CLOSE-UP ON SOCIAL EFFECTS

Online Matchmaking

One of the things the Internet is best at is matching people on very specific preferences.
  Because of this, the Internet Dating/Mating/Matchmaking industry has been extremely successful.  Americans were spending some $430 million a year on dating sites by 2004.
  
Online dating is the most lucrative form of legal paid online content, with 40 million Americans visiting at least one online dating site such as Yahoo! Personals, Match.com, eHarmony.com, or Friendster every month.
  There are smaller specialty sites for every ethnic and interest preference.  There is even Vanitydate.com, whose motto is “Survival of the Prettiest,” which bills itself as the world’s largest database of good looking, rich, superficial people. 


Online dating was once viewed as a slightly disrespectable way for losers to meet each other, but it seems to have lost that stigma.  Experts cite several reasons for its success.  Americans are marrying later and so are less likely to meet the loves of their lives in high school or college. They spend much of their lives at work, where sexual harassment suits have made relationships risky.
  Social institutions like churches and clubs have become less important to them, and many singles are sick of the “bar scene” as a source of potential mates.

And there is also the fact that a generation of children who have come of age on the Internet are now young adults, and for them using the Web to find dates is as natural as going online for plane tickets.

Some critics think online dating puts the structure of courtship rituals back into dating.  Online, people can take their time to get to know each other fairly well before they ever meet in person.  Prospective partners usually engage in a long series of e-mail conversations that often encourage extreme honesty.


Of course, extreme dishonesty is also possible.  People lie about their ages, their jobs, whether they have kids and, most often, whether they are married. (About a fifth of online daters are married men.)
  So a major flaw in the system is that sometimes the person who shows up for that first date is very different from the one that was described online.  And even if they are exactly as promised, there is no guarantee that the mysterious chemistry of personal attraction will actually happen when the daters meet face-to-face. 

� 	Perhaps the most glaring example of the Internet’s matchmaking prowess, but one the author chooses not to dwell on, is the case of the German man who found someone who wanted to be killed and eaten.  At his trial the man testified that he had been in touch with hundreds of willing victims.  See “Prosecutors Plan Cannibal Appeal,” CNN.com, January 30, 2004, at http://www.cnn.com/2004/WORLD/europe/01/30/germany.cannibal/.


� 	Jennifer Eagan, “Love in the Time of No Time,” The New York Times Magazine online, November 23, 2003.


� 	According to comScore Networks, which monitors consumer behavior on the Internet, as cited in Jennifer Eagan, “Love in the Time of No Time…”
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� 	David Brooks, “Love, Internet Style,” The New York Times online, November 8, 2003.





