that 
another firm cease making claims it deems unsubstantiated 
about the number of dates and relationships it has produced and 
the number of members it has (Gigaom, 2011). In several other 
instances, online dating firms have formally objected to one 
another’s advertised claims of effectiveness through the self-
regulatory program of the National Advertising Review Coun-
cil, objections that the Council has upheld (NARC, 2011).

It may be instructive to draw an analogy to the pharmaceu-
tical and medical-device industries, two other industries in 
which a product may have substantial implications for the 
health and well-being of its users (much as online dating may 
have, as discussed earlier). These companies also assert that 
the benefits of their products are based on substantial scien-
tific research. In fact, such evidence is a prerequisite for 
receiving approval from the U.S. Food and Drug Administra-
tion (FDA), consistent with this organization’s responsibility 
to protect the public’s welfare. Nevertheless, the sponsor of 
an investigative drug or device must submit detailed informa-
tion about its chemical or mechanical properties and the 
underlying manufacturing process before being allowed to 
conduct a study on humans. Furthermore, although the FDA 
keeps certain proprietary information confidential, patent 
applications, which are public documents, must disclose key 
details. Thus, by the time a drug or device becomes available 
to the public, key information about its central components is 
accessible to scientists and other interested people. To our 
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knowledge, no dating site has provided information of this 
sort to any regulatory agency.

Does the evidence underlying online dating sites’ claims 
meet conventional standards of scientific validity? These 
legal considerations notwithstanding, a crucial question is 
whether dating sites’ claims are scientifically valid. An affir-
mative answer to this question depends, at minimum, upon the 
matching site (a) reporting the research methods and statistical 
analyses in sufficient detail to allow for independent replica-
tion and (b) adhering to consensually accepted standards for 
interpreting data as free from artifact. To date, dating sites fall 
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& Thaler, 1991; Samuelson & Zeckhauser, 1988; Thaler, 1980), 
begins with the recognition that assigning users an algorithm-
selected match causes them to perceive that they have pro-
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Claims of superiority—conclusion. In sum, online dating 
sites frequently claim that people will achieve better romantic 
outcomes when seeking partners through their site than 
through conventional offline dating (or through other dating 
sites). Such claims have been trumpeted by news organiza-
tions that frequently celebrate dating sites’ services without 
providing sufficient critical analysis, and regulatory agencies 
have, it seems, adopted a laissez-faire attitude toward these 
claims. Our investigation suggests, however, that dating sites 
have failed to provide any compelling evidence for these 
claims. As such, the claims simply cannot be accepted as valid.

The severe limitations of dating sites’ scientific reports are 
especially disconcerting when they are compared to the rigor-
ous scientific standards for reporting research in other areas 
that have immediate relevance to the public welfare. For 
example, according to the author guidelines of the Journal of 
the American Medical Association (JAMA), all articles must 
include at least one named author who is independent of any 
commercial funder or sponsor and who indicates that she or he 
“had full access to all the data in the study and takes responsi-
bility for the integrity of the data and the accuracy of the data 
analysis” (JAMA, 2011, para. 22). Furthermore,

for industry-sponsored studies, an analysis of the data 
(based on the entire raw data set and evaluation of the 
study protocol and a prespecified plan for data analysis) 
must be conducted by an independent statistician at an 
academic institution rather than by statisticians 
employed by the sponsor or by a commercial contract 
research organization . . . The results of this independent 
statistical analysis should be the results reported in the 
manuscript.

Given the potentially serious consequences of intervening 
in people’s romantic lives, one could argue that the standards 
required of online dating sites’ scientific investigations should 
be especially high. It is unfortunate that they have been, to 
date, especially low.

With this skepticism of dating sites’ claims as the back-
drop, we now review a broad range of scientific literatures to 
examine whether the presence or form of access, communica-
tion, and matching offered by online dating sites is likely to 
yield superior romantic outcomes. In the absence of studies 
directly investigating the superiority question, we draw on the 
rapidly expanding empirical literatures on the implications  
of access, communication, and matching for subsequent rela-
tionship outcomes to make informed evaluations of these 
services.

Service #1—access: Does the access offered via 
online dating yield superior outcomes?
The first service that dating sites offer is access, which refers 
to users’ exposure to and opportunity to evaluate potential 
romantic partners whom they are otherwise unlikely to 
encounter (Step 4 in Fig. 1). As noted previously, the access 

that users acquire through dating sites does not necessarily 
yield access to a relationship partner (Step 9); indeed, it does 
not necessarily yield any face-to-face encounters (Step 8) or 
even any mutual mediated communication (Step 7). Rather, it 
simply alerts users to the existence of specific potential part-
ners—and, reciprocally, allows such potential partners to 
become aware of users’ existence. Several factors influence 
the amount of users’ access on a given dating site, including 
the number of people who have posted profiles on that site in 
their geographical area, users’ search criteria (e.g., age range, 
geographic proximity, income), and whether the dating site 
allows them to view only the handful of potential partners 
whom the dating site’s mathematical algorithm determines to 
be matches for them.

All else being equal, the access to potential partners offered 
by online dating can be a major boon to singles looking for 
partners. Accessing partners through online dating helps to 
address many problems that can plague conventional 
approaches to dating. Perhaps the most significant problem it 
solves is the actual or perceived lack of access to potential part-
ners offline. It also addresses the interrelated problems of hav-
ing to (a) confront uncertainty about whether a given potential 
partner is in fact romantically available and (b) muster the 
courage to approach strangers face-to-face. To be sure, the 
access that online dating sites provide has its own limitations, 
not least of which is the consumption of time and other 
resources that singles might otherwise spend seeking partners 
through more traditional means. However, access through 
online dating is much more convenient than access through 
conventional offline dating; users have access while drinking 
their morning cup of coffee with their hair rollers in, when 
lying in bed for 10 minutes before turning off the light to sleep, 
and during meetings at work. The degree to which the access 
provided by online dating sites ultimately yields positive roman-
tic outcomes, especially relative to conventional offline dating, 
depends in part on how effective the access is at facilitating 
face-to-face contact with potentially compatible partners.

