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ABSTRACT

 

Impression Formation and Attraction in 

Computer Mediated Communication

By Julie M. Albright

 

This is a study about relationships formed over computer networks. The questions addressed are, how do people meet and become attracted to online others, with the lack of social cues due to the anonymity of online interaction? How does initial attraction continue, grow, or diminish with increased information and interaction with the online other?  What happens to attraction when people expand beyond the virtual environment, and increase social cues, through the exchange of photos, through phone calls, and to face to face meetings? Lastly- what happens when people meet face to face? Is their initial impression confirmed about their online lover, or, as many have suggested, does a face to face meeting confirm that online relationships are fraught with deception and lies? In exploring the answers to these questions, this research seeks to add to our understanding of the social psychological processes at work in the formation of attraction and relationships online. This study will attempt to find out how people become attracted to one another online, given the fact that they are outside the physical proximity of one another, lacking many of the cues such as eye contact, body language, etc. which have been seen in the literature as critical to the formation of attraction. For the analysis, survey data is used which was gathered from participants online, as well as qualitative personal narratives of people’s experiences of online relationship formation and online love. 


My first goal is to make use of the work of social theorists who have focused on attraction in face to face contexts, to see how the effects of being in this new social context (online) might change or parallel the formation of attraction and romantic relationships offline, in face to face contexts.  Several theories were tested, and I found that sociobiological theories of online attraction, and homogamy were supported, though resulted were mixed for geographic proximity.

My second goal was to test the theoretical work of Irving Goffman, to see if his dramaturgical approach can be used to explain impression management and impression formation online.  Because CMC affords a great deal of anonymity to communicators, a popularly held notion is that people are more likely to construct false identities through a greater ability to manage the verbal and non-verbal signs which are clues to their gender, social class, race, etc. I found that, though popular belief is that people tend to actively deceive others when trying to form relationships and manage the impression online others develop of them- in fact, this isn’t the case for most people. The majority of participants in this study reported being as or more attracted to their online lovers with increased information via phone calls, photos exchanged and face to face meetings. Most also reported a high degree of honesty with their online lovers, and that the majority of online lovers were honest with them.  Most mis-impressions in these relationships were the result of respondents “filling in the blanks” incorrectly, rather than being victims of overt deception.

In the final chapter, I discuss the results and implications of my survey, and I make suggestions for future research into the formation of and outcomes of these relationships formed online. In particular, I argue that more research is needed into how the process of projection and idealization takes place online, as this is in part what leads to the notion that these relationships are “addictive,” since they often seem to far surpass offline relationships, as well as longitudinal research into these relationships to see if they are more viable than those formed in face to face contexts. 

 
PREFACE

 


The Internet, and computer mediated communication, has grown exponentially these last few years, to become almost a ubiquitous form of communication for many people. William Gibson coined the term “cyberspace:” Cyberspace has been called "an infinite artificial world where humans navigate in information-based space" and "the ultimate computer-human interface" (Benedikt, 1992).   Cyberspace, or, CMC (computer mediated communication) has since been considered a new social space inhabited by those connected to the Internet through chat systems, email, IRC (Internet Relay Chat) , MUDs , MOOs and MUVs (various types of multi-user domains) , and through surfing the World Wide Web. Current estimates as of March 2000 say that there are now 335 million email boxes - more than one per person- in the United States (Irvine, 2000). The Internet now spans the globe, with an estimated 349 million users worldwide, with that number estimated to grow to 766 million by the year 2005 (Computer Industry Almanac, 2000).  There were an estimated 110.8 million users of the Internet in the U.S. alone in 1999 (Computer Industry Almanac, 2000). 

Although originally designed for business communication, all of this expansion in virtual communication has lead to the development of personal relationships online - both friendships and romantic relationships. However, despite the success of some of these relationships, many people believe that because of the anonymity involved in online communications, people are likely to be less than honest about their offline or “real” selves when communicating online. Several popular cartoons capture this idea in a humorous way, including a one by Peter Steiner of the New Yorker, which shows a dog sitting in front of a computer, talking to another dog, saying “On the Internet, nobody knows you’re a dog” (Appendix A).  Another shows a burly, hairy, tattooed man, typing furiously to a skinny older man in a tank top, “My long blonde hair flows down over my large, beautiful breasts.” The skinny man types back that he is “6’2”, two hundred pounds, and very handsome and athletic” - with both getting sexually aroused by buying into the deception of the other (Appendix B). These cartoons capture the essence of what many utopian techno theorists have called the ability to create “fluid identities” (Turkle, 1996) or to “gender bend”  (Kendall, 1998; Albright & Conran, 1994) or to “play” (Danet, 1996) with identity on the Internet. It seems to be a common notion that people can, and regularly do, change their identities online until they bear no resemblance to their offline “real” selves. By starting a relationship with such a person, or so many people seem to think, one is more than likely going to be duped by someone posing as someone they aren’t, or worse, that they will meet someone who is “a maniac with one eye in the middle of their forehead,” a common fear reported by the owner of an online dating site for African American singles (Ebony, Feb. 2000).

The development of computer networking comes at a particular cultural and historical moment, where we may think of ourselves as being in the midst of a “paradigm shift” in terms of how we conceptualize relationships and social life. Up to now, sociological and communication theories of attraction and relationship formation have posited the necessity of face to face interaction for attraction to flourish, and for relationships to be formed. These theories may need to be revised, in light of the invention and expanded use of the Internet.  Indeed, many sociologists have at one time questioned sociology’s interest in examining computer-mediated communication at all. This was due to many sociologists seeing computer communication as a tool, rather than as creating a new social space.  Making this shift from tool to space represents a paradigmatic shift in the thinking of sociologists, and it opens up a whole new potentially exciting area for sociological inquiry. Thomas Kuhn has said that as more and more scientists become involved in a new paradigm, the groundwork is laid for its study as books, articles and experiments begin to appear related to it.  I hope this study will serve to help to expand the groundwork for the sociological study of computer mediated communication, as I feel it will be a fruitful and in fact central social venue for sociologists to study in the future.

ORGANIZATION

This dissertation is organized into five chapters: Chapter One is an introduction

to the topic of computer mediated communication, the Internet and the idea of relationships formed over computer networks.  It discusses the relevance of this research, given the current historical moment where the United States in particular is moving towards becoming an “information society” where computers are becoming increasingly ubiquitous (Beniger, 1986; Drucker, 1993).

Chapter Two outlines the theories of attraction and relationship formation in face to face relationships, and develops a theoretical framework for this dissertation based on Goffman’s dramaturgical approach. Goffman’s symbolic interactionist theory was used to inform the development of the survey and the data analysis. I want to use this study as an opportunity to assess the applicability of Goffman’s theory of social interaction in this new social space. The concepts of deception and impression management will be investigated, and I will theorize about how the strategies for impression management in face to face interaction may be being used in online relationships.


Chapter Three is a methodology chapter, which discusses the research and data collection procedures used for this dissertation.  I will also overview the two research contexts used for this study - America Online and DragonMUD - and will discuss the way participants were solicited from each of those contexts.  America Online was the main context chosen for this study, as it is the most popular and widely used Internet service. DragonMud was chosen as the second context for its focus on social interaction over gaming, and because it is the oldest MUD, or Multi-User Domain, of its kind on the Internet. Finally, the benefits and limitations of doing this kind of research on the Net will be discussed.


Chapters Four, Five and Six present the findings of this study. Chapter 4 provides a demographic description of the survey participants themselves, and explores the determinants of initial attraction and impression formation online. I analyze the data to see who does, versus who does not enter into these relationships, and outline differences in demographic characteristics between the two groups. Next, in Chapter 5, several theories of attraction in face to face interaction are tested, to see if they hold true in an online context which lacks physical proximity between people. I then analyze how the level and depth of attraction changes as the online lovers get more information about one another through phone calls, an exchange of photos, and finally, a face-to-face meeting.  Lastly, Chapter 6 uses both quantitative and qualitative data to explore the impact of the face-to-face meeting on the relationship when what I call the “second impression” is formed. I look at the data to see if people’s initial impressions were upheld or violated, using Goffman’s theory of impression management to theorize the kinds of mis-impressions made by people online. I also use qualitative data to illustrate the quantitative data, in order to get a broader idea of what kinds of things people misrepresent about themselves online, and the impact of that on these relationships.

CHAPTER ONE

 

INTRODUCTION

From the invention of the wheel, to other technologies such as the compass, the telescope, the printing press, the telephone, to radio and TV, new technologies have often ushered in significant social change. The Internet is another of these important technologies, which already seems to have had a significant impact on society. Social scientists theorizing its impact have said it contains the ability to transform the way we live, work, and socialize with others (Poster, M. 1995; Rheingold, H., 1993; Turkle, S., 1984).  Some have claimed it will even change the way we construct our identities and communities, leading to much more fluidity and less stability in identity and community membership (Poster, M. 1995; Rheingold, H., 1993; Turkle, S., 1984).  Some have pointed to the darker, more sinister aspects of this fluidity, saying that deception is possible in ways that it has not been in face to face interactions, while others see this new fluidity as an outcome of postmodernism, and characterize it as “play” (Danet, 1996).  Given the transformative potential of the Internet for identity and relationships within communities, the Internet certainly holds the possibility of transforming interpersonal relationships, since they are based on “knowing” and assuming a somewhat stable identity of the “other”.

This transformative potential comes about because of the development of a new kind of interpersonal communication technology: Computer mediated communication, or CMC. CMC is created when people “log on” or connect to the Internet, and access a wide variety of Internet services, where they can chat with a myriad of others from all over the globe. With the increasing pervasiveness of computers in U.S. society, and the expansion of computer mediated communication, new forms of interpersonal communication and relationship formation are being created. This dissertation will study the impact of this new technology on social relationships, by examining how these relationships are formed in this new social context in the absence of face-to-face interaction.  

The Internet

A 1999 Nielson/Net Ratings study found that there are as many as 76 million people using computers to communicate with each other in the United States alone, with the global figure estimated at 149 million. The number of users is estimated to grow to over a billion by the year 2000. Of current users, 52.7% are male, and 47.3% are female. Over half of the users (53.4%) are between the ages of 18 and 44. The majority of users are white, fairly rich, and North American (Gardner, 1999). A survey by Louis Harris and Associates found that sixty-two percent of the people who use online services report using the computer to "Net surf" an average of 15 hour per week, with the most popular activity being communication with others through email, which users report that they do "often" (Harris et al, 1999). 

One common way to access the Internet is through an ISP, or Internet Service Provider, like America Online. On America Online, or “AOL,” people pay a monthly fee, which allows them to chat with one another in themed chat rooms or “IM” (Instant Message) one another to chat directly in real time. Along with chatting, people interact on the Net via email on mailing lists, in newsgroups, where people post messages on various topics, on IRC, or Internet Relay Chat, where they can chat with other users from around the world, or on MUDs and MOOs and Palace chats, among others, where people interact in text or graphical 3-D based “worlds” and chat or play games. These are just a few of the many social spaces on the Internet where people can come together and form relationships and community on the Internet. 

 

Online relationships


Although originally designed with business communication in mind, CMC has spawned numerous online romances. These romances are becoming increasingly common, and are becoming a part of the popular psyche, as evidenced by the media attention focused on them, including the 1998 hit film “You’ve Got Mail” starring Tom Hanks and Meg Ryan and numerous popular articles  (Starling, K., 2000; Associated Press, 1995; Kaufman, M., 1993; DeLacey, 1987).  Talk and “infotainment” shows like the Jerry Springer Show, Sally, and Inside Edition have featured couples that have met online. A number of  “how-to” books have appeared in the popular market that purport to help readers find everything from casual sex online (Rose, C. & Sylvana, D., 1995; Rexxxxx, 1995) to finding romantic love (Schwartz, 1999; Rabin, 1999). Websites such as Cyberromance 101 http://web2.airmail.net/walraven/romance.htm and Dating and Relationships http://www.netadssell.com/dating have sprung up to help users find love on the Internet through information and links to dating sites. 


On America Online, users can meet others in a variety of ways: Once they “log on,” or get connected to America Online, a person has the choice of going to a chat room by clicking on an icon called “People”. Then they are offered a list of choices, including “Chat Now,” which takes them directly into a chat room with a number of other people already chatting by typing to one another online. A person may also elect to click “Find a chat:” They are then presented with a list of dozens of categories, ranging from  

“Romance” to “Special Interests.” Once a category has been chosen, the person clicks “View chats,” and dozens of chat rooms are presented to them to choose from, each with more particular topics, such as “Twenties Love,”  “Alone at Home” or “Big n Beautiful.”  A list of how many chatters in each room is also presented, with a maximum of 23 chatters in any one room at a time. The person then clicks on what room they’d like to go in, and they “enter” the room, and see a “log” – a scrolling text of the typed conversation in the room, with each line beginning with the name of the person typing, for example:

Trailbanger: 
hi robin

Stacy123: 
hi all...

Nickisan: 
i don’t know much about upstate -  i have family in middletown…


Another way to meet people on America Online is through Instant Messaging. Instant Messaging has gained popularity, because America Online began to give away the software for those on the Internet to use for free, even if you don’t have an America Online account.  A person can elect to write a profile about him or herself, including such information as gender, marital status, location, hobbies, age, and a personal quote. Through searching a member directory, it is possible to find people based on the answers they provided for one or several of those categories. A person may then click “Send Instant Message,” type in the name of the person they want to chat with, and type in a message. If the other person is interested in a chat, they will respond favorably.


Lastly, people can use more traditional methods to meet someone, or “hybrid” ways of meeting a potential romantic partner- by reading personal ads posted by other people, and responding to them via email, or they may try to Instant Message someone they see online whose ad they liked.  People who meet in this way may then get to know one another through emailing or through Instant Messaging one another.

Because this is a new way to meet people, it has received quite a bit of attention these past couple of years in the popular media. Yet for all this popular attention, little academic research has been undertaken to study them.  To address this gap in the literature, this dissertation will attempt to study these relationships. 


This dissertation will focus on the beginning stages of relationship formation online. This study will attempt to find out how people become attracted to one another online, given the fact that they are outside the physical proximity of one another, lacking many of the cues such as eye contact, body language, etc. which have been seen in the literature as critical to the formation of attraction. Interpersonal attraction has been defined as "an individual’s tendency or predisposition to evaluate another person or symbol of that person in a positive way” (Walster & Walster, 1976). Byrne has said that romantic love (or what he calls “passionate love”) can be seen as a variety of interpersonal attraction (Byrne, 1971). This study focuses on the romantic forms of interpersonal attraction, as opposed to “liking” or friendship. For the purposes of this study then, attraction will be defined as the degree to which people like each other, and consider themselves potential romantic partners.


This study will be broken down into two parts: The first section will explore how attraction is formed online in the first place, by finding out what factors people say were important to them in the formation of attraction initially. Secondly, this study will examine how this attraction continues or diminishes when people meet face to face. This second piece gets at a fascinating aspect of online communication: That is, due to the perceived anonymity of CMC, there is an expectation that people will use deceptive strategies to present a constructed self to the online lover which bears little or no resemblance to their offline “real” selves. Many people seem to either practice, or expect others to practice, deceptive communication online by either outright lying, or by relating an overly positive impression of themselves through a process called "optimization", in which they play up their good qualities and eliminate or play down their less desirable ones, leading others to create a false impression of them (Gergen, 1993).  False impressions can also occur through a process which Goffman calls "idealization", in which individuals fills in their gaps of knowledge about the other person with typifications, leading to mistaken impressions (Goffman, 1959, Berger, 1966).  By asking questions about the face-to-face meetings of online lovers, this study attempts to elucidate what the effects are of deception, optimization, and idealization on attraction. Also, this study will uncover the frequency in which these events occur, based on self- report measures of the participants.  The following two chapters will overview the organization and intent of this study, and will delineate the methodology used.

 
Statement of Intent

Part I: Initial Impression Formation and Attraction


There are 3 or 4 main questions that this dissertation sets out to answer about the formation of attraction and relationships online.  There are three main empirical chapters: In the first, the questions that I seek to answer are: What are the determinants of attraction online? In other words, which factors make people attracted to each other in the early stages of relationship development in CMC? This first question hinges upon the fact that there are some important differences in online versus face-to-face communication; the most important of these being the lack of visual and auditory cues in chat rooms online. In face-to-face encounters, and in videodating, impressions are formed based on a variety of factors including gender, race, social status, and physical attractiveness. In an online environment, many of these external, non-verbal cues are invisible or are less salient, and therefore may be less important in the formation of attraction online. Other qualities that are more readily translatable to the typed- environment may become more important instead: Qualities such as sense of humor, language skills, grammar, and aspects of the "inner self" such as common values or belief systems. It is also possible that qualities such as social status and physical attractiveness, often gleaned in large part from paralinguistic cues in face to face encounters, may retain their importance online as a "screening" mechanism for potential romantic partners, with people gleaning this information through either direct questioning, user profiles, or digitized photos.  In any case, I will be drawing on the literature on attraction, impression formation and mate selection, to see what factors have been thought to be important for impression formation and attraction in face to face encounters and in mediated environments such as videodating and personal ads, and comparing these to CMC relationships. By exploring empirically the parallels and deviations of attraction in CMC as compared to face-to-face and mediated encounters such as videodating and personal ads, this study attempts to explore the unique and interesting dance of intimacy going on online. 


The second questions I seek to answer in the first empirical chapter are: What differentiates those who have had an online relationship, versus those who have not? Are there demographic differences such as education, race, gender or other factors that are important in differentiating these two groups? If so, what are they? By comparing those who report having had an online relationship with those who didn’t, I hope to answer these questions.


In the second empirical chapter, I plan to see what the impact is on attraction when further information is introduced into the relationship via phone calls, and exchange of photos and a face-to-face meeting. 

My third and final empirical chapter looks at the differences between the initial impression formed online, and what I’m calling the “second impression” formed when the couple finally meets face to face.  When people meet one another in face-to-face interactions, they form a “first impression” of one another.  When meeting people online, often much of the information upon which a first impression is made is not readily available, information such as physical attractiveness cues to status (income and education), gender, marital status, etc. Because of this, online, people may form attractions based on incorrect or inaccurate information. Goffman has theorized that people manage their impressions – my questions in this section relate to this notion, as I want to see- how often and in what ways are people managing the impressions that others are making of them online? Since potentially the impression made- and the “signs given off” which signal the truth or falsity of that impression to the audience are not immediately visible online, it is commonly thought that deception and misrepresentation are rampant in online relationships. I wanted to see the frequency with which deception occurs online or that mis-impressions are formed in these relationships, and what factors contributed to that happening.

 
CHAPTER TWO

Conceptual Framework

Attraction in face-to-face and mediated interaction


In this section, the various theories of impression formation and attraction in the literature will be reviewed, which will create a framework from which to pose my empirical questions regarding attraction in CMC.  The literature will be reviewed for various theories in face to face interaction, and then as they have been applied in mediated relationship formation, such as in videodating and personal ads.  Next, the extant literature on interpersonal relationships formed online will be reviewed to set the context for this study. Lastly, Goffman’s dramaturgical theory of impression management will be reviewed as a theoretical grounding for this study.

As stated earlier, interpersonal attraction has been defined as "an individual’s tendency or predisposition to evaluate another person or symbol of that person in a positive way” (Berscheid, E. & Walster, E., 1978). As Brehm (2000) points out, feelings of attraction don’t necessarily lead to love. Attraction does, however, “open the door to the possibility” of a romantic relationship developing (Brehm, S., 2000). But what causes individuals to see another as a potential romantic partner? There are several different theories that attempt to explain what leads a person to a romantic attraction towards another, including sociobiological theory, proximity, or “nearness makes the heart grow fonder,” and similarity of “homogamy”, or “like attracts like.”  I will outline each of these theories, as well as the research using these theories in other mediated dating setting, such as videodating and personal ads, and then will analyze the data to see which theory or theories fit best the development of romantic attraction online.

One theory that has been used to explain mate selection and attraction in the sociological literature is sociobiological or evolutionary theory. This theory posits strong gendered differences in mate selection and attraction due to inherent biological differences that have evolved in men and women over time, and which proponents say has lead to the survival of the species. Some have called this the “beauty for money theory”, since sociobiological theory states that when selecting a mate, men are more likely than women to look for physical attractiveness, while women are more likely to seek a good financial prospect, or status, in their mates (Murstein, B.,1972).  Sociobiological theorists believe this is so because since reproduction is so important for survival of the species, men will look for cues to women’s reproductive ability, including cues to her physical health and age (Buss, D., 1986; Buss, D.  & Barnes, M.,1986; Kenrick, D. & Trost, M.,1989).  For men, younger women and healthier women, as opposed to older and unhealthy women, would be the most attractive partners for this purpose. For women, men with money should be able to provide financial resources to the woman and her child, in order to contribute to the well being of the family. Research across cultures has upheld sociobiological theory in face to face interactions:  In a study of 33 countries, Buss (1989) found that men rated “good looks” as more important than women did when looking for a partner, and women rated “good financial prospect” as well as “ambitious and industrious” as more important than good looks. Men also preferred to be older than the spouse, while women preferred to be younger than their spouse.  

Sociobiological explanations have been used to theorize gender differences found in personal ads and videodating, which, like meeting online, are also mediated forms of relationship formation.  Research on personal ads and videodating has supported sociobiological theories of attraction by showing strongly gendered differences in attraction and mate selection (Wiederman, W., 1993). Researchers have concluded that men and women tend to offer attributes thought to be sought by the opposite sex (Gonzales, M. & Myers, S., 1993; Koestner, R. & Wheeler, L., 1988; Rajecki, D., Blendsoe, S., Rasmussen, J., 1991). Research on attraction in personal ads has shown that men seek cues that point to reproductive value in the women’s ads, mainly focusing on physical appearance as an important indicator of attraction (Greenless, I. & McGrew, W.,1994). Women focus on cues that indicate the males’ ability to acquire and provide resources: Mainly, their ability to earn and to provide financial security. Nevid (1984) also found strong sex differences in romantic attraction in personal ads: He found that males place relatively greater emphasis on the physical characteristics of their prospective partners than did females. 


Research on videodating tended to replicate the findings of attraction in personal ads, with some exceptions.  Woll (1989) found that people put a great deal of thought into how they presented themselves in this mediated environment.  Green et al (1984) found that several factors were important in choosing someone from a videodating service: Females tended to choose males who were higher status and physically attractive, while the only significant factor for males was physical attractiveness.  In terms of age and gender differences, Green et al also found that the “male older- female younger” norm was an important factor in videodating (Green et al, 1984). In contrast to these studies,  Sproul (1990) did not find gender differences in the use of age and attractiveness as screening devices for mate selection. In his study, he found that age and attractiveness were significant predictors of choice of a particular person for a date after viewing their tape, yet he reported no sex differences in the use of age and attractiveness as a “screening device” in choosing a potential date. 

My question of interest arising from the research on other forms of mediated attraction and mate selection is: Will support for the finding of sex differences in regard to attraction in personal ads and videodating be found in relationships formed in CMC? Since research on face to face attraction and personal ads supports sociobiological theories of attraction, my hypothesis is that if significant sex role differences are found in attraction in CMC, they will replicate these findings by occurring consistent with the gender differences found in these earlier studies.

Propinquity, or Geographic Closeness


Propinquity, or geographic closeness, is the idea that “nearness makes the heart grow fonder” – or, that we tend to form friendships and romantic relationships with those with whom we are in close physical proximity.  The importance of proximity in relationship formation, particularly friendships, has been studied in college dorms and housing projects (Festinger, L.,1951; Festinger, L., Schacter, S. & Back, K., 1950; Newcomb, T., 1961).  These studies found that geographic closeness is an important factor in forming relationships, probably because it provides the opportunity for people to meet and form attraction. One study found that among the first 5,000 married couples formed in Philadelphia in 1931, one third of the brides and grooms had lived within 5 blocks of one another prior to marrying (Bossard, J.,1932).  Researchers say that, rather than attitude or value similarity causing people in close proximity to form relationships, proximity may simply increase the exposure we have to others, therefore increasing the likelihood of getting to know them, leading to attraction and relationship formation.

Computer communication may be changing the role of proximity, at least geographic proximity, in forming relationships:  Some researchers have said that distance plays a less important role in communication via CMC, since geographical distance does not increase the cost or difficulty of such communication (Poster, 1996). Support for the fact that individuals may travel a distance to see the person they have become attracted to has been found by other researchers, perhaps lending credence to the hypothesis that distance may be of secondary importance to other factors in attraction formed online (Nahemow, L. & Lawton, M., 1970).  Geography, therefore, may prove to be less important in the formation of attraction online, or it may be very important, as perhaps people factor in the chance of actually meeting the person into their decision to chat with the person online. On the other hand, propinquity online may be transformed from geographic nearness to mean nearness or farness in terms of a virtual geography (i.e., the two people were in the same chat room together). I hypothesize that geographic distance will not be as important a factor in initial attraction in CMC for most people, but that virtual distance (being in the same chat room or area) will be an important factor in forming an initial impression and attraction. Also, that geographic distance will not largely impact intensity or degree of attraction, but may affect moving beyond cyberspace, as increasing distances make meeting face to face difficult. My research question, then, about geographic closeness would be: Is distance an important factor in attraction via CMC?  My hypothesis is that geographic distance will not be an important factor in the formation of attraction online, but that it may be an important predictor of whether the initial online relationship progresses offline.

 

Sociodemographic and Cultural Homogamy


Homogamy is another popular theory used to explain why two people become attracted to one another.  Homogamy refers to that idea that “like attracts like” or “birds of a feather flock together” when it comes to attraction and mate selection. Homogamy can be sorted into two subcategories: “Socio-demographic homogamy”, or similarity in age, race, ethnicity, religion and education and “cultural homogamy”, or similarities in beliefs, values, sense of humor, social skills, etc.  Similarity in socio-demographic homogamy has been shown to enhance attraction (Ellis, S., Rogoff, B. & Cramer, 1981; Hendrick, S., 1981; Hill, C., Rubin, Z. & Peplau, L., 1976).  Also, people tend to marry others racially similar to themselves: For decades, the percentage of people entering into interracial marriages has remained stable, at about 5% nationwide in the United States (Statistical Abstract of the United States, 1998), although a recent study of college students found that more were willing to date interracially, perhaps reflecting a change in societal mores (Knox, D., Zusman, M., Buffington, C. & Hemphill, G., 2000).
Similarly, cultural homogamy, including shared valued and beliefs and attitude similarity has been shown to increase perceived attractiveness between people in face-to-face relationships (Byrne, D., 1971; Byrne, D. & Griffitt, W., 1969; Byrne, D., Griffit, W., Hudgins, W. & Reeves, K., 1969; Byrne, D. & McGaw, C.,1964).  In addition to similarity in beliefs, values, attitudes, etc., researchers have found that people are attracted to others with a similar level of intelligence (Lewak, R., Wakefield, J. & Briggs, P., 1985) sense of humor (Murstein, B. & Brust, R., 1985) and a similar level of social and communication skills to themselves (Burleson, B. & Samter, W., 1996). 

