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Abstract

Internet/online dating is ubiquitous.  It has lost its stigma and has become sophisticated, segmented and accessible.  Dating sites vary in their focus, cost and safety.  Regulation is sparse and sporadic.  This paper identifies dating site categories and reviews some of the key ethical risks.  Solutions to the ethical challenges of online dating may parallel the solutions to other internet activities, however, a personal solution of user responsible and improved behaviour could be the ultimate safeguard. 
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1. Introduction
The internet has fundamentally reshaped our social lives and has become a place where people can ‘socialise’ wherever they may be [1].  It has had a profound effect on the way individuals meet their romantic partners.  Internet dating ‘... allows individuals, groups, or even couples the opportunity to meet online and possibly develop a relationship that is social, romantic, and or sexual’ [2].   Rosenfeld [3] argues that the internet is a new kind of ‘social intermediary’ which has displaced the traditional ‘friend-of-a-friend’ introduction to possible partners in the offline world.  The perception that ‘the range of personality types who date online is limited to Internet ‘geeks’ and the ‘desperate and dateless’ has changed [4].  Online dating has shed much of its former stigma and is seen as an innovative way for potential soul mates to meet.  However, while there are compelling reasons for people to participate in online dating, there are ethical concerns regarding the behaviour of some of the participants and providers.  This paper outlines the types of internet dating site available and discusses some of the ethical controversies associated with their use. 

2. Evolution and growth of online dating
Internet dating ‘first emerged in the mid-late 1990's, as a result of the evolution of web technology moving from simple, static HTML pages over to more powerful database driven, dynamic systems that could be queried by multiple, simultaneous users’ [5].  Mainstream online dating websites provide the customer with a wide choice of individuals within a specific region, who match a number of qualities and interests with the user. eHarmony, for example, has a Compatibility Matching System that allows its members to be matched with other members with whom they are likely to enjoy a long-term relationship [6]. Database technology also facilitates segmentation analysis and has helped spawn a number of niche, special interest dating sites such as CatholicMatch.com and RugbyLover.co.uk, based on the type of members, their interests or the type of relationship sought. 

The first major online dating website, Match.com, was launched in 1995.  It did not take long for competitors to realise there was a gap in the market and, among many others, in 1997 Yahoo Personals entered the market followed by eHarmony in 2000 [7].  The UK industry was predicted to grow from 2.8 million paid users in 2006 to 6.0 million by 2011 [8] but has already surpassed that. The top two UK dating sites, Dating Direct and Match, each have 7 million members [9].  
3. Types of online dating websites 
There are countless numbers of online dating websites available but according to Tracy [10], they can be categorised into one of five types:  