In this section, we evaluate whether the ways dating sites 
offer access to potential partners are likely to yield superior 
romantic outcomes. In particular, we examine the likely 
romantic consequences of, and the assumptions underlying, 
three ways access through online dating differs from access 
through conventional offline dating. First, online dating sites 
typically offer initial access to potential partners through pro-
files rather than through face-to-face encounters (profiles vs. 
face-to-face). Second, they typically present users with near-
simultaneous access to profiles of more than one potential 
partner rather than with one specific potential partner (joint vs. 
separate evaluation context). Third, and related to the second 
point, they frequently present users with large choice sets of 
potential partners, often hundreds or thousands of them (large 
vs. small choice sets). Although these procedures characterize 
some dating sites more accurately than others, they remain 
more the rule than the exception.

It is easy to understand why the online dating industry 
altered access in these three ways, right from Match’s launch 
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in 1995. After all, it is efficient for users to browse many pro-
files side-by-side as a first step toward the goal of identifying 
potential compatible partners. Users can browse many profiles 
quickly, allowing them to whittle down the options to a man-
ageable number of potential partners who meet or exceed their 
desirability threshold. However, critical implicit assumptions 
lurk in this approach, and several lines of scientific work sug-
gest that these assumptions, although intuitively appealing, 
might be flawed. The first assumption is that people tend to 
have good insight into what partner qualities presented in a 
profile will actually appeal to them when they meet the person 
represented in that profile. The second assumption is that side-
by-side comparisons among multiple potential partners pro-
vide an effective means of evaluating one’s potential attraction 
to (or relationship satisfaction with) a given partner once a 
relationship starts to develop. The third assumption is that 
people make better decisions when they can choose from a 
large rather than a small choice set. Next, we review a broad 
range of scientific findings to evaluate the validity of these 
three assumptions.

Can users glean accurate compatibility information 
from profiles? Self-selection and algorithm-selection sites 
make different assumptions regarding who is best suited to 
identify compatible matches for users—the users themselves 
or a particular matching algorithm. We postpone discussion 
of the validity of matching algorithms until the “Service #3—
Matching” section below; for now, we examine the degree 
to which users are well served by trusting their intuitions 
regarding their own idiosyncratic preferences for a romantic 
partner. People typically believe they know what they desire in 
a potential partner—what partner characteristics, as assessed 
through a profile, are especially compatible with them. Indeed, 
after conducting in-depth interviews with online daters, Long 
(2010, p. 209) concluded that all of them “knew what they 
were looking for . . . and searched through several people and 
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the men have met the potential partner in person? A recent 
program of research, which examined the extent to which peo-
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specific potential partner is or is not a good fit for him or her. 
This distinction might seem subtle, but an impressive program 
of research suggests that it is consequential.

Do users prioritize the wrong characteristics when browsing 
profiles? Many studies in nonromantic domains have 
demonstrated that people frequently prioritize different 
qualities when in a joint evaluation mode than they do when 
in a separate evaluation mode (Hsee, Loewenstein, Blount, 
& Bazerman, 1999). Of particular relevance to online dating, 
people in a joint evaluation mode (e.g., when browsing 
profiles) frequently overemphasize certain attributes that 
are relatively unimportant in a separate evaluation mode 
(e.g., when pursuing a relationship with a potential partner 
initially encountered when browsing profiles). For example, 
before learning to which of 12 dormitories they would be 
randomly assigned, incoming college freshmen predicted that 
the physical features of the dormitories (e.g., location, room 
size) would strongly influence their future happiness once 
they lived in a given dormitory; however, after they had been 
living in their assigned dormitory, these physical features did 
not predict their happiness (Dunn, Wilson, & Gilbert, 2003). 
One explanation for this disconnect is that the freshmen (a) 
were in a joint evaluation mode when making the predictions 
and in a separate evaluation mode when living in the assigned 
dorm and (b) were more sensitive to physical variations, 
which were ultimately unimportant, in a joint evaluation mode 
than in a separate evaluation mode because such variations 
were easy to evaluate (Hsee & Zhang, 2010). By analogy, 
the joint evaluation model triggered by browsing profiles of 
potential romantic partners is likely to cause users to focus on 
certain qualities they think are important in a potential partner, 
perhaps to the neglect of qualities that actually are important.

Such processes might be especially problematic in online 
dating because the sorts of easy-to-evaluate, searchable char-
acteristics available through profiles tend to be largely irrele-
vant to the sorts of hard-to-evaluate, experiential characteristics 
that promote positive outcomes in an emerging or an estab-
lished relationship (Frost et al., 2008). Experiential attributes 
are those that are best evaluated face-to-face (e.g., rapport, 
sense of humor), whereas searchable attributes can be evalu-
ated through a simple informational presentation, such as an 
online dating profile (e.g., income, physical attractiveness). It 
is difficult for an online dater to know whether he or she will 
like a potential partner based on knowledge of the partner’s 
searchable traits and interests, just as it is difficult for someone 
to know whether or not he or she will like a meal based on 
knowledge of the ingredients and nutritional content (Frost  
et al., 2008; Kaplan, 2008). When browsing profiles, a user 
conducts a side-by-side comparison, selecting or dismissing 
potential partners based upon searchable characteristics that 
facilitate judgment in a joint evaluation mode but that fre-
quently turn out to be unimportant once the user has started a 
relationship with a specific potential partner and, conse-
quently, is in a separate evaluation mode. Indeed, preference 
reversals from joint to separate evaluation modes tend to 

“occur when a hard-to-evaluate attribute is more important 
than an easy-to-evaluate attribute” (Gonzalez-Vallejo & 
Moran, 2001, p. 220), as in online dating, where important 
qualities like sense of humor and rapport are difficult to evalu-
ate from a profile.

Does the side-by-side comparison process elicit an 
assessment mindset that undermines romantic outcomes? A 
second consequence of having users engage in side-by-side 
comparisons of potential partners is that the joint evaluation 
mode that is triggered by this process is likely to strengthen 
assessment mindsets and undermine locomotion mindsets 
(Kruglanski et al., 2000). An assessment mindset stresses 
critical evaluation of entities, states, or goals in comparison 
to available alternatives, whereas a locomotion mindset 



32		  Finkel et al. 



Online Dating	 33

Regarding the second question—whether large choice sets 
cause participants to employ lazier comparison strategies and, 
consequently, alter their mating decisions—several studies 
suggest that participants become cognitively overwhelmed as 
choice sets of potential partners grow larger. For example, par-
ticipants were more prone to memory confabulations, misre-
membering characteristics as present in a particular profile 
when they were in fact absent, when browsing 20 rather than 4 
online dating profiles (Lenton et al., 2008). In addition, as 
choice set size increased from 4 to 24 to 64 profiles, users 
increasingly switched from time-consuming choice strategies 
that examine and combine multiple cues (e.g., weighted aver-
aging; Payne, Bettman, & Johnson, 1993) to more frugal 
choice strategies that examine few cues and do not make 
trade-offs among conflicting ones (e.g., “elimination by 
aspects”; Tversky, 1972) (Lenton & Stewart, 2008).

