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The Truth about Online Dating

The hype is huge, and the findings are somewhat
disturbing--but the future of online dating looks good

By Robert Epstein

About two years ago | arranged to meet for coffee with a woman | had corresponded with online.
| arrived early and sat at a table in a conspicuous spot. After a few minutes, a woman came to my
table, sat down and said with big smile, "Hi, I'm Chris!"

But Chris was not the woman in the online photos. This wasn't a question of an age discrepancy
or a new hairdo. She was a completely different woman. Chris was in marketing, you see, and to
her it was simply a good strategy to post photographs that would draw in as many "customers" as
possible. | never said a word about the photos. | just enjoyed our conversation and the
refreshments. A few weeks later | noticed that Chris had replaced the photos with those of yet
another woman.

In the U.S. alone, tens of millions of people are trying to find dates or spouses online every day.
How accurate are the ads they find? And just how successful is online dating compared with
conventional dating? These and other questions have recently stimulated a small explosion of
studies by social scientists. The research is quickly revealing many surprising things about the
new world of online dating, and some of the Ifindings could be of great value to the millions who
now look to the Internet to find love.

Deception at Light Speed

Experiences such as the one | had with Chris are multiplying by the thousands: some people
online lie quite drastically about their age, marital or parental status, appearance, income or
profession. There are even Web sites, such as www.DontDateHimGirl.com, where people go to




gripe, and a few lawsuits have been filed against online services by disgruntled suitors. Just how
bad is deception in online dating?

To put this issue in context, bear in mind that deception has always played at least a small role in
courting. One could even argue that deception is a necessary part of wooing a potential partner
("Yes, | love sports!") and even of forming successful long-term relationships ("No, that dress
doesn't make you look fat at all!").

But cyberspace introduces a host of new possibilities. Survey research conducted by media
researcher Jeana Frost of Boston University and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology
suggests that about 20 percent of online daters admit to deception. If you ask them how many
other people are lying, however--an interviewing tactic that probably gets closer to the truth--that
number jumps to 90 percent.

Because self-reported data can be unreliable, especially those from people asked to confess bad
things about themselves, several researchers have sought objective ways to quantify online
deception. For example, psychologist Jeffrey Hancock of Cornell University and communications
professor Nicole Ellison of Michigan State University bring people into a lab, where they measure
height and weight and then check the numbers against those in their online profiles. The
preliminary data suggest that, on average, online profiles shave off about five pounds and add
perhaps an inch in height. According to Ellison, although deception is "fairly common, the lies are
of a very small magnitude." On the other hand, she says that the shorter and heavier people are,
the bigger the lies.

In another attempt to collect objective data on deception, economists Guenter Hitsch and Ali
Hortagsu of the University of Chicago and psychologist Dan Ariely of M.I.T. compared the heights
and weights of online daters with the same statistics obtained from national census data. Like
Hancock and Ellison, they found that online height is exaggerated by only an inch or so for both
men and women but that women appear to understate their weight more and more as they get
older: by five pounds when they are in their 20s, 17 pounds in their 30s and 19 pounds in their
40s.

For men, the major areas of deception are educational level, income, height, age and marital
status; at least 13 percent of online male suitors are thought to be married. For women, the major
areas of deception are weight, physical appearance and age. All of the relevant research shows
the importance of physical appearance for both sexes, and online daters interpret the absence of
photos negatively. According to one recent survey, men's profiles without photos draw one fourth
the response of those with photos, and women's profiles without photos draw only one sixth the
response of those with photos.

Online daters often regret telling the truth, feeling that too much honesty creates a bad
impression.

If you are a Garrison Keillor fan, you have probably heard about the fictional Lake Wobegon on
National Public Radio, where "all the women are strong, all the men are good-looking, and all the
children are above average." In the online dating community, similar rules apply: in one study,
only 1 percent of online daters listed their appearance as "less than average."

Rationale for Falsehoods
Why so much inaccuracy? One theory, formulated in the late 1980s and early 1990s by Sara
Kiesler and her colleagues at Carnegie Mellon University, suggests that by its very nature



