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Abstract 

 

Online dating has emerged as one of the most widely used opportunities provided by 

the internet, yet only a small number of studies have focused on online daters who 

have met and developed successful relationships with partners from an internet dating 

website. In this environment, online daters must become their own marketing 

managers in terms of creating their own advertising campaign which ensures they are 

presenting a self which appears both attractive and desirable, yet at the same time is 

genuine and honest.  Using the concept of Belk’s re-embodiment through online 

constructed identity (2013; 2016) and Gonzales and Hancock’s (2008) identity shift, 

this research investigates the relationship between the construction of an online 

identity, through the disclosure of personal information, in the form of a dating profile, 

and the successful formation of a relationship initiated through an online dating site.  

Using individual and dyadic in-depth interviews, twenty one individuals who met their 

current partners on a dating site were interviewed for this study.  

The findings suggest the role of online dating could be considered two-fold. Not only is 

is it an avenue for initiating a meeting with another individual, which may lead to a 

long-term romantic relationship. It may also be used for evaluating and modifying 

one’s self-identity, by reducing the discrepancy between one’s actual and ideal self. 

Evidence was found of this occurring, with respondents using online dating as an 

opportunity to portray themselves as being more confident and self-assured than they 

actually were in real life. For many of these respondents, online dating provided the 

opportunity to alter, and in some cases, reconstruct aspects of their identity during a 

period of ambiguity and role uncertainty in their lives. Many of the online daters in this 

study were in a period of liminality, and through feedback and reassurance from 

others, as well as learning from past dating experiences, they were able to evaluate, 

make adjustments and craft a newly constructed re-embodied self-identity by means 

of an identity shift, which was closer to a real sense of who they were.  

This research extends existing theory on online identity formation, self-disclosure, 

liminality, identity shift and self-growth by contributing to the growing consumer 

behaviour literature surrounding online dating research.   
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Chapter One 

Introduction 
 

1.1 Introduction 

John’s online dating profile told me he was just under six feet tall, he weighed 85 

kilograms, his interests were jet-skiing, snow-boarding and the outdoors. He was well 

travelled, his occupation was a manager and he had one child. He had a photograph 

which was presentable and it appeared to align with his physical characteristics.  John 

sounded great, he certainly ticked all the boxes I needed ticking so I sent him a smile 

through the online dating message service.  He returned the smile and then sent me a 

nice message.  I messaged him back and we continued to chat online for a week or so. 

Although our conversations were brief we were slowly disclosing personal 

information about ourselves. We then moved our communication to private emails 

which continued for another week. During that time we disclosed our real names and 

discovered we had some friends in common. When he suggested we meet for a coffee 

I quickly said yes. I liked John when I first met him; he was funny, intelligent and 

appeared to be a hard-working person. There were some things I wondered about, but 

we were in the early stages of getting to know each other, and I didn’t pry too much. 



  Introduction 

 

 2 

We continued to see each other for several weeks; however I had a growing sense of 

uneasiness about his lifestyle and who he actually was as a person. Things quickly came 

to a head when I visited his house and discovered that he wasn’t the person he had 

portrayed himself as being, in fact he had kept many things hidden from me. I thought 

I had gotten to know him reasonably well over the past few weeks, but it was now 

blatantly obvious that my growing suspicions weren’t unfounded and I had reasons to 

be concerned. My first reaction was to go back online and click on his dating profile, 

(which was still there) looking for answers. Were there signs on his profile that I had 

missed?  Now that I was reading his dating profile there were many cues that now 

seemed evident, but I had overlooked them at the time. I wasn’t sure if I had 

deliberately overlooked them or had been just naïve in my approach to online dating. 

John’s self or profile photograph was of him, but now I knew it had been taken nearly 

ten years ago, which also coincided with the last time he had travelled, despite saying 

that he was a regular traveler. On his online dating profile he had listed his occupation 

as a manager, but once again, that was many years ago. In fact he didn’t have a steady 

job at all these days, and showed no signs of even wanting one. Looking over his dating 

profile again, but this time with the benefit of hindsight, it became clear that whilst the 

information he had disclosed on his profile wasn’t a complete lie, it was certainly 

misleading and misrepresentative of the person I had met.  I had been drawn to his 

dating profile because we seemed to have many things in common; he came across as 

educated, intelligent and outgoing, yet the way in which he had presented himself 

proved to be very different and essentially fictitious to how he actually was in person.  

 

As soon as I realised that the person he had presented online via his dating profile was 

far removed from the person he was in real life, I immediately stopped seeing him. I 

felt the difference between the self he was portraying online and the self he was offline, 

were so different. His online self represented his past, ideal and possibly future self, 

but certainly not his real or present self. I felt betrayed and I felt very angry. I thought 

I was a good judge of character; I am cautious and wary by nature, but I did not pick up 

on the cues which were obviously there.  Had I been so desperate for a partner that I 

had overlooked or even ignored warning signs which now seemed so obvious? I 

confronted John about his dating profile, asking about his dishonesty and 
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misrepresentation, and he became quite upset and defensive over my accusations. 

Whilst he acknowledged that some things could be viewed as slightly misleading, he 

still believed his dating profile was a true representation of the person he was in real 

life.  With John seeing nothing wrong with the identity he had created, and the 

information he had disclosed on his dating profile, it made me question if this is a 

common occurrence with other online daters? Could my own dating profile be a 

misrepresentation of my own self, had I too created an online self-identity which 

showed a discrepancy between my online and offline selves?   

 

Recently Belk (2013; 2016) noted that there has been an increasing number of 

‘carefully crafted online presentations of self’, which suggests that with the growing 

role of digital communication and media in consumers lives, a more thorough 

understanding of online consumption behaviour is needed. With online dating being 

not only a service which is consumed, but also a marketing activity, and in particular a 

self-marketing activity, which spans both online and offline environments, the 

opportunity to investigate how individuals construct and then present their identities 

in both these settings is important for consumer behaviour researchers. The 

knowledge gained from investigating this popular activity can inform future theory 

related to identity presentation, identity modification and identity re-construction. 

Furthermore, given the number of digital representations which are possible in the 

online environment, Belk (2016) believes that there has been a movement from 

ascribed identity to achieved identity and most recently constructed identity. Although 

the notion of online constructed identity is not new, there have been recent calls for 

research to address how individuals are presenting themselves through the concept of 

re-embodiment in the digital world, with Belk (2013) positing that we are seeing a 

change in the way people present themselves to others through their identity online.  

As Belk explains, compared to face-to-face encounters, we are disembodied when we 

engage in activities online which involve presenting a profile (such as online dating), 

however these profiles provide the opportunity to re-embody ourselves (Belk 2016), 

and make significant changes to our identities. 

 



  Introduction 

 

 4 

The profile which is created for an online dating site is the only means by which the 

online dater can present them self to others, with this profile being a proxy for a person 

in the virtual world.  This profile has been referred to as one’s “own personal shop 

window” (Henry-Waring & Barraket 2008, p. 21), offering a one-dimensional snapshot 

of the dater in the form of a self-marketed advertisement. The design or creation of this 

profile is a reflection of how an individual projects his or her self-concept or self-

identity to others (Messinger, Ge, Stroulia, Lyons, Smirnov & Bone 2008).   This dating 

profile is created to showcase the online dater in an attractive, confident and desirable 

fashion, with the goal of establishing an offline meeting which leads to an offline 

relationship.  Unlike other computer-mediated communication environments, such as 

chat rooms or discussion forums, it is uncommon for there to be a gradual sharing of 

personal details such as personal interests or religious affiliations; instead there tends 

to be a flurry of information divulged at once.  

 

The dating profile has been described by Zakian (2009) as a unique literary form, one 

which is somewhere between an anonymous love letter and a curriculum vitae, 

designed to cast its romantic (cyber) net as wide as possible. In a recent study which 

looked at the profiles of online daters, Ellison, Steinfield and Lampe (2011) reasoned 

that it is acceptable to leave out or even exaggerate information, as long as the 

discrepancy was not too significant and the future self was within the realm of 

possibility. However, what remains unknown is how online daters balance the 

discrepancies between the person they present online, when trying to create a 

desirable impression, and the person they are offline in real life. Additionally, and just 

as importantly, how do online daters negotiate any discrepancies (in terms of self-

disclosure) they encounter with potential suitors between these two environments? 

 

Furthermore, although the online environment provides the opportunity for online 

daters to play with their identity and even try out new ones (Turkle 2011), the reasons 

for doing so are largely unknown. It has been tentatively suggested by Ellison, Heino 

and Gibbs (2006) that the construction of an online dating profile may be the beginning 

of a self-growth process, where individuals strive to close the gap between their actual 

and ideal selves, however this requires empirical examination as it has not been 
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investigated.  This research, therefore, will consider the self-growth process of the 

online daters in this study.   

 

According to Hesse-Biber and Leavy (2006), an appropriate thesis topic and research 

questions are those which occupy the researcher’s mind constantly, and with which 

the researcher is deeply and continuously engaged. Following this advice, the decision 

to undertake this research and write this thesis is a natural choice for me to make, 

given my own personal involvement with online dating.  This research project was, 

therefore, born out of a desire to explore and discover how online daters navigate the 

bridge between two very different worlds: the virtual and the real, in relation to the 

self-identity and self-disclosure behaviours. Knowing through first-hand experience 

that online dating sites allow individuals to present their identity via their dating 

profile in any manner they choose, this thesis will examine the relationship between 

the construction of a self-identity through the process of disclosing personal 

information in a dating profile, and the successful formation of a relationship initiated 

through an online dating site.  

 

1.2 Problem Orientation  

A significant problem facing single people in many parts of world today is how they 

actually find mates and romantic partners (Rosenfeld & Thomas 2012). Personal 

advertisements placed on online dating sites offer a potential solution. The idea of 

meeting a romantic partner through a personal advertisement is not a new one, with 

advertisements having been placed in magazines and newspapers for decades. 

However, with the increased availability and popularity of the internet, online dating 

websites have become one of the most popular means of seeking a romantic partner 

(Ellin 2014; Finkel, Eastwick, Karney, Reis & Sprecher 2012; Watson 2013).  No longer 

are online dating sites viewed as places where only the desperate and socially inept go 

to find love and relationships (Baker 2002; Gibbs, Ellison & Heino 2006).  

 

In the online dating environment daters are given the opportunity to construct an 

identity through the creation of a dating profile using self presentation and self-
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disclosure. In the past, stories that featured in popular press often told of online daters 

that turned up to a coffee date to find that the ‘6 foot 2, 45 year old, athletic looking, 

businessman’ was actually a ‘5 foot 5, 59 year old man who was overweight and 

unemployed’, who hoped that his fun-loving personality would overcome the obvious 

deception. The popular film, and subsequent television series, Catfish documented 

many tales of false identities and dishonesty associated with online dating. In fact 

‘catfish’ has become a word that in terms of online dating means: “To pretend to be 

someone you're not online by posting false information, such as someone else's 

pictures, on social media sites usually with the intention of getting someone to fall in 

love with you” (MTV 2014).   

Fortunately, recent research has shown that these online encounters of outright 

dishonesty and blatant misrepresentations tend to be the exception, rather than the 

norm, and these extreme forms of online dating misadventures are becoming less 

common, as more positive stories of online dating emerge (e.g. Sautter, Tippett & 

Morgan 2010).  With online dating sites promoting themselves by the number of 

successful matches their services have been responsible for, it would appear, on the 

surface that online daters are fundamentally honest, and misrepresentations or 

deceptive portrayals are infrequent. However, my own personal experience with 

online dating, described in the beginning of this chapter, provided a clear example of 

falsification in terms of the identity John presented, which suggests that when there is 

a discrepancy between the self one perceives, and the self one portrays, online dating 

success is unlikely to result.   

Generally speaking, John had been honest about his height, weight and interests, yet 

the identity he had created in this online environment, through the other information 

he chose to disclose, differed greatly to the actual person he was offline. The 

discrepancy between how he portrayed himself in these two environments was 

significant, and highlighted the potential issues online daters face when creating a 

profile which needs to be not only attractive and desirable to others, yet must also offer 

an honest or true representation of themselves. When confronted, John saw no issues 

with the profile he had created; instead believing that it was a true reflection of the 

person he was offline, yet my own observations contradicted this.   
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Although early self-disclosure research argued that due to the absence of important 

non-verbal cues, relationships would be unable to completely develop online (Culnan 

& Markus 1985; Dubrovsky, Kiesler & Sethna 1991; Kiesler, Siegel & McGuire 1984), a 

number of models have been developed which contradict this.  The hyperpersonal 

model (Walther 1996) suggests that those who use computer-mediated 

communication develop impressions that are as positive as, or even more positive, 

than those that would develop in a face-to-face environment. The online disinhibition 

effect refers to the loosening of the social restrictions during interactions with others 

on the internet which would normally be present in face-to-face encounters (Suler 

2004). This online disinhibition effect occurs when people do or say things online that 

they would not do offline (Rosen, Cheever, Cummings & Felt 2008). According to Suler 

(2004), this occurs online as people feel less restrained due to the anonymity afforded 

by the digital environment. This in turn allows them to feel less vulnerable about 

disclosing personal information to others, enabling individuals to lessen the 

discrepancy between their online and offline selves.  

 

Since the inception of an online self, researchers have been interested in the link   

between an identity or self which has been created online, and the self which exists 

offline.  Initially,  online  spaces  were  described  as  “laboratories  for  the  construction  

of identities” (Turkle 1995, p. 184), which allowed users to experiment with various 

aspects of their selves and personalities.  According to Belk (2013), it is easier for 

people to try out new selves online, with some becoming masters of self-presentation 

and self-construction, thus becoming the image they want to have. Online there is the 

opportunity to play with one’s identity and try out a new one (Turkle 2011), however, 

as stated by Du Preez and Lombard (2014), while a person tries to construct their ideal 

self online, he or she is still dependent on the environment and the audience for the co-

construction of that identity. Furthermore, Belk (2016) has suggested that, given the 

number of digital representations now possible online, there has been a movement 

from ascribed identity, (an identity which individuals are born with and beyond their 

control), to achieved identity, (an identity which individuals acquire or earn), and most 

recently to constructed identity (an identity created through self-presentation and 

self-disclosure).  
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Early work in computer mediated communication suggested that with the decreased 

cues in this environment, individuals may forget the audience when presenting online 

(Dubrovsky et al. 1991), however more recent research proposes that despite the lack 

of cues online, individuals are likely to be clearly aware of the presence of others 

during mediated self-presentations (Gonzales & Hancock 2008), and can perceive 

themselves as being public online (Douglas & McGarty 2001).  Gonzales and Hancock 

(2008) proposed that this would be particularly true in online contexts dedicated to 

self-presentation, where there is a wide audience, such as blogs, social networking 

sites or dating sites. In their study examining how public self-presentations impact 

online perceptions of the self, Gonzales and Hancock (2008) found that those who 

presented to an audience, or in a public manner, evoked a more committed form of 

self-presentation.  Their findings suggested that online self-presentations can act as a 

medium for facilitating identity construction, and that “when people walk away from 

the keyboard they may take with them aspects of their online self-presentation” (p. 

179), an outcome which Gonzales and Hancock (2010) have called an identity shift.  

Given that the online environment allows freedom to explore and potentially 

experiment with different aspects of one’s self or identity, it is reasonable to suggest 

that online daters could be using this environment to modify, reconstruct, or even 

undergo an identity shift.    

 

Online dating has emerged as one of the most widely used applications on the Internet, 

and in Australasia, it is now the most popular way for couples to connect, having 

displaced the help of friends in meeting a romantic partner (Hanrahan 2019; Statista 

2019). One third of New Zealanders met their partners online in 2019, with a similar 

figure being observed in Australia (Hanrahan 2019; NZ Herald 2019). In America 39% 

of couples met online in 2018 (Rosenfeld, Thomas & Hausen 2019), which equated to 

33.9 million users, with that number projected to reach 37.5 million in 2023 (Statista 

2019). The continuing popularity of online dating sites cannot be denied, and this 

online market environment enables people from all walks of life to meet new people 

for friendship or more commonly, to find a date or partner (Finkel et al. 2012; Hitsch, 

Hortaçsu & Ariely 2010).  Therefore, now more than ever it is important to understand 

how this online dating technology is affecting the landscape of dating, and furthermore 
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how individuals are using this environment to connect with others through self-

presentation and self-disclosure.  Those who have in the past had trouble finding a 

potential partner benefit the most from the broader choice set which dating sites 

provide, and as claimed by Rosenfeld (2017), online dating should be viewed as a 

modest positive addition to our world, and one which is of particular interest to 

consumer behaviour researchers.  

   

1.3 Research Objectives 

The aim of this research project is to investigate the relationship between the 

construction of an online identity through the disclosure of personal information and 

the successful formation of a relationship initiated through an online dating site. The 

concepts of Belk’s re-embodiment through online constructed identity (2013; 2016), 

and Gonzales and Hancock’s (2008) identity shift will be used to examine how online 

daters create and present an identity using their dating profile, and how they move this 

identity offline into a face-to-face environment. In order to investigate this 

phenomenon the following research question will be asked: 

What is the relationship between online identity construction and 

offline success for online daters?  

With the purpose of fully understanding the relationship between self-identity and 

self-disclosure behaviour which occurs within this environment, successful online 

daters will be interviewed. This research project has defined successful daters as those 

who met their current long-term partner through an online dating site. In order to gain 

a detailed understanding of the self-identity and self-disclosure behaviours, and how 

these relate to the online daters’ success, the following questions provide guidance to 

elicit the relevant information.  

1. How do online daters portray themselves via their dating profile, and how do 

they evaluate the dating profile of others? 

i. What aspects of selves do online daters portray and how do they 

negotiate discrepancies in these? 
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Although there have been previous studies which have investigated profiles and self-

identity within online environments, there is a notable absence of research which has 

investigated this within the online dating arena. This online environment is unique in 

that it spans the virtual and real world (Maclaran, Broderick, Takhar and Parsons 

2008), and involves the creation of a profile which is first developed for online 

performance, yet needs to be able to move seamlessly to an offline performance.  This 

provides potential conditions for online daters to create a re-embodied self, through 

an identity shift, however, to date there have been no studies which have investigated 

the occurrence of this. Furthermore, if in fact, online daters are using their dating 

profile as a tool for modifying or reconstructing aspects of their identity, then the role 

of online dating could be considered two-fold.  Not only is it an avenue for initialising 

a meeting with another individual, which may lead to a long-term romantic 

relationship, but it may also be used for modifications to one’s self-identity and  

potentially as an avenue for self-growth, with the first being a deliberate act and the 

latter being potentially unintentional. Therefore to consider this, the following 

questions will be used to elicit the appropriate information. 

 

2. How does the creation of an online dating profile affect one’s self-identity? 

i. Is there evidence of an identity shift occurring amongst online daters? 

ii. Does the creation process lead to self-growth? 

 

 

1.4 Methodology  

As previously stated, the aim of this research study is to gain an understanding of the 

relationship between the construction of an online identity through self-disclosure, in 

the form of a dating profile and successful relationship formation within the online 

dating environment. The focus of this research is the online dater; the consumer of the 

dating site and his or her dating experience. The majority of previous online dating 

studies have utilised online surveys administered via dating sites, content analysis of 

dating profiles, or experiments conducted using undergraduate students (e.g. Couch, 

Liamputtong & Pitts, 2012; Madden & Lenhart 2006). The data collection method for 
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this research differs, as it is purely qualitative in nature, with in-depth interviews being 

conducted with couples who met their current partner online.   

Two types of interviews were undertaken; individual interviews and dyadic 

interviews. The individual interviews allow respondents to share information they 

might withhold in the presence of their partner, however, dyadic interviews allow 

respondents to stimulate ideas that might not have been either recognised, or more 

importantly in the case of this research, remembered. Although individual interviews 

give the interviewer more control over the session, dyadic interviews allow 

participants to co-construct their version of the research topic (Morgan 2012).   In 

dyadic or joint interviews, partners can corroborate or supplement each other’s 

stories. They can probe, correct, challenge, or introduce fresh themes for discussion, 

which can result in further disclosure and richer data (Taylor & de Vocht 2011). 

Conducting dyadic interviews provides opportunities for understanding the collective 

perspective of the couple (Gilliss & Davis 1992). Furthermore, they provide insights 

into the dynamics of the couple, which can be more difficult to identify in one-to-one 

interviews (Valentine 1999).  When interviewing individuals alone, ‘his story’ and ‘her 

story’ can be heard, however when interviewing couples together, it is the story they 

tell each other; ‘their story’ which is heard.  The couples interviewed for this research 

were all successful online daters, and it is their voices and life stories which will be 

used to understand the phenomenon being studied.  

Eleven couples were interviewed for this research with the criteria being that they 

were over 18 years of age and were currently in a successful relationship that was 

initiated on an online dating site.  The term successful was not specifically defined; 

instead it was left to the respondents to define their own success. Previous research 

has defined a successful relationship as being one that continues rather than dissolves 

(Baker 2002; 2005), and this was deemed appropriate in all respondents’ 

relationships.  
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1.5 Thesis Outline 

The overall structure of this thesis takes the form of five chapters, including this 

introductory chapter which provides an overview of the thesis; explaining why I chose 

this particular subject and why it is important for the consumer behaviour and 

marketing literature to continue to strive for knowledge in the areas of online self-

disclosure, identity modification and identity re-construction.  

Chapter Two reviews the literature pertaining to this study across a range of 

disciplines, including consumer behaviour, sociology and psychology. This chapter is 

presented in two sections with the first section beginning with the concept of self, in 

relation to impression management, self-presentation and self-disclosure. Next is a 

discussion on self-disclosure and dishonesty, with this followed by a review of the 

various aspects of self. Next is a discussion on role identification and identity theory, 

which is followed by literature relevant to identity reconstruction, self-growth, and 

liminality, with this being followed by a review of the literature pertaining to identity 

shift and re-embodied identity. The second section in this chapter is a context section, 

which provides background and an overview of personal dating over time.  Following 

this, online dating services are discussed, as well as an overview of dating profiles.  This 

section concludes with a discussion about the online dating marketplace and success 

in online dating. 

Chapter Three outlines the methodological approaches used in this thesis and provides 

an explanation of the data collection process. A brief description of the respondent 

sample is provided, which is then followed by a description of thematic analysis. Next, 

the ethical considerations and the issues of validity and reliability of the research 

findings are discussed. Finally, the limitations of the research method are addressed.   

Chapter Four is presented in two sections. The first section presents the findings of this 

research study by analysing the themes which were identified using thematic analysis. 

Direct quotes from the in-depth interviews with the respondents have been provided 

to allow the voices of the consumers to be heard. The second section of this chapter is 

a discussion of the findings based on the in-depth respondent interviews, which is 

followed by a conclusion.  
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Finally, Chapter Five concludes this thesis and presents the research contributions, 

followed by the managerial implications. This is followed by the limitations in this 

study, the directions for future research, and the chapter concludes with a self-

reflection. 

 

 

1.6 Conclusion 

Online dating sites are no longer viewed as places where the lonely or socially inept go 

to find love; instead they are now accepted as a mainstream avenue for seeking a 

romantic partner (Couch & Liamputtong 2008; Ellin 2014; Finkel et al. 2012; Watson 

2013). The dating profile is created to showcase the online dater in an attractive, 

confident and desirable fashion, with the goal of establishing an offline meeting which 

leads to an offline relationship. Online dating offers individuals a unique opportunity 

to re-evaluate and potentially re-create their self-identity through the process of 

creating a profile and interacting with others. According to Kozinets and Kedzior 

(2009), profiles are the facilitators of interaction and the locus for virtual identity. 

Ellison et al. (2006) identified the dating profile as a crucial tool, as it is the primary 

means of expressing one’s self, and it can lead to either a creation or foreclosure of a 

relationship opportunity.   

With Belk (2016) suggesting that there has been a movement from ascribed identity 

to achieved identity and most recently to constructed identity, it is conceivable that 

online daters may be using their dating profiles as a tool for modifying or even 

reconstructing aspects of their selves, prior to moving their new or altered self offline, 

and thus potentially crafting a newly constructed re-embodied self-identity by means 
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of an identity shift (Gonzales & Hancock 2008). Belk (2013; 2106) suggests that 

individuals are presenting themselves in the virtual world through the concept of re-

embodiment, and with online dating providing an ideal setting for this to occur, this 

study will contribute towards a number of bodies of literature pertaining to online 

identity formation, self-disclosure, liminality, identity shift and self-growth. 

To summarise; this research project will examine how online daters navigate the 

bridge between two very different worlds: the virtual and the real, in terms of their 

self-identity and self-disclosure behaviours.  Using the concept of Belk’s re-

embodiment through online constructed identity (2013; 2016) and Gonzales and 

Hancock’s (2008) identity shift, the aim of this research project is to investigate the 

relationship between the online construction of a self-identity, through the disclosure 

of personal information, in the form of a dating profile, and the successful formation of 

a relationship initiated through an online dating site.
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Chapter Two 

Literature Review 
 

2.1 Introduction  
  

Online dating is just as murky and full of lemons as finding a used car in the 

classifieds. Once you learn the lingo, it's easier to spot the models with high 

mileage and no warranty.                                                                                  

    (Laurie Perry, author, p 52) 

 

Whilst Laurie Perry’s opinion on online dating is an amusing one, she does have a good 

point.  With online dating now firmly entrenched within our society as a legitimate 

means of seeking a romantic partner, people have become more savvy and competent 

with their approach to online dating.  With online dating providing the opportunity and 

place where individuals are able to meet new people for friendship or more commonly, 

to find a date or initiate a long-term relationship (Hitsch et al. 2010), more than ever 

before, many individuals are signing up to online dating sites in the hope of finding ‘the 

one’. Although online daters are free to disclose whatever they desire via their dating 

profile, the anticipation of meeting face-to-face in the future, is likely to influence their 
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behaviour in terms of the self-identity they present online, as well as the personal 

information they disclose to potential suitors.  

It has been suggested that the act of constructing a dating profile may be the starting 

point for self-growth, or an opportunity for individuals to make changes in their lives 

(Ellison et al. 2006). This notion needs future empirical research, and as such is key to 

this research project. If, in fact, online daters do use their dating profiles as a tool for 

adjusting or reconstructing aspects of their identity that they are unhappy with, then 

the role of online dating could be considered two-fold.  Not only is it an avenue for 

initialising a meeting with another individual, which may lead to a long-term romantic 

relationship, but it may also be used for self-identity modifications or even self-growth. 

Furthermore, given the semi-public nature of this particular type of self-presentation, 

there is the potential for a shift in one’s identity to occur.  An identity shift occurs when 

an individual’s self-perception changes as a result of feedback to his or her self-

presentation (Gonzales & Hancock 2008).   A number of studies have suggested that 

one’s awareness of an audience, augments the effect of self-presentation on one’s 

identity (Kelly & Rodriquez 2006; Tice 1992), thus the feedback individuals receive 

from other online daters may be conducive to triggering a response which leads to a 

shift in their identity.   

The relationship between one’s self-identity and the way in which individuals present 

themselves online, has been the subject of a number of studies, however these have 

predominately focused on the online environments of personal blogs or social media 

platforms such as Facebook (e.g. Michikyan, Dennis & Subrahmanyam 2015; 

Paliszkiewicz & Madra-Sawicka 2016; Rosenberg & Egbert 2011). Although the 

findings from these studies can be used to partly explain what occurs in the online 

dating environment, there is still a gap in our knowledge about why online daters 

portray themselves in terms of their self-identity and the personal information they 

disclose to others.    

The notion of modifying a current identity, or constructing a new identity online is 

reasonably new, and as such there have been recent calls for research to address how 

individuals are presenting themselves through the concept of re-embodiment in the 

digital world. Belk (2013) has theorized that we are seeing a change in the way people 
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present themselves to others through their identity online. As Belk explains, compared 

to face-to-face offline encounters, we have been disembodied when we engage in 

activities online, however, due to the use of dating profiles, we are now re-embodied 

(2016).  Furthermore, given the number of digital representations now possible online, 

Belk (2016) suggests that there has been a movement from ascribed identity (an 

identity which individuals are born with and beyond their control), to achieved 

identity, (an identity which individuals acquire or earn), and most recently to 

constructed identity (an identity created through self-presentation and self 

disclosure).  

The online dating environment is unique in that it spans both the virtual and real 

worlds (Maclaran et al. 2008), and involves the creation of a dating profile which is 

initially developed for online performance, yet needs to be able to move seamlessly to 

an offline performance in a credible and believable manner (Baker 2012; Finkel 2012; 

Maclaran et al. 2008).  The notion of using an online dating profile to modify or even 

re-construct a new identity through self-disclosure in this particular online 

environment, is an area which remains vastly unexplored and understudied (Belk 

2016; Ellison et al. 2006; Van Der Heide,  Schumaker, Peterson, & Jones 2013).    

This research project will therefore examine how online daters navigate the bridge 

between two very different worlds: the virtual and the real, in terms of their self-

identity and self-disclosure behaviours.  The aim of this research project is to 

investigate the relationship between the construction of an online identity, through the 

disclosure of personal information and the successful formation of a relationship 

initiated through an online dating site. The concepts of Belk’s re-embodiment through 

online constructed identity (2013; 2016) and Gonzales and Hancock’s (2008) identity 

shift will be used to examine how online daters create, and present an identity using 

their dating profile, and how they move this identity offline into a face-to-face 

environment. 

The purpose of this literature review chapter is to identify those key areas which are 

relevant to this research project.  It will also validate the need to explore the 

relationship between the construction of an online self-identity through the disclosure 

of personal information and success in this particular online context.  This chapter is 
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divided into two sections with the first section beginning with a discussion of the 

concept of self, in relation to impression management, self-presentation and self-

disclosure. This is then followed by a discussion on self-disclosure and dishonesty, 

followed by a review of the various aspects of self. Next is a discussion on role 

identification and identity theory, which is followed by literature relevant to self-

identity, identity reconstruction, identity shift and self-growth. The second section in 

this chapter is a context section, which provides background and an overview of 

personal dating over time.  Following this, online dating services are discussed, which 

provide an understanding of dating self-profiles and the online dating marketplace.  

This section concludes with a discussion about success and how it is measured in 

online dating. 
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2.2 The Concept of Self 

 

Peter Steiner’s (1993) now famous cartoon which appeared in The New Yorker, “On 

the Internet, nobody knows you’re a dog”, is a statement which is likely to resonate with 

nearly all online daters who are faced with the challenge of presenting a self which is 

attractive and desirable to others, yet at the same time offers an honest or true 

representation of themselves via their dating profile. The dating self-profile, which has 

been described by Zakian (2009) as “a unique literary form: somewhere between an 

anonymous love letter and a curriculum vitae, is designed to cast its romantic (cyber) 

net as wide as possible” (para. 1), is the only means by which the online dater can 

present him or herself to others, and thus make not only a good impression, but also a 

statement of who they are as a person. The dating profile is a crucial tool used for not 

only communication but also self-representation in cyberspace (Kim & Sundar 2009), 

and through this act of expressing one’s ‘self or self-concept’, it can lead to either the 

creation or foreclosure of a relationship opportunity (Ellison et al. 2006).  
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Before discussing the self which is presented on dating sites, it is important to first look 

back to where the concept of self originated, in order to understand how it has 

developed. The concept of the self has evolved throughout history. The idea of a fixed 

self, which is influenced at an early age by the environment, has transformed into a 

self, which is considered to be malleable, both intentionally and unintentionally 

(Grossman 2010). The notion of self-concept can be traced back to William James 

(1890), a psychologist, who presented several important aspects of self-concept which 

are still relevant today.  The first idea was the distinction between the ‘I’ and ‘Me’ with 

the ‘I’ being the knower or the subject and the “Me” being the known or the object.  The 

‘Me’ is now referred to as the self-concept and is the main focus in psychology (Harter 

1996). The second idea was that self-concept is hierarchical and multi-dimensional in 

nature and is divided into several components including the social self which is derived 

from the perception one has of the views of others of themselves. A third notion was 

that because individuals interact in groups, they may have as many distinct selves to 

match the number of distinct groups they belonged to (providing that their opinions 

matter to them). 

Rogers (1959) believed that there were three different aspects of one’s self-concept: 

self-image, self-esteem and one’s ideal self.  Rogers claimed that one’s self-image is how 

they see him or herself, although this does not always coincide with reality. One’s self-

image is a combination of their physical characteristics, their personality traits and 

their social roles.  Self-esteem, according to Rogers (1959), is how one values his or her 

self, if people respond positively to their behaviour, they tend to develop positive self-

esteem. However, if one compares oneself with others and finds him or her self lacking, 

this can have a negative impact on their self-esteem.  The third aspect of one’s self-

concept identified by Rogers (1959) is their ideal self, which is how they wish they 

could be. According to Rogers, the degree to which an individual’s self-concept aligns 

with reality is known as congruence or incongruence.  Congruence is when one’s self-

concept is fairly well-aligned with reality and incongruence is when reality does not 

match up with their self-concept. It has been argued by some, however, that the ‘ideal’ 

self-concept is not of importance as it does not contribute to the self-concept, instead 

it is only the ‘actual’ or ‘real’ self-concept which is important (Waugh 2000). According 

to the symbolic interactionists, Cooley (1902) and Mead (1934), the self was 
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considered to be a product of social interaction and it was only through interactions 

with others that one actually knew who they were. Cooley (1902) and Mead (1934) 

posited that the way an individual viewed themselves and how others viewed them, 

was shaped by imagining oneself in the role of others and anticipating their likely 

reaction to their actions. This early recognition of the extent to which the self is a 

socially constructed phenomenon asserts that the self arises, develops and is 

expressed predominately through its relationship to others (Brown 1986).  

Since the early work of Cooley (1902) and Mead (1934), two distinctive streams of 

thought have developed with regards to the self-concept. These are shown below in 

Figure 2.1. The first stream is based on the components of self-concept which 

encompass the areas of impression management and self-presentation. The second 

stream focuses on the structural components of self-concept which have led to role 

identification and identity theory. Both these streams of thought are significant for this 

thesis and are discussed in more detail in the following sections.  

 

 

Figure 2.1: Streams of Self-concept 
 

Impression management and self-presentation are significant for those who engaged 

in online dating, as the dating profile which is constructed, provides the only means by 

which the online dater can present their self to others.  This profile is a snapshot of the 

online dater and it provides a window for others to gaze through and browse at their 

leisure (Henry-Waring & Barraket 2008). However, given that the intention of most 

online daters is to establish a connection online with a potential suitor, then meet 
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offline and build a relationship, (and hopefully continue that relationship offline), the 

self which is presented must be both attractive and convincing, yet it must also be 

realistic and achievable. It is this act of creating and presenting an online self using a 

dating profile, and then successfully moving that self offline which is of significance to 

this study.    

The second stream of thought related to self-concept is role identification and identity 

theory, which also plays a key part in the behaviour of online daters. Parmentier and 

Rolland (2009) have proposed that engaging with the virtual world may be viewed as 

a form of therapy for anxiety, or as a means of exploring something unknown or 

impossible in real life because social pressure forbids it (p. 51). It has also been 

tentatively suggested that individuals who are in the process of a role transition, may 

turn to online dating as a means of helping them cope with this transitional or liminal 

period (Yurchisin, Watchravesringkan & McCabe 2005). Both these notions are further 

explored and discussed in section 2.4. 

 

2.3 Impression Management, Self-presentation and Self-

disclosure 

Within the first stream of self-concept research is impression management, which can 

be considered from two perspectives, the expansive approach and the restrictive 

approach. From the expansive perspective, impression management is regarded as a 

feature of normal social behaviour (Hogan 1983; Schlenker 1980, 1986), and as such 

is perceived merely as a means of allowing others to draw conclusions according to the 

way the information is put together (Schlenker & Weigold 1989). From this expansive 

perspective, self-presentation is considered to be a pervasive characteristic of social 

behaviour, one which is a vital element in the structure of social life (Hogan 1983; 

Schlenker 1980). Impression management simply involves packaging information in 

ways that are intended to lead others to certain conclusions (Schlenker & Weigold 

1989). From the restrictive perspective however, impression management and self-

presentation are generally associated with motives that are seen to be selfish, or used 

to gain approval or power, which leads to suggestions of deceit or pretense. Those who 
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view impression management through the lens of a restrictive analysis, believe self-

presentation is for the benefit of an immediate audience (real) or an audience that is 

to be met in the immediate future (Schlenker & Weigold 1992). From this perspective, 

self-presentation is regarded as a particular behaviour that only occurs during certain 

conditions, or is used only by a group of certain people (Jones & Pittman 1982; Snyder 

1987). It has been suggested that the differences between self-presentations stem from 

their importance or centrality, with some being viewed as core or significant identities 

(Gergen 1991; Stryker 1980), and others as being more marginal. An individual’s self-

concept influences not only their behaviour but also their emotional and cognitive 

processes, as well as the outcomes in many areas such as social integration, self-

esteem, life satisfaction and even happiness. If, as Cooley (1902) believed, much of an 

individual’s experience of their self is an emotional reaction to the assumed 

evaluations of others, especially significant others, then the relationships people have 

with those that are close to them will be a product of their self-concept.   

Erving Goffman (1959) refers to impression management as a means of gaining 

approval, a condition of interaction which is an essential premise of social life rather 

than a selfishly motived one. Goffman (1959) argues that self-presentation is an 

essential determinant of one’s sense of self and the self is shaped as part of the process 

of self-presentation. Goffman (1959) claims that the image portrayed by an individual 

to others, is largely determined by the individual’s social status, social category and 

resources. Goffman (1959) likened self-presentation to a theatrical play using a 

dramaturgical approach in which he equated everyday self-presentation to stage 

acting. The person who is performing plays a role to an audience in the front stage area 

and then retreats to the backstage area where they are no longer performing a role.   It 

is during this front stage performance that the actor undertakes self-presentation and 

it is the backstage area that is considered “a place where the performer can reliably 

expect that no member of the audience will intrude” (Goffman 1959, p. 114). This 

notion of a back stage and front stage performance has been successfully transferred 

to online dating sites, with a number of studies proposing the dating profile is the front 

stage arena and private messaging which occurs between potential suitors is the 

backstage self-presentation (Kalinowski & Matei 2011; Zarghooni 2007). Zarghooni 

(2007) stated that the ‘real’ person is not actually portrayed on the public profile, 
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(dating self-profile) but instead is the person sitting behind the computer screen 

controlling what is presented to an audience.  According to Zarghooni (2007), this is 

considered ‘detached self-presentation’, as the individual is performing self-

presentation from a backstage environment where they cannot be observed.  

Kalinowski and Matei (2011) found in their research that the self-presentation of 

online daters tended to be shaped by the social norms of the dating sites, as suggested 

in Goffman’s theoretical framework.  According to a number of academics, including 

Matei and Ball-Rokeach (2002) and Walther and Parks (2002), the internet is not a 

space free of social norms; rather, these norms are adapted to suit the medium.  This 

is further discussed in the online, digital and cyber selves section (2.3.2).                                                                                                      

The terms self-presentation and self-disclosure are often used interchangeably in the 

literature, and although they are two closely related processes, they should not be 

considered the same (Schlenker 1986; Schouten 2007).  Self-presentation is more 

widely applicable, as it applies to every strategic presentation of one’s self, not 

necessarily just in the context of relationships. Self-disclosure on the other hand, 

relates predominantly to relationship development and it is considered an essential 

process in the formation and maintenance of relationships (Altman & Taylor 1973). In 

order to differentiate between self-presentation and self-disclosure a number of 

academics have stressed that self-disclosure must be an intentional message (although 

not necessarily truthful), which reveals something that is generally unavailable by 

other means (Rosenfeld & Kendrick 1984). In other words, self-disclosure occurs when 

one purposely provides information to others about themselves that they would not 

learn if they did not tell them. As this research project is looking exclusively at the 

development of relationships that begin on online dating websites, the term self-

disclosure, rather than self-presentation has been predominately used throughout this 

thesis.  