Finding a person like oneself depends in part upon being able to identify markers of identify, such as those that point to gender, race and ethnic background. This becomes difficult if you cannot establish a clear sense of the other’s identity due to these markers being unclear or unavailable. Anthony Giddens has said that modernity has resulted in a fragmentation of the self and identity, thereby making it difficult for people to present a coherent identity (Giddens, A. 1991). The Internet is one such medium that allows this sort of fragmented identity, since in text-based CMC, many cues to identity are not readily apparent, since the communicators are not in the physical proximity of one another, and the communication takes place in typed text. (This is not always the case, but typed communication is the most common form of “real time” or synchronous computer communication at this time). This typed communication allows more anonymity than face to face interaction, allowing people to “manage” the impression others form of them by enabling them to manage visual cues pointing to age, race, class, sex, etc. which normally are less controllable by the person. Because of this anonymity and ability to manage visual cues of identity online, some utopian theorists have said that the Internet will allow people to “play” with identity, thereby allowing the creation of new types of relationships (Turkle, S., 1995; Rheingold, H., 1993; Danet, B., Ruedenberg-Wright, L. &  Rosenbaum-Tamari, Y., 1997).  One aspect of not having salient cues to socio-demographic homogamy available is that people are potentially focusing on the “inner” person, rather than the outer appearance of the other.  An earlier qualitative study on Internet relationships confirms this: People who met a romantic partner online have said that one benefit of meeting online was that the other person had gotten to know their “inner self,” rather than focusing on the outside appearance (Albright, J. & Conran, T., 1994). This may be a particularly attractive aspect of these relationships for women, whom men have often chosen based upon physical appearance.  

I am curious to know how this lack of visual cues pointing to socio-demographic homogamy will impact online attraction and relationship formation. I hypothesize that similarity of cultural homogamy, or qualities of the “inner self” like sense of humor will be rated as more important in forming attraction, compared to socio-demographic homogamy (e.g., age, race, class, etc), since these cues are less readily apparent online.  Also, I am interested to know if there are any differences in demographic characteristics between those who did enter into an online relationship, versus those who did not. Perhaps those who did not enter into these relationships differ in some fundamental way from those who do.  My hypothesis is that there will be some difference found in socio-demographic variables between those who did versus those who did not enter into online relationships, with those who have not being older and/or less educated than those who have entered into these relationships.  I hypothesize these differences in particular, since the general Internet demographic is skewed toward a younger, more educated population.

Self disclosure 


Self-disclosure has been another important factor enabling people to form relationships. Self-disclosure has been defined as “what individuals verbally reveal about themselves to others” (Derlega et al, 1993).  Self-disclosure can be viewed as a resource people use to control the level of intimacy and the speed of relationship development. As such, self-disclosure is “managed” by people, as they increase or decrease the amount and level of self-disclosure with one another. This management process has been termed “self-disclosure reciprocity,” meaning that if one person self-discloses, the other person matches that level of self-disclosure (Berg, J. & Archer, R.,1980). This reciprocal process is thought to play an important role in forming attraction. Attraction is not developed unilaterally through self-disclosure, but rather is an outcome of the matching of self-disclosure between the two people. 

Self-disclosure gets more intimate as people move from stranger to acquaintance to friend, and is an important factor in building trust in developing relationships (Knapp, M. & Vangelisti, A., 2000).  Social penetration theory states that as relationships develop and become more intimate, the number and depth of topics that people self-disclose increases, which serves to deepen intimacy between partners (Altman, I., & Taylor, D.,1973).  Derlaga, et al have said that self-disclosure and relationship development are mutually transforming, i.e., as relationships develop, self-disclosure increases, and as self-disclosure increases, relationships continue to develop (Derlaga, et al, 1993). 

In addition to facilitating relationship development by developing trust and intimacy between partners, self-disclosure also provides other important benefits. For example, Sphrechter (1987) has said that self-disclosure may facilitate relationship development through instilling positive feelings in the other.  Self-disclosure is also associated with more rewarding relationships: Those who self-disclose report greater emotional involvement during dating relationships (Rubin et al, 1980).  High levels of self-disclosure also have been shown to enhance relationship stability: Self-disclosure was the predictive factor that would indicate whether or not couples would still be together four years later (Berg, J. & McQuinn, R.,1986).

Research has shown that there are gender differences in self-disclosure, with women tending to self-disclose more than men (Cohn, N. & Strassberg, D.,1983; Cozby, P., 1973).  Although women do more of the self-disclosing in relationships, men place a higher level of importance on self-disclosure than women do when forming relationships, and expect women to be more open in disclosing intimate information about themselves (Derlega, B. & Chaikin, A., 1976).  In addition, men who are higher in masculinity are less likely to disclose intimate information about themselves than men who are more feminine (Winstead, B., Derlega, V., & Wong, P., 1984). 

Generally, self-disclosure is thought to be a gradual process, as the couple builds up trust in one another over time (Altman, I. & Taylor, D., 1973). Sometimes, however, self-disclosure proceeds at a more rapid pace, such as when a person meets someone in a relatively anonymous setting, such as on a plane, the subway or a train.  This has been called the “stranger on the train” phenomenon” (Brehm, S., 2000).  Altman and Taylor (1973) have noted this same type of phenomenon going in “love at first sight” relationships, which they call “boom or bust relationships.”  Self-disclosure proceeds at a much quicker pace in these situations, which they say can be “exhilarating.”   Because online interactions afford participants relative anonymity, this may set the stage for this “love at first sight” or “stranger on the train” phenomenon of a quick deepening of self-disclosure.  Indeed, previous qualitative research on online relationships has shown that many couples report a having experienced a quick, almost mystical sense of a “meeting of the minds,” which they describe as an important factor in their attraction for one another (Albright & Conran, 1994). 

My hypothesis is that perceived high levels of self disclosure by the online lover will lead to attraction, and that, following the findings of gender differences and self-disclosure in face to face relationships, males will report self-disclosure as being more important than females in the development of attraction online. 

Computer Mediated Relationships


The initial literature on computer-mediated communication took a decidedly pessimistic tone, in terms of CMC’s potential for fostering personal relationships.  Researchers said that intimate relationships were not possible via CMC, since there were a lack of social cues due to the “reduced bandwidth” of computer communication (Kiesler, S., Siegel, J.,  & McGuire, T., 1984; Siegel, J., Dubrovsky, V, Kiesler, S. & McGuire, T., 1986; Sproull, L. & Kiesler, S.,1986).  According to social presence theory, fewer social cues means that others are less aware of the social presence of another person in the medium (Short, J., Williams, E.,  & Christie, B., 1976), leading to messages in that medium being more impersonal (Hiltz, S., Johnson, K.,  & Turoff, M., 1986; Rice, 1984).  Later called the “cues filtered out” approach this notion of fewer social cues available in CMC included three main tenets: (1) CMC filters out or transmits different cues; (2) Various media filter out or transmit different cues; and (3) Substituting technologically mediated messages for face to face communication will result in predictable changes in interpersonal variables (Culhan & Markus, 1987).  Because of this, CMC came to be viewed as lacking in social cues, as inhibiting a shared social context and reducing the social presence of communicators, and as more impersonal and less intimate than face to face communication (Cooper, A., & Sportolari, L., 1997; Kiesler, S., Siegel, J., & McGuire, T.,1984).   Such concerns are not new: Concerns about “impersonality,” decreased social presence” and the social consequences of reduced bandwidth were brought up as early as the 1890’s in popular science magazines with the advent of the telephone and telegraph (Lea, M. & Spears, R., 1995).  Anecdotal stories of betrayal, fraud and abuse were told at that time as now, serving as a warning to those who viewed mediated communication as the equivalent of face-to-face communication.


Walther (1994) later argued that forming personal relationships via CMC is possible, and that they can considered to be as “real” and personal as real life, offline relationships (Walther, 1994). Lea and Spears (1995) have said that CMC “increases the field of availables” for people to meet others, allowing people to overcome the limits of physical proximity.  Walther and Burgoon (1992) argued that the notion that interpersonal relationships were not possible in CMC due to “cues filtered out” may apply to initial interactions only, and that CMC relationships may in fact exceed face-to-face relationships over time.  Walther states that even with reduced social cues, communicators via CMC do form impressions, though they may form at a slower speed compared to their face-to-face counterparts (Walther, J., 1993).  Walther suggests an alternative to the “cues filtered out” approach, that he calls the “social information processing” approach.  The social information processing approach assumes that people communicating via CMC are driven to form social relationships, and that they do this by forming simple initial impressions, and then they test those impressions over time (Walther, J., 1996).  

CMC may change the way these impressions are formed, turning notions of “stage theories” of relationship and “love at first sight” on their head, since communicators can decide when and how to reveal various aspects of themselves, including their physical appearance (Lea, M. & Spears, R., 1995). Lea and Spears point out that this emphasis on the physical attraction between two bodies as a critical initial stage for attraction to form may be a bias in the personal relationships literature. Walther argues CMC may also change the way that impressions are formed online, in that it allows communicators to “selectively self- present” in ways that Walther says are “stereotypically desirable.” Likewise, Sherry Turkle has said that the online environments encourages “projection” and the development of transference, both of which could potentially lead to incorrect impressions being formed by communicators online. 


Subsequent research has shown that, contrary to earlier researcher’s notions of the impersonal nature of CMC, people can and in fact do form intimate relationships via CMC (Albright, J. & Conran, T., 1994; Cooper, A. & Sportolari, L, 1997; Lea, M. & Spears, R., 1995; Merkle, E, 1999; Parks, M., 1996, 1998; Rosenblun, A., 1999; Wysocki, D., 1996).  However, more research is needed to see who forms these relationships versus who does not, how initial attraction is formed, what happens to that initial impression as communicators “test” their impressions over time, and what the long-term outcomes are of these relationships. If Walther and Burgoon (1992) are correct in saying that relationships formed via CMC may in fact exceed their face-to-face counterparts, what impact might this have on the depth, breadth and longevity of these relationships, compared to their face-to-face counterparts? 

In summary, to answer the first research question (what factors make people attracted to one another in CMC), I will statistically analyze the relationships between a set of potentially important independent variables gathered from the literature and my own thinking about online relationships and attraction. 

 

Part II: Social information processing and impression in attraction beyond

CMC. 


The second part of this dissertation will examine how the perception of initial attraction is confirmed or denied with a face-to-face meeting of online lovers. The first part of this study examined how initial impressions and attractions are formed, which I am calling the first impression. Here, I want to know about the “second impression” of online lovers, or how they perceive the attractiveness of the online lover once confronted with the other person face to face. My conceptual framework for this section is based upon the dramaturgical theory of Erving Goffman, and on other research on impression formation in both off and online contexts. Finally, theory will be drawn from literature on deception strategies.  

Impression formation is critical to forming attractions and relationships. Earlier literature on CMC said that personal relationships were impossible online due to “reduced social cues,” implying that part of the reason relationships were impossible is that the act of forming impressions is rendered impossible.  This section will outline Goffman’s theory of impression formation and impression management, literature on deception strategies, and finally, literature on impression formation and management in an online context.

Impressions are thought to be critical during the initial phases of forming relationships.  Impressions are formed through reading and interpreting what Goffman calls the “sign activity” of the other person during an interaction (Goffman, E. 1959). Goffman says that the capacity of a person to express him or herself, and therefore to give impressions, involves sign activity of two kinds: The expression given and the expression given off. The expression given involves symbols expressed during verbal communication. The expression given off is expressed through such sign vehicles as clothing, appearance, sex, age, racial characteristics, size and looks, posture, speech pattern, bodily gestures, etc.  Goffman calls people “actors” and he calls the activity of one person that serves to influence in any way the other people present a “performance.” 

In any performance, there is an implicit understanding that the observers take seriously what is being presented to them, and that the character in front of them is to be believed, possessing the attributes he or she appears to possess (Goffman, 1959).  Goffman says that any projected impression has a moral imperative, that is, that the actor ought to be what he presents himself to be.  Goffman says people are aware that the individual may be trying to present a favorable image of himself to his audience.  Knowing this, the audience will divide his performance into two parts: The verbal message, which is relatively easy for the actor to manipulate, and the other parts of the messages they are receiving which seem to be beyond his control, coming from the “signs given off.”  Signs given off give the “audience” (the person or persons viewing the “actors” messages) a glimpse into the actor’s possible motives, background, veracity, etc, and so are often given more weight by people than the verbal or textual messages conveyed. Audiences tend to believe that because signs given off are less intentional and less controllable by the actor, that they reveal “hidden” information about the actor that the actor is not volunteering through his or her intentional messages.  Goffman says that actors present a version of themselves they want their audiences to see in part by presenting certain sign activity during the interaction, thereby highlighting certain aspects the actor wants the audience to see. 

Expressions given off are less immediately salient in online interactions, causing people to try to compensate for the lack of visual cues by asking relevant questions about them. The absence of these cues online can lead to mistaken impressions, either through deliberate misrepresentation on the part of the online other, or through the person “filling in the blanks” for the missing information. Impression management theory points to three main ways that distortions of self may be created online: Either through idealization, optimization, or through misrepresentation. Goffman calls the process of filling in the missing cues “idealization” and Gergen calls the process of misrepresenting cues “optimization” (Gergen, 1993). Optimization, according to Gergen, is a process by which a person magnifies their positive qualities during the presentation of self (Gergen, 1993). In addition to optimization and idealization, people online may take advantage of the relative anonymity of CMC to take part in deceptive practices, or what Goffman calls “misrepresentation”. Misrepresentation refers to an actor intentionally creating a false impression for the audience in order to mislead him or her. Goffman says, “a false impression maintained by an individual in any one of his routines may be a threat to the whole relationship” (Goffman, 1959). 

There has been some research and theorizing regarding the role of social information processing and impression formation in CMC, and on some of the factors that may lead people to form false impressions of others online.  Walther and Burgoon (1993) state that because CMC has fewer social cues available, communicators may “selectively self-present.”  Online lovers may lie about many things, including their marital status, age, weight, or other important factors that may have played a part in someone finding them attractive. Misrepresentation, optimization and idealization can lead to the creation of false or inaccurate models or impressions, and to offline heartbreak when the “real” offline person is encountered (Albright, J. & Conran, T.,1995; Turkle, 1996). 

In Chapter 6, I will try to see which factors of impression formation and management may be operating, and what if any the impact is on the dependent variables of level of intensity of attraction, seriousness of relationship, and the decision to move beyond cyberspace. My main question of interest in this section is: How does the level and intensity of attraction change when the “second impression” is formed offline (when the initial impression formed online is either confirmed or disconfirmed.  My sub questions of interest in this section are: Are people “filling in the blanks” about their online lovers through the process of idealization, which leads them to form a false impression about the other person which is later disproved upon meeting the person face to face?  If so, how often is this the case? Secondly, are people “optimizing” their good qualities, and downplaying their less attractive ones, creating a false impression of them that is later proven false in a face-to-face meeting? (e.g.: shaving off pounds, saying they are quite a bit younger than they are, saying they are single when married). If so, how often is this the case?  And lastly: What is the effect on attraction when the gap between the initial online impression and the secondary offline impression widens?


My hypotheses about this is that when a gap exists between first and second impression, there will be an impact on attraction, such that

(a). If the impression offline is more negative than the impression formed online, the attraction will decrease, and the relationship will have a higher chance of ending.  Or: 

(b). If the impression offline is more positive than that initially formed online, the effect on attraction will be positive and the relationship has a higher chance of continuing. 

I plan to get at this question by statistically analyzing the answers of those online lovers who report having met face to face.
CHAPTER THREE

Method

Survey Methodology


The survey is the most commonly used and acceptable way to economically and elegantly gather data in the social sciences, rather than going through the expense and labor intensive process of gathering data through face to face or telephone narrative interviews (Babbi, 1995). Surveys in general are a good means of gathering data and describing characteristics of the population you want to study. The self-administered survey typically has been used in a mail- out or face-to-face context, yet with the increasing saturation of microcomputers, it is now possible to administer surveys via the Internet, to be filled out by respondents in their own home or office (Witmer, D., Colman, R., Katzman, S. 1999; Smith, 1998). Surveys are good for being able to ask many questions on a given topic, in this case, the topic of online attraction and relationships.  For this reason, a self- administered survey methodology was chosen for this study. However, the down side of survey research is that surveys tend to “flatten” out life experiences, by taking people’s experiences out of their context (Babbi, 1995). To sketch the broadest possible picture of survey participant’s experiences of attraction and relationship formation online, a mixed qualitative and quantitative methodology was chosen.  I wanted to get a breadth of experience, and to describe the “typical” experience of online attraction through an analysis of the survey questions asked, but also I wanted to get a deeper understanding of what participants are thinking, feeling, and experiencing through an analysis of their narratives.  Also, qualitative narratives are used to triangulate the data gathered through the quantitative survey, to attempt to overcome any weaknesses in the data due to a lack of randomness in the selection of participants, and to present an integrated view of these relationships formed online.

Strengths and Limitations of Survey Research in an Online Context


This study does not attempt to seek a representative sample through random sampling procedures from the Net, for several reasons. First, the population of those who have formed romantic relationships online could potentially span the entirety of the Internet, to include such chat services as IRC, commercial services such as CompuServe and AOL, ICQ, various MUDs, MOOs, Palace 3-D chat services, and various web-based chat systems, as well as the various listserv communities which are said to exist.  With close to 349 million users as the estimated entire Internet population, attempting to randomly sample from such a large population on all of the various and assorted locations and sites online would be unwieldy, and would certainly fall outside the scope of this study for both financial and practical reasons.  Second, because the users of online communication systems is an ever- changing population, no complete lists of the Internet user population exists at this time to use as a sampling frame, and because people can have multiple screen names and multiple accounts on various systems, such a list would be virtually impossible to compile. Rather than try to sample from every conceivable location on the Internet, which would be outside the scope of such a study, I decided to limit the sampling unit from which participants were drawn to two online locations: America Online and the Internet MUD called DragonMUD. America Online was chosen since it is the most popular and most widely used of the Internet services, and so would be representative of a variety of users with a variety of technical facility (since America Online is popular in part because of its ease of access due to the graphical user interface of its software). DragonMUD was chosen as a good example of an Internet- based text-based virtual reality with a fairly stable population of users, since it has been in existence for years. For the reasons outlined above, an attempt was not made to carry out random sampling procedures in either of these contexts. Rather, a convenience sample was drawn from each context. Because of this, caution should be taken in attempting to generalize these results to the entire Internet population.

Although the sample is not drawn through the process of probability sampling, every effort was made so that this study would most likely yield a sample of participants whose experience of attraction and relationship formation might be thought to be fairly “typical,” and thus would be fairly representative of the population of online lover’s experiences. Results and response rates should be similar to surveys taken in a mall through the direct solicitation of people, or through phone or mail surveys. A lack of randomness in this situation should not significantly affect the results of the study, as I wanted to find a particular subset of online users on the chat systems that have indicated that they have been involved in an online relationship. A further discussion follows of each of the two online location- American Online and DragonMUD from which the participants were drawn, in terms of outlining how participants were solicited for this study. Lastly, the study will be limited by a lack of verification by the partners or by other means of those being surveyed as to the accuracy of the self-reports received.

Lastly, respondents were asked to pick one relationship to answer all the survey questions about, so the relationship described by participants may have been the one that went further than others, and may be only one of potentially dozens of relationships.

Participants


The sample for this survey, drawn from America Online and DragonMUD yielded a sample of 527 participants.  The sample was composed of 52.2% males and 47.8% females. The ethnic composition was African American (n = 53, 10.1%), Caucasian, (n = 386, 73.4%), Latino, (n = 62, 11.8%), American Indian (n = 2, .4%), and Asian, (n = 23, 4.4%). The study represents a fairly youthful group, as the age of participants ranged from 18 to 71, with 80% of respondents being under the age of 40.   This compares to the national statistics (as of 1997), which say that Internet users are majority Caucasians, male and between 25-34 years old (Dept of Commerce, 1998). The educational attainment of the sample was mixed, with 50% having a high school education or less, and 50% having some college, up to a doctoral degree, which again compares to national figures for education attainment. National statistics show that users with an elementary school education are less likely to use the Internet, while those with a college degree or higher are 9 times more likely to use the Internet (Dept of Commerce, 1998). The national average is 12 years of education, making this sample atypical when compared to the national average, but it reflects and is typical of the more highly educated Internet population.  A total of 14 surveys were eliminated from the original surveys received because participants were under the age of 18 years, leaving a final N of 513. 

Online Survey


A questionnaire was constructed, which consisted of multiple-choice response closed- ended questions, fill-in-the-blank questions, and an open -ended question for survey participants to provide narrative responses to tell their “stories” of online relationships. The survey consisted of 55 questions. (See Appendix A for the full-form survey questionnaire).


The survey was prefaced with an introductory note to survey participants that introduced myself, using both my name and my online nickname - Breschia@aol.com, my academic affiliation, and my interest in this topic. The survey was posted online on the University of Southern California website, as a way of further building credibility for my identity as a valid researcher of this topic. Taking the survey was conditional on the fact that participants read the informed consent agreement. In it, participants were informed that in agreeing to take the survey, their identity would remain anonymous. They were also informed that there would be no identifying information in the survey that could link their answers to their identity. Participants were told that they could choose to withdraw from the survey at any time. They were informed that their participation would be voluntary, and that no compensation would be given. As an incentive, however, participants were told that they could request a copy of the results, to be sent to them when the survey is complete. Because it is impossible to get a traditional written signature online, participants were instructed that by agreeing to take the survey, and by indeed taking it, after having reading the informed consent form at the beginning of the web page creates an implicit agreement of their consent to participate.

Participants were also provided my email address at USC, should they have any questions regarding the survey or the study in general. 


The survey was reformatted from a text version to an HTML version, which consisted of a fill-out form for posting on the web. In the introductory section of the survey, participants selected which version of the form to fill out by answering an initial “screening” question, which asked them the following question: “Have you been involved in a romantic, "feeling in love", intimate or erotic online relationship?”  Based on their answer, they were either instructed to answer Question 2 of the survey  (if their answer indicated they had experienced such a relationship), or skip to Question 49. In the case where they answered “Yes” to question 2, that they had experienced an online relationship, participants answered the full 55-question survey.  If they indicated that they had not been involved in a romantic, feeling in love, intimate or erotic relationship, participants were instructed to click a link, which took them to Question 49, where they were asked a series of demographic questions which all survey participants were asked to complete. In this way, only those who indicated they had experienced an online relationship would answer the questions about online relationships.  All participants were instructed to answer the demographic questions in the last section of the survey. 


To assess response rates, the logs of the hits to the page were gathered, and compared to the number of actual surveys completed. Results showed that, during the 8 1/2 month period of data gathering (December 12, 1998 to August 27, 1999), 2265 people “hit” the page and looked at the survey, and of those, 527  actually completed the survey, a response rate of 23%.  (As mentioned before, 12 surveys were eliminated due to the respondent being younger than age 18).


The web survey was a typical fill in survey form: Participants see each question, where they are then to choose an answer by either clicking in a small circle next to the answer they wish to choose, or by selecting from multiple answers in a “pull down” menu. The pull down menus were used in the interest of shorting the length of the survey- researchers who have discussed problems with Web and email based surveys have discussed excessive length as problematic, and as a detriment to response rates (Smith, 1996). 

The development of attraction online was measured through the survey developed for this study, consisting of 55 items. The items were developed from the literature on the development of attraction in face-to-face interactions. The survey was divided into four sections: The first section of the survey was designed to measure the determinants of attractions online - what first attracts a person to another, given the limited bandwidth and social cues. The first nine questions of that section were designed to gather demographic features of the online lover, as initially perceived by the respondent. Items include measures of sex, age, marital status and educational attainment of the online lover. 

The next section contained measures of initial attraction. Because geographic distance was hypothesized to be less important in CMC than in romantic relationships that develop face to face, an item asked the distance in miles between the two lovers.   An additional item was developed to gauge the relative importance of geographic distance to the respondent becoming attracted, using a standard 7-point Likert scale for the answer. The next items measure the determinants of attraction online.  Two items are designed to measure if a respondent read information about the lover in a profile online, and if so, how important that information was to them becoming attracted.  These items end Section One. 

Section Two of the questionnaire measures attraction toward the online partner in the initial stage, before an expansion beyond the virtual through the use of the phone, through the exchange of photos, or through a face-to-face meeting.  Three items measure the level of initial attraction of the respondent to their online lover, and the respondent’s assessment of the level of attraction of the online lover to them, using a 7 point Likert scale to rate the level of attraction, from 1 - not attracted at all to 7- extremely attracted. The next 17 items measure  characteristics that were important in the respondent becoming attracted. Included are such qualities as the person’s job, income, race, gender, sexual orientation, sense of humor and interests in common. 

The next three items are designed to measure the depth and breadth of initial attraction. All three items are answered with a “Yes” or “No” response, and ask if the person was in love initially, if they envisioned marrying or spending the rest of their life with the person. 

The next seven items measure the level of attraction at each stage of the expansion beyond the virtual - when the lover’s exchange a photo, talk on the phone, or meet in person. Respondents are asked to provide a “Yes” or “No” response as to whether they talked on the phone, exchanged a photo or met face to face, and the timing of these events. After each yes response, they are asked how attracted they were to the person after each. 


The next two items measure the goodness of fit between the initial impression, and the “second impression” made when they met the person face to face. Drawing form Goffman, the items were designed to measure deception strategies used by the online lover, or misperceptions made by the respondent about the other person. Question 35 is a fill-in where the respondent can indicate what was different about the person, if the person wasn’t what they had expected. The multi-part question gives the respondent a choice of nine pre-determined categories, where they can fill in their initial impression, and then what they found out later after meeting face to face, if there was a discrepancy between the two impressions (e.g.: Age; Original Impression; Age; Actual). Categories included the lover’s age, weight, height, marital status, education, personality, and gender. The last category was labeled “Other,” for the respondent to fill in information not captured by the other nine categories. 

The next item asks about self -disclosure, as this has been considered an important factor in the development of attraction in face-to-face interactions.  Item 36 asks if the other person disclosed private, personal information, and then if yes, how important that was in the respondent becoming attracted, again using the 7-point Likert scale. Following that, questions 37 and 38 measure the values held by each of the online lovers. Included are such values such as being married having children, faith in God and having nice things. Respondents were to rate the importance of each value to them on a 5-point scale, ranging from 1- One of the most important, to 5 - Not important at all.  


Question 40 is an extra question designed to measure whether the respondent views cybersex as an affair or not, to be used in a secondary analysis of the data.


The last six items in Section Three assess the current status of the relationship, including whether or not the respondent is still communicating or romantically involved with the online lover, their overall assessment of the happiness with the relationship, and whether or not the relationship caused problems with other, pre-existing relationships.  If the respondent indicated they are not still in relationship, an item measures how the relationship ended. Two of the items measure the overall honesty of the respondent with the online lover, and the online lover with the respondent.


Once the respondent indicates his or her responses in the multiple-choice section, they were asked if they would like to briefly tell the story of their online relationship, or make any additional comments about their experience. 

The final section is designed to gather demographic information about the respondent. All survey participants, whether they had an online relationship or not, were requested to fill in this section. Items include measures of the respondent’s educational attainment, age, length of use of online services, sex, religion and race/ethnicity. 


Once respondents reached the end of the survey, they were asked if they would like to provide their email address in a fill-in box in order to receive a copy of the survey results. Afterwards, they click a “Submit” button at the end of the survey to submit their results. At this point, a cgi script is executed, and the script contacts they server’s system mailer, and the results were emailed to my USC email account in a machine-readable data file written into the email, which then becomes ready for statistical analysis. The survey participant then received a “Thank You” message, to let them know their survey data had been transmitted. The cgi-script was written to include “missing” values when survey participants didn’t respond to particular questions, as a placeholder.  Lastly, a link to my email address was provided, and a statement was made to indicate survey participants could email me should the have any additional questions about the study.

Research Context 



A pretest with 10 volunteers was conducted, to make sure the survey and cgi script were working properly, and minor bugs were corrected in the processing of the data: (e.g.: the data was not sent in numeric order, and the script was re-written in order to receive the data in proper numeric order).  Once the survey was deemed to be working perfectly, and to answer the research questions of interest to this study, survey participants were gathered from two online locations:  America Online and on DragonMUD on the Internet. 