Speed-dating studies tell a similar story. For example, relative 
to speed-daters at smaller events (15–23 speed-dates), the “yes-
sing” decisions of speed-daters at larger events (24–31 speed-
dates) were less strongly predicted by characteristics that are 
relatively hard to elicit and evaluate, such as occupational status 
and educational attainment, and more strongly predicted by char-
acteristics that are relatively easy to evaluate, such as height and 
weight (Lenton & Francesconi, 2010). Consistent with this evi-
dence, participants exhibit stronger consensus regarding which 
potential partners are most appealing at larger relative to smaller 
events (Lenton, Fasolo, & Todd, 2009). This effect could readily 
emerge if speed-daters increasingly prioritized characteristics that 
required minimal cognitive resources to assess (e.g., physical 
attractiveness) and if speed-daters exhibited some level of con-
sensus regarding which partners possessed such characteristics.

Regarding the third question—whether large choice sets 
cause participants to make mating decisions that are less 
closely aligned with their idealized mating decisions, perhaps 
undermining their chances of establishing successful relation-
ships with potential partners on the dating site—recent studies 
suggest that the answer may be yes. For example, relative to 
participants browsing smaller choice sets of online dating pro-
files, participants browsing larger choice sets (whether com-
paring sets of 30, 60, and 90 or sets of 40 and 80) choose 
partners who diverge more from participants’ own stated pref-
erences (Chiou & Yang, 2010; Wu & Chiou, 2009; Yang & 
Chiou, 2010). In addition, larger choice sets cause participants 
to allocate their time poorly, spending too much time studying 
profiles of potential partners who are poorly matched to their 
stated preferences and too little time studying profiles of 
potential partners who are well-matched (Wu & Chiou, 2009).

These studies suggest that users make mating decisions that 
are poorly aligned with their stated preferences when they 
browse large choice sets of potential partners, which is consis-
tent with the finding that they employ relatively careless cog-
nitive strategies under such circumstances. However, critiquing 
users’ mating decisions based solely upon the convergence of 
such decisions with users’ stated preferences provides an 
incomplete analysis of the quality of those decisions; after all, 

a priori stated preferences may not reliably align with in-vivo 
preferences following face-to-face interaction (e.g., Eastwick 
& Finkel, 2008a; Eastwick, Finkel, & Eagly, 2011). As such, it 
is important to bring additional evidence to bear, from both 
within and beyond the romantic domain, to address whether 
large choice sets are likely to cause users to experience choice 
overload or diminished satisfaction with the choices they have 
made.

Several such studies are relevant. For example, a recent 
speed-dating study provided two suggestive findings (Lenton 
& Francesconi, 2011). First, as the variability of potential part-
ners increased (across attributes like age, height, occupation, 
and education), speed-daters became increasingly likely to say 
“no” to 100% of their partners, echoing the choice overload 
effect in which supermarket shoppers failed to make a pur-
chase when encountering a large array of jams. Second, as the 
variability of potential partners increased, speed-daters 
became decreasingly likely to say “yes” to those potential 
partners who were consensually viewed as appealing, echoing 
the careless decision effects in which online daters’ mating 
decisions converged poorly with their stated preferences when 
encountering a large array of profiles. Although this speed-
dating study focused on the variability of the choice set rather 
than its absolute size, it is likely that the mechanism underly-
ing the effects in both contexts (large and variable choice sets) 
involves the complexity of the information the decision maker 
confronts.

Another speed-dating study addressed choice set size more 
directly (Fisman, Iyengar, Kamenica, & Simonson, 2006). 
Graduate students attended speed-dating events that varied in 
size from 18 participants (9 of each sex) to 42 participants (21 
of each sex). As the size of the choice set increased—as speed-
daters met a larger number of opposite-sex partners—they said 
“yes” to a smaller proportion of the potential partners, although 
the effect was limited to female speed-daters in this study. 
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Of course, in the studies reviewed in this section, the large 





36		  Finkel et al. 

socially desirable image (Goffman, 1959; Walther, 1996, 
1997). Such strategic self-presentation might entail contextu-
alizing negative information in a positive light, selectively 
revealing negative information over time, actively suppressing 
negative information, or presenting an impression that reflects 
one’s ideal self or true self rather than one’s actual self (Ellison 
et al., 2006; McKenna, Green, & Gleason, 2002). Also, the 
absence of nonverbal channels of communication in CMC 
might cause people to compensate (Argyle & Dean, 1965) by 
making more intimate disclosures in CMC than face-to-face 
and, consequently, accelerating intimacy (Altman & Taylor, 
1973; Reis & Shaver, 1988).

Hyperpersonalization processes may also take place in the 
mind of the message recipient: Text formats are frequently 
limited in the amount of information they convey, and perceiv-
ers are likely to elaborate on or fill in the gaps using their own 
mental schemas or other known information about the sender, 
such as shared category membership (Spears & Lea, 1992). 
Although schemas, such as attachment representations (Bald-
win, 1992, Bowlby, 1969), can cause people to interpret inter-
personal information to be more negative than reality (Walther, 
1997), in the context of initial communication with a potential 
romantic partner, people on average will tend to confirm their 
hopes and positive expectations. For example, a sender might 
mention “loving the outdoors,” and the receiver interprets this 
disclosure to mean “I love �roughing it’ in the wilderness” as 
opposed to the sender’s intention of “I love ski weekends in 
Aspen.” Thus, when a liked other sends an ambiguous text-
based message, the perceiver may interpret that ambiguity in a 
desired light, and ultimately this may lead the perceiver to 
have an exaggeratedly favorable view of the sender. In fact, 
manipulations of the extent of a partner’s self-disclosure have 
a larger effect on a perceiver’s feelings of intimacy in CMC 
than they do in face-to-face interactions (Jiang, Bazarova, & 
Hancock, 2011). Furthermore, mediational analyses have sug-
gested that this effect is due to the perceiver’s optimistic over-
interpretation of the limited CMC cues: Perceivers in CMC 
(relative to face-to-face) contexts are more likely to believe 
that the self-disclosures are due to unique qualities of the 
dyadic relationship (Jiang et al., 2011).

