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Abstract 

 

Background: Online dating is a new phenomenon that has burst from the seams of the American 

dating culture. Once looked upon as a less desirable avenue of obtaining a long term partner or 

spouse, has become a common and now socially acceptable means for dating and meeting 

potential mates. 

Objective: The aim of this paper is to examine why women choose online dating and to note if 

they are successful in obtaining a potential partner from online dating. 

 

Design and Method: The research method used was from scholarly articles, surveys, self-

reported surveys and articles concerning the attitudes of Americans and their participation in 

online dating. The research question of this paper asks what are the expectations of middle-aged 

women and are they met with the process of online dating. 

 

 Results: Online dating is now more socially acceptable than twenty-five years ago in the United 

States and has a large percentage of users that have daily interactions in search of potential 

heterosexual relationships. 

 

Conclusions: Women are finding online dating interesting but also wary of the selection of 

eligible men available on online dating sites. Women are interested in the physical appearance of 

a potential date, but are more concerned with preferred commonalities, his ability to strongly 

convey who he is and to feel safe while going through the process of dating. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

 

 

To date online, or not to date online that is the question. Online dating has evolved from being a 

stigma of social awkwardness or desirability in the United States to a daily phenomenon that has 

saturated the American culture. The means of hoping to meet a mate or spouse was by family or 

friends introducing two people, churches, social gatherings even supermarkets were acceptable 

avenues to which people relied on some twenty-five years ago. When any of those avenues were 

exhausted there were newspapers want ads called “personals”. Imagine advertising oneself in the 

hopes of being selected as if they were a used car looking to be purchased. As strange as that idea 

sounded to some, it was the precursor of what was to come; online dating. Dating websites allowed 

people the opportunity to put themselves on display in hopes of being selected, except the internet 

allowed access to those who were not just in limited or close proximity, but widened their dating 

pool of potential matches to other cities, states, and possibly other countries. 

The idea is to “match” or find commonality with a member of the opposite sex with hopes of long 

term relationships, even marriage. Naturally, there must be a physical component that catches the 

eye before any further investigation can be pursued. With one’s self representation in the midst of 

others competing, the idea is to look the “best”, have the most interesting profile which gives the 

“looker” a brief snapshot of who you want to be seen as. Adjectives such as smart, funny, down to 

earth, avid traveler are just some of the catch phrases that are used in hopes of being selected. 

While the authenticity of heterosexual matches may not always have the same emphasis on the 

long term goal such as marriage, it is not a deterrent for making an attempt at finding 

companionship. With the growing, continual usage of social media, online dating has lent itself to 



 
 

a growing number of participants and even first time users that are deeming online dating as an 

acceptable and fun way to meet new people. While there may sometimes be a misconception that 

men are entertaining online dating in hopes of having casual relationships which is sometimes 

translated as “ hooking up”, whereas women are looking for more of a “ traditional” sense of dating 

in hopes of marriage or long term commitments. With online dating being so popular and so many 

participating in it at least once, are the expectations of women being met and are they finding 

success? 

 

                                                             Glossary 

● Dating: an appointment to meet at a specified time especially : a social engagement 

between two persons that often has a romantic character 

 

● Hooking Up:-an act or an instance of hooking up especially : a casual sexual encounter 

 

● Homophilous: The tendency for people to have (non-negative) ties with people who are 

similar to themselves in socially significant ways.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

Chapter 2: Literature Review   

  

“Men Are from Mars, Women Are from Venus” is a tongue in cheek quotation borrowed 

from the best-selling book by author John Gray. Gray (2017) wrote about the fundamental 

differences in communication between men and women. The advice for better communication now 

applies to online dating platforms and adds a new layer to the dating scene.   

Dating for this study is the act of a man finding a woman interesting and asking her to go 

out to dinner or a movie in the hopes of getting to know her better with the possibility of a 

relationship and marriage. This idea is romanticized, especially in western culture. Here in the 

United States of America, this has been considered the ideal and preferred method of dating. But, 

through the years, just like everything else, things change, people change, and there is suddenly an 

alternate way of dating. Professional matchmakers, want ads in newspapers and even blind dates 

provide other means for meeting new people. Then the computer came on the scene and opened 

up a whole new world that did not involve another person’s direct influence or involvement; this 

is a solo mission.   

Online dating sites are being turned to for the purpose of finding a partner.  The top five 

dating sites of 2020 are Zoosk, EliteSingles, SilverSingles, eHarmony, and Match.com. These 

websites are dedicated to and for the sole usage of meeting other people. There is a pool of 

individuals, all presumed to be single all looking for the same thing; love.  

This study will investigate the mechanics of online dating. What is the appeal? Who’s 

engaging in this vastly growing phenomenon? How are people presenting themselves? And are 

there any emotional factors to consider? We will explore the online dating world, which was once 

regarded as taboo and only for the desperate, but now there are people from all walks of life, ages, 



 
 

sexual orientations, and more engaging. The purpose of this paper is to explore online dating and 

heterosexual relationships.  

 

Five Facts about Online Dating  

When a person considers using an online dating app or website to meet a potential long-

term partner, some facts are to be considered. Beyond the obvious, instinctual habit of wanting to 

put their best foot forward, the Pew Research has compiled a quick snapshot of facts concerning 

online dating (Smith & Anderson, 2015). What one must be careful in considering is each case is 

unique, of course, but these are the facts and must be considered during this process. First, attitude 

is everything, one’s approach concerning if there is still a stigma attached to online dating will 

determine how long one will engage in the process. Second, what is the demographic that is falling 

prey to this not so new phenomenon in dating? Third, who have garnered the courage to try this 

method of dating, are bold enough to see it through, or is it the thrill of the unknown that they are 

after? Fourth, no one wants to seem less than what is considered wonderful or desirable, so in order 

to put their best foot forward, they seek outside help in developing their profile, which is going to 

be the bait in which they capture others’ attention. Lastly, the fifth fact to consider is that despite 

the growing number of people willing to try this method of dating, there is a yet a small percentage 

of committed relationships and marriages that are developed out of this process.  

Online dating was not the most preferred method of dating some twenty or even twenty-

five years ago. For one to consider meeting a potential mate on an online dating website was seen 

as desperate, undesirable, and that was cause for shame, so people either did it in secret or not at 

all. A survey conducted in 2005 and 2013 found that people were beginning to warm up to the 

possible idea of online dating within those eight years. The idea that it was an excellent way to 



 
 

meet people was fifteen percent more favorable in 2013 than in 2005 (Smith, 2014). What was 

changing? It was reported that 1 out of 5 adults from ages 25-34 tried online dating at least once. 

Although that demographic would be considered a little riskier and more prone to go against the 

traditional grains, they were not alone. There was a growing number of older people between the 

ages of 45-54 that were giving it a try. For the older demographic it may be propelled out of fear 

of growing old alone since at that age people are perceived to be “settled down” and in committed 

relationships thus making the dating pool just a tad bit shallow for them to find a potential mate, 

so online dating my work.   

Of course, first impressions are lasting impressions, so participants would seek help 

designing their dating profiles. Women desire to put their best foot forward and present the best 

physical version of themselves; and would implore help creating the best profile to attract men. 

Although people were opening up and trying online dating websites more, they were also admitting 

to matching with others, but rarely venturing out to meet in person, leading to yet a small 

percentage of only 5% of Americans being led into marriages or committed relationships from 

online dating.  

Who’s dating?  

Individuals who have never been married, have been divorced, or are widowed are 

considered single. This demographic, according to the 2004 US. Census Bureau in 2003 recorded 

48% of women and 45% men as single, which was an increase from 1970 where 40% of women 

and 35% of men were considered single (Sautter, Tippet & Morgan, 2010).  Several factors 

determine this rise in singleness; people were getting married at older ages due to travel, demands 

from careers leaving less time to date. With technological advances in computers and smartphones, 

there is more access than ever before for people to have virtual communication outside of emails, 



 
 

but in real-time. With a growing number of digital users who are now more coherent in web-based 

activities, these dating apps allow people from all socio-economic and ethnic backgrounds to 

communicate with people in close proximity and some distance away. Now that the stigma has 

been removed, it is socially more acceptable for people to date online with freedom and choice.  

The methodology for the Social Demography of Internet Users in the United States study, 

looked at three categories of users.  Some singles have never been married, divorced, or widowed, 

then there are internet users that are familiar with the internet and use email occasionally. The next 

category is single internet users that have been single for the last five years. The study considered 

the socio demographic factors such as age, gender, race, and education. These factors were used 

to determine if there was a difference within any of the categories that would show online dating 

was successful. “When people have positive experiences, they are more apt to tell and encourage 

others to use it, thus widening the dating pool”. (Sautter, Tippet & Morgan, 2010).  

  

To Date or Hook Up, That Is the Question  

When looking to understand the dynamics of Eros - love and the relationships that produce 

them, it is essential to understand the motive which drives it. When looking at any type of romantic 

relationship, heterosexual for the sake of this paper, experts seek to understand one fundamental 

question. The age-old statement that “Men are from Mars and Women are from Venus” (Gray, 

2009) makes it very clear that men and women view things differently when it comes to matters 

of the heart. When it comes to dating and “hooking up” who benefits? Men or women?  

A group of 221 first-year college students, in the study by Valkenberg and Peter (2007), 

volunteered for a survey asking this question? The group consisted of predominately white, 

heterosexual students in a mid-sized southeastern university. The participants were 71 men and 



 
 

150 women total (Valkenberg & Peter, 2007). The participants self-reported that 115 were single, 

29 were in relationships for less than 6 months, 76 were in relationships for seven months or more 

and only one person reported as engaged. It was not a far reach to conclude that women reported 

that they preferred dating over hooking up, which is the encounter between two people who are 

essentially strangers or loosely acquainted for one night or several encounters that are involved 

physical, even sexual interaction not necessarily intercourse but with little expectation or 

commitment. Women reported as that concern was potential rape if they did not want to go all the 

way or possible rejection from a man for not wanting to fully participate in any sexual encounters. 

“hooking up” situation could lead to single parenthood because there is no solid relationship 

outside of a sexual one, and that was an excellent deterrent for women as well.  Women preferred 

to date in the traditional sense of a man asking a woman to go out to dinner or the movies to get to 

know one another. If there is a mutual liking of one another, the objective is to continue dating 

with the hopes of marriage in the future. However if  men preferred “hooking up” over traditional 

dating because sex was a motivator for their initial pursuit of a woman, then that may be a deterrent 

towards exclusivity.  

Although there were some risks and benefits to traditional dating and hooking up both the 

men and women equally agreed. Both sexes reported that traditional dating had a romantic element 

to it. Women thought it the responsibility of the man to pay for the date, but the men felt they liked 

being able to make the decision for the date, so that left an equal playing field to navigate. 

However, the most common risk both could agree on was that hooking up left great potential for 

having a “bad partner” in the sense of not being sexually compatible, but the higher risk was 

encountering a