America Online

America Online was used as the main context, because it is the most popular Internet Service Provider in the United States, with its latest users figures placed at 22 million as of March 2000 (Ebiz, 2000).  America Online provides its users with several ways to meet one another, including chat rooms, through Instant Messaging, through user profiles, and through online personals like Love@Aol.com, where people can post personal ads and photos of themselves.

I have gathered the participants for this study by announcing the study in the chat rooms on AOL, as well as by writing a note about the study in my AOL profile that asks people to contact me for more information if they’d like to take part. Many people Imed, or Instant Messaged me, asking about the survey listed in my profile. From there, I would describe the study and my reasons for undertaking it, and many agreed to take part from there.  I also contacted singles via email who had ads posted in the Love@Aol section, to see if they’d met someone online, and if they would be interested in taking part in this study. I also posted ads in the classifieds on AOL in various cities across the country, asking for participants who had been involved in online relationships to take part. In addition, people I know who had been involved in online relationships were asked to take part, and though a snowball sampling method, people they know were also solicited by them to participate. Every effort was made to create a sample as reflective of possible of the user profile of AOL as a whole, typically 65% male and 35% female, and to capture the “typical” trajectory of online attraction through compiling as large a sample as possible.



Once I identified potential survey participants, I e-mailed them to ask them for their consent to take part, and then I sent them an e-mail containing a hyperlink to the survey, which enabled them to easily click on the link and go right to the survey. For those without that capability, I also provided the URL or web address, for the survey, with directions for pasting the address into their web browser. 

DragonMUD

The second site on the Internet chosen for this study was DragonMUD.  A MUD is a particular type of site for social interaction on the Internet. DragonMUD is purely text based, and through text, it simulates the 18th century town of London.

 

“A MUD, or MUD-  /muhd/ n.; [acronym, Multi-User Dungeon; alt.  Multi-User Dimension] 1.  A class of virtual reality experiments accessible via the Internet.  These are real-time chat forums with structure; they have multiple `locations' like an adventure game, and may include combat, traps, puzzles, magic, a simple economic system, and the capability for characters to build more structure onto the database that represents the existing world.  2. vi. To play a MUD.  The acronym MUD is often lowercased  and/or verbed; thus, one may speak of `going mudding', etc. 
Historically, MUDs (and their more recent progeny with names of MU- form) derive from a hack by Richard Bartle and Roy Trubshaw on the University of Essex's DEC-10 in the early 1980s; descendants of that game still exist today and are sometimes generically called BartleMUDs
AberMUD and other variants crossed the Atlantic around 1988 and quickly gained popularity in the U.S.; they became nuclei for large hacker communities with only loose ties to traditional hackerdom. The second wave of MUDs (TinyMUD and variants) tended to emphasize social interaction, puzzles, and cooperative world building as opposed to combat and competition.  

 

DragonMUD was chosen as the second context on the Internet, since it is the oldest MUD of its kind, having been established in 1989. DragonMUD is of the TinyMUD variety, which emphasizes social interaction over role-playing and combat, which seemed to make it a good choice for this type of study. DragonMUD is a not for profit environment, and doesn’t charge any fee to its users for use, unlike AOL, which charges a monthly fee.  DragonMUD has a population of approximately 5,000 users, including 1 - Dragon, 6 - Gods (and a god-bot) Bedouin, Caern, Jopsy, Mortis, Shar, zingdol, (and Newt), 5 - Retired Gods, 28 - Wizards, 29 - Elders, 29 - Ambassadors from other MUDs.  The “Gods” have special technical abilities on the MUD, and status.  In order to gain access to the MUD community, I obtained special permission from the Gods of the MUD to study the MUD participants, and obtained their cooperation and assistance in publicizing this study.


For the population of the MUD, a "banner" or notice was included in the login file which users of the system saw upon logging in, informing them of the survey, and asking for their participation. In addition, a notice was posted in the “Town Square,” an area like a chat room where users of the MUD tend to congregate. This message again let users know about the survey, and asked for their participation.


In addition, snowball-sampling methods were used: The “Gods” of the MUD are typically frequent users, and are well known and tend to be influential “leaders” in the MUD community. These Gods helped to spread the word about the survey to other MUD participants, as well as taking the survey themselves.

Participants from DragonMUD were given the URL, or web address, for the survey in the banner ad in the Town Square. From there, they would use their own web browsers to access the survey. 

 
 

CHAPTER FOUR

Determinants of Attraction

We live in an age where our lives seem to be becoming narrow and narrower in contact with other people.  LA life requires competitive (time consuming) efforts at work, ridiculous traffic and travel times to get anywhere, and a stress level along side of those factors that makes getting out and casually meeting tons of the opposite sex quite difficult.  Romance at work is kind of a "mine-field" with massive possibly negative innuendo's (sexual harassment, etc.).  With above time, travel, and general stress indicators to local life it's darn tough to meet a possible future mate.  The online option is taking advantage of modern technology that would not have been thought of twenty years ago.  The big city has its negatives, but a big positive in that there are a ton of people in the same boat as other singles, with the on-line situation a good way to seek out those you may find attractive. 




                  -- Brian 
 

 

People are increasingly turning to the Internet as a way to quickly and easily meet a wide range of singles, to increase their “pool of availables” in order to meet a possible romantic partner whom they find attractive. But without being in physical proximity of the person, how does attraction form online? This chapter attempts to determine what attracts one person to another online, given the paucity of visual and auditory cues. I am interested in finding out: Are the things people look for offline initially in a mate the same things that they look for when looking for a mate online? Are things like physical attractiveness, age, race/ethnicity, class, education, and other social status and other cues still important in forming relationships online? Does the absence of these cues create more transracial couples, couples separated by wide age differences, people living outside geographic proximity of one another, and other atypical combinations? Does “birds of a feather” still hold online? This chapter will attempt to answer these questions by looking at the demographic similarity or differences between online lovers, and by looking at traditional gender patterns of mate selection, to see if these traditional patterns of mate selection are being reproduced or changed in this new social context.

Demographics of those who had versus those who did not have online relationships

Demographic questions were asked of the entire sample of participants, including variables such as sex, race/ethnicity, age, education, and length of time they have used online services.   In this section, I will compare the demographics of those who have had versus those who have not had online relationships on each of the demographic variables. I will be looking to see if there are important differences occurring between these two groups that might account for the difference in entering into an online relationship.

Sex of participant

Overall, of the 513 participants who answered the survey, 385 reported they had had an online relationship, while 128 reported they had not had an online relationship. Of these, there was a slightly higher percentage of females than males reporting having had an online relationship:  48.3% of the online lovers were male (n=173), and 51.7 % were female (n=185). Of those participants who reported they did not have an online relationship (n= 128), the demographics were as follows: 62% were male (n=75) and 38% were female (n= 46).  Results are shown in Figure 1 below.

 

 

 

	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	Figure 1.  Crosstabulation of Sex by Online Relationship
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Overall, the sample of those who reported having an online relationship had a higher percentage of females (n=185,  51.7%) than those who reported they did not have an online relationship (n=46, 38%), a difference of 14%.  The results were the opposite for males: A higher percentage of males reported they did not have an online relationship when compared to females (n=75, 62%), versus those who reported they did have an online relationship (n=173, 48%), a difference of 14%.  A Pearson Chi-Square test of significance showed a positive and highly significant relationship between gender and whether or not a person had entered into an online relationship ((2 = 6.76, df = 1, p <.01).  From this, it appears that it is easier for females to find available partners online when compared to males.

Level of education 


The 385 participants who reported having had an online relationship reported having a slightly higher level of education compared to those who did not have an online relationship: Overall,  51% of those who had an online relationship had some college to graduate school, while 47% of those who did not have an online relationship reported attaining that same level of education.  For the online lovers, the modal answer for level of education was Associate’s Degree, which represents two years additional years of education when compared to the general population. For those who did not report having an online relationship, the modal answer was 2.00, some high school.  The results of education level and whether people had an online relationship or not are presented in Figure 3 below, divided into three categories: Less than or equal to a High School diploma, Some College, and College Degree plus (including those indicating they had attended graduate school). 

 

	 
	Figure 3. Crosstabulation of Education Level by Online Relationship
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Comparing the two groups, the group of those who had an online relationship overall had a higher level of education than those who did not.  Of the online relationship group, 51 % reported having between an Associate’s Degree and a Doctorate, while only 47% of the non-online relationship group reported the same, a difference of 5%.

Interestingly, those who did not have an online relationship seemed to fall at the far ends of the spectrum: Either they had only completed a high school degree, or they had completed graduate school.  Those who had an online relationship had a higher percentage of those reporting having attained some college.  A Pearson’s chi-square analysis was performed on education and whether or not the respondent reported having had an online relationship. Results were not significant.

Age

Age was compared between the two groups.  The mean age for the online love group was 32.52, with the modal age being 28. The group who did not have an online relationship had a mean age of 31.91, with multiple modes, the smallest value being 22. 

Figure 4 below shows the breakdown of ages for the respondents who indicated they had had an online relationship compared to those who did not.

	 
	Figure 4.
	Crosstabulation of Age by Online Relationship
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Age did not seem to be an important factor in forming an online relationship: 73% of those who reported having an online relationship were under 40. Of those who reported they did not have an online relationship, 74% were under 40.  A Pearson Chi-Square test was performed on the 5 categories of age by whether or not the respondent reported having had an online relationship: The test was not significant.  From this, we can conclude that people of all ages are entering into online relationships, though perhaps those under 30 may have a slight advantage in being able to do so, since there is a larger pool of availables of their age cohort for them to meet.

Race/Ethnicity

Participants answered a question related to their race/ ethnicity: Of the online relationship group, the breakdown of racial/ethnic demographics for this group were as follows: African-American, 10% (n=37), Caucasian, 77%, (n=298), Latino, 9% (n=36), Asian, 3% (n=13). The racial and ethnic make-up of the non-online relationship group was as follows: African-American, 10% (n=37), Caucasian, 77%, (n=298), Latino, 9% (n=36), Asian, 3% (n=13). The results of this question can be seen in Figure 5 below.
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	Crosstabulation of Race by Online Relationship
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The majority of participants of both groups were Caucasian (77% of the online love group, and 63% of the non-online love group).  However, the percentages differed in terms of ethnic minority makeup: 22% of those who had had an online relationship were minorities, versus 31% of those who had not had an online relationship. A Pearson Chi-Square test of significance was run on the race of respondent and whether or not they had had an online relationship. The results showed that the relationship between race and whether or not they had had a relationship was positive and significant ((2 = 17.450, df = 4, p <.01).  

These results would suggest that, since race is an important factor in whether or not one meets a romantic partner online, perhaps the respondents didn’t meet someone because of a lack of available partners of their same race, if the majority of them wanted to meet someone of their own racial/ethnic background.  It would appear, then, that whites have an advantage over other who are interested in forming an online relationship, tying into research that has shown that whites are more likely than minorities to have access to a computer at home, and make up a majority of the population online. 

Lastly, all of the previous socio-demographic variables were input into one model, with dummy variables created for sex and the race variables. A logistic regression analysis was run on these variables with whether or not the respondent reported having had an online relationship as the dependent variable. The results are shown in Figure 6 below.

	 

Figure 6. Logistic Regression of Respondent's Sociodemographic Variables 
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Results of this final logistic regression indicate that, with all variables in one model, age was not significant, nor was education as a predictor in terms of whether or not one would enter into an online relationship.  Race was an important predictor in terms of whether one might have an online relationship for blacks and Latinos, as the data shows blacks and Latinos less likely to enter into an online relationship.  However, the analysis showed that Asians were not less likely than whites to report having had an online relationship.  The analysis also revealed that females were more likely than males to report having had an online relationship.

Now that I have compared the individual demographic features of those who have reported having had an online relationship with those who haven’t, I was interested in finding out what factors other than these play an important role in forming attraction online.  In the literature on face-to-face relationship formation and literature on other mediated forms of attraction, things such as proximity and homogamy (or similarity) are important in forming initial attraction and relationships. Research on gender differences in the literature based on sociobiological theories of mate selection have shown that, cross-culturally, men tend to seek cues to physical attractiveness and youth, while women tend to look for financial prospects and status when selecting mates.  I was interested to know if these same research findings would be replicated in this new social space, or if perhaps men and women were seeking different kinds of things online, given their high levels of education compared to the population as a whole (among those who had an online relationship, 51% reported having at least an Associate’s Degree), education being linked offline to more liberal attitudes, especially among women.

In this next section, I will look at the impact of proximity and homogamy on initial attraction online, and will look to see if traditional gender differences in mate selection are still at work in this new environment. 

Initial Attraction Online

Respondents were asked how attracted they were to their online lover, before seeing a photo, talking on the phone, or meeting face to face. The item response was a 7-point Likert scale, from 1, not attracted at all, to 7, extremely attracted. Respondents reported a mean initial attraction level of 4.62, with the modal score being 4.00, moderately attracted. Results were calculated by gender, to see if there are any sex differences in initial attraction reported by males versus females. Results are shown in Table 7 below, grouped into three categories (Low, scores from 1- 3; Moderate, a score of 4; and High – scores from 5-7).

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


Table 7

 

The results in the table above show that generally, attraction levels were quite high for both men and women initially, without the benefit of photos, phone calls or face-to-face meetings.  Only about a fourth of males (24%) reported being low in initial attraction, as did a fifth of the females (21%), yet fully almost half of the males (46%) and half the females (51%) reported being highly attracted to their online lover initially.  A Pearson Chi-Square tests between sex attraction levels was run, which revealed no significant difference between males and females on initial attraction. 

Next, initial attraction was compared by race/ethnicity of respondent: Caucasians reported a mean initial attraction level of 4.30 (SD = 1.41). African Americans reported the highest levels of initial attraction, at 4.45 (SD = 1.26). Latinos reported a mean initial attraction level closest to whites, at 4.31 (SD = 1.69).  Asians reported the lowest levels of initial attraction level at 4.38 (SD = 1.50), though this was not much lower than Caucasians.  Lastly, a Chi-Square test was run on race by level of initial attraction: Low, Medium or High.  Like the finding for sex, the Pearson Chi-Square test revealed no significant differences in the initial attraction levels between these groups.

After determining levels of initial attraction, respondents were then asked when they felt an initial romantic involvement with their online partners.  Fully 62% said they felt a romantic involvement very quickly, within one week to one month.  The following narrative from Joey is an example of the quick romantic involvement many online lovers feel:

I met my on-line love through a message board.  We were both placing ads with regularity on a "Seeking Lost Friends" message board.  She initially sent me e-mail offering moral support after reading one of the ads I had placed.  I was in search of my first love from high school.  Her words were very kind and uplifting, but not overly friendly.  I liked her as a person immediately because of the things that she said and how she said them.  We communicated via e-mail for about 2 months offering one another support and advice in our searches.  Then we began to chat on-line.  After about a month of chatting I felt an attraction developing, but thought it was my imagination because "this can't be happening".  On Christmas Day she sent me an e-mail that confirmed that I was not alone in feeling the way that I did.  It was one of the most beautiful things anyone has ever written to or about me.  She touched a part of my heart that I had forgotten about.  

 

However, although there was a quick “joining” reported between couples on the Internet, their initial involvement before expanding to photos, phone calls or face to face meetings was not very deep initially. Respondents were asked if they envisioned marrying their online partner, or if they envisioned spending the rest of they’re life with this person, before seeing a photo, talking on the phone or meeting face to face. The majority of respondents said they did not envision marrying this person before these expansions occurred (61%). Likewise, a majority also said they did not envision spending the rest of their lives with the person before expanding beyond the online chatting (57%).  Respondents were also asked if they felt they were in love with this person before seeing a photo, talking on the phone or meeting, and again, the majority reported that they did not feel this deep an emotional involvement with the person (69%).

From this we can conclude that, although females have a higher chance of entering into a romantic relationship online compared to males, and whites have a higher chance compared to other minority groups, overall, once participants enter into these relationships, they experience similar levels of initial attraction and romantic involvement with their online partners.  Also, their relationships seem to develop at a similar speed. The level of initial attraction for these groups will now be used as a baseline in the further analysis of the development of attraction as the relationships beyond CMC chatting or email, with the addition of photos, phone calls and face-to-face meetings. I’d interested in finding out - How do people form such strong attractions, where they may “feel in love” or even say they’d like to marry their partner without ever having met them - without face to face interaction? The qualities which people say are important in forming that initial attraction will be explored next.

Propinquity, or Geographic Closeness

I hypothesized that geographic distance would not be an important factor in forming initial attraction online, but that “virtual distance” – being in the same chat room, MUD or other virtual location will be an important factor in attraction.  The average number of miles between the respondent and their online lover was 780.74, with reported distances ranging from 1 mile to 10,000. Even though the average distance of almost 800 miles seems fairly far, in reality, this number is somewhat misleading, as the most frequently reported distance was 20 miles (mode= 20).  Half the participants were located within a 70 miles radius of their homes, but the other half ranged from 70 to 10,000 miles. This would lead us to believe that at least half of the people involved don’t consider geographic distance to be an important factor in their initial attraction. 

In the following narrative, Joyleen discusses how she felt a quick romantic bond despite being distant:

We are very distant in geography, (and it was) a surprise he answered my ad from across the country.  He is in plans to retire and we must decide where we wish to live.  We knew the moment we started talking we were special to each other. I had never intended to be married again, but that situation has changed with him.  He is in a high security employment which sometimes forces us to be not in contact on the machine.

I have met several other gentleman on line and overall it was a positive experience to me. Sometimes men would become too attached to fast.  This one made no difference to me.

 


Sometimes the distance may not be important, or may even be an attractive quality, if one person lives in a place which is desirable to the other, as in the case of Denny:

I responded to her "Personals" ad. She lives in Washington, D.C. and I live in Phoenix. She loves the west and would like to live here (somewhere in the west.)

 

To test the importance of distance to respondents, the respondents were asked a relative importance question of geographic distance.  The results are shown in Figure 8 below. 

	 
	Figure 8. Importance of Distance to Respondent and Lover

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	Importance of Location
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	Low
	 
	Moderate
	 
	High

	 
	Respondent
	44%
	 
	20%
	 
	36%

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	Lover
	 
	45%
	 
	21%
	 
	34%

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 


Overall, when asked the importance of geographic distance in their becoming attracted to their online partner, people rated distance as “Not at all important” to “Moderately important” (64% overall). Likewise, participants were asked to estimate how important geographic distance was to their partner becoming attracted to them. Again, geographic distance was deemed “not important at all” to “moderately important” by a majority of the respondents (66%). 

Both the respondent’s rating of the importance of distance, as well as their assessment of the importance of distance to their online partner as at best moderately important seems to confirm the hypothesis that geographic distance is not as importance a consideration when people are forming relationships online.  To test this, a Pearson correlation was run on the importance of distance to the respondent and to the online lover - the result was a relationship that was positive and highly significant (r = .68, p <. 01). However, distance between lovers was then divided into 5 categories, and a Pearson Chi-Square test was run between distance and initial attraction. The results were not significant, showing that distance of the lover did not impact the level of initial attraction.


Results are shown in Figure 9, below.

	Figure 9.   Crosstabulation between Miles Apart and 
	 

	 
	Level of Initial Attraction
	 
	 

	 
	Miles Apart
	 
	 
	 

	Level of 
	1- 25
	26 - 100
	101-500
	500 +
	 

	Initial Attraction
	 
	 
	 
	 
	Total

	Low
	35%
	26%
	13%
	26%
	100

	Moderate
	32%
	19%
	9%
	41%
	100

	High
	26%
	21%
	16%
	37%
	100

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 


 


Figure 9 shows that of those who reported low initial attraction, the highest percentage lived within 25 miles of their online lover. For those reporting high initial attraction, 26% lived within 25 miles of their online lover, but, surprisingly, 37% lived over 500 miles way from their online lover, the highest percentage of any of the mileage categories. This would seem to confirm the initial hypothesis that geographic distance is not a factor in level of initial attraction.  The following narrative of Julia illustrates this initial attraction despite a great distance between them:

We had met online in an IRC chatroom and began talking. Over the course of about 6 months we talked on an almost daily basis both online as well as via telephone. I was living in Illinois, he was living in Alaska at the time. Finally, after a twist of fate he ended up coming to Chicago to meet. We spent a wonderful week together. Although we had both fallen for one another, distance was a major factor. We had discussed the idea of myself moving to Washington State, as he was soon moving to finish medical school in Seattle. Things did not work in my favor to make a move at that time.  We both met other people and began to date and eventually lost contact with one another after moving to different states.

 

Perhaps distance even boosts initial attraction, as it may add mystery and novelty to the experience of meeting someone online, as opposed to meeting someone from one’s own neighborhood, yet distance may not be an important factor only in the initial phases of relationship formation, as illustrated by the previous narrative. To test the hypothesis that geographic distance will not be important to in initial attraction, a Pearson Chi- Square was run on the three levels of initial attraction, low, moderate or high on the distance of the lovers apart in 4 categories as seen above in Figure 9. The result was not significant ((2 = 8.98, df =6, sig. = .17), confirming the hypothesis that geographic distance would not be an important determinate of initial attraction.

I hypothesized that rather than geographic distance, “virtual distance” would be important in people meeting online. The data revealed that the #1 place people reported meeting one another was in a chat room (37.7%), which depends upon the two people being in virtual proximity to one another.  The following narrative from Joanne illustrates meeting someone in a chat room, which often seems to be a happy accident for people:

I thought I would look for a friend of mine who was supposed to be on.  I forgot his exact screen name, so I did an advance search of all the guys logged on in Columbus.  Hum, I did not see his name, well I read through the profiles. griffin was on, whoever he was.  Sounded interesting, he lived in my town! He was in some pick up room, so what the heck, I imed him.  Well we chatted for a while, It was 7:55 when I imed him.  He seemed nice, but kinda hard or more doubtful and you could tell he had been burned by online lies.  He asked how old i was, i told him I was 27, just had a birthday a few days before.  He told me happy birthday.  I told him I had an awful birthday.  I had caught my now former boyfriend cheating online with another woman when i came home early to surprise him on my birthday.  Then he seemed to soften up, and he told me how crappy that was.  I told him about the awful night.  I came home with champagne to celebrate, but never even opened the bottle.  Once he heard how hurt I had been, he seemed to open up.  He thought that was awful, and everyone deserved a good birthday.  So he asked me out.  He asked me to dinner and a movie to celebrate my belated birthday. I had no picture to send him, and he told me not to bother describing myself, because people never looked like what they described.  So i told him i had long hair, and what I was driving, and would be wearing.  He told me what he was driving, and sent a picture that was so dark I could not  make out a thing.  Then he gave me his number.  We talked from 9:30 am till 1:30 in the afternoon.  Seems he was off for good Friday, and that is why he was online.  It was like talking to someone I had known since birth, like yin and yang.  


 

Chat rooms may be especially conducive to forming online relationships since they may represent “communities of interest” where like –minded people can come together, as in David’s narrative:

I am a gay white male who met another gay white male in a chat room.  We are close friends, and somewhat romantically involved.  We enjoy each other’s company and share thoughts about life and what is happening in our lives.

The other places people met were on a MOO or MUD (9.4%), via email (19.2%), Usenet (.5%), Internet Relay Chat (1.0 %), and Other (32.2%), which includes meeting through Instant Messages on AOL, and through online personal ads, such as Love@aol.com.  An example of this is Lisa’s narrative:

We met through love@aol.  Very nice guy who said I had a nice smile....  He was looking because he just broke up with his Girlfriend... I placed the ad because I had just broke up with my boyfriend. We have a lot in common, a lot of the same goals and aspirations... I don’t even know if we'll ever meet. But I hope so- quite a doll.

 

To test the importance of virtual distance, or where the people met online,  on forming initial attraction, a Pearson Chi-Square test of significance revealed no significant relationship, however, between “virtual” distance and level of initial attraction, so the initial hypothesis that “virtual” distance would play a more important role than geographic distance was not confirmed by the data.  In other words, people who met in one kind of virtual space online such as a chat room were no more or less likely to express high initial attraction than those who met in any other type of virtual space, such as a MUD for example.  Although, virtual proximity- being in the same chat room or MUD, for example- is often essential to forming a relationship online.

Overall, according to the results of this, even though people say that geographic distance is important in forming an initial attraction, proximity does not seem to impact the level of initial attraction online. Although the correlation between the importance of geographic distance was high, the actual impact on initial attraction was not significant, confirming the hypothesis that geographic distance would not be an important factor in forming romantic relationships online.  The hypothesis that virtual distance (being in the same chat room or MUD) would be more important in forming higher levels of initial attraction was not supported by the data.

Cultural and Socio-demographic homogamy

As stated earlier, homogamy refers to that fact that “like attracts like” when it comes to attraction and mate selection. I am interested in two different types of homogamy: First, what I am calling “Socio-demographic homogamy”, or similarity in age, race, ethnicity, and class and appropriate gender, and Cultural homogamy, or similarities in beliefs, values, etc. Shared values or beliefs have been shown to increase perceived attractiveness between people in face-to-face relationships.  I hypothesized that similarities in cultural homogamy will be more important online than similarity of socio-demographic homogamy in forming attraction and relationships online.  The quantitative data would seem to point to the importance of shared values: Respondents were asked if they thought they and their online lover shared similar values, and fully 93.4% said yes. Respondents were then asked to rate the importance of various values which many Americans find important, such as having children, being married, a belief in God, having nice things, etc.  They were also asked to report what they thought the importance of each of these same values was to their online lover.  

An example of the importance of shared values is shown is Kelly’s narrative:

When I began to chat online, I never envisioned myself becoming involved with anyone.  My marriage (we had been married over 25 years) was a little "stale" and the thought of "chatting" was exciting yet harmless.  When I began to chat with this gentleman, I really felt a closeness that I feel was lacking in my marriage at the time.   When we met face to face in July, I really felt a true connection to this man and he has made my life complete.  I truly believe as human beings, that we are capable of loving more than one person in our lifetimes.  This has proved true with me.  My marriage is good...I love my husband and also love my lover.  We have been together four times since we met online and each time it is wonderful.  We share so many things.  Our values are so much the same and we just enjoy being together.

 

The importance of shared values is also illustrated in the next narrative, as the woman reflects on the problems which arose due to not sharing enough of the values important to her:

Feelings grew quickly between us, perhaps he was filling a gap left from my marriage, perhaps his fervent attention helped bond my affection for him.  His intelligence, not his looks is what attracted me.  Additionally he was really outgoing and that certainly had a magnetic effect on me.  As time evolved, he was introduced to my family a little at a time.  We traveled, I met his little girl and one would have thought we were well en route to being married.  Time traveled so quickly and before I knew it we were 2.5 years into a relationship which just recently ended.  Certain values on my end were violated and they haunted me until just recently. Faith in a God was not shared and in my mind I saw some definite problems arising in the long term. I was extremely foolish for continuing as I did and not addressing this much sooner.  Additionally, as more visits occurred, I subtly noticed little things that "bugged" me which could no longer be masked by my blissful state of mind.  Distance also took a toll on our relationship and made physical affection hard to manage.  It was too easy to date since he wouldn't easily find out.  At this point, I knew our relationship was winding down and thought it best to go out different directions.  Ultimately I don’t know if my convictions of faith, distance, capriciousness or a void which only needed to be filled during a lonely time are what brought me to decide.  After all was said and done, he's still not over the relationship and has agonized over our ending it.  I feel very guilty about it as well. He's my best friend for now and I'll love him forever.

 

To quantitatively test the importance of shared values Pearson correlations were run between the values of the respondent, and the values that the respondent said were important to the online lover. The results of these tests can be seen in Figure 10, below.