In summary, CMC encourages message senders to engage 
in strategic self-presentation and to make intimate disclosures, 
and it also encourages message recipients to form positive 
impressions of the senders. Taken together, these features cause 
many dyads to experience greater attraction and intimacy after 
interacting via computer compared to dyads meeting and inter-
acting face-to-face (Jiang et al., 2011; McKenna et al., 2002; L. 
C. Tidwell & Walther, 2002; Walther, 1996; but see Okdie, 
Guadagno, Bernieri, Geers, & Mclarney-Vesotski, 2011).

However, even if online dating CMC services permit users 
to engage in more self-disclosure and to form more positive 
impressions than would occur in face-to-face communication 
among their offline counterparts, ultimately, the goal of most 
online daters is to meet in person to assess the potential for 
forming an offline relationship. Although the communication 

process at some sites, particularly eHarmony, can prolong the 
initial CMC period, most online daters try to move the rela-
tionship offline quickly—65% of participants in one sample 
typically did so within a week of initial CMC contact (Whitty 
& Carr, 2006). Therefore, the research on differences between 
CMC and face-to-face impression formation that would be 
most relevant to online dating involves procedures that exam-
ine participants’ impressions when they first meet through 
CMC and then later transition to face-to-face interaction 
(sometimes called a “mixed-mode relationship”; Walther & 
Parks, 2002). Thus, the (small) literature on modality switch-
ing is especially relevant to the communication service offered 
by online dating sites. This literature addresses how people’s 
impressions change when an initial CMC interaction is fol-
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face-to-face interaction (regarding a set of collaborative 
tasks) took place after participants had initially communi-
cated by e-mail for 3 weeks (Ramirez & Wang, 2008; Ramirez 
& Zhang, 2007). However, when the switch took place at 6 
weeks, the devaluing pattern started to emerge: Participants’ 
attraction to their partners after a face-to-face interaction was 
lower than in the 3-week condition, and it was about equal to 
the no-CMC condition. In other words, face-to-face interac-
tions may produce increases in impression positivity follow-
ing a brief period of CMC communication, but these benefits 
disappear following a longer period of CMC communication 
(cf. Brym & Lenton, 2003).

Both of these effects are consistent with the hyperpersonal 
perspective (Walther, 1996). CMC affords intimate disclosures 
and perhaps even the expression of the true self (Bargh et al., 
2002; McKenna et al., 2002), and these benefits of CMC can 
provide the foundation for subsequent relationship development 
as long as the face-to-face reality check follows somewhat 
quickly. However, additional time spent using CMC without a 
reality check may allow strategic self-presentation (on the part 
of the message sender) and idealization or particularization (on 
the part of the perceiver) to continue unabated, and the subse-
quent face-to-face interaction could produce unpleasant discon-
firmation of the perceiver’s overly particular expectations. 
Indeed, Ramirez and Wang (2008) provided some evidence that 
participants’ sense of expectancy violation (e.g., “my partner’s 
behavior was not at all expected”) was associated with the 
devaluing pattern observed when the face-to-face switch hap-
pened after 6 weeks of CMC rather than after 3 weeks. How-
ever, it is important to note that in no condition were participants’ 
impressions worse when face-to-face interaction followed CMC 
than when participants met face-to-face without first meeting 
through CMC (McKenna et al., 2002; Ramirez & Zhang, 2007). 
Thus, for the benefits of CMC to translate to an offline relation-
ship, the modality switch should take place fairly quickly; with 
a late modality switch, the benefits of CMC can be offset by 
unpleasant expectancy disconfirmation.

In short, the nascent literature on modality switching sug-
gests that the CMC services offered by online dating sites may 
encourage the development of intimacy and attraction better 
than conventional offline dating avenues. However, users 
might benefit from making the transition to face-to-face inter-
action relatively quickly, as any benefits of CMC seem to dis-
appear if interactants rely on CMC for too long as a substitute 
for face-to-face interaction.

Why is CMC not a substitute for face-to-face interaction? 
Even though CMC can foster intimacy and liking, it does not 
necessarily follow that CMC can substitute for face-to-face 
interaction. Indeed, the research reviewed above demonstrated 
theoretically meaningful differences between face-to-face 
interactions and text-based information presentations, 
including CMC (Eastwick, Finkel, & Eagly, 2011; Ramirez & 
Zhang, 2007). In other words, there seems to be some face-to-
face reality that is inaccurately or incompletely communicated 

over CMC. One likely consequence of this disconnect is that 
few people would be willing to start a romantic relationship 
without having had a face-to-face interaction (Whitty & 
Carr, 2006). Why would some information about a person be 
especially important or apparent in face-to-face interactions?

For one thing, it is easier to misrepresent oneself when 
interacting over CMC than it is when interacting face-to-face. 
That is, it may be relatively easy to be deceptive about certain 
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people in Western cultures consider gut-level, emotional eval-
uations of partners to be an essential component of the deci-
sion to initiate and pursue a romantic relationship (Levine, 
Sato, Hashimoto, & Verma, 1995; Simpson, Campbell, & Ber-
scheid, 1986).

We hasten to note, however, that the virtual-date paradigm 
(Frost et al., 2008) may narrow the gap between traditional 
forms of CMC and face-to-face interaction by combining chat 
features, avatars, and a navigable visual environment. Some 
dating sites (e.g., Weopia) feature virtual dates, and other sites 
(e.g., SpeedDate) seek to approximate live face-to-face inter-
actions through the use of webcam chats. These newer CMC 
methods may offer online daters the best possible opportunity 
to assess experiential information about potential romantic 
partners over the Internet, even though they are unlikely to 
achieve the level of nuance and texture emerging from face-to-
face interaction.