1. General online dating websites

2. Relationship services

3. Social networking websites

4. Niche online dating websites

5. Merging online dating websites

3.1 General online dating websites
General online dating websites such as Match and Yahoo Personals comprise the majority of the industry and allow their members full access to the database, enabling members to browse any profile that they wish. Searches can be based on criteria but members are able to broaden their search as wide as they wish, although this is not necessarily based on compatibility. 
3.2 Relationship services
‘Formed to help people who are more serious about finding a "soulmate", generally, these services target “marriage-minded” people’ [10].  Relationship services from providers such as eHarmony and Chemistry.com, differ from general online dating websites as the user is able to access only those members’ profiles with whom they are deemed compatible by the system, based on the user’s answers to a lengthy questionnaire.  While it can be perceived to be onerous to complete the questionnaire, this sifting process for compatibility reduces the member’s need to trawl through hundreds of profiles to attempt to find a potential partner. 
3.3 Social networking websites
Social network websites are increasingly being used as a medium for online dating and represent a paradigm shift in the evolution of the Internet, now often referred to as Web 2.0.   Web 2.0 represents a fundamental move away from a model ‘characterized by static websites, download of content, use of search engines, and surfing from one website to the next...towards a more dynamic and interactive Internet, where content is generated by users, uploaded and shared easily with others and within communities’ [11].  The most popular social networking website is Facebook, with an estimated 550,000,000 unique monthly visitors [12].
For some, the attraction of social network sites compared with online dating sites is that ‘when you're on a dating site, you talk mostly about dating. On a social networking site, you may cover dating along with a plethora of other topics’ [13].  However, although the leading social network sites (SNS) have many more members than an online dating site, most SNS members are not looking to ‘date’, and those that are, do not have the ability to search for potential partners. Those who use online dating sites want to date. Nevertheless, due to the success of social networking websites such as Friendster, many online dating websites have now introduced a function that allows their members to easily access other members’ social networking accounts [14].  
3.4 Niche online dating websites
Niche online dating sites are designed for groups of people with similar interests.  For example, TrekPassions.com is a niche dating service for Star Trek and sci-fi fans. HinduConnections.com is for people seeking partners from the same religion [10]. Other examples of niche dating sites include those designed for animal lovers, single parents, plus size singles, smokers, gothic singles and singles who love motorcycles. More controversial niche online dating websites include Beautifulpeople.com, where ‘applicants must submit a photograph of themselves to allow existing members to decide through an online rating system whether they are attractive enough to be admitted’ [15]. Also, intelligentpeople.com where to ‘sign up you need to pass an IQ test and the site's founders claim that it will allow them to ensure only the top 15% of the population is allowed access’ [16]. 
A Hitwise survey discovered that niche dating sites such as gay dating sites and religious dating sites were growing faster than the mainstream counterparts [17]. Niche dating websites cater for almost every interest. ‘Someone’s passion in life (whether that is for dogs, fishing, wine tasting or golf) says as much if not more about that person and their personality than an in depth personality test ever can’ [18].   However, each niche dating site is likely to have a much smaller community size compared with a general dating site and the nature of the niche inevitably attracts groups that challenge the ethical consensus (e.g. Foot-Worshipers.com, BondageDating.com and SwingersDating.co.uk).
3.5 Merging online dating websites
This hybrid type of dating website merges the online and offline world. Websites such as Chicknchit.com allowed the user ‘to post his or her profile on the site and then to hand out cards to people’ in the offline world [19]. The cards contained information such as the website URL and the member’s name.  The card holder could then learn more about the member online and if interested, contact them through the service.  ‘Chick ‘n’ Chit is internet dating with a “twist”. By adding a touch of old-world charm to 21st Century technology, we created a totally unique dating concept that works anywhere in the world and makes dating a breeze’ [20]. This website is no longer accessible.  While this conventional blended approach to service delivery obeys early e-commerce success models, in this e-commerce ‘re-invention’ era [21], the nature of the service could indicate that a pure internet delivery as the most efficacious channel.
4.  Future models for online dating

Spontaneous or proximity dating is said to be the next big thing, in which users tap into location-based dating services via smartphone applications.  Wherever the user travels, apps such as SinglesAroundMe (SAM) and MeetMoi use GPS technology to locate the user, search for compatible matches near his or her actual location and then, in real time, alert him or her about other members in the area, usually measured in feet.  SAM plots singles on a geographical Google map in real time. Members can select interesting singles close-by, and if they wish, they can strike up a conversation or arrange to meet for a chat. ‘Online dating is so old-school,’ says SAM founder Chris Klotz. ‘This is the next frontier. Simply, it's the new way to date, social networking in real time, live and interactive’[22].

Virtual dating, which combines online dating and online gaming, has already been developed [23].  Members create avatars to represent themselves and then interact with other avatars on a virtual date at a virtual venue such as a café in Paris or a romantic walk on a Barbados beach.

5.  Rationale for online dating
Twenty-first century lifestyles are pressurised and atomistic, challenging conventional social support resources of family and friends as a means of meeting partners.  People often move location for work. Most experience multiple relationships during their  longer life expectancy. Many, such as single parents may find it difficult to go out to socialise.   The ease and convenience of online dating increasingly appeals to such a society [24]. Socialising involves a lot of personal time, interaction and financial outlay (the average dater is willing to spend £42.75 on a first date, with men aiming to spend an average of £55.47, compared to women’s spend of £31.39 [25].  The internet has become ‘the third most common way of making initial contact - behind introductions from friends, but almost on a par with encounters in bars and restaurants’ [24].  Online dating is focused on those looking to date. Dating in conventional social venues such as bars and clubs is often haphazard and unsafe.  
Online dating is appealing for a variety of other reasons. Participants search from the comfort and privacy of their home, until they feel confident enough to make contact.  They can take their time to get to know the potential date online or on the phone before deciding whether there is enough ‘digital chemistry’ to ‘flesh-meet’ [25][26].  Online communication methods, such as synchronous chat, offer users a high level of control.  Users decide what information to disclose about themselves and how they present themselves to others [27], a form of ‘impression management’ via their personal ‘shop window’ [26].  Many find it ‘easier to write and express themselves emotionally and more revealingly than they would do in face-face interactions’ [26].  Users can edit their comments before sending, select the best photographs to post or opt-out of a dialogue by blocking interaction with particular users or logging-off.  Online dating is ideal for users who find personality and qualities more important than image and looks as they can search for members by personal characteristics, lifestyle, interests and hobbies.  
6.  Ethics and internet dating 
The online dating industry generates much controversy, and its critics charge some providers and participants with unethical behaviour.  Ferrell, Fraedrich and Ferrell [28] describe ‘ethics’ as the study and philosophy of human conduct, with an emphasis on the determination of right and wrong. Ethical behaviour refers to behaviour that conforms to generally accepted social norms [29] ‘Most ethical theories attempt to achieve the same goal: ‘to enhance human dignity, peace, happiness and well-being’ [30]. Internet ethics can be understood as a branch of ethics which studies the social and ethical impacts of ICT [31].  The focus ‘is directed on people’s actions rather than mere technology itself' [32].  De George [33] recognises that cyber space is not a separate space but part of the world in which we live.  The same moral and ethical rules apply as apply in other aspects of society. He argues that although some of the ethical issues found on the internet such as fraud and theft are familiar to society, others are new [33]. Therefore, while the problems inherent in dating might not be new, it is important to examine the ethical risk issues in the internet context, to see if new dilemmas arise.
6.1  Dishonesty

