Case Study Report

Online Dating in the Gay and Lesbian Community:

A Snapshot of Matchmaker.com users in Southern California

Overview

Online Dating, or OL Dating, which for the purpose of this paper includes meeting people and forming relationships online with the intention of meeting face to face, is beginning to receive substantial attention because of its recent surge in popularity in the U.S., and its potential social implications.  In August 2003, 40 million people visited online dating websites according to U.S. News and World Report.  That is roughly half of all single adults in the U.S.  Despite this new found popularity, little is known of the types of individuals using these sites and the intention with which they are using them.  Researchers predict that the internet will increase the number of international, intercultural, and inter-religious marriages, ultimately modifying global social norms.  Online dating will play a large role in these happenings.

The literature review examined existing reports on the current state of online dating, its popularity, its shortcomings, and potential impact on society. Something that was unpopular and considered only for desperate or shy individuals just a decade ago is now the most popular form of matchmaking.  This way of meeting potential mates has many advantages over conventional techniques, but it is difficult to say if they outweigh the disadvantages.  The acceptance has grown so quickly that there is very little written about it and still many areas that call for further research. 

The case study was restricted to a small group of 40 gay and lesbian profiles on the Matchmaker.com website.  This case study examined the types of people using this particular site, their possible reasons, and lastly how much time and effort they had invested in creating a profile.

Research Purpose

The researches conducted a content analysis of one of the most well known dating websites, Matchmaker.com.  This allowed for the best possible sampling across different groups.  Some smaller websites cater to smaller groups and would skew the results.  Using only the users profiles, the researchers were able to determine what types of people were using the website, how much time they had invested on creating their profile, and possible intentions of these users.  

Researchers sought to discover differences and similarities in groups of people engaged or potentially engaged in OL dating.  One goal was to determine the seriousness or intent of the person posting the profile, i.e., did the potential OL dater wish to meet someone for a long term romance or just for a fun fling?  Another goal was to find whether or not it was possible to determine if the approach to writing a profile and picture choices differed or was the same across groups.  If the approaches seemed different, researchers would then try to determine what the differences might indicate in dating intentions.  Researchers also sought to discover whether introversion or extroversion in the personalities could be shown in the profile or pictures, and if there were significant differences across groups in rates of extroversion or introversion.

Impact of the Literature Review 

The literature review covered many aspects of online dating.  The case study had to focus on a specific aspect in order to be performed within certain constraints.  With nearly half of all single people engaging in online dating, the content analysis focused on the who, and why.  After further review it was narrowed even further to focus on just the gay and lesbian community of San Diego, CA.

In particular, the literature review focused on how OL dating could help those who would typically be too shy to reveal enough about themselves to attract a mate.   Shyness overcome could mean a potential OL dater would have a much wider pool of daters from which to choose.  In initial review of OL dating information, researchers decided to delve deeply into this issue by focusing on the gay and lesbian community.  The comparison of a wider pool of potential dates possibly available to a shy person through OL dating and a wider pool of potential dates available to a homosexual in this same medium became a driver for choice of the study population.

The literature suggests that researchers from many disciplines are just now beginning to discover the opportunities and advantages for data collection available to them in online profiles.  The reasons as Groom & Peenebaker (2005) state online profiles provide such a rich resource include access to individuals, such as homosexuals, who may be less inclined to come into a lab; the way that online personals direct individuals to self identify and self label; the access to a larger sample; and the complexity of the language samples made available.

Contextual Factors

The biggest limitation is the topic itself.  It is far too large to conduct a case study on unless it is narrowed down.  A second constraint is the stigma that online dating still carries.  For this reason there was not a large enough group available to survey.  Also, because of the stigma, the participants may not have been truthful in their answers.  These constraints led to the content review.  The time constraints forced us to examine users from only one website and then only a small population.  Fortunately, since the data was anonymous and already publicly available, it was free, easy to obtain, and it was not necessary to obtain consent from the “participants” of the study.