Another reason why CMC is likely to differ from face-to-
face interaction is that people may evaluate the same attribute, 
even a searchable trait like physical attractiveness, differently 
in CMC than in face-to-face contexts. For example, people 
differ in the extent to which the physical attractiveness of a 
potential partner’s photograph inspires their romantic desire 
for that partner, and this individual difference is associated 
with their explicitly reported preference for physical attrac-
tiveness. That is, someone with a strong explicit preference for 
physical attractiveness is more likely than someone with a 
weak preference to be romantically inspired by the physical 
attractiveness of a potential partner’s profile photo (Wood & 
Brumbaugh, 2009). However, people also have spontaneous, 
affectively based preferences (i.e., implicit preferences), and 
these implicit preferences tend to be uncorrelated with their 
explicit preferences (Eastwick, Eagly, Finkel, & Johnson, 
2011). That is, participants’ spontaneous affective associations 
regarding physically attractive partners do not necessarily cor-
respond to whether they say they ideally want a physically 
attractive partner (an explicit preference). Furthermore, 
implicit (but not explicit) preferences for physical attractive-
ness predict the extent to which participants find physical 
attractiveness appealing in face-to-face interaction partners 
(Eastwick, Eagly, et al., 2011). Implicit preferences are more 
likely to be associated with momentary feelings or gut reac-
tions (Gawronski & Bodenhausen, 2011; Ranganath, Smith, & 
Nosek, 2008), and thus this research suggests that gut-level 
feelings about a potential partner take on increased importance 
in face-to-face interaction relative to CMC contexts.

Thus, the task of an online dater is more difficult than sim-
ply assessing searchable traits online, assessing experiential 
traits face-to-face, and then summing up the two impressions 
to form a romantic judgment. Instead, aspects of a potential 
partner that seem promising on a profile or over CMC can 
leave negative impressions in person, and vice versa. Further-
more, some aspects of one’s romantic impressions are largely 
unknowable until a face-to-face interaction has occurred; gut-
level evaluations are crucial and are more likely to be relevant 

in face-to-face than in CMC contexts (Eastwick, Eagly, et al., 
2011). Until CMC procedures can effectively approximate 
live interaction, communication services offered by dating 
sites are unlikely to replace face-to-face interactions as a com-
plete source of romantic impressions.

Communication—conclusion. Taken as a whole, what does 
the scholarly literature say about the potential of communication 
to yield success in the online dating realm? People can convey 
a substantial amount of social information using CMC, and 
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what people say they are attracted to imperfectly represents 
what they are actually attracted to, and what attracts people to 
a written profile differs from what attracts them to an individ-
ual in person (Eastwick & Finkel, 2008a; Eastwick, Finkel, & 
Eagly, 2011). Both of these issues contribute to the long-stand-
ing difficulty of predicting romantic attraction between strang-
ers (Lykken & Tellegen, 1993).

What we have not yet discussed is research relevant to the 
second possible goal of matching sites: arranging successful 
long-term relationships. Whereas Chemistry says to its users 
“You want to go on great dates” and makes no explicit prom-
ise beyond that, sites like eHarmony announce, “We deliver 
more than just dates” (eHarmony.com, 2011e, para. 1). The 
eHarmony homepage claims that “We’ve conducted years of 
extensive research and know what makes relationships last” 
(eHarmony.com, 2011a, para. 1 under the “Why Join eHar-
mony” tab). A lasting relationship, not just great dates, is the 
outcome that eHarmony promises and is the measure of the 
success of its algorithm. This promise is more in keeping 
with matchmaking services prior to the Internet era, when 
couples were expected not necessarily to love each other at 
first sight but rather to live together successfully for the rest 
of their lives.

Is there an empirical basis for predicting the long-term suc-
cess of intimate relationships? If so, how well does that litera-
ture map onto the factors being used as the basis for Internet 
matching?

i. How predictable are long-term romantic outcomes? Before 
discussing the specifics of what predicts long-term romantic 
outcomes, we must first consider the extent to which long-term 
romantic outcomes are predictable at all. Matching sites like 
eHarmony strongly imply that the likelihood of any two people 
having a successful intimate relationship is knowable in advance. 
In their pursuit of this goal, matching sites are standing on the 
shoulders of giants. Predicting the long-term success or failure 
of intimate relationships, and marriages in particular, has been 
called the “Holy Grail” of scientific research on relationships 
(R. E. Heyman & Slep, 2001, p. 473) and has been an explicit 
goal of this research since the first studies of marriage were 
conducted in the 1930s and 1940s (Adams, 1946; Burgess & 
Cottrell, 1939; Terman, 1938, Terman, 1948). Only in the past 
few decades, however, have researchers claimed to have made 
substantial progress toward this goal.

In research that received widespread media attention, 
Buehlman, Gottman, and Katz (1992) reported that they could, 
on the basis of interviewing a married couple and observing a 
relatively brief interaction, predict with 94% accuracy whether 
or not that couple would divorce over the subsequent 3 years. 
Later work with newlyweds reported comparable levels of 
accuracy (greater than 80%) predicting divorce over the first 6 
years of the marriage (Gottman, Coan, Carrere, & Swanson, 
1998). Longitudinal studies by other research teams have 
reported comparably high levels of accuracy in predicting 
marital outcomes (e.g., Rogge, Bradbury, Hahlweg, Engl, & 
Thurmaier, 2006).

Such findings might be taken as encouragement for the 
developers of matching algorithms, as they suggest the exis-
tence of a set of variables that, if they could be measured in 
advance, might distinguish between couples more or less 
likely to form successful long-term relationships. However, 
there are two important reasons that the results of longitudinal 
prediction studies of married couples may not provide a strong 
basis for attempts to match unacquainted strangers.

First, in a trenchant critique of this literature, R. E. Heyman 
and Slep (2001) explained that none of the marriage prediction 
studies actually predicts anything. All of these studies use the 
same general approach: They assess couples on a wide range 
of variables, follow them for a period of time, determine who 
divorces and who does not, and then use a computer program 
to identify the combination of variables assessed at baseline 
that best accounts for group membership at follow-up. This is 
not prediction but postdiction, and it is a perfectly valid way of 
identifying variables that might be important for understand-
ing how relationships develop over time. The true accuracy of 
the prediction, however, can only be established by cross- 
validating the results—that is, taking the estimates obtained 
from postdiction in one sample and using them to predict out-
comes in an independent sample. Longitudinal studies of mar-
riage never do this, but R. E. Heyman and Slep (2001) drew 
from cross-sectional survey data to illustrate how cross-vali-
dation affects the accuracy of a predictive algorithm. In their 
data, their ability to account for whether or not an individual 
had experienced a divorce dropped substantially (from 65% to 
21%) when estimates derived from one half of their sample 
were applied to the other half. This analysis raises concerns 
about the extent to which analyses of known outcomes from 
any one sample can support specific predictions about 
unknown outcomes in a separate sample, yet this is precisely 
what any legitimate matching algorithm would have to do.