The reasons why people self-disclose vary. They may disclose personal information to 

a family member, friend or romantic partner in order to strengthen the bonds they 

have, they may disclose to build trust, or to improve the quality of their relationships 

(Durand 2010).  In the initial stages of getting to know someone, self-disclosure is used 

as a method of increasing intimacy, provoking reciprocation of information to develop 
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the relationship (Knapp, Vangelisti & Caughlin 2014). There have been several key 

theories which have been developed to account for the self-disclosure which occurs in 

the early stages of a romantic relationship, and it is important to review these, as 

although they were originally intended to explain the self-disclosure which occurs in 

face-to-face relationships, a number of these theories have been applied to the self-

disclosure behaviour which occurs online, thus potentially being suitable to explain the 

self-disclosure behaviour of the online daters in this study.  

The first of these is social penetration theory which was formulated 

by psychologists Irwin Altman and Dalmas Taylor (1973) to provide an understanding 

of the closeness between two individuals.  Social penetration theory states that there 

is a linear increase over time in the breadth and depth of self-disclosure, and it is this 

increase that leads to intimacy or relationship satisfaction (Altman & Taylor 1973).  In 

accordance with this theory, traditional face-to-face dating usually begins slowly, and 

only accelerates after a period of getting to know each other. Greater intimacy is 

typically achieved through the depth and breadth of self-disclosure, with the breadth 

referring to the range of topics and the depth being more related to the central core of 

one’s personality, that is, the more unique aspects of one’s self (Whitty 2008). This 

theory has been applied to the online self-disclosure behaviour of individuals in the 

early stages of getting to know each other, however a number of studies have found 

evidence of individuals sharing information which would not be shared in a typical 

face-to-face encounter (Bonebrake 2002; Cooper & Sportolari 1997). Contrary to social 

penetration theory, there was evidence which supported early and quick self-

disclosure online (Rosen et al. 2008), with studies showing that people willingly 

revealed core aspects about themselves in the initial stages of getting to know one 

another (Cooper & Sportolari 1997; Walther 1995; Walther & Parks 2002; Whitty 

2003, 2004). Furthermore, evidence showed that some people found it much easier to 

self-disclose in an online environment, rather than in a situation where a person is in 

close proximity (see Moon 2000; Walther 1996).  This online environment provided 

the opportunity for greater control, which allowed individuals to be more selective in 

terms of their self-disclosure behaviour (Malchow-Moller 2003). Moreover, the 

asynchronous nature of many forms of computer mediated communication afforded 

individuals the time to contemplate, edit and even manipulate their self-disclosure and 
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presentation to a level that is unlikely to occur in face-to-face interactions (Burgoon 

1992; Walther 1992; Walther 1996). 

Compared to face-to-face dating, online dating can be much quicker, taking only weeks 

or even days for relationships to become established (Rosen et al. 2008; Whitty 2008), 

suggesting that the social penetration theory may not be appropriate to describe the 

self-disclosure behaviour which occurs in this environment.  Studies which focused on 

the online environments of discussion forums and chat rooms, showed that people are 

willing to reveal core aspects about themselves as they feel safer in these environments 

(Cooper & Sportolari, 1997; Walther, 1995; Whitty, 2003, 2004). However, with online 

dating sites there is even more sharing of information as the dating profiles are set up 

to simultaneously reveal both depth and breadth of self-disclosure, with daters 

encouraged to share large amounts of personal details in order to attract their ideal 

date. Whitty (2008) claims: 

Online dating is arguably even more removed from what people are used to 

when it comes to developing a relationship. There is not any real opportunity 

to test the waters gradually and check for reciprocity, instead, reciprocity is 

determined prior to communication with the individual.                          (p. 1721) 

In Western cultures, when information is shared, it is expected that similar information 

will be shared from those one is communicating with. Kenny (1994) refers to this ‘you 

disclose to me, and I’ll disclose to you’, reciprocal nature of self-disclosure as the dyadic 

effect. This cultural norm allows people to use disclosure as a strategy to gain 

information and reduce uncertainty.  The uncertainty reduction theory (Berger & 

Calabrese 1975) proposes that people have a need in interpersonal communication to 

obtain information about the other person. The reduction of uncertainty enables 

someone to decide if they want to initiate a relationship with the other person, as well 

as predicting his or her attitudes in initial encounters.  Although this theory was 

originally developed to explain the interaction amongst people in a face-to-face setting, 

it is just as relevant and perhaps more important in the online environment of online 

dating (Park, Jin & Jin 2009).  Walther (1992) suggested that with an absence of 

nonverbal cues, online users adapt their reduction uncertainty behaviours to the 

remaining cues available in computer mediated communication. These cues, according 
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to Walther & Tidwell (1995), include content and linguistic strategies, as well as 

chronemic and typographic cues.  If there is a knowledge gap regarding potential 

partners, it is likely that there will be a strong desire to seek background information 

in order to fill in the missing information. Walther and Parks (2002) posited that 

individuals will search for additional information, through a number of different 

channels, to ensure the people they meet online are consistent with their offline 

identities. For online daters, it is important to ensure their potential date is 

trustworthy and honest before they pursue a relationship with them (Ramirez, 

Walther, Burgoon & Sunnafrank 2002; Walther & Parks 2002). Gibbs, Ellison & Lai 

(2011) found that the online dating participants in their study engaged in a number of 

different uncertainty reduction strategies, including Google searches, checking public 

records and asking multiple questions in order to reduce uncertainty about a number 

of issues, which included security, identity theft, sexual predators, cyber stalking and 

misrepresentation. 

As previous explained, the social penetration theory (Altman & Taylor 1973) and the 

uncertainty reduction theory (Berger & Calabrese 1975) were both developed prior to 

the introduction of computer mediated communication, and although they have been 

used to describe the self-disclosure behaviour of individuals in online environments 

with some success, several other theories of self-disclosure have been developed 

which relate more specifically to online behaviour.   

The first of these is the hyperpersonal model of computer-mediated communication 

(Walther 1996) which describes how individuals are able to present themselves online 

in a selective manner, and these controlled self-presentations become the matter by 

which online partners come to know each other. The hyperpersonal model contains 

four components; selective self-presentation, idealization, channel management, and 

feedback. Selective self-presentation is premised on the idea that as individuals cannot 

see or hear each other, and may not know each other, yet can control messages through 

language and text, they can therefore present themselves in a selective and purposeful 

manner. This allows individuals to exaggerate certain characteristics and diminish 

unwanted ones. Reciprocal interactions which are based on these performances may 

lead to exaggerated levels of intimacy of self-disclosure compared to what may 
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typically occur in offline or face-to-face exchanges.  Walther, Van Der Heide, Tong, Carr 

and Atkin (2010) suggest that these exaggerated levels of self-performance online, may 

result in a modification of the presenters’ self both online and potentially offline.    

The second component of idealisation refers to the tendency to fill in the gaps during 

the development of impressions of online partners, by drawing on characteristics of 

personality stereotypes, group identities and other such projections.  Due to this 

behaviour, individuals tend to form idealized or exaggerated impressions of others, 

and as a result tend to engage in more intimate exchanges than would normally occur 

in a face-to-face encounter (Tidwell & Walther 2002; Walther 1993, 1996; Walther & 

Burgoon 1992). With visual information largely concealed, an inclination towards 

mentally creating an imaginary ideal partner, with whom to relate can occur (Gergen 

1991). Walther (1996) suggested that those who use computer mediated 

communication develop impressions that are as positive as, or even more positive, 

than those that typically develop in a face-to-face environment, however as Tidwell 

and Walther (2002) state, this positivity stems from the over-processing of partial and 

fragmented information, which leads to an exaggerated impression being formed by 

the receiver of the information. This hyperpersonal effect has been observed in online 

dating studies, with online daters building up false hopes and idealised images of 

potential partners they have communicated with online, only to be disappointed when 

they meet in person for the first time (Gibbs et al. 2011; Whitty 2008). The dangers of 

this occurring have been shown numerous times in popular media, where vulnerable 

and naïve daters have been fooled by scammers and dishonest individuals (see NZ 

Herald 2018; FBI San Diego 2014).    

The third component identified by Walther (1996) is channel management with this 

pertaining to using media which allows relatively greater engagement with others, and 

to deliberately construct messages using editing features which are available through 

this medium.  The final component of feedback has been conceptualized as the 

reciprocal interaction with others, which reinforces one’s online performance by 

bringing together the identity-transforming potentials of the other three components 

(Walther, Liang, DeAndrea, Tong, Carr, Spottswood and Amichai-Hamburger 2011).   
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Alongside this hyperpersonal effect is Walter’s (1992) social information processing 

theory (SIPT), which suggests that when individuals are motivated, and allow enough 

time to exchange social information, relationships that are developed online form at 

the same pace as those established through face-to-face interaction, and are similar to, 

or even better than, face-to-face interactions (Walther 1996; Walther & Burgoon 

1992). Social information processing theory reasons that in an online environment, 

people will compensate for a lack of non-verbal cues by employing content and 

linguistic strategies to gain information (Walther & D’Addario 2001; Walther & Tidwell 

1995). One study which offers support for this theory in the online dating environment, 

provided evidence of the importance of small cues in dating profiles (Ellison et al. 

2006). Although the broader cues such as profile photographs were considered 

important, the subtle cues such as message length, spelling and even timing were 

considered equally important for daters. For many online daters, these cues were used 

as a means of evaluating the profiles of others, and were used in their decision making 

process when deciding whether or not they would make initial contact.   This is an 

important finding as it shows that online daters undertake various techniques when 

evaluating the dating profiles of potential suitors, however there have been no studies 

to date which have investigated how online daters negotiate any differences or 

discrepancies in the cues they receive from others.  

A further online theory which has been used to describe the online self-disclosure 

behaviour of individuals is the online disinhibition effect (Suler 2004). This theory 

refers to the loosening of the social restrictions, (which would normally be present in 

face-to-face encounters), during interactions with others on the internet (Suler 2004). 

According to Suler (2004), there are several factors in the online environment that act 

together to create this effect. One of these factors is that people feel less restrained 

when online due to the anonymity afforded, thus allowing them to feel less vulnerable 

about self-disclosing personal information. A second factor was the asynchronic nature 

of the online environment, and the third factor was noted as the minimisation of 

authority. This disinhibition effect is particularly relevant for the online dating 

environment, and has been used as a framework in a number of studies. These studies 

have shown that this online disinhibition effect can cause conflicting consequences, 

with some findings showing negative consequences such as deception or 
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misrepresentation, while others have shown that it can encourage honesty and more 

open self-disclosure (Caspi & Gorsky 2006).  With conflicting results from different 

studies, this research will look for evidence of the online disinhibition effect occurring 

amongst the successful daters in this study.  

The preceding theories of social penetration (Altman & Taylor 1973) and uncertainty 

reduction (Berger & Calabrese 1975) offer a degree of understanding of the self-

disclosure which may occur for online daters, however these theories are more 

consistent with the disclosure which is observed in the initial stages of a face-to-face 

relationship. Social penetration theory is supported in some online environments; 

however it appears to be an insufficient framework to fully explain self-disclosure in 

online dating. It is likely that online daters engage in some form of uncertainty 

reduction strategies, however there have only been a handful of studies which have 

investigated this theory with online daters, and as such our knowledge in this area 

remains limited. Both the hyperpersonal effect (Walter 1996) and Suler’s (2004) 

online disinhibition effect appear to be suitable frameworks for understanding the self-

disclosure behaviour of online daters, however their appropriateness for describing 

what occurs for successful online daters remains unknown.   
 

The following table (Table 2.1) summaries the key theories which have been discussed 

in this review. Evidence of the occurrence of these theories will be sought in this 

particular study, given that the respondents in this research differ from those in 

previous studies.  All the respondents in this study are successful online daters, and as 

such it is reasonable to believe that their self-disclosure behaviour may differ 

significantly than those who have been investigated in previous studies.  
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Table 2.1:  Theories of Self-disclosure  

 

  

OFFLINE SELF-

DISCLOSURE THEORY 

ONLINE SELF-DISCLOSURE 

THEORY 

ONLINE DATING 

SELF-DISCLOSURE 

Social Penetration Theory      

(Altman & Taylor 1973) 

A linear increase over time in 

breadth and depth of self-

disclosure, and as a result 

increases intimacy. 

Has been applied to online studies, 

but results are dependent upon the 

environment.   

 

Largely dismissed in online 

dating   studies due to self-

disclosure occurring at 

once. Verification will be 

sought with successful 

online daters.  

Uncertainty Reduction 

Theory                                   

(Berber & Calabrese 1975) 

Individuals have a need to obtain 

information about others in 

order to feel comfortable or at 

ease. 

Has been applied successfully to 

various online environments. 

Applicable to online dating 

studies, with some 

evidence being found, 

however has not been 

verified with successful 

online daters.  

 Social Information Processing 

Theory                                            

(Walther 1992) 

Due to lack of verbal cues, 

individuals use other means to 

evaluate, e.g. grammar, spelling. If 

motivated enough a strong 

relationship can form. 

Applicable to online dating 

studies, however has not 

been verified with 

successful online daters.  

 Hyperpersonal Effect                  

(Walther 1996) 

Individuals have a tendency to over-

process partial information they 

receive, leading to an exaggerated 

image of the other, however this can 

lead to increased intimacy due to 

increased exchange of information. 

Applicable to online dating 

studies, however has not 

been verified with 

successful online daters. 

 Online Disinhibition Effect             

(Suler 2004) 

The loosening of social restrictions 

online which allow individuals to be 

more outgoing and relaxed with 

information shared. 

Applicable to online dating 

studies, however has not 

been verified with 

successful online daters. 
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2.3.1 Self-disclosure and Dishonesty 
 

In the early 2000’s, online daters were restricted to a few online dating sites, with a 

much more limited choice in potential matches. However, in the past decade, as the 

number of online dating sites and the pool of online daters has increased, so too has 

the need to market oneself and strategise in ways not previously deemed necessary. 

Recent research (Baker 2018; Smith & Anderson 2015) indicates that online daters 

may have become more knowledgeable and careful when engaging in online dating, 

and with fewer instances of unsavoury behaviour occurring, potentially due to more 

awareness and understanding of the online dating environment, online daters today 

are much savvier and are likely to be quite different than those who engaged in online 

dating in the past. With online dating becoming an increasingly popular and more 

widely accepted means by which to find a date or initiate a long-term relationship 

(Smith & Duggan 2013), there is a strong likelihood that what online daters chose to 

disclose via their profiles may have changed significantly in recent years. 

 

Studies have shown that men tend to exaggerate their height, employment and 

relationship statuses (Close & Zinkhan 2004; Toma, Hancock & Ellison 2008), and 

females present themselves as being prettier and taller than they actually are and are 

more likely to display photographs that are outdated (Clark 1998; Close & Zinkhan 

2004; Ellison et al. 2006; Toma et al. 2008; Toma 2017). These intentional acts of 

dishonesty were, and still are, an ongoing concern for many who participate in online 

dating (Roth & Gillis 2015; Toma et al. 2008, Toma 2017), with deception and lying 

being identified as the biggest disadvantage of using this medium as a means of finding 

a romantic partner (Couch et al. 2012; Homnack 2015; Madden & Lenhart 2006).  

 

Although previous studies have provided clear evidence of misrepresentation and 

deception in online dating profiles; there are conflicting views over the extent to which 

this takes place and on what level and for what reasons (Gibbs et al. 2006; Madden & 

Lenhart 2006).  Madden and Lenhart (2006) found that of the online daters they 

surveyed, most acknowledged that they fully expected certain characteristics to be 

misrepresented by others, and they saw these as nothing more than exaggerations, or 
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simply part of the game of online dating.  In a further study looking at 

misrepresentation in online dating, Hitsch et al. (2010) looked at the dating profile data 

of 21,745 online daters, and compared it with the data of national averages for the 

same characteristics. Both men and women on dating sites were slightly taller than the 

national average, and women reported weighing less than the national average (Hitsch 

et al. 2010). Although these findings suggest there is an element of biased reporting on 

dating profiles, it is relatively minor, and therefore it is difficult to ascertain whether 

this is due to unintentional or deliberate misreporting. This notion of online daters 

being unaware they are misrepresenting themselves is an interesting and key point. 

Finkel et al. (2012) speculates that online daters can lack accurate self-perception; 

therefore they unintentionally misrepresent themselves.  This suggestion of 

unintentional misrepresentation has been noted in other studies, with Ellison et al. 

(2006) proposing that some misrepresentation in online profiles, is due to “the limits 

of one’s own self-knowledge and technical design” (p. 428).  

One such type of unintentional deception is referred to as the ‘foggy mirror’, where 

individuals see themselves as being something they are not (Ellison et al. 2006). This 

term refers to the process that leads to self-descriptions which differ from an objective 

third-party account.  An example given by Lindsay (2012) of this occurring in an online 

dating profile is where a female labels herself as having an ‘average’ body type, yet 

others would perceive her as being skinny or athletic. This term describes the gap 

between one’s self-perception and the assessment made by others, with this difference 

generally being overly positive rather than negative.  

 

Ellison, Hancock and Toma (2012) claim that dishonesty is damaging to the online 

dating goal, and state that the dating profile should offer a balance between 

comprehensive honesty, and positive self-presentation. However, Guadagno, Okdie 

and Kruse (2012) found that online users had a tendency to increase deceptive self-

presentation, when the desirable potential suitor they interacted with, appeared to be 

more attractive. For those who portray themselves in a dishonest manner through 

their dating profiles, it is feasible that the lies which are told are for social acceptance 

or self-gaining purposes, and therefore are more readily acceptable and may explain 

their purpose.  It has been argued by DePaulo, Ansfield, Kirkendol and Boden (2004) 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/asi.21648/full#bib6
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that “the little lies of everyday life are overwhelmingly lies that are not very serious” 

(p. 148). People tell on average one or two lies per day (DePaulo, Kashy, Kirkendol, 

Wyer & Epstein 1996), with most being relatively harmless white lies. These lies tend 

to be told to ensure a social interaction continues smoothly (Brown & Gilman 1989; 

Goffman 1967), and to avoid negative consequences for the target (Camden, Motley & 

Wilson 1984). A number of studies agree that with the anticipation of future face-to-

face encounters, any deception online daters present via their dating profiles tends to 

be subtle rather than extreme, with it being viewed as more self-enhancing rather than 

overly malicious (Ellison et al. 2006; Hitsch et al. 2010; Toma et al. 2008; Toma 2017). 

Hancock and Toma (2009) referred to the deception they found in their study as ‘small 

lies or exaggerations’, which they believed were guided by two underlying tensions. 

The first being, self-enhancement or the desire to appear as attractive as possible in 

order to be noticed by potential daters, and the second being authenticity or the need 

to appear authentic or honest in the textual or photographic descriptions of 

themselves.   

In recent research, Lindsay (2012) found that due to the assumption that future face-

to-face encounters are expected, the lies and deception untaken by online daters were 

not severe enough to hinder future interaction. In fact, recent research has found that 

although online daters occasionally lie about themselves in order to attract others, 

generally these lies are not actually being perceived as real lies (Casimiro 2014).  These 

recent findings by both Lindsay (2012) and Casimiro (2014) are noteworthy, as they 

imply that dishonesty and deception are acceptable in this environment, and even 

over-looked to a certain degree, however what remains largely unknown, is how online 

daters respond to discrepancies which are more significant.   

Over time there have been varying results in terms of the level of dishonesty which 

occurs amongst online daters. There are several factors which may be responsible for 

these variations. The first stems from the timing of the studies. Earlier studies found 

more evidence of misrepresentation and dishonesty, compared to those studies 

conducted more recently. Secondly, inconsistencies may be a result of the samples 

used, as many of the earlier studies utilised under-graduate students as their 

respondents, who engaged in hypothetical online dating practices in a laboratory 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/asi.21648/full#bib8
http://jcr.oxfordjournals.org/content/38/6/1093.full#ref-10
http://jcr.oxfordjournals.org/content/38/6/1093.full#ref-15
http://jcr.oxfordjournals.org/content/38/6/1093.full#ref-11
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setting, rather than actually taking part in online dating. Those students are unlikely to 

be true representatives of genuine online daters. Thirdly, the vast majority of studies 

have not included in their sample those that have been successful in finding a partner 

online, instead the majority of the data collected has been from those who are current 

members of dating sites. Whilst these respondents have experienced online dating first 

hand, they have not yet found a partner, and it is difficult to ascertain if they are solely 

basing their opinions on what they hope, or predict to occur in the future. If this is the 

case, then the findings are based more on assumptions and speculation, rather than 

actual experiences. Finally, with online dating now viewed as a more accepted medium 

for pursuing romantic partners (Carpenter 2008; Ellison et al. 2006; Gibbs et al. 2006), 

and coupled with a decrease in stigma (Cali, Coleman & Campbell 2013; Henry-Waring 

& Barraket 2008; Smith & Anderson 2015), online daters may be more open to sharing 

information about themselves in this environment, and they may also be more open to 

seeking advice from others. As a result, it is possible that people are becoming better 

at online dating, and there may be a new generation of online daters who have learnt 

to market and promote themselves better than those online daters before them.  

The following section discusses the various aspects of self which may be portrayed via 

one’s dating profile. 

 

2.3.2 Aspects of Self 
 

Self-disclosure plays a vital role in the development of relationships (Altman & Taylor 

1973; Derlega, Winstead, Wong & Greenspan 1987; Greene, Derlega & Mathews 2006), 

given that it helps individuals collect information about prospective partners and 

assists them in forecasting the viability of a potential relationship (Derlega, Winstead, 

Mathews & Braitman 2008). Self-disclosure is known to be a reciprocal process, with 

individuals slowly revealing more information about themselves in a tit-for-tat style 

exchange (Altman & Taylor 1973; Collins & Miller 1994). Whitty (2008) advises that 

rushing self-disclosure in the early stages of a relationship may appear unnatural and 

even desperate, and as a result could lead to an abrupt end.  
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Sidney Jourard (1971), the originator of contemporary research on self-disclosure, 

defined self-disclosure as permitting one’s true self to be known to others. This 

according to Faber (2006) is “a seemingly elegant and straightforward definition, 

involving some degree of intentionality, but it sidesteps the intriguing question of how 

to define the ‘true self’” (p. 4).  According to McKenna, Green and Gleason (2002), those 

who are better at expressing their ‘true selves’ online, rather than in a face-to-face 

interaction, are more likely to form close online relationships.  However, what exactly 

is one’s true self? And given that the online environment allows any form of self to be 

expressed, online daters are provided with the freedom to try out various selves, 

during the process of creating a dating profile.  

Research to date has identified a large number of selves which include, but are not 

limited to, actual, ideal and ought selves (Higgins 1987), personal, social and looking-

glass selves (Brewer & Gardner 1996; Cooley 1902; Mead 1934; Tajfel & Turner 1986), 

possible selves (Markus & Nurius 1986)  and  extended selves (Belk 1988). Since the 

introduction of computers and computer mediated communication, scholars have 

introduced other selves, including the extended-digital self (Belk 2013) and digital, 

online or cyber-selves (Robinson 2007; Zhao 2005).  There have been a number of 

studies which have looked at the different selves which online daters portray on their 

dating profiles and these are reviewed in section 2.3.3.      

According to Belk (2013), the online environment is ideal for allowing individuals to 

create and experiment with several personas if they wish (a concept Belk refers to as 

multiplicity), and whilst this may be true in some online environments, such as chat 

rooms or discussion forums, given that these individuals are unlikely to actually meet 

in person offline, there is a notable absence of studies which have focused on the self 

or selves which are presented, when there is a movement between the online 

environment and the offline environment, as occurs in online dating.   The following 

section presents and discusses the selves which are pertinent to this study of online 

daters, with Table 2.2 first providing a brief summary of these selves.   
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Table 2.2:  Aspects of Selves 
 

Actual self 
The attributes one believes they actually possess. A realistic appraisal of 

one self. 

Ideal self 
The attributes one would like to ideally possess; i.e. one’s hopes, 

aspirations, and wishes. 

Ought self 
The attributes one believes they should possess; i.e. a representation of 

one’s duties, obligations, and responsibilities. 

Personal self 
The attributes one believes they possess which separate them from 

others and gives them a distinct personality. 

Social self 
The attributes of how one sees them self. How one evaluates and thinks 

about one self. 

Ideal social self 
The attributes of how one would like others to see in them. The image one 

creates for one self. 

Looking-glass self 
The attributes one believes they possess through how they see 

themselves reflected in the reactions from others. 

Possible self The attributes one may become in the future; i.e. outcomes which are 

hoped for or even dreaded. 

Digital, Online or 

Cyber self 

The attributes one presents to others, in a social sense in an online 

environment. 

 

Actual, ideal and ought selves 

These selves can be viewed from either an individual’s view or from the view of a 

significant other such as a partner or friend. One’s actual self is the way in which a 

person sees him or herself now, and although this self can be seen by others, because 

there is no way of truly knowing how others view this self, this self is one’s self-image 

(Rogers 1959).  One’s ideal self is described as an individual’s dreams and aspirations, 

or the collection of skills, traits and resources which an individual has a desire to obtain 

(Higgins 1987; Markus & Nurius 1986). Images of the ideal self can be vague yearnings 

or clearly articulated mental representations, dreams or aspirations (Rusbult, Finkel & 

Kumashiro 2009), however they all serve a crucial function by providing direction to 

personal growth strivings and thereby helping people reduce the discrepancy between 

their actual and the ideal self (Higgins 1987).   The ought self, on the other hand is the 

green-eyed monster of the ideal self, it is the self that others want one to be or to 
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achieve.  According to Higgins (1987), the ideal and ought selves are the ‘guides’ or 

standards that are used to organize information and motivate action.  

When these representations of one’s self are inconsistent or incongruent, 

discrepancies occur.  According to Higgins’ (1989) self-discrepancy theory there are 

two types of discrepancies which are particularly problematic and create different 

emotions. The first is the discrepancy between the actual and ideal self, which leads 

people to experience disappointment and dejection, based on believing they have 

failed to reach goals they have either set for themselves or others have set for them.  

The second discrepancy is between the actual and the ought self, which can lead to 

feelings of anxiety, fear and even guilt. In terms of online dating, these selves are likely 

to be presented via ones dating profile, and as discussed in more detail in section 2.7.1, 

studies have found evidence of these selves being present in this online environment.  

  

Personal, social and looking-glass selves 

In terms of one’s self-concept, there is considerable agreement regarding the 

recognition of the differences between one’s personal self and one’s social self (Brewer 

& Gardner 1996: Hogg 2003: Tajfel & Turner 1986). The personal self is understood to 

be the part of the self-concept which makes it distinct from others (Brewer & Gardner 

1996), with this self often referred to as the ‘experienced self’, or the aspect of the self 

which provides a sense of personal continuity, as it encapsulates one’s desire for 

achievement, competence and conscience (Mayer, Kuenzi, Greenbaum, Bardes & 

Salvador 2009; Skitka 2003). The social self, on the other hand, is generally understood 

to be the part of the self-concept which pertains to one’s relations with others (Brewer 

& Gardner 1996). This social self has been examined in terms of group membership, 

social identity and within interpersonal relationships (Brewer & Gardener 1996; 

Leary, Schreindorfer & Haupt 1995).  The social self is determined by those around 

them, with it being made up of the reflected assessments of others, based upon their 

reactions. An extension of this, is one’s ideal social self, which represents the images 

that they would like others to have of them in a social situation. Very closely related to 

this (and sometimes referred to as the same concept) is the looking-glass self (Cooley 

1902; Mead 1934). The concept of the looking glass self is used to explain how 

individuals see themselves reflected through the reactions they receive from others. 
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This self is one which begins at an early age and continues throughout one’s lifetime 

and is important for an individual’s self-growth. As Cooley (1902) states, the concept 

of the looking glass self offers insight into not only one’s individual thinking, but also 

how they form their identity based on how others view them.  If, as Markus and Wurf 

(1987) suggest, identity is a joint construction of an individual, those around them, and 

the situation they are in, then it is likely that the social, or the looking glass self will be 

evident in the dating profiles of those who are seeking to make modifications to the 

identity they are presenting to others. However, to date the extent to which the self is 

socially constructed in an online dating environment, has not been investigated 

empirically, and thus requires further testing. 

 

Future and possible selves 

According to Patrick, MacInnis and Folkes (2002), adults are future-orientated and 

throughout their lives experience goals, fears, aspirations and hopes of what they wish 

to be in the future.  Adults make plans and create visions in order to make their desired 

future possible, and as such can present themselves as a representation of their self in 

the future (Markus & Nurius 1986). These future selves emerge out of past social 

experiences and they often form a link from the present to the future (Dunkel 2000; 

Dunkel & Anthis 2001), and they be used to put strategies in place that will bring about 

any desired changes (Wurf & Markus 1991). Possible selves are similar in that they 

also function as a motivation for future behaviour and serve as “an evaluative and 

interpretive context for the current view of self” (Markus & Nurius 1986, p. 955). For 

the individual, positive possible selves direct efforts towards goals, and they serve an 

important function of self-evaluation, and mediate long-term motivation as they 

provide structures and direction for the achievement of a desired goal (Markus & 

Nurius 1986; Wurf & Markus 1991).   

Individuals have relatively stable self-concepts throughout most of their lives, 

however, as suggested by Levinson (1978), if a gap occurs in one’s self-concept due to 

a separation from a key role, through an event which triggers a transitional or liminal 

state, individuals may try to create new roles or reinforce existing roles. This, 

according to Schouten (1991), is often attempted by formulating possible or future 
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selves.  Given that online daters are likely to be undergoing identity uncertainty bought 

about by changes in their relationship status or identity roles, there may be evidence 

of these possible or future selves evident amongst the online daters in this study.  

However, what is not known, is how the differences between these portrayed and 

perceived selves are negotiated by the online dater, when there are discrepancies 

between them.  

 

  

Online, digital and cyber selves 

The introduction of computers has been accompanied by the conception of a number 

of selves which have arisen from this computer mediated environment. It was first 

thought that this largely anonymous environment would allow people to switch from 

their real self to a chosen ought to self very easily (Petkova 2006, in Siibak 2009), and 

individuals would experiment with different types of identities in this online 

environment.  However, much of this belief stemmed from internet users who were 

heavily involved in online multiplayer role-playing games (MMORPG’s) such as World 

of Warcraft, Sims or Second Life. Those earlier accounts which described multiple 

online selves created to escape offline realities (Turkle 1995), appear to no longer hold 

the same truth. These days a cyber self has emerged, which Robinson (2007) considers 

a product of social interaction, which is formed and negotiated in the same manner as 

the offline self.  In referring to Mead (1934) and Goffman (1959), Robinson (2007) 

states, “Online, the ‘I’ and the ‘me’ still inform each other, albeit in a different medium 

using very different expressions ‘given’ and given off” (p. 94).   The online dating 

environment provides a degree of anonymity, which can encourage more self 

disclosure (Suler 2004), as well as the setting to experiment with various types of self. 

However, the temporary nature of this environment is likely to serve as a barrier to 

presenting a self which cannot be accounted for when meeting offline. Therefore, it is 

unlikely that online daters’ present pure digital or cyber selves, instead the self 

presented is likely to be a product of multiple selves, which Nakamura (2002) refers 

to as an expedient form of identity tourism.    
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2.3.3 Selves in Online Dating 
 

A number of studies have highlighted the dilemma online daters’ face over the type of 

self they should portray when constructing their dating profiles (Ellison et al. 2006; 

Ellison et al. 2011; Malchow-Moller 2003; Whitty 2008). Malchow-Moller (2003) found 

that online daters experienced tension due to the dilemma they faced, when seeking a 

balance between highlighting the positive aspects of themselves, and presenting their 

true or authentic selves. Malchow-Moller (2003) found that the daters from their study 

presented themselves how they wanted to be perceived, rather than how they actually 

were, indicating a discrepancy between portrayed and perceived selves. These over 

estimations or exaggerations of one’s self-concept were also found in Ellison et al.’s 

(2006) study of online daters, with participants reportedly using a profile which 

presented an ideal version of them self, one which they desired to achieve in the future, 

rather than their real or actual self. In a further study, which looked at the presentation 

of self, Whitty (2008) interviewed online daters, who stated that they quickly learnt 

that other daters may present a different self online than they do offline, which for 

them often led to disappointment and judgments of dishonesty. Due to this 

inconsistency, Whitty’s respondents stated that their first face-to-face meeting was 

often a disappointment, as the individuals did not always match up with their online 

dating profiles.  

  

However, more recent research  (Ellison et al. 2011; Saltes 2013) suggests that online 

daters are showing a greater awareness towards the need to ensure that they are 

portraying a self (or selves) which appears attractive and desirable to others, whilst 

offering a balance between presenting an honest or real self, and one which is an ideal 

or desirable self. Whilst it is difficult to easily identity which type of self an online dater 

displays on their dating profiles, (and most research to date has relied upon 

observation or self-reports), research suggests that online daters still appear to face a 

dilemma when finding a balance between presenting a real or actual self, and one 

which is more appealing or desirable; that is an ideal, possible or even future self. This 

suggests that the act of constructing a dating self-profile may not be as straightforward 

as we are led to believe, and furthermore it may be even more difficult for online daters 



  Literature Review 

 

 42 

to assess the dating profiles of others, purely based upon the information they elected 

to disclose. Although self-disclosure is a key component for personal or romantic 

relationship development, and feelings of intimacy (Altman & Taylor 1973; Derlega et 

al. 1987), simply disclosing information about oneself does not guarantee intimacy, 

and it may involve risks, such as the information being shared with others, or the risk 

of rejection after sharing personal information.  

 

 

Evidence of multiple selves being presented in dating profiles was found by Ellison et 

al. (2011), where daters were observed referring to characteristics they once 

possessed, i.e. their past selves, as well as present and future selves, in order to appear 

in a more favourable light to others. This library of selves was used to construct what 

was referred to as: “A collection of identity claims that enabled them to include 

‘enhancements’ while still self-identifying as an honest broker or promise-keeper” (p. 

58). Given that online daters are provided the freedom to pick and choose which 

aspects of their past, present or future selves they wish to display, many in this study, 

acknowledged that their identities were malleable. The participants in Ellison et al.’s 

(2011) study reasoned that it is acceptable to leave out or even exaggerate information 

they disclosed “as long as the discrepancy was not too significant and the future self 

was within the realm of possibility” (p. 52). Acknowledging that this was an issue 

which created a dilemma for online daters, Ellison et al. (2011) suggested that one’s 

online dating profile should be considered a profile of promise, rather than a static exact 

replica of one’s self, as the profiles are a representation of what may be fulfilled. This 

profile of promise is noteworthy, as it does not replicate one’s offline self, instead the 

authors suggest it comes from a mutual understanding that: “the profile constitutes a 

promise made to an imagined audience that future face-to-face interaction will take 

place with someone who does not differ fundamentally from the person represented 

by the profile” (p. 12). This implies that although online daters may be inclined to 

present themselves differently online, the way they do this should not be so great that 

it misrepresents the person they are in real life.   
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Therefore, in order to further our understanding of the relationship between the online 

identity which is constructed through the process of self-disclosure and a successful 

outcome, it is important to identify what aspect of self or selves are being portrayed by 

online daters, and as mentioned in the previous section, if there are discrepancies 

between the self portray and the self perceived, how these are negotiated.  

 

2.4 Role Identification and Identity Theory 
 

The second stream of thought, which informs this research, is role identification and 

identity theory with the latter being closely connected to the ideas of the symbolic 

interactionist views of Mead (1934), who stated that society affects social behaviour 

through its influence on self. However, unlike the symbolic interactionist view which 

regards society as a ”relatively undifferentiated, co-operative whole” (Stryker & Serpe 

1982, p. 206), identity theory argues that society is “complexly differentiated but 

nevertheless organized” (Stryker & Serpe 1982, p. 206). It is this view that forms the 

basis of identity theory which claims “as a reflection of society, the self should be a 

multifaceted and organized construct” (Hogg, Terry & White 1995, p. 256). Stryker 

(1968) suggests that the self comprises of distinct components which he termed ‘role 

identities’. These roles are representative of the various positions in society that 

individuals engage in (Burke 1980; Stryker 1980; Stryker & Serpe 1982). These roles 

may be as a parent, a sibling or as an academic and as such an individual’s performance 

within their identified role will reflect the way they think about themselves as well as 

how they behave (Erikson 1995; Stets 1995). Individuals will behave in ways that are 

consistent with these role identities, with these roles providing a link between society 

and the individual (Stets 1995). 

 

A number of studies have shown that when an individual is in a state of transition 

between roles, consumption changes often take place, as they help facilitate and 

reinforce role changes or changes to one’s identity (Belk 1988; Prothero 2002; 

Thomsen & Sørensen 2010). This notion of individuals making consumption changes 

during role transitions is important for this study, as online daters are engaging in a 

consumption activity when they are taking part in the services offered by an online 
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dating site. Role identification and role transitions are a key part of one’s identity and 

it is quite conceivable that engaging in the act of online dating provides an environment 

in which individuals may seek to make role changes, reinforce, modify or even 

reconstruct their self-identity.   

 

Both sociology and psychology share an interest in self-concept, however they use 

slightly different ways to explore it. As a general rule sociology focus on how the self-

concept develops, specifically within the context of the individual’s social environment, 

and psychology focuses on how self-concept impacts people (Gecas 1982). This 

research project encompasses both streams of thought by looking at the creation of 

one’s identity through their presentation of self (and/or various selves), which is 

achieved through self-disclosure and feedback from others.  The idea put forward by 

Oyserman, Elmore and Smith (2001) that self, self-concept and identity can be 

considered as nested elements (as illustrated in Figure 2.2), with aspects of the ‘me’-

forming self-concepts and identities being part of self-concepts, is pertinent to this 

study.  While self and identity are often used 

interchangeably, some clarity can be attained by 

considering them as a series of nested constructs, 

with self as the most encompassing term, self-

concepts being embedded within the self, and 

identities being embedded within self-concepts.  

  

There is general agreement that the self-

concept is a multifaceted entity comprising of a 

variety of selves.    From the beginning, 

theorists have conceptualised the self-concept as a social product, which develops 

through relationships with others, and what the individual see in one’s self (Oyserman 

et al. 2001).   The self-concept includes our idealised views of who we are and also our 

self-image.  Stryker (1980) argues that as the self emerges in social interaction within 

a complex, organised and differentiated society, then the self must also be complex, 

organised and differentiated.  This notion comes from James’ (1890) idea that there 

are as many different selves as there are different positions which one holds in society, 

 

Figure 2.2: Nested elements of self 
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and thus different groups who respond to the self.    This idea, according to Stryker 

(1980), is how identity relates to the overall self.  The overall self is organised into 

multiple parts which are considered identities, each of which is linked to aspects of the 

social structure. These various selves may be positive, negative, past, present or future 

orientated (Markus & Nurius 1986; Markus & Ruvolo 1989; Wurf & Markus 1991).  

They are represented in the various roles and contexts of one’s life; in their home with 

their family, at work with their colleagues, at school with their peers or online with an 

unknown audience. In addition, numerous studies have investigated the self which is 

presented in online environments such as discussion forums and chat rooms, with 

findings indicating that because individuals feel safer in these environments, (given 

that they are unlikely to meet offline), they are more willing to reveal core aspects 

about themselves, e.g. real or even undesired selves (Cooper & Sportolari, 1997; 

Walther, 1995; Whitty, 2003, 2004). In these particular environments, individuals are 

free to present an unrestrained self-concept in a manner which they believe is most 

beneficial to them.     

 

The self today is one which is constructed through the interactions with others, with 

these interactions generating feedback which serve as an integral part of identity 

creation (Bargh, McKenna & Fitzsimons 2002; Zhao, Grasmuck & Martin 2008).  