Another limitation is one more directly related to the site from which the personals were gathered, MatchMaker.com.  From its home page, it is evident that MatchMaker.com celebrates the successes of the heterosexuals who find long-lasting relationships as a result of using its site to the exclusion of its homosexual clientele.  Might this mean that a more closeted or straight-acting homosexual would feel more comfortable advertising on this site, which would skew the results?  Groom & Pennebaker (2005) cited similar concerns in their study of Match.com 

Methodology: participants, instruments, data collection and analysis

The sections that follow depict the team’s process/procedures for selecting subjects, collecting and interpreting data. Research design: qualitative case study coupled with content analysis (Frankel & Wallen, 2005). Leedy, 2005 defines content analysis as a detailed and systematic examination of the contents of a particular body of material for the purpose of identifying patterns and themes.  Specifically, content analysis consists of researchers identifying which body of material they will study, the characteristics and qualities of that body of material they will examine, the breaking down of complex or lengthy items, and finally, scrutiny of the instances of each quality or characteristic discovered.

For this study, researchers selected profiles of hopeful potential matches based on predefined age, gender, and sexual preference.  The focus in the research was online dating in the gay and lesbian community, so only profiles indicating homosexual preference were used for the study. Information gathered was anonymous and already existed in an online forum, so researchers felt confident no one’s privacy was violated as a result of conducting research.

40 Matchmaker.com profiles were reviewed for this study.  All were from the Southern California region.  20 profiles were from lesbian females, 10 were age 26-35, and 10 were age 56-65.  20 profiles were from gay males, 10 were age 26-35, and 10 were age 56-65. 

Refining the collection focus to include only Southern California profiles was necessitated when it became apparent there were significant differences in the profiles seemingly due to region alone. Photographs of subjects from other regions frequently appeared to be more formal, i.e., subject was wearing a suit, photograph was actually a portrait instead of a snapshot, and/or there was some sort of meaningful setting for the photo, while Southern California photos in general were casual snapshots of subjects.

Using a survey for collecting data about online dating could result in skewed information as respondents reported on themselves and their characteristics.  Content analysis, therefore, will provide a more objective way to observe what respondents had to say about themselves and will look at how they presented themselves to potential matches in their online dating “profile” (answers to a set of questions, and an essay) .  Researchers used the free profile previewing tool on “Matchmaker.com,” a popular mainstream online dating service, to collect data.

Researchers chose a purposive sample of 10 profiles in each group for a total of 40 profiles, which are  grouped as follows:

Set 1 – female age 26-35

Set 2 – female age 56-65

Set 3 – male age 26-35

Set 4 –male age 56-65

Application to Matchmaker.com is two to three hour endeavor, consisting of a lengthy questionnaire in which subject must answer all questions by selecting from predefined set of answers along with a lengthy set of open ended essay questions.  The subject has the option to respond to none, some or all of the essay questions, and responses can be as short or as long as the subject wishes.  Matchmaker.com’s stated goal with this questionnaire and essay is to provide as comprehensive a look into someone’s personality as possible to facilitate better matchmaking.  A sample profile is shown in Figure 1, below.

Although each profile included an impressive amount of data on the subjects stated likes and dislikes, political, religious and lifestyle preferences, values, income, birthdate, age range, neighborhood and living situation, data was collected in the following categories only:

Word count and content of essay – Subjects had responded to some or all essay questions in an open-ended response format when they composed their profile.

Political inclination – Profiles included subject’s selection of a predefined answer to political preference

Religious inclination – Profiles included subject’s selection of a predefined answer to religious preference

Photograph – All profiles chosen included a photograph of the person described in the profile.

Overall, researchers sought to define differences or similarities of the profiles within and between groups chosen.  Data were analyzed to reveal subjects’ personality (whether being introverted or extroverted), if they are serious about finding a match, and if there were trends in political and religious preferences. 

To reveal whether subjects were introverted or extroverted, researchers performed content analysis on essays.  This included actually counting the number of words in the profiles.  These word counts varied from 50 to well over 1000 words.  Second method of analysis was counting the number of times the subject used the word “I” in the profile, comparing it to the overall word count and then comparing the “I counts” as percentages.  Third content analysis method was identifying and counting activities subjects said they enjoy, determining whether activities are solo or with a group, and then comparing number of solo activities listed with number of group activities.