A second reason that even the best longitudinal marital 
research may not offer much support for the validity of match-
ing algorithms is that, even in a study in which the ability to 
predict where most relationships end up is relatively high, the 
ability to account for specific outcomes can be far lower. The 
problem, as R. E. Heyman and Slep (2001, p. 474) point out, 
is that “the predictive value of any measuring device will be 
low whenever prevalence itself is low.” In the samples exam-
ined in research on married couples, divorce tends to have a 
low prevalence, and this can result in a highly accurate overall 
model that still does not identify the divorcing couples well. vey data to io 
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connect. A dating site could therefore develop a highly predic-
tive algorithm if it did no more than prevent pairings that are 
unlikely to succeed, as these constitute the majority of possi-
ble pairings. What matching sites care about most, however, is 
the outcome that is least likely to happen—successfully devel-
oping a relationship—and this is the outcome that is most dif-
ficult to predict. The existing literature does not inspire 
confidence in the ability of even the most accurate predictive 
algorithms to account for low-prevalence events.

Questioning the predictability of romantic outcomes does 
not undercut the considerable advances that relationship sci-
ence has made in understanding the forces that contribute to 
the success or failure of relationships. As we will elaborate 
shortly, many of the important forces that contribute to roman-
tic outcomes are well-established. The point of the preceding 
analysis, however, is to emphasize that understanding and pre-
dicting are two different goals, and success at one does not 
necessarily imply success at the other. By analogy, we might 
compare the understanding and prediction of romantic out-
comes to attempts to understand and predict the stock market. 
Although economists know a great deal about how the stock 
market behaves and why, attempts to predict the behavior of 
the market at a specific point in the future have limited accu-
racy. Relationship scientists, like economists, have made great 
strides in identifying the determinants of their outcome of 
interest: relationship success or failure. Matching sites, how-
ever, are in the business of predicting the future success or 
failure of a particular couple, and there may be inherent limits 
to the ability of available scientific research to support that 
goal.

ii. On what basis can we predict romantic outcomes? To 
the extent that romantic outcomes are at all predictable in 
advance, on what basis might those predictions be made? 
Theories of intimate relationships and marriage have generally 
highlighted three broad classes of variables as reasons why 
these relationships succeed or fail (e.g., Huston, 2000; Karney 
& Bradbury, 1995). First, relationships are naturally affected 
by the individual characteristics of the partners (e.g., Kelly & 
Conley, 1987; Robins, Caspi, & Moffitt, 2000). These include 
all of the relatively stable aspects of two people, including 
not only their personalities but also their personal histories, 
attitudes, values, and backgrounds. Second, relationships 
develop as a function of the quality of the interactions between 
the partners (e.g., Gottman, 1994; Johnson et al., 2005). 
These include all of the ways that couples communicate, 
resolve problems, and support each other, as well as their 
emotional reactions to and interpretations of these behaviors. 
Third, relationships can be constrained or facilitated by the 
circumstances surrounding the couple (e.g., Conger, Rueter, 
& Elder, 1999; A. Thompson & Bolger, 1999). These include 
chronic and acute sources of stress and support, as well as the 
neighborhoods, cultures, and social networks within which 
couples are embedded.

These three broad classes of variables are not equally 
assessable by the methods adopted by matching sites. For 

example, whereas dyadic interactions play a central and 
explicitly causal role in several of the most influential theories 
of relationship development and treatment (e.g., social learn-
ing theories; N. S. Jacobson & Christensen, 1996; Weiss, 
1978), and whereas the longitudinal studies of Gottman and 
his colleagues (e.g., Buehlman et al., 1992; Gottman et al., 
1998) based their predictions primarily on observations of 
couples’ interactions and behaviors, this entire class of vari-
ables is necessarily excluded from consideration by the algo-
rithms used by extant matching sites. Matching algorithms are 
designed to predict romantic outcomes between individuals 
who have not yet met. Having never interacted, these potential 
couples therefore cannot provide interaction data on which to 
base a prediction about their future success or failure, despite 
the central importance of these variables in all contemporary 
models of relationships.

In contrast to their interactions, some aspects of the circum-
stances of a couple can be assessed before the partners have 
met. Socioeconomic status, for example, is a powerful predic-
tor of romantic outcomes, such that divorce rates are nearly 
twice as high in low-income neighborhoods as in affluent 
neighborhoods (Bramlett & Mosher, 2002). Similarly, couples 
under financial stress have more trouble resolving conflicts 
effectively and, as a consequence, experience lower relation-
ship satisfaction, compared to couples who are more finan-
cially stable (Conger & Conger, 2008). These concrete aspects 
of individuals’ environments may be measured in advance of 
two people meeting and could be incorporated into an algo-
rithm to predict, for example, that users from poorer neighbor-
hoods, or users experiencing greater economic stress, will 
have a more difficult time forming and maintaining a lasting 
intimate relationship. Matchmaking sites do not appear to 
emphasize these sorts of economic issues in their algorithms 
(see our previous review of major sites’ key matching princi-
ples), and, even if they did, it is not clear how they would do 
so. Moreover, because matching sites frequently charge sub-
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theory; Hill, 1949) emphasize that romantic outcomes are 
strongly determined by the extent to which couples experience 
chronic and acute stress and by the way couples cope with 
stressors when they arise. Although it is possible for couples to 
cope effectively with stress and thus grow closer, stress gener-
ally increases opportunities for conflict even as it decreases a 
couple’s capacity to resolve conflict effectively (Neff & Kar-
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successful intimate relationships is a relatively stable quality 
of an individual, regardless of who that individual’s partner is.