One of the main problems with online dating is the ability for individuals to create false profiles to mislead other users. Married people have been known to pretend that they were single.  Members may lie about their physical appearance, age, financial status, and even gender.  It is claimed that Julian Assange, the co-founder of WikiLeaks, once maintained profiles on dating sites under a false name ‘Harry Harrison’ [24].  Research suggests that one third of people using online dating services are married [34].  It is estimated that 33% of online daters lie to some degree; approximately 20% of online daters admit to deception in their physical profile, but think that 90% of other people are lying [34]. Dishonesty is not always ‘lying’.  It can involve the user uploading pictures from several years ago, possibly before major weight gain or a change of hair colour. ‘It can be easily argued that profiles as a basis of online dating sites encourage dishonesty.  For those eager to meet accepting partners, profile questions can be daunting’ [35].  It is against the terms of service of most dating sites for users to provide inaccurate, misleading or false information to users.  Other users are encouraged to report suspicious behaviour or bogus profiles.  However, it is difficult to detect and police.  One dating site, True.com offers criminal background checks and claims it prosecutes married people and criminals if they use their site [26].
It is claimed that some unscrupulous sites post bogus profiles maintained by their own employees.  These ‘ghosts’ typically have very attractive profiles which are used to entice new punters.  In 2009, Jetplace’s matchmaking service admitted maintaining more than 1,300 false profiles [24].