According to Stets and Burke (2000), individuals have one current self-concept, 

however people develop and maintain many identities. These identities are arranged 

hierarchically, with those which are more important to the self weighing more 

prominently, and having greater potential to influence one’s behaviour than less 

important identities (Stets & Biga 2003; Stets & Serpe 2013). The function of identities 

is to fulfil the basic psychological needs individuals possess.  First and foremost, 

identities facilitate relatedness by helping individuals connect with others and 

experience belongingness in society.  Beyond this, according to Ryan and Deci (2012), 

identities facilitate the experience and expression of competence and autonomy by 

providing avenues for self-development and self-expression, as well as outlets for the 

engagement of self in social activities.  
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The development or formation of identity is a process which continues throughout 

one’s life, however it comes more to the foreground when individuals shift social 

contexts, for example, changing careers, becoming parents, or relationship statuses 

(Kroger & Green 1996; Laney, Hall, Anderson & Willingham 2015; Marcia 2002).  

Identities are often divided into two categories; social and personal.  According to 

Oyserman et al. (2001) social identities are a person’s roles, interpersonal 

relationships and group memberships, and the traits, characteristics, attributes, goals 

and values congruent with these roles, relationships and memberships, whereas 

personal identities are a person’s traits, characteristics and attributes, goals and 

values, and ways of being. 

Scholars agree that identity consists of the personal and social characteristics of 

individuals as they are understood by themselves and others.  One’s personal identity 

consists of a set of aspects or attributes of that person, with these identities being 

acquired over time (Leary & Tangney 2001). These may be one’s physical attributes 

(e.g., being tall or short), membership in social categories, person-specific beliefs, 

goals, desires, or matters of personal style. Hitlin (2003) suggests that one’s personal 

identity is formed based on his or her values, which serve as guiding principles in the 

life of a person. Furthermore, they must be aspects or attributes of the person that the 

person is conscious of, and which distinguish that person from at least some others 

(Fearon 1999). These aspects or attributes of a person have been referred to as 

forming the basis of one’s dignity or self-respect.  In contrast, an individual’s social 

identity refers to how people are defined and regarded in social interactions 

(Schlenker 1980). Individuals will use impression management strategies to influence 

the social identity which they project to others, with that identity influencing their 

behaviour in front of others, others' treatment of them, and the outcomes they receive 

(Schlenker 1980). Thus, in their attempts to influence the impressions others form of 

them, individuals play an important role in affecting his or her social outcomes. Most 

social interactions are role governed, where each person has a role to play and the 

interaction proceeds smoothly when the particular roles are enacted effectively. These 

role identities, as previous discussed, refer to the labels applied to people who are 

expected or obligated to perform some set of actions, behaviours, routines, or functions 

in particular situations, such as a mother, teacher or student.  
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2.4.1 Identity Reconstruction, Self-growth and Liminality 
 

There is no doubt that the World Wide Web or internet has provided a unique 

environment for a new form of identity formation or exploration, with the relative 

safety of anonymity and freedom of choice. Identity online is full of possibilities and 

opportunities, with Adrian (2008) referring to virtual worlds as “domains of liquid 

identity” because you never really know “who” the individual is and the virtual 

identities can be quickly “self-defined rather than pre-ordained” (p. 367). It has been 

argued however, that anonymity on the internet changes nothing essential about the 

nature of human behaviour (Martens 2007, in Adrian 2008), as throughout history, 

technological advancements have allowed the “self” to act in various ways in diverse 

communities, without anyone being the wiser. The Internet only exaggerates this 

ability.  

When comparing an identity which is presented offline with one which is presented 

online, there are notable differences, however the type of online environment will play 

a crucial role in the identity which is being presented.  Generally speaking, there are a 

number of fundamental differences between an offline and an online identity which 

Kim, Zheng and Gupta (2011) have summarised in the following table (Table 2.3): 

 

Table 2.3: Dimensions of Offline and Online Identity (Kim et al. 2011, p. 1762) 

Dimension Offline identity Online identity 

Context Face-to-face World Wide Web or Internet 

Development 

The development of an offline identity 

requires considerable time and effort 

since a person has to build 

relationships and friendships that 

portray his or her identity. 

The development of an online identity is 

relatively fast because a person exhibits 

the identity he or she wishes. 

Control 

One cannot control how others 

perceive oneself. One cannot hide his 

or her name and other personally 

identifiable information. 

The portrayal of one’s identity is under 

one’s control. One can hide his or her 

personally identifiable information. 

http://www.sciencedirect.com.ezproxy.otago.ac.nz/science/article/pii/S0267364908000290#bib24
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Presentation 

It is difficult to hid one’s identity and 

one’s identity is revealed in due course 

through interactions with others. 

One can portray his or her identity 

selectively and differently to different 

groups of people. 

Constraints 
One’s physical situation plays a strong 

role in defining one’s identity. 

One’s identity is dependent on the 

characteristics of the system one is 

using. 

 

 

The differences in the development of one’s identity in terms of the environment, are 

quite distinguishable, with Bailenson and Beall (2005) and Huffaker & Calvert (2005) 

suggesting that the formation of an identity in an offline environment is tedious, and 

requires effort and time (given that individuals have to build relationships which 

portray their identity). The formation of an identity in an online environment is 

relatively easier, as it is not constrained by the limitations of a physical space.  Factors 

which are beyond one’s control, such as age, race or gender, affect one’s offline self-

definition and self-presentation, however in contrast, in an online setting an individual 

is able to use a number of digital means (i.e. a dating self-profile) to express an online 

identity and they are in a position where they can easily select the image(s) he or she 

wishes to portray (Kim et al. 2011). This allows individuals to control the identity they 

portray or present in this environment, something which is much more difficult to 

achieve in an offline setting.  There are however constraints in terms of the identity 

which is portrayed according to the online environment the individual is situated in.  

Online or virtual communities differ from one another, and as such can either allow a 

greater freedom to express one’s identity, or they can be more restricting. Parmentier 

and Rolland (2009) have suggested that engaging with the virtual world may be 

viewed as a form of therapy for anxiety, or as a means of exploring something unknown 

or impossible in real life because social pressure forbids it.   

 

Identity Reconstruction 

An individual’s self-identity is a complex and multi-dimensional concept which is 

shaped by numerous aspects such as one’s physical and emotional characteristics, 

historical factors and social contexts. Although early self-identity research 

concentrated primarily on youth (Erikson 1963), research in recent years has 

acknowledged that identity construction, modification or re-construction, can occur 
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anytime during one’s lifetime (Marcia 2002).  Moreover, and most pertinent to this 

research project, it has been acknowledged that identity-disequilibrating events, such 

as a relationship breakdown or a change in one’s living circumstances, can trigger a 

potential change in one’s personal identity. For those who engage in online dating, 

their dating profile is essentially requiring the online dater to express their personal 

self-identity by answering the question “Who am I?” However, for those who are 

potentially going through a period of identity uncertainty, this may be a difficult task 

to attain, however, it remains unclear as to the processes or strategies online daters 

undertake in order to complete this task.  

According to Subrahmanyam and Synahel (2011), it is simplistic to think that the 

search for one’s identity ends in the period of adolescence. Instead, identity 

construction must be considered a lifelong process. As such, according to Boydell 

(2013), it is critical to move beyond current research examining youth identity in 

online environments, and study identity formalisation in older adult’s online.  Boydell 

(2013) explored the construction of self by older adult Facebook users, and found that 

her respondents did not conform to social norms or mores, however they 

acknowledged that they did censor their presentation in order to appeal to their 

audience. Furthermore, the respondents also indicated that the feedback they received 

through their Facebook postings, contributed to the concept they had of themselves.  

Although an online dating site differs to a social networking site such as Facebook, 

there are similarities in terms of wanting to create a good impression, by presenting a 

self which is attractive and desirable to others. The respondents in Boydell’s (2013) 

study acknowledged that they engaged in manipulative behaviour, in order to present 

a favourable image of their self, highlighting the performative nature of identity in an 

online environment. Her respondents tended to create idealistic virtual 

representations of their ‘real world selves’ (Boon & Sinclair 2009), and, like younger 

users, they presented only certain aspects of their identity, usually a positive portrayal. 

Self-identity research suggests that when a significant disequilibrating event occurs, 

even in adulthood, a period of identity reformulation can occur (Erikson 1968; Marcia 

1998; 2002).   This modification or even reconstruction of identity begins with 

separation from a role, relationship, or other key component of the extended self (Belk 



  Literature Review 

 

 50 

1988).  Given that the online environment allows freedom to explore and potentially 

experiment with different aspects of one’s self, then it is reasonable to suggest that 

online daters could be using this opportunity to make potential changes to their 

identities. This notion aligns which Belk’s (2016) suggestion that, given the number of 

digital representations now possible online, there has been a movement from ascribed 

identity (an identity which individuals are born with and beyond their control), to 

achieved identity, (an identity which individuals acquire or earn), and most recently to 

constructed identity (an identity created through self-presentation and self 

disclosure). This is discussed further in section 2.4.3.  

 

Self Growth 

Closely linked to the idea of identity reconstruction, is the concept of self-growth.  Self-

growth according to Jain, Apple and Ellis (2015) is a desire to become a better version 

of oneself every day, with it being referred to as a life-long process to improve one’s 

own performance, through formal and informal approaches. Maslow’s (1943) 

hierarchy of needs pyramid places the fulfilment of one’s growth needs or self-

actualisation at the top, and Roger’s (1961) theory of growth potential suggests 

consistent incorporation of the ‘real self’ to cultivate a fully functioning person (Jain et 

al. 2015).  Although self-growth is an individualistic concept and process, it requires 

sensitive listening and collaboration skills in order for self-change to be successful. To 

date the vast majority of self-growth research has focused on self-improvement (Jain 

et al. 2015), passion (Vallerand 2012; Vallerand & Rapaport 2017) and adolescents 

(McLean, Breen & Fournier 2010; Waters & Fivush 2015).  

According to Rogers (1961), close relationships contribute to self-growth, with these 

relationships being marked by unconditional positive regard and genuineness, which 

enables individuals to flourish. Such relationships provide a safe context for learning 

self-acceptance. Didonato and Krueger (2010) support this notion by positing that a 

romantic relationship characterized by strong interdependence, has the potential to 

provide a context ripe for self-growth, discovery, and development.  Ellison et al. 

(2006) tentatively suggested that the construction of an online dating profile may be 

the beginning of a self-growth process, where individuals strive to close the gap 
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between their actual and ideal selves, however to date there have been no studies 

which have looked at self-growth within the context of online dating.   If, in fact, online 

daters are using their dating profile as a tool for rebuilding or modifying aspects of 

their identity, then the role of online dating could be considered two-fold.  Not only is 

it an avenue for initialising a meeting with another individual, which may lead to a 

long-term romantic relationship, but it may also be used for modifications to one’s self-

identity, and as an avenue for self-growth, with the first being a deliberate act and the 

latter being unintentional. 

 

Liminality  

Similar to a disequilibrating event (Erikson 1968; Marcia 2002), dramatic transitional 

life events (or triggering events) can induce a period of liminality (van Gennep 1960).  

The concept of liminality, meaning ‘betwixt and between’ first appeared in 1909 in 

Arnold van Gennep’s The Rites of Passage (van Gennep 1960), and was used to 

conceptualise the temporary transition stage when an individual engages in a cultural 

rite of passage, to move from one life stage to another, such as from adolescence to 

adulthood. van Gennep (1960) defined liminality as the instability, ambiguity and 

suspended identity which can occur in the transition from one significant role to 

another. Furthermore, van Gennep (1960) stated that liminality may occur through 

change of “place, state, social position and age” (p. 3), and during liminality, individuals 

often experience uncertainty as they transition to new identities (Côté-Arsenault, 

Brody & Dombeck 2009).  

The social anthropologist Turner (1967) further developed van Gennep’s theory by 

explaining liminality as a period of uncertainty, crisis, and change. This was further 

explained by Beech (2011) who described liminality as a state of ‘in-between-ness and 

ambiguity’ that can be applied to an individual, a group of individuals, a movement, a 

community, or even a historical period.  Additionally, Gibbons, Ross and Bevans (2014) 

described the liminal phase as “an unstructured and invisible period when the person 

is transitional and in the process of being initiated into a very different state of life” (p. 

431). Illness, motherhood, divorce, and career changes often involve periods of 

liminality. Individuals in liminality move from the known to the unknown and often 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/0267257X.2014.955044
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/0267257X.2014.955044
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/0267257X.2014.955044


  Literature Review 

 

 52 

experience feelings of disorientation or distress (Turley & O'Donohoe 2017). However, 

according to Husemann and Eckhardt (2018), not all liminal phases involve 

uncertainty, as liminality can also inspire growth and transcendence.  

According to Noble and Walker (1997), liminality ‘significantly disrupt[s] one’s 

internal sense of self or place within a social system’ (p. 31). Therefore, liminality can 

be defined as a reconstruction of identity (in which the sense of self is significantly 

disrupted) in such a way that the new identity is meaningful for the individual. Building 

on the findings from van Gennep (1960) and Belk’s (1988) work on symbolic 

consumption, Noble and Walker (1997) proposed the Liminality Transition Model, as 

shown in Figure 2.3 below. This model, which brings together the concepts from both 

van Gennep (1960) and Belk (1988), illustrates the processes and transitions which 

occur during a significant period of identity uncertainty.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

According to this model there are three stages which occur, these being separation 

(pre-liminal), which is characterised by symbols of detachment,  transition or liminal 

in which there is a period of ambiguity, and the final stage of aggregation (post-

liminal), where the passage is completed and a new identity has been reached (van 

Gennep 1909; 1960; Noble & Walker 1997). The first stage occurs as a result of a 

triggering or disequilibrating (Erikson 1968; Marcia 2002) event, which leads to a 

Figure 2.3: Liminality Transition Model (Noble & Walker 1997) 
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detachment from a previous role. This separation may occur literally in time or space, 

or it may be experienced subjectively, triggered by an internal force such as a 

psychological need for intimacy or security. During the second stage, according to 

Noble and Walker (1997), an individual is in a liminal state and their sense of identity 

dissolves to some extent, which brings about a level of disorientation. During this 

period major transitions may disrupt the lives of individuals and impact their well-

being, as they are betwixt and between social roles and identities (Kennett-Hensel, 

Sneath & Lacey 2012; Turner 1967). The final stage of aggregation is when the 

individual moves into a newly defined role and returns to relative stability (van 

Gennep 1960). According to Noble and Walker (1997), only once the liminal transition 

period is complete, and the final stage is reached, and the discrepancy between the 

individual’s internal self-view and their external role is reduced, will an improved state 

of psychological well-being occur. It is during this final phase that the individual is able 

to fully integrate their self with their new role or status and re-enter society (Schouten 

1991; van Gennep 1960). 

Previously McCracken (1987) stated that during a period of liminality there is potential 

for there to be profound and disruptive effects on an individual self-perception, which 

may disrupt fundamental aspects of their psyche. During this period McCracken 

(1987) suggested that due to the ambiguity surrounding one’s current role, a gap 

between the perceptions of one’s actual and ideal self will widen, resulting in self-

concept discrepancy (Eastburg, Johnson & Woo 1988; Higgins 1989).  

A number of consumer research studies have looked at liminality in various contexts, 

in both offline and online environments. Studies which have looked at offline liminality 

have included the behaviour of tweens (Cody 2012; Cody & Lawlor 2011), women 

empty-nesters (Hogg, Curasi & Maclaran 2004), young tourists (Apostolopoulos, 

Sonmez & Yu 2002; Eiser & Ford 1995; Ford & Eiser 1996), and truck-drivers 

(Lippman, Pulerwitz, Chinaglia, Hubbard, Reingold & Díaz 2007). Lippman et al. (2007) 

found that truck drivers who regularly cross borders have a reduced responsibility to 

conforming to the constraints of their everyday life, as they are removed from their 

familiar environment, and can enter a temporary or liminal state which results in 

liminal disinhibition. Similar findings were found in regards to the attitude and 
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behaviours of young tourists (Apostolopoulos et al. 2002; Eiser & Ford 1995; Ford & 

Eiser 1996), who engage in holiday romance or casual sex, due to feeling free from the 

norms by which they usually abide. They enter a state of liminal disinhibition due to 

being removed from their familiar environment, and by the assurance that this is a 

temporary state from which they will return, back to their norms and normality 

(Cunningham 2011).    

More recently, research has focused on liminality in the context of online 

environments, including studies on first-time mothers (Cappellini & Yen 2016; Madge 

& O’Connor 2005; Ogle, Tyner & Schofield-Tomschin 2013), online learning 

(Cunningham 2011; Cunningham, Fägersten & Holmsten 2010) and cyberbullying 

(Kofoed & Stenner 2017).  Madge and O'Connor (2005) explored liminality in terms of 

how new mothers used cyberspace as a liminal environment during the time they were 

in a liminal life space. Their findings showed that new mothers used this environment 

as a place to ‘try out’ different versions of motherhood, as they adjusted to their new 

way of life and their changing selves. As a result of ‘trying out’ various versions of 

motherhood, which resulted in the production of new selves, it was discovered that 

these selves contained a lot of residual attachments to embodied experiences and 

practices. Thus, according to Madge and O’Connor (2005) the liminal zone of 

cyberspace is evidently not just virtual; it is also corporeal, which indicates that 

liminality transition can occur between the online and offline environments.  

Across a lifetime, consumers face many transitions in which they need social support, 

and difficult transitions are often fraught with challenges, such as transitioning from 

one social role to another. However, social support is particularly important for 

individuals who are in a state of liminality when they are caught between social roles 

and failing to transition from an old to a new role. According to Beech (2011) those 

who are in state of liminality benefit if they can draw on social networks for support, 

in order to help them complete their transition.  The activity of engaging in online 

dating may potentially offer the support needed by those who are in a state of 

liminality, with past consumer research having highlighted the significant role that 

consumption plays when transitioning to a new life stage (AbiGhannam & Atkinson 

2016; Noble & Walker 1997).  
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When a person loses or gives up an important aspect of self, separation occurs and 

liminality ensues (Schouten 1991). Noble and Walker (1997) suggest that, “efforts 

towards identity reconstruction through physical alteration may increase during 

liminal periods as compared to nonliminal periods” (p. 36).  When an individual is in a 

liminal state their sense of identity dissolves, potentially bringing about a level of 

disorientation, thus the state is characterised by ambiguity, indeterminacy and 

openness to new experiences or roles. Noble and Walker (1997) described this liminal 

period as one where individuals experience a state of ambiguity and suspension in 

terms of their self-identity, as they end one phase of their lives and make a transition 

to another.  

Pettigrew et al. (2014) identified three different types of liminality with the first being 

situational liminality, where there is a transition based on a specific occurrence (e.g., 

job loss, illness, relocation). The second type is functional liminality which embraces a 

new life role (e.g., adolescence, pregnancy, motherhood), and the third type is 

structural liminality, which involves a specific occurrence which can be triggered by 

situational or functional liminality (e.g., physical disability, chronic illness, migration, 

retirement).  Of these three types it is functional liminality which is more likely to occur 

for the online daters in this study. 

Schouten (1991) first argued that products help consumers deal with anxiety and 

uncertainty during liminality. More recently, consumer research paints a more 

complex relationship. Scott, Cayla and Cova (2017) stress how some services amplify 

the pain associated with liminality. Consumption can even make life transitions more 

complicated and confusing and, in some cases, impede transitions out of liminality 

(Ogle, Tyner & Schofield-Tomschin 2013; Voice Group, 2010). For example, 

AbiGhannam and Atkinson’s (2016) research investigated women who opted for an 

environmentally conscious approach to pregnancy, and found that this consumption 

strategy made their transition into motherhood more complex and difficult. On the 

other hand, other research has found that consumption during divorce, such as a family 

vacation, can help individuals embrace their new roles in the family, and avoid dealing 

with the changed family structure (McAlexander, Schouten & Roberts 1992). 
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McAlexander (1991) also found that disposition of marital possessions can both 

facilitate and impede the transition through divorce. 

Due to these differing results, Pettigrew et al. (2014) suggested that more research is 

needed to explore the role of consumption in supporting individuals who are in a state 

of liminality across a range of different transitions. Furthermore, Yap and Kapitan 

(2017) proposed the need for deeper insights which are generated by qualitative 

research approaches, an area which this research can address. Yurchisin et al. (2005) 

tentatively suggested that individuals who are in the process of a role transition, may 

turn to online dating as a means of helping them cope with this transitional or liminal 

period, however this has not been further tested, and to date there has been no 

exploratory research undertaken which has investigated this idea of online daters 

being in a liminal state and exploring different aspects of their self-identity.   

 

2.4.2 Identity Shift 

 

Gonzales and Hancock (2008) first introduced the concept of identity shift by 

suggesting that online self-presentations can bring about identity change by 

internalizing traits which are identifiable in a publicly visible online environment. In 

their study they found that those who portrayed themselves to have a certain 

personality characteristic, showed a transformation of their self-concepts, in a manner 

which was consistent with the presented trait. This however only occurred when it 

was performed in a public setting. In order to extend this finding, Walther et al. (2011) 

incorporated the feedback component of the hyperpersonal model, which showed that 

both types of interpersonal feedback by a human (public) and feedback generated by 

a computer (private) stimulated further identity shift.    This was further explored by 

Carr and Foreman (2016) who found that feedback received as a publicly readable 

comment from an individual who was a relationally close partner, experienced the 

greatest identity shift, compared to receiving a private message from a relationally 

distinct partner, which caused them to experience the least identity shift.   
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Kim and Gonzales (2018) further investigated the interplay between the publicness 

and feedback which can occur in an online environment, and how this would influence 

the impression of others. Their findings indicated that individuals’ self-views were 

important factors in determining the effects on one’s self-concept. For those with high 

self-views, the publicness was less important than how they were evaluated by others, 

whether this be positive or negative feedback.  However, for those with a low self-view, 

the more public the online environment, the less egotistical and more self-effacing they 

became.  

 

Research which has looked at identity shift in computer mediated communication 

suggests that sender’s online selective self-presentation provides sufficient dynamics 

to modify individuals’ personality following an online identity performance (Gonzales 

& Hancock 2008; Walther et al. 2011).   Walther et al. (2011) sought to determine 

whether identity shift online is greater when the users of online communication are 

provided feedback about their public online identity performances, compared to their 

private performances. Their findings suggested that identity shift is triggered by public 

presentations rather than private, unobserved self-presentations. According to 

Walther et al. (2011) public behaviours led to substantial shifts in self-descriptions and 

even to consistent behavioural change.   

 

This notion that public behaviour has a greater influence than private behaviour has 

been investigated previously, with self-concept research conducted by Tice (1992) 

showing that identical behaviours had a greater impact on the self-concept when they 

were performed publicly rather than privately. Furthermore, Tice’s (1992) findings 

indicated that the changes were not so completely temporary that they evaporated 

once the person left the immediate situation. Tice (1992) questioned whether or not a 

change to one’s self-concept could be persistent if certain events help crystallize and 

articulate a particular view of one’s self. As revealed in one experiment, the changes 

were sufficiently enduring to be able to elicit consistent behaviour in a subsequent 

situation with new interaction partners.  It was suggested that if an awareness of 

others is crucial for fostering self-concept change, then the subsequent interpersonal 

context may be just as decisive in determining which changes endure and which do 



  Literature Review 

 

 58 

not.  As Tice (1992) states, opportunities for self-change which are genuine, and 

lasting, would tend to be connected to new social networks, such as changing jobs or 

in the case of this research, when seeking a new relationship.  Further research has 

shown that the most effective techniques for achieving long term change, is to separate 

individuals from the previous network of relationships, enmeshing the individual 

briefly in a new network, which is designed to foster this change, and then placing the 

suitably changed person into a new, permanent setting where the altered identity can 

become the firm, stable basis for long-term role performance (Tice 1992; Schlenker et 

al. 1994). Although Tice (1992) was not investigating online dating in her research, 

this concept can be applied to explain how an identity shift can occur in the online 

dating environment.  

 

These shifts in one’s self beliefs or identity have been shown to extend to changes in 

behaviour when a new person or ‘audience’ is present (Schlenker et al 1994; Tice 

1992). According to Kelly and Rodriguez (2006), it is believed that a repeated pattern 

of self-presentations followed by audience feedback, and an internalisation of those 

self-presentations, can ultimately lead to self-concept or identity change (see 

Schlenker 1980; 1985; 1986). According to Schlenker and Trudeau (1990), following 

public self-presentations, people do shift even strong self-beliefs (i.e. ones that people 

perceive themselves to hold consistently), in the direction of those self-presentations.  

Referring to Cooley’s (1902) looking-glass self, Tice (1992) explained that as the self-

concept is determined by the views of others, with others reconfirming that other 

people’s perceptions constitute an important part of the self, they therefore exert a 

strong influence on one’s self-concept (e.g. Baumeister 1986; Goffman 1959; Mead 

1934; Schlenker 1986).  As a result of this, the looking glass self may function as a 

magnifying glass during self-perception. This implies that what one sees in oneself 

whilst in the presence of others, has an extra powerful impact on their self-concept. 

Wicklund and Gollwitzer (1982) suggested that people seemingly feel that their 

identity claims need validation by others in order to give them social reality, and in an 

online setting this can occur either publicly or privately.  Kim and Gonzales (2018) 

suggested that in the highly public spaces of the Internet, people with poor self-views 

are more likely to seek out self-validated interactions, which, as a result, set themselves 
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up for harsh or even abusive interactions online.  This challenges previous research 

which has suggested that people with reduced social skills are more likely to have a 

preference for online interaction (Caplan 2003), as those with negative self-views are 

likely to have these reinforced in a public online environment.   

The deindividuation and self-perception theories (Yee & Bailenson 2007; Yee et al. 

2011) can also be linked to the concept of an identity shift. Deindividuation is a state 

of loss of one’s personal identity which can lead a person to behave in a manner which 

is abnormal for that person. This can arise as a result of being immersed in a large 

group or from a feeling of anonymity, something which is common online due to the 

anonymity or reduced social cues and general lack of social feedback (Kiesler et al. 

1984; McKenna & Bargh 2000). Research by Joinson (2001) found that anonymous 

participants in computer-mediated discussions disclosed significantly more 

information about themselves, than those who engaged in face-to-face discussions; a 

finding which Joinson attributes to the deindividuation theory. According to Bem’s 

(1972) self-perception theory, individuals tend to view themselves as they expect 

others to, thus confirming to the norms expected of them. As Bem (1972) states; 

“Individuals come to know their own attitudes, emotions and other internal states 

partially by inferring them from observations of their own overt behavior and/or the 

circumstances in which this behavior occurs” (p. 2).  

 

There has been much speculation about the effects of online social interaction and its 

potential to transform personality (Walther et al. 2011), with virtual worlds having 

been described as identity workshops where feedback to individuals created personas, 

which then contributed to their offline development of self (Bruckman 1993). 

McKenna and Bargh (2000) claimed that individuals may find contacts online from 

whom they can elicit feedback which validates presentation of their true selves, and 

these episodes can lead to shifts in their subsequent offline self-presentations as well 

(Bargh, McKenna & Fitzsimmons 2002). This notion of feedback is pertinent to this 

study, as previous studies have suggested that one’s awareness of an audience, 

enhances the effect of self-presentation on one’s identity (Kelly & Rodriquez 2006; Tice 

1992).  
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2.4.3 Embodied, Disembodied and Re-embodied Identity 
 

Embodied identity is increasingly challenged in online environments, where social 

interaction occurs in a virtual space that is apparently untethered from an individual’s 

body. According to Anderson (2000), identity becomes disembodied in an online 

environment, as it is free from racial, gender, class, cultural and other biases and 

hierarchies, which are so visible in the real world (Poster 1990; Turkle 1995). Given 

that no one knows for certain whether a message comes from a male, female, 

overweight, underweight, straight or gay person (unless the sender says so), then all 

exchanges, according to Anderson (2000), take place on a level playing field.  

Individuals online are free from not only their social, economic or religious roles, but 

also from their personality, their character and even relationships.  They have the 

ability to adopt any persona or role they wish, and are able to create and uncreate their 

persona at will, depending on their audience, or the community they are participating 

in (Anderson 2000). This freedom allows individuals the courage to present 

controversial, risky or dishonest perspectives of themselves, which they may never do 

in the real world.  

 

According to Belk (2016), compared to offline face-to-face encounters, individuals are 

disembodied when they engage in activities online, however, due to the use of self-

profiles, Belk has proposed that there is a movement towards being re-embodied (Belk 

2016).    As previously mentioned, the online dating environment provides an ideal 

setting for this to occur, given that online daters create an online dating self-profile,  in 

order to take the place of their physical bodies. Belk (2016) further suggests that there 

has been a movement from ascribed identity to achieved identity, and most recently to 

constructed identity, with this being partly due to the number of digital 

representations now possible online. Given that self-profiles are the facilitators of 

interaction (Kozinets & Kedzior 2009), online dating offers an ideal environment for 

individuals to modify, reconstruct, or even shift aspects of their identity, via the dating 

profile they have created.  Therefore, using the concept of Belk’s re-embodiment 

through online constructed identity (2013; 2016), and Gonzales and Hancock’s (2008) 

concept of identity shift, this research project will investigate the relationship between 
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the online construction of an identity, through the disclosure of personal information 

in the form of a dating profile, and the successful formation of an offline relationship. 

 

2.5 Conclusion 
 

This review of the literature has closely examined our current understanding and 

knowledge in the areas of self-concept and self-identity, in terms of how online daters 

portray themselves via their dating profiles. Although there is a growing body of 

research which has investigated the concept of online dating, this review of the 

literature illustrates that there are still a number of areas which require further 

empirical studies to increase our knowledge.  

The online dating environment is unique in that it spans both the cyber and real worlds 

(Maclaran et al. 2008), and it provides the opportunity for online daters to re-evaluate 

and potentially re-create one’s self-identity, through the process of creating a profile 

and interacting with others. This dating profile is a crucial tool, as it is the primary 

means of expressing and marketing one’s self (Ellison et al. 2006; Heino, Ellison & 

Gibbs 2010), and it can lead to either a creation or foreclosure of a relationship 

opportunity.   In the past, online dating has often been viewed negatively, with early 

online dating studies suggesting that dating profiles were rife with deception and false 

claims (Ellison et al. 2006; Hall, Park, Song & Cody 2010; Toma et al. 2008), however, 

in recent years more positive stories of online dating have emerged (Sautter et al. 

2010), and there appears to be a shift towards more authenticity and less dishonesty 

in terms of how online daters portray themselves.   

 

Previous research has tentatively suggested that the construction of an online dating 

profile may be the beginning of a self-growth process, where individuals strive to close 

the gap between their actual and ideal selves (Ellison et al. 2006), however there have 

been no studies to date which have specifically examined this concept of self-growth 

within the context of online dating. If, in fact, online daters are using their profile as a 

tool for modifying or reconstructing aspects of their identity, particularly when they 

are in a state of liminality, then the role of online dating could be considered two-fold. 
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Not only is it an avenue for initialising a meeting with another individual, which may 

lead to a long-term romantic relationship, but it may also be used for making 

modifications to one’s self-identity, through closing the discrepancy between one’s 

actual and ideal selves, and thus also be an important avenue for self-growth. Yurchisin 

et al. (2005) tentatively suggested that individuals who are in the process of a role 

transition, may turn to online dating as a means of helping them cope with this 

transitional or liminal period, however, this has not been further tested, and to date 

there has been no exploratory research undertaken which has investigated this idea of 

online daters exploring different aspects of their self-identity whilst being in a liminal 

state.  

Bruckman (1993) described virtual worlds as identity workshops, where individuals 

receive feedback and make changes to their online identity. Given this, there have been 

suggestions that these encounters can lead to shifts in subsequent offline self-

presentations and self-identity as well (Bargh et al. 2002). This concept of feedback is 

relevant to this study, as previous studies have suggested that one’s awareness of an 

audience enhances the effect of self-presentation on one’s identity (Kelly & Rodriquez 

2006; Tice 1992). Therefore, the feedback individuals receive from other online daters 

may be conducive to triggering a response which leads to a shift in their self-identity.  

 

Finally, although the notion of online constructed identity is not new, there have been 

recent calls for research to address how individuals are presenting themselves through 

the concept of re-embodiment in the digital world (Belk 2013; 2016), given that we are 

seeing a change in the way people present themselves to others through their identity 

online.  In the online gaming environment, there is a “transition from the real to the 

virtual world, with the individual building another identity and operating a transfer, 

partial or total, from their real identity to the virtual one” (Parmentier & Rolland 2009, 

p. 43). In the online dating environment, there is a transfer between an offline identity 

and a virtual identity, however there is a further step involved, as the online dater must 

then transfer their constructed virtual identity, back to an offline identity, which is then 

presented to a potential romantic interest.  During this process, which involves the 

creation of a dating profile, online daters are provided with a unique opportunity to 

experiment with their virtual or disembodied identity, allowing the online dater to test 
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the viability and appropriateness of their online identity, before presenting what Belk 

(2013) refers to as a re-embodied identity. With Belk’s (2016) suggestion that there 

has been a movement online from ascribed identity to achieved identity, and most 

recently to constructed identity, this study will investigate the notion that online dating 

sites offer an opportunity for this to occur.  
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Online dating  
 

2.6 Online Dating 

Internet dating is the fastest, most efficient way to gather a pool of qualified 

candidates. It could take you a lifetime to do the investigation that the computer 

comes up with in seconds. 

Judsen Culbreth (author of The Boomers’ Guide to 

Online Dating: Date with Dignity 2005) 

The purpose of this section is to provide the reader with a holistic overview of dating 

through the years, including print advertisements and the introduction of online 

dating. Relationships are a fundamental part of human society, and with an ever 

increasing number of people signing up to online dating sites, it is essential to be aware 

of how communication and technological factors may be changing the way people are 

using this online environment. With this increasing demand for online services, due to 

changes in consumer’s attitudes, and the acceptance of this alternative means of 

seeking a romantic partner, it is important to understand how consumers interact in 

this ever-changing environment. This knowledge can help shape future interactions 

which occur both online and offline, by helping us understand online consumer 

behaviour and psychology.  
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2.7 Personal Dating Advertisements 

Prior to online dating, historically, arranged marriages were the norm; they were 

primarily business relationships born out of the desire and/or need for property, 

monetary or political alliances. Preceding World War II in the United States, mate 

selection was generally dominated by family and the pool of potential mates who were 

available in the neighbourhood, church or the local school (Rosenfeld & Thomas 2012). 

According to Cockburn (1988), although the practice of individuals seeking their own 

dates did not become widely accepted until the 1970’s, the origins of dating 

advertisements have been traced back to the sixteenth century in Britain. The first 

printed personal advertisements are thought to have been placed in the early 1700’s 

(Orr 2004), and in the 1800’s were predominately used by men during unusual 

circumstances that caused groups of unmarried individuals to be isolated from 

potential partners (Finkel et al. 2012).   

 

The 1970’s saw a resurgence in the popularity of personal advertisements, when they 

resurfaced as part of the sexual revolution (Arvidsson 2006; Cockburn 1988). By the 

early 1980’s personal advertisements had fully emerged as a separate advertising 

genre (Steinfirst & Moran 1989), with these advertisements appearing in newspaper 

columns and in niche magazines. Between the years of 1975 and 1995 an increase in 

the number of advertisements placed in newspapers by single people, who were 

seeking partners was observed (Jagger 1998). According to Jagger (1998), a major 

growth in the increase of these self-advertisements helped remove some of the 

previously held stigma that was placed upon those who sought to make personal 

contact with others in this manner.  

 

The introduction of the internet allowed users of computers to communicate in 

unprecedented ways, and it has pioneered a new means of interpersonal 

communication.  This new avenue of dating breaks free from the traditional means, by 

providing online daters with “increased information about a wider pool of potential 

partners than usually available in face-to-face encounters” (Heino et al. 2010, p. 428).  

As stated by Friedman (2005), the internet has flattened the social world and it lets 
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people search for, find and meet people without the intervention of others. Online 

dating websites provide an extremely convenient, and, as online dating sites advertise, 

a straight forward and fun approach to locating other individuals who are also seeking 

a similar romantic relationship.  

 

2.8 Online Dating Services 

The first online dating service was launched in America in 1994 with Kiss.com and was 

quickly followed by others including Match.com in 1995 and eHarmony in 2000. Online 

dating has grown into a billion-dollar industry, and has been recognised as one of the 

few growth industries during a period of worldwide recession (Visualeconomics.com 

2011). Online dating has emerged as one of the most widely used applications on the 

Internet, with a growing number of people worldwide being prepared to pay for access 

to services, which will help them find a romantic or sexual partner (Gunter 2013).  With 

33.9 million users in America in 2018 and the number of users projected to reach 37.5 

million in 2023 (Statista 2019), and with 39% of American couples in 2018 having met 

online (Rosenfeld et al. 2019), their popularity cannot be denied. The online dating 

industry in the United States is worth $798.1 million and there is a user penetration of 

8% (Statista 2019). In Australia that figure is $34.5 million with a penetration rate of 

6.7% and in New Zealand the industry is currently worth $1.8 million with a 5% 

penetration rate (Statista 2019).   

According to dating reports, one third of New Zealanders who met their partners in 

2019 did so online, and there is a similar pattern in Australia (Hanrahan 2019; NZ 

Herald 2019).  More people met their partner online than anywhere else, a trend which 

has continued since 2010, with 35% of people in an Australian survey of 54,000 people 

stating they met their current partner online, compared to 21% having met someone 

who had already been vetted by friends, followed by 13 % who stated they had met at 

work. Marrying a childhood sweetheart, being set up with a family friend, or meeting 

at the church social have been falling since the 1970s, as has marrying the boy or girl 

next door, while 7 per cent got together with neighbours before 1970, now only 1 per 

cent do (Hanrahan 2019).  
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In terms of online dating sites in New Zealand, there are a number, however the three 

most popular are FindSomeone, NZDating and Zoosk. These three dating sites were 

used by the respondents in this study and they offer a fair representative of the online 

dating sites available in both New Zealand and Australia.  A detailed description of 

these three sites is provided in the methodology chapter (section 3.4.3.2).  

Although the introduction of mobile dating apps such as Tinder, Hinge and Bumble 

have had an impact on the existing dating sites, there continues to be growth in the 

industry with the international online dating service Elite Singles (dedicated to helping 

mature professionals) showing a grow of 20 percent in 2017, with increasing numbers 

of baby boomers and Gen Xers using their online dating services (Pelletier 2017). With 

over 8000 new users registering each month in New Zealand, this is proving to be one 

of its fastest growing markets. This aligns with popular media reports which state that 

more older adults are finding dates online (Watson, 2013), with one source claiming 

that adults aged 60 and older represent the largest growing segment of adults using 

online dating websites (Ellin 2014).  

It has been suggested that the dating habits of New Zealanders and Australians differ 

to those of their American counterparts (Baker 2018; Croffey 2016).  Although New 

Zealanders are similar to those from the Unites States, in that they hold generally 

positive attitudes towards online dating, according to Baker (2018), New Zealanders 

are not as good at being forward and asking those people out that they might not 

normally be attracted to, compared to other nationalities.  This she believes, is due to 

New Zealanders having a very strict idea of what they want, and having high 

expectations of what a relationship can provide. Croffey (2016) agrees, stating that 

Australians also have not fully developed their social connection, which Schilling 

(2015), a psychologist puts down to a lack of self-confidence and chivalry. Schilling 

(2015) believes that compared to Europeans and Americans, Australians are less 

encouraged to take on gentlemanly traits in the pursuit of a potential partner.  

The rationale for using the services of online dating sites is likely to vary amongst 

individuals; however a number of academics have proposed several reasons. Brym and 

Lenton (2001) suggested the following social and personal reasons: 1) people are 

looking for more efficient ways of meeting others for more intimate relationships due 
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to their increasing career and time pressures, 2) the demands of many job markets 

means single people are now more mobile, which makes it more difficult to meet 

people face-to-face for dating and 3) due to the growing sensitivity surrounding sexual 

harassment, workplace romances are on the decline.  More recently, Sautter et al. 

(2010) suggested that the increased number of online daters can be attributed to 

following trends: 1) growing computer literacy coupled with technological changes 

which make internet dating possible and efficient, 2) demographic changes which have 

led to more people searching for romantic partners (the increasing number of single 

people), and 3) changes in society, especially for women, which has made internet 

dating more acceptable. Following on from this, Finkel et al. (2012) suggested the 

following services that online dating sites provide and thus account for the increasing 

number of users: 1) an unprecedented access to potential dating partners, 2) the ability 

to communicate using mediated channels before determining to meet face-to-face and 

3) the option of being matched using romantic compatibility algorithms.  