 

 

 

 

	 
	Figure 10.
	Correlation Between Values of Respondent and Values of Lover

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	Dependent Variables
	 
	 
	Correlation Coefficients

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	Importance of having children
	 
	.33
	***
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	Importance of having faith in God
	 
	.33
	***
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	Importance of having nice things
	 
	.24
	***
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	Importance of being cultured
	 
	.23
	***
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	*** Correlation is significant at the .01 level. 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 


 

 Although the correlations for the values of having children, faith in God, having nice things, and being cultured were all significant (p <.01), none showed a correlation higher than .33, so the perceived correlation between the respondent and their online lover in terms of attitude similarity was low. 


A regression analysis of the respondent’s and lover’s importance of cultural on the respondent’s initial level of attraction was run, in order to determine the importance of values on initial attraction. Two models were run: The first, including the importance of the respondent’s cultural values and the importance of the lover’s cultural values. The second model included the previous two variables, plus a new variable consisting of the interaction between the respondent’s and the lover’s cultural values. The results of this regression analysis can be seen in Figure 11 below.

	 
	Figure 11. Regression of Respondent's and Lover's Cultural Values on 
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	Independent Variables
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	R's importance of being married
	 
	.14
	 
	.02
	**
	.62
	 

	 
	L's importance of being married
	 
	-.12
	 
	.05
	**
	.08
	*

	 
	Interaction between R's and L's 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	importance of being married
	 
	.03
	 
	 
	 
	.43
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	R2
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	.02
	 
	.02
	 

	 
	R's importance of having children
	 
	.11
	 
	.07
	*
	.15
	 

	 
	L's importance of having children
	 
	-.09
	 
	.11
	 
	0.7
	 

	 
	Interaction of R's and L's 
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	R2
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	.01
	 
	.01
	 

	 
	R's importance of having faith in God
	 
	.04
	 
	.52
	 
	.56
	 

	 
	L's importance of having faith in God
	 
	.04
	 
	.50
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	Interaction between R's and L's 
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	R's importance of having nice things
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	Ls importance of having nice things
	 
	.12
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	R's importance of being cultured
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Overall, most of the variables related to cultural values and the respondent’s initial level of attraction in the regression analyses were not significant. Of the five cultural values – Importance of being married, importance of having children, importance in having faith in God, importance of having nice things and importance of being cultured - only the importance of being married (for both the respondent and the lover), having nice things (for the lover) and being cultured (for the respondent) were significant.  The importance of being married being significantly related to attraction isn’t so surprisingly, as many people seem to be turning to the Internet to meet someone for a significant love relationship.  The importance of having nice things and being cultured my be reflect the socio-economic status of those taking part in online interactions, since most are professionals with at least some college education.

Of the interaction variables between the respondent and lover’s values, only two of them were significant: The interaction between the respondent’s and lover’s value of having nice things. Because the interaction between respondent’s and lover’s values were not significant, we can conclude that higher levels of agreement in values between the respondent and their online lover did not increase the initial attraction of the respondent for that lover, in all but the case of “having nice things.” 

Since gender differences in attraction have been discussed in the literature, and hypothesized earlier as potentially being important as people meet other potential romantic partners online, a second set regression analyses were conducted to see if the significance on this particular variable had to do with gendered differences in attraction: since the literature says that women tend to focus more on status and financial prospects of their potential mates. It occurred to me that perhaps the significance we’ve seen on this value of “having nice things” might be due to the females in the sample holding this value as they look for a potential romantic partner, and that the interaction between their value on this variable and their potential romantic partner’s might boost initial attraction to that person for the females more than for the males. The results of this second set of regression analyses can be seen in Figure 12 below.

	 

 
	Figure 12.  Regression of Respondent's and Lover's Value 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	of Having Things on Level of Initial Attraction by Gender
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This second set of analyses confirms the hypothesis of gender differences in attraction online, at least in the case of females seeking status. No value corresponding to the male value of physical attractiveness in females was available for comparison. However, in the case of value similarity, Figure 12 shows that the interaction of the value of having nice things between the respondent and their online lover was not significant for the male respondents, though it was significant for the female respondents. We can conclude from this that, for females anyway, traditional gendered patterns of mate selection seemed continue online, confirmed by the fact that females’ initial attraction level is increased when their online lover also values “having nice things.”  The significance of this value of having nice things, then, shown previously in Table 12 can be attributed to the greater importance given to it by the females in the sample.  Overall, then, it can be said that cultural homogamy is not that important online to forming initial attraction, since only one interaction- that of initial attraction and having nice things- was significant to the sample overall. There are several additional types of socio-demographic homogamy, including race/ethnicity, sex, age, social status, etc.  In the next sections I will look at the relative importance of these different forms of socio-demographic homogamy to the survey participants.

Racial/ethnic homogamy

Will race still be important, when it is not immediately salient, in forming attraction and relationships online?  Studies have shown that in face to face interactions, people tend to choose partners of their own race: As of 1998, less than 5% of people married in the United States are married interracially (Statistical Abstract of the United States, 1998).  However, a recent study by Gardyn and Lach (2000) based on U.S. Census data showed that this figure may be somewhat misleading, in that people may be more likely to cohabit when involved in an interracial relationship, rather than marrying.  Several findings from the Gardyn and Lach study are particularly interesting: For example, 45% of Asian women who were cohabiting were cohabiting with white men, more than men from any other racial group, including Asians. In addition, they found that almost 13% of black men who are cohabiting have white partners.  Of all Asian men, 79% have Asian spouses, while only 69% of Asian women do, meaning that fully 31% of Asian women are involved in interracial relationships.  Asian men are also much more likely to live with a white partner (39%) than to marry one (16%). Overall, this study concluded that there is not as great a social distance between ethnic groups as studies based solely on married couples might imply.

Attitudes toward racial homogamy or heterogamy may be changing as well, at least in younger people in dating relationships: A recent study on interracial dating in college populations found that of 620 students surveyed, almost one fourth reported having dated interracially, and almost half reported an openness to dating interracially (Knox, D., Zusman, M., Buffington, C. & Hemphill, G. 2000). However, a somewhat older study on college students involved in interracial relationships concluded that these relationships tended toward the physical and sexual, with the most common interracial pattern being black males with white females (Sebald, H., 1974). 

Studies on interracial dating have found that homogamy of non-racial factors was more important to those in interracial couples, compared to racial homogamy (Lewis, R. Robinson, C. & Yancy, G. 1995). In addition, research on patterns of dating among Asian Americans found that propinquity was the strongest predictor of interracial dating (Fujino, D., 1997), so perhaps access to others unlike oneself increases the odds that romantic attractions and relationships will form.

Since race isn’t immediately salient online, I was curious to know if more people will be more likely to form transracial relationships, as utopian theories of the Internet would seem to suggest, or if they will replicate the “birds of a feather flock together” racial homogamy found in face to face relationships.  The next narrative from Jody shows how the online environment may be fostering more transracial relationships, since race isn’t immediately salient online:

I met D’Andre online after I placed an ad at Love@aol.  We talked online for a long time and then on the phone too.  We exchanged photos before we arranged to meet in Las Vegas for a long weekend 4 months after we met online.  In Vegas we had a great time together.  He lives up in Washington state...far away from California.  We met again in Oregon.  We are not romantically involved now because I have a very nice stable job here in California and he loves Washington and doesn't want to leave.  We are best friends and are there for one another.  This has been a very positive relationship...but it did teach me not to look for long distance relationships.  Harry was also the first black man I'd ever been involved with.  Since I have dated several wonderful men of many different colors. 

 

 

To test the hypothesis that race may not be as important online to forming initial attractions and relationships, I have two different types of measures: First, participants were asked to rate the relative importance of race in their attraction to the online lover, on a scale of 1 to 7,  (1 being not important of all, to 7 being extremely important).  This was divided into three categories- low importance, moderate and high importance. The self report of how important the lover’s race was to their finding them attractive seems to support my initial hypothesis that race (and other socio-demographic characteristics) is not as important online.  The results of the importance of race question are shown in Table 13 below. 

Table 13 

 

 

The results seem to support my hypothesis that the socio-demographic homogamy of race/ethnicity will not be as important online, as 1, not important at all, was the modal answer, with 23% percent of the respondents choosing 1.  Overall, 35% of the respondents stated that their online lover’s race was low in importance to them, 26% rated race as moderately important, and 26% rated it high in importance.

Secondly, respondents were asked the importance of their race to their online lover. The result of this is shown in Table 14 below.

 

 

 

Table 14

 

Again, based on the findings of the importance of the respondent’s race to the online lover, the results seem to support my hypothesis that the socio-demographic homogamy of race/ethnicity will not be as important online: Most people reported that their race was low in importance to their online lover (44%), with 18% saying race was moderately important.  38% reported that they thought their race was highly important to their online lover. 

Next, a multivariate regression was run on the importance of race according to the respondent and the lover, with level of initial attraction as the dependent variables. Results of this regression were not significant. A second regression was run with the previous two variables and a third, which was a new variable created from the interaction between the importance of race to the respondent and the online lover on level of initial attraction was also run, to test to see if a high correlation between importance of race to each partner would increase initial attraction.  This test was also not significant. Based on these findings, race would appear not to be an important factor in choosing an online partner for a romantic relationship.

This seems to be confirmed by the percentages of those dating within versus dating outside of their own race in the sample. The results of a comparison of the respondent’s race to the lover’s race are shown below in Figure 15 below.
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According to the percentages of the respondent’s race by the lover’s race, only two groups dated mainly within their own race: Whites and Latinos.  Whites dated Whites in 84% of the cases, and Latinos dated other Latinos in 48% of the cases.

However- in the case of Asians and African Americans, they were more frequently dating outside their race, mainly dating Whites (with African Americans dating whites 63% of the time, and Asians dating Whites 62% of the time).   Latinos closely followed, with a high percentage of them dating whites, (41%), almost as frequently as they dated within their own race (48%).  

Of particular interest as well is the percentage of African-Americans, Asians and Latinos dating other than whites: Figure 15 shows that 7% of Latinos were reported dating African-Americans, and 3% of them dating Asians.  Also,  48% of Asian respondents reported dating Latinos, which is also interesting, since only 23% of them were dating other Asians.

Although the measures of attraction and race seem to indicate race was not important when choosing an online partner, and given that many people did in fact choose a partner outside their own race, I wanted to test this by running a chi square test between the racial/ethnic identity of the respondent and that of the lover.

The result were that the relationship between race of respondent and race of lover were significantly related ((2 = 107.66, df = 18, p= .00), although this may be due to the large number of white dating whites in the sample, with whites comprising the majority of the sample.  

In summary, people generally seem to be choosing similar others in terms of race and ethnicity to themselves, though certainly a larger percentage of people than the national average of 5% interracial marriages would seem to suggest are dating outside their own race.  In addition, the relatively high percentage of interracial relationships online are surprising, in that they are higher than recent research on interracial dating on college campuses, which indicated about a fourth of students having had at least one interracial relationship.  

Based on the analyses of race, the hypothesis that people form relationships outside their own race more frequently online than offline seems to be supported online, given the percentages of interracial dating.  Although the chi-square test for the relationship between race of respondent and race of lover was significant, this may be due to the large number of whites in the sample, and the large number of whites dating within their own race which may influence the test result.  In the case of race, then, utopian theorists may be right in that the online environment is encouraging more atypical couplings when we see such high percentages of interracial relationships. The relatively youthful population on the Internet and the high percentage of interracial dating online may reflect the findings of changing values toward interracial dating in younger populations, as shown in recent studies of college students.

Religion

Another potentially important socio-demographic characteristic which people use to determine the suitability of a potential romantic partner is religion. Results of the measures of the importance of religion showed that overall, respondents did not rate the online lover’s religious beliefs as very important at all when forming their initial attraction. Fully 80% of respondents rated religious beliefs of their online lover as "moderately important" to "not important at all" in forming their initial attraction for the person. These results are shown in Table 16.



Table 16

 

Religion, than, appears to be the least important variable so far in terms of people forming attraction for one another online. Figure 17, below, shows a crosstabulation of the religion of the respondent, compared to the religion of the online lover.

	 
	 

Figure 17. Crosstabulation of Religion of Respondent by Religion of Online Lover
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Figure17 shows that people seemed to date outside their religious group more often then within their religious group.  Most are dating Protestants, which would seem to correlate with the majority race being white online. 

The next narrative shows how religious differences, though perhaps not a deterrent to the formation of initial attraction, can become a problem later on after the couple meets offline. Joleen says:

Our relationship was very good until we met. to get very personal about it he is a jehovah’s witness and i took his virginity when he was 22. it has caused quite a few problems and has created a lot of pressure to stay together. it is kind of upsetting and i don't really know what to do now. i am kind of avoiding him at this moment. 

 

To quantitatively test whether or not the relationship between religion of the respondent and religion of online lover is significant, a Pearson Chi-Square test coefficient was calculated, and the relationship was not significant. This finding again supports the results that religious beliefs were not very important at all in forming attraction online.

Age and initial attraction


Another potentially important socio-demographic characteristic which people use to determine the suitability of a potential romantic partner is age. Many people have thought that since age is not immediately salient online, that people will tend to form relationships with people with disparate ages from themselves, looking instead toward the “inner qualities” of the online other. 

Here is an example of such a “May/December” romance online. Vicky says:

He is German, born and raised in Germany.  I was born in the USA, still live here.  We met in a chat room , and he emailed me first.  There is almost 11 years between us (he was born 1/2/59, me 10/31/69), but age doesn't really matter.  Even though he is a flirty guy, I have these feelings for him that I haven't had with anyone else.  One of these days we will meet, and that I believe will determine our future.

 

I hypothesized that socio-demographic variables such as age will be not considered as important in forming romantic online attractions and relationships. 

Angela’s narrative shows how age differences may be overlooked online with other qualities cementing the initial attraction bond:

When I met Chris everything seemed so wonderful.  The age differences were a bit spread apart- but nothing sexual was ever a problem- he didn’t even want that.  We knew each other for a long time, and spent a great deal of time together, and we cared for one another very much.  He would send me flowers and drive from New York to Massachusetts whenever he could to come and see me.  Then one day in Dec, he realized that he needed more in a relationship and just disappeared from my life for good.  I cried forever it seemed and I always know and have known that I wanted to stay with him for the rest of my life--but it seems that it just wont work out that way, sadly enough.
 


The next narrative from Gar again shows how relationships may be formed over the Net with wide age disparities:

I met a 19 year old girl in a chat room. I am 37 years old. we talked quite a few times & talked about sex. her mom read her e-mails from me & realized by the things I said that I was older than her little girl. She confronted me online & asked me to call her on the phone. We talked & she ended up liking me & we became friends. I went to a Drag Race 100 miles from where she lived & she asked me to stay close to her home. I got a hotel 95 miles from the track. I took mom & daughter to dinner. Mom stayed at my hotel for 5 days & went to the races with me. I think she fell in love. I became distant after returning home because she became possessive. She won’t talk to me anymore because I told her I wanted to be only friends. I still talk to the daughter every day & she is going to the drag races with me in 2 weeks. Mom don’t approve but what the hell... she knows I am a good guy.  daughter is very excited about going with me for her first big Drag Race & her first Harley ride! 

 

To test the hypothesis that age will not be as important in forming initial attraction as it is in face to face relationships, I have two kinds of measures: First, participants were asked to rate the relative importance of age in their attraction to the online lover, on a scale of 1 to 7, with 1 being not important of all to 7 being extremely important.  Respondent’s reported age as being moderately important (M=4.11), with the modal answer being 4, moderately important.   Although 58% of the respondents reported that age was 1, not important at all, to 4, only moderately important, 42% rated age as extremely important, which is a fairly large percent. Results are shown in Table 18 below.

Table 18 

 

Respondents were also asked how important they thought their age was to their online lover. Results of this can be seen in Table 19 below.

 

 

 

 

Table 19

 

Results show that, according to the respondents, they said their lovers were almost split evenly about their age being low (35%), moderate (31%), or highly important (34%) in their lover becoming attracted to them. 

As an overall measure of the importance of age, I created dummy variables for the respondent’s age and the age of the online lover, divided age into 5 equal categories, then ran a crosstabulation between the age of the respondent and the age of online lover. The results can be seen in Figure 20 below.

 

 

 

	 
	 

 

Figure 20. Crosstabulation of Age of Respondent by Age of Lover
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This table shows that although some people tended to date outside their age cohort, the majority chose an online partner who was within a few years of their own age, especially in the 50 + age range, with 83% of the respondents dating someone within the same age cohort.  When people did date an online lover outside their own age group, it tended to fall within typical societal norms related to gender, i.e., that it is appropriate for a man to date a woman younger than himself, and for a woman to date a man older than herself. The results of the choice of online partner broken down by gender are shown in Figure 21 below.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

	 
	Figure 21. Crosstabulation of Age of Respondent and Lover by Gender
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Figure 21 shows that, overall, males and females tend to date within their own age cohort- with the exception of 24-29 year old females, who are more likely to be dating someone from the next older age cohort (30-39 years) than someone from their own age cohort.  The largest percentage was in the cells reflecting people dating others of their own age cohort. The next highest percentages were for people dating along traditional gender patterns of mate selection based on the “male older” ideal, with the males dating the cohort younger than themselves, and the females dating the one older than themselves. A Pearson Chi-Square was run on the age of the respondent and age of lover, by gender- the result was a significant relationship that was positive and strong ((2 = 363.78, df = 16, p <.01), confirming that age is related to choice of partner. 

According to the measures of age shown in Tables 18 and 19, and the gender breakdown in Figure 21, and the Chi-Square between age of respondent and lover by gender, the hypothesis that age is not important online in forming initial attraction is not supported. These measures would also seem to support homogamy of age: A Pearson correlation was calculated to determine the correlation between the respondent’s age when they met, and the online lover’s age.  The Pearson correlation between these two was positive and statistically significant (r= .76, p <.05), and strong, with a correlation coefficient of .76.  

All the measures of the importance of age would seem to indicate that age is important to the respondents in forming initial attraction online, and they end up with similar others in terms of age when they actually form relationships.

Sex and sexual orientation


Both sex and sexual orientation are important factors in attraction in offline relationships.  Although I hypothesized that socio-demographic factors in general would not be as important online as they are offline, sex of the online lover would still conceivably be an important consideration in forming a relationship with an online lover.  Even though sex may still be important, sexual identity is an area potentially open for experimentation and boundary crossing, as the anonymity of online interactions may foster increased experimentation and allow people to “try out” identities and lifestyles they may not have the courage or opportunity to pursue offline. 

The following narrative from Monica shows how sexual orientation and gender may be important as an initial “screening” device for forming relationships online, though people may still be boundary crossing online and trying out new identities:

I met my girlfriend online about three and a half years ago

and was almost immediately attracted to her. Because, 

however, I thought she was straight (I am also female, I 

should probably mention), I didn't ever consider telling

her, as I figured nothing could come from it.  Finally,

after a year of holding in these feelings I had for her,

I wrote her a letter and confessed how I felt.  For a little

while (a couple of months) we had very serious discussions

about the whole matter and then she declared that she had

fallen in love with me.  ..And a couple of months after

that, she came down to visit me for the first time.  We

realized that we were so quite in love after having met

in person... Next week we will celebrate our two-year

anniversary. She and I have both moved so that now we live 

together; we have changed our lives for each other and it

has completely been worth it. I think a lot of online relationships

are kind of like relationships in high school.. you just are playing

the field and seeing who/what is out there. Most relationships of any

kind, whether you meet the person online or in school or

at work or through an ad, end in breakup.  I think you're

lucky to find The Person, no matter how you may meet her or

him.

 

This narrative shows how people may be “experimenting” more, or crossing boundaries of sexual orientation which they might not cross offline due to the perception of lowered negative social consequences online. The next narrative may be illustrative of this boundary crossing and trying new identities as well, as the person tries to transition the new relationship and identity offline:

The problems caused by our relationship stemmed from the fact that many people I knew had difficulty accepting me as gay.  However, we have lived together for nearly two years now, since meeting nearly three years ago and now nearly everyone in our lives has accepted our relationship.

 

The last narrative clearly shows how women may be experimenting with their own sexuality and with “alternative” sexual experiences online such as threesomes.  Stacy says:

It was basically a physical relationship.  She was married and wanted to be with a woman on the side. I found her attractive so we had sex in her car.  I enjoyed her and thought that it would happen again . . . but she was interested. Basically 98% the women who contact me on-line are married bi-sexual women looking for a one-time encounter or a 3-some with their husbands. None are looking for any type of commitment.  Also, almost all of them have never been with a 

woman and are looking to satisfy their curiosity.

 

Likewise, people may also be experimenting with the boundaries of gender, as shown in this next narrative from Clark:

 

Had interesting chats, exchange of intimacies, "romantic" fantasies.  Accidentally found out they were male, not female, confronted, he ran scared, eventually found him under another screen name, stayed chums.

 

 

It is interesting to note that the two in the last narrative stayed “chums” after having developed a romantic relationships and the gender deception was found out, perhaps showing the connection between them as people which had already developed.

For the importance of sex variable, only 8% rated this as “not important to moderately important,” while 92% rated sex of online lover as very important to extremely important.  Similarly, the majority of respondents (83%) reported that sexual orientation was very important to extremely important in forming an initial attraction.  

Lastly, people may be forming sexual relationships over the Net, based on particular interests which may be difficult to come across offline. The next narrative by Bill illustrates this:

I ran an ad for a young, attractive, SUBMISSIVE, female who was looking to learn about the Dominant/Submissive sexual lifestyle from an older man.  I also indicated if there was mutual attraction, that I was interested in becoming a mentor, and financial benefactor in exchange for this type of sexual relationship.  I also indicated in the ad that I was NOT interested in professional hookers / call girls / strippers or other hard-core types.  I simply sought a young, sexy, submissive and open-minded girl who wanted an older boyfriend/ DOM / sugar daddy -- for our mutual benefit.

 

I received several responses to these ads in the past year-- and I must say I have been generally very pleased with the level of attractiveness, education, of the girls who responded.  In most every case-- the girls were totally honest about themselves and their looks, as well as providing me with true personal information.  I have had a great success in meeting over 15 of these girls within the past year-- and although not all of these situations have lasted very long-- they all have had-- I think-- mutually good consequences...

 

I must say I am very pleased to be able to meet the EXACT TYPE of sexual partner I seek in this direct, honest and discreet manner. If you are honest-- are careful-- I think this type of relationship is becoming extremely common on the Internet.. I know the girls I have met have all had at least one or more other men they have been involved with in this manner.

 

Since I am single, and a very busy professional in my early 40’s-- I do not want to waste my time dating unattractive woman who will not be interested in the types of sexual activity that I am. 

 

These ads were NOT intended to find a REAL ROMANTIC and LONG TERM LOVING PARTNER-- but merely for me to find sexual gratification in a mutually enjoyable manner with another like-minded adult.  

 

Overall-- I think that is great and a real benefit of the Internet.  I also think that if you are lucky- you probably can meet an ideal long term mate in this manner-- if you work hard enough at it and write ads  that are honest, direct and to the issues which most matter to you in a relationship.

 

 

Lastly, this narrative from Henry shows again how the Internet may facilitate sexual experimentation, leading to short- term relationships created with a specific end in mind:

It was a sexual relationship for my wife and I. She wanted to experience being with a women and I wanted to be with two women at the same time. it was a one time thing.

 

These narratives show how people may be using the Internet to pursue or experiment with alternative sexual relationships which they may not have access to offline.  Although sex of partner remains important  to forming a romantic relationship online, people may be experimenting with alternative sexualities, paraphilias and marginalized sexual identities on the Net which may seem to risky or difficult to attain in face to face interactions.

Interests in common, level of education, use of language, and sense of humor


Research has shown that many people report becoming initially attracted and strongly attracted online because they feel they are getting to know the “inner self” of the online lover, rather than focusing on external qualities (Albright &  Conran, 1994).  As one respondent put it, “I feel that with online relationships, you are able to become attracted to an individual for what they are as a person & not for what they look like.”  

Respondents were asked the importance of qualities other than physical ones, such as their online lover’s use of language, sense of humor, and interests in common.  The results showed that the vast majority rated these “inner qualities “ as very important in forming initial attraction online.  In the next narrative, Brad talks about the interests in common he shares with his online love, which obviously has deepened his feelings for Robyn:

When i met her, i felt a great liking to her. We shared alot of life experiences, alot the things we shared are the same, I really love robyn alot, i plan on staying with her for the rest of my life, she is always there for me when i need her, caring, loving, honest, inner and outer beauty. Very good personality, humorful, loveable, Robyn i just want to let you know that i love you so much and i thank you for coming into my life...........Love you baby.

The interests in common which many people explore on line can lead to people feeling they have met a “soul mate” as in the case of Adrienne’s narrative:

I have met five people offline and the last is my current boyfriend.  One of the others is living with my best friend and they have been together as a couple for almost a year.  My most recent romantic development with my current boyfriend has been the most fulfilling and wonderful relationship I have been in.  I would venture to say that we were made for each other.  It's very odd that we met online because we have similar musical interests that have taken us to the same concerts and would have in the future.  We always comment about how funny it is that we ended up meeting online.  In any case, I have never been one to actually condone meeting offline, but it may have just brought two soulmates together in my case.
 

Fully 80% of respondents rated interests in common as highly important to them becoming attracted to their online lover. Results are shown in Table 22 below.

Table 22



As Table 22 shows, most people rated interests in common as very high in importance, compared to certain other qualities, such as religion.  To see if there was a significant relationship between the value of interests in common and initial attraction, a regression analysis of interests in common was run on initial attraction: The results were highly significant  (r2= .03, B = .16, p <.01).

In contrast to interests in common, the results were mixed in terms of the importance of education: 28% of respondents rated the online lover’s level of education as moderately to extremely important, but an almost equal percentage (26%) rated the online lover’s education as low in importance.  Results are shown in Table 23 below.

Table 23


Similarly, the majority of respondents (84%) rated the online lover’s use of language as moderately to extremely important. Results are shown in Table 24 below.

Table 24

 

 

Table 24 shows that use of language very important: In fact, 63% said their use of language was highly important to their lover becoming attracted to them.  The next narrative from Logan shows the impact that the use of language can have on fostering a romantic connection online:

James and I met online through a Phantom of the Opera role-playing list.  I was a noble character (sister of Raoul to anyone who cares) and his was also... his character was new to the list, and like a breath of fresh air, his writing style was actually *good*.  So many people write things that really suck on that list...  Anyway, back to my story. I adored his writing style and my character was bored, so I jumped into the thread.  Our characters almost immediately began a romantic relationship... then he emailed me when I was on vacation, I emailed back... we talked a while, and already I was starting to fall for him.  After a while, I finally decided 'twas time to see this guy who was emailing me so much, so I went to his website.  I saw his picture and my jaw dropped... literally.   I mean, talk about drop dead gorgeous.... wow.  And his interest just made me go "YES!!"  Immediate crush that was pretty darn serious.  So I invited him into the chat channel I frequent, then we started chatting on ICQ... then after a week of that, he told me for the first time that he loved me.  Took me a day, but I realized I loved him as well.  Well, things progressed and we agreed to meet.  However, he neglected to tell his parents about me, and they kinda freaked out when the time came, so his parents and little brother drove 3 states just to meet me. Our first "date" we had nine chaperones.... my family plus his... I was so wowed by him, though... all I could think of was, "Wow, a guy this wonderful who could truly have any girl he desires chose me."  Since then we've met another 2 times and we're planning on meeting several more.  I'm also moving to his town next fall....  

 

 

The next narrative shows that perhaps language use is so important because people feel they are getting at some “essence” of the person:

There was just something different about him than the other pen-pals online.  The true essence of him and his spirit reached me through his words.  I thought that it was so crazy to be so attracted to someone this way and yet I could not help myself.  Even when he put in a pseudo pen-pal ad, I knew it was him, the personality speaks out through the keyboard and across the screen.  I am glad that I tried this and he is the only online person I have met.  I screened him for awhile before the initial meeting to make sure that he was alright.  Luckily for me he was more than alright, he is a sweetie and a truly good hearted man.      