6.2  Safety
While most dating sites offer safe dating tips, there have been accusations that dating sites do not offer vulnerable users sufficient protection against fraud and sexual predators.  In 2009, several elderly women were scammed into sending money to online dating site fraudsters posing as US soldiers [24].  In isolated cases, dating sites have been used to prey on women to result in rape or murder [27]. An example of a‘sexual predator’ is the 53 year old doctor who portrayed himself on the Asian marriage website Shaadi.com as a wealthy young banker, to attract two young women. After wining and dining them, he spiked their drinks and subjected them to brutal sex attacks [36].  A similar story is that of the man dubbed “Germany's first internet murderer”. Christian Grotheer, from Hamburg was jailed for life for killing two women he met through online dating websites [37].
6.3 Personal data security
Nearly all online dating websites require users to provide personal information including their gender, date of birth, e-mail address and postcodes, before they can access the main content of the websites. Many sites such as Match, store cookies on their users’ computers to collect information about their online activity on the site, such as the web pages visited, the links clicked, and the searches conducted.  Most users are totally unaware that this information is being collected. While most websites collect information for legitimate reasons, there are some unscrupulous sites that may sell the information to third parties, or use it to hack into social networks or other online accounts [38].  Websites such as eHarmony and Yahoo Personals, are licensees of the TRUSTe Privacy Program, which promotes online safety and trust, and guides consumers to web sites that protect their privacy.  Knowledge of such security guarantors, or sensitivity to their need, is not a feature of many sites.
6.4  Commodification and commercialisation
Henry-Waring argues that online dating is having an adverse effect on the way in which society views relationships by ‘encouraging people to view partners as commodities that can simply be traded in for better versions at the click of a computer mouse’ [24]. She contends that the commercial nature of the online dating industry, which inevitably regards dating as a type of commodity. ‘The market is therefore a key influence shaping online dating’ [39]. Online dating is big business and the sites have to make money. With online dating websites catering to every age, race, hobby and interest, in 2008 online dating was ‘the third largest revenue producer out of all paid content sites, behind digital music and online gaming’ [40].  According to Marketdata Enterprises, the online dating industry now generates $1.8 billion in revenue annually [41].  To attract subscriptions, some large companies such as Match might advertise that they have many millions of members, but less than one million are actually ‘active’ (logged in at least once in the previous three months) [23]. 
Advertising campaigns and revenue have helped the industry prosper. Advertising revenue depends on the numbers of visitors to a site, and it is claimed that some dating sites conduct their own surveys to exaggerate activity, member numbers or rates of successful unions [24].  Dating sites have been reluctant to submit their compatibility algorithms for independent inspection, claiming it is their secret weapon [24].  Niche online dating websites are ideal advertising platforms for specific products. On the Geek2Geek dating website, tailored advertisers are promoting their products including ‘geek t-shirts, mugs, ties, high caffeine products, and many other gifts for programmers, linux hackers, and open source geeks’ [42].    
A trend within online dating sites is the group ownership of many different websites. Love Horse, Rugby Lover and Martial Affair, for example, were created by the same corporation, Global Personals Limited.  Typically, database resources and web technologies are shared throughout a group’s websites, thereby reducing costs and speeding time to market for new sites. This multiple income stream from the one database gives the customer the illusion of choice, but may result in the customer paying several times for the same service.
6.5  Immorality and illegality
Some of the niche dating websites have caused outrage where they are seen to promote unsavoury or immoral acts. Rather than focusing on introducing people for dating and long-term relationships, sites such as BeNaughty.com are designed to facilitate casual sexual encounters and are perceived to encourage short term casual sexual gratification with multiple partners [2].

This raises the dichotomy between what is unethical and what is illegal. Henderson’s [43] model in Figure 1 represents the Legal V Ethical Classification of Actions. The framework has been adapted to illustrate examples of legal versus ethical online dating issues.  Quadrant 1, of Figure 1, illustrates an ideal, legal and ethical scenario.   Quadrant 4, on the other hand, illustrates an example of both unethical and illegal dating practice.  However, Quadrants 2 and 3 illustrate scenarios that are contentious.  Although some online dating websites may be seen as morally just, such as those for users of marijuana for pain relief, they are still illegal; 420Dating's mission is to provide a ‘smoker-friendly’ niche online dating website for marijuana users [44]. Conversely, some online dating websites may be regarded as unethical but relate to legal behaviour; critics argue that sites such as Marital Affair that target married men and women seeking an illicit sexual encounter, ‘deliberately promote infidelity to further their commercial ambitions’ [24]. 



ETHICAL
	2. Ethical but illegal

Niche dating site for users of marijuana for medicinal purposes
	1. Ethical and legal

Teen dating site organised by a parental-managed youth club

	4. Unethical and illegal

Site for adults to date children
	3. Unethical but legal

Site for extra marital affairs


     ILLEGAL                                                                                                                                                       LEGAL                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          
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Figure 1: The Legal Vs Ethical Classification of Actions [adapted from Henderson]
Thus, ethical conduct may range beyond the limits of the law. While the requirements of law and morality may overlap at times they are not the same; legal requirements tend to forbid certain actions, whereas morality tends to encourage certain positive actions. Inherent problems arise when people believe laws represent morality [45]. The global scale of the internet further complicates the analysis, as diverse ethical precepts and laws may be involved as daters cross national and cultural boundaries.  The evolution of ethical standards of social acceptability tends to be more dynamic than legal reform, creating tension even for consensus apparent in quadrants 1 and 4.
7. Conclusion

The use of the ICT in the search for relationships is becoming the norm in contemporary dating circles.  While there are obvious benefits inherent in online dating there are still controversies to be addressed.  Lessons can be learned from the solutions proposed for other internet ethical problems, such as internet gambling: Jawad and Griffiths [46] advocate: the development of code to protect users; legal reform to outlaw unethical behaviour; market influences, reflecting the need for long-term business to be ethical to ensure sustainability; and finally development of norms, personal responsibility by providers and users to conduct themselves in an ethical manner. The last element requires knowledge, skill and training, which would benefit from the dialogue between all stakeholders [47].  The other three elements may be part of the solution but will always be undermined by unethical code avoidance, legal discontinuity across nations and the amoral environment of market forces.
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