Although there are differences between dating websites, fundamentally they offer a 

similar service in terms of offering an online tool which provides access to single 

individuals, who wish to make contact with other single individuals. Many websites 

use algorithms in order to match users who are compatible, according to the 

information they provide, however many websites also allow users to browse through 

the database of members with no constraints (Finkel et al. 2012).   

Most dating self-profiles tend to be packaged in a similar way, in terms of the format 

and the way in which the information is displayed. The dating websites provide a set 

template for the profile with the user merely filling in the blanks. Although online 

dating is a viable alternative to the traditional methods of seeking a romantic partner, 

the task of creating a dating profile is not necessarily a straight forward one.  Online 

daters vary in their approach to creating a dating self-profile, and as shown in Figures 

2.4 – 2.6, there is a huge variation in strategies and style in the free text area where the 

online dater provides information about who they are and also who they are looking 

for. 

 



  Literature Review 

 

 69 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2.9 The Online Dating Profile 

Creating a dating self-profile may be a daunting process; however it is a crucial element 

of online dating. All individuals who first sign up to an online dating site must undergo 

this same initial process of creating a self-profile. Their dating profile provides a 

window for others to gaze through, and browse at their leisure, with Henry-Waring 

and Barraket (2008) referring to the dating profile as one’s “own personal shop 

window” (p. 21).  The profile offers a one-dimensional snapshot of the dater in the form 

of a self-marketed advertisement. The majority of dating websites offer some type of 

advice for those who are new members, however the process of creating this profile 

I am a professional man in search of a particular 

type of woman - one who will recognise herself 

in the description below. I like to be in control 

and for the right person I offer love and 

guidance, honesty and fidelity. I am looking for a 

long term relationship filled will excitement, 

guidelines, and passion. 

 

I'm looking for 

Females aged between 35 and 45. 

The woman I seek is perhaps a little shy. She will 

be pretty but maybe doesn't think of herself this 

way. 

She will like being feminine, and will dress well. 

I don't care what she does for a job but I know 

for her life is currently boring and she 

desperately wants this to change. 

She is looking for life to be simpler, happy to lay 

it on a strong mans shoulders. She is looking for 

someone she can believe in, that she cannot stop 

thinking about and knows that he is thinking of 

her. 

She wants to dress as he wishes to go out on the 

town and knows his eyes will never leave her, 

he'll even be pleased she attracts the attention 

of others. 

She will not be overweight nor too thin. She will 

have curves - a good size bust a bonus. 

Preferably her hair will be long. She will have an 

obedient nature or have dreamt about being this 

way. She must have decent photos to send or 

show if requested. 

 

I’m not looking for a guy to ‘make me whole’ or ‘to 

save’ me. I’m quite whole, and FAR…. way, way, OH 

WAY TOO FAR from being saved. 

I’m looking for 

Age is largely irrelevant but you have to be TALL 

and a dry sense of humour will go a long way. 

 

I enjoy my life style but would like a compatible 

male to add some laughter, different interests and 

variety. 

 

I’m looking for 

Males aged between 50 and 65. 

An interesting person, honest, truthful, caring, 

tolerant and healthy. 

Figures 2.4, 2.5 and 2.6: Examples of 

free texts 
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can still be a difficult one, and is likely to be far removed from what most people have 

experienced previously. As Ellison et al. (2006) explain “creating an accurate profile is 

a complex process in which participants attempt to attract desirable partners, while 

contending with constraints such as those posed by technological design and limits of 

self-knowledge” (p. 431). Not only are individuals faced with a potentially daunting 

task of creating their own personal advertisement, but they must also learn the 

etiquette of internet dating. They are faced with numerous decisions to consider in 

regards to which aspects of their personality to display, the depth or breadth of the 

personal information they wish to disclose or even which type of photograph they wish 

to present to others (Krämer & Winter 2008; Whitty 2007, 2004; Whitty & Carr 2006).   

The dating profile has been described by Zakian (2009) as a unique literary form, one 

which is somewhere between an anonymous love letter and curriculum vitae, designed 

to cast its romantic (cyber) net as wide as possible. Unlike face-to-face encounters, 

online daters are able to spend time carefully crafting their online dating profiles, with 

individuals being able to post, explore, and recreate aspects of their identities in a 

meaningful way (Yurchisin et al. 2005). This, according to Fiore, Taylor, Mendelsohn 

and Hearst (2008) gives online daters an advantage over face-to-face dating; as time 

and effort can be put into creating an online dating profile that will make the best first 

impression.  

 

2.10 The Online Dating Marketplace   

When an identity is created and presented on an online dating site, it is done so for the 

purpose of marketing oneself to a potential suitor.  Peters et al. (2013) described online 

dating as the ultimate form of self-marketing.  This notion of online dating being a form 

of self-marketing is not a new concept, and it has received some academic interest in 

the past (see McCaffrey & Derloshon 1983; Montoya & Vandehey 2008; Peters 1997; 

Shepherd 2005).  Self-marketing occurs online via many types of social media such as 

Facebook and Twitter (Elmore 2010; Hyatt 2010), and in a wide range of contexts from 

functional to social reasons, such as seeking employment, promotion, social 

connections and romantic relationships (Labrecque, Markos & Milne 2011). From an 
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academic perspective self-marketing has been defined by Shepherd (2005) as; “those 

activities undertaken by individuals to make themselves known in the market place” 

(p. 590). Lair, Sullivan and Cheney (2005) offer a similar description; describing self-

marketing as the effort individuals apply to create and position the self as a package 

which is presented to others.   

It has been suggested that online daters adopt a marketplace mentality in the way in 

which they view online dating.  In the research undertaken by Whitty (2008), she noted 

that men tended to view online dating as a numbers game, and as such would reach 

out to as many users as possible, in the belief that this would provide a higher response 

rate.   Heino et al. (2010) stated that a number of the online daters in their research felt 

they were relationshopping; in that they were looking at other dater’s features, 

weighing them up and then choosing potential partners, as if they were looking 

through a catalogue.   Whitty (2008) explained that some online daters in her study felt 

pressured to market themselves via their dating profiles in order to not be overlooked 

by others.   Heino et al. (2010) suggested that this shopping mentality appears to 

emerge in part from the immediate access to profiles which represent ‘products’ 

(potential partners).  One online dater in their study stated; “You know, ‘I’ll take her, 

her, her’ – like out of a catalogue (Heino et al. 2010, p. 437), with a similar quote coming 

from a respondent in Long’s (2010) study;  “I think [shopping is] a perfect analogy for 

it. I can pick and choose; I can choose what size I want, it’s like buying 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” (p. 206).  

 

Although this idea of the dating marketplace can also apply to traditional forms of 

dating, it reaches new heights in online dating, especially where online daters are 

provided with a self-selection of potential suitors. Online daters are given the 

opportunity to apply self-marketing techniques in order to promote or advertise 

themselves to a potentially receptive audience.  
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2.11 Success in Online Dating 

A challenge facing online dating sites is gauging their success at forging relationships. 

These sites rarely know if the matches they recommend, (whether based on analyses 

of members’ profiles or other data analytics), ever eventuate in marriage, a satisfying 

relationship, or even a few dates.  The CEO of The League dating site considers the 

exchange of phone numbers a success, (as citied in Lee 2018), however they admit that 

they lose sight of what happens after the swap of phone numbers.  As Perez (2018) 

states, one of the major problems with online dating websites is that “no one knows 

how well they actually work. After all, it’s one thing to get matches and have 

conversations, but it is quite another to turn those into dates, much less a long-term 

relationship: (para. 1).  

In one of the earliest studies investigating couples who met in cyberspace, Baker 

(2002) identified four factors that differentiate between successful and unsuccessful 

online couples. The first factor was the online location of where the couples first made 

contact. The second was the ability for the couples to work together to overcome issues 

that arose such as distance and finances. How the couples handled each other’s style of 

communication even when there were online conflicts, was the third factor identified, 

and the final factor was the length of time that the couples spent getting to know each 

other online before meeting face-to-face. Although Baker’s (2002) research provided 

some answers about what leads to a successful relationship, the respondents in her 

study had met in chat rooms or discussion forums; theoretically very different 

environments than an online dating site.   

Gibbs et al. (2006) measured the two components of perceived success; strategic and 

self-presentation and found that two aspects of self-disclosure contributed to online 

dating success, with these being amount and intent. Their online survey found that 

those who disclosed more about themselves, and engaged in more intentional self-

disclosure were more likely to achieve success. Whilst this particular study provides 

some understanding about predicting success in online dating, the sample used for this 

research was taken from a population of active online daters, in other words, online 

daters who had not yet successfully found a romantic partner. As a result, perceived 
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success rather than actual success was measured in this study, given that the online 

daters surveyed were still participating in online dating activities, and were yet to 

establish any form of relationship. Following Gibbs et al.’s (2006) research, Moreno 

(2008) also sought to determine the factors which made for a self-perceived successful 

online dating experience. The variables of similarity between individuals and the 

amount of communication (in days) were used to measure success. Of these variables, 

similarity predicted both strategic success and self-presentation success, however the 

amount of communication only predicted self-presentation success. Thus, as posited 

by Moreno (2008), online dating success is not easy to measure by such means, as not 

all users share the same goals for online dating.  Furthermore, self-disclosure and the 

amount of communication are very similar, given that an increased amount of 

communication will likely consist mainly of self-disclosures.  

In a more recent study looking at success in online dating, Shaw-Taylor et al. (2010) 

investigated the transition between meeting online and the first face-to-face date.  

Their findings showed that the most important factor affecting relationship longevity, 

was how well participants believed they had gotten to know their partners online. 

Sharing personal information prior to meeting in person was shown to be important, 

however this research only focused on the initial face-to-face dates, rather than long-

term success.  Contrary to this finding, research from Ramirez, Bryant, Fleuriet and 

Cole (2015) and Sharabi (2015) found online daters who wasted little time online 

before meeting in person, reported more positive perceptions of their partner.   

Research has shown that success in online dating can be measured in a number of 

ways.  For some it is determined by the number of views on one’s dating profile and 

for others it may just be establishing an online conversation. For others, a measure of 

their online dating success may be the number of dates one has, however for the 

majority who engage in online dating, success is defined as meeting someone, and then 

establishing a long-term relationship with them (Baker 2002; 2005; Mascaro, Magee & 

Goggins 2012; Sharabi  & Caughlin 2017). This research project defines success in 

online dating as a relationship which began on an online dating site and which 

continues, rather than dissolves offline (Baker 2002; 2005).  Stories of successful 

online dating couples are plentiful on dating websites, and most people know of at least 
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one couple who met online (Rosenfeld et al. 2019; Statista 2015). However, there are 

only a handful of studies which have examined online dating in terms of long-term 

success (see Baker 2002; Mascaro, Magee & Goggins 2012; Shaw-Taylor, Fiore, 

Mendelsohn & Cheshire 2010).  These few studies represent the literature which has 

investigated success in online dating.  Although they do provide some insights into 

what may lead to success for online daters, none of these studies have focused on 

online daters who have successfully initiated a relationship online, and then continued 

that relationship offline past the first few dates.  

As noted by Mascaro et al. (2012), although there is a growing body of research which 

has investigated the behaviour of individuals who use online dating sites, the current 

literature has not fully addressed the roles that identity and self-disclosure play in 

long-term relationship success. Although they do provide some insights into the 

factors which may increase the chances of being successful, no studies have 

investigated the relationship between the identity the online dater presents, through 

the information they disclose, and their online dating success. 

 

2.12 Conclusion 

This brief overview of online dating suggests, now more than ever, individuals are 

turning to the Internet to satisfy their needs for companionship and potentially a long-

term romantic relationship, and although these figures suggest that online dating is a 

successful means of finding a long-term partner, there is still a lack of understanding 

about what facilitates online dating success.  Unlike other computer-mediated 

communication environments, such as gaming chat rooms or discussion forums, it is 

uncommon for there to be a gradual sharing of personal details, and instead there 

tends to be a flurry of information divulged at once. Understanding how relationships 

are formed and developed when consuming online dating sites is worthy of ongoing 

attention, given that it has implications for millions of people around the world 

(Sharabi 2015; Smith & Duggan 2013), and is an industry which is still continuing to 

grow (Ellin 2014; Pelletier 2017; Statista 2019). 
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The following chapter presents the methodology used for this research.  It introduces 

my chosen ontological and epistemological paradigms, as well my research paradigm.  

The research method, which includes data collection, a description of the respondents 

and their recruitment is then discussed, and this is followed by an explanation of the 

method of analysis used in this study. Finally the ethical considerations and limitation 

to this study are presented. 
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Chapter Three 

Methodology 
 

 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter outlines the methodology undertaken for this research. As the research 

objective for this thesis governs the methodology employed, the chapter begins by 

reiterating the research objectives. Following this is a discussion of my personal 

ontological, epistemological, and methodological beliefs which guide this research. 

Next, the rational for employing qualitative research methods is outlined, and this is 

then followed by a discussion on the methodology used. The next section outlines the 

data collection method undertaken and provides details of the respondents. The 

method of analysis is then discussed, followed by the ethical considerations. The 

dependability, confirmability and reliability of this study follows, then the limitations 

to this research are outlined before a conclusion to the chapter is presented. 
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3.2 Research Objectives 

The aim of this research project is to investigate the relationship between the 

construction of an online identity and the successful formation of a relationship 

initiated through an online dating site. Using the concept of Belk’s re-embodiment 

through online constructed identity (2013; 2016), and Gonzales and Hancock’s (2008) 

identity shift successful online daters were interviewed about how they constructed 

and portrayed their identity using their dating profiles. In order to investigate this 

phenomenon the primary research question is:  

What is the relationship between online identity construction and 

offline success for online daters?  

In order to answer this question, in-depth interviews were conducted with successful 

online daters where they were asked to share their online dating experiences. As this 

research was exploratory by nature, the respondents were given the freedom to 

discuss all aspects of their online dating experiences, rather than restricting them to 

any particular area. The respondents were encouraged to express their own opinions 

about why they believed they were successful with their online dating.  The 

respondents were also encouraged to discuss their dating profiles and the strategies 

they undertook during the construction of these, as well as the personal information 

they disclosed. To ensure that a detailed understanding of the respondent’s self-

identity and self-disclosure behaviours, and how these contribute to forming a 

successful relationship, this research project will answer the following questions: 

3. How do online daters portray themselves via their dating profile, and how do 

they evaluate the dating profile of others? 

i. What aspects of selves do online daters portray and how do they 

negotiate discrepancies in these? 

4. How does the creation of an online dating profile affect one’s self-identity? 

i. Is there evidence of an identity shift occurring amongst online daters? 

ii. Does the creation process lead to self-growth? 
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An interview schedule was used to serve as a guideline for myself as the researcher, to 

ensure that the in-depth interviews (both individual and dyadic) remained focused on 

the primary research question.  In order to understand how self influenced the online 

daters’ success, information was obtained from their partners in separate interviews. 

This was an effective means of indirectly gaining understanding of how the individuals 

had portrayed themselves, and it also provided valuable insight into their self and 

associated self-concepts.    

This research project was therefore born out of a desire to explore and discover how 

online daters navigate the bridge between two very different worlds; the virtual and 

the real, in terms of their self-identity and self-disclosure behaviours.  By focusing on 

actual rather than perceived success, those respondents who were interviewed for this 

study, provide first-hand knowledge and a rich insight into the relationship between 

the identity they created via their self-profile and how this led to a successful outcome.   

 

3.3 Chosen Paradigms 

A paradigm is a belief system, one that guides the way we do things, be it our thought 

patterns or our actions. Paradigms have been referred to as models or frameworks that 

are drawn from a worldview or belief system about the nature of knowledge and 

existence (Schwandt 1989). Paradigms can be differentiated through their ontology, 

epistemology and methodology with these characteristics providing us with a holistic 

approach to how we view knowledge; how we see ourselves in respect to this 

knowledge and finally the methodological strategies we employ to discover this 

knowledge (Guba 1990). Paradigms tend to be shared by specific disciplines and guide 

the approach taken with regard to the methods of inquiry. As a researcher, I 

acknowledge that my own ontological and epistemological assumptions, as well as my 

methodology stance will play a determining role in this study (Creswell 2009).  

 



  Methodology 

 

 79 

3.3.1 Ontological and Epistemological Paradigms 

Ontology is concerned with how we view knowledge and how we view the nature of 

reality; it is the philosophy of existence and the beliefs and assumptions that one holds 

about the nature of being and existing. One’s epistemological beliefs stem from the 

perceived relationship they have with the knowledge they are discovering. Connected 

to the theory of knowledge are the beliefs and assumptions which one has about the 

nature of that knowledge. Whereas some individuals see knowledge as being objective 

and directed by the laws of nature, others believe it is more subjective. Our own 

epistemological views will determine the methodological choices we make and it is 

imperative, according to Braun and Clarke (2006), that researchers make their 

epistemological and other assumptions explicit (Holloway & Todres 2003). 

My personal beliefs are most closely aligned with a constructivist paradigm. Although 

similar to critical theorists, (or post-positivists as they are also known), constructivists 

argue that reality is socially constructed and is shaped by social factors such as age, 

gender, class, culture and race (Charmaz 2000; Guba & Lincoln 1994). Critical theorists 

believe there is no one objective reality, instead reality is interpreted through social, 

economic, cultural, gender, political, and ethnic values (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). For 

constructivists, a central belief is that their research is a subjective process due to the 

active involvement of the researcher in both the construction and the conduct of the 

research. The constructivist researcher is a participant within the world that is being 

investigated; a criterion that I as a researcher believe is essential for this particular 

investigation. 

 

3.3.2 Methodology or Research Paradigms 

Traditionally, researchers were faced with the decision of using either qualitative or 

quantitative methods for their research, acknowledging that the choice of research 

method was based fundamentally on the epistemological assumptions of the 

researcher, and in relation to the nature of the research question (Bannister 2005; 

Hudson & Ozanne 1988; Patton 1980). The choice of methodology committed the 

researcher to a particular manner of understanding social science and thus 
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understanding human beings (Travers 2001). The argument that the researcher’s 

choice of paradigm will affect their research design and methodology (Bannister 2005; 

Hudson & Ozanne 1988; Patton 1980) has been challenged with more acceptance given 

to researchers using a variety of methodological approaches based on different 

ontological and epistemological beliefs.  

As a researcher I identify with the methodological or research paradigm of an 

interpretivist and it is my belief that when an investigation seeks to understand the 

deeper feelings and personal thoughts of human beings, qualitative research offers the 

most appropriate research approach. The methodology of an interpretivist focuses 

strongly on naturalistic methods such as observation and interviewing, and they 

believe the objective of their sociological based research should be to address how 

human beings understand their actions (Travers 2001). Interpretivist researchers 

have a tendency to prefer in-depth investigations with a few sources in the one area 

rather than a large number in various places. According to Snape and Spencer (2003) 

interpretivism is at the core of the qualitative tradition, as “it stresses the importance 

of interpretation as well as observation in understanding the social world” of the 

interviewee (p. 7).  

A consistently applied criterion for interpretive research is that the phenomenon is 

examined in the natural setting (Hudson & Ozanne 1988; Patton 1980), which allows 

the researcher to view things in a similar vein to the respondents. The interpretivist 

paradigm supports the belief that research is an emergent process and as perceived 

realities change the research design adapts (Hudson & Ozanne 1988). As a researcher 

I believe that quantitative research methods play an important role in understanding 

different phenomena in social sciences; however it is the voices of the participants in 

any research project that l deem to make the largest contribution to the study. I 

recognise that any themes identified or conclusions drawn from the data need to be 

clearly grounded in the participants’ own words, rather than predetermined notions 

or presumptions.  It is also my belief that the respondents are the knowledge providers 

but it is the researcher who must ensure that their stories and experiences are shared 

with others in order to contribute and increase theoretical knowledge and 
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understanding within the appropriate disciplines. As a participant in online dating, I 

believe that I was able to not only interpret, but also offer a rich insight into the 

responses and experiences of the respondents.  

3.4 Research Method 

It has been suggested that the use of qualitative research methods rather than 

quantitative methods should be based upon both the nature and experience of the 

researcher (Denzin & Lincoln 2005). I concur with this to some degree; however I 

believe that the best rationale for choosing one type of methodology over another 

should be based upon the nature of the research problem, rather than the actual 

researcher. A researcher needs to be both flexible and open to the research methods 

and research design that will best address the research question, and provide solutions 

to problems that need to be solved in relation to their ontological and epistemological 

views. This research project seeks to gain understanding and in-depth knowledge of 

the consumption behaviour of people who have used online dating sites in order to 

initiate and then establish a personal relationship.  Having identified myself as an 

interpretivist in regards to my methodological stance, the choice of employing 

qualitative methods was both deliberate and appropriate.  

3.4.1 Qualitative Inquiry 

Qualitative research seeks to uncover deeper meaning and understand the significance 

of human behaviour and experience (Silverman 2006). The focus of the researcher is 

to gain a rich and complex understanding of the experiences of people, rather than 

acquiring information which can be generalised to larger groups. Research that is 

qualitative in nature involves an interpretive, naturalistic approach to the world which, 

according to Denzin and Lincoln (2005) means that “qualitative researchers study 

things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or interpret, phenomena 

in terms of the meanings people bring to them” (Denzin & Lincoln 2005, p. 3). One of 

the most important elements of qualitative research is the actual researcher, and with 

the researcher being the most important instrument in the process, the way in which 
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the analysis is undertaken is predominately dependent upon the individual’s intuition 

(Gummesson 2005).  

Qualitative researchers have been referred to as interpretive bricoleurs (Harper 

1987), that is, people who are able to make something out of bits and pieces, to come 

up with a useful new configuration. According to Denzin and Lincoln “The qualitative 

researcher as bricoleur or maker of quilts uses the aesthetic and material tools of his 

or her craft, deploying whatever strategies, methods, or empirical materials are at 

hand” (2000, p. 4).  The interpretive bricoleur understands that research is an 

interactive process which is shaped not only by the individuals in the setting but also 

by their own background, culture, gender and personal history (Denzin & Lincoln 

2005). The approach to data collection and analysis is similar to quantitative research 

in that it is systematic; however it allows a greater flexibility. Data is collected using 

methods that allow both observation and interaction with the participants.  

An assumption of qualitative research is that everyday people are experts about their 

own worlds; therefore it is their voices that should be heard (Glaser & Strauss 2009). 

It has been suggested that an important tenet of qualitative research is a researcher 

who does not have an objective, uninvolved attitude to the area being investigated 

(Borochowitz 2005).  Instead, the researcher should be involved in the study, be 

interactive and identify with the research topic, something which I believe I was able 

to do, given that I too had participated in the area of investigation.  

3.4.2 Data Collection 

The focus of this research project is to investigate the relationship between the 

construction of a self-identity and the successful formation of a relationship initiated 

through an online dating site. The majority of previous online dating studies have 

utilised online surveys administered via dating sites, content analysis of dating 

profiles, or experiments undertaken using undergraduate students (e.g. Couch et al, 

2012; Madden & Lenhart 2006). This research differs, in that it is informed by the 

voices and opinions of online daters who have experienced success in terms of 

establishing a relationship which started online. It is their stories and experiences that 

will provide the insights and contribute to the theoretical knowledge that is currently 
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absent from the related consumer behaviour literature. Although I acknowledge 

completely unbiased, unrestricted and open views and sentiments from those who 

have successfully experienced online dating are not possible, in-depth interviews were 

chosen as the most appropriate methodological approach for collecting data.  

 

In-depth Interviews 

There are a number of interview styles and techniques which could have been 

employed for this research, but in line with my own constructivist epistemological 

positioning, two types of informal semi-structured interview approaches were taken. 

These were individual interviews with the individual respondents and dyadic 

interviews with the respondent couples. In-depth interviews as a form of enquiry are 

commonly used in qualitative research (Neuman & Kreuger 2003; Silverman 2006), as 

they give access to knowledge, and importantly, allow the researcher to gain an 

understanding of the motives, actions, reactions, and meanings of people within the 

context of their daily lives. King and Horrocks (2010) state that flexibility is a key 

requirement of qualitative interviewing, with it being important that the interviewer 

is able to respond to any issues that may emerge in the course of the interview. This 

allows an intensive exploration of the perspective of the participant or participants in 

the topics under investigation.  

In-depth interviews have traditionally been used as a tool for researching the 

perceptions of individuals, however they have increasingly been used to interview 

couples or family members in order to gain multiple perspectives of an issue 

(Eisikovits & Koren, 2010; Morgan, Eliot, Lowe & Gorman 2016; Polak & Green 2015). 

Individuals still constitute the base unit of analysis in most qualitative research, 

however this can have built-in limitations, given the one-sided perspectives provided 

on phenomena that often involve two sides (Eisikovits & Koren 2010).  

The crucial difference between individual and dyadic or joint interviews, consists of 

the interaction between participants in dyadic interviews, as the comments of one 

participant draw forth responses from the other. Individual interviews allow 
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participants to share information they might have withheld in the presence of their 

partner, however, dyadic interviews allow participants to stimulate ideas that might 

not have been either recognised, or more importantly, in the case of this research, 

remembered. Although individual interviews give the interviewer more control over 

the session, dyadic interviews allow participants to co-construct their version of the 

research topic (Morgan 2012).  Dyadic interviews involve only one more participant 

that individual interviews, however the emphasis on interaction creates a much 

greater similarity to focus groups. Morgan (1996; 2012) suggests that one of the key 

advantages of interaction in a focus group is a process of sharing and comparing. 

Sharing allows each participant to extend what the other has said, and comparing 

involves a process of differentiation which moves the discussion in alternative 

directions (Morgan, Ataie, Carder & Hoffman 2013). Taken together, sharing and 

comparing allows researchers to hear interesting similarities and differences in what 

the participants think about the research topic.  This process of sharing and comparing 

also occurs in dyadic interviews, as the participants respond to each other.  As Taylor 

and de Vocht (2011) state, “the presence of a partner in a joint interview will influence 

the experience of participants, and will also influence the descriptions they provide” 

(p. 1576).  In dyadic interviews, partners can corroborate or supplement each other’s 

stories. They can probe, correct, challenge, or introduce fresh themes for discussion, 

which can result in further disclosure and richer data (Taylor & de Vocht 2011).  

Conducting dyadic interviews provides opportunities for researchers to understand 

the collective perspective of the couple (Gilliss & Davis 1992), and provide insights into 

the dynamics of the couple which are harder to identify in one-to-one interviews 

(Valentine 1999).  When interviewing individuals alone, we hear ‘his story’ and ‘her 

story’, however when interviewing couples together, what we hear is the story they 

tell each other; ‘their story’.   Dyadic interviews can result in particular insights which 

are not achievable in individual interviews, as they provide a window into the couple’s 

world of shared experiences and meanings. According to Taylor and de Vocht (2011), 

this does not mean that dyadic interviews are necessarily superior, just that they 

produce different data.  What is important to recognise is that a dyadic interview will 

not produce an ‘average’ of the two separate views, instead in a dyadic interview, 
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partners can help to reduce each other’s ‘blind spot’ by providing information about 

the other person that he or she is unaware of, and can enable this to be brought into 

the ‘open arena’ of the interview (Allan 1980; Taylor & de Vocht 2011; Valentine 1999). 

Furthermore, the interviewer has the opportunity to observe nonverbal cues such as a 

raised eyebrow, a grin, or a frown, because these might indicate there is more of the 

narrative to be explored, or there are parts of the narrative which are questionable 

(Allan 1980).   

Although it has been suggested that interviewing couples is more challenging in terms 

of recruitment, interview practicalities, and the complexity of the analysis, compared 

to interviewing individuals, the challenges involved can be minimized or even 

overcome (Morgan et al. 2013; Valentine 1999). For this particular study, these 

interviews were valuable as they provided an opportunity to compare perceptions and 

jog each other’s memory.  Valentine (1999) suggested that dyadic interviewing 

generates a rich and more detailed account because participants prompt one another, 

with Torgé (2013) suggesting that these interviews provide access to ‘we-talk’, in 

which participants informally co-produce themselves as a dyad working together. 

There are however pitfalls to dyadic or joint interviewing, with one of these being that 

one participant may have an effect on silencing the other’s account, particularly when 

talking about sensitive topics, or one participant may dominate the other (Arksey 

1996; Morris 2001). Valentine (1999) for example found that women tended to 

dominate the discussion in joint interviews with their male partners, particularly on 

topics such as pregnancy or child-rearing (Seale, Charteris-Black, Dumelow, Locock & 

Ziebland 2008). This however, was not observed in the dyadic interviews which took 

place in this study. 

The setting of the interview should encourage those being interviewed to freely 

describe their points of view about their lives and their worlds (Kvale & Brinkmann 

2009). The respondents were all interviewed in their own homes, at the time which 

was convenient and provided ample opportunity to speak freely and uninterrupted. 

The first ten minutes of an interview are significant as they not only set the tone for 

the interview, but they also allow the respondent to evaluate the interviewer prior to 

allowing themselves to speak openly, and potentially expose their feelings and 
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emotions to a stranger (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009). According to Oakley (1981), with 

this practice the interviewer is instructed to be ‘friendly but not too friendly’ and find 

a balance between the ‘warmth required to generate “rapport” and the detachment 

necessary to see the interviewee as an object under surveillance (in Letherby 2003 p. 

82). Following the advice of Kvale and Brinkmann (2009), by showing interest, 

understanding and respect for what the respondent has to say, and with an interviewer 

at ease and clear about what they want, a good connection will be established. Time 

was spent at the beginning of each interview explaining the research area, and also 

sharing some of my own personal experiences with online dating. This allowed a 

rapport to build with the respondents before moving on to the actual interviewing 

process. 

Prior to the commencement of the interview a short briefing in which the interviewer 

defines the situation for the respondent, briefly discusses the purpose of the interview, 

the sound recorder and so forth, and asks if the respondent has any questions, is 

important (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009). Once all questions have been answered and 

both the interviewer and the respondent are happy, the interview should then 

commence.  This was undertaken with all the respondents, and once all questions were 

answered, the interviews proceeded. King and Horrocks (2010) stress the importance 

of an interview guide as it outlines the main topics the researcher wishes to cover, 

however it must still be flexible enough in regards to the phasing of questions and the 

order in which they are asked. The interview schedule (Appendix A) served as a 

guideline, to ensure that the in-depth interviews remained focused on the primary 

research question.   

Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) suggest that at the conclusion of the interview a de-

briefing should be undertaken, which allows the interviewer to revisit some of the 

main points learnt from the interview. This time also provides the respondent an 

opportunity to deal with things that they may have been thinking and worrying about 

during the interview (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009).  This de-briefing was noted to be a 

critical part of my interviewing, as many of the respondents revisited some of their 

earlier comments and reiterated their views. According to King and Horrocks (2010), 
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the respondents almost always breathe a sigh of relief when the recording equipment 

is turned off, but then continue to talk. This part of the interview is often crucial, with 

respondents sharing sometimes highly sensitive information which has direct 

relevance to the research. To ensure no ethical issue are breached, King and Horrocks 

(2010) advise that permission from the respondents be obtained prior to using that 

information especially if the sound recorder has been turned off. This transpired a 

number of times, and the correct procedure was followed to ensure permission was 

received to further record. Just as Good and Hart stated in 1952, for an interview to be 

successful “…it must have all the warmth and personality exchange of a conversation 

with the clarity and guidelines of scientific searching” (in Letherby 2003, p. 82).   

 

3.4.3    The Respondents  
 

3.4.3.1 The Recruitment Process 

Respondents were recruited from various sources. Purposeful sampling was used for 

this research, this involves selecting information-rich participants in order to “learn a 

great deal about issues of central importance to the purpose of inquiry” (Patton 2002, 

p 530). The respondents for the pilot interview were personal acquaintances and they 

recommended the next couple who were interviewed. This sampling process began as 

what Goulding (2005) refers to as a ‘common-sense’ process, meaning I interviewed 

those who were most likely to provide early information. The first respondents 

provided a sound basis for investigating the research objective, with concepts and 

questions being derived which became the basis for the subsequent interview. In order 

to ensure the respondents came from various backgrounds and geographic areas, a 

social networking site (Facebook), an online discussion thread on a New Zealand 

auction site (TradeMe), poster displays in supermarkets, school newsletters and 

personal word-of-mouth recommendations were also utilised as means of 

recruitment. Although initial interest in participating in the study was strong, many 

couples withdrew before the interviews took place. It was difficult to determine the 

reasons why this occurred, however it appeared that males were more reluctant to 
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speak about their online dating experiences.  The respondents in this sample were not 

chosen because they represented a specific population, instead, they were selected 

because they were identified as successful online daters. They have the experience and 

knowledge which is relevant to the aim of this research and they are therefore most 

suited to the phenomenon being studied.  

In order to be eligible for this study, the respondents were required to be aged over 18 

years of age and currently in a successful relationship that was initiated on an online 

dating site.  The term successful was not specifically defined; instead it was left to the 

respondents to define their own success. Previous research has defined a successful 

relationship as being one that continues rather than dissolves (Baker 2002; 2006), and 

this was deemed to be appropriate for this research. There was no predetermined 

number of respondents selected; instead couples were interviewed until saturation 

was reached. The final sample size was twenty-one individuals, forming ten couples 

and one individual. One individual did not wish to be interviewed for this research, 

therefore only one half of the couple is represented. In order to encourage 

participation in this research project each couple was given a grocery voucher to the 

value of $50.00 as a reimbursement for their time 

3.4.3.2 The Dating Sites 

Three online dating services were used by the respondents in this study, with these 

being FindSomeone, NZDating and Zoosk.  One couple met overseas, however the 

dating site they used is no longer active, therefore it is not discussed here. 

FindSomeone, which was created exclusively for residents of New Zealand, is the most 

popular dating site in New Zealand. The dating site was launched around 2002 and 

according to FindSomeone (2019) has over 400,000 members. FindSomeone is owned 

by Fairfax Media, which also own the popular websites TradeMe and Stuff News. 

According to Sears-Collins (2018), FindSomeone benefits from being owned by such a 

well-established media company, as its security is top-notch, and the website has an 

overall clean and appealing design. There are three membership levels; free which 

allows users to browse and search profiles, gold which allows users to see their 
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matches, send messages and organise or attend events, and a message pack which 

allows open conversations with three people.   

NZ Dating is the second most popular online dating site in New Zealand, and is the 

oldest site having been launched in 1998.  There are over 100,000 members and unlike 

FindSomeone, it allows overseas members to join.  Their website is not as up-to-date 

as others, and there are three types of memberships.  Unlike FindSomeone, the free 

standard membership allows messaging between members, as well as the ability to 

search matches, view profiles and start online chats.  The silver and gold memberships 

provide profile priority in search results and access to enhanced events and customer 

support.  In the past the site has had a reputation for being less trustworthy and less 

wholesome than other dating sites in New Zealand.  

Zoosk was founded in 2007 and is one of the most popular dating sites in the world, 

and although active in both New Zealand and Australia, with approximately 90,000 

members in New Zealand and 200,000 members in Australia, this is a small number 

compared to the 40 million members worldwide (Zoosk 2019).  Similar to 

FindSomeone, Zoosk requires a paid membership to access essential contacting 

functions. Zoosk has been designed to give a simple and straightforward user 

experience, and provides a dating platform which is easy to use and offers a 

matchmaking feature for premium members (Zoosk 2019).  

 

3.4.3.3 Description of Respondents 

The following table (Table 3.1) provides a brief outline of the respondents and their 

demographics. A more thorough and detailed description of the couples is provided in 

Appendix B. The names of the respondents have been changed to ensure their 

anonymity. At the time of the interviews the length of the respondents’ relationships 

ranged from 18 months through to 13 years. Seven of the eleven couples are married 

and four of the couples have had a child or children together. Of the eleven couples nine 

were living together and the other two couples were planning to live together in the 

near future. The ages of the respondents at the time they met online ranged from their 

mid 20’s through to their early 50’s. All 21 respondents were employed with seven 
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respondents working in the IT industry, three working in trades, three were 

professionals, three working in the education sector, three working as care-givers and 

two were working in the nursing sector. All couples were residing in the South Island 

of New Zealand at the time of the interviews and three of the twenty-one respondents 

were born overseas and had settled in New Zealand in their adulthood.  

 

Interview 
Couple  

Names 

Recruitment 

Source 
Background Current Status 

1           

(Pilot) 

Anna and 

Bruce* 

Personal 

acquaintance 
Met five years ago 

Married three years           

Two children together 

2 
Clare and 

Derek 
WOM referral Met 18 months ago Living together 

3 
Ellen and  

Frank 
WOM referral Met 13 years ago Married 11 years 

4 
Gail and    

Henry 
Facebook Met two years ago 

Living separately but                                  

planning to live together 

5 
Isabelle and 

James 
TradeMe Met 12 years ago Married two years 

6 
Kelly and 

Layton 

School  

newsletter 
Met 18 months ago Living together 

7 
Melanie and 

Nick 

School  

newsletter 
Met six years ago 

Living together & 

engaged                          

Two children together 

8 
Penny and 

Richard 
WOM referral Met six years ago 

Married five years                                              

Two children together 

9 
Sally and 

Thomas 
Facebook Met two years ago Living together 

10 
Vicky and     

Will 
Facebook Met six years ago 

Married four years                                                   

One child together 

11 
Yvonne and 

Zane 

Supermarket 

poster 
Met four years ago 

Married  one year                                               

One child together 

 

* Bruce was not interviewed as part of this research 

Table 3.1: The Respondents 
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3.4.4 The Respondent Interviews 

In-depth interviews were chosen to obtain information about the respondents’ 

successful online dating experiences. Specifically however, the interviews were 

seeking detailed information about the personal information they disclosed, how they 

evaluated the dating profiles of others and why they constructed their dating profiles 

the way they did. These in-depth interviews provided respondents with the freedom 

to discuss any aspects they believed to be important, thus they were allowed to express 

their points of views, experiences, feelings and perspectives in a non-restrictive, semi-

structured interview.  

As is characteristic of semi-structured interviews, an interview schedule (as 

recommended by McCracken 1988) was used which outlined areas that were to be 

discussed based on the previously identified concepts of self-identity, self-disclosure 

and online dating in general (see Appendix A). A pilot interview was conducted first to 

ensure the interview schedule sufficiently covered the key areas that would allow 

concepts to be elaborated on and thus form the basis for a thick rich description of the 

respondents’ experiences and views (Corbin & Strauss 2008). The pilot interview 

highlighted the need for copies of screen-shots or mock-ups of dating  self-profiles to 

be available from the various dating sites, as these were then used as a tool for helping 

the respondents recall their own dating self-profiles. These proved to be vital as they 

enabled the respondents to recall their dating profiles in more detail, and through 

discussing their experiences, enabled them to provide valuable insight into their online 

dating journey.   

The recruitment process commenced immediately after the completion of the pilot 

interview and the interview process began as soon as the first couple was recruited. 

Section 3.4.3.1 outlines this recruitment process and details the respondent selection 

which took place. The subsequent interviews were conducted between the months of 

March 2013 and May 2013. Following the recommendation that interviews should be 

held at a location where respondents feel comfortable (Hesse-Biber & Leavy 2004; 

Glesne & Peshkin 1992), I conducted all face-to-face interviews in the homes of the 

respondents at a time that was agreeable for them. In order to encourage the 
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respondents to feel comfortable talking about their own personal online dating 

experiences and behaviour, time was spent building a rapport with both respondents 

before the recorded interview commenced. According to Kvale & Brinkmann (2009) a 

good interview is established by attentive listening, with the interviewer showing 

interest, understanding and respect for what the respondent has to say. In order to 

reassure and encourage the respondents to be open and forthcoming with their 

experiences, I provided some background to my interest in the topic and shared some 

of my own personal online dating experiences. Once I felt that the respondents were 

comfortable talking with me, I explained the ethical consideration of the research 

project as well as the interview process. The interviews commenced after I had 

answered any questions they raised.  