 

The fact that use of language is so important would seem to correlate with people reporting that the lover’s level of education is important, as use of language and ability to article one’s thoughts and feelings in a written form would seem to correlate with being more highly educated. In fact, a Spearman’s correlation was highly significant between education and use of language (r = .55, p <.01). 

In addition to use of language, the majority of respondents (96%) reported that sense of humor was moderately to extremely important. Results are shown in Table 25 below. 

 

 

Table 25.


As seen in Table 25, of all the qualities people notice online when forming an attraction and relationship with another person, sense of humor is by far the most important, with fully 89% of respondents rating sense of humor as highly important. The following narrative shows how sense of humor is a very salient common trait people seek out in online relationships:

We both did this on a lark.... and it has worked out great.  We both have very happy marriages except in the sex department, and we fulfill each other's needs very well.  We both have advanced degrees, similar senses of humor, and both respect each other as friends as well as lovers.  It has turned out better than either of us had thought going into it.  We see each other about once a month, but exchange email or chat almost daily.  We both think it has improved our marriages, and both have spouses who have known about past affairs but have not been too upset about them so we don't feel we are jeopardizing our marriages.  But we are both very careful and don't let our affair interfere with our normal lives.

 

Table 26 below shows the result of asking respondent’s how important they thought their sense of humor was to their online lover:

 

Table 26


 

Both Table 25 and 26 show that humor is highly important to both the respondent and the online lover in forming attraction. To confirm this, a regression analysis was run on the importance of the online lover’s sense of humor on initial attraction. The results were significant (r2 = .01, B = .11, p <.10). 

Overall, respondents rated inner qualities such as sense of humor, interests in common, and use of language as much more important than qualities such as race or religious beliefs, although other qualities such as gender, and sexual orientation, as well as age, remain important in forming initial attraction online.

Gender and initial attraction 


Research on attraction and relationship formation has shown that there are typical gendered patterns of attraction in mate selection and relationship formation.

In the literature on sociobiology, researchers have said that males will want to emphasize their ability to provide for a family, and so will emphasize status cues, and they will look for women who are able to reproduce, so age and physical attractiveness is what men look for, and vice versa for women. In research on other forms of mediated dating, such as videodating and personal ads, the research has shown that males and females tend to follow these gender stereotypical patterns of looking for certain qualities in opposite sex mates.  I was interested to see if these same gender typical patterns of attraction would be reproduced in the online medium, as they had been in other forms of mediated dating and attraction. My hypothesis is that if significant sex role differences are found in attraction in CMC, they will replicate the findings of existing sociobiological and videodating studies by occurring consistent with sex role expectations. These sex role expectations are that women will be seeking clues to status and men will seek clues to youth and physical attractiveness, which point to reproductive potentiality.  Along this same line, men should then be more interested in the online partner’s interest in a sexual relationship, and women should be more interested in a long-term relationship where the man can provide.

The next narrative from Lydia shows the importance of her online lover’s status and potential ability to provide what she calls “ a good life:”

Our relationship began as a friendship--then eventually we shared confidences/feelings/beliefs over a period of months. I attribute this to be due to the frustrations and disappointments in both our married lives. We were looking for something mutual to be shared…and appreciated... We professed our feelings, and met in Georgia -(my sister's home) for a week of getting to know one another. Thereafter, we were both convinced that we would have a life together someday. He was looking for a job on the internet as a cfo---was a pilot in past years. He paged me and called 3-4 times daily…we talked online…he offered me a car--a home…a good life…

 


To test this hypothesis, respondents were asked the importance of physical attractiveness, and age, as well as interest in sex.  These are typically qualities sought by males when seeking a mate. Respondents were also asked the importance of the online lover’s job, level of education, and income, which are typical status cues which females have been shown to seek in other mediated dating environments.  A series of t-tests were conducted comparing males and females on the attraction variables (Question 19- the importance of various qualities to the respondent in becoming attracted). 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 


A t-test for the difference between means was run on respondent’s sex by the 18 attraction variables from Question 19. Of these, twelve were found to have significant differences between the means. The results are shown in Figure 27 below.

 

	Figure 27.  Means and T-Tests of Gender by Importance of Lover's Qualities
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	Mean
	 
	t
	 
	Sig.
	 

	Importance of Lover's Job
	Males 
	 
	2.34
	 
	-5.31
	 
	.00
	***

	 
	Females
	 
	3.24
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Importance of Lover's Income
	Males 
	 
	1.92
	 
	-4.98
	 
	.00
	***

	 
	Females
	 
	2.71
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Importance of Lover's Age
	Males
	 
	4.01
	 
	-1.30
	 
	.19
	 

	 
	Females
	 
	4.24
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Importance of Lover's Location
	Males
	 
	3.81
	 
	1.01
	 
	.32
	 

	 
	Females
	 
	3.61
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Importance of Interests in Common
	Males
	 
	5.30
	 
	-1.70
	 
	.09
	*

	 
	Females
	 
	5.55
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Importance of Lover's Sense of Humor
	Males
	 
	5.96
	 
	-0.80
	 
	.43
	 

	 
	Females
	 
	6.05
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Importance of Lover's Education
	Males
	 
	3.51
	 
	-3.74
	 
	.00
	***

	 
	Females
	 
	4.19
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Importance of Lover's Use of Language
	Males
	 
	4.54
	 
	-3.12
	 
	.01
	***

	 
	Females
	 
	5.03
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Importance of Lover's Race
	Males
	 
	3.55
	 
	-0.81
	 
	.42
	 

	 
	Females
	 
	3.73
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Importance of Lover's Gender
	Males
	 
	6.65
	 
	3.46
	 
	.00
	***

	 
	Females
	 
	6.20
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Importance of Lover's Sexual Orientation
	Males
	 
	5.95
	 
	-0.42
	 
	.68
	 

	 
	Females
	 
	6.02
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Importance of Lover's Religious Beliefs
	Males
	 
	2.54
	 
	-4.04
	 
	.00
	***

	 
	Females
	 
	3.31
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Importance of Lover's Marital Status
	Males
	 
	4.98
	 
	-2.05
	 
	.04
	**

	 
	Females
	 
	5.46
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Importance of Lover's Physical Attractiveness
	Males
	 
	4.70
	 
	3.07
	 
	.00
	***

	 
	Females
	 
	4.17
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Importance of Lover's Marital Status
	Males
	 
	4.98
	 
	-2.05
	 
	.04
	**

	 
	Females
	 
	5.45
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Importance of Lover's Online Nickname
	Males
	 
	1.82
	 
	-1.73
	 
	.08
	*

	 
	Females
	 
	2.09
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Importance of L's Interest in Long Term Relationship
	Males
	 
	4.01
	 
	-1.48
	 
	.13
	 

	 
	Females
	 
	4.33
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Importance of Lover's Interest in Sex
	Males
	 
	4.68
	 
	 2.78
	 
	.01
	***

	 
	Females
	 
	4.10
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 



As per the hypothesis, gender differences were found which followed typical gendered patterns of mate selection found in face to face meetings and through other mediated forms of meeting, such a videodating and personal ads.  The means which were significantly higher for females than for males were those pointing to the status of the male: The online lover’s job, income, education were significant, as was the use of language, which could be seen as a cue to social class and education level online. For males, the means which were higher pointed to traditional male patterns of attraction, including physical attractiveness, interest in sex, though in this question, age was not deemed important by only the men. The females also tended to give higher importance to qualities that may point to the suitability of the male as a long term partner, including marital status, religious beliefs, though males and females did not significantly differ on the question of whether the online lover was interested in a long term relationship. Interesting, gender of lover was shown to be statistically significant, with the males deeming it more important than the females.


The results of the t-test of the means for men and women in the sample confirm the sociobiological theories that women are more likely to be looking for status from men, and this continues in online romantic relationships.  Sociobiological theory is also confirmed for men, in that they are more likely than women to be seeking cues regarding physical attractiveness and interest in sex, though both men and women find age of their partner important.


To further explore the relationship between gender and attraction online, a factor analysis was run on the attraction variables and five factors emerged, using the Varimax rotation method with Kaiser normalization.  I then created five new scales based on the factors that emerged.  Conceptually, these five scales seem to represent particular aspects of attraction and relationship formation, which I will attempt to conceptualize here. 

The first factor I have called Status, which includes job, income, education, use of language. 

Factor 2 is Suitable Romantic Partner. This includes the variables age, gender, sexual orientation, race, physical attractiveness, and marital status. Factor 2 seems to represent the qualities people are looking for in a suitable romantic partner. 

Factor 3 is Sex Partner: This factor includes income, interest in sex, location, and physical attractiveness. Conceptually, this factor seems to represent the possibility for a sexual partner or sexual liaison. 

Factor 4 is Possibility of Long Term Relationship. This factor includes the lover’s interest in a long-term relationship, religious beliefs, and marital status.

Factor 5 is Inner Self. This includes the inner qualities of a long-term partner: Sense of humor and interests in common. 

A reliability analysis was then run on these five scales, and the scales and the corresponding Chronbach’s alphas are reported in Figure 28 below.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

	Figure 28. Scales
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 

	Scales
	 
	Variables
	Alpha

	Scale 1 - Status
	 
	Importance of L's Job
	.78

	 
	 
	Importance of L's Income
	 

	 
	 
	Importance of L's Age
	 

	 
	 
	Importance of L's Education Level
	 

	 
	 
	Importance of L's Use of Language
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 

	Scale 2 - Romantic Partner
	 
	Importance of L's Race
	.62

	 
	 
	Importance of L's Gender
	 

	 
	 
	Importance of L's Sexual Orientation
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 

	Scale 3 - Sex Partner
	 
	Importance of L's Location
	.63

	 
	 
	Importance of L's Physical Attractiveness
	 

	 
	 
	Importance of L's Interest in Sex
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 

	Scale 4 - Possibility for Long 
	 
	Importance of L's Religious Beliefs
	.62

	Term Relationship
	 
	Importance of L's Marital Status
	 

	 
	 
	Importance of L's Interest in 
	 

	 
	 
	a long term Relationship
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 

	Scale 5 - Inner Self
	 
	Importance of L's Sense of Humor
	.63

	 
	 
	Importance of L's Interests in Common
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 



I then ran a t-test on the five scales, with the independent variable of respondent’s sex, to determine if significant sex differences existed on these 5 factors. Three factors yielded statistically significant results: Factor 1, Status, Factor 3, Sex Partner and Factor 4, Interest in a long-term relationship.  The means for males and females on these two scales, as well as the t and significance are shown below in Figure 29. 

 

 

 

 

 

	 

 

Figure 29. Results of T-tests on Factors by Gender
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Scale
	R's Sex
	 
	Mean
	 
	t
	Sig.

	Scale 1- Status
	Males
	 
	8.91
	 
	-5.68
	.00***

	 
	Females
	 
	11.43
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Scale 2 - Romantic Partner
	Males
	 
	12.18
	 
	.89
	.37

	 
	Females
	 
	11.9
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Scale 3 - Sex Partner
	Males
	 
	10.11
	 
	2.77
	.01**

	 
	Females
	 
	9.14
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Scale 4 - Long Term 
	Males
	 
	8.85
	 
	-3.51
	.00***

	  Relationship
	Females
	 
	10.21
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Scale 5 - Inner Self
	Males
	 
	8.28
	 
	-1.60
	.11

	 
	Females
	 
	8.57
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 


 

The findings above support the hypothesis, based on sociobiological theories of mate selection, that women seek status in a mate, while men seek physical attractiveness and potential reproductive ability. The fact that Factor 1, Status was significant, and that the mean scores for females was higher on this factor confirms that women continue to seek status cues when seeking a potential romantic partner online. The fact that Factor 4, Interest in a Long Term Relationship was also significant, with the females rating this factor as more important than the males, and the fact that males rated Factor 3- Sex Partner as more important shows that women are seeking a long term relationship, while men continue to seek cues to reproductive viability and interest. 

Interesting, no statistically significant differences were found between males and females on the importance of the “Inner Self” qualities – sense of humor and use of language. Also, no differences were found between males and females on “Suitable Romantic Partner” factor, Factor 2 – which consisted of variables related to gender, race, and sexual orientation of the partner. Apparently, both sexes use these variables as a type of “screening” mechanism to establish the baseline viability of the other person as a potential romantic or sexual partner.

Correlations were then run between the level of initial attraction and the measures of the importance of various qualities of the partner: Including online lover’s age, education level, race and religion, comparing the scores for men and women.  This was to see if, for example, women who had mates with high educational attainment would be more attracted initially than males who had mates with high education attainment. The results were that no significant differences were found between men and women on the variables age, education level, race and religion on initial attraction level. 

To summarize the findings of this chapter, overall, though the utopian theorists say that computer mediated communication will open up new possibilities for identity and relationships, involving virtual play, the pushing of boundaries, and the formation of new kinds of relationships. In fact, what we see instead is that people tend to be somewhat conservative when meeting romantic partners online, and tend to be attracted to those very much like themselves.  Those most likely to enter into an online relationship are female, white, and younger, with those in their early 30’s most likely to find an online partner.  Because the online environment at this point is mainly text based, those who are able to express themselves well verbally have an advantage:  People tended to choose those who were more educated and who used language well.  People also looked for someone who they felt shared their interests. Perhaps most important to all respondents, though, was a sense of humor – something which can be communicated through typed text as a way to build rapport. 

Despite the fact that participants in online interactions tended to be more highly educated compared to the general population, and therefore perhaps more liberal in their attitudes, they still tended to follow typical patterns of gendered mate selection when looking for a partner online: Males tended to be looking for an attractive female, and were more likely to be looking for a sex partner, while females were more concerned with someone who values having nice things, someone with a good job, high income, and the ability to provide status.  These findings show that the Internet has not freed people from traditional mating and relationship formation strategies hypothesized by socio-biological theories, thereby disproving utopian theorists notions of the Internet representing a major transformative technology for social relationships.

On the other hand, we do see more frequent transracial relationships being formed, as well as cross- religious relationships which would seem to challenge theories of homogamy which posit “birds of a feather flock together.”  Also, theories of proximity would also seemed to be challenged by the findings of this study, as a significant number of people formed relationships with people outside their immediate geographic area. In these areas – proximity, race and religion - the Internet does represent a potentially freeing space for the formation of relationships with others who are different from them. 

This chapter looked at the formation of initial attraction online, and what factors people said were important in forming that attraction. The next chapter will look at what happens to that attraction when people receive more information about their online lover, through exchanging photos, through talking on the telephone, and meeting face to face.

CHAPTER FIVE

Impression Formation and Movement Beyond the Virtual

 

The other thing I want to note is the fear factor in internet love.  I have been petrified to meet these men, constantly wondering if I'm going to meet an ax murderer, or just someone really unattractive.  I'm distrustful of men in general, but in this context, I'm particularly distrustful.  When I think about how I met these men, it's just so difficult to open up.  I cannot even wrap my mind around falling in love with someone over the Internet.  I've heard it happens, but it just seems too strange.  Why is that?    














  





          -- Anna

 


This chapter will focus on online relationships as they expand beyond the text-based environment of computer mediated communication- (chat and email, etc.) and begin to expand bandwidth via the exchange of photos, phone calls, and face to face meetings.  I am interested in finding out what the impact of increased information is on attraction, i.e.: Are online lovers still attracted as much as they were initially, once they find out more information about the person via photos or phone calls or face to face meetings? Or: Does finding out more about the online lover diminish his or her attractiveness? People form an initial impression online, which is part of what they base their initial attraction on. When people move from online to offline with these relationships, I wanted to find out of they are still attracted, and if their expectations of their online lover were met or violated.  I also wanted to know the outcomes of these relationships: How happy are people with these relationships, and what happens to them- do they break up, or move forward towards marrying or moving in together? These questions will be explored in this chapter.

First of all, the baseline levels of attraction will be briefly reviewed for males and females as discussed previously in Chapter 4, in order to be able to compare and contrast this to attraction levels once people had received a photo, talked on the phone or met face to face.  Initially, respondents reported a mean initial attraction level of 4.42 (SD =1.43), on a scale of 1, not attracted at all, to 7, extremely attracted. Broken down by gender, men and women reported a very similar initial level of attraction: Male respondents reported an initial attraction level of 4.42 (sd = 1.35), and females reported an initial attraction level of 4.49 (sd = 1.47).  A table of percentages of initial attraction of males and females, divided into low, moderate and high levels of attraction is shown in Table 30 below. 



Table 30. Men and Women’s Initial Level of Attraction

 

 

Although Table 30 shows that females seemed to have a higher initial rate of attraction to their online lovers, a t-test revealed no significant difference between males and females on initial attraction.  

Initially, respondents reported they were not very deeply involved with their online partners: The majority of respondents said they did not  they envision marrying or spending the rest of their life with this person (57%) before receiving a photo or phone call, or meeting face to face.  Similarly, 61% said they did not envision marrying their online lover before receiving a photo or meeting face to face. 

Respondents were asked about the emotional depth of their relationship before and after expanding the relationship beyond online chatting or email.  Again, the majority of relationships did not report a particularly emotionally deep relationship with this person initially, before receiving a photo or meeting: When asked if they were in love with this person before receiving a phone call or meeting face to face, 69% said they were not in love, while 31% reported they were in love before receiving a photo or meeting face to face.

Having reviewed these findings, and finding no significant gender differences in initial attraction, and finding that, generally, these relationships are not very deep, what happens to this initial attraction when people get more information?  Will we see any men and women differ in how attracted they are, once they see and hear the other person? 

Research has shown a typical trajectory of relationship development online, consisting of first meeting online, followed by exchanging photos, talking on the phone, and then meeting face to face.  I was interested in knowing what effect each step of this expansion beyond the virtual chatting or emailing would have on attraction: Would respondents become less attracted to their online lover, as they found out more about him or her, possibly indicating that many people are idealizing others online? Or would attraction stay the same? Or, would attraction increase with an increase of information about the other person? 

In the next section, I will examine each step of this process individually.

The Impact of Phone Calls and Photos on Attraction

 

A majority of respondents (65%) reported they had talked on the phone with their online lover after having met online.   Most reported talking on the phone fairly quickly after initially meeting online.  Table 31 below shows a breakdown of when respondents reported first talked on the phone with their online lover.

 

Table 31.  Respondent’s Report of Timing of First Phone Call 

 

 

 

Respondents reported talking on the phone fairly quickly, with 28% saying they spoke on the phone the same day they met online, and 55% reporting having spoken on the phone within the first week of meeting. The next narrative from George shows the movement from online chatting to the phone:

When we first met on line, we spent over three hours chatting..i don’t remember who imed who. we chatted for over a month...then we decided to meet......she lived in new york..and i in california. she came out for a week...and we had a really good time......after she went back....we invested in a voice chat system for our computers.....and ran our phone bills up! 

 

Many turn the phone calls into a daily habit with the telephone augmenting rather than replacing the online interaction:

We had met online in an IRC chatroom and began talking. Over the course of about 6 months we talked on an almost daily basis both online as well as via telephone. I was living in Illinois, he was living in Alaska at the time. 

 

The impact of the first phone call on attraction was positive: Respondent’s reported an initial mean attraction level of 4.42 on a scale of 1 to 7; after the phone call, respondent’s reported a mean attraction level of 5.31. Results of this are shown in Table 32 below.

 


Table 32.  Effect of phone call on attraction

 

 

 

Both males and females reported an increase in attraction after the phone call: Males had an initial mean level of attraction of 4.42, and females reported an initial attraction level of 4.49. After the phone call, the attraction for males increased to a mean of 5.38, and females to a mean of 5.49.  This represents a .96 increase for males, and a 1.00 increase for females, a slightly larger increase for the females compared to the males. A t-test on sex by attraction after the phone call revealed that these differences were not significant (which replicates the finding previously that there were no significant sex differences on initial attraction levels prior to the phone call).

In previous research on online relationships, respondents reported that another early step in forming these relationships is exchanging photos.  A majority of respondents (70 %) reported having received a photo of the person prior to meeting face to face.  Like the positive impact of the phone call, receiving a photo also had a positive impact on attraction: Again, respondents reported a mean initial attraction level of 4.41; after receiving a photo, attraction rose to a mean level of 5.30, with the modal attraction level being 5.00.  The cumulative percentages showed that most respondents reported having received a photo fairly quickly, with a large percentage (41%) having received a photo the first day; 12% received one within the first week, and another 12% reported having received one within the first month after meeting. The remainder received a photo anywhere from 6 months to more than a year after meeting. The results of the item regarding when a photo was received can be seen in Table 33 below.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 33   

 

 


 

Like a phone call, receiving a photo also had a positive effect on attraction.  The impact of the phone call on attraction can be seen in Table 34 below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 34

 


 

 

Perhaps not surprisingly, receiving a photo resulted in a boost in attraction for males more than for females. Both males and females reported an increase in attraction after the photo: Males had an initial mean level of attraction of 4.42, and females reported an initial attraction level of 4.49. After the photo, the attraction for males increased to a mean of 5.51, and females to a mean of 5.13.  This represents a 1.09 increase for males, and a .64 increase for females, a slightly larger increase for the males compared to the females. A t-test on sex by attraction after the photo revealed that these differences were significant (t = 2.39, df = 260, p <.05). This would seem to correlate with the finding that males were more focused on physical attractiveness than were females, with a photo being a potent way to corroborate textual descriptions of physical attractiveness.

Attraction and Self Disclosure

 


Research has shown that self- disclosure leads to attraction in offline relationships by instilling trust in the partners, and creating positive feelings in the other (Sphrechter, 1987). Prior qualitative research has shown that those in online relationships report a high level of self-disclosure, and that they almost feel a mystical sense of a “meeting of the minds” or “soul mate” connection through this heightened self-disclosure  (Albright & Conran, 1994).  High levels of self-disclosure have been linked to relationship stability, especially for men (Sprechter, 1987; Berg & McQuinn, 1986). Another study replicated this finding, but no sex differences were found (Hendrick, et al, 1988). 

I hypothesized that higher levels of self-disclosure online would lead to higher levels of attraction, and that if sex differences were found, they would replicate offline studies by showing self-disclosure to be more important to males than to females.  To assess the importance of self-disclosure in online relationships, respondents were asked if their online partner disclosed private, personal information to them. The vast majority of respondents (80%) reported that the person did share private, personal information with them online.  When asked the importance of this self-disclosure on their becoming attracted to the person, 84% rated this self-disclosure as moderately to extremely important, confirming the hypothesis that high levels of self-disclosure online would lead to higher attraction. The results of this can be seen in Table 35 below.

 

Table 35.  Importance of self-disclosure on attraction

 


Overall, self-disclosure turned out to be very important to people forming an attraction to their online lover.  


Next, I examined the data to see if there were any gender differences in the rating of self-disclosure as important to attraction.  Table 36 below shows the breakdown of the importance of self-disclosure by sex.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 36.

 

 

Males reported a mean level of importance of self-disclosure of 4.69 (SD=1.59), and females reported a mean level of importance of self-disclosure of 5.23 (SD=1.55).  This would seem to refute the offline findings that self-disclosure was particularly important to men in relationship stability, since women rated self-disclosure as more important than did men in the online setting. A t-test was run to see if these gender differences were significant. The results showed that there is a significant gender difference in the importance of self-disclosure (t= -2.00, df =281,  p <.05). My hypothesis of no gender differences was not supported, or that if gender differences were seen, it would replicate offline findings of males rating self-disclosure as more important than females. Also, this finding seems to be contrary to the findings of some researchers, who found that males rate self-disclosure as particularly important in attraction and relationship formation. Perhaps women, who tend to be seeking status, look for cues to the validity of men’s claims through self-disclosures about themselves, while men look to photos as evidence of the physical attractiveness they are seeking. 

Attraction and Face-to-Face Meeting

 


The last expansion of the relationship beyond the virtual environment is the face-to-face meeting. In this study, an incredibly large percentage (82%) of respondents reported having actually met their online lover face to face.  Only 18% did not meet their online lover face to face.  

The following narrative from Debbie illustrates the progression of meeting online, to eventually meeting face to face:

We met late one night in a chatroom that I had created called "braindead".  His name was Ramon and I thought he was probably hispanic.  He was new to AOL but had been using message boards and the internet for quite some time.  We were drawn to each other sexually at first.  We had a lot of cybersex and we both enjoyed it a lot.  But then the relationship grew.  We chatted online and emailed each other every day.  We both looked forward all day to talking.  We realized we had a lot in common.  He was married but separated and my 25 year marriage was unraveling.  We started talking about love and telling each other online that we loved each other.  Neither of us took it totally seriously but I think we were open to that.  We began talking on the telephone and having phone sex occasionally.  We mailed each other little gifts and cards and letters.  Finally, we arranged to meet.  We were both very afraid that meeting would destroy our online relationship because one or both of us would probably be disappointed and it would probably end our online relationship as we knew it.  He drove 4 hours on a Thursday night and met me at a dance club that I went to.  We were both very excited and surprised that our attraction was even stronger in person than online.  After that meeting, we talked about having an affair and seeing each other every few months.  But the next weekend we met again and again the next.  We were able to get together in Laughlin, Nevada for a weekend together.  After that weekend, we both knew that we wanted to be together all of the time.  Soon after he told his wife he wanted a divorce.  I left my husband within a few months of that.  We went through a lot to be together.  He moved to Calif. to be with me and after many trials and problems, including my cancer diagnosis at the end of 1997, we got married in a beautiful wedding on a cliff overlooking the ocean in Mexico.  We are very happy that we met that night online and try to enjoy each day fully.
 

Marty’s narrative also expresses the excitement many feel at meeting their online lover for the first time after going through the steps of emailing and phone calls. He describes it as the “best day of his life:”

This was a test. I responded to ten women through several singles web sites. I received five responses and after only a few email interchanges focused on one. We communicated by numerous emails, exchanged photos, poetry, literature and gifts over a period of three months. Finally after many emails we talked on the telephone and continued to email and send flowers, poems & gifts. Then after several attempts to meet, she invited me for a Sunday lunch in her home. This was the best day of my life and it was like the portrait was now in focus and complete. Once through the mutual nervousness, we began to be naturally comfortable and attracted to each other like lovers. We spent the entire day and into the evening together talking about everything like two kids falling in love. I felt she was the "one who never arrived", and who I had waited all the life for. We (spent) every available time together through the holidays including a private Christmas and held a special New Years party for all her friends. It was the time of my life, but the time was not right and we parted ways in January 1998. 

 

 

Some people believe that true intimacy and deep feelings in a relationship are not possible without this expansion to a face-to-face meeting. Mandy’s narrative illustrates the need to transition to a face-to-face relationship for it to be really a “real” relationship from an idealized online one:

It's quite a long story that spans over 3 1/2 years, but to bring that down to a few paragraphs, he was much more involved in the relationship on an emotional level than I was.  However, he never saw a need to have the same relationship off-line.  I feel this has partly been due to our age difference and some Catholic guilt from his mother, but mostly do to his line of work, it being fairly in the public eye.  He felt this "perfect" relationship would somehow be ruined in person and he would take over and ruin my life.  Maybe so, and yet, how will we ever know?  The psychology of this entire thing is extremely interesting to me as well.

 

We had written hundreds of letters to each other by email, talked in real time on-line for hours sometimes reaching to 6-8 in length in one day.  (Mostly in the beginning of the relationship, before I thought, "What the hell am I doing?")  We know volumes of information about each other and have much in common, which is why it has been so difficult to finally end it on that level, even though we have both ended it in the past numerous times.  There seems to be something keeping it hanging on.  Or perhaps it's just that it is an unfinished story, and until there is SOME ending, it will always feel that way until we lose contact with each other completely.