Findings 

Differences in Personality Types Reflected

The “T test for Independent Samples” was chosen as the test method for this data.  As shown in the results in Table 3 below, the “I count” difference between Set 3 (younger men) and set 4 (older men) was significant, evidenced by the t test results (t=-8.32, p=<0.0001, a=0.05, n=20, df=-0.040)
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Figure 1. T test results
 Younger men used “I” many more times than did their older counterparts when considered as a percentage of their total word count in profiles. While many factors could influence this count such as writing differences between the two generations, this result suggests the younger group is more self absorbed than their older peers.  If the “I count” suggests how much the groups are willing to share about themselves, would appear the younger group of men is willing to share more about themselves, but this is complicated by the younger group of men having by far the lowest mean word count. Overall, the older group shares also, but is able to do so in a way that does not discuss the world in terms of how it relates to them only.   The “I count” differences between the Sets 1 and 2, younger and older women, were not significant, but the difference in “I count” between younger men and both groups of women was significant; younger men just used “I” more in their profiles!  After thoughtful analysis of this data, researchers hypothesized younger men were showing a more self absorbed perspective and perhaps less writing practice and skill with their use of the word “I” in their short profiles.  Perhaps, the significantly lower word count in the profiles of younger men suggests that they are less comfortable with self-disclosure or have less life experience to disclose than older men, or, possibly, less interest in forming long-term, emotionally intimate relationships. The differences in word and I count between the profiles of younger men and women are most striking and point to the need for additional research in this area.

Political and Religious Preference Influences

Religious and political differences within and across age and gender categories were analyzed using Chi-square tests.  The results (put in all the numbers) indicated that there were no significant differences between the different categories, which the researchers interpreted to suggest a strong tendency toward political and religious homogeneity among those who identify as homosexual in online profiles.  The majority identifies as liberal politically, and as non-religious.  Perhaps, one cause of this homogeneity is the experience that many homosexuals have of discrimination in and exclusion from more traditional political and religious organizations. However, more research is needed to fully explain these findings.
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Figure 2. Chi-Square Test Result
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Figure 3. Chi-Square Test Result
Photographs

Researchers determined that the “meaningful setting” versus “no meaningful setting” categories was essentially meaningless, as there appeared to be no significant differences in any of the 40 Southern California profiles so this code was discarded before running the chi square tests on data.

Overall data suggested no significance in differences between photographs in the four groups, first comparing Set 4 (older men) with Set 3 (younger men), Set 2 (older women) with Set 1 (younger women), and then older men with older women and younger men with younger women.  An interesting possibility for further study is to look at subject profiles from different regions and perhaps from other countries, as initial data collected from other regions revealed potential significant differences in photograph type, formality and/or setting.  In southern California, however, the trend was casual head shots with no meaningful setting.  Data suggested no correlation between personality type or level of seriousness and photo chosen for online dating profile.

Conclusions and Discussions

All types of people are using OL Dating sites and it continues to become more popular.  Probably due to anonymity and the ability to find people outside the immediate social circle that have similar beliefs, values, and interests. One huge advantage to OL dating is that the users do not have to guess if an individual is single and available.  This is different from traditional dating where the individual approached for a date may already be involved with someone else.  

Older and younger individuals seem to use these sites differently.  Older users invest more time and effort and share more about themselves most likely to seek meaningful, long term relationships.  This can be seen in the amount of words used, the quality of the photos they posted, and how much they shared in general.  Younger users invest less time and effort and may be seeking more superficial experiences.  This can also be seen the amount of words used, the quality of the photos they posted, and how much they shared in general.  These people also have more choices of where to go and meet potential dates. (i.e. school, bars, etc).   

Gay and lesbians were a good group to analyze for this study because they have more motivation to gravitate toward OL dating than similarly aged heterosexual counterparts, due to the minimal venues available to meet other gay and lesbian partners.  What is needed, however, is a long term study to analyze the overall success of different types of individuals with different types of profiles.  Until data begins to be collected on what happens after these users meet each other, the only things that can be studied are the people using these online services.  Also, exploring the gay and lesbian OL dating communities in other areas besides Southern California and on other sites besides mainstream Matchmaker.com would perhaps lead to more conclusive findings.  Once we know what happens after the users meet we can determine the success of these sites and which types of profiles are compatible.
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