As stated previously the respondents were first interviewed separately and then 

together as a couple or dyad. I allowed the couples to choose who would be 

interviewed first. Conducting the interviews separately allowed them to freely discuss 

their online experiences in an open and honest manner without feeling any direct 

constraint or discomfort by having their partner present. The respondents were 

interviewed in a separate room from their partners, with all respondents being 

comfortable with this interview process. During the individual interviews the 

respondents were initially asked to provide detailed background information about 

their online dating experiences. This allowed the respondents to provide details of 

their previous relationships, both online and offline, and thus provide reasons for using 

online dating as a means of seeking a relationship. The respondents were then asked 

to explain in detail how they constructed their online dating profiles and to give details 

of the information they disclosed. For those that had difficulty in recalling details, a 

copy of an online dating profile was either described or shown to them to aid in their 

recall.  They were also asked to describe their partner’s profile and what attracted 

them to their dating profile. During this time information was obtained about the way 

in which their partner had portrayed themselves.  

The duration of the individual interviews ranged from 30 minutes to 90 minutes and 

the couple interviews between 30 minutes and 60 minutes. As can often happen in 
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these types of interviews, once the interviews concluded and I turned off the digital 

recorder, many respondents continued to talk about their dating experiences. On 

several occasions I asked the respondents for their permission to either turn on the 

digital recorder again, in order to record the additional information, or I asked their 

permission to make a written note of what they had discussed. Only when permission 

was given did I do this.  

3.4.5 Memo-writing 

Immediately following the interviews, I expanded on the brief field notes I had taken 

during the actual interview as note-taking during the interview can act as a distraction 

for both the respondents and the researcher (Glesne & Peshkin 1992). These field 

notes or memo’s (see Appendix B), which Lofland, Snow, Anderson and Lofland (2006) 

refer to as observational notes, are the ‘events or interactions observed in the ‘field’” 

or as Corbin and Strauss (2008) state “they are data that may contain some 

conceptualization and analytic remarks.” That evening or the following day I turned 

the field notes into lengthier memos with these being more detailed, complex and 

analytical in nature as recommended by  Braun and Clarke (2006) as well as Corbin 

and Strauss (2008).  Memo-writing or its equivalent such as field notes or diary entries 

are essential as they allow the recording of ideas about substantive codes and their 

relationship to potential thematic codes emerging during data collection, data analysis 

and coding stages (Glaser 1998). As Glaser (1998) states, memo-writing is without 

rules, grammar or style, instead it allows creative freedom to express ones ideas about 

how concepts are related to each other.  Memo writing was a key component of the 

interview process in this research as it served two purposes. The first was as a means 

of documenting the interaction and unspoken communication that occurred during the 

interviews with the respondents. This occurred between myself and the respondents, 

as well as between the respondents as a couple. The physical interaction that occurred 

between the couples provided additional information about their relationship and was 

used at times to verify the information provided in the interviews. The second purpose 

of recording information using memos was to document the conversations that 

occurred prior to and after the more formal digital recording took place. The use of a 

digital recorder can be daunting for some respondents and although every effort was 
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made to ensure the respondents felt comfortable during the interview process, once 

the recorder was turned off, several of the respondents offered further information 

and insight into their online dating experiences. These casual conversations provided 

additional information that was gained through establishing trust with the 

respondents. By sharing stories and experiences of my own personal online dating 

journey, the respondents were often willing to provide further valuable opinions and 

information.  

3.4.6 Recording and Transcription of Data 

The interviews were recorded using a digital voice recorder with only brief field notes 

taken during the interview. The use of a recorder allowed me to fully engage with the 

respondents and actively listen to them during the interviews. In keeping with my 

methodological approach, the field notes were expanded into memos as soon as 

possible after each set of interviews. Once this was completed, each set of interviews 

were transcribed in order to undertake a thematic or content analysis of the data (The 

full transcription is provided in Appendix C). I used the verbatim level of transcription 

to produce a typed transcript of each interview into a Word document. Kvale (1996) 

stresses the importance of ensuring nothing is lost during the movement from spoken 

context to a typed transcript, therefore each transcript was checked several times for 

accuracy against the original voice recording.  

 

3.5 Method of Analysis 

The thematic analysis undertaken in this research project takes an inductive approach, 

meaning that the themes which are identified are strongly linked to the data itself 

(Patton 1990). With this approach there are similarities to grounded theory (Corbin & 

Strauss 1990; Glaser & Strauss 1967).  It is important to note that when this approach 

is taken, the themes identified from the data may bear little relationship to the specific 

questions asked of the participants during the data collection process (Braun & Clarke 

2006). In other words, the themes are not driven by a predetermined theoretical 
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framework. A theme captures an important idea or concept within the data which 

relates to the research question, and this represents some level of patterned response 

or meaning within the data set (Braun & Clarke 2006, p. 10).  

According to Braun and Clarke, (2006) “thematic analysis is a method for identifying, 

analysing, and reporting patterns (themes) within data” (p. 6). Boyatzis (1998) states 

it is a process of “encoding qualitative information” (p. vii).  Codes are developed which 

then serve as labels for sections of data. Thematic analysis is useful for getting close to 

data and developing some deeper appreciation of the content (Boyatzis 1998). Sparker 

(2005) writes; thematic analysis analytically examines narrative materials from life 

stories by breaking the text into moderately small units of content and submitting 

them to descriptive treatment.  Thematic analysis provides a flexible and helpful 

research tool, which can provide a rich and detailed, yet complex account of data 

(Braun & Clarke 2006). Although previous researchers have posited that thematic 

analysis is not a specific method, instead a tool which may be used across different 

methods (Boyatzis 1998; Ryan & Bernard 2000), Braun and Clarke (2006) disagree 

and argue that thematic analysis is a method in its own right.   

It is important to note that this qualitative research involves a series of questions. The 

first is the overall research question, which is stated in Section 3.2. A second set of 

questions are the ones outlined in the same section, these are used to answer the 

research question. A third set of questions are the ones the respondents respond to 

during the in-depth interviews. A final set of questions are the ones which guide the 

coding and analysis of the data (Braun & Clarke 2006).  There does not need to be a 

relationship between these, in fact, as Braun and Clarke (2006) state, it is often 

desirable for there to be a disconnection between them. Braun and Clarke (2006) 

propose that there are six important phases of thematic analysis which are shown in 

Table 3.2. As recommended, this research project followed these phases 

systematically.  
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Table 3.2: Thematic Analysis (From Braun & Clark 2006, p. 87) 

 

The initial phase involved familiarising myself with the data.  After each set of 

interviews (the two individual and one dyadic interview), the recorded verbal data was 

transcribed into written data. Although this is a time-consuming process, Riesmann 

(1993) and Bird (2005) both state it is a crucial way to start familiarising yourself with 

the data. In order to fully understand the data, I read the transcriptions a number of 

times, to identity possible meanings or patterns, and these were written down. The 

initial coding process began after this, although as Braun and Clarke (2006) stress; the 

coding process continues to be developed and defined throughout the entire thematic 

analysis.  

Thematic Analysis : Analysis phases and their descriptions 

1. 
Familiarising yourself  

with  your data 

Transcribing data, reading and rereading the data, noting down 

initial ideas. 

2.   
Generating initial 

codes 

Coding interesting features of the data systematically across the 

entire data set, collating data relevant to each code. 

3.   Searching for themes 
Collating codes into potential themes, gathering all data relevant to 

each potential theme. 

4. Reviewing themes 
Checking if the themes work in relation to the coded extracts and 

the entire data set, generating a thematic map of the analysis. 

5. 
Defining and naming 

themes 

Ongoing analysis for refining the specifics of each theme, and the 

overall story that the analysis tells, generating clear definitions and 

names for each theme. 

6. Producing the report 

The final opportunity for analysis. Selection of vivid, compelling 

extract examples, final analysis of selected extracts, relating back of 

the analysis to the research question and literature, producing a 

report of the analysis. 
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The second phase involved generated an initial list of ideas or notions which I 

identified in the data. This led to the creation of initial codes from the data.  Boyatzis 

(1998) refers to these codes as: “the most basic segment, or element, of the raw data 

or information that can be assessed in a meaningful way regarding the phenomenon” 

(p. 63).  This coding process begins the analysis (Miles and Huberman 1994) as the 

data is arranged into meaningful groups (Tuckett 2005).  As suggested by Braun and 

Clarke (2006), a systematic approach was applied to the entire data set, with full and 

equal attention given to each data item.  The entire data set was coded by hand using 

highlighter pens to identify segments of data. These segments were then collated and 

placed together in separate Word documents. Bryman (2001) recommends taking care 

with this collating process as it is easy to lose context, therefore I ensured surrounding 

data was kept where relevant. 

The third phase involved searching for and establishing themes. This was done by 

arranging the previously identified codes into similar groups which lead to potential 

themes. According to Braun and Clarke (2006) this creates a set of candidate themes. 

The fourth phase involved using these identified candidate themes and reviewing and 

refining them.  At this stage a number of pictorial maps were used to help organise the 

data, which allowed me as the researcher to see any potential connections, 

relationships or patterns. Pictorial imagery was also used to provide a clear initial 

overview of the respondents to highlight any similarities and dissimilarities between 

the couples as well as the individuals. Examples of these pictorial diagrams and maps 

are shown in Appendices D and E. Although this was a tedious and repetitive process 

it was necessary to ensure the themes formed a coherent pattern. Where necessary 

themes were collapsed into each other, or broken down into separate themes. In the 

fifth phase, once all the relevant data had been successfully coded into different 

themes, a thematic map was produced. During the coding process, a number of codes 

were allowed to overlap (Krippendorff 1980), as they were deemed to fit into separate 

categories or eventual themes.  The thematic map was used as a guideline for the 

detailed written analysis for each individual theme. This final stage of data analysis 

involves reporting the result of the previous stages. This stage is especially highlighted 

as the final opportunity of data analysis in thematic analysis. During this stage the 
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creativity of the researcher for presenting the result in terms of a story line, a map, or 

model is encouraged (Vaismoradi, Turunen & Bondas 2013). The following chapter 

presents these findings.  

3.6 Ethical Considerations 

This research project was reliant on the input and assistance of members of the general 

public and their willingness to share their own personal experiences of online dating 

with someone whom they did not know. I entered their homes as a stranger; however 

I would like to think I left their homes no longer a stranger, perhaps not as a friend, but 

as an acquaintance who had enjoyed a friendly conversation about online dating and 

their experiences. It was important to me as a researcher, and an individual 

representing her own academic institution, to show integrity and honesty in all aspects 

of the collection of interview data. To ensure that the respondents felt comfortable 

with the interview process, the following sections outline the ethical considerations 

that arose and how they were addressed.  

3.6.1 Confidentiality 

In this study the respondents were advised both verbally and in writing that they could 

withdraw from the study at any time, with no questions being asked, and were advised 

that their names would be kept confidential. Although data collected through 

qualitative interviews is often of a personal nature and the reporting of the results is 

often difficult to achieve in a collective form (Kvale 1996), appropriate measures were 

taken to ensure the respondent’s identities were protected. To ensure that 

confidentially was maintained throughout; the respondents were given pseudo names 

in order that they would not be identifiable in any way. The names of the respondents 

were changed during the transcription process, thus ensuring the respondent’s names 

were never identified. As I was solely responsible for all transcribing of the interviews, 

no information that could identify the respondents in any way was released to a third 

party. As a researcher I believe that honouring the privacy of the respondents was 

extremely important and where the interviews went off topic into other private or 
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personal areas, I used my own judgement to exclude those conversations that were not 

relevant to this research project.  

3.6.2 Ethical Approval 

Ethical approval was obtained from the Department of Marketing, University of Otago, 

Dunedin, New Zealand prior to the interviews taking place. All respondents were 

presented with an information sheet (Appendix F) explaining the nature of the 

research and outlining the interview procedure and their rights before the interviews 

commenced. All respondents were asked to read and sign a consent form (Appendix 

G) as required by the ethical committee, which explained that the information 

provided by them would be held for a period of five years in a secure location before 

being destroyed. There were no perceived risks to the respondents in this research and 

they were advised that they could withdraw from the study at any time they wished.  

3.7 Research Rigour 

The definition of rigorous research is one where the appropriate research tools have 

been applied in order to meet the stated objectives of the study. This obviously must 

be done in such a way to be both transparent and explicit. As Lincoln and Guba (1985) 

explained, the basic question of qualitative research rigour is:  “How can an inquirer 

persuade his or her audiences (including self) that the findings of an inquiry are worth 

paying attention to, worth taking account of?” (p. 290). For qualitative research there 

are a number of ways to ensure the research is rigorous and establishes trust and 

confidence in the findings or results. The concepts of dependability, a decision audit 

trail, trustworthiness and reliability are essential and are detailed below.  

 

 

3.7.1 Dependability 

Dependability in qualitative research refers to the consistency of the findings. In order 

for this to occur it is important to describe in detail the exact method of data collection, 

analysis and interpretation.  By ensuring this is achieved, the study can be auditable to 

describe the situation for other researchers to follow the study. According to Thomas 
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and Magilvy (2011), the strategies used to establish dependability include providing a 

detailed description of the research methods, or conducting a step-by-step repeat of 

the study to see if results might be similar or to enhance the original findings. For this 

particular study, dependability is realised through ensuring that an audit trail is clearly 

shown and achieved, and a thorough description of the data collection process has 

been explained.  

 

3.7.2 Decision Trail Audit 

The technique called auditing of the decision trail was first proposed by Sandelowski 

(1986) and involves the detailed presentation of all sources of data. This also 

comprises the collection techniques and experiences, the assumptions made, any 

decisions taken, the meanings that were interpreted, and the influences on myself as 

the researcher. As suggested by Long and Johnson (2000), including a detailed 

description of the decision trail demonstrates the degree to which I have remained true 

to the data and the boundaries of the sample. The following steps, as advocated by 

Thomas and Magilvy (2011), were undertaken to ensure an accurate audit trail:  

1. Describing the specific purpose of the study;  

2. Discussing how and why the participants were selected for the study; 

3. Describing how the data was collected and how long the data collection took;  

4. Explaining how the data was reduced or transformed for analysis; 

5. Discussing the interpretation and presentation of the research findings, and 

6. Communicating the exact techniques used to determine the credibility of the 

data. 

 

In addition, Kirk and Miller (1986) stress the importance of including field notes in this 

decision trail, as it is important to not only retain socially undesirable entries but to 

also distinguish between the verbatim responses of the respondent and the 

interpretations of the researcher (p. 56). These field notes have been included in 

Appendix B, as part of the respondent synopses. Additionally, in order to strengthen 
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the credibility of the findings, the respondents own words have been used extensively 

in the form of quotations.  

 

3.7.3 Trustworthiness 

In order to establish the trustworthiness of a study, a self-critical attitude on the part 

of the researcher in terms of how one’s own preconceptions affect the research is 

necessary. This ensures the research is reflective, which allows a sense of awareness 

and openness to the study and any unfolding results. Confirmability can be achieved 

by writing field notes, immediately following interviews which include any personal 

feelings, biases, and insights. The field notes for this study are included in Appendix B, 

and these were written as soon as practical on completion of each in-depth interview.   

Additionally, Thomas and Magilvy (2011) state that the researcher should make a 

mindful effort to follow, rather than lead, the direction of the interviews by asking the 

respondents for clarification of definitions, slang words, and any metaphors, 

something which I ensured occurred in the interviews. 

 

 

3.7.4 Reliability 

The traditional understanding of reliability tends to focus on standardising the data 

collection instruments (Mason 1996), and although this may be acceptable for 

quantitative methods, it is extremely difficult to achieve for qualitative methods. Brink 

(1991) proposed three tests for reliability for qualitative work;   

1. Stability – asking identical questions of a respondent at different times will 

produce the same answer; 

2. Consistency – the integrity of issues within a single interview, the answers 

provided by the respondent on a given topic remain concordant, and 

3. Equivalence – the use of different forms of the same question during a single 

interview 
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Long and Johnson (2000) have suggested that these tests only apply standard 

approaches of reliability, and go no further than seeking to standardise highly variable 

data collection methods. I believe however, that these tests are valid for the in-depth 

interviews I conducted, as they demonstrate an awareness of not misinterpreting the 

respondents in anyway.  

3.8 Limitations of Research Method 

There were several limitations that were identified with the interview procedure. The 

first issue was social desirability. Social desirability refers to ones need for approval 

and research has shown that it varies amongst individuals (Crowne & Marlowe 1964), 

with only certain individuals exhibiting this behaviour. In order to alleviate this 

potential issue as much as possible, the respondents were first interviewed 

individually, allowing them the opportunity to share confidential and often private 

insights into their personal lives prior to meeting their current partner online. I 

acknowledge that social desirability may also occur in one-on-one interviews; however 

by first interviewing the couples separately, this lessened the risk of the respondents 

providing a socially desirable answer that may have occurred when being interviewed 

with their current partner present.  

A second potential issue identified was that as a researcher I personally knew two of 

the respondents. Personally knowing these respondents may have caused feelings of 

inhibition leading to hesitancy to share their personal experiences. However, by 

sharing my own online dating experiences with all the respondents any initial concerns 

of shyness or self-consciousness proved to be unfounded. The respondents were given 

surety of their anonymity and were assured that all conversations and recorded 

interviews would remain confidential. Providing the respondents with University of 

Otago information and consent forms gave credibility to the research project and 

offered extra assurance for those respondents. 

A further potential issue that was identified was the inability of respondents to 

remember the details of their online dating profiles. In order to overcome this, the 
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respondents were asked before the interviews to access their online dating self-profile 

if possible in order to refresh their memories. The majority of respondents were 

unable to do this due to the dating site having deleted their inactive dating profiles or 

the respondents being unable to recall their passwords to access the sites. This 

however did encourage all respondents to give thought to their dating profiles prior to 

the interviews taking place. During the actual interview process to further help with 

recall the respondents were shown a screen shot or a mock-up of a self-profile from 

the dating site they used to enhance their memories. This proved to be a very 

successful method of recollection with the respondents all being able to talk 

extensively about the content of their dating profiles, regardless of whether they had 

been deleted or not.   

With any interview it is the interviewer who is the main instrument for obtaining 

knowledge, and thus it is their honesty, integrity and experience which will affect the 

outcome of the interview (Kvale 1996). Although in-depth interviews require a skilled 

interviewer, there is still potential for interviewer bias to be introduced (Aaker, Kumar 

& Day 2008). To address this I ensured that the respondents were given the 

opportunity to explain themselves freely and were not restricted to answering only 

questions that were pre-determined and thus inflexible. As referred to in section 3.7.4, 

the respondents were asked the same questions in a different manner, to ensure that 

there were no misunderstandings or differences in their answers. 

3.9 Conclusion 

This chapter has identified and explained the ontological, epistemological and 

methodological paradigms I identify with as a qualitative researcher. This chapter has 

also set out the methodological approach that I undertook for this research project. In-

depth interviews were explained in detail, along with the justifications for using this 

research method. The data collection process was described in detail, and the thematic 

analysis process was also discussed. Finally, the ethical considerations, the rigour of 

this research and the limitations were outlined. The following chapter details the 

findings from this study and this is then followed by a discussion of those findings. 
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Chapter Four 

Findings and Discussion 
 

4.1 Findings and Discussion Introduction 
 

The impetus behind this study is to gain an understanding of the relationship between 

the construction of an online identity through the disclosure of personal information 

and the successful formation of a relationship initiated through an online dating site.  

The online dating environment is one which spans both the virtual and real worlds 

(Maclaran et al. 2008), and involves the creation of a dating profile, which is first 

developed for an online performance, and is then required to move seamlessly to an 

offline performance (Baker 2012; Finkel et al. 2012; Maclaran et al. 2008). It has been 

suggested that the role of online dating could be considered two-fold (Ellison et al. 

2006), with it not only being an avenue for initialising a meeting with another 

individual, with the hope of this leading to a long-term romantic relationship, but also 

as a means of making modifications to one’s self-identity.  Furthermore, Belk (2016) 

has proposed that given the number of digital representations possible online, there 

has been a movement from ascribed identity, (an identity which individuals are born 

with and beyond their control), to achieved identity, (an identity which individuals 
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acquire or earn), and most recently to constructed identity (an identity created 

through self-presentation and self disclosure). Therefore, given that the online 

environment allows freedom to explore and potentially experiment with different 

aspects of one’s self or identity, it is reasonable to suggest that online daters may use 

this environment to modify or reconstruct aspects of their own identities through their 

dating profile, and as such is potentially an avenue for self-growth to occur, with the 

first act being a deliberate one, and the second unintentional.   Furthermore, as the 

dating profile is first developed for an online performance, before being moved 

seamlessly to an offline performance, the conditions for online daters to create a re-

embodied self, through the process of an identity shift may also be present. 

As previously stated, success for this research project is defined as a relationship which 

started on an online dating site, and continues rather than dissolves offline (Baker 

2002; 2005).  To date very little research has focused on successful online daters and 

those studies which have looked at success have produced conflicting results. For 

example Ramirez et al. (2015) found that online daters who spent little time 

communicating online prior to meeting in person, reported a more positive perception 

of their partner, however Baker’s (2002) research found that couples who spent longer 

online getting to know each other, stayed together and formed more permanent bonds.  

Although these two studies looked at success, Ramirez et al.’s (2015) study ended at 

the point of the initial offline meeting, and consequently did not offer insights into long-

term success. The respondents in Baker’s (2002) study were required to have met 

offline at least once or planned to do so in the future. Neither of these studies involved 

in-depth interviews with the couples, and in both studies the relationships were only 

short-term. This study differs, as in-depth interviews, involving both individual and 

dyadic interviews, were conducted with 21 successful online daters who are currently 

in long-term romantic relationships with a partner they met on an online dating site.  

This chapter presents the findings from the thematic analysis and concurrently 

discusses these findings. The chapter is divided into a number of sections, beginning 

with a brief overview of the respondents, and this is followed by an analysis and 

discussion of the research data provided by these respondents. As discussed in the 

methodology chapter a thematic analysis was undertaken on the data collected for this 
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research.  Each identified theme is discussed with quotes from the respondents 

included in order to give a voice to the experiences of successful online daters. It is 

their stories and involvement that provide valuable insights, and contribute to 

theoretical knowledge. The next section in this chapter offers an overall summary and 

discussion of the findings, and focuses on the key findings from the respondent data, 

which includes the creation of an online dateable self, the identification of self-growth 

and an identify shift occurring amongst some respondents. This section also presents 

the extended liminality transition model which specifically addressing the assessment, 

adjustment and resolving of the online daters’ self-identity during a period of identity 

dis-embodiment. The final section in this chapter is a conclusion which summarises 

the findings from the respondent data. 
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Findings 
 

4.2. Findings Introduction 
 

With technological advances in computer mediated communication, and a widespread 

social acceptance of online dating, an increasing number of people are forming 

relationships online; it is useful to understand what contributes to the long term 

success of such relationships. Given that the desired outcome for the majority who 

engage in online dating is a successful offline relationship (Kang & Hoffman 2011; 

Finkel et al. 2012; Shaw-Taylor et al. 2010), the information which is presented via 

one’s dating profile would be expected to be an honest and true representation of one’s 

self-concept and self-identity.  However, previous studies have suggested that being 

too honest or presenting a true self may be restricting (Ellison et al. 2011), and instead 

portraying a possible or promised self may be more beneficial.  Online daters have the 

freedom to disclose any type of information via their dating profile, yet there remains 

a lack of knowledge surrounding the relationship between the construction and 

portrayal of an online identity and the successful formation of a long-term relationship.  
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4.2.1 Respondent Overview 

The following table (Table 4.1) provides a brief overview of the online dating 

background of the respondents interviewed for this study. This information was 

obtained during the in-depth interviews, and provides an indication of the dating 

experience of the respondents, by indicating the amount of time the respondents had 

engaged in online dating, the number of dating sites they had signed up to, and the 

number of previous dates they had been on prior to meeting their current partner.  As 

indicated, four of the respondents in this study had no previous online dating 

experience, meaning that they had not been on any prior dates (which were initiated 

online), before meeting their current partner. The other respondents had differing 

levels of experience, ranging from Gail, who had met over one hundred people during 

the time she engaged in online dating, through to Zane who had only been on one date 

prior to meeting Yvonne, his current partner. This also shows that for the respondents 

interviewed in this research study, there was no obvious connection or pattern 

between the time spent on a dating site, the number of dates the respondents had been 

on, and their success in finding a partner. 

 

The respondents’ self-disclosure behaviour, in terms of whether or not they displayed 

a photograph, and the amount of information they displayed on their dating profiles is 

also provided in Table 4.1.  The amount of disclosure is indicated using either one, two 

or three ticks (), and is based upon the depth and breadth of information the 

respondents stated they had disclosed on their dating profile.  Very few of the eleven 

couples showed the same type of disclosure behaviour as their eventual partner, with 

there being no obvious pattern observed between the couples in terms of whether or 

not they displayed a photograph on their dating profile, the amount of information they 

disclosed on their dating profile, and their previous online dating experience. For 

example both Thomas and Will disclosed large amounts of information on their dating 

profiles, however both their partners chose to disclose very little. Similarly, both Gail 

and Melanie had displayed photographs on their dating profiles, however neither of 

their partners did so.  Further details of the respondents were discussed in the 

methodology chapter (Section 3.4.3.3) and a more in-depth overview, with details of 
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the respondents’ online dating history and their self-disclosure behaviour is provided 

in Appendix B.  

 

The following sections (Section 4.3.1 and 4.3.2) provides an analysis of the findings 

from the respondent data, with the following questions being addressed first:  

 

How do online daters portray themselves via their dating profile, and how do they 

evaluate the dating profile of others?  

What aspects of selves do online daters portray and how do they negotiate 

discrepancies in these? 
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Couple 
Time spent 

online dating 

Number of 

dating sites 

Number of 

previous 

dates 

Displayed 

photograph 

Amount of 

disclosure 

Anna 2 years 1 3 Yes  

Bruce 1 year 1 5 No  

Clare 4 years 3 10 Yes  

Derek 6 months 2 5 Yes  

Ellen Few weeks 1 0 No  

Frank Few weeks 1 0 No  

Gail 6 years* 3 100+ Yes  

Henry 2 months 2 4 No  

Isabelle Few months 1 Many ^ No  

James Few months 1 0 No  

Kelly 2 years 2 3 Yes (private)  

Layton 6 months 2 5 Yes  

Melanie Few weeks# 1 1 Yes  

Nick 3 months 1 2 No  

Penny 1 month 2 0 Yes  

Richard 10 years* 1 Many ^ Yes  

Sally 3 years 2 Many ^ Yes  

Thomas 4 months 1 2 Yes (private)  

Vicky 3 months 2 3 Yes  

Will 6 months 1 3 Yes  

Yvonne 2 years 4 2 Yes  

Zane 6 months 2 1 Yes  

^  Exact number not know but at least five previous dates        

#  Had used online dating sites previously 

*  On and off over this period 

 The amount of disclosure ( - very little     - a moderate amount     - a large amount)  
 

Table 4.1: Overview of Respondents 
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4.3 Themes 

The following two sections (Section 4.3.1 and Section 4.3.2) focus specifically on the 

first research question, and present the themes which were identified through the 

analysis of the data.  The first research question is comprised of two sub-questions; the 

first seeking to determine how online daters portray themselves via their dating 

profile, and the second investigating how online daters evaluate the dating profiles of 

others.  Figure 4.1 provides an illustrative diagram of the themes which pertain to each 

section of this research question. In order to differentiate between the two parts of this 

question, they are addressed separately in the following sections.  

The first sub-question investigated how online daters portrayed themselves through 

the information they disclosed via their dating profile, and five themes were identified, 

with these being; Providing Intentional Cues, Through a Foggy Mirror, Using a Balanced 

Representation, Presenting Multiple Selves and Guidance from Others. There were three 

themes identified for the second sub-question, these being; Looking for Unintentional 

Cues, Checking Validity and Following One’s Intuition.   

It is important to note that the themes which were identified are not exclusive of each 

other, as for example, there were some respondents who provided intentional cues, 

yet also unintentionally provided similar cues. For many of the respondents, their 

behaviour in terms of how they portrayed themselves, and what they disclosed was 

fluid, and it changed according to such things as feedback from others, observing the 

profiles of others or previous dating experiences. Furthermore, it was noted that 

respondents whose self-identity changed over the time they engaged in online dating, 

had a tendency to also change their self-disclosure behaviour, thus not limiting their 

actions to fall into one specific theme or area.  
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Identified Themes 

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.2: Research Questions and Identified Themes  

  

 

1a: How do online daters 

portray themselves? 
 

 

 

1b: How do online 

daters evaluate others? 
 

 

 

1: How do online daters portray themselves via 

their dating profile, and how do they evaluate the 

dating profiles of others? 
 

By providing 
intentional 

cues 
 

By looking for 
unintentional 

cues 
 

 

Through a 
foggy mirror 

By using a 
balanced 

representation 

 

Through 
presenting 

multiple selves 
 

With the 
guidance from 

others 

By following 

one’s intuition 

 

By checking 
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4.3.1 The Portrayal of Oneself 

The first part of the first research question sought to understand how the respondents 

portrayed themselves via their dating profiles (Figure 4.2). There were five themes 

identified from the respondent data. The first theme was providing intentional cues; 

which were the cues deliberately disclosed via the respondents dating profile. The 

second theme was through a foggy mirror; which refers to the respondents 

unknowingly portraying details about themselves, where there was a gap between the 

online dater’s self-perception and the assessments made by others.  The third theme 

was using a balanced representation. The respondents stated that they felt the need to 

find an equilibrium in terms of how they portrayed themselves using their dating 

profile. The fourth theme was presenting multiple selves, which refers to the 

respondents presenting themselves using a variety of selves, and although the purpose 

was to show-case themselves in a positive manner, this representation was not always 

a truthful and honest depiction. The fifth identified theme was guidance from others, 

where the respondents sought help from various sources to increase their confidence, 

or reduce any tension they were feeling, in terms of how they portrayed themselves 

via their dating profiles.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.2: Research Question 1a   

 

1a: How do online 

daters portray 

themselves? 
 

 

1b: How do online 

daters evaluate 

others? 
 

 

1: How do online daters portray themselves via 

their dating profile and how do they evaluate 

the dating profiles of others? 
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 4.3.1a Providing Intentional Cues  

The first theme which was identified was providing intentional cues.  These were the 

cues which the respondents intentionally and deliberately provided on their dating 

profile. These cues included the written and visual content (including username and 

photographs) and the amount and style of information they chose to present. 

 

In the offline world of dating, both parties are able to communicate using verbal and 

non-verbal cues. The subliminal primal cues of facial expressions, gestures, body 

language, posture and eye movement, all play an important role in the human 

courtship process. These cues are absent in the online dating environment, therefore 

online daters must rely on other cues when constructing their dating profiles. The 

dating websites encourage individuals to fill out all areas of their dating profile to 

enhance their chances of finding a potential match, giving daters the freedom to 

provide as much or as little information as they wish. The information they disclose is 

intentional and deliberate, in other words what Goffman (1959) referred to as the cues 

given. The information online daters elect to share via their dating profile, can set the 

tone and either encourage or discourage further engagement.  

 

For the online daters in this study, the cues available for them to use (i.e. portray) and 

interpret (i.e. evaluate), were limited to the information provided via the written word, 

and the few photographs which they displayed on their dating profiles. Although some 

online dating sites offer a video or voice-recording service, the dating sites used by the 

respondents in this study did not.  Most online dating sites ask a standard set of 

demographic questions, which the online dater fills in. The following table (Table 4.2) 

illustrates the two codes identified within this theme, along with examples of quotes 

from the respondents. 
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Written and Visual Content 

A key area which was identified as being influential in terms of successful self-

disclosure (from the perspective of the individual creating the profile), was the ability 

to proficiently express oneself using written words as cues.  Despite research 

suggesting that online daters who are skilled or proficient in written skills are more 

likely to be advantaged (Levine 2000; Suler 2004), very few respondents in this study 

placed a great deal of importance on ensuring their dating profiles contained the 

correct spelling or grammar. Clare however, was one of the few who did acknowledge 

the importance of the written content of her dating profile, as her comment below 

demonstrates.  

Clare: I did make sure it was written attractively, you know correct 

spelling and I took care with my grammar. 

Gail on the other hand, didn’t believe that the correct grammar or spelling were 

exceedingly important in her own dating profile, as shown below:  

Gail: Grammar isn’t really a big deal for me, spelling well I don’t know 

about that. 

 

Levine (2000) claims that the internet levels the playing field in terms of attraction, 

with everyone being equal, until people present themselves, then the power of the 

written word takes over (p. 568). Those who are skilled at writing are able to convey 

themselves using correct grammar and spelling, proofread their texts, and have the 

Theme Code Example Quotes 

Providing 

Intentional Cues  

Written  and visual 

content 

“It was a self shot, and I changed it a couple of times to 

something that I felt was a better picture of me. But it 

was just ‘this is me, like it or don’t.’” (Derek) 

Amount and  style 

of information 

“I basically said what I was looking for and what I 

wouldn’t put up with” (Sally) 

Table 4.2: Providing Intentional Cues - Codes and Example Quotes  
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ability to write fluently, coherently and clearly. It has been argued that computer 

mediated communication allows those with greater writing skills more opportunities 

to form a romantic relationship, than those who are less skilled at writing (Levine 

2000; Suler 2000). This is based on the supposition that a poorly written dating profile 

is more likely to be dismissed, than one that is written well. When there is no 

photograph available, previous research has found that people tend to imagine the 

physical appearance of their virtual partner, in terms of a subjective interpretation of 

their written description (Baker 2005; 2008; Fiore & Donath 2005; Whitty 2003). 

Cooper and Sportolari (1997) posit that those who are skilled at writing are in a 

position of being able to use the written word as a proxy for their physical appearance, 

therefore those who are particularly skilful in expressing themselves using textual 

language; will be in an advantageous position. With one third of the respondents in this 

study not initially displaying a photograph (refer to Table 4.1), many relied solely on 

the written cues of their dating profiles, when trying to make an important first 

impression.   

 

One of the first requirements when joining an online dating site is to provide a 

username.  The online dater is generally free to choose any name or non de plume they 

wish, unless that name has been used in the past by another person.  According to the 

respondents in this study, a profile username which they believed would be viewed 

positively, rather than one which evoked questionable or sexual connotations, was 

considered to be the first step in attracting positive interest to their dating profile. 

Clare: I went for non-sexual because I could see some girls were quite 

into their, like ‘piece of love on a stick’ or whatever, so I just stayed 

well away from sexual innuendo. They were just sort of silly names 

really, I didn’t really think too much of them, something catchy but 

silly, I didn’t try too hard.  

Clare’s comment is demonstrative of the type of username the majority of the 

respondents choose; one which they believed was non-sexual in nature, and would not 

be inappropriately misinterpreted.  The respondents felt that the username they 

selected was an important indication of who they were as a person, and the identity 
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they were wishing to portray. All respondents were aware that usernames could be 

misunderstood; therefore they believed they had been mindful in their choice of 

username.  

Sally: My username was Foodie1 something, because I do like foodie 

things. Hey was it Foodie-Chick? 

Thomas: Yes it was 

 

When asked to explain how they decided on their particular usernames, most 

respondents admitted to not putting a great deal of thought into their name, apart from 

ensuring it was not sleazy or sexually related, with many using shortened forms of 

their own names, or references to their hobbies or interests, such as Sal01 or Foodie-

Chick as mentioned above.  This finding aligns with previous research, which has 

shown that upbeat, fun and intelligent usernames are preferred over those which have 

negative connotations (Harari & McDavid 1973; Whitty & Buchanan 2009; 2010). 

 

Alongside the username, the profile photograph was the other key area which many 

respondents considered to be important, in terms of the information they disclosed on 

their dating profiles. Physical attraction is important for romantic relationships, 

(Brehm 1992; Hatfield & Sprecher 1986), and when photographs are displayed on 

dating profiles they serve as a reasonably reliable indication of one’s physical 

attractiveness. With so few visual cues available on dating sites, it is the photograph 

which can be most often sought out.  As Anna and Clare explained, the both put thought 

into the photographs they displayed: 

                Anna: I was really keen to have it honest as I didn’t want to put anything 

up there that I couldn’t, you know. Like when I meet someone I don’t 

want them to go “Oh you don’t look like your picture because that’s just 

rude”. I definitely did it as the person I was. Imagine if I found the man of 

my dreams and I had lied and you are ruining it right there at the 

beginning.  

                                                        
1 The profile username has been changed to ensure the anonymity of the respondent 
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                Clare: So I thought right a really average photo because my photo got 

more and more average, it started out quite glamorous and gorgeous, you 

know with all the right pose and the right light and everything and the 

last one I put up that Derek met me on, was just me sitting at my desk at 

uni in a pink hoodie just going yay, with all my work behind me. Because 

I thought if they like you straight up looking your most average and 

probably most sort of natural and they think ‘oh she looks quite cool’, 

imagine what they think if  they meet you when you’re looking gorgeous!  

 

Prior research has claimed that the photograph is the most important element in one’s 

dating profile (Fiore et al. 2008; Online Dating Magazine 2003; 2004), with the 

suggestion that the attractiveness of the photograph is the main reason for making 

contact with a potential date (Burmaster 2005). Although all dating sites stress the 

importance of displaying a photograph, in this study, as indicated in Table 4.1, only two 

thirds of the respondents did so (three respondents had private settings). Those who 

took care with the type of photograph they presented, ensured it was an honest and 

true depiction of who they were.  This is discussed further in section 4.3.1c which looks 

at how the respondents ensured they presented themselves in an honest and true 

manner, in order to achieve a balanced representation. 

 

Other respondents chose to make their photograph available to paying members only, 

or those members they personally selected, as Thomas explains below.  

Thomas: I didn’t even have my profile photo enabled, I only gave my 

profile to people I wanted to talk to and then they could see my photo. 

Because you can have it blocked until you make them your buddy or 

whatever it is. That suited me down to the ground because there are 

quite a few people on there who make it their business to find other 

people, especially in these small towns or if you have got an ex-wife 

running around so I just like to fly under the radar. 
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Being able to assert control over who was able to view one’s profile photograph was 

reassuring for many, as they felt uncomfortable with everyone being able to see them 

online, as explained by both Sally and Nick.  

Sally: You don’t want everyone to see you, I mean, you do, but you 

don’t. 

Nick: I didn’t have a photo up, I didn’t have a lot of other stuff up 

because you don’t want someone you know seeing you because they’ll 

be thinking ‘look how desperate you are”, you know what I mean? 

 

This public dimension of online dating was noted by many, and although recent 

research suggests that there is now little stigma attached to this form of dating (Henry-

Waring & Barraket 2008; Smith & Anderson 2015), a number of respondents felt 

otherwise, and for the most part preferred to remain fairly anonymous.  Furthermore, 

a number of respondents acknowledged that they took care with the type of 

information they disclosed via their dating profiles, to ensure that they remained 

anonymous.  

Henry: I just felt a bit, what’s the word…  I felt really nervous about 

having me out in a public site like that, with a photo of me and people 

looking at it and going “Oh…” Because to me up to that point internet 

dating was something that someone else did, not something I did. 

 

To overcome the publicness of dating sites, some respondents displayed a photograph 

which they believed they could not be clearly identified in. These photographs were 

either blurry, or the respondent was strategic by wearing something (for example, a 

helmet or a costume), which prevented clear identification.  

                Richard: I don’t think it even had a photo where you could clearly identify 

me, you had to ask for one but I did give that out if I thought they weren’t 

nuts. 

 

Will: I had a photo. 

Vicky: It was a dreadful photo. 
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Will: It was in a dark room, wasn’t it? 

Vicky: He was standing in the distance and it was very fuzzy. 