 

Anyway, I finally decided to end the romance part of the relationship on-line when I began feeling like whoever he always had in his head and was picturing he was talking to, was not what I was all about in reality.  I don't mean appearances.  We have both always been attracted to each other through pictures and our one meeting.  No matter how desperately in love over a computer he appeared to be, it didn't make sense any more.  I believe this was because I didn't know how someone could really feel they were fully in love with someone else unless they had spent some quality time with them in person, no matter how long they had been talking on the internet.  He doesn't seem to agree with me here.  Also, remember we have met only once and have never spoken to each other on the phone in all this time.

 

For the time being we still speak to each other in generalities and he seems bitter.  But, I think breaking off the intense romantic part, was the right thing to do.  (Please note:  intense does not mean cybersex!  We both abhor that kind of activity and don't see the point.)

We both also had a few other off-line relationships at the same time, but the relationship I had with him was the one that was the most important to me.  Please ignore me if I'm sounding too "You've Got Mail-ish."  There are definitely some similarities between my relationship with him and the one portrayed in that film, especially the line where she says, "I don't really know him."  And also the part where she is willing to forego all of her off-line love interests with the hope that her on-line one will somehow work out.

 

Although I think people gain a false sense of intimacy too quickly on the internet, and tend to interpret another's words as basically being variations on their own thoughts, I would welcome the opportunity to further get to know him in person, but will not continue such a relationship over the computer.  But, if that off-line meeting/relationship doesn't happen, and I'm 99.9% sure that it will not, I think we were good for each for that particular time and helped one another a great deal.  So, it didn't end so badly after all.
 

This theme of meeting in person making the relationship more “real” is also evidenced in this next narrative from Dan:

Although for a time my online partner (a math grad student) and I (a psychiatrist) had an emotionally satisfying and supportive online relationship, neither of us thought of it as fully "real" or had any intention of moving to an offline setting. In some ways, however, it was clear that the relationship was very "real" and significantly intimate in terms of self-disclosure and support.

 

This last narrative from Adrienne again gets at this real/ not real conundrum of online relationships which people seem to struggle with if the relationship does not proceed to an offline, face to face meeting:

Actually, this fella and I "broke up" before we ever met, when he started a RL relationship.  We remained friends, and met when I took a trip to England.  We have other friends in common, and I still see some of them when they visit the US.  SO I am in touch with them, although not any longer in touch with him directly.

 

Maybe it's odd, but I think of him as an ex, even though we never met while we were a "couple."  It was a wrenching part of the breakup, since he had left me for a "real woman ..." was I not real?  Was our relationship all in my imagination?  In retrospect, I do think it was "real" for both of us.

 

Looking at what factors may be important in the person actually having met their online lover in person, I looked at time and distance, thinking that perhaps those who lived closer would be more likely to meet their online lover compared to those who lived farther apart, and that those who had been online longer might have gotten to know their online lover better and have higher motivation to actually meet them in person, or that they had had more time to develop an online relationship where they’d want to meet the person.  A chi-square test on how long they had been using online services by whether or not they had met their online lover face to face was not significant. However, a chi-square run on distance between the respondent and online lover was significant ((2 = 33.36, df = 4, p <.00), though the results were somewhat surprising: Those who lived close (within 25 miles) were more likely to have met their online lover as those who lived more than 500 miles away.  However, a surprisingly high percentage (70%) of those living more than 500 miles from their online lover had actually met the person face to face. The results are shown in Figure 37 below.

	Figure 37.  Crosstabulation of distance by meeting face to face
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Again, meeting face to face had a positive effect on attraction: almost all respondents (90%) reported being moderately to extremely attracted after meeting their online lover face to face.  Only 10% were less than moderately to not attracted at all after meeting face to face. The results from this item are shown in Table 38 below.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 38.  Attraction level of respondent after meeting face to face





 

Table 38 above shows clearly that the majority of people were very attracted to their online lover after meeting face to face.  I next was interested to know if there were any gender differences in attraction after the face-to-face meeting. The results of this analysis can be seen in Table 39 below.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 39


 


From Table 39, we can see that both males and females report a very high level of attraction upon meeting their online lover face to face: In fact, very few male or female respondents report a low level of attraction upon meeting face to face. Males reported a mean level of attraction of 5.57 out of 7 after meeting their online lover face to face, and females reported a mean level of attraction of 5.69.  Both 9% of the males and 9% of the females reported a low level of attraction upon meeting face to face.  Overall, both males and females were highly attracted when they met face to face, with a t-test revealing no significant differences in the scores between them.

Table 40, below, shows the time sequence of attraction at each step of the expansion for both male and female respondents for Initial attraction, attraction after photo, phone, and face-to-face meeting. 

Table 40   Attraction at each stage of expansion

 

 

The line graph shows that each stage of expansion beyond the typed text of the online environment through exchanging photos, through talking on the phone and through a face to face meeting results in a boost to attraction. The fact that the mean level of attraction is at its highest point after a face-to-face meeting (mean = 5.60) makes apparent that more information as people expand beyond online chatting or email only adds to attraction, rather than diminishing it in most cases. 

Comparing respondents by gender results in some interesting variations in this seemingly smooth boost to attraction at each stage of expansion. Table 41 below shows the attraction levels for the males and females only in the study:


Table 41


[image: image1]
 

It appears from Table 41 that the initial attraction and phone call are equally important to attraction to both males and females, and the photo was more important to the males.  A t-test of the mean of males and females on these attraction steps revealed that only the photo exchange was significant (t = 2.39, df = 260, p <.05), with males being more attracted by the photo than females (males, mean = 5.51; females, mean = 5.13),

Lastly, an analysis of attraction by who broke off the relationship was run, and a table created. Results can be seen in Table 42 below.


Table 42
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As can be seen in Table 42, above, initial attraction started out fairly close between those who were broken up with by their online lover, versus those who chose to break off the relationship themselves, versus those who made a mutual decision to break off.  However, once more information is gathered through a phone call or photo, the respondent showed an overall lower level of attraction when they were the ones who chose to break off with the lover, compared to those where the lover broke off with them. Chi square tests were run on levels of attraction at each stage (initially, after the phone call, after receiving photo, and after meeting face to face). Results showed that the relationship was not significant for initial attraction by who broke it off, nor for the phone call. However, for the photo seemed to be very important in terms of its impact on who broke up the relationship, and a chi-square test revealed that this relationship was significant  ((2= 13.26, df = 4, p <.01).   The results of the photo by who broke off are shown in Figure 43, below.

 

	Figure 43.  Attraction levels to the photo by who broke up the relationship
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As can be seen in Figure 43, when the lover broke off with the respondent, the level of attraction to the photo was higher than in the case when the respondent broke up with the lover.  When the decision to break off was mutual, attraction fell somewhere in the middle.  In addition, when the respondent broke off the relationship, they had a higher rate of low levels of attraction to the photo, compared with the cases where the lover chose to break off the relationship. This shows again the importance of the photo to the continuation of or breaking of relationships online.


The face to face meeting was also important in terms of the breaking off or continuation of the relationship: A chi-square analysis of attraction level after the face to face meeting and who broke up the relationship was also significant ((2 =18.24, df = 4, p <.00).  Results of the level of attraction after the face-to-face meeting by who broke off the relationship can be seen in Figure 44, below.

 

 

	Figure 44.  Attraction levels of face to face meeting by who broke   up the relationship
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As can be seen in Figure 44, paralleling the findings of the effect of the photo on attraction, and the relationship to who broke off the relationship, when the lover broke off with the respondent, the level of attraction to the face to face was higher than in the case when the respondent broke up with the lover.  When the decision to break off was mutual, attraction fell somewhere in the middle.  In addition, when the respondent broke off the relationship, they had a higher rate of low levels of attraction to the face-to-face meeting, compared with the cases where the lover chose to break off the relationship. This shows the importance of the face-to-face meeting to the continuation of breaking off of relationships online.

A note on reliability:  Multiple measures of the dependent attraction variables were not run, in the interest of not creating a lengthier survey instrument, which could have resulted in a lowered response rate.  Because of this, no measures of the individual reliability of each of the attraction variables are available.  However, a reliability analysis was run on the 4 measures of attraction summed together, plus the measure of perception of attractiveness after having met the person face to face as an indicator of the reliability of the measurement of attraction overall.  All five items are getting at the respondent’s perception of the attractiveness of the online lover, and when summed together as a singular scale of attraction, the measures are internally consistent and result in a Chronbach’s alpha of .75. In addition, the fact that attraction levels overall were lower at succeeding stages of the relationship (photo, face-to-face meeting) also serves as an indirect support for the reliability of the attraction measures, since we would expect those who decided to break off the relationship to have lower levels of attraction to a photo and face to face meeting than those who decided to continue the relationship and not break off.  

The results of this chapter indicate that, overall, people’s attraction increases with increased information, despite the popular notion in the media that people tend to lie to online others, and that increasing information can only lead to disappointment, as their initial impression formed online is disconfirmed. There is a chance that these findings may be due to a sample which is biased towards those who had more positive online experiences – although, the sample seem to reflect well the overall population makeup of the Net, in terms of gender, race, age, etc.

One additional way to explore the outcome of these relationships is to find out how happy people report being with these relationships, and whether they continue to deepen, or end.  To begin to answer these questions, respondents were asked to rate their overall happiness with the relationship. The results from this question are shown in Table 45 below.

 

 

Table 45

From Table 45, we can see that overall, respondents were very happy with their online relationship: Fully 64% of respondents rated their happiness as high, compared to only 18% being moderately happy and 19% as low in happiness. Jonathan’s narrative is an example of the kind of happiness some have found online, often unexpectedly:

We are extremely happy....NEVER would of predicted this......Fell in love via conversation and being the persons we are. Was very happy to meet.....married after 6 months of meeting in person....(Online romance was six months prior to meeting!) VERY VERY HAPPY

 

Respondents were then asked if they are still communicating with their online lover, and the majority, 72%, said they are.  Respondents were then asked if they envisioned marrying or moving in with the person in the future, or whether they are together still at all: When asked if they are still romantically involved with the person, only about a third (30%) said they are still romantically involved with the person. Results can be seen in Table 46 below.


Table 46

 


Approximately 18% had married or moved in with their online lover (11% had married their online lover, and 7% had moved in). An additional 10% said they envision marrying the person in the future, while 11% said they envision cohabiting with this person in the future.  These figures seem fairly significant, in that people seem to be forming deep, meaningful relationships in this arena that lead to marriage or cohabitation for a good many of them. Many move the experience of a quick joining to a whirlwind courtship and marriage, as is the case in the next narrative by Ruth:

I met my husband online, met face to face one week later, married him five weeks later. I am not one to generally make snap decisions, but I knew he was a life companion. We have been married three yrs last Thanksgiving, have a two year old daughter, and he is a great stepfather to my three sons. I bless the day I talked to him. Was not looking for online romance and had never met anyone before or after him on the computer. It must have been destiny…or so I like to believe.

 

 

Interestingly, not everyone who envisions marrying in the future has gone through the step of meeting face to face, as shown in the next narrative by Shawn:

When we met, my marriage was on the verge of breaking up. After the breakup, she turned out to be the friend I turned to. We talked on the phone for the first time after she learned of my seperation. We've talked nearly every day for the year and a half since then. She is still in a marriage she wants out of, and will hopefully be free sometime in the next year or so. We have not met face to face in the year and a half....and most likely will not until she is free to be with me. We both want to be married, and plan on being married to each other as soon as we are able. We plan on having two or three more children together. We both now have 2 each.

We have learned so much about each other in this time. I have a close emotional attachment to her that I have never felt before. I know it's so crazy to say we are so much in love, but we truly are. She talks online with my mother and 2 sisters. My family was not very supportive when they first learned of the relationship, but they have seen that it has spanned the test of time to date, and they are glad we are using our heads when it comes to actually meeting. My Mom has grown to like her, and she is happy with the joy and happiness I have found. My family is slowly accepting the relationship, and I think they will be supportive when the time comes.

 

Many of these relationships ended, with 37% of respondents reporting they had broken up with the person. So if the relationship had ended, how did it end? For those who said the relationship had ended, respondents were asked how the relationship ended: Was it the online lover broke up with them; they broke up with the online lover; or – they mutually decided to end the relationship.  The results of this question can be seen in Figure 47 below.

 

	 
	Figure 47.  How the relationship ended
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As Table 47 shows, a fairly large percentage of couples  (37%) are no longer together, and as seen in Figure 48, most people reported that their online lover had broken up with them, rather than the other way around. 

Lastly, respondents were asked if their online relationship caused problems with other, preexisting relationships. The majority, 77% said no, they did not cause problems with other relationships. Of the 23% who said it did, 6% reported trouble with their spouse, 6% said problem with a boyfriend or girlfriend, 5% reported trouble with a parent, and 7% said it caused trouble with another relative. Another 6% reported trouble with a friend, and 1% reported their online relationship caused problems with their boss.  The remainder didn’t specify which relationships were affected by their involvement in an online relationship. Keith’s story illustrates how online affairs can lead to problems with pre-existing relationships, which in this case lead to a divorce:

This online relationship led to a wonderful, loving, fulfilling relationship, which my wife discovered.  It ultimately led to a divorce between my wife and I.   I am still involved with this new woman, even though she is still married and we have to be discreet.  She is unhappy in her marriage, and we would probably pursue a closer relationship if it would not jeopardize her relationship with her two teenage children.  After they are grown, there may be a possibility of a closer relationship, but that is at least five years away.  This new relationship was and is totally open and honest, and helped me to see deficiencies in my marriage relationship and ultimately to understand that I had married a person who was not meeting all of my physical and emotional needs, and was not entirely compatible with me.  I see the internet as having huge potential to bring compatible people together - AS LONG AS THEY KNOW WHAT THEY ARE LOOKING FOR AND DO NOT MISREPRESENT THEMSELVES!!  I am socially on the shy side, and have always communicated better in writing.  Therefore my communications with this new woman were very clear and open.  It allowed me a certain freedom that I can't precisely describe.  
 

From these findings, then, we can conclude that people were overall very happy with their online partner, and that an increase in information through expanded bandwidth (through the exchange of photos, through phone calls and through meeting face to face) only served to increase their attraction for the majority of the respondents.  Gender differences in attraction formation can be seen in some of these steps, more than in others: For example, for males, receiving a photo resulted in a higher boost to attraction than for females, which is not surprising and seems to fit the literature of sociobiological theories of mate selection for males. Females seemed to get a higher boost in attraction by talking on the phone. For other steps though, like meeting in person- gender didn’t seem to matter, as both males and females reported being more attracted after these steps occurred.  

Though most respondents said they weren’t still together, some of these couples were, and indeed, and quite a significant number (11%) had even moved along to marriage or cohabitation (7%).  For those that were no longer together, given the fact of that the overall rating of happiness was high, and that the majority of the breakups were due to the online lover breaking up with them, one can only wonder if perhaps these relationship might have gone on longer had not the online lover broken up with the person. 


Although most of these relationships were happy, and most were more attracted to the person with increased information, there was still a percentage of people who were not happy with what they saw and learned once they met the person face to face. In these cases, I was interested to know, given the extensive folk wisdom that “everybody lies” online, and the extensive media attention given to this supposed fact, if indeed people were disappointed when finally meeting face to face because their online lover had lied, or if there was something else going on, facilitated by the anonymity of online interaction; Something more to do with the projection of the respondent themselves onto the blank screen of the unknown online lover.  The final findings chapter will explore the question of deception and impression management online, to see what processes might be operating in these failed online relationships, which lead ultimately lead to disappointment and a decrease in attraction.

 
CHAPTER SIX

Expectations upheld or violated: Honesty and deception online and off

 

There is a lot of skepticism and wariness about the honesty and integrity of a person online.  Because of the safety net that a screen name offers, any person can take on any identity he wants.  The other person is left to wonder if what she is being told is indeed the truth.  That is the biggest mystery and one must proceed with caution.  Hence, you just have to take their word with a grain of salt and view the entire thing as entertainment and as a source of humor.  At least for me it is. 









 



  
              -- Lori 

 

In the majority of cases, people seem to be happy with their online lovers when they finally meet face to face. However, in a smaller percentage of cases (at least 10%), this is not the case at all: In fact, a face to face meeting can lead to disappointment, lowered attraction and even the termination of the romantic relationship. In this final chapter of the empirical section, I will examine how the initial impression formed of the online lover, the impression upon which attraction was formed, is confirmed or denied with a face-to-face meeting.  

People form an initial “first impression” online through typed text and later through an exchange of photos and through phone calls. Later, people form another impression when meeting a person for the first time face to face, which may or may not correspond to the first impression formed offline. I’m calling the impression formed in this offline meeting the “second impression.”  My main questions for this section is:  Will people’s second impression match their first?  And, if the second impression doesn’t match the first, why not? Was it that the person actively deceived the other, or- is something else going on related to projection or wishful thinking on the part of the respondent, where an incorrect initial impression was formed? To answer these questions, this chapter will use a mix of quantitative and qualitative methodology. Survey results will be presented pertaining to the honesty or dishonesty of the online lover, as well as what happened when first and second impressions didn’t match. Also, narrative accounts provided by the respondents about their experiences will help develop a more in-depth story of the process of impression making and breaking in online relationships. By using a mixed methodology, I hope to paint a broader and more nuanced picture of what happens when the second impression doesn’t match the first. Although the findings of this study have shown that overall, people’s experiences are generally positive when meeting their online lovers, and that generally, attraction increases at each stage – this chapter contains many of the narratives of people who experienced deception and disappointment in these relationships, in order to elucidate what types of things online lovers tend to lie about when deception is present, and the impact and outcome of that deception on the person and on the relationship.  Lastly, this chapter will end with narratives illustrative of some of the more typical, positive experiences with positive outcomes, in order to present a more balanced picture of the full spectrum of online relationships.


It seems to be a commonly held notion that because of the relative anonymity afforded participants in computer mediated communication, that people will create identities that bear little or no resemblance to their offline “real” selves. Many people seem to believe that deception is commonplace online, and cultural images of deception on the Internet are rampant, adding fuel to the fire of public opinion.  For example, a recent television ad for Circuit City shows an overweight man getting excited over the image of an attractive, swim-suited woman he had just met over the Internet. Using a new digital camera, we see him next manipulate his rotund image into that of a muscle-bound weight lifter, and email this doctored image to the woman, who receives it with a growl and a happy smile and nod (herself looking more “librarian” than bathing beauty). The final scene shows both of them in the Circuit City saying “I’ll take it,” simultaneously, apparently having just been convinced by some salesman to buy this new technology to improve their online image with a few clicks of the mouse.   The well-known New Yorker cartoon of a dog communicating via the Internet, with the caption “On the Internet, no one knows you’re a dog” captures the essence of this idea that people can hide behind the anonymity of the screen and present an image of themselves which bears little to no resemblance to their offline selves.  The notion of rampant deception and false identities online causes consternation among many who approach the Internet seeking a potential romantic partner. But how prevalent is this deception, really? Are most people honest, or dishonest with their online partners? Are most people disappointed when they finally meet their online love face to face? 

Of the 385 participants who reported having had an online relationship in this study, a majority, fully 59%, said they had met their online lover face to face, as discussed in Chapter 4. Seemingly refuting the reigning cultural image of the Internet as a place where everyone lies, leading to inevitable disappointment with a face to face meeting, almost all respondents (90%) reported being moderately to extremely attracted to their online lovers after having met them face to face.  But does this mean that 90% of the people were honest? Did all 90% of the respondents in this study have an accurate impression of their online lover, which was merely confirmed by the face-to-face meeting?

One important factor tied to whether or not the second impression matches the first is the level of honesty of each person. I was interested to know: Were the online lovers basically honest with the people they met online, or did they tend to take advantage of the anonymity of the online environment, and lie? 

To answer this question, respondents were asked how honest they were with their online lovers.  The results of this question can be seen in Table 48 below.


Table 48

 

As seen in the table above, the vast majority of respondents said they were honest with their online lover.  Fully 93% of respondents reported being highly honest with their online lover.  Respondents were then asked how honest their online lover was with them. The results, divided again into three categories of low honesty, moderate and high honesty can be seen in Table 49 below.

 

 

 

Table 49

 

 

Again, respondents reported a high level of honesty of the online lover with them, though the percentage was lower than the reported level of honesty seen previously of the respondent with the lover.  75% of respondents reported that the online lover was highly honest with them, compared with 93% reporting that they were highly honest with their online lover.  Darlene’s narrative illustrates a relationship where there has been a high level of honesty between the partners, which seemed to lead to a positive experience with having an online relationship:

I met the man that I am living with (on a part-time basis due to job commitments, etc.) by answering his personal ad.  He and I became very involved very rapidly and are both happy and fulfilled in this relationship.  We were both very honest with each other in regards to our other commitments and values.  He has been extremely supportive during the time in which we have been together and I feel as if I have found the love of my life and my soulmate in this man.  This is the best time of my life and it is because of our relationship!

Not all respondents reported such high levels of honesty though: 10% of respondents said their lover was only moderately honest with them, and 15% experienced a low level of honesty with their online partner. 

 Summing these, though 75% of respondents reported a high level of honesty, that leaves 25%, or one fourth of all online lovers who were only moderately honest at best.  

Dishonesty is one way of creating a false impression, though there are different ways of being dishonest, or creating a false or misleading impression in others. Online, as elsewhere, people form impressions of the other person upon which initial attraction is based.  Many people have been suspicious of online relationships because of the increased ability to create a false impression, or to “manage impressions” online, using Goffman’s terminology, by being able to control more of the signs given off, or what many people in face to face situations would see as uncontrollable aspects of a person’s image such as age, weight, body style, tone of voice, accent, and other cues to a person’s social status and identity.  Online, an impression is formed through the typed text exchanged between people, through exchanged photos, and through phone calls. All these lead to the formation of attraction, and each “step” in the expansion beyond typed text can lead to a boost in attraction, as seen in Chapter 4 previously.  But each of these steps is potentially controllable by a person, enabling them to shape or “manage” the impression the other is forming of them in overt or subtler ways.  Based on this, my next question is: What happens to attraction when the initial impression formed online doesn’t match the “second impression” when people meet face to face?  In Chapter 4, we saw that overall, respondents were happy with the person when they met face to face, and that a face to face meeting, for most people, resulted in an increase in attraction. However, there was a smaller set of participants who said that the person was not what they had expected when they met.  Gina’s narrative is an example of this happening:

I think that this person expected me to be better than I was (or am).  I think that people tend to build up expectations about people, based on what they might have told them, or by what they have seen.

This person was very attractive when I first met him in person last month.  He did not look like his picture all that much, but he was still very good-looking.  I felt as though I already knew him, since I had spoken on the phone with him many times, and during my last few months in college, he had called me every night to talk.

 

To assess the frequency of such a mismatch between the first impression online and the second impression offline, respondents were asked how closely the person matched their initial impression formed online when they finally met face to face. Results of this question are shown in Table 50 below.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 50

 

It is interesting to note that most respondents when asked this question said that the person was not as attractive as they had expected: 33% said the online lover was not as attractive as expected.  However, 30% said the person was “pretty close” to what they had expected, and 15% said the person was “exactly” what they had expected.  Perhaps even more interestingly, a good number – 22% - reported that the person was “more attractive” than they had expected.  It is also interesting to note that, although 33% of the respondents reported the person was not as attractive as they had thought, the face to face meeting still resulted in an increase in attraction for the vast majority of respondents (90%), with attraction being at its highest level after the face to face meeting  (mean = 5.60).

The fact that almost a third of respondents said that the person was not as attractive as they had expected means that people’s second impression did not match their first formed online.  But why are a third of people forming false impressions in the first place? Was it that the person actively deceived them? Or - is there something else going on related to projection or some other process by which people are attributing qualities to the online lover that really aren’t there? Sherry Turkle has said that “when we step through the screen into virtual communities, we reconstruct our identities,” meaning that the Internet and our postmodern condition has allowed for the creation of “multiple selves” or a “set of roles that can be mixed and matched” (Turkle, S.,1995).  Turkle suggests that the online environment facilitates the mis-construction of the identities of others through encouraging projection and the development of psychoanalytic transferences, as it replicates the anonymous environment of the analyst’s office.  She says this happens for a number of reasons, including the absence of information about the other person one is talking to online, a lack of visual cues, and “the silence into which one types.”  So, the projection of unconscious wishes and desires is one potential explanation for the false impressions formed of the online lover, as people see things in the other that really aren’t there. 

A second potential explanation for the misimpression formed online is through deception on the part of the online lover themselves, in which an inaccurate image of themselves is intentionally communicated to the other person.  O’Hair and Cody defined deception as  “the conscious attempt to create or perpetuate false impressions among other communicators” (O’Hair, D. & Cody, M., 1994).  This occurs, according to O’Hair and Cody, because people have in mind the relational goal of increasing intimacy with the other, so they may be desirous of creating a false or idealized impression of themselves. O’Hair and Cody say that people often use deception as a relational control device.  Walther, in a study of impression management in CMC, has said that CMC allows for “selective self-presentation” where one can plan their comments and can send out more “stereotypically desirable” messages about themselves online (Walther, J., 1993), which can also potentially enables a false image to be constructed and perpetuated.  

There are several ways that a person can create or contribute to a false impression of themselves: First, false impressions can be created through a process Goffman calls “idealization.” Idealization can involve several different forms of impression management: In the first instance, the “actor” (as Goffman calls the person actively managing their impression) incorporates and presents aspects of him or herself which society values. An example of this would be the man who presents himself as having higher status than he actually has by saying he is wealthier than he is, as is the case of men in online personals presenting themselves as “millionaires.”  Women may do this same thing by presenting themselves as physically more attractive or younger than they are, sometimes by, for example, sending a picture of themselves which is quite a few years old. Gergen (1988) also refers to this process as “optimization,” where people emphasize their good qualities, and play down or leave out their less desirable ones.

A second way that Goffman says actors create an idealized impression of themselves is through concealing or underplaying those facts that are incompatible with an idealized version of the self, or what Ekman has called “falsification” or “concealment” (Ekman, 1985).  Falsification is a tactic used to conceal information, but it also involves deliberately conveying false information.  For example: A woman online may not mention she weighs 380 pounds, and may send a picture of herself from several years ago which shows her as a thinner woman.  Concealment, according to Ekman, occurs when a person intentionally withholds information in order to perpetuate an erroneous assumption about facts or emotions. An example of this may be a man who presents himself as single online, in order to increase his attractiveness, when in fact he is married. Goffman says this kind of impression management is possible through “audience segregation,” i.e., that the person can play one part in one environment and another in another environment, which is quite easy to do when one operates online and offline in two separate and distinct environments.  A person may be able to “play” very single online, while being very much married offline, through keeping those online and offline “audiences” separate, in this case, lover and wife.

So- which is it? Are the respondents themselves falling prey to the process of projection online, where they “fill in the blanks” incorrectly about the online lover? Or - are false impressions being made because people are actively trying to deceive others, in the hopes of increasing attraction and controlling the outcome of the relationship?  To answer these questions, respondents were asked: When the person didn’t meet their expectation, what was it that happened, was it that the person misrepresented, or changed something important about him or herself?  Was it that he or she did not tell important information about him or herself, which lead to the false impression being made? Or, was it that the respondent fell prey to projection, incorrectly “filling in the blanks” about their online lover? The results of these three questions can be seen in Figure 51 below.