An enormous body of research supports this view. For 
example, those early marriage studies successfully identified 
personality traits that were associated with more or less satis-
fying or enduring marriages over time (e.g., Adams, 1946; 
Terman, 1938). Over the subsequent decades, as theories of 
personality crystallized around the five-factor model (McCrae 
& Costa, 1997), research has examined each of the five factors 
for its cross-sectional and longitudinal associations with rela-
tionship processes and outcomes and has confirmed that most 
of them are associated with romantic outcomes in some way 
(Malouff, Thorsteinsson, Schutte, Bhullar, & Rooke, 2010; 
McNulty, in press). By far, the most consistent and extensive 
evidence has accumulated for neuroticism, defined as the sta-
ble tendency to experience negative emotions (Watson & 
Clark, 1984). In all of these studies, higher levels of neuroti-
cism in either partner are associated with lower relationship 
satisfaction cross-sectionally (e.g., Bouchard, Lussier, & Sab-
ourin, 1999) and declining satisfaction and greater risk of  
dissolution over time (e.g., Karney & Bradbury, 1997). More-
over, personality traits account for people’s tendency to expe-
rience similar outcomes across different relationships (Robins, 
Caspi, & Moffitt, 2002), strong support for the idea that some 
traits are associated with less success in relationships regard-
less of the specific relationship partner. In a compelling 

demonstration of this effect, the neuroticism of husbands and 
wives not only predicted their marital outcomes over 45 years 
later, but this effect swamped the effects of almost all other 
individual characteristics that they had measured (Kelly & 
Conley, 1987).

Aside from personality traits, other individual differences 
have also been identified as significant predictors of romantic 
outcomes. The predictions of attachment theory have been 
borne out in hundreds of studies showing that relatively stable 
orientations toward closeness and intimacy are reliably associ-
ated with outcomes in adult relationships (e.g., Holland, 
Fraley, & Roisman, 2011), even when attachment orientations 
are measured far in advance of the formation of a relationship 
(Roisman, Collins, Sroufe, & Egeland, 2005). Specific child-
hood experiences have been linked to adult romantic outcomes 
as well. For example, children whose parents were unhappily 
married or divorced are at greater risk for growing up to have 
unhappy relationships themselves (Amato & Booth, 2001; 
Feng, Giarrusso, Bengtson, & Frye, 1999). A history of psy-
chopathology (Gotlib, Lewinsohn, & Seeley, 1998) and child-
hood experiences of abuse (Cherlin, Burton, Hurt, & Purvin, 
2004) are also powerfully associated with greater difficulties 
forming and maintaining relationships in adulthood.

As a whole, research linking relatively stable individual 
differences to the long-term success or failure of relation-
ships has several important implications for the prospects of 
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matching over the Internet. First, although the effects of indi-
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similarity between two people predicts more satisfying and 
longer-lasting relationships over time. This is not an easy 
question to answer, for several reasons.

First, measuring similarity is surprisingly complicated. The 
perception of being similar to a partner is easy to measure, and 
indeed that perception is strongly associated with initial attrac-
tion and relationship satisfaction (e.g., Lutz-Zois, Bradley, 
Mihalik, & Moorman-Eavers, 2006; Montoya, Horton, & 



46		  Finkel et al. 

predicting marital and life satisfaction” (Dyrenforth et al., 
2010, p. 701). A meta-analysis of 313 studies that examined 
actual and perceived similarity in laboratory studies and stud-
ies of real couples reached a similar conclusion: Although 
similarity predicted attraction in the laboratory studies, the 
effect of actual similarity on satisfaction in existing relation-
ships was not significantly different from zero (Montoya et al., 
2008).

The inconsistent effects of personality similarity are not so 
surprising in light of the fact that some personality traits are 
distinctly negative. As noted earlier, the personality dimension 
with the strongest and most consistent direct effects on roman-
tic outcomes is neuroticism. Given the abundant evidence that 
higher levels of neuroticism are associated with worse rela-
tionships, it is hard to imagine that similarity on this dimen-
sion (e.g., a couple in which both partners score high) would 
be preferable to a couple in which the total level of neuroti-
cism across the partners was lower, regardless of similarity. In 
fact, with respect to negatively valenced personality traits, 
similarity between partners is clearly bad for relationships. For 
example, in research on dyadic interactions, similarity on 
introversion/extraversion predicts more effective communica-
tion, but similarity on disagreeableness predicts less effective 
communication, even after controlling for the main effects of 
each partner’s personality (Cuperman & Ickes, 2009). In mar-
ried couples, each spouse’s depressive symptoms are consis-
tently associated with lower marital satisfaction (e.g., Davila, 
Karney, Hall, & Bradbury, 2003), but after controlling for 
these effects, marriages in which both partners are depressed 
fare even worse (Whisman, Uebelacker, & Weinstock, 2004). 
On the flipside, the summed total of two partners’ self-control, 
not their similarity on this dimension, predicts elevated rela-
tionship quality (Vohs, Finkenauer, & Baumeister, 2011). 
Thus, with respect to matching on personality, the relationship 
aptitude perspective seems to have more support than the com-
patibility perspective. The implication for relationship seekers 
and matchmakers is that finding a partner with a personality 
conducive to relationships is more likely to promote success-
ful outcomes than is finding a partner with a personality simi-
lar to one’s own.

The promise of similarity as a basis for successful relation-
ships is clearer in research on attitudes and values. Whereas 
personality traits like neuroticism are “vertical attributes,” in 
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those values most directly associated with coordination within 
a family, including religion and attitudes toward sex roles. 
Thus, as a basis for compatibility in long-term relationships, 
similarity may be a beginning, but it is far from being the 
whole story or even a large part of the story.

From the perspective of evaluating matching sites, one lim-
itation of this review is that it necessarily focuses on dimen-
sions of similarity that have been examined in published 
empirical research. These dimensions may not map perfectly 
(if at all) onto the dimensions assessed by matching sites, such 
as the 29 dimensions advertised by eHarmony. Yet Lykken and 
Tellegen (1993) explained why research on additional dimen-
sions is unlikely to improve the ability of similarity alone to 
account for the formation of successful long-term relation-
ships. They observed that, even in a world where people ben-
efit from similar partners, people are also likely to tolerate a 
range of difference in their partners, and indeed the average 
correlation between actual partners, although reliably signifi-
cant, is rarely higher than .50 regardless of the dimension 
being assessed. Given that range of acceptable similarity, in an 
ideal case in which an individual had 10 completely indepen-
dent dimensions along which to choose a similar partner, a 
search for partners who were within an acceptable range of 
similarity on all 10 dimensions would not go far in limiting the 
pool of available mates. In the real world, where the available 
dimensions that can be assessed are far from independent and 
in fact overlap highly within individuals, the ability of similar-
ity matching to identify a uniquely suitable partner is even 
more limited. Describing the hypothetical case of a relation-
ship seeker basing a search entirely on matching for similarity, 
the authors concluded as follows: “For our lonely bachelor . . . 
the entire literature on spousal similarity would eliminate not 
more than half the young women whom he encounters and 
will therefore leave him still unmated” (Lykken & Tellegen, 
1993, p. 59). These authors, however, were writing before the 
current rise in the popularity of online dating. With the vastly 
wider range of potential mates that the Internet offers, the abil-
ity of similarity alone to narrow the field is even more 
limited.
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algorithms, which must evaluate compatibility between two 
people before they have entered a situation together.

Some scholars have drawn from research on the benefits of 
genetic diversity in other species (Bateson, 1983) to propose 
that a degree of genetic dissimilarity should be sought in a 
potential mate among humans as well (e.g., Penn, 2002). The 
argument is that, just as inbreeding increases the risk of off-
spring born with severe recessive disorders, a preference for 
outbreeding, or selecting mates on the basis of their genetic 
diversity, should promote healthy offspring and should there-
fore be selected for within a population. Within humans, this 
sort of argument has been applied specifically to research on a 
set of genes central to immune functioning called the major 
histocompatibility complex (MHC). MHC genes are more 
effective at producing antigens when they include more poly-
morphisms—that is, when an individual receives different 
forms of the genes from each parent. If infants receiving dif-
ferent copies of the genes therefore have healthier immune 
systems and are more likely to survive, then selection pres-
sures should have led adults to identify and prefer to mate with 
individuals whose MHC genotype is different from their own 
(Grob, Knapp, Martin, & Anzenberger, 1998). In fact, several 
studies to test this idea have found that, when asked to smell 
t-shirts worn by possible partners who are MHC-similar or 
MHC-dissimilar, male and female research participants prefer 
the odor of the MHC-dissimilar partners (Thornhill et al., 
2003; Wedekind, Seebeck, Bettens, & Paepke, 1995).

On the basis of these and related findings, the matching site 
ScientificMatch, which apparently shut down as we were 
making the final edits to this article, offered to test genetic 
material. This site promised that, after their algorithm identi-
fied MHC-dissimilar mates, there would be an increased 
chance that users would “love the natural body fragrance of 
your matches” (ScientificMatch.com, 2011). It was an entic-
ing promise, but recent reviews of the research on MHC in 
humans suggest that the benefits of MHC-dissimilarity are far 
from simple or clear. To date, evidence that real couples actu-
ally choose each other on the basis of MHC-dissimilarity, 
which would be expected if humans have evolved to prefer for 
genetically dissimilar mates, has been inconsistent (Havlicek 
& Roberts, 2009), although one study found that MHC- 
dissimilarity is associated with greater sexual attraction 
between partners (Garver-Apgar, Gangestad, Thornhill, 
Miller, & Olp, 2006). Moreover, although men and women do 
prefer the odors of MHC-dissimilar others, it appears that they 
prefer the faces of MHC-similar others (Roberts & Little, 
2008; Roberts et al., 2005). As will surprise no one, faces also 
play an enormous role in mate preferences (Little & Perrett, 
2002). Thus, the current state of research on genetics and mate 
selection suggests that matching based on MHC-dissimilarity 
is, at best, premature.

Matching—conclusion. A review of the empirical literature 
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beliefs, who presumably also would be unlikely to start dating 
offline or through self-selection sites). But this benefit, real as 
it may be, should not be conflated with the claim that a propri-
etary algorithm can determine whether two relationship seek-
ers are soulmates or have chemistry with each other. Instead, 
and until data establish otherwise, we suggest that a significant 
portion of any perceived success of these sites may be attribut-
able to (a) selection processes based upon branding (e.g., 
eHarmony might be especially successful at recruiting users 
who are interested in finding a marriage partner); (b) certain 
cognitive and social-psychological processes, such as the pla-
cebo effect, the endowment effect, and the confirmation bias; 
or (c) the inevitability that random pairings among highly 
motivated, prerequisite-meeting individuals would likely yield 
a certain number of successful relationships.

Implications of online dating
The prevalence of online dating may be exerting unexpected 
effects on romantic relationships. We speculate that online dat-
ing may affect not only the process of finding and forming 
romantic relationships but perhaps also something more fun-
damental about the organization of family life.

Does online dating change the way people think about 
and approach potential relationships? As discussed previ-
ously, online dating may encourage the adoption of an assess-
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daters make assertions like this one: “I would prefer to be on 
my own rather than just fall into any relationship where I am 
not a hundred percent happy” (Leslie & Morgan, 2009, p. 13).

Online dating may be subtly influencing daters’ approach 
to potential partners in another way. By suggesting that com-
patibility can be established from a relatively small bank of 
trait-based information about a person—whether by a match-
maker’s algorithm or by the users’ own glance at a profile—
online dating sites may be supporting an ideology of 
compatibility that decades of scientific research suggests is 
false. That is, these sites imply, and in some instances explic-
itly assert, that the essential qualities of a relationship can be 
predicted from characteristics of the potential partners that 
exist before they have met. Standing in direct contrast to this 
suggestion is 75 years of scientific research, reviewed above, 
indicating that pre-existing personal qualities account for a 
very small percentage of the variance in relationship success.

Might online dating accentuate homogamy in marriage? 
Similarity is a potent principle in online dating. As described 
previously, matching sites typically emphasize similarity on 
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genetic models counterintuitively indicate that assortative 
mating for a heritable trait will actually increase phenotypic 
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may be outside of their comfort zone—that is, partners with 
whom one might not otherwise come into contact.

In light of the available data and the fact that many of the 
most important predictors of relationship success are simply 
unavailable prior to a relationship’s beginning, we are not 
optimistic that mathematical matching algorithms can be espe-
cially effective at finding compatible partners for users. We 
encourage users to consider this limitation before investing the 
sometimes-considerable resources required to join certain 
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