Although recent scholarly literature has recognised that online dating is an extremely 

popular means of seeking a partner (Finkel et al. 2012; Gunter 2013), and as previously 

mentioned, there is little stigma attached (Henry-Waring & Barraket 2008; Smith & 

Anderson 2015), others disagree, with Doan & Meyers (2011 as cited in Finkel et al. 

2012), claiming that stigma still persists. This notion of stigma was common amongst 

the respondents, with many expressing an adverseness to openly admitting they had 

met their partners on an online dating site.   

Anna: There is a stigma attached to it, I think it is less now because 

there are more success stories, it’s like they met online and they are 

happily married and have been for years now, now it’s proven. There’s 

probably lots of people who met online but don’t admit to it. I think 

over time it will lessen because it’s more accepted.  

Kelly:  I still think there is a bit of a stigma that goes with it. Sometimes 

I sort of bend the truth, when I told my boss about this interview; he 

said “You didn’t meet online”. And I was like” Yes we did”. 

 

Those respondents who did not display photographs in their dating profiles were 

happy to share a photograph once a mutual attraction had been established. Henry’s 

comments below exemplify the reason why several respondents did not post a 

photograph on their dating profile.  Although these respondents were aware that a 

photograph was an important part of online dating, they still showed reluctance to do 

so.   

Henry: You can’t always tell what someone is like by their photo. I was 

suspicious of it, you know and the reputation you get. 

Although the respondents were willing to display a personal photograph on their 

dating profiles, others preferred to only share photographs when they began 

communicating with a potential suitor. Others however waiting for several weeks 

before sharing a photograph of themselves.  This particular finding offers support to 
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earlier findings of online daters placing less emphasis on physical attractiveness 

(Levine 2000), instead considering photographs as supplementary to the dating 

profile, rather than essential (Hardey 2002; 2004).  All respondents in this study had 

shared a photograph of themselves prior to their first date, although a number of 

respondents stated this was more for recognition purposes when meeting for the first 

time, rather than as an act of self-disclosure.  

 

Amount and Style of Information  

A further area which was identified by respondents as being important in terms of how 

they portrayed themselves using the cues available to them, was the amount of 

information they displayed. Although the dating profiles are designed to enthuse daters 

to share personal details about themselves, with previous research suggesting that 

more information is beneficial to the online dater (Gibbs et al. 2006; Malchow-Moller 

2003), the findings from this study showed that most respondents only disclosed a 

small amount of personal information (see Table 4.1). Only two respondents disclosed 

what would be considered a large amount of information via their dating profile, with 

both of these being males. Interestingly, during the in-depth interviews neither of 

these males thought they had disclosed a great deal of information, rather it was their 

partners who commented on the amount of information they had disclosed. Both 

Thomas and Will stated that they had just filled in the required information on their 

dating profiles by being open and upfront, and thought nothing more about doing so.  

Sally: He listed it all, he came across as full of himself, you know, kind 

of up his self and all this wonderful me stuff, I am this and I am that, 

and I am making sure you know all about me, it was more business-

like. He had a huge profile about himself. 

Thomas: It wasn’t huge. 

Sally: Yes it was, it was huge.  

Vicky: You didn’t leave anything out, you are so black and white, it was 

all there. 

Will: I had everything on there because I just filled in all the gaps. It 

wasn’t that much, was it? 
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This strategy of disclosing and sharing a large amount of personal information has 

been observed in a previous study, with Rosen et al. (2008) finding that those online 

daters who were seeking long-term relationships, tended to provide more information 

on their dating profiles, as they considered this the best way of displaying their 

authentic selves. It is likely that both Thomas and Will had been slightly naïve in their 

approach to online dating, and given that they were both relatively new to this type of 

dating, this was reflected in the amount of information they shared. Although both 

Thomas and Will disclosed a large amount of personal information about themselves, 

the majority of the other respondents were more strategic with the amount they 

disclosed, with most only disclosing a small amount of personal information, as the 

comments below indicate.  

Yvonne: I just had the basic stuff like what kind of person I was and 

what I was looking for and nothing like my favourite movies or my 

favourite books, that’s just all rubbish because there would be nothing 

to learn about me if I told all that online. What’s the point?  

Nick: I only put the bare minimum on. I didn’t give a real description 

of myself. I had something about hobbies down. There was only a wee 

bit of information there. 

There appears to be several reasons why the respondents were deliberate in their 

hesitance to share more than the basic details about their background and current 

selves.  Firstly, the respondents stated that they were reluctant to put themselves in a 

position where they could be disregarded due to revealing too much information. The 

respondents were aware of how easily profiles can be dismissed, based on a single 

comment or a few words. 

Clare: Some things people wrote, I just thought, like I could of met you 

and thought you were cool but you’ve said this really stupid thing like 

in politics or whatever and I’m just like ‘oh gosh, really, so now I’m not 

interested”. So that’s how quickly you get cut down so I thought that’s 

silly.  
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Clare was not alone in admitting that she would ignore dating profiles based on a single 

comment, and she had learnt over time through her own experiences, to reduce the 

content of her own profile, and disclose only a minimal amount of information about 

herself. Many respondents deliberately chose to leave out personal information such 

as their occupation or details of their physical attributes, when they believed these 

could reflect negatively upon them. Gail chose to leave out her occupation as she was 

concerned her dating profile would not be considered attractive if she included this 

information, however Yvonne’s reasoning for leaving out her occupation was more to 

remain anonymous.   

Gail: I left out my work. It was none of their business. Why would I be 

judged for what I did or didn’t do?  

Yvonne: No, no I didn’t have my occupation on my profile. For a reason 

that it was a pretty public thing and there was only one public hospital 

and the fact that my name isn’t exactly common. 

 

Although neither Gail nor the other respondents viewed the omittance of information 

as a purposeful act of dishonesty, there are times when intentionally leaving out 

information could be viewed as deceptive behaviour. As previous research has 

documented, online daters have a tendency to leave out or alter certain personal 

details, such as their weight or height (Clark 1998; Close & Zinkhan 2004; Ellison et al. 

2006; Ellison et al. 2012; Hall et al. 2010; Toma et al. 2008), and evidence of such 

deception was observed in this study. 

Kelly: I definitely didn’t have my weight on there. Nope definitely 

didn’t have my weight on there. I can tell you that for nothing. I think 

men have this idea in their head of what a woman weighs. 

Ellen: I didn’t put my weight in there because I didn’t want him to 

know. 

As the comments from both Kelly and Ellen illustrate, they were extremely reluctant 

to give details of their weight, as they did not wish this to be a factor which may have 
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reduced interest or lessened their attractiveness from potential suitors. The choice to 

leave out details of one’s weight or height is understandable and arguably justifiable; 

however, there were other areas where respondents chose to purposely omit 

information which was more questionable.  One such area was marital status, with a 

number of respondents choosing to deliberately leave out this information, (although 

this was notably more common with those who had recently left their partners and 

were not legally separated or divorced). Both Ellen and Melanie purposely chose to not 

disclose that they were married on their dating profiles: 

 

Ellen: I was married to an Australian and I was really unhappily married 

and we had been married for about three years at that point I knew I was 

leaving him and we had talked about it but we hadn’t actually yet split 

up. I didn’t tell people I was married though because I figured that they 

didn’t need to know that. 

Interviewer: How long was it after your marriage ended that you went on 

the dating site? 

Melanie: I might have been on it before it actually ended actually. Yeah it 

was naughty. I did because I knew our marriage was coming to an end and 

I wanted something to fall back onto. I’m naughty but I wanted out of my 

marriage, I had had enough and I had tried many times to leave and I 

couldn’t, it was more “I need somebody so I can say I’ve got somebody, so I 

could say ‘see ya later’” and so that’s what I did. So it was like, I wasn’t 

looking for anybody; it was just something to try to finish my marriage. 

 

Although a number of previous studies have noted one’s marital status as being a 

common misrepresentation (Close & Zinkhan 2004: Gibbs et al. 2006), this finding was 

largely unexpected given that the respondents in this study were all successful online 

daters, and therefore their dishonesty had been both discovered and resolved.  

Further evidence of potentially significant misrepresentation was observed amongst 

several respondents who chose to not disclose that they had children.   When asked to 

clarify why they did this, they explained that they did not want their children to be a 
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factor in their online dating, instead preferring to mention their children when they 

felt it more appropriate at a later time.  

Nick: I don’t think she (Melanie) had very much on her profile at all; 

there was no mention of kids or anything like that. 

Anna: I don’t think I said that I had a son. I didn’t want him involved in 

my dating.  

 

Whilst not including details of children in their dating profiles is somewhat justifiable, 

it does highlight how easily leaving out information can be perceived as being 

dishonest or deceitful.   Small lies or in this case, intentionally leaving out information 

appeared to be quite common amongst the respondents in this study, yet these 

occurrences were largely overlooked and mostly ignored. This finding aligns with 

recent research from both Lindsay (2012) and Casimiro (2014) who suggested that 

although online daters occasionally lie in order to attract others, these lies are not 

usually perceived as real lies and are not severe enough to hinder future interactions.    

 

4.3.1b Through a Foggy Mirror 
 

The second identified theme relates to the respondents having a misconception about 

themselves, and seeing themselves through a foggy mirror.   This term according to 

Ellison et al. (2006) describes the gap between self-perceptions and the assessments 

made by others, and is often triggered by a limited view of self-knowledge or self-

perception. The previous section (4.3.1a) identified the cues which the respondents 

intentionally disclosed on their dating profiles, however an analysis of the data 

identified a number of cues which the respondents had unintentionally disclosed, or as 

Goffman (1959) identified, these are the cues given off, rather than the cues purposely 

given. Table 4.3 presents the three codes identified within this theme, along with 

examples of quotes from the respondents. 
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Table 4.3: Through a Foggy Mirror - Codes and Example Quotes  

Theme Code Example Quotes 

Through a 

Foggy Mirror 

Cues given off 

“You would meet someone and you would go ‘Jesus 

you don’t look anything like your photo’, and I can’t 

ever think of a case, except for Penny, where 

someone looked better than their photo” (Richard) 

Detrimental omittance 

of information 

“I was self-conscious about my weight because it was 

something I saw a lot on people’s sites, so I didn’t put 

my weight on there” (Ellen) 

Lack of self-perception 

or  self-appraisal 

“I think it is very hard to honestly appraise yourself” 

(Clare)   

 

Cues Given Off 

Unlike the cues which the respondents purposefully disclosed, the data showed that 

some respondents unintentionally gave off cues via their dating profiles, which aligned 

with having a foggy mirror view.  These unintentionally given off cues were poor 

spelling or grammar, inappropriate usernames and displaying a photograph which 

was deemed to be unattractive. The written word is always subjective, and as such the 

perception, tone and understanding of those words can be interpreted differently than 

intended, which can lead to misunderstanding and dissatisfaction as was evident in 

this study. These acts of unfavourable self-disclosure via written comments or profile 

photographs were predominately identified from the partners of the online daters in 

this study, given that they were in a position to identity and report these incidences.  

Although the username which is chosen is entirely up to the dating profile owner, on 

occasion the username can be misinterpreted by others as meaning something 

different to its original intention, and this was observed a number of times with the 

respondents.  An example of unintentionally creating the wrong impression via a 

username was observed with one couple, as the quotes below illustrate.  Gail had 

quickly dismissed the dating profile of her partner Henry, on one particular dating site, 

solely based on the username he chose.  



  Findings and Discussion 

 

 127 

Gail: I remember the profile name xxxx2, I didn’t approach him on that 

dating site with xxxx, I thought xxxx, what a dick.  

Henry: xxxx, really? 

Gail: Yes xxxx, it’s sexual. Definitely sexual and I didn’t approach your 

profile.  

Henry:  xxxx was actually a song about two years ago. 

Gail: Well I didn’t know that, I wasn’t into music. See how people 

interpret it all so differently. 

Henry had used different usernames for the two dating sites he had signed up to. Gail 

had viewed Henry’s dating profiles on both dating sites, and had quickly dismissed one 

based solely on the username he had chosen. This example illustrates the role that 

one’s username can play in the dating profile, and it shows how easily a username can 

be misinterpreted and subsequently dismissed.  It was not Henry’s intention to have a 

username which could be construed as sexual in nature, yet quite innocently, he had 

unintentionally given off cues, which Gail had misinterpreted. 

 

Detrimental Omittance of Information 

Although many respondents purposely omitted certain information about themselves; 

be it for reasons of privacy or lack of confidence, this action was often misinterpreted 

and was detrimental in terms of how others viewed their dating profile. For example, 

Clare left out details of her weight due to feeling uncomfortable with what she weighed, 

which was something a number of respondents said they would interpret as meaning 

she was very overweight.  

Clare: I didn’t give them my weight; I think a lot of women probably 

didn’t either. Some would. I felt like that was, oh I guess I never felt 

that comfortable disclosing my weight, I don’t know. It just wasn’t a 

way of defining myself and I knew I would look heavy when I probably, 

I don’t think I come across as heavy as I look, so I was like with some 

guys that would be instantly a no whereas my photo might be a maybe. 

                                                        
2 The profile username has been removed to ensure the anonymity of the respondent. 
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Similar to not declaring one’s weight, others deliberately left out their education or 

employment information, and for the most part this was viewed negatively by the 

online daters, as they felt the absence of this information was an indication of one being 

less educated or possibly unemployed.   

Richard: I think that people don’t disclose all that and when you meet 

them, you are like ‘I didn’t sign up for this’, not being rude but ‘you 

didn’t tell me you had a mental illness’ or ‘it would have been nice for 

you to tell me you had three legs’, because don’t you think it is 

probably likely to have come up in our first couple of sentences about 

her having three legs, you know. 

Richard spoke about being disappointed when he would meet a woman in person and 

discover that she had deliberately left out information which he believed should have 

been disclosed on her dating profile. Richard found this misleading, and as an online 

dater, frustrating and time wasting. Other respondents spoke of similar experiences, 

where they had been misled by the absence of certain personal information, something 

which the supplier of the information, i.e. the online dater, had not intended or even 

predicted, as was shown previously in the dialogue between Gail and Henry.   

 

 Lack of Self-perception or Self-appraisal 

As Clare acknowledged, presenting a self which was a true reflection of herself was a 

difficult task, and this aligns with Finkel et al.’s (2012) suggestion that online daters 

often lack accurate self-perception, which can often cause them to unintentionally 

misrepresent themselves via their dating profiles. Whilst this notion is likely to be true 

for any situation which requires an assessment of one’s self, it is often more 

pronounced for online daters, who are faced with the task of presenting a realistic and 

acceptable self, with the limited cues available in this online environment.  

Clare: I think it is very hard to honestly appraise yourself and I think 

the things you don’t tend to like about yourself, you tend to pretend 

aren’t there.  I tried to be as honest as I could be, but it’s very hard to 

know what you are like to someone else. 
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Henry: They might think they are heavily into running or mountain 

biking but they only ride their bikes at Christmas time. Seeing things 

different than they are, you know, I saw that. 

As Clare stated, it can be difficult to know how others interpret the dating profile that 

one presents, and as Henry said, different impressions can be given off depending on 

what information is disclosed, and how that person viewed themselves. Although the 

vast majority of the respondents in this study spoke of a desire to present a dating 

profile which was attractive and created interest from others, they were also aware 

that it could be viewed differently than they intended, despite their best efforts for this 

not to occur.   

 

4.3.1c Using a Balanced Representation 
 

The third identified theme was using a balanced representation, and for the most part 

the respondents in this study sought to portray themselves in a positive and 

predominately honest manner, whilst being cautious of not over promising or inflating 

themselves via their dating profiles.  Various strategies were employed to achieve this 

balance, with these being identified as being honest and realistic about what they could 

offer, and making an effort to come across as genuine. Table 4.4 shows these two codes, 

as well as examples of quotes from the respondents.  

 

Theme Code Example Quotes 

Using a Balanced 

Representation 

Being honest and 

realistic 

“I wasn’t going to tell a lie, I wasn’t out there to tell a lie 

about who I am” (Yvonne) 

Presenting a 

genuine self 

 

“It wasn’t my intention to be on there to fool, you know 

hence why you go to the pub in person, not on a dating 

site. Like I was genuine so I wanted to appear genuine” 

(Anna) 

Table 4.4: Using a Balanced Representation - Codes and Example Quotes 
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Being Honest and Realistic 

Achieving a balance via ones dating profile was deemed to be important for the 

respondents, and the focal method used to present themselves, in order to attract 

attention and garner interest from potential suitors, were the cues they provided about 

themselves which were generally limited to textual and photographic cues.  

Clare: I think I was trying to be as present as I could be, I didn’t have 

any promises in there. 

Yvonne: My profile was completely honest, I don’t agree to anything 

but honesty and that is probably what attracted me to Zane when I met 

him. 

As both Clare and Yvonne explain above, they took care not to overpromise or 

represent themselves in an unfair and ultimately dishonest manner. They both wanted 

to come across as honest and truthful, and not be misleading in any way. 

 

Presenting a Genuine Self 

For the most part the respondents in this study, made a resolute effort to ensure they 

were portraying a realistic or genuine representation of themselves.  Photo-shopping 

or enhancing photographs was not considered to be an honest act by the vast majority 

of the respondents, instead a photograph which they considered to be flattering, 

authentic and recent enough to not be misleading was displayed. 

Anna: It was me. I was really keen to have it honest, you know. Like 

when I meet someone I don’t want them to go “Oh you don’t look like 

your picture because that’s just rude”. So you want to have that nice 

balance, feeling good about that picture that is up there but not putting 

anything up there that you can’t replicate in real life. 

As Anna explained, she was aware that displaying a photograph which was a true 

representation of herself, was more advantageous in the long run.  A number of 

respondents spoke of originally displaying photographs which were more glamorous 

or ‘arty’, however over time they changed their photographs to be more causal and 
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representative of their actual selves.  As Clare explains, the photograph which she had 

displayed when she met her current partner, was more natural; something she felt was 

more fitting with whom she was as a person.  

Clare: My photo got more and more average, it started out quite 

glamorous and gorgeous, you know with all the right pose and the right 

light and everything, and the last one I put up that Derek met me on, was 

just me sitting at my desk at uni in a pink hoodie just going yay, with all 

my work behind me sort of thing.  I think it’s just relaxed and normal. 

For the vast majority of the respondents in this study, their dating profiles were true 

and honesty representations of who they were in real life.  Although some left out 

information about themselves (as previously discussed in Section 4.3.1b), and some 

portrayed themselves as being more confident and outgoing (as discussed in Section 

4.3.3) for the most part, they took care to put forward what they believed was a 

balanced and genuine dating profile.   

 

4.3.1d Presenting Multiple Selves  

The fourth theme which was identified from the respondent data was presenting 

multiple selves. Although the majority of the respondents spoke of a need to disclose 

and present a balanced representation of themselves via their dating profile, there 

were a number of instances where respondents showed purposeful behaviour, in 

terms of presenting themselves in an overly zealous manner, through a variety of 

different selves.  Table 4.5 illustrates the three codes identified within this theme, as 

well as examples of quotes from the respondents.  
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Table 4.5: Presenting Multiple Selves - Codes and Example Quotes  

 

Deception 

Despite the fact that most people seem to feel that deception in a romantic relationship 

is morally reprehensive (Peterson 1996), a number of respondents in this study were 

somewhat deceptive or misleading with the information they disclosed via their dating 

profiles. Although the respondents spoke of a desire to present a genuine and honest 

representation of themselves (and they often believed they had done so), many 

presented selves which were not necessarily truthful depictions.  Whilst there was 

considerable evidence of aspects of personal or actual selves being portrayed via the 

respondents dating profiles, there was also evidence of other selves being displayed, 

such as past or possible selves. A common example of past selves being shown was 

observed with respondents who claimed to be involved in certain hobbies or interests; 

however they had not undertaken those activities for many years, as Will explains.   

Will: I did put in that I liked going to the gym and I do like going to the 

gym but I haven’t been for years. 

Although the vast majority of the respondents interviewed for this study were honest 

with the information they shared on their dating profiles, many acknowledged that 

they may have slightly altered the truth, in order to be more appealing and desirable. 

 

Theme Code Example Quotes 

Presenting 

Multiple Selves 

Deception 

“I had the photo taken a few years back, I was all 

glammed up. You know when they dress you up and put 

on all the makeup, the whole thing,  I just looked wow 

really, I didn’t look like (this)” (Melanie) 

Desirability 
“But to be fair yes I do think there was an element of ‘this 

is who I would like to be’” (Derek) 

Ambiguity 

“I said I walked everyday which is honest. And I thought 

well people can read into that however they want, I 

might be a walk 10 kilometers a day kind of person or 

they might see me as walking down to the shop everyday 

kind of person”  (Clare) 
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Desirability 

A possible or ideal self is one which is envisioned or desired, rather than achieved, 

therefore presenting a self which has not yet been realised, can be viewed as a 

dishonest act, given that this self is not a true representation of the online dater. These 

possible selves were displayed in various ways, with some respondents showing a 

more self-confident persona, and others disclosing information about themselves 

which aligned with what they considered to be a better or more desirable version of 

themselves.   Future selves are similar to ideal selves, in that they have not yet been 

achieved, yet the potential to reach these future selves does exist.  These future selves 

can be motivational, providing incentive and encouragement to change aspects of 

one’s present self, and several respondents acknowledged that they had portrayed a 

future self, with Derek claiming to be a non-smoker on his dating profile, despite being 

a smoker.   

Derek: I think we were both being reasonably upfront and 

honest….except for the smoking thing. I didn’t say I was a smoker 

when actually I was. The smoking was a bit more of a white lie and 

something I was going to sort out. 

 

Although previous research has suggested that when online daters are faced with 

having to present a positive self, inaccurate portrayals or misrepresentation may occur 

(Ellison et al. 2006; Malchow-Moller 2003), the occurrence of misleading or even 

dishonest representations observed in this study was still surprising, given that all 

respondents had successfully gone on to enter into long term relationships. Although 

this observation of dishonesty partly aligns with the findings from Guadagno et al. 

(2012), who found that online daters tend to increase dishonest self-presentation 

when the person they are interacting with appears to be more attractive, it does not 

explain why they were dishonest when they were appealing to a wide range of 

potential suitors. 

 

Derek was quick to point out that his untruthfulness was only a small lie and was a 

temporary untruth, as it was his intention to give up smoking in the future. As Derek 
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saw his future self as a non-smoker, he deliberately presented this idealised self via his 

dating profile. Other respondents showed similar future selves, with some claiming to 

be active members of gymnasiums or regular exercisers, yet they were only planning 

to go to a gymnasium or exercise in the future.  

Melanie was less honest with the information she presented about herself, as she not 

only stated that she was older on her dating profile than she actually was, but she also 

claimed to be single with no children. 

Melanie: I said I was older than I was. I don’t know why, I should of 

gone younger. What was that?  

Nick: (talking about Melanie’s profile) … there was no mention of kids 

or anything like that, nothing about being married. 

Although Derek and Melanie had deliberately provided false information via their 

dating profiles, they did so in the belief that these particular acts of dishonesty, 

(although they preferred to not view these as such) enhanced their chances of 

attracting a date, and showcased them as being more desirable to others.  Derek had 

planned to give up smoking in the future, so had stated on his profile that he was a non-

smoker. Melanie wished to attract an older man, therefore she felt justified to list her 

age as being older than she actually was. In terms of being dishonest about her current 

marital status, Melanie believed she would be more appealing if she appeared to be 

single, despite the fact that she was still living with her husband.  Melanie also openly 

acknowledged that she had displayed a photograph which may have been considered 

misleading; 

Melanie: Well I had my glamour photo on. I just looked wow really, I 

didn’t look like (this), it was a glamour photo and yeah I got lots of hits. 

Melanie saw no harm in presenting a photograph which was quite different from the 

way she looked in real life, an act which may be explained by a lack of self-perception, 

however in Melanie’s case, this was more likely due to her lack of self-confidence.  
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Ambiguity 

There were times when some respondents would be ambiguous with the information 

they presented to others.  Clare for example, said she walked every day, however, as 

she pointed out, this was often a short walk to the shops. Clare said people were free 

to interpret that as they wished!   

Clare: It was very tempting on the fitness one, to sort of say things like 

“I used to be, or I had been quite fit’ but I was aware that I wasn’t as fit 

as I had been but I just tried to be as honest, you know ‘not as fit as I 

would like to be, I said I walked everyday which is honest. And I 

thought well people can read into that however they want, I might be 

a walk 10 kilometers a day kind of person or they might see me as 

walking down to the shop everyday kind of person.  You know, I don’t 

know, then it becomes what do you want to see? 

Although Clare and a number of other respondents were ambiguous with an aspect 

about themselves, the catalyst for doing so usually was to portray a self which was a 

better version of their actual or real self. The respondents created what can be viewed 

as a dateable self; or in other words, a self which was specifically intended to showcase 

oneself as being desirable and attractive, by promoting positive interest and 

encouraging an offline meeting. This dateable self is discussed in more depth in section 

4.4.1.   

 

4.3.1e Guidance from Others  

The fifth theme identified from the respondent data was guidance from others. For 

many respondents, the act of constructing their dating profile was one which caused 

feelings of uncertainty, or unease due to wanting their dating profiles to be viewed as 

desirable and attractive, whilst at the same time being both authentic and honest. In 

order to reduce some of this uncertainty, the respondents undertook a number of 

strategies, both online and offline. Table 4.6 illustrates the two codes identified within 

this theme, together with examples of direct quotes from the respondents.  
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Table 4.6: Guidance from Others - Codes and Example Quotes   

Theme Code Example Quotes 

Guidance from  

Others 

Looking for 

guidance online 

“I just read some of the profiles to get an idea of what 

people are saying because you don’t want to be too way 

out or too different from other people because otherwise 

people are just going to think you are weird”(Derek) 

Being helped 

offline 
“My friend helped me set it up, we did it together” (Will) 

 

Looking for Guidance Online 

In order to relieve some of the apprehension they felt during the construction of their 

profiles, many respondents looked at the dating profiles of others for guidance online. 

As Clare’s comments below illustrate, many dating profiles tended to include the same 

type of information about the online dater, and from Clare’s point of view these were 

boring and unappealing. Although this may be explained by the standardisation of 

dating profiles in terms of the questions online daters are asked, the free-text area does 

allow room for individuality and the creation of a unique and enticing biographic 

narrative (Hardey 2004), something which Clare felt was often poorly executed.  

Clare: I had gone and looked at what other women were writing for 

ideas and I just thought “Oh too much, and too much the same”. 

Everyone was writing the same thing and I thought a) are we all really 

that boring and similar or b) do people just not know what to say, so I 

just tended to keep it simple. I guess I was influenced by looking at 

different profiles.  

Melanie: I looked at a lot of them, but I just wanted mine to be short 

and sweet, I didn’t want to say too much. Some people said too much 

stuff ya know. 

From both Clare and Melanie’s points of view, they believed that disclosing less 

personal information on their dating profiles was more beneficial, something they had 

learnt from the observation of other dating profiles, as well as from their own 
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experiences over time. By limiting the amount of personal information they shared, 

they believed this reduced their chances of being quickly dismissed by others.  With 

the increasing popularity of online dating, many respondents spoke of there being a 

greater choice of potential partners, in terms of there being more people engaging in 

this activity.  

Isabelle: There were a lot more men than women, a lot more, many 

men, four times as many probably. So I just cast my net far and wide  

Ellen: One of the things that I had put in my profile was favourite 

movies and one of them that I had put down was Shawshank 

Redemption and millions of guys wrote to me to tell me how much 

they had loved that movie and we had this bond and I was just like, it 

just feels so forced and fake and just weird for the most part. 

A number of respondents found the process of looking at other’s profiles to be helpful, 

as they believed this gave ideas on what to disclose, and it also gave them confidence 

about their own dating profiles. As Gail explains below, she felt compared to other 

profiles, her profile was honest and thus put her in a more desirable position. And as 

Derek explained, he too sought out the profiles of others in order to help with the 

construction of his own profile.  

Gail: I actually looked at women’s profiles and I thought “oh my God 

you have got to be kidding, how the hell are you going to get a man like 

that”? I felt better looking at some of the other women’s profiles, they 

were so bad, I felt mine was at least honest and was me. 

Derek: Yeah I definitely looked at other profiles to help me, and saw 

some things in other profiles that I thought looked cool and thought 

‘that crop shot doesn’t quite do it mate and that’s not necessarily going 

to appeal to the ladies’ and there were quite a few that were quite 

disturbing. So yeah I took all that into account with my own profile 

Although many of the respondents sought out the profiles of others when creating their 

own profiles, there were some who felt that viewing the dating profiles of others was 
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detrimental to the process of creating their own. Kelly spoke of feeling intimidated by 

what she deemed was ‘the competition’, and this created, rather than eased feelings of 

uncertainty for her. In order to overcome this uncertainty and bolster her confidence, 

Kelly preferred to view the dating profiles of men, an act which she felt was more 

beneficial.  She said that she had a tendency to tailor her own dating profile around 

what she believed they were looking for, and this in turn helped reduce her insecurity 

and doubt. 

Kelly: I did it (dating profile) all myself but I did look at other women’s 

because I wanted to see what my competition was like…. you would 

look at some women’s and you would go “well I’m certainly not putting 

my photo on”. I did look at guys profiles and I think they were more 

helpful. You kind of got a feeling about what they were looking for, so 

you could make your profile more about what you got the impression 

they wanted in a person. 

Other respondents made changes to their dating profiles in response to criticism they 

received from others. Derek, for example made changes to his dating profile after 

receiving feedback from his previous partner.  

Derek:  I think for some reason my ex saw it on there and she had a go 

at me and said that I was parading myself, so I think I might of changed 

it and softened it a wee bit after that. 

Many respondents spoke of learning from their past experiences, either from receiving 

and responding to feedback, albeit positive or negative feedback, or learning through 

trial and error. This finding aligns with the findings from Gibbs et al.’s study (2006), 

where they identified a learning dimension. As Richard states below, he had learnt over 

time to be cautious with the information he disclosed on this dating profile, and thus 

the type of self he portrayed, and as such he had reduced the amount of personal 

information he shared, via both his dating profile and during online communication.  

Richard: I learnt not to give stuff away, I was always cautious but yeah 

I learnt. I didn’t give any information out. There are some crack-pots 

on there. 
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The vast majority of respondents in this study sought out some form of guidance or 

help when constructing their dating profiles. Some looked at the profiles of others for 

ideas about what personal information to share, whilst others looked for examples of 

what not to share, and whilst they may not have always found direct help, the 

respondents all felt that they were able to gain some type of encouragement through 

reducing their uncertainties.  

  

Being Helped Offline 

There were a number of respondents who stated that they had employed the help of 

others, in an offline setting, when constructing their dating profiles.  The reasons for 

doing this varied somewhat, however for most of these respondents, this was due to 

uncertainty and hesitation over their ability to create their own profile.  As Henry’s 

comment below shows, he allowed his work colleague to create a profile on his behalf, 

as he didn’t believe he was capable of doing so. 

Henry: This guy at work said “Come on xxxxx you need to get out there 

dating” after the wife died so I said “OK, right on, if you want to, you 

can but I’m not doing it”. I wouldn’t have known where to start. 

Henry received help in setting up his first dating profile, and a number of months 

afterwards he set up a different dating profile himself on a different dating site.  Henry 

said he had felt more confident and self-assured with his second dating profile. Both 

Richard and Will also sought out help from friends in the early stages of constructing 

their dating profiles, and said it was their friends who had given them the boost to try 

online dating in the first place.   

Although it was difficult to ascertain, those respondents who looked to others for help 

in an offline setting, when first setting up their dating profiles, put themselves in an 

advantageous position, in that they had received constructive feedback right from the 

start.  It would appear that seeking out the help and guidance of others early in the 

construction process, leads to a better outcome in terms of creating a dating profile 

which is an honest and true representation of the online dater.   This is discussed 

further in section 4.4.1 of this chapter.   
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4.3.1.1 Summary 

There are a number of key findings which can be taken from this section.  The first 

being in regards to the amount of information which the online daters disclosed on 

their dating profiles. Contrary to previous studies which have shown that more self-

disclosure occurs online (Rosen et al. 2008; Walther 1995), this study suggests that 

this may not be the case.  Earlier research suggests that self-disclosure in an online 

setting encourages more personal information to be shared, however the respondents 

in this study were very strategic in terms of limiting, and being selective with the 

personal information they shared. The respondents were largely unwilling to share 

core aspects about themselves prior to meeting in person, and despite being 

encouraged by the dating websites to share large amounts of personal details, they 

refrained from doing so.  Consequently, this finding indicates that the online 

disinhibition effect (Suler 2004) is less apparent than has been observed in earlier 

studies (Caspi & Gorsky 2006; Rosen et al. 2008). The tendency to disclose less via ones 

dating profile appears to be a more recent behaviour amongst online daters, and as 

such brings online self-disclose behaviours more in line with offline self-disclose 

behaviours. This inclination to disclose less aligns with the more recent dating apps 

such as Tinder, Bumble or Hinge, which predominately feature very few personal 

details about the dater. These dating mobile apps focus on instant attraction and real-

time contact, and with their increased popularity, this may suggest that those who are 

using online dating sites prefer less online self-disclosure and more face-to-face self-

disclosure, something which would naturally occur over a lengthier and slower period 

of time in real life.  

A further finding was the preference for a more formal approach to self-disclosure, in 

terms of the writing style and the use of written communication in one’s dating profile. 

This provides support to earlier claims from Levine (2000) and Suler (2000) who 

argued that poorly written dating profiles would be more likely to be ignored, and 

aligns with the findings from Cooper and Sportolari (1997) who found that online 

daters who are skilful in expressing themselves using textual language, would be more 

advantaged in their online dating endeavours.  
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For the most part, the respondents in this study created a dating profile which 

showcased them as being both attractive and desirable, in order to create positive 

interest.  The self they created via their dating profile was one which was inviting, yet 

did not over promise on what could be delivered in real life. It was a self which was 

fluid in nature, and not a stagnant entity, and it was unique to this particular 

environment. It was specifically created to encourage a date with a potential suitor, in 

other words it was a dateable self. For many of the respondents, help was sought when 

creating their dating profiles, with this help coming from a number of different sources 

both online and offline, including feedback from previous dates, the observation of 

other dating profiles, and their friends, which provides evidence of a learning 

dimension occurring as suggested by Gibbs et al. (2006). 

There is however, less support for the idea that online dating is a numbers game as 

some studies have suggested (Heino et al. 2010; Whitty 2008). Although there were 

several respondents in this study who had been on more than five dates, the majority 

had been on five or less dates prior to meeting their current partner. This indicates less 

emphasis on numbers and more perhaps on ensuring their dating profiles were an 

honest and true reflection of who they were, what they have to offer and what they are 

seeking from a potential partner.   

For the most part the dating profiles created by the respondents were specifically 

created with the market in mind, and although they were not necessarily an exact 

replica of the individual, they tended to ‘highlight the good and ignore the bad’, and 

presented a self which was achievable in the future. Although the respondents stated 

that they took care to present a balanced and genuine profile, there was evidence of 

Ellison et al.’s (2006) foggy mirror view being present. Evidence of misrepresentation 

and/or dishonesty were seen with many of the respondents in this study, however, for 

the most part, this was unintentional, and aligned more with the respondents seeking 

to present themselves in their best possible manner, to encourage an offline date, in 

other words they created an online dateable self.    

The next section of this chapter addresses the second part of the first research 

question. 
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4.3.2 The Evaluation of Others  

The second part of the first question looked at how the respondents evaluated the 

dating profiles of others (as illustrated in Figure 4.3), with three themes being 

identified.  The first theme was looking for unintentional cues, where the respondents 

looked for information which had not been not deliberately or purposely shared, and 

the second theme was checking validity, where the online daters sought ways to seek 

reassurance by undertaking some form of uncertainty reduction strategy. The third 

theme was following one’s intuition which many of the respondents stated had 

occurred when they were making an assessment of the dating profile of others. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.3: Research Question 1b 

 

4.3.2a Looking for Unintentional Cues 

The first theme identified from the respondent data was looking for unintentional cues; 

these were the cues that others would inadvertently provide via their dating profiles.  

As has been mentioned previously, online dating removes many of the verbal and non-

verbal cues which would normally be present when dating offline. With no body 

language or other subliminal primal cues available, the online dater must rely on other 

cues when determining whether or not they are attracted to someone’s dating profile. 

An analysis of the data provided by the respondents in this study gives support to the 

notion that self-disclosure involving skilled, or at least accomplished writing, creates a 

desirable impression, and whilst this may not relate directly to future success, it was 

 

1a: How do online 

daters portray 

themselves? 
 

 

1b: How do online 

daters evaluate 

others? 
 

 

1: How do online daters portray themselves via 

their dating profile and how do they evaluate 

the dating profiles of others? 
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viewed favourably and was considered an important factor when deciding upon the 

attractiveness of someone else’s dating profile.  

Furthermore, the amount and style of information presented or delivered was also 

considered to be significant when making an assessment of the dating profile. Table 

4.7 shows the two codes identified within this theme, as well as examples of quotes 

from the respondents. Although both of these codes are the same as those which were 

identified as being the key factors in terms of the intentional cues which are provided 

by the respondents (see Section 4.3.1a), they differ in terms of how the respondents 

reacted to their presence.  

 

Table 4.7: Looking for Unintentional Cues - Codes and Example Quotes 

 

 

Written and Visual Content 

As discussed previously (Section 4.3.1a), the written and visual content was deemed 

to be important for a number of respondents, in terms of how they portrayed 

themselves to others via their own dating profiles. However, the written and visual 

content on the profiles of others, was viewed to be more important, and this played a 

key role in determining whether or not the respondents would initiate contact with 

someone.  The respondents expressed their belief that the type of language, and the 

correct use of both spelling and grammar provided evidence of the potential dater’s 

intellect and educational level, and when this was viewed positively, it attracted them 

to the online dater’s profile. This aligns with Walther’s (1992) social information 

process theory (SIPT) which claims that subtle cues such as grammar and spelling are 

important clues to one’s identity in computer mediated communication. The text in a 

dating profile is the sole location where online interaction occurs, and it takes on great 

Theme Code Example Quotes 

Looking for 

Unintentional 

Cues 

Written and visual 

content 

“I mean they do have spell-check; surely they could 

just whip it through there” (Isabelle)   

Amount and style of 

information/delivery 

“You’ve got to really look carefully at those photos so 

you can weed out the liars. The photos say more than 

they think they say, men don’t realise that” (Gail) 
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importance and may be used as a security blanket to lessen the risks which are 

associated with traditional face-to-face dating (Suler 2004).  For many of the 

respondents, the information disclosed, and in particular the style of writing used, was 

a filter when deciding whether or not to make initial contact.  

Kelly: I’ll talk with friends and when I text I do sometimes text in 

shorthand but when you are trying to create an impression on a dating 

site, that is not what I want. I was looking for that because it just drives 

me crazy otherwise. They have to be able to (spell and use grammar 

correctly).  

As Kelly’s comments illustrate, she believed that those who came across as skilled 

writers made a good first impression, and although there was no guarantee the dating 

profile had been written by that particular person, it did at least meet with her initial 

approval. Kelly would not make contact with those she felt lacked the skills to 

communicate competently online. Both Henry and Isabelle were similar in that they 

too felt that spelling was an important component of one’s dating profile: 

Henry: I am the same with the spelling thing, spelling is important for 

me. 

  Henry: I think you put xxxx3 or something, yeah 

  Gail: Well yeah I picked something and I thought ‘I like that word’. 

“What are you really saying?” “I don’t know?”  

  Henry: I did make sure the rest of your profile was spelled correctly 

though, I was on alert. 

Gail: Really, I didn’t know that. That’s not very nice. If I had known that 

it might be different. 

 

Isabelle: You can tell though, with the spelling that was a bug-bear for 

me though, I didn’t want anyone who couldn’t spell or explain 

themselves in text well.   

                                                        
3 The misspelt word has been removed to ensure the anonymity of the respondent. 
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Kelly also felt that written language was equally important in any follow up 

communication such as email messages.  It has been suggested by Carey (cited in 

Walter 1992, p. 79) that online text is more informal, emotive and playful, and as such 

is closer to oral communication than other forms of writing. According to Cooper and 

Sportolari (1997), this unique electronic paralanguage allows users to leave in 

uncorrected typos and leave out capitals and standard punctuation in order to convey 

a casual, unpolished relational frame. However, the respondents in this study did not 

embrace this informal type of writing style, instead preferring formal, well written text 

in both the dating profile and initial email communication.  

Kelly: I think sometimes other people have written their profiles for them 

because it will be perfect, written very grammatically and things are spelt 

right and then when you start messaging them, I don’t know if it’s 

because they are lazy that they just write in text language or whether it’s 

just that somebody else wrote their profile, but I’m just “why can’t you 

speak properly?” 

Kelly spoke of being disappointed with the emails she received from potential daters 

whose profiles had initially attracted her. This sudden change in their ability to 

communicate using written language was an issue for many, and it appeared to be a 

common occurrence. As Kelly experienced, some dating profiles she had initially been 

attracted to, due to the well written content, had been misleading. Follow-up 

communication via emails or text messages were poorly written and contained 

grammatical and spelling errors, leading her to believe the initial dating profile was a 

deceptive misrepresentation of the online dater.  

According to a number of respondents, the photograph which was usually displayed 

on ones’ dating profile, could easily be interpreted differently than intended, and 

therefore give off inadvertent cues which were not always favourable.   Thomas for 

example, had used a photograph for his dating profile which Sally had thought was 

deceitful, yet he believed his photograph was an honest and fair representation of 

himself. Thomas was unaware that the type of photograph he had displayed was one 

that is often used by online scammers, who are notorious for being deceitful and 

dishonest. 
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Sally: I actually thought that he was a bogus, because he had a picture 

of him in a cowboy hat on, and I was, and when you get those, those 

idiots, you know those ones…. he had all on his profile this pretty-boy 

picture that they use. He had a professional photo taken, it wasn’t for 

the site but he had one and I was like, whatever.  

Thomas: My wife had booked us into a photo shoot, a glamour one so 

I just used that one. With us guys there are very few shots that we are 

happy with so we don’t have that much of a choice; we just stick with 

one that we think looks alright. 

Other cues such as the clothing worn, or the physical setting of a photograph, were 

taken into account when the respondents were making a decision to either make 

contact, or disregard the dating profile.  As Gail explained, photographs provided more 

than just a view of what the other person looked like, with the background of the 

photograph being just as important. Gail’s dating experiences had made her very wary, 

and she paid particular attention to all the photographs she saw and looked for cues 

which had been inadvertently given off.  

Gail: In their photos you can see people, other people, you know. Or 

their houses or where they are. You know, like more than just the 

person in the photo. That other stuff is important to know. I might have 

seen more into his photos, you know, looked at them carefully, saw 

what was in the background.  You need to do that, if you don’t you can 

miss some stuff. 

It would appear that the halo effect, which is common in social situations (Thorndike 

1920 in Fiore et al. 2008) played a role in how some respondents reacted to the dating 

profiles of other; where a positive impression of a photograph would lead to a positive 

overall impression of the profile, or vice versa.   With the limited cues available in this 

environment, the interview data showed that there was a tendency to rely more on the 

photograph when making decisions about whether or not to make initial contact with 

someone. 
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Amount and Style of Information/Delivery 

Several respondents spoke of being slightly surprised when they met their partner for 

the first time. This was due to having formed a different impression in their minds 

about the type of person they were to meet, based on the information which had been 

presented on their dating profiles.  As Nick states, he thought Melanie was going to look 

like a ‘gym-bunny’, with Henry also assuming Gail was going to be sportier than her 

dating profile had suggested. Whilst neither Melanie nor Gail may have deliberately 

been trying to deceive, they did both present selves which were more aligned to their 

past or perhaps future selves, rather than their actual current selves.  

Interviewer: Was she what you expected when she first walked down 

the drive? 

Nick: Not as such no, because she had said she liked going to the gym. 

So you then you get this impression of a gym-bunny, so you think ohhh 

it’s not what you sort of expect.  

Henry: Gail’s photo was her but I guess she isn’t as sporty or maybe 

into the same outdoor things as me from the things that were on her 

profile, I got a different impression of her from her profile. 

When past selves were displayed on one’s dating profile they were more often over-

looked and quickly dismissed by the partners of the online daters, however when 

ideal, future or possible selves were presented, these were not so easily ignored.   

Thomas: A lot of people say “I like this and I like that”, like the classic, 

“I love walking” and I love this and that and then you find out they 

don’t really, you know. 

Clare: Men would often put themselves at the taller end rather than 

the shorter end and clearly some guys were lying big time. 

As both Thomas and Clare explain, there was less tolerance for claims about oneself 

when these claims were clearly untrue.  These were considered to be deliberately 

deceptive and were for the most part considered unacceptable.  In her vast experience 
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of online dating, Gail found that many men portrayed themselves differently on their 

dating profiles, and it wasn’t until she met them in person, did this become apparent.  

Gail: Some of them said that they are young and they have been old. 

Some of them said that they’ve been thin and they’ve been fat. Or 

they’ve got hair and they’re bald. A lot of them lie about their, men lie 

about their age. That was the most common thing that I met – their age 

and I don’t understand why they would do that because it can’t add up.  

For Gail, this level of deception was not acceptable and she was unforgiving with those 

daters who she found out had been lying, and over time she become less trusting and 

more cynical with her attitude and approach to online dating.   

Gail: When you see a profile that is so full of information about them, 

you just get bored. I think the brain can only take a certain amount of 

it anyway, because if you do see such a big novel you go ‘Jesus he’s up 

himself, my God, who the hell is that’? 

Nick: The kinds of profiles that don’t work are the ones where people 

over-inflate themselves, you know. Don’t over-inflate yourself, 

because the bubble is going to burst as soon as you meet.  You know, 

if you describe yourself as this and you turn up and you’re not, it’s 

going to be ‘see ya later’, it’s gone from the start. So you need to be 

reasonably honest. 

Many respondents spoke of being offended or repelled by dating profiles which they 

considered to be over-inflated or containing over-extravagant descriptions of 

themselves.  As both Gail and Nick explain, these dating profiles were usually quickly 

dismissed and ignored. 

 

One further area which a number of respondents spoke about was the connection 

between online dating and marketing or advertising, in terms of how other daters 

presented themselves.  A number of respondents felt that dating profiles were similar 

to products which could be found on a supermarket shelve or similar.   
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Thomas: It (online dating) tends to be a bit like a friggen shopping list 

and you are looking at the goodies on the shelf and you just pick the 

one that looks you know, without reading the ingredients on the back.   

Ellen: Dating sites remind me of a bakery I used to go to, with like 16 

types of bread, Swiss bread, dill breads, fantastic breads and then 

about eight different types of meat and all the different kinds of 

cheese, the mustards, all the condiments. They would ask “what type 

of bread do you want, what type of meat do you want, what type of 

cheese, what type of spread, you can pick that one, or that one, or the 

third one from the shelf?” I don’t want to choose, I just want to have a 

small array from which I can easily choose from.  And I honestly do 

think that is part of what online dating is; there is this crazy 

abundance of choice. It’s near impossible. 

As both Thomas and Ellen explained, they felt dating profiles were indicative of 

products or shopping lists in that they felt they were on display for others to select or 

choose from. This idea of promoting, selling one’s self, or self-marketing has been 

noted in previous studies (Heino et al. 2010; Whitty 2008), with the notion of 

relationshopping having been put forward by Heino et al. (2010). Evidence of this was 

observed amongst other respondents, who referred to their dating profiles and dating 

experiences in terms of advertising, branding and being in the market:   

Kelly: A few of my close friends knew (I was online dating) but I didn’t 

want everyone knowing I was kind of out there advertising myself.   

Frank: Part of my making it (the dating profile) as accurate as possible 

was because that is my brand, that is my values right there and that is 

the way it is. 

Layton: And a lot of people that I met were on both dating sites, and I 

guess when you are in the market so to speak, the more the merrier, 

it’s like a smorgasbord, so you have more to choose. 
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Online dating has been described as the ultimate form of self-marketing (Peters et al. 

2013), and there was an awareness of this amongst a number of respondents in this 

study.  

 

4.3.2b Checking Validity  

The second theme identified from the respondent data in terms of evaluating the 

dating profiles of others, was the act of checking validity. In order to filter out less 

desirable or unwanted online daters, many respondents sought ways to verify or seek 

reassurance about those doubts or reservations, or validate the authenticity of the 

information, by undertaking some form of uncertainty reduction. Table 4.8 presents 

the two codes identified within this theme, together with examples of direct quotes 

from the respondents. The act of reducing uncertainty differed for each respondent, 

with some being particularly attentive, and going to great lengths to ensure they had 

reduced as much uncertainty as possible, whilst others engaged in little or no strategic 

activities.   

 

Table 4.8: Checking Validity - Codes and Example Quotes   

Theme Code Example Quotes 

Checking 

Validity 

Warranting 

“Going into google and putting in their name to see what 

comes up and if they are on the most wanted list, yep I sure 

did” (Henry). 

Meeting quickly 
“I think the biggest advice is to use it as a connecting place 

and get off it as quickly as you can” (Derek). 

 

Warranting 

A number of respondents spoke of having been disappointed after meeting someone 

whom they had communicated extensively with online, only to be dispirited when they 

did meet in person, and for that reason they said they were more cautious with future 

interactions.   
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Clare: I think without even meaning to you start to build them up as 

something in your head, that even if it’s reasonably accurate it still 

won’t be the same as seeing that person in reality. And I think because 

of that you will always be disappointed even if it’s not anything to be 

disappointed about, it’s like that instant meeting will be like ‘Oh that’s 

not quite what I was expecting.  

 

Unlike the online dating participants in Gibbs et al.’s (2011) study, only a few 

respondents in this study sought to verify the information which had been disclosed in 

the dating profiles of their current partners. With the ability to easily conduct Google 

searches or use other social media platforms, such as Facebook or Instagram, to 

validate information about someone, it was somewhat surprising that so few 

respondents utilised these methods to undertake full warranting behaviour.    

  

According to Berger and Calabrese’s (1975) uncertainty reduction theory, in the early 

stages of getting to know someone, people have a need to gain information about that 

person in order to reduce their uncertainty. This is particularly important when 

deciding whether or not to initiate a relationship (Berger & Calabrese 1975).  Despite 

there being increased opportunities to use the internet to search for information, the 

majority of the respondents undertook very little information searching prior to 

meeting their partner. Both Ellen and Frank looked each other up on their workplace 

websites, and Clare stated that she googled her partner Derek prior to meeting in 

person. 

Frank: I think I gave her my website. It puts a stamp of legitimacy on 

the process, it’s not stalking, it’s making sure that things are OK.  

Clare: He told me he was a lawyer so I asked what law firm and he told 

me and I googled him at his law firm and sure enough there he was on 

the website along with his name, and I thought just checking.  
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One method which was used by a number of respondents, was to verify the information 

which had been disclosed on a potential suitors dating profile.  Kelly for example, 

would ask questions to check for reliability and consistency. 

Kelly: I would ask the same question in different ways to see if I got 

the same answer. And it was just a case of “when I asked you that the 

other way, and I would never pull them up on it, I would just stop 

talking to them, I’d be like nah. 

This technique was used to filter out those who may have been less honest with the 

information they disclosed on their dating profiles. 

 

Meeting Quickly 

Despite the immense amount of technology available to the respondents, most spent 

very little time reducing uncertainty by communicating online. Instead the vast 

majority chose to quickly move all communication away from the computer mediated 

environment, into the offline environment. The quotes below provide examples of why 

the respondents met quickly. 

Derek: I generally met them pretty quickly; I didn’t see much point in 

chatting endlessly if it wasn’t going to end in a meeting so I didn’t.   

Anna: I think it’s really important to me to meet as soon as possible 

because you don’t want to establish any kind of relationship with them 

online before you meet them because of that whole “are they really 

portraying who they say they are. 

Isabelle: Personally I think people hold information about themselves 

on these dating sites, things like what they do but isn’t that getting to 

know someone, asking them about their past. It’s better to meet them. 

 

The respondents believed that face-to-face communication was the most effective form 

of reducing any uncertainty they were experiencing, or to validate the authenticity of 

the potential suitor.    Not all respondents did this immediately, however, based on 
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their previous online dating experiences, they had learnt that this was the most 

beneficial means of reducing uncertainty, and deciding if they wished to pursue a 

relationship further offline. As Anna explains, she had been on a number of previous 

dates and they had been disheartening due to the individuals not being who they had 

portrayed themselves as being: 

Anna: I met two different guys, the first guy, well he had six children 

and no job and that hadn’t been offered as information before I met 

him. The second was a bit of a drifter from up north whereas he 

portrayed himself as quite a stable working man. 

 

A number of respondents spoke about being disappointed when they met someone in 

person, and acknowledged that they had built up their expectations unrealistically.   

Derek: Meet the person quickly, after you have started chatting, don’t 

chat forever and a day and then meet them because otherwise you are 

going to build up a picture that may not be what reality is or it may not 

be realistic and you may end up disappointed. 

Gail: if you don’t meet them soon because they can sound really nice 

even on the telephone and you can think wow this is a really nice 

person, then you actually get a rapport up and then you are so 

disappointed. You’ve got to be realistic about them otherwise you are 

in for a shock, don’t build them up in your head. 

 

As both Derek and Gail had discovered after being disappointed in the past, it was more 

beneficial to meet in person; instead of communicating online for any lengthy period 

of time.  This they both believed was a vital part in their online dating success.  
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4.3.2c Following One’s Intuition 

The third theme identified was one which was more subtle and less definable, in terms 

of how the respondents evaluated the dating profiles of others, however having an 

Intuition about others was a common occurrence with the respondents.  The following 

table (Table 4.9) provides an example quote for this identified theme. 

 

Table 4.9: Following One’s Intuition - Example Quote  

 

Many of the respondents interviewed in this study, stated that they felt an instinct or a 

perception about someone early on when evaluating their dating profile.  Previous 

research has shown that a women’s intuition or gut feeling is a significant method used 

in online screening of potential dates (Padgett 2007), however some studies have 

questioned the wisdom of this, given that scammers often exploit the vulnerable 

emotional state of users (Bonabeau 2003; Huang, Stringhini & Yong 2015), which 

leaves their gut feelings clouded.  Many respondents spoke of trusting their instincts 

and allowing this feeling to propel them into making their first connection, whether it 

be through sending a wink or a smile, or sending a message.  Although a number of 

respondents acknowledged that they had misjudged some people in the past, and felt 

disappointment once they had made initial contact, most believed that had been 

correct in their initial assessment of someone.   

Clare: I think trust your instinct on it but don’t be fussy. The ones that 

are really hot and the ones that look amazing just forget it… they aren’t 

probably going to have a lot of time for you because they are too busy 

getting involved in themselves. So go for that average sort of look 

without selling yourself short, just go for someone who seems nice.  

Yvonne: What got me, was that there was effort put into what was 

written rather than just blah blah, blah, you know or lies, lies, lies. I 

Theme Example Quote 

Following One’s 

Intuition 

“I reckon if there are any alarm bells going off, then trust your feelings 

because nine times out of ten they will be right” (Sally) 
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just trusted my gut instinct but I don’t remember there being a lot on 

there. 

Many of the respondents in this study used their instinct online, however even more 

stated that they relied on this feeling when meeting for the first time offline.  

Zane: The first time I went around to her (Yvonne’s) place to watch a 

movie and I sat on the couch and she put her legs up on my lap and I 

thought “yep this is pretty cool”. 

 Yvonne: I just felt so comfortable around you which was what I 

wanted.  

 

Ellen: I remember seeing him (Derek) and immediately excusing 

myself to go and use the loo because I could tell when I saw him that 

it was for real, that it was serious, and I just thought if I had been 

thinking of using this as casual way to just get back into a relationship 

or I thought that this could be a rebound thing from my husband, I 

could tell that that wasn’t the case. I could tell that Frank just had this 

real sincerity about him his face kind of lit up when he saw me which 

was really kind of sweet and I was really kind of overwhelmed by that,  

so I just kind of ran away into the bathroom. But then I came out again 

and we went out for dinner and we had the loveliest time. It was 

immediately something real which was a surprise. 

This initial face-to-face meeting was deemed to be most reliable method of evaluating 

someone, and thus deciding if there was an attraction. This attraction was vital, and 

needed to be present in order for the relationship to continue. The respondents in this 

study however, found it difficult to specifically define what this attraction was, instead 

referring to it as a gut feeling or intuition.  As Ellen describes above, she just knew that 

her first encounter was special and there was an immediate attraction to Derek.  
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4.3.2.1 Summary 

There are several findings which can be taken from this section. The first finding from 

how the online daters evaluated the dating profiles of others, was their reliance on the 

written content. The importance of these non-verbal cues gives some support to 

Walther’s (1992) social information process theory (SIPT). A central premise of this 

theory is that relational processes take time, with those interactions which take place 

in this online environment tending to be slower than face-to-face interactions.   In his 

research Walther (1992) found that online partners ask more questions and disclose 

more information about themselves than their face-to-face counterparts, and as such 

the subtle cues such as grammar and spelling are vital clues to ones identity in this 

environment.  Recent extensions to the SIPT have included the variable of anticipated 

future interaction and this hyperpersonal model (Walther 1996; Tidwell & Walther 

2002) suggests that communication which occurs online can cultivate relationship 

which are more intimate than their face-to-face counterparts (Farrer & Gavin 2009). 

Although the respondents in this study did use cues such as grammar, spelling and 

photographs, which were both given and given off, there was little evidence of 

increased intimacy due to increased self-disclosure.  A number of respondents stated 

that due to past experiences, they had learnt to not build up false hopes or unrealistic 

expectations, and they preferred to make their own assessment of someone in person, 

rather than relying on self-disclosed information. Although previous research has 

suggested that the hyperpersonal effect (Walther 1996) is common in online 

environments, there was very little evidence of this occurring in this study. Although a 

number of respondents spoke of feeling dissatisfaction when meeting offline for the 

first time, they quickly learnt that the over-processing of information which was only 

partial or fragmented (Tidwell & Walther 2002) was not beneficial, and as such they 

learnt to be more cautions and not rush into an evaluation of someone so quickly.  

The second finding shows that despite there being ample opportunities for the 

respondents to validate the authenticity of what was disclosed on the dating profiles 

of others, very few respondents did so.  Previous research has stated that online daters 

are faced with a vulnerability when revealing personal details to others, and due to this 

will seek ways to verify or seek assurances about any potential dates (Gibbs et al. 
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2006).  Although earlier studies have shown that with the anticipation of meeting face-

to-face, online daters are more likely to show an increase in the desire for authentic 

clues about the potential date’s appearance, attitudes and even behaviour (Walther, 

Van Der Heide, Hamel & Shulman 2009), very few incidences of this occurring were 

observed in this study.  Findings from Gibbs et al.’s (2005) earlier study showed that 

online daters undertook few warranting behaviours, however in their more recent 

study, they found that online daters employed a number of uncertainty reduction 

strategies, such as Google searches and checking public records (Gibbs et al. 2011). 

Although the internet freely provides the opportunity to undertake warranting 

searches, the respondents in this study purposely chose to limit this behaviour.  

Instead, they elected to quickly move communication offline and met in person as a 

means of reducing uncertainty.  This desire to meet quickly in person shows 

similarities to what is the norm for recent mobile dating apps such as Tinder, Hinge or 

Bumble. Based on the findings from this study, online daters appear to prefer a much 

less drawn out online experience, instead preferring to create a dateable self which 

involves disclosing only a small amount of information about themselves, and then 

meeting in real life to decide if they wish to continue any further with a relationship 

offline, thus there was little evidence of Berger & Calabrese’s (1975) uncertainty 

reduction theory occurring.  
 

The third finding shows that many of the respondents relied on their own gut feelings 

or intuition when making an evaluation of the dating profile of others.  The majority of 

the respondents in this study said that they trusted their feelings and used this 

intuition both online and then offline when making an evaluation of a potential partner. 

Many of the respondents stated that they were right in trusting their feelings, and 

acknowledged that there was an indescribable attraction or a positive intuitive feeling 

present, when they first met their current partner offline.   

The following section addresses the second sub-research question which investigates 

how the creation of a dating profile effects the self-identity of the online dater.  In 

relation to this, the concepts of self-growth, liminality and identity shift will be 

addressed.  
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4.3.3 The Impact of the Dating Profile on Self-identity 

The second research question sought to understand how the creation of a dating 

profile effects the self-identity of the online dater. Whilst asking this question two 

additional questions were also asked, with the first seeking evidence of an identity shift 

occurring amongst the online daters, and the second question asking if the process of 

creating an online dating profile leads to self-growth.  Given that the concepts of self-

identity, identity shift and self-growth are more abstract in nature, and thus difficult to 

specifically ask about whilst interviewing, the following findings are based on a broad 

content analysis which includes the respondent data, the respondent synopsis and the 

field notes.  

Through the process of creating a dating profile, online daters are placed in a position 

of needing to evaluate their self, and for many of the respondents in this study, this 

provided an opportunity to re-create, or at least re-assess how they viewed 

themselves, and more importantly, how they wished others to view them.  This offered 

a unique opportunity to rebuild and potentially start anew, in terms of the self-concept 

or self-identity they chose to present to others. Online dating provided the means, and 

the tools for a number of respondents to make significant changes in their lives, by 

enabling them to recapture lost self-confidence or self-esteem. Ellen for example, 

stated that she portrayed herself via her dating profile as someone who was very 

confident and socially at ease in society, yet she acknowledged this was not how she 

felt in real life.  

Ellen: I was trying to portray myself as more light-hearted and socially 

at ease than I was. I was trying to portray myself as someone who 

could just go out or have a date with someone or just have fun but I 

wasn’t that person at all.  

Kelly was similar to Ellen, in that she first tried online dating as a means of ‘testing the 

water’ after her marriage had ended, acknowledging that she initially only used the 

dating site to assure herself that she was still attractive to others.  
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Kelly: I initially probably went on there to see if I was still attractive to 

somebody else so to speak actually. I probably tried to come across a 

lot more confident than what I actually felt. Like people would be like 

“oh, meet me” and I would be like “Umm, I not sure if I’m actually ready 

for that”, when it actually came to it. 

Kelly admitted to being hesitant about actually meeting someone through the dating 

site in a face-to-face encounter, preferring instead to just chat online. However, over 

time she gained the self-confidence she was lacking, and this was reflected in her 

willingness to actually meet a potential suitor offline.  As she became more self-assured 

with her single status, and received feedback through encouragement and support 

from others, Kelly became more aligned with the person she was portraying herself to 

be, on her dating profile. Ellen’s initial foray into online dating was similar, as she 

originally tried online dating due to being in an unhappy marriage, and although she 

stated that she had no definite intentions of meeting someone, she admitted to using 

online dating as an interim means of moving from one stage in her life to another.   

Ellen: The relationship I was in was so sticky and so uncomfortable 

and I just wanted to be reassured that I could have a relationship with 

someone else that wouldn’t be like that, but I wasn’t necessarily 

expecting through the online thing that it was going to be a real one. It 

was maybe going to be like putting out some feelers and getting a 

better reassurance that ‘oh yeah if I wanted one I could’, but I probably 

wasn’t going to pursue it.  

Both Ellen and Kelly created online dating profiles to initially portray themselves as 

being more confident online than they were in real life, and over time they were able 

to successfully transfer and continue with that portrayal into the offline environment. 

During the time they engaged in online dating they took the opportunity to rebuild and 

re-create a self-identity, which had originally been disembodied, into one which 

became re-embodied. This action also aligns with an identity shift, a concept where 

online self-presentations can bring about changes to one’s identity by internalising 

traits which are recognisable in a public or semi-public online environment (Gonzales 

& Hancock 2008).   
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For both Kelly and Ellen, the feedback and interaction they received from others in this 

public environment of online dating, gave them the reassurance and encouragement 

required to create a self which was much more confident and outgoing than the one 

they initially had when they first decided to engage in online dating. They were able to 

embrace this modified identity which they had fashioned online, transfer this identity 

into an offline environment, and continue indefinitely with this newly re-embodied 

self, which strongly suggests that Belk’s (2016) re-embodiment occurs in this 

particular environment. 

 

Derek also acknowledged that the self-identity he portrayed via his dating profile had 

changed during the time he engaged in online dating, due to becoming more 

comfortable with his single status and being more accepting of this new role. Although 

Derek had initially engaged in online dating for fun, over time he realised he was 

looking for a more permanent and stable relationship, and in order to attract a 

desirable partner, he adjusted his dating profile to align with the type of person he was 

hoping to attract.  

Derek: I did change my profile, but I guess I only tweaked it as I was 

coming to terms with how I was changing as a person in terms of now 

being single. I guess I was starting to look for something, I had had a 

bit of fun and that was good, but it wasn’t anything permanent so I 

guess I was wanting something a bit more real and permanent. I think 

I probably tinkered with it every so often.  I think I was just getting a 

bit more confidence in looking after myself and being by myself and 

being an individual. 

 

Of those respondents who had been on previous dates, the majority stated that they 

had made some form of modification to their dating profile, based on feedback received 

whilst dating. These changes were made in order to improve and increase their 

chances of meeting someone in the future. Derek for example, explained that since the 

separation from his wife, he was constantly altering his dating profile and re-

evaluating his self-identity, with this being associated to the type of relationship he 

was looking for at that particular time.  
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As has been stated previously, there is no doubt that online dating can be beneficial to 

shy people, as it allows them to build self-confidence and meet people in an 

environment which is less daunting and confrontational than an offline environment. 

For a number of respondents in this study, this was a key factor in their online dating 

experience; as Layton explains:  

Layton: I consider myself quite shy so I struggle to just walk up to 

somebody and start a conversation so I found internet dating a great 

way to break the ice, and even though the first coffee date or whatever 

was hard work, after a while it became fun so yeah. It helped me be 

less shy as a person I think, I kind of gained confidence in myself. 

As James’ comment below illustrates, he too found the experience of online dating 

challenging, but he acknowledged that the environment was one which placed him in 

an advantageous position to meet people.  The anonymous nature of this environment 

allowed him to do something he said he would not have felt confident doing in real life. 

The dating site provided a platform and the tools where he could easily express himself 

through his dating profile, and this helped him overcome his shyness of meeting 

women.   

James: If I had stayed home I wouldn’t have had the gumption to meet 

Isabelle, I would have been too shy. I wouldn’t have done it. I would 

have dreamed about doing it but I would never have done it. Going to 

Europe gave me the self-confidence to try online dating, you need 

some confidence to try it, it’s too hard if you are shy.  

For those respondents who were using online dating as a tool to make changes to their 

self-identity, whether these be moderate or significant changes, they all shared a 

similarity in terms of being in a stage of liminality.   For most people, their lives are 

spent with relatively stable self-concepts and identities, reflecting social roles which 

are well established and paying attention to building and maintaining life structures 

(Levinson 1978). However, when events such as divorce, parenthood or death occurs, 

these are often marked by a significant change in one’s important life roles (for 

example, wife to divorcee), which can create identity uncertainty.  In the course of 
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these significant life transitions individuals can pass through several discrete phases 

(Schouten 1991; Warner 1959), with these phases having been identified as 

separation, transition or liminality, and incorporation or aggregation (van Gennep 

1960). According to Turner (1967), individuals who are in a liminal state are 

ambiguous, “since this condition and these persons elude or slip through the network 

of classifications that normally locate states and position in cultural space” (p. 94).  

Both Kelly and Ellen were in a liminal period of their lives when they first engaged in 

online dating, as were Layton and James. They were not alone, as there were also a 

number of other respondents who were also identified as being in a state of liminality 

or ambiguity. Melanie for example, had deliberately constructed her dating profile in 

order to meet someone, so she could leave her unhappy marriage. She acknowledged 

that she portrayed herself as more self-assured and confident on her dating profile 

than she actually was in real life. 

Melanie: I just wanted mine (dating profile) to be short and sweet, I 

didn’t want to say too much….It was lovely, people would of probably 

looked at it and not realised it was me, so that is probably why I put it 

on there, do you know what I mean? I just wanted to get away from 

my marriage, you know? 

 

The information Melanie disclosed or perhaps more importantly, the information she 

chose to not disclose on her dating profile, was used to orchestrate a change in her 

marital situation and thus the particular role she had previously identified with. 

Melanie was experiencing a period of uncertainty and ambiguity in her life, and her 

desire to leave her husband and find another man was so intense, she deliberately 

portrayed herself in a manner which she believed would be considered attractive and 

desirable to others.  Melanie ensured that the information she disclosed on her dating 

profile, both via her profile photograph and the written content, showed her as being 

confident and self-assured, however Melanie readily admitted that she lacked these 

qualities in real life and was doing her best to ‘fake it until she made it’, as she stated. 

This concept of liminality amongst the respondents is discussed in more detail in 

section 4.4.2.  
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For the respondents in this study, the opportunity to alter, modify or even shift their 

self-identity, was unlikely to be the main reason they first engaged in online dating.  

Although a number of respondents stated that they only signed up to an online dating 

to help navigate a particular difficult period in their lives, such as the ones Melanie or 

Kelly describe above, they all chose this particular consumption activity for a largely 

unambiguous reason, that is, for the opportunity of finding a romantic partner.   

However, for many of the respondents in this study, online dating changed their lives 

in a positive manner, and evidence of self-growth was observed with these online 

daters.  Self-growth has been defined as a desire to become a better version of oneself 

(Jain et al. 2005), and this was seen amongst those who gained the confidence through 

creating an online identity, which showcased them as being positive and outgoing,  and 

subsequently embracing this new identity, and continuing with it offline. 

 

4.3.3.1 Summary 

The first finding to be taken from this section was evidence of online daters using 

online dating as a valuable tool to help re-create or at least modify their self-identity 

when they were in a state of liminality. Many of the respondents in this study 

acknowledged that they were in a transitional period of their life, in that they were 

between roles.  Some respondents were actively seeking to move from being single to 

finding a partner, however others were in a period of ambiguity and were less certain 

of their self-identity. The process of creating and then presenting a dating profile was 

beneficial for many of the respondents in this study, as it gave them the opportunity to 

re-assess and in some cases make changes to their self-identity, in an environment 

which is public in some areas, yet private and controllable in others. Many of the 

respondents spoke about the public nature of online dating sites, which aligns with 

Walther et al.’s (2011) suggestion that public behaviours led to substantial shifts in 

self-descriptions and a consistent change in one’s behaviour.   This further aligns with 

Kelly and Rodriquez’s (2006) notion of identity shift, which suggests that a repeated 

pattern of self-presentations followed by audience feedback, and an internalisation of 

those self-presentations, can ultimately lead to self-concept or identity change. Closely 

related to identity shift, is Cooley’s (1902) looking-glass self, which explains how 
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individuals see themselves reflected through the reactions they receive from others.  

This was evident amongst many of the online daters in this study, as they made 

changes to their dating profiles based on the feedback they received from others, the 

observation of other profiles, or from their own past experiences.    

This notion of feedback from others closely relates to Markus and Wurf’s (1987) 

suggestion that identity is a joint construction of an individual, those around them, and 

the situation they are in, which aligns with Belk’s (2016) concept of constructed 

identity. As previously mentioned, many of the respondents made changes to their 

profiles based upon the feedback of those around them, whether this be from other 

online daters, from observing other profiles or from friends. This provides evidence of 

Belk’s re-embodiment through online constructed identity (2013; 2016) occurring in 

this unique environment.   

A further finding taken from this study relates to self-growth. Evidence was sought to 

determine if self-growth occurs amongst online daters, and this was observed amongst 

the online daters. Many respondents acknowledged they had embraced their newly 

constructed online identities, which they considered to be a better version of them self, 

which in turn had given them the confidence to meet someone offline and enter into a 

successful relationship.  

 

The next section in this chapter discusses the findings from the respondent data. 
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Discussion of Findings  
 

4.4 Discussion of Findings 

This section of the chapter is an overall summary and discussion of the findings from 

the respondent data.  To recap, in order to investigate the relationship between the 

construction of an online identity and the successful formation of a relationship 

initiated through an online dating site, the following research question was asked: 

What is the relationship between online identity construction and 

offline success for online daters?  

The following questions provided guidance to elicit the relevant questions:  

1. How do online daters portray themselves via their dating profile, and how do 

they evaluate the dating profile of others? 

i. What aspects of selves do online daters portray and how do they 

negotiate discrepancies in these? 

2. How does the creation of an online dating profile affect one’s self-identity? 

iii. Is there evidence of an identity shift occurring amongst online daters? 

iv. Does the creation process lead to self-growth? 
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4.4.1 The Portrayal and Evaluation of Information 

In order to understand how online daters construct their identity on a dating site, it 

was important to first look at how they portrayed themselves via their dating profiles, 

and also how they evaluated the dating profiles of others.  In order to investigate this 

process, a framework of offline and online self-disclosure theories was utilised. As this 

research was qualitative in nature, these theories were not tested as such, however, 

evidence was sought of their existence in order to explain how online daters portray 

themselves and evaluate others in this unique environment. There was no evidence of 

the social penetration theory (Altman & Taylor 1979) occurring amongst the 

respondents in this study, with most online daters preferring to share a small amount 

of personal information, before quickly meeting offline. This would appear to be a more 

recent behaviour amongst online daters, and may be influenced by the introduction of 

dating apps such as Tinder, Hinge or Bumble, which rely predominately on 

photographs and a very limited amount of personal information.   The second theory 

was Berbers and Calabrese’s (1975) uncertainty reduction theory, which has been 

supported in previous studies, and although there was some evidence found amongst 

the respondents in this study, reduction of uncertainty was largely achieved by 

meeting in person quickly, rather than through checking information using third 

parties or internet searches, as has been found in previous studies.  It is difficult to 

ascertain why so few respondents sought verification online, given that there was 

amble opportunity to do so, however this may be due to personality types, or as some 

respondents commented, they never thought to do so. 

The third theory used to explain the behaviour of the respondents was the social 

information processing theory (Walther 1992). This theory proposes that when 

individuals are motivated, and allow enough time to exchange social information, 

relationships that are developed online will form at the same pace as those established 

offline (Walther 1996; Walther & Burgoon 1992). Furthermore, this theory reasons 

that due to the lack of verbal cues, other cues will be used as a means of gaining 

information.  There was limited evidence of this occurring amongst the respondents in 

this study, as there was no indication of increased intimacy due to exchanging 

information online, however there was evidence of respondents paying attention to 
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cues such as photographs and the written content of the dating profiles. The 

respondents stated that these cues were carefully sought out in their evaluation of the 

potential suitors.   

The fourth theory to explain the respondents’ behaviour was the hyperpersonal effect 

(Walther 1996), which relates to the previous social information processing theory.  

The hyperpersonal effect states that in an online environment individuals will have a 

greater focus on minimal cues, and will over process this partial information, creating 

an exaggerated image of someone.  There was very little evidence of this occurring in 

this study, however many respondents were aware this could occur, and in the past 

some respondents had experienced this, and as such made concerted efforts to prevent 

this happening again.  This was largely avoided by meeting in person as quickly as 

possible.  

One final theory which was used to help explain the behaviour of the respondents was 

Suler’s (2004) online disinhibition effect, which refers to the loosening of social 

restrictions, which would normally be present in face-to-face encounters, during 

interactions with others online.  Although previous research has suggested that the 

online environment encourages more disclosure of information (Caspi & Gorsky 2006; 

Rosen et al. 2008), this was not observed amongst the respondents.  Although the 

dating sites encouraged the sharing of personal information, the majority of the 

respondents were very selective with what they disclosed, and preferred to wait until 

they met in person before sharing.  Interestingly, this finding aligns with recent dating 

apps such as Tinder or Bumble, where very few personal details are shared.  These 

instant dating mobile applications focus more on real-time contact and an immediate 

attraction (given there is only a profile photograph and a small amount of personal 

details provided). Given the limited amount of information disclosed by the online 

daters on their dating profiles, and the preference to meet in person, it appears that 

online daters are more comfortable disclosing information about themselves, in a more 

natural offline environment, over a lengthier and slower period of time.  

These findings indicate that the self-disclosure behaviour of the respondents in this 

study, was not typical of the online daters who have been investigated in many of the 

previous studies.  There are several factors which could account for these differences, 
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with the first being that this study involved only successful online daters. Their 

responses were based on their past actions, rather than predictions or speculation of 

future behaviour.   A further factor was the timing of the research, as nowadays online 

dating has become an accepted means of seeking a romantic partner, therefore there 

is more knowledge and less stigma surrounding this activity, and as such online daters 

are more aware of the potential pitfalls which can occur.  This may therefore account 

for why the respondents in this study chose to meet in person sooner rather than later 

in order to reduce uncertainty, and quickly establish if there was a physical or 

emotional attraction.  

The individual interviews conducted with the respondents indicated that the vast 

majority of the respondents had been upfront and honest with their portrayals of 

themselves, including the personal information they disclosed and their profile 

photographs.  However, when the partners of the respondents were interviews 

separately, and questioned about their partners profiles, the findings were slightly 

different, with some inaccuracies being pointed out.  When the dyadic or joint 

interviews were conducted, these inaccuracies were often discussed, and this provided 

an opportunity for the respondents to respond to this claims, allowing many to explain 

their actions and behaviours.  These inaccuracies tended to be centered more on the 

activities the respondents said they liked to do, and in some cases, the photographs the 

respondents displayed. In the online dating literature, there have been numerous 

reports of online daters posting photographs that are of other people or are deemed to 

be misleading in some way, however  Levine (2000) explains how misrepresentation 

can occur when online daters must decide which photograph to display;  

“Each person has to find a photo that represents him or herself, the way he or 

she wants to be seen, by the other. What happens all too often, however, is that 

the person’s self-image is distorted and the pictures portray them at their peak 

– younger, thinner, with more hair, in better shape etc.”                                 (p. 569)   

 

These inaccuracies in terms of the photograph presented, as well as the personal 

information disclosed, tended to be more unintentional than purposeful. This finding 

aligned more with the respondents having a foggy mirror view of themselves, which  
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Ellison et al. (2006) described as being the gap between self-perceptions and the 

assessments made by others; something which may be triggered by a limited view of 

self-knowledge,  or a slightly distorted self-image or self-perception. This finding 

shows the importance of interviewing the respondents in both separate and dyadic 

interviews. Although both types of in-depth interviews drew out valuable descriptions, 

and information, the dyadic interviews allowed the respondents to share and compare 

their perspectives, probe further and challenge one another, which resulted in more 

accurate and richer descriptions.   

In terms of how the online daters portrayed themselves, the findings showed that the 

respondents made a substantial effort to create a dating profile which they believed 

put them in a position where they would be viewed as appealing and desirable, thus 

creating positive interest.  The respondents were aware that they needed to ensure 

they were presenting a self which was inviting, yet at the same time did not over 

promise on what they could deliver.  Many acknowledged that the online dating 

environment provided the opportunity to create an inflated version of themselves, 

which would be highly desirable to others. However, most were careful to not over 

promise on what they could deliver, and instead presented a self which was fashioned 

for the purpose of promoting positive interest and attracting a date with a potential 

suitor.  This created self has been termed the online dateable self, and it was, for the 

most part, a genuine self. This self was not necessarily a true or real self, rather it 

aligned with how others viewed them; in other words it was a personal self which 

reconciled with a looking-glass self. This self was co-constructed with those around 

them, as well as the environment they were in.  The feedback and help the respondents 

received from both online and offline sources, was utilised when constructing their 

dateable self.   

The concept of self-growth can be used to explain why the majority of the respondents 

in this study chose to create a dateable self; a self which was somewhat different to 

their actual self.   According to Jain, Apple and Ellis (2015), personal self-growth is 

where one has a desire to become a better version of oneself, and it has been suggested 

that relationships, especially romantic relationships, have the potential to contribute 
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and provide a context which is ideal for discovery, development and self-growth 

(Didonato & Kreuger 2010; Rogers 1961). This need for self-growth was identified 

amongst the respondents who were seeking to make changes in their lives following a 

disequilibrating event, a life transition or a change in identity roles. To date the the vast 

majority of self-growth research has focused on self-improvement (Jain et al. 2015), 

passion (Vallerand 2012; Vallerand & Rapaport 2017) and emerging adolescents 

(McLean et al. 2010; Waters & Fivush 2015). Ellison et al. (2006) tentatively suggested 

that the construction of an online dating profile may be the beginning of a self-growth 

process, where individuals strive to close the gap between their actual and ideal selves, 

however until this study, there has been no research to date which has sought and 

found evidence of this occurring. 

In terms of how the online daters responded to the discrepancies they found between 

the self which was portrayed online, and the self they encountered offline, the findings 

were somewhat unexpected, given that some discrepancies were significant. 

Discrepancies between marital status, occupation, smoking habits and physical 

attributes, among others, were all identified, however these were all deemed 

acceptable once the respondents met in person.  This finding supports previous studies 

which have identified dishonesty as being common amongst online daters (Ellison et 

al. 2006; Hitsch et al. 2010; Toma 2017), although these studies found that they tended 

to be more self-enhancing, rather than overly malicious. This would appear to be the 

same for this study, as despite the level of dishonesty observed, the majority of the 

respondents considering these discrepancies insignificant once they met in person 

offline and quickly disregarded them.  

A number of the respondents talked about their experience of online dating in terms 

of how it related to marketing, and the notion of selling or advertising themselves. 

Online dating has been described as the ultimate form of self-marketing (Peters et al. 

2013), with Lair, Sullivan and Cheney (2005) describing self-marketing as the effort 

individuals apply to create and position the self as a package which is presented to 

others.   
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Treating online dating like an exercise in commerce and marketing can seem 

antithetical to the process of trying to find a date or a long-term relationship. 

After all, dating is all about putting your best, most authentic self forward and 

we associate marketing with an attractive line of bullshit that’s intended to 

lure in a bunch of suckers eager to be separated from their hard-earned 

money.                                                                                                (Dr. Nerdlove 2013) 

Just as Dr. Nerdlove suggests, online dating can be considered an exercise in self-

marketing, one which requires attracting the right attention and then holding on to it. 

To be successful Dr. Nerdlove suggests one has to think like a marketer, after all they 

have a product (the online dater) which they are trying to move; therefore it is 

important to put thought into packaging that product. This connection to marketing 

has been noted in previous studies (Heino et al. 2010; Whitty 2008), and based on the 

comments from the respondents in this study, this association still holds true.  

A further finding from how the respondents evaluated the dating profiles of others, 

was to rely on their own intuition or gut feelings. Despite more recent research 

suggesting that this is unwise (Huang et al. 2015), the majority of the respondents in 

this study stated that they trusted their own feelings about someone, and used this 

intuition when decided to correspond online, and equally importantly when they met 

offline in person.  Research has shown that people can be attracted to someone without 

knowing exactly why, and according to Hariri, Bookheimer and Mazziotta (2000), 

when it comes to romance, people are not as rational as they may believe. This is due 

to one’s limbic system (which is a part of the brain), an area which deals with emotions, 

and it can override and modify conscious thinking (Hariri et al. 2000).  Research has 

suggested that humans know within one second whether someone is physically 

attractive or not (Fisher 2006), and both men and women often make up their minds 

about whether an individual is an appropriate long-term partner within the first few 

minutes of meeting him or her (Sunnafrank & Ramirez 2004), a concept which the 

findings from this study support.   

 

http://www.doctornerdlove.com/2013/01/just-be-yourself/
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4.4.2 Self-Identity and the Online Dater 

The following findings relate more specifically to the self-identity which the online 

daters created via their dating profile.  One of the key findings which can be taken from 

this study is the notion that online daters are using online dating sites for dual 

purposes. Not only are they seeking a romantic partner, but they are also using the 

dating site as a tool to modify, reconstruct, and in some cases undergo an identity shift. 

For many of these respondents, their personal identities were challenged as a result of 

being in an ambiguous liminal period due to becoming detached from a previous role, 

which bought about identity uncertainty and created a need to reconsider and even 

reassess their self-identity.  

 

The following definition put forward by Noble and Walker (1997) for a liminal 

transition aligns closely with what was observed with many of the respondents in this 

study.  

A change in a significant life role marked by a  transitional or liminal period 

during which (a) personal identities are suspended, producing significant 

psychological consequences, and (b) symbolic consumption may be used to 

facilitate the transition to the new role.                                                                (p. 32) 

A number of consumer research studies have looked at liminality in various contexts, 

in both offline and online environments. These studies have investigated the 

behaviours of young tourists (Apostolopoulos, Sonmez & Yu 2002; Eiser & Ford 1995; 

Ford & Eiser 1996), truck-drivers (Lippman, Pulerwitz, Chinaglia, Hubbard, Reingold 

& Díaz 2007), first-time mothers (Cappellini & Yen 2016; Madge & O’Connor 2005; 

Ogle, Tyner & Schofield-Tomschin 2013) and cyberbullying (Kofoed & Stenner 2017) 

amongst others.  The findings from the research conducted by Madge and O'Connor 

(2005) which explored how new mothers used cyberspace as a liminal environment, 

during the time they were in a liminal life space, shows similarities with the findings 

from this study. Just as new mothers used the online environment as a place to ‘try out’ 

different versions of motherhood, the online daters in this study also tried out different 

versions of their selves in the online dating environment. Madge and O’Connor (2005) 

posited that liminality transition could occur between online and offline environments, 
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and this research supports this claim.   Evidence was found of online daters’ trialling 

different identities whilst in a state of ambiguity or liminality, and once they had 

reconciled their identities through the creation of a dateable self, they then moved 

their re-embodied identity offline.  

 

Noble and Walker (1997) proposed the Liminality Transition Model (as shown in 

Chapter 2, Section 2.4.1), however although this model recognises that there is a period 

of role ambiguity once there has been a detachment from a previous role, and prior to 

the assumption of a new role, it does not take into account the process involved in 

adjusting and resolving changes to one’s self-identity.   Through the creation of a 

dateable self, the respondents in this study undertook various processes and strategies 

during the time they were in a liminal state, in order to reconcile their portrayed and 

perceived selves, through various forms of feedback from others, observing the 

profiles of other daters, and from their own dating experiences. Therefore, in order to 

explain these findings, the following Extended Liminality Transition Model (Figure 4.4) 

has been proposed to address and illustrate the processes which the online daters in 

this study undertook, whilst moving from a period of ambiguity or uncertainty, in 

terms of their role or self-identity, through to the achievement of a new role, and in 

some cases a modified or shifted self-identity. This proposed model is an extension of 

Noble and Walker’s (1997) model, as it includes an additional stage or phase labelled 

Reconciliation.    The online daters in this study who entered a liminal period of 

uncertainty and ambiguity, spend time assessing and making adjustments to the self 

they wished to portray to others.  Using feedback and their own dating experiences 

they eventually created a self which they were happy to commit to in an offline 

environment.  This reconciliation period allowed the online daters to explore and trial 

various identities in an environment which was semi-public but still in their control.   
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Figure 4.4: Extended Liminality Transition Model (adapted from Noble & Walker 

1997) 
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For the majority of the respondents in this study their decision to engage in online 

dating came about due to a significant life changing event, such as a marriage break-

up, or the death of a loved one.  For example, Derek’s desire to engage in online dating 

was brought about by the separation from his previous partner, and this triggered a 

need to alter the situation he was in (being lonely and single), thus he was seeking a 

new romantic experience.  Derek used the process of online dating to help him 

transition away from a previous identity into a new role. During this stage according 

to Noble and Walker (1997), an individual must first symbolically detach themselves 

from their prior role in order to prepare to take on the new role. Although Derek met 

several people when he began online dating, he stated that he was not ready for a 

serious relationship, and it was not until he met his current partner Clare, that he felt 

he was ready to make a more permanent commitment to a relationship. When Derek 

first engaged in online dating he acknowledged he was at a different stage in his life, 

and was more interested in having fun and moving on from his previous marriage. 

Derek recognized that his behaviour altered during the separation and liminal periods, 

and over time he made changes and became more comfortable with his new role of 

being single. The self-identity he created through the creation of a dateable self aligns 

with Noble and Walker’s (1997) assertion that when one enters an ambiguous liminal 

period, the search for a new self-identity or self-concept begins.  

Research to date has predominately suggested that liminality is bought about by a 

triggering event (Noble & Walker 1997), and although this was observed with many of 

the respondents in this study, there were a number of respondents who turned to 

online dating out of curiosity or boredom, rather than from a significant triggering 

event. Although these respondents undertook online dating for reasons such as 

curiosity or reassurance in terms of their appeal to the opposite sex, they still appeared 

to have gone through a period of uncertainty or possibly liminality, just as those who 

had experienced significant triggering events. This appeared to be significant enough 

to disrupt their internal sense of self and resulted in a dis-embodiment of their former 

self, and the eventual commitment to a re-embodiment of their newly created self.  

However, further empirical testing is required to determine if these respondents did 

transition through the various stages as outlined in the extended liminality transition 

model, despite not experiencing a significant triggering event.  
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4.5 Conclusion 

The findings of this research show that online dating can be used as a valuable tool for 

self-assurance, self-confidence, and in some cases, modification, reconstruction and 

even undergoing a shift in one’s self-identity.  Online dating sites are essentially 

offering a mirror, in that they require the online dater to reflect upon who they are as 

a person, and what they are seeking in a potential partner. Once those attributes have 

been identified, the online dater must then present and disclose that information in the 

form of a dating profile.  The purpose of this study was to investigate the relationship 

between the construction of an online identity through the disclosure of personal 

information and the successful formation of a relationship initiated through an online 

dating site.  Given the uniqueness of the online dating environment, coupled with the 

rapidly changing acceptance of online dating as a means of finding a long term 

romantic partner, it is important to understand how the self-disclosure behaviour of 

individuals effects their self-identity.   

There are several key findings which can be taken from this study, with the first being 

evidence of individuals using online dating as an opportunity to make adjustments to 

their self-identities, during a period of ambiguity and role uncertainty in their lives. In 

order to fully understand the processes which were involved and how the respondents 

responded to these, a new model which builds upon the previous model of Noble and 

Walker (1997) has been proposed. This new model named the Extended Liminality 

Transition Model includes an additional phase or stage which has been labelled 

reconciliation. This additional stage addresses what occurs during the period in which 

individuals who are in a stage of liminality, assess and adjust their self-identities, in 

order to reconcile between their portrayed and perceived selves.  Once they have 

completed this reconciliation and created a new identity, they can then move out of the 

liminal period and into a new phase where they no longer have a disembodied self, 

instead committing to a re-embodied self. This newly re-embodied self has been 

constructed online with the help of others; with this help coming from feedback 

received from other online daters, observing the dating profiles of others, and through 

previous dating experience. This finding provides empirical evidence of Belk’s (2016) 
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concept of re-embodiment through online constructed identity occurring in this 

environment.   

Related to this finding is the significant role that feedback plays when individuals are 

in a position which requires a presentation of their online self-identity. With virtual 

worlds having been described as identity workshops (Bruckman 1993), there has been 

much speculation about the effects of online social interaction and its potential to 

transform personality (Walther et al. 2011). McKenna and Bargh (2000) claimed that 

individuals may find contacts online from whom they can elicit feedback which 

validates presentation of their true selves, and these episodes can lead to shifts in their 

subsequent offline self-presentations as well (Bargh, McKenna & Fitzsimmons 2002). 

Previous studies have suggested that one’s awareness of an audience, enhances the 

effect of self-presentation on one’s identity (Kelly & Rodriquez 2006; Tice 1992), and 

this was observed amongst the respondents in this study.  The feedback individuals 

receive from other online daters, appeared to be conducive to triggering a response 

which lead to a shift in their self-identity.   

Furthermore, the findings from this research confirm that for those respondents who 

were using online dating as a means of making changes to their self-identities; they 

went through a process of self-growth. Previous suggestions by Ellison et al. (2006) 

that online dating may play a role in the self-growth process are confirmed, with a 

number of respondents having used online dating as a means of becoming a better 

version of themselves by closing the gap between their actual and ideal selves. Through 

the creation of a dateable self, these respondents were able to reflect upon their 

identity and be comfortable with who they were as an individual, and continue with 

this newly re-embodied self-identity offline.   

Finally, success in terms of online dating in this research was defined as a relationship 

which started on an online dating site, and continued rather than dissolved offline 

(Baker 2002; 2005).  All the respondents in this study were successful online daters, 

however for many of those individuals, time and effort was required before success 

was achieved.  The respondents put effort into creating a dating profile which they 

believed was appealing and desirable to others. Although they were aware that the 

online dating environment provided the opportunity to create an idealised or 
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enhanced version of themselves, for the most part, they took care not to over inflate or 

over promise on what they could deliver.  They created a self with the market in mind, 

by showcasing themselves as being desirable and attractive to other potential daters. 

The online dateable self they created was unique to this environment, and it drew upon 

various types of selves, by showing a compromise between their portrayed and their 

perceived selves.  Although this dateable self was first developed for an online 

performance, the respondents were aware that it also needed to be able to be moved 

seamlessly to an offline performance in order to them to be successful online daters.  

 

The following chapter concludes this thesis, by presenting the research contributions, 

the methodology contributions and the managerial implications from this study. The 

limitations in this study, and the directions for future research are also presented, as it 

a self-reflection.
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Chapter Five 

Conclusion 
 

5.1 Introduction 

The aim of this research project was to investigate the relationship between the 

construction of an online identity through the disclosure of personal information using 

a dating profile, and the successful formation of a relationship initiated through an 

online dating site.   As stated in chapters one and three the primary question guiding 

this research was:  

What is the relationship between online identity construction and 

offline success for online daters?  

This concluding chapter first discusses the research and methodology contributions 

from this study. Following this, the managerial implications, the limitations in this 

study, and directions for future research are presented.  
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5.2 Research Contribution 

Through exploring the construction of online identity through the self-disclosure 

behaviour of successful online daters, the findings from this study contribute towards 

a number of bodies of literature pertaining to self-disclosure, identity formation, 

identity shift, liminality and self-growth.  

This study sought to understand if the action of creating a dating profile could act as a 

tool, for not only initialising a meeting with an individual, in the hope that this would 

lead to a long-term romantic relationship, but also as a means of modifying or 

reconstructing aspects of one’s identity. Evidence was found of this occurring, with 

respondents using online dating as an opportunity to portray themselves as being 

more confident and self-assured than they actually were in real life. For many of these 

respondents, online dating provided the opportunity to alter, and in some cases, 

reconstruct or shift aspects of their identity during a period of ambiguity and role 

uncertainty in their lives. Many of the online daters in this study were in a liminal 

period, and through feedback and reassurance from others, as well as learning from 

past dating experiences, they were able to evaluate and then make adjustments to 

aspects of their self-identity, which then enabled them to move out of the liminal state 

they were in. 

In order to explain this process, it was necessary to add to Noble and Walkers’ (1997) 

existing liminality model, by including a further stage which has been termed 

reconciliation (see Figure 5.1). The inclusion of this reconciliation period was vital to 

explain the process of creating an identity in this particular environment, as it 

specifically addressed the assessment, adjustment and settling of the online daters’ 

self-identity during their dating process.  As mentioned, this process relied on the 

feedback of others, with the respondents using the received information to modify, or 

in some cases reconstruct their identity.   This concept of constructed identity online 

is key to this research, as Belk (2016) has recently suggested that due to the way in 

which we can represent ourselves online, there has been a movement from ascribed 

identity, to achieved identity and most recently constructed identity; a movement 

which was observed amongst the respondents in this study.  During a period of 

liminality the online daters went through a process of moving from a disembodied self, 
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to a re-embodied self, where they reached a level of identity achievement. Once this 

was attained, the online daters gained the confidence to successfully transfer this re-

embodied self offline, in what has been identified as an identity-shift.  As an identity 

shift occurs when an individual’s self-perception changes as a result of feedback to 

one’s self-presentation (Gonzales & Hancock 2008), there is evidence from this 

research to support the notion that identity shifts can and do occur in this online dating 

environment.     

  

 

 

 

 

In the past it has been suggested that online daters should adopt a marketplace 

mentality in the way they view online dating (Heino et al. 2010; Whitty 2008), and a 

number of respondents in this study acknowledged that online dating is  an exercise in 

self-marketing, although this tended to be viewed more in a negative manner. The 

online daters knew that needed to create a dating profile which would stand out from 

other profiles, however at the same time, they understood they need to ensure their 

dating profiles were enticing enough to attract the desired audience, yet not over 

promise on what they could actually deliver.   

Figure 5.1: Extended Liminality Transition Model (adapted from Noble & 

Walker 1997) 
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Therefore the online daters in this study created what has been labelled an online 

dateable self; a self designed to serve the sole purpose of showcasing oneself as being 

desirable and attractive, by promoting positive attributes, creating interest and 

encouraging an offline meeting. This created self was unique to the online dating 

environment, and was achieved through a reconciliation between one’s portrayed and 

perceived selves.   

For all the respondents in this study, the activity of online dating changed their lives in 

a positive manner, and for many of these respondents, they gained the self-confidence 

and self-esteem they had been lacking prior to online dating. For these respondents, 

the construction of an online dating profile was the beginning of a self-growth process, 

where they strived to close the gap between their actual and ideal selves.  This research 

therefore provides evidence of self-growth occurring in this unique environment.  

 

5.3 Methodology Contribution 

Online dating research to date has predominately focused on the individual dater, 

rather than on dating couples.  Although there have been a number of studies which 

have investigated online dating success involving couples (Baker 2002; Gibbs et al. 

2006; Moreno 2008), these studies have all used individual interviews or surveys.   

This study however, employed both individual interviews and dyadic interviews.  The 

information obtained from the individual interviews with the respondents was rich 

and informative, however, the dyadic interviews elicited a much greater depth of 

information from those respondents.  Although dyadic interviews have been 

commonly used in medical and family research, they have rarely been used in this area 

of consumer behaviour and self-marketing research.  The dyadic interviews 

encouraged the online daters to build on each other’s comments, through a process 

which has been named sharing and comparing (Morgan 1996). By comparing their 

own points of view, the respondents were able to differentiate their own thoughts 

about online dating, and this encouraged the respondents to discuss areas which they 

would not have discussed in an individual interview. The dyadic interviews elicited a 

more spontaneous enthusiasm, and as the same interviewer conducted all the 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1098214015611244
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interviews, a subjective impression of the differences in interview dynamics was 

observed, and this provided valuable insight about the online daters.    The use of these 

two types of in-depth interviews was a strength of this research, and should encourage 

future studies to also utilise this type of valuable data collection. 

 

5.4 Managerial Implications 

The findings from this research project suggest a number of implications for online 

dating website operators.  The first of these is a recommendation for a feedback system 

to be available for online daters when they first construct their dating profiles.   

Although recent studies indicate that there is less stigma in looking for a romantic 

partner online, evidence from this study suggests that there are still those who are 

reluctant to ask for help from close friends or family when creating their own dating 

profile.  Therefore, a feedback system which would allow online daters to submit their 

dating profile for constructive feedback, would be beneficial. This would be 

particularly useful for those who lack the confidence, self-esteem or self-perception to 

produce a dating profile they are happy with. 

The second managerial implication addresses the need for online dating to occur in 

real time.   The findings from this study showed that rather than spending weeks or 

months communicating online, by disclosing personal information with a potential 

suitor, which  often led to disappointment when they met in person, the respondents 

preferred to arrange a face-to-face date quickly, and only disclose a minimal amount 

of information about themselves prior to this.  Whilst several online dating websites 

have added a mobile application to their services, the potential to grow this market 

should not be ignored.  Offering a dating service which fits between what is available 

on FindSomeone or NZDating, and Tinder or Bumble would address these changing 

needs of online dating site consumers.   

The third implication stems from the characterisation of online dating as a 

consumption activity in a traditional product marketing sense.  The idea of dating 

being akin to a marketplace applies to traditional forms of dating, however it reaches 

new heights in online dating. This was particular evident amongst the respondents 
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who associated their dating activities, and in particular the creation of a dating profile, 

to a consumption or marketing process.  Many respondents felt they were ‘products’ 

to be consumed, and this was viewed in a negative manner for most.  In order to 

overcome this perception, online dating website operators should look at ways to 

decrease this, by reducing or eliminating the shopping or catalogue view their websites 

offer.   

 

5.5 Limitations 

There are several issues that need to be borne in mind when reading the findings of 

this study.  Firstly, as the aim of this thesis was to gain an understanding of the 

relationship between the construction of an online identity through the disclosure of 

personal information, and the successful formation of a relationship initiated through 

an online dating site, the findings for this research relate specifically to the outcomes 

as told by the respondents in this study. It is not intended that these findings be 

generalised to other online contexts such as social networking sites or chat rooms, 

although some findings may be applicable. 

A limitation of this research was relying on the memories of the respondents to recall 

the details of their dating profiles. As all respondents in this study were no longer 

active members of online dating sites, many of the respondents no longer had access 

to their previous dating profiles. For the respondents that did have access, this was 

enormously helpful to recall small details such as their usernames or specific 

demographic details. Those that did not have access, initially had some issues with 

recalling the exact details of their dating profiles, however in order to overcome this 

limitation, the respondents were shown a screen shot or a mock-up of a dating profile 

of the dating site they used, which proved to be an effective means of helping them 

recall specific details of their own dating profiles.  

A further limitation to this study is the New Zealand context. The respondents were all 

based in New Zealand and lived in the South Island. The respondents were from very 

similar ethnic groups (New Zealanders and British) and their ages were within a 

similar age bracket (30 – 50 years old). As mentioned in the discussion, the New 
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Zealand culture is very similar to that of the British or Australian culture, however it 

may differ from other cultures, including America, Europe and particularly Asia.    

Previous research has recognised that asking online daters to report their dishonesty 

is an ineffective means of seeking answers (DePaulo et al. 1996; Gibbs et al. 2006; 

Kashy & DePaulo 1996), as online daters are likely to lack accurate self-perception and 

are unaware of their misrepresentation, or they are unlikely to admit to their 

dishonesty (Finkel et al. 2012). Therefore, in order to overcome this potential 

limitation, the partners of the respondents were asked about any deception or 

misrepresentation they had observed on their partners profiles. This proved to be an 

effective means of determining untruthfulness, as many respondents were able to 

provide examples of dishonesty or misrepresentation they had observed on their 

partners profiles.  By interviewing the couples separately they were able to answer this 

question honesty with no repercussions to this disclosure of this information, and as 

such this limitation was largely overcome.   

 

5.6 Future Research 

An area of potential future research is the differences in self-disclosure and self-

presentation behaviour of online daters from a gender perspective.  Previous research 

has suggested that females tend to disclose more information about themselves 

(Dindia & Allen 1992), although this is dependent upon the subject and audience. 

Although the aim of this study was not to identify gender differences, the data collected 

from the in-depth individual and dyadic interviews suggests that the male online 

daters revealed more personal information about themselves on their dating profiles.  

This would appear to be more from them following the instructions on the dating 

websites, rather than making a conscious decision to disclose more information about 

themselves. However, future research is required to determine if this is the case and if 

so, the reasons why. A further reason for explaining the level of self-disclosure, may 

relate to the personality traits of the online daters, as previous research has suggested 

that one’s personality dictates self-disclosure behaviour (see Cozby 1973). While this 

may explain why some online daters were willing to share more, via their dating 
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profiles, this is purely speculative and would require future research to determine if 

this is the case.  

One further area of recommended future research is to investigate the previously held 

understanding that liminality is only bought about by a triggering or disequilibrating 

event (Erikson 1968; Marcia 1998; 2002; Noble & Walker 1997). There were a number 

of respondents in this study who turned to online dating out of curiosity, boredom or 

reassurance; rather than from a significant triggering event. They did however appear 

to go through a period of liminality and uncertainty, which stimulated role changes 

which were significant enough to disrupt their internal sense of self and created a dis-

embodiment of their self.  Therefore, it is possible that non-significant triggering 

events may also induce a period of liminality, however more evidence is required for 

this claim to be made and future studies should consider investigating this.  

 

5.7 Personal Reflection 

The first chapter of this thesis began with my own personal account of online dating, 

therefore it is fitting that this thesis ends with a personal reflection of the journey this 

thesis has taken me in terms of online dating. As this research project came about from 

my own dating experience, I hoped to gain personal insights into the type of self and 

information online daters disclosed on their dating profiles, and how this linked to 

success in terms of establishing a long-term relationship offline.   

In an ideal world this chapter would conclude with me saying that I did meet the love 

of my life online, and we are now living happily ever after, unfortunately, this is not so.  

I can, however, end this thesis on a positive note.  The time I spent interviewing the 

successful couples was rewarding and I have remained friends with many of the 

couples.  I have witnessed two of the couples marry and one couple have recently had 

their first baby. It is their stories and experiences which give me hope for any future 

online dating activity I undertake. During the course of interviewing the couples I 

learnt to have faith in my ability and not be so harsh on myself.  I recognised some 

faults in my online dating behaviour, and over the period of writing this thesis, I have 

learnt to accept who I am, and be more confident.  When the time is right, I will happily 

give online dating another go, and this time I do believe I will be successful. 
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5.8 The Last Word 

In order to conclude this thesis, I will address the research question; what is the 

relationship between online identity construction and offline success for online 

daters? The findings from this study provided several answers to what contributed to 

the online dater’s success. The first of these was having the ability to reconcile between 

ones portrayed and perceived selves. The second was being able to portray oneself in 

a manner which was realistic and achievable, and the third was having confidence in 

one’s self to succeed. 
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Appendix A: Interview Schedules 

FOR INDIVIDUAL RESPONDENTS 

Start by introducing myself and talking about my background and what bought me here and 

anything else which can be beneficial for building a rapport and helping the respondents feel 

comfortable. 

Tell me about you as a couple  

How long have you been together? 

Tell me about your partner, what is it about him/her that you admire/like etc.? 

 

Thinking back to your internet dating days, tell me about them. 

How long were you on dating sites? 

How many people did you meet?  

Online conversations  

                     Texting, telephone conversations  

Actual dating 

              How long did you wait before you moved from online to offline? 

Was this always the case? 

 

               Your profile on the dating site, tell me about that. 

Tell me about your user name? 

Did you have a photo(s)? 

Tell me about that photo and why you used it? 

Did you get help with your profile? 

Did you look at other profiles to give you an idea of what to write? 

 If yes what did you think of other profiles? 

What type of information did you disclose?  

What was the decision for this? 

How much information did you disclose? 

What was the decision for this? 

Did you change your profile at all? 
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Were you always honest with the information? Height, weight, age, hobbies etc 

Did you leave out any information on purpose? 

Did you fill in all the areas? 

 

What kind of person were you trying to portray?  

The person you were at that time? / The person you used to be? / The person you wanted to be in the 

future? /  

  Someone different? 

Thinking back to when you found each other online, what can you tell me? 

How long did you communicate online for? 

When did you make the movement from online to offline? 

When did you communicate by other means, email, phone etc? 

Tell me about your first date 

Was your partner what you expected? 

 How was he/she different? 

Were any ‘exaggeration’ or ‘harmless lies’ discovered? 

Do you think there is a risk factor with online dating? 

Do you think you or your partners profiles reflect the people you are in real life? 

     How do you think society views online dating? 

What advice can you give to someone who is new to or perhaps not successful at online dating? 

 

FOR COUPLES 

Go over any areas which the individuals were uncertain about, e.g. dates, timing, user-names 

(providing that this is ok with each individual). 

 

What kind of profile do you think doesn’t work? 

Is there anymore you would both like to add? 

Thank you both for your time 
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Appendix B: Respondents Synopses 

The narrative synopsis and the field notes of the respondents who were interviewed 

for this research project are included on the attached USB drive.  

  

 

These synopsis’ offer an overview of the respondent’s online dating activities, both as 

individual daters and as a couple, and the field notes are my own views and 

observations of the couples which I took immediately (or the following day) after I had 

conducted the in-depth interviews.   

 

 

Appendix C: Respondent Interviews 

The transcribed interviews with the respondents are included on the attached USB 

drive.  
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Appendix D: Pictorial Imagery  

The following images are examples of the pictorial diagrams which were first used in 

the coding process to show similarities and dissimilarities between the couples as well 

as the individuals.  
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Appendix E: Thematic Coding and Thematic Map 

The following tables provide examples of the ideas or concepts within the respondent 

data, which were used to create the themes.  

Providing Intentional Cues 

The cues which were available for the daters to display on their dating profiles. 

 

Being realistic about what to disclose on one’s profile 

Taking care with the spelling and grammar used in one’s profile 
 
Displaying a photograph which was honest and true to oneself 

Written and visual 

content 

 

Being honest and upfront with the information disclosed 
 
Disclosing enough information to attract interest, however not over disclosing 
 
Ensuring that the style of information was suitable 

Amount and style of 

information 

 

  

Through a Foggy Mirror 

The gap between one’s self-perception and how they present themselves and the assessment made by others. 

 

Unawareness of what they have presented and how it is perceived 

Lacking the skills or ability to present oneself  in a genuine manner 

Being egotistical and over-confident 

Cues given off 

 

Leaving out information to prevent exclusion, judgement or from fear of rejection 

Unintentionally leaving out  vital information 

Being naïve about what to disclose on one’s profile 

Detrimental omittance of 

information 

 

Having an unawareness of one’s self 

Having low self-esteem 

Not being able to present oneself in the best possible manner due to a lack of self-appraisal 

Lack of self-perception or 

self-appraisal 

 

1a: How do online daters portray themselves via their dating profile? 
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Using a Balanced Representation 

Having the skill, putting in the effort and putting their best self forward, whilst finding an equilibrium which they 

were happy with. 

Having a need to be upfront with what was disclosed 

Not over-inflating oneself via their profile 

Having an understanding of what information to disclose  

Being happy with the dating profile they presented 

Acknowledging one’s expectations and dating ability 

Being able to compromise  

Creating a good impression 

Understanding there can be trade-offs  

Being positive and true to oneself 

Not over promising on who they are 

Being honest and realistic 

Displaying one’s values 

Showing manners and  integrity  

Being open and frank about oneself 

Showing that they are having fun and are an enjoyable or likeable person 

Presenting a genuine self 
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Presenting Multiple Selves 

Presenting a dating profile which tended to highlighted the positive attributes, and this was achieved through 

using future, ideal, possible and past selves 

Showing an over-inflation of one’s self 

Exaggerating one’s self ability or self identity 

Embellishments, lies, dishonesty 

Contradictions 

Deception 

Coming across as how one wants to be, not how they are at present  

Being over-confident 

Showing elements of wishful thinking via self- disclosure 

Stretching the truth slightly 

Desirability 

Being strategic with self-disclosure 

Over embellishing elements of one’s self 

Strategizing with the information to disclose 

Ambiguity 

 

 

Guidance from Others 

The various means by which the respondents engaged with others in order to feel confident with how they 

presented themselves. 

Feeling unsure about one’s ability to create a dating profile or attract interest  

Being new to online dating so looking at the profiles of others 

Lacking the experience to create a dating profile 

Feeling insecure in their own dating ability, so looking at the profiles of others for 
reassurance or ideas. 

Wanting to (or not wanting to) stand out too much from the profiles of others 
 

Looking for guidance online 

Lacking the confidence to create an authentic profile by oneself 

Lacking the skills to create an authentic profile by oneself 

Seeking out a second opinion from friends 

Being helped offline 
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Looking for Unintentional Cues 

Looking for information which was not purposely or deliberately disclosed by the other. 

 

Looking for good versus poor spelling  

Looking for appropriate versus poor grammar  

Looking for background information in photographs 

Seeking out filters via unintentional disclosure 

Written and visual content 

 

Being wary of profiles with too much information 

Avoiding those who came across as over-confident 

Avoiding those who show arrogance or too much self-importance 

Looking for consistencies or inconsistencies in information disclosed 

Seeking genuineness and authenticity in a dating profile 

Avoiding profiles which are vague 

Amount and style of 

information/delivery 

 

Checking Validity 

Making sure that the information which has been presented is true and accurate. 
 

 
Not trusting one’s dating ability, therefore seeking to confirm the information provided 

Not wanting uncertainty so checking for discrepancies 

Having a lack of trust 

Being risk adverse 

Having a need for reassurance 

Warranting 

 
Having a  need to validate authenticity  in person 

Reducing tension and unease 

Bypassing prolonged online communication 

Wanting to determine if there is a physical attraction 

To overcome apprehension and alleviate stress or worry 

To prevent forming unrealistic images or ideals of someone 

 

Meeting Quickly 

 

1b: How do online daters evaluate the dating profiles of others? 
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The following is the thematic map which was used to guide the findings and discussion. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Following One’s Intuition 

 

Trusting one’s inner or gut feelings  

Being aware of potential scams or acts of dishonesty 

An unexplainable feeling of attraction 

Feeling at ease and compatible with someone 

 

1a: How do online daters 

portray themselves? 
 

 

 

1b: How do online 

daters evaluate others? 
 

 

 

1: How do online daters portray themselves via 

their dating profile, and how do they evaluate the 

dating profiles of others? 
 

By providing 
intentional 

cues 
 

By looking for 
unintentional 

cues 
 

 

Through a 
foggy mirror 

By using a 
balanced 

representation 
 

Through 
presenting 

multiple selves 
 

With the 
guidance from 

others 

By following 

one’s intuition 

 

By checking 
validity 
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Appendix F: Ethics Information Sheet     
 

 

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN IDENTITY CONSTRUCTION AND 
SUCCESS IN ONLINE DATING 

 

 
INFORMATION SHEET FOR PARTICIPANTS 

 
  
 

 
Thank you for showing an interest in this project.  Please read this information sheet 
carefully before deciding whether or not to participate.  If you decide to participate I thank 
you.  If you decide not to take part there will be no disadvantage to you and I thank you 
for considering my request.   
 
 
What is the aim of the project? 
 
This research is being carried out as part of my PhD degree at the University of Otago, 
Dunedin, New Zealand. The aim of this project is to investigate the relationship between 
self-concept, self-disclosure and success for those who use online dating sites to find a 
partner. 
 

What type of participants are being sought? 
 
Twelve (12) couples over the age of 18 years old who started their relationship on an online 
dating site are sought for this project. Participants will be recruited through online 
discussion forums and/or word-of-mouth and will be given a $50 grocery voucher as an 
appreciation of their involvement. 
 
    
What will participants be asked to do? 
 
Should you agree to take part in this project, you will each be asked to participate in an 
informal interview which is estimated to take between 30 - 60 minutes.  
 
I acknowledge that the topic of this project may be sensitive and private to you, please be 
assured your identity will remain anonymous and you will not be identifiable in any way. 
 
Please be aware that you may decide not to take part in the project without any 
disadvantage to yourself of any kind. 
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What data or information will be collected and what use will be made of it? 

The data collected will explain the relationship between self-concept, self-disclosure and 
success for those who use online dating sites to find a partner.  
 
This project involves an open-questioning technique and with your permission the 
interview will be audio recorded to assist with later analysis. The general line of questioning 
will involve the relationship between self-concept and self-disclosure and success in your 
online dating experience.  The precise nature of the questions which will be asked have not 
been determined in advance, but will depend on the way in which the interview develops.   
 
In the event that the line of questioning does develop in such a way that you feel hesitant 
or uncomfortable you are reminded of your right to decline to answer any particular 
question(s) and also that you may withdraw from the project at any stage without any 
disadvantage to yourself of any kind. 
 
The results of the project may be published and will be available in the University of Otago 
Library (Dunedin, New Zealand) but every attempt will be made to preserve your 
anonymity.  
 
The data collected will be securely stored in such a way that only those involved in the 
project will have access to the data.  At the end of the project any personal information 
including audio tapes will be destroyed immediately except that, as required by the 
University's research policy, any raw data on which the results of the project depend will 
be retained in secure storage for five years, after which it will be destroyed. 
 

 
What if participants have any questions? 

If you have any questions about my project, either now or in the future, please feel free to 
contact either: 

 

Nikki Lloyd: Department of Marketing, Otago University, Dunedin, New Zealand. Telephone 
027 858 4777. Email: nikki.lloyd@otago.ac.nz                     or          

 

 Dr Rob Aitken: Department of Marketing, Otago University, Dunedin, New Zealand. 
Telephone: 479 5497. Email: rob.aitken@otago.ac.nz                                

 
 
 
 
 

This study has been approved by the Department stated above. If you have any concerns about the ethical 
conduct of the research you may contact the Committee through the Human Ethics Committee 

Administrator (Phone 03 479-8256). Any issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated and 
you will be informed of the outcome. 
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Appendix G: Consent Forms 

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN IDENTITY CONSTRUCTION AND 

SUCCESS IN ONLINE DATING 
 
 

CONSENT FORM FOR PARTICIPANTS (SINGLE) 
 

I have read the Information Sheet concerning this project and understand 
what it is about.  All my questions have been answered to my satisfaction.  I 

understand that I am free to request further information at any stage. 

I know that:- 

1. My participation in the project is entirely voluntary; 
 

2. I am free to withdraw from the project at any time without any disadvantage; 
 
3. Personal identifying information including audio-tapes will be destroyed at the 

conclusion of the project but any raw data on which the results of the project depend 
will be retained in secure storage for at least five years; 

 

4.   This project involves an open-questioning technique. The general line of questioning 
will involve the relationship between self-concept and self-disclosure and success in 
my online dating experience.  The precise nature of the questions which will be asked 
have not been determined in advance, but will depend on the way in which the 
interview develops and that in the event that the line of questioning develops in such 
a way that I feel hesitant or uncomfortable I may decline to answer any particular 
question(s) and/or may withdraw from the project without any disadvantage of any 
kind; 

 

5.  A grocery voucher to the value of $50 per couple will be given as an appreciation of 
participation;  

 

6.  The results of the project may be published and available in the University of Otago 
Library (Dunedin, New Zealand) but every attempt will be made to preserve my 
anonymity. 

 
 

I agree to take part in this project. 
 
 
 

 
 

.............................................................................              …….................................
   

       (Signature of participant)                                   (Date) 
 

 

This study has been approved by the Department stated above. If you have any concerns about the ethical 
conduct of the research you may contact the Committee through the Human Ethics Committee 

Administrator (Phone 03 479-8256). Any issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated and 
you will be informed of the outcome. 



  Appendices 

 

 235 

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN IDENTITY CONSTRUCTION AND 
SUCCESS IN ONLINE DATING 

 

CONSENT FORM FOR PARTICIPANTS (COUPLES) 
 

We have read the Information Sheet concerning this project and understand 
what it is about.  All our questions have been answered to our satisfaction.  

We understand that we are free to request further information at any stage. 

We know that:- 

1. Our participation in the project is entirely voluntary; 
 
2. We are free to withdraw from the project at any time without any disadvantage; 
 
3. Personal identifying information including audio-tapes will be destroyed at the 

conclusion of the project but any raw data on which the results of the project depend 
will be retained in secure storage for at least five years; 

 
4.  This project involves an open-questioning technique. The general line of questioning will 

involve the relationship between self-concept and self-disclosure and success in our 
online dating experience.  The precise nature of the questions which will be asked have 
not been determined in advance, but will depend on the way in which the interview 
develops and that in the event that the line of questioning develops in such a way that 
we feel hesitant or uncomfortable we may decline to answer any particular question(s) 
and/or may withdraw from the project without any disadvantage of any kind; 

 
5.  The results of the project may be published and available in the University of Otago 

Library (Dunedin, New Zealand) but every attempt will be made to preserve our 
anonymity. 

 
 

 

We agree to take part in this project. 
 
 

 
 
 
 

……………………….....................................................                   …………………………………………. 
 

 
………………………………………..…..................................                  …………………………………………..           
                                                                                               
                     (Signatures of participants)                                                                    (Date) 
              
This study has been approved by the Department stated above. If you have any concerns about the ethical 

conduct of the research you may contact the Committee through the Human Ethics Committee 
Administrator (Phone 03 479-8256). Any issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated and 

you will be informed of the outcome. 