	 

 

Figure 51.  Why first and second impression didn’t match
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As can be seen in Figure 51, the most common reason for a mistaken impression to be made, where the first impression doesn’t match the second, is due to the respondent themselves “filling in the blanks” incorrectly about the person, suggesting that Turkle’s assertion that the online environment encourages projection may be correct.  The second most common response when the first and second impression didn’t match was that the online lover created a false impression through concealment, or leaving out important information about himself or herself, thereby allowing the respondent to form a false impression.  The least likely of all, though still common at 21%, was that the person intentionally misrepresented or changed something important about him or herself. It is interesting to note that this was the least likely of all three types of impression management to occur, running contrary to popular opinion and many cultural representations of online relationships.


To augment these statistics, the narratives of the participants of this study will be presented next, to help shed further light on the reasons people misrepresent themselves online, the reactions to those misrepresentations, and the kinds of things people have lied about or misrepresented.   Although most people reported positive outcomes to their online relationships, most of the following narratives reflect the “darker side” when things didn’t work out for them, in order to shed more light on the processes and nuances involved in deception and the formation of misimpressions.

First of all, because of the popular notion that “everybody lies” online.  Many people seem to have developed a basic mistrust of meeting anyone online.

The sentiments of these people is voiced here by Lori, as she explains her basic distrust of these relationships:

The other thing I want to note is the fear factor in Internet love. I have been petrified to meet these men, constantly wondering if I'm going to meet an ax murderer, or just someone really unattractive.  I'm distrustful of men in general, but in this context, I'm particularly distrustful.  When I think about how I met these men, it's just so difficult to open up.  I cannot even wrap my mind around falling in love with someone over the Internet.  I've heard it happens, but it just seems too strange.

 


Because of this mistrust, some people have taken a variety of tactics to ensure that the person they plan to meet face to face isn’t an “ax murderer” or some other type of dangerous individual.  Laura explains some of these tactics:

Of course, one must be careful.  I would not give out my home address to someone until meeting them, and even then sometimes wait for a few dates before I let them know where I lived.  I would be careful to meet in a public place.  In the case of long-distance relationships (which I don't do anymore), I always let someone else know the address and phone number where I would be staying if I went to visit.

 

Another respondent, Marty, expressed an even more cynical or suspicious view of online relationships:

Let me just say that having an online relationship isn’t all that its 

cracked up to be…people are fake and can destroy you just as easily 

as meeting them face to face or at a bar or anywhere else.

 

In addition to being careful about meeting others offline, another coping tactic that people use after having had a negative experience of someone lying about physical attractiveness is that they no longer hold any expectations at all.  Joanne, telling of her conversation with her online lover, Mark, explains: 

Seems he had meet a few people from online, and it had been a 

huge let down.  One woman said she was 5’10”, and a size 12.  

When they meet she was 5"6, and could barely squeeze into the 

movie theater seat.  Then mid way through the film said "I can't 

contain myself anymore", and attacked him.  He said he had to 

climb over the seats in front of him to get away from her.  After 

hearing that I was surprised he would chance it again.  He told me 

he had no expectations anymore, and still did not want to hear what

I looked like.

 


So, if a certain percentage of people lie about themselves and their identity on the Net, why do they do it, and what kinds of things do they commonly misrepresent? Some of the deception strategies people tend to use seem to center around optimizing those qualities predicted as being important by sociobiological theories of mate selection and attraction: For women, physical attractiveness, and for men, status cues.  In the next narrative, Monica describes why women in particular might decide to lie online about their physical attractiveness:

Men, on the Internet, seem to feel that every woman should be a "10"...(I) wish they'd take an honest look in the mirror at themselves once in awhile.... also the common denominator in male oriented thinking seems to be, that because a woman has a personal on the Internet, she is either desperate or wants to immediately go to bed with them. WRONG!  A lot of us work many hours, are not bar people and really have no other way of "meeting" people.

 

So, for women, one reason to misrepresent themselves may be to provide socially desirable information about themselves, in order to attract a potential mate, by presenting themselves as being more physically attractive than perhaps they are.  Another example of this is Ellen’s story, in which she admits to having been less than honest with her online lover about her looks. Ellen says:

 

We met in a chat room - he seemed extremely interested in me, however, I had lied about what I looked like.  I told him I was much thinner and prettier than I really was.  Eventually he kept pressing me to meet him - obviously I couldn't do that so I told him that I was no longer interested.  Honestly, I don't think I was ever that interested in meeting him; I just liked the idea that he was "cheating" on his wife with me.

 


In this example, Ellen intentionally lies to the man in order to facilitate attraction and relationship formation, however, she is forced to maintain “audience segregation” and not meet this man in person, in order to maintain the façade, or false image, she has perpetuated.

As the statistical findings presented earlier have shown, not all misperceptions and incorrect second impressions are due to the online lover’s intentional misrepresentation: Sometimes, the person has “filled in the blanks” incorrectly, or have idealized the online other. The next narrative illustrates how this process of “filling in the blanks” incorrectly about physical attractiveness may be a case of misperception, or differing definitions held by each person. Margie says:

He was a disappointment.   I made clear from the very beginning how being fit and in shape were important to me.  I don't think he understood what I meant.  I believe one's outward appearance is a good determiner of one’s personality.  He was slothful, and lazy.  He was a very gentle and kind person but did not meet my expectations.

 

A second example of the differences in perceptions in which the respondent filled in the blanks incorrectly can be seen here in this example from Philip:

She did not misrepresent herself.  I assumed that because she was active (sports, volunteer work) that she would be fit.  She wasn't.

 

Both of these stories shed additional light on the processes by which people create mistaken initial impressions online.  Since CMC relies largely on written text, impressions presented and created may be the result of contested meanings and differing semantics between participants and their lovers.  

As these narratives have shown, physical attractiveness seems to be one common thing people lie about or misrepresent.  Another very common one, the most common one in fact that respondents spoke about in their narratives was lying about other, preexisting relationships. Here, Amy tells about her experience with a married man:

I was in the beginning stage of ending a marriage, and met a guy online, who said all the right things...after feeling like my wings had been clipped in a dead end marriage...this online guy gave me all the attention i was lacking...he swept me off my feet...before i knew it, i was in a fantasy world...he was good- looking, funny...and successful ... treated me like a princess...Trusting him was easy...he was so easy to talk to...and would listen for hours...then...the bottom fell out...to make a long story short...I found out he was married...and the name i had been calling him for 10 months was not his...the job he spoke so highly of did not exist...I was crushed...because I had shared so much...and feel that although there was a ton of hurt.... I feel that i gained strength.... he made me believe in myself...and made me more aware of the world outside.... But he is not an exception - in the 5 years of being single...there are a ton of people who lie...they do not see real people on the other side of their monitor.

 

This narrative gets at the anonymity and the impersonality of the Internet, resulting in a lack of perceived social consequences that might make people more likely to lie online than in face-to-face situations. 

As this narrative also shows, sometimes deception is difficult to uncover immediately. The timing of the unmasking of the online lover differs in different cases: Sometimes, the deception is apparent right away, as was the case earlier with the man who met the woman at the movies who had said she was a size 12, who could barely fit in the theatre seat.  A visual assessment in a face-to-face situation can quickly confirm a deception of this type. Sometimes, though, the deceptions- particularly relating to marital status or other pre-existing relationships take longer to uncover: In the next case, it wasn’t until a year after the person had moved to be closer to her online lover that his deception was revealed. Liza says:

He was very honest about his looks, personality, and occupation.  Unfortunately, he was not completely honest about dating two women at once.   After I moved out there to be with him (although in separate apartments), and had been there for a year, I ran into him with another woman. After talking to him about it, it turns out that she moved out to be with him about a month before I did. So I was the other woman the whole time.  I think he would disagree with my honesty ratings, and say that he was honest with me the whole way.  It's true that he never lied directly, but I never asked the right questions which would force him to reveal the true situation.  In the end, I was adding to the deception by lying to myself.

 

This narrative is particularly interesting in that Liza takes responsibility for playing a role in the deception by “not asking the right questions.”

Sometimes the deception is revealed more quickly. In the following case, Sandra talks about her experience with online deception and sexual orientation:

Ended up he was gay, but never told me.  It was easy to figure out when we started dating.

 

In addition to physical attractiveness and sexual orientation, people lie about or misrepresent other things about themselves.  Some say that despite the fact people report being able to get to know the “inner self” of others online, people can and often do conceal aspects of their personality which others may find undesirable. In the next narrative, Nancy’s describes the quick joining which many experience online, including her rapid fall into love and marriage, all before her lover’s “true” personality was revealed:

 

I fell in love with Bob right away. We loved each other before we ever met. We met 6 days after knowing each other in a restaurant for the first meeting. We did not sleep together until 2 weeks after that. We eloped to Reno, NV and got married only 3 1/2 weeks after we met online. (I found him by looking up detailed love at AOL, criteria on a guy I might want to date). He wrote back and we started talking… We had a great summer together. Then we started finding out the real us. The way I was in the winter wasn’t the same way he was in the winter. We clashed. We are both depressed. I’m on medicine and he isn’t. So we clashed. He wanted me to be a dominated slave.  He wanted me to do everything, and back me up on everything he said. I did for a while, then realized I am losing myself and letting him rule me.  I was losing my self-esteem and dignity. He was controlling me, very possessive. He was very into debt, I later found out. He had no credit. My family did not approve, so they have stopped talking to me altogether. We started fighting really bad, and we decided to get a divorce. We met in May, married in June, divorced in November. All in 1998.

 

This example shows how projection may facilitate the quick joining and false impressions people may build when forming relationships online, which may even lead them to get married. The people’s “true” personalities are then revealed later upon more time spent together.  The next narrative from Peggy further illustrates this process, and its intoxicating quality:

I think that meeting The Person on the net can be greatly rewarding and can make "real life" encounters seem somehow deficient... just that online, it is the person's mind and personality that are important more than physical appearance... you get to know someone extremely well in a relatively short period of time. You can open up to someone completely and I think that rarely happens face-to-face.

 


The “openness” and the perception that online lovers are getting to know the “true inner self” of the other can lead to people idealizing the online relationships themselves as “deeper” than face to face encounters which are often based on physical attractiveness first.  The next narrative continues this theme of idealization of the online relationship, which may cause preexisting offline relationships to seem hollow and unsatisfying in comparison, since they can’t measure up to the hyper-idealized online relationships. Susan describes it as an “emotional high:”

Experiencing the emotional highs of being open and honest about sexual wants, needs and desires, and having this other person respond back claiming similar wants, needs and desires, made me even more dissatisfied with my spouse then i already was.  This caused me to be short tempered with him, and to become very easily annoyed by small things he did or did not do, or did or did not say.  My partner on line spoke of romance and romantic things, and seemed to have the same sexual desires as i did and he shared in our role playing and made me feel wanted, sexy and needed like a man should need a woman and how a woman wants to feel.  He lusted after me, and that was what i lacked at home.  This did not work out when he ended up in the hospital, unknown to me, and i did not hear from him for a few weeks, and i wrote a letter to some of his on line friends, whose addresses were included when he sent me jokes.  This was when i found out he was very much with his wife, and had not moved from North Carolina to Georgia, as he claimed, and that everything he said to me, had been said to numerous other women, as I spoke to one of them online.  She told me things he had said to her that were identical to what he had told me.  This was a very painful experience for me and led to our no longer speaking to one another.  But i sure do miss our talking, and if he had just told me the truth i think we could have remained talking on line and continued in our role playing and fantasizing. 

 


Several of these narratives hint at the “fantasizing” which takes place in online relationships, where it is quite easy to “fill in the blanks” and create an idealized other who embodies all the qualities one is looking for in a romantic partner. Important to note is that this idealization process is probably not unique to online relationships, as evidenced by the already high divorce rate in this country.  Offline, like online, people may have idealized the face-to-face relationship, or may be on their “best behavior” during the honeymoon period of the relationship.  It may simply be easier to continue the idealization process about a broader number of qualities about the partner, for a longer period of time, compared to offline relationships, due to the paucity of cues available and the ability of actors to “selectively self-present” as Walther has put it.  Because of this, online relationships may be particularly engaging to people.  Though this idealization process may be common to all relationships that are starting out to one degree or another, online, it seems easier to create and maintain for a longer period of time an image of the other which bears little or no resemblance to the “true” offline other. 

Despite these stories, not all relationships turn out badly. The next few stories show the more typical positive outcome of these relationships. For some people, the Net can be a way used to bureaucratize romance, by increasing the efficiency of finding a mate. The next narrative illustrates this, and shows how initial impressions can be completely wrong, but yet the relationships outcome still turns out positively. Gina says:

This has been such a wild experience.   I placed a personal ad with "Digital City," and received 200-300 replies.  It was fascinating.  The men I have expected to like I didn't and vice-versa.  I did this so I could get over my ex, and it's working. 

 

It would take a person perhaps years to accumulate 200- 300 phone numbers by frequenting the singles bar scene, so this is one way people are maximizing their time and increasing their pool of availables quickly. 

Some people seem to approach these relationships as a way to augment other pre-existing relationships, such as a marriage that isn’t totally satisfying.  This next narrative from example from Jerry is an example of this. He says:

We both did this on a lark.... and it has worked out great.  We both have very happy marriages except in the sex department, and we fulfill each other's needs very well.  We both have advanced degrees, similar senses of humor, and both respect each other as friends as well as lovers.  It has turned out better than either of us had thought going into it.  We see each other about once a month, but exchange email or chat almost daily.  We both think it has improved our marriages, and both have spouses who have known about past affairs but have not been too upset about them so we don't feel we are jeopardizing our marriages.  But we are both very careful and don't let our affair interfere with our normal lives.

 


This narrative is interesting in that it gets at the “compartmentalization” of relationships that the Net allows. People can carry on several relationships in different “worlds” (note the reference of online versus “normal” lives) keeping them separate, and maintaining them through chat or email while never leaving the house.  Goffman calls this process “audience segregation”- and with the Net, this is fairly easy to do. 

The next narrative talks about how the Internet relationship helped bolster the woman’s self-image, and changed her relationship to those offline. It is also another example of the “compartmentalization” of relationships seen earlier, here on both the part of the married woman and her single lover, who doesn’t seem interested in a committed relationship:

I think this relationship has been one of the best things to happen to me in my lifetime.  My husband and I now have an open marriage and I see my online partner about twice a month.  Our interactions with each other are so completely different than those of my husband and I.  I know that my online partner will never marry...me or anyone else...he does not have the time or desire for that kind of commitment...but...he likes the social interaction just the same.  I am perfect for him...I am there for him when he needs to talk...or go out on a date...but...not always needing something from him.  In addition...the sexual relationship I have with him is completely different than the one in my marriage...which...was fun at the beginning...but...over time has become somewhat of an effort.  In addition...although i love my husband...and...will in all likelihood be with him for life...i feel more heard when I talk to my online partner.  He is a different personality...he is patient for my questions...always happy to provide me with full and complete answers in ways that never make me feel stupid or that I am bothering him.  When our dates need to be postponed...for whatever reason...I never mind...because...i know that the time we are together is worth the wait...and...will usually include something extra special for my understanding.  He will even willingly sit through what we all know as "chick flicks" with me...not because he wants to see them...but...because I want to see them...and he knows i would not go alone.  I feel very special when i am out with him… My hope is that we shall be friends and lovers for a good long while...but...if we were never to see each other again...i would still be eternally thankful for the times I have gotten to spend with him.   For many, many years...i had a poor self image...why would anyone be interested in me...what did i have to offer. It was not until i placed my ad and got so many responses that it actually occurred to me that not everyone was the same...many people liked me just for being who i was...no games...no pretend.  When i realized this...I became a much more outgoing and confident person and have even begun to see in my daily interactions with people in the non-online world...i am a much different, more open,  friendly person than i ever was before.

 

One last narrative from a married woman shows how this compartmentalization process can lead from a “harmless” chatting into a full-blown affair. Beatrice says:

When I began to chat online, I never envisioned myself becoming involved with anyone.  My marriage (we had been married over 25 years) was a little "stale" and the thought of "chatting" was exciting yet harmless. When I began to chat with this gentleman, I really felt a closeness that I feel was lacking in my marriage at the time.   When we met face to face in July, I really felt a true connection to this man and he has made my life complete.  I truly believe as human beings, that we are capable of loving more than one person in our lifetimes.  This has proved true with me.  My marriage is good...I love my husband and also love my lover.  We have been together four times since we met online and each time it is wonderful.  We share so many things.  Our values are so much the same and we just enjoy being together.

 

This woman mentions shared values and shared interests as being important to her in forming an online relationship. The compartmentalization made possible by the Net enables her to maintain her marital relationship while also maintaining a secondary, extramarital relationship. These narratives seem to illustrate the “hyper- intimate” quality of online relationships, as they become or are perceived to be more intimate in some ways than other pre-existing, offline relationships.

Not all people are looking for affairs online: Some people use the Internet’s potential for optimization as a way to increase their odds of finding a mate. In the case of the next narrative, an overweight woman talks about using the computer to “hide behind” as she looks for a potential romantic partner, allowing her to optimize her good qualities and minimize her less than desirable ones in order to meet a mate. She discusses how her first online lover was able to “mask” his bad qualities, and how she eventually met her husband after this experience. Though this narrative is somewhat long, I include it in its entirety:

I met this person, we'll call him Doug, online. He was very interested in me and seemed very supportive. I talked to people who had met him in person previously, so I knew that he was an "okay" person. When we finally met in person a few months later, he seemed far more moody and high-strung than I was expecting. Turns out he also drank a fair amount and had a HORRIBLE tempter. Those traits were carefully masked from me during our long online sessions. When a little misunderstanding became a HUGE problem and he became far more angry than was reasonable for the situation, I got angry right back. At that point in my life, I was very concerned about my "image" since I was overweight. I thought the best way to meet people was to talk to them online, where I could hide behind the anonymity of a computer screen. Before he came to visit, I was open about being overweight and had sent him a fairly recent picture of myself. When he started treating me badly, I decided it didn't matter if I was lonely and trying to meet people, I wasn't desperate and NO ONE should treat me that way. I broke off our relationship and then found out that he had treated another woman badly in person (whom he'd met on the Mud) previously. As I went off on a trip to Europe and was offline for several weeks, he took up with yet another woman and ended up treating her even more badly than he had treated me. After that, all of our mutual friends on the Mud had banded together and he faced enough "group censure" for his behavior, he stopped trying to be a Casanova.

 

Interestingly enough, a person I met on the Mud and then met in person soon after (we were local and friends of the creator of this particular mud) became a good friend. We knew each other for a year, talked to each other off and on (on the Mud and in in-person get-togethers at a mutual friend's) for about a year. Then, instead of doing some sort of group thing, we ended up deciding to go off to a movie together. At the time, I would have said he was "just a very good friend" and I had absolutely no expectations of anything happening with him. (I thought he simply wasn't interested.) We talked on the phone for three hours just trying to set up when and where to see a movie and laughed and had a great conversation. (I'd known him almost a year, but that was our first phone conversation.) We went out to the movie, the following week went out again, and within two weeks, I'd fallen head over heels in love with him. Within a month we were seeing each other every night and within three months he traveled with me to Scotland. He proposed while we were in Scotland, only four months after our first date. We were married the following May and have been happily, blissfully, wonderfully in love ever since. (We will be celebrating our fifth anniversary this coming May.)

 

I have had other online relationships prior to Doug that weren't as devastating as finding out that Doug was actually a Jerky & Hyde character. But as traumatic as it was to deal with this person who wasn't what he had portrayed himself to be, I learned a great deal about that relationship and emerged much stronger for having had that happen. That opened me up for meeting my future husband. I number many of my closest friends (including, of course, my husband) from friendships that began online.

 

 

As this last narrative shows, many people are able to genuinely connect with others online, as also attested by the fact that 18% of respondents in this study had either married or moved in with their online partners, and another 22% said they envision marrying or moving in with their online lover in the future. Many have a sense of having met a “soul mate” or having experienced love that was “meant to be” somehow.  The next narrative gives an example of this type of “fated” perception:

I met my husband online, met face to face one week later, married him five weeks later. I am not one to generally make snap decisions, but I knew he was a life companion. We have been married three years last Thanksgiving, have a two year old daughter, and he is a great stepfather to my three sons. I bless the day I talked to him. Was not looking for online romance and had never met anyone before or after him on the computer. It must have been destiny...or so I like to believe.

 


Sometimes this “fated” quality can come from something as simple as a typo, as this next narrative from Bren shows:

I met him accidentally while mistyping my boyfriend’s address.  We considered it "fate" and that a friendship would ensue.  He was helpful as it allowed me to be extremely honest and open about myself, history and feelings.  Hopefully we will always be friends, as we have shared our innermost hopes feeling and sexual experiences.  He has his life however and I have mine.  At present they do not coincide.   

 

People involved in online relationships often speak about this quick, fast joining, that they’ve met a “soul mate” online.  One reason may be the fact that – online, if you don’t communicate, you don’t exist: People are therefore forced to chat or email, or the online relationship dies out. This is contrasted by, for example, meeting someone in a bar, where two people could ostensibly sit and have drinks together and listen to the music and never speak a word to one another for most of the night. This sense of enhanced “hyper-intimacy” people seem to experience, giving them the feeling that they’ve met a “soul mate” – may be due to the communication that the Internet encourages and, in some ways, necessitates. 

Darlene, whose enthusiasm is clear, also evidences the positive view of online relationships in the next narrative:

I've been extremely fortunate to have meet some very wonderful online people. The relationships that I’ve fostered with them are genuine, caring, and honest.  They continue to be my friends both online and off. And, the most amazing part about this online process of meeting and interacting with people is that I met an incredibly wonderful person whom I love passionately.  He is extremely intelligent, witty, charming, humorous, sexy, good-looking, articulate, gentlemanly...you name it!  It still blows me away to think that I met this man online. WOW.  But, the relationship I share with him is indescribable.  There is connectivity between us that is inescapable.  It is beyond love.  Love is just too simple a word to describe what I share with him.  It is this cosmetic force, this sensational energy between us that links us to one another. It's been nearly two years now that we've been together...together and apart.  We are joined by our emotions, values, beliefs, and love for one another...but separated by the distance...he up north and me south.  Yet, after that initial meeting, where sparks literally struck with the touching of hands, we are still together.  Distances are where the hearts and minds do not reside...not physical locations.

 

This last narrative illustrates the intensity of these relationships, like the “soul mate” experience many describe (“it is this cosmic force”), as well as the longevity of these feeling over at least two years. Also interesting is the fact she emphasizes the “genuineness” of people she’s met online, seemingly speaking to the cultural notion that “everybody lies” online.  Lastly, she alludes to the lack of proximity, and re-defines it in terms of an emotional rather than a physical distance - “where the hearts and minds do not reside” perhaps as a way of coping with the physical distance between them.   


This next narrative is also interesting, for its focus on distance, but also because it is a first experience of a lesbian relationship for both of them:

The distance issue is the hardest...especially with us both having kids. There are the other parents to consider...as well as family members. It is also a first time serious lesbian relationship for us both.

Distance – though initially not a deterrent to forming an attraction, seems to be a reason for breaking off these relationships at times, as the following narrative from Carol shows:

It was a very fulfilling relationship.  In fact, the reason he broke up with me was because I had been unfaithful to him with a non-cyber person.  Had we not been 2100 miles apart, I think it would have lasted to marriage eventually.

 

Lastly, Christy talks about the success of her coupling, though ends with a warning similar to the one seen earlier for those who would venture into the world of online relationships:

He called to wake me at 5:30.  I got up, cleaned up, and drove to Chi Chi's.  There he was.  I could tell he was pleasantly surprised that I was not too hard on his eyes.  When we were eating dinner I finally got a good look into his eyes, and i knew.  I knew that he was my soul mate, and I was going to marry him.  I thought I was going nuts, but in me I heard a quite, very calm voice I never hear before. It keep telling me, fine you can deny it, because he is the one, and you have the rest of your life to come to except it.  I was in shock, happy shock.  I never believed in that kind of thing, but i knew he was the one, like I know that the grass is green, and the sky is blue.  I told my folks and friends, all of whom said that is nice dear.  Also i got the "you only meet nuts online" speech from all my non-computer owning friends.  I just smiled, because I knew that time would tell.  On October 10, 1998 Ms. RedRidingHood married Griffin in a small beautiful ceremony in Las Vegas.  We really wanted something small, and out of town, it was great. I planned the whole wedding via the web.  He is the love of my life, my parents adore him, and I retired from Nursing to become a full time wife to my wonderful successful husband.  Keep the faith, I did, and now I thank god i was willing to take a chance and put my heart on the line, or should I say the web. Keep kissing those frogs ladies!!!!!!!  Your prince charming is not going to come knock on your door, go after him.  Heck, meet anyone you want, IN PUBLIC PLACES.  Don't give out last names, and don't take them home till you are sure they are someone you want in your life.  Really online people are a million times better than the ones you meet in bars.  You can talk before you meet to screen them. They have to have the brains, and cash for a computer.  There are always exceptions, but overall if you are sensible online can bring many great people into your life. Good luck.

 


To briefly summarize, then the findings of this chapter: Contrary to the popular notion that “everyone lies” online, the vast majority of respondents reported that they were honest with their online lover, and the majority, nearly three quarters of respondents said that their online lover was honest with them. 


However, not everyone got what they expected, when they finally met the person face to face: In fact, the most frequent response was that the person was not as attractive as they had expected, although nearly a fourth reported that the person was more attractive than they had expected.  

This discrepancy between first and second impression leads to the conclusion that false initial impressions are being formed somehow, though it has always been assumed that the online lover has been lying.  In fact, the most frequently reported reason why the person made an incorrect initial impression was that they themselves had “filled in the blanks” incorrectly, rather than the person having lied to them. The second most frequent was that people left out some important piece of information about themselves. Least likely was that the person overtly and intentionally deceived them by changing some important fact about themselves.

The narratives showed us how this process works of creating an idealized picture of the other, and in fact, some reported that this is exactly what is so addicting and intoxicating about forming relationships over the Net. Perhaps this is the first time in many people’s lives where they have actually gotten their Prince or Prince Charming- that perfect, idealized image of a romantic partner – few situations in the face-to-face world would enable so complete and total a projection to be maintained. Most relationships do start with some degree of projection onto the other, and with some degree of idealization, but perhaps nowhere else beside the Net is this process able to be so total- a much higher degree of idealization is possible, since visual and other information is unavailable at first to disconfirm people’s fantasies, and perhaps no other face to face situation enables such idealized images to be carried on so long without the disconfirming information being found out. 

This idealization and projection process can also help to explain the quick, fast joining we have seen, as was the example of the woman who “was in love before meeting the person,” when they met in person only 6 days after having met online. This hyper-fast romantic joining continued offline with a marriage a few weeks later, only to lead to a painful divorce as the reality of the other person’s personality became clear afterwards during the course of their face-to-face relationship. The fact that one must communicate online – rather than being able to sit and gaze into one another’s eyes without speaking as in offline relationships – may create a deeper sense of intimacy, indeed, a “hyper-intimacy” which may surpass the intimacy experienced in the early stages of offline relationships, or even in well-established relationships where the couple had stopped communicating. This too may lead people to believe they’ve met a “soul mate” as they are able to communicate with this person in ways perhaps they hadn’t experienced before at such an early stage in the relationship, which facilitates and enhances this “feeling in love” experience.


Overall, then people do tend to be honest online, though the lack of many visual and other cues enables false impressions to be made and perpetuated on both sides, sometimes leading to disappointment and heartache later when the initial impressions are disconfirmed in the face to face setting.

 

 
CHAPTER SEVEN

Discussion

When the lover closes his eyes and daydreams, he can summon up a flawless partner- a partner who instantaneously satisfies all his unspoken, conflicting and fleeting desires. In fantasy he may receive unlimited reward or he may anticipate fleeting desires. In fantasy he may receive unlimited rewards or he may anticipate that he would receive unlimited reward were he ever to actually meet his ideal. Compared to our grandiose fantasies, the level of reward we receive in our real interactions is severely circumscribed.  As a consequence, sometimes the most extreme passion is aroused by partners who exist only in imagination or partners who are barely known. Reactions to real life love objects seem to be far more tepid.   

 

                      - Ted Huston, Foundations of Interpersonal Attraction 

 

 

 

To summarize the findings of this study, people who entered into online relationships were more likely to be younger, more highly educated than the general population, white and female.  Most people are fairly attracted initially after meeting online, before exchanging photos, talking on the phone, or meeting face to face.  Even though attraction levels are fairly high initially, these relationships are not very deep: Most people report they did not envision marrying, moving in with or spending the rest of your life with someone before exchanging photos, talking on the phone or meeting face to face. 

Most people went through the stages of meeting online, then exchanging photos and talking on the phone, and finally, meeting in person. A very large number of people – in fact, most, met their online lover face to face, even when they lived more than 500 miles apart. Contrary to popular media images of relationships where everyone lies online, which should inevitably lead to disappointment as more information is found out about the online lover, each of these stages of expansion resulted in a boost in attraction from its initial level.  Though each additional step beyond online chatting or email was important to all respondents, receiving a photo was particularly important to men. This seems to be a first step in confirming sociobiological theories of mate selection, which posits that for men, physical attractiveness will be deemed more important in a mate than for females, a photo in this case being used to confirm that attractiveness.

However, one area of this initial expansion ran contrary to prior research on gender differences in attraction and relationship formation – is in the area of self-disclosure.  Overall, respondents rated it high – however, self-disclosure was found to be significantly more important to females in this case than to males.  This goes contrary to the findings on face-to-face relationships that males rate self-disclosure more highly.  Perhaps not having the visual and auditory cues to status, for example, that females seem to look for when selecting mates, self-disclosure is one way to try to glean out this cues in a text-based environment over time, as Walther has suggested in his work on CMC and impression management.

Some techno-theorists have said that the Internet will decrease the importance of geographic location in the formation of relationships. Results of this study showed that, even though people said distance was not very important in their finding their online lover attractive, fully half of the people lived within 70 miles of their online lover.  This would seem to be a function of the increasing ubiquity of the Net, as, perhaps 10 years ago, people would be more geographically spread out, since there were fewer people online. Now, one can search for someone in his or her own geographic area. It appears that many people are doing just that, to increase the odds of actually meeting face to face. However, a good number of people also lived more than 500 miles from their lover, and reported a high level of initial attraction to this person. Analyses revealed that attraction level and distance were not related, confirming the answers given by respondents that distance wasn’t an important factor in their becoming attracted to the person. The notion that distance may be less important online than in face-to-face interactions seems to be supported.

Most people ended up meeting their online lover face to face, and again, this resulted in a boost in attraction levels. In fact, the face-to-face meeting resulted in the highest boost to attraction of all, when compared to the photo exchange or the phone call.  Again, running contrary to the popular opinion that everybody lies and misrepresents their attractiveness online, the vast majority, 90%, were moderately to extremely attracted to their online lover when they met face to face.  


Overall, people were happy with these relationships: Fully 64% of them said they were very happy with their online relationships, showing that for most people, forming relationships online was a positive experience for them which brought them happiness. Despite this, the majority reported they were no longer romantically involved with their online partner, for the reason (for most people) that their online lover had broken up with them.  For some though, the relationships formed online led to marriage or cohabitation: Approximately 18% had married or moved in with their online lover, and another 20% said they envision marrying or moving in with the person in the future. This again would seem to go against cultural stereotypes that the online environment is rife with people forming relationships on false of deceptive pretenses, inevitably leading to disappointment and heartache when these relationships are transferred to the face-to-face environment. 


Differences in patterns of attraction were seen for males and females, and these differences followed patterns seen previously in sociobiological theories of gender and mate selection. Females online, as offline, continue to seek status in their partners, and look for things such as job, income, education and use of language as cues to the males’ status.  Males tend to look for physical attractiveness compared to females. Males also were more likely to be seeking a sex partner, whereas females were more likely to be seeking a long-term relationship. The value of “having nice things” was more important to females than to males, again, lending credence to the sociobiological theory of mate selection where females tend to seek status in their mates. 

Sex of partner and sexual orientation were both rated highly important by the majority of respondents. One interesting sex difference, which may need to be explored further, is the gender of the online lover: Males rated their online lover’s gender as more important than did females, which is potentially interesting. It is possible that the Internet, with its perceived lowered social consequences, encourages sexual experimentation with same-sex partners, perhaps more frequently for women than for men. More research on this is needed to understand the full implication of this finding. No sex differences were found on the ”inner self” variables of interests in common, sense of humor, showing that both men and women rate these things highly, and look for these qualities in an online partner.

Utopian theorists have said that the Internet will encourage more “atypical” couplings, including those relationships with a wide disparity in age between the two partners.  The findings of this study do not seem to support the notion that the Internet may encourage more May/December romances.  This study involved both measures of the importance of age to the respondent, as well as measures of the actual ages of the respondent and their online lover.  On the measure of the importance of age, people’s responses indicated that age was highly important to forming an online relationship and in fact, most people tended to date within their own age cohort, with the exception of 24-29 year old females, who were more likely to be dating someone older (30-39) than someone their same age.  Otherwise, if the person wasn’t dating someone in their same age cohort, the patterns fit the stereotypical “male older/ female younger” pattern seen in many offline relationships, which is more conservative than progressive.


Religion was the one variable rated very low in importance, perhaps showing the Internet to be a highly secularized environment for people interested in forming romantic relationships. Prior sociological studies have shown that people higher in education are less religious, and so this finding may be linked to the higher levels of education among the respondents.


Race is one of the few areas where the utopian theorists may be right, in that there are a fairly significant number of couples that are dating outside their race. Most people reported that race wasn’t an important factor in choosing their online lover, and the measures of who they were actually forming relationships with online for whites and Latinos seem to confirm this: Whites are most likely to be dating whites, and Latinos dating Latinos. African-Americans and Asians on the other hand are more likely to be dating outside their race than inside, with both groups more likely to be dating whites. Asians also had a high rate of dating Latinos. This is most likely due to the racial makeup of the Internet, with the majority of people online being white. Though trans-racial marriages have remained at a relatively constant of 5% nationwide for several decades, recent studies have shown that, for college students anyway, people are more open to dating outside their race. Perhaps this finding is being translated to the online environment, reflecting the overall youthful demographic of the Net, and perhaps the changing attitudes of this younger generation. Much more research is needed on race and online relationships.


Interesting, as reported in prior qualitative studies, qualities of the “inner self” – sense of humor, interests in common and use of language – were rated extremely highly by a large majority of respondents. This finding perhaps shows why these relationships are occurring with the frequency that they are online, in that these qualities are translatable to a text-only environment. In fact, those with a more highly developed use of language, i.e., those who are better able to communicate their feeling in a written form may have an advantage over others who are less able to do so. This also corresponds to the finding that those with a higher level of education were more likely to have had an online relationship, compared with those with a high school diploma or less.  So – online it seems, literary style may become very important in forming an online relationship with others, so those with more developed written communication ability may be at an advantage online over those less able to articulate themselves in a written medium.


Lastly, and perhaps most importantly were the findings about honesty and deception online. Going completely against cultural imagery of rampant deception online,  93% of respondents said they were honest with their online lovers, and that in 76% of the cases, their online lovers were highly honest with them.  Only 15% of respondents rated their online lover as low in honesty.  Because there is a common perception that “everyone lies” online, the extremely high percentage of people who said they were honest, and that their online lover was honest with them is perhaps the most surprising finding in this study, and the one which most strongly challenges the notion of the Internet as a place not suitable for “true” relationship formation.


Continuing on in the same vein, most of the online lovers met the expectation of the respondent when they finally met in person, again, dispelling the notion that “everybody lies” online.  Only 1/3 said the online lover was not as attractive as they had expected, and a full 22% said the person was actually more attractive than they had expected.  Obviously, these cases illustrate the fact that mis-impressions were formed during the initial “getting to know” period on the Net, and on the phone and through photos exchanged. Although there is the notion that “everybody lies” online, popular in the media, in fact, this was not the case. When the “second impression” did not match the first impression formed, it was usually not due to the lover intentionally deceiving or misrepresenting themselves- in fact, most often, respondents admitted they themselves “filled in the blanks” incorrectly, giving credence to Sherry Turkle’s notion that the Internet may encourage projection and transference.  The narratives pointed out that, when deception did occur, most often when males lied, they seemed to lie about their marital status, while females lied about their physical attractiveness. Again, these kinds of lies seem to fit with the “selective self-presentation” as Walther has discussed in his work, and gendered differences in attraction, where men are seeking sex partners, and so present themselves as single to increase attractiveness, and females are seeking status and offering beauty.  


Because there is this notion of widespread deception online, many people talked about coping strategies they use to deal with the possibility of deception, or of meeting an “ax murderer” as one popular magazine had said, mentioning things like meeting in a public place, not letting the person know where they live right away, and, in the case of long-distance meetings, telling someone else where they will be staying. 


In terms of research methodology, in future research, greater attention will need to be paid to questionnaire construction, in terms of the reliability of the main constructs.  Also, multiple measures of the main constructs should be included in future studies, in order to assess the reliability of the measures.  In terms of presenting an accurate picture of relationships formed on the Internet, more attention needs to be given to the over coming any possible effects of sampling bias, and to the methods of attaining a more random sample online.  Also, since respondents were asked to pick one relationship to answer all the survey questions about, the relationship described may have been the one that went further than others, and may be only one of potentially dozens of relationships. In the future, questions should be asked about how many relationships the person has entered into, and the outcomes of these relationships. Lastly, counters installed on the web page itself to more easily assess response rates of respondents would be helpful.  

In terms of research on online relationships, additional research on what causes people to move a relationship from online to offline, and why some relationships only stay online is needed. More research is also needed into exactly how the processes of projection and transference formation online come about, as this may be what triggers this “addictive” quality people experience when getting involved in online relationships. As Ted Huston has said when talking about relationship formation, “When the lover closes his eyes and daydreams, he can summon up a flawless partner- a partner who instantaneously satisfies all his unspoken, conflicting and fleeting desires…. Compared to our grandiose fantasies, the level of reward we receive in our real interactions is severely circumscribed.  As a consequence, sometimes the most extreme passion is aroused by partners who exist only in imagination or partners who are barely known.”  Not having all the cues available about a person online, one can “fill in the blanks” and create an online lover who is this “flawless partner” which in fact may cause other, offline partners to pale in comparison. Stories have been told of marriages that have broken up over the formation of an online partnership: No offline partner could compare to some of these relationships when they become idealized and reflective of the projections of the person.

The findings that most people were honest and most people were happy with their online lovers, and that attraction increased with each step of expansion beyond the typed text may be a reflection of a biased sample. It is possible that those who chose to complete the survey fell on the extreme ends of the experience of having an online relationship- either they had a very good experience, and were ecstatic, and wanted to talk about it, or they had a very bad experience, and wanted to “warn others” to be careful when entering into these relationships.  Though creating a sampling frame is difficult to impossible, perhaps with the cooperation of an Internet Service Provider, it would be possible to obtain such a frame and randomly sample from all participants, to get a more true percentage of the frequency of occurrence of these relationships, and to perhaps see if the findings of honesty/dishonesty, overall happiness, and expectations met or violated replicated the findings of this study or not.  In addition, longitudinal research into the long-term viability of these relationships is needed, to see if perhaps these relationships which many say are based on getting to know the “inner self” of the other person online are in fact more long-lasting than those meeting in more conventional, face to face arenas. 
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Appendix A.

Survey Questionnaire

Survey

My name is Julie Albright, (screen name: Breschia). Thank you for agreeing to take part in this study of online relationships. This survey is 55 questions long, and is an important part of my doctoral dissertation for the Dept. of Sociology at the University of Southern California. 

In agreeing to take this survey, please know that your identity will remain anonymous: There will be no identifying information in the survey that can link your answers to your identity. You may choose to withdraw from the survey at any time. Your participation is voluntary, and compensation will not be given. However, you may request a copy of the results, to be sent to you when the survey is complete. 

For this particular survey, I am interested in finding out how people meet and form relationships over computer networks. Please read the following questions, and choose the answers which best apply. 


Top of Form
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 HTMLCONTROL Forms.HTML:Hidden.1 [image: image4.wmf]


	PRIVATE1. 
	Have you been involved in a romantic, "feeling in love", intimate or erotic online relationship? 

	 
	[image: image5.wmf]PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=  "Yes 

	 
	[image: image6.wmf]PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=  "No 


If you answered No, please skip to Question 49. 

If you answered Yes: The following questions are about the person you met online. If you met several people online whom you became romantically involved with, please choose the relationship you feel was the most significant, and answer all the questions about that relationship. For convenience, at times I will refer to this person as your online partner. 

The questions in Section I are about the time when you were first getting to know your online partner. 

Please answer these questions about the information you learned as you initially communicated with this person. For example, the questions in Section I should cover the time before you met the person face to face. If you have never met the person face to face, just focus on the initial time of your connection. 

 

Section I

	PRIVATE2. 
	How old did this person say he or she was initially?: 

	 
	[image: image7.wmf]



	 
	[image: image8.wmf]PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=  "Didn't say. 


 

	PRIVATE3. 
	What did he/she say was his/her marital status when you met initially? 

	 
	[image: image9.wmf]

Never married - not living with a partner

 


 

	PRIVATE4. 
	What did he/she say was the highest grade or degree he/she completed in school? 

	 
	[image: image10.wmf]

Elementary School

 


 

	PRIVATE5. 
	What sex did you initially think this person was? 

	 
	[image: image11.wmf]

Male

 


 

	PRIVATE6. 
	What did he/she say was his/her occupation? 

	 
	[image: image12.wmf]




 

	PRIVATE7. 
	What did your online partner say was his/her religious preference? 

	 
	[image: image13.wmf]

No religion

 


 

	PRIVATE8. 
	Did your online partner say he or she was: 

	 
	[image: image14.wmf]

African American or Black

 


 

	PRIVATE9. 
	How old were you when you met your online partner? 

	 
	[image: image15.wmf]




 

	PRIVATE10. 
	What was your marital status at the time when you met this person? 

	 
	[image: image16.wmf]

Never married - not living with a partner

 


 

	PRIVATE11. 
	What was the month and year that you first made contact with this person online? 

	 
	Month: [image: image17.wmf]

Jan

 

	 
	Year: [image: image18.wmf]




 

	PRIVATE12. 
	Where online did you meet this person? 

	 
	[image: image19.wmf]

Chat room

 


 

	PRIVATE13. 
	How far in miles (approximately) does this person live from you? 
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	PRIVATE14. 
	Did you read a profile of this person online? 

	 
	[image: image21.wmf]PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=  "Yes 

	 
	[image: image22.wmf]PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=  "No (Skip to Question 16). 


 

	PRIVATE15. 
	Did you find out information from that profile which made you think this person might be attractive to you? 

	 
	[image: image23.wmf]PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=  "Yes 

	 
	[image: image24.wmf]PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=  "No 


Section II:

The following questions have to do with your attraction toward your online partner, before any photos may have been exchanged, and/or before you met face to face. Please answer the following questions with that in mind. 

 

	PRIVATE16. 
	When did you first begin feeling a romantic involvement with this person? 

	 
	[image: image25.wmf]

Within a week.

 


 

	PRIVATE17. 
	How attracted to this person were you in the initial stages of getting to know this person (before seeing a picture or meeting face to face, if you did)? 


 

	PRIVATE
	Not at all 
	Moderately 
	Extremely 


 

	PRIVATE
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 


 

	PRIVATE18. 
	How attracted would you say this person was to you initially? 


 

	PRIVATE
	Not at all 
	Moderately 
	Extremely 


 

	PRIVATE
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	PRIVATE19. 
	How important were the following attributes or characteristics to you in your becoming attracted to your online partner? 


 

	PRIVATE
	Not important 
	Moderately Important 
	Extremely Important 


 

	PRIVATEThe person's job 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	His/her income 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Age 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Geographic location 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Interests in common 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Sense of humor 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 


 

	How important were the following attributes or characteristics to you in your becoming attracted to your online partner? 


 

	PRIVATE
	Not important 
	Moderately Important 
	Extremely Important 


 

	PRIVATELevel of education 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Use of language 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Race 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Gender 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Sexual orientation 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Religious beliefs 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Physical attractiveness 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Marital Status 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Online nickname 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	His/her interest in a long-term relationship 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	His/her interest in sex 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 


 

	PRIVATE20. 
	How important do you think the following attributes or characteristics were to your online partner becoming attracted to you online? 


 

	PRIVATE
	Not important 
	Moderately Important 
	Extremely Important 


 

	PRIVATEYour job 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Your income 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Age 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Geographic location 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Interests in common 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Sense of humor 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 


 

	 
	How important do you think the following attributes or characteristics were to your online partner becoming attracted to you online? 


 

	PRIVATE
	Not important 
	Moderately Important 
	Extremely Important 


 

	PRIVATELevel of education 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Use of language 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Race 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Gender 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Sexual orientation 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Religious beliefs 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Physical attractiveness 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Marital Status 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Online nickname 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	His/her interest in a long-term relationship 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	His/her interest in sex 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 


 

	PRIVATE21. 
	Would you say you were you in love with this person before seeing a picture or meeting face to face? 

	 
	[image: image33.wmf]PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=  "Yes 

	 
	[image: image34.wmf]PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=  "No 


 

	PRIVATE22. 
	Did you envision spending the rest of your life with this person before seeing a picture or meeting face to face (if you did)? 

	 
	[image: image35.wmf]PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=  "Yes 

	 
	[image: image36.wmf]PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=  "No 


 

	PRIVATE23. 
	Did you envision marrying this person before seeing a picture or meeting face to face (if you did)? 

	 
	[image: image37.wmf]PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=  "Yes 

	 
	[image: image38.wmf]PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=  "No 


 

	PRIVATE24. 
	How honest do you think this person was with you in your online communication, before you saw a picture or met face to face? 


 

	PRIVATE
	Not honest 
	Moderately honest 
	Extremely honest 


 

	PRIVATE25. 
	Before sending a picture of yourself, or meeting face to face, how honest were you with this person? 


 

	PRIVATE
	Not honest 
	Moderately honest 
	Extremely honest 


 

	PRIVATE
	Did you talk on the phone with this person? 

	 
	[image: image39.wmf]PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=  "Yes 

	 
	[image: image40.wmf]PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=  "No (Skip to Question 29). 

	 
	If yes, how long after you met online? 

	 
	[image: image41.wmf]

The same day I met him/her

 


 

	PRIVATE27. 
	How attracted to this person were you after talking on the phone? 


 

	PRIVATE
	Not at all 
	Moderately 
	Extremely 


 

	PRIVATE
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 


 

	PRIVATE28. 
	Did you receive a photo of this person? 

	 
	[image: image42.wmf]PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=  "Yes 

	 
	[image: image43.wmf]PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=  "No 

	 
	If yes, when did you receive a photo of this person? 

	 
	[image: image44.wmf]

Within a week

 


 

	PRIVATE29. 
	After receiving the photo of this person, how attracted to him or her were you? 


 

	PRIVATE
	Not at all 
	Moderately 
	Extremely 


 

	PRIVATE
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 


 

	PRIVATE30. 
	Did you meet this person face to face? 

	 
	[image: image45.wmf]PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=  "Yes 

	 
	[image: image46.wmf]PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=  "No (Skip to Question 36). 


 

	PRIVATE31. 
	If you met face to face, what was the month and year of your first face to face meeting? 

	 
	Month: [image: image47.wmf]

Jan

 

	 
	Year: [image: image48.wmf]




 

	PRIVATE32. 
	After meeting this person face to face, how attracted to him or her were you? 


 

	PRIVATE
	Not at all 
	Moderately 
	Extremely 


 

	PRIVATE
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 


 

	PRIVATE33. 
	After meeting this person face to face, how close did he/she fit with your expectations of what he/she would look like? 

	 
	[image: image49.wmf]

He/she was not as attractive as I expected.

 

	 
	 

	 
	If the person was as attractive in person as you had expected, please skip to Question 36. 


 

	PRIVATE34. 
	I'm interested in finding out why this person was less attractive to you in person than he/she seemed to be online. 

	 
	Did he/she misrepresent or change something important about him/herself? 

	 
	[image: image50.wmf]PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=  "Yes 

	 
	[image: image51.wmf]PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=  "No 

	 
	Did he/she not tell you important information about him/herself? 

	 
	[image: image52.wmf]PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=  "Yes 

	 
	[image: image53.wmf]PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=  "No 

	 
	Did you "fill in the blanks" about this person incorrectly? 

	 
	[image: image54.wmf]PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=  "Yes 

	 
	[image: image55.wmf]PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=  "No 


 

	PRIVATE35. 
	If the person was not what you expected, which of the following was different when you met in person than you has thought initially? (Please indicate what you thought the person initially was, and what you found out later, if there was a discrepancy.): 

	 
	 

	 
	Age 
	Original impression 
	[image: image56.wmf]



	 
	
	Actual 
	[image: image57.wmf]



	 
	 

	 
	Weight 
	Original Impression 
	[image: image58.wmf]



	 
	
	Actual 
	[image: image59.wmf]



	 
	 

	 
	Height 
	Original Impression 
	[image: image60.wmf]



	 
	
	Actual 
	[image: image61.wmf]



	 
	 

	 
	Marital Status 
	Original Impression 
	[image: image62.wmf]



	 
	
	Actual 
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	Income 
	Original Impression 
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	Actual 
	[image: image65.wmf]



	 
	 

	 
	Race 
	Original Impression 
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	Actual 
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	Gender 
	Original Impression 
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	Actual 
	[image: image69.wmf]



	 
	 

	 
	Personality 
	Original Impression 
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	Actual 
	[image: image71.wmf]



	 
	 

	 
	Education 
	Original Impression 
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	Actual 
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	Other 
	Original Impression 
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	Actual 
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	PRIVATE36. 
	Did this person disclose private, personal information to you online? 

	 
	[image: image76.wmf]PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=  "Yes 

	 
	[image: image77.wmf]PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=  "No (Skip to Question 37). 

	 
	If yes: How important was the fact that this person disclosed personal information to you in your finding him or her attractive? 


 

	PRIVATE
	Not important 
	Moderately Important 
	Extremely Important 


 

	PRIVATE
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 


 

	PRIVATE37. 
	Did you believe initially that you and this person shared similar values? 

	 
	[image: image78.wmf]PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=  "Yes 

	 
	[image: image79.wmf]PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=  "No 


 

	PRIVATE38. 
	The following is a list of some things that different people value. Some people say these things are very important to them. Others say they are not so important. Please tell me how important each thing is to you personally by checking which answer best applies to each of the following: 

	 
	a. Being married 
	[image: image80.wmf]

One of the most important

 

	 
	b. Having children 
	[image: image81.wmf]

One of the most important

 

	 
	c. Having faith in God 
	[image: image82.wmf]

One of the most important

 

	 
	d. Having nice things 
	[image: image83.wmf]

One of the most important

 

	 
	e. Being cultured 
	[image: image84.wmf]

One of the most important

 

	 
	f. Have a fulfilling job 
	[image: image85.wmf]

One of the most important

 

	 
	g. Being self-sufficient 
	[image: image86.wmf]

One of the most important

 

	 
	h. Not having to depend on others 
	[image: image87.wmf]

One of the most important

 


 

	PRIVATE39. 
	Now, looking at this same list of things that people value, how important would you say each of these things is to your online partner? 

	 
	a. Being married 
	[image: image88.wmf]

One of the most important

 

	 
	b. Having children 
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One of the most important

 

	 
	c. Having faith in God 
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One of the most important

 

	 
	d. Having nice things 
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One of the most important

 

	 
	e. Being cultured 
	[image: image92.wmf]

One of the most important

 

	 
	f. Have a fulfilling job 
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One of the most important

 

	 
	g. Being self-sufficient 
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One of the most important

 

	 
	h. Not having to depend on others 
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One of the most important

 


Section III.

	PRIVATE40. 
	If your partner had cybersex with someone else, would you consider it an affair? 

	 
	[image: image96.wmf]PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=  "Yes 

	 
	[image: image97.wmf]PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=  "No 


 

	PRIVATE41. 
	Are you still communicating with this person? 

	 
	[image: image98.wmf]PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=  "Yes (Skip to Question 43). 

	 
	[image: image99.wmf]PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=  "No 

	 
	a. If no, when did you stop communicating? 

	 
	Month: [image: image100.wmf]

Jan

 

	 
	Year: [image: image101.wmf]




 

	PRIVATE42. 
	Are you still romantically involved with this person? 

	 
	[image: image102.wmf]PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=  "Yes (Skip to Question 43). 

	 
	[image: image103.wmf]PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=  "No 

	 
	a. If no, how did the relationship end? 

	 
	[image: image104.wmf]

He/she broke up with me

 


 

	PRIVATE43. 
	Taking all things together, how would you describe your relationship with this person? 


 

	PRIVATE
	Very unhappy 
	Moderately happy 
	Very happy 


 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 


 

	PRIVATE44. 
	Have you married or moved in with this person, or might you in the future move in together or marry? 

	 
	[image: image105.wmf]

We've married

 


 

	PRIVATE45 
	Overall, how honest do you think this person was with you? 


 

	PRIVATE
	Not at all 
	Moderately 
	Extremely 


 

	PRIVATE
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 


 

	PRIVATE46. 
	Overall, how honest were you with this person? 


 

	PRIVATE
	Not at all 
	Moderately 
	Extremely 


 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 


 

	PRIVATE47. 
	Has getting involved with this person caused problems in any other preexisting, offline relationships? 

	 
	[image: image106.wmf]PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=  "Yes 

	 
	[image: image107.wmf]PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=  "No (Skip to Question 48). 

	 
	a. If yes, were the problems with: (Check all that apply) 

	 
	[image: image108.wmf]Spouse 

	 
	[image: image109.wmf]Boyfriend or girlfriend 

	 
	[image: image110.wmf]Parent 

	 
	[image: image111.wmf]Grandparent 

	 
	[image: image112.wmf]Son or Daughter 

	 
	[image: image113.wmf]Other relative 

	 
	[image: image114.wmf]Friend 

	 
	[image: image115.wmf]Boss or co-worker 


 

	PRIVATE48. 
	Would you like to briefly tell the story of your online relationship, or make any additional comments about your experience? If so, please feel free to do so here. 

	 
	[image: image116.wmf]






Section IV

 

	PRIVATE49. 
	What is the highest degree you have attained? 

	 
	[image: image117.wmf]

Elementary School

 


 

	PRIVATE50. 
	What is your occupation? 

	 
	[image: image118.wmf]




 

	PRIVATE51. 
	How old are you now 

	 
	[image: image119.wmf]




 

	PRIVATE52. 
	How long have you been using online services and/or the Internet? 

	 
	[image: image120.wmf]




 

	PRIVATE53. 
	What is your sex?

	 
	[image: image121.wmf]PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=  "Male 

	 
	[image: image122.wmf]PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=  "Female 


 

	PRIVATE54. 
	What is your religious preference? 

	 
	[image: image123.wmf]

Roman catholic

 

	 
	Other - please specify 

	 
	[image: image124.wmf]




 

	PRIVATE55. 
	Which of these groups best describes you? 

	 
	[image: image125.wmf]

African American or Black

 

	 
	Other - please specify 

	 
	[image: image126.wmf]




Thank you for taking part in this online relationship survey! When the results are available, I will contact you via email to see if you would like a copy. If you wish to be contacted via email, please include your email address here: 

[image: image127.wmf]


 

[image: image128.wmf]S

ubmit
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If you have any additional questions, please feel free to email them to me at mailto:albright@scf.usc.edu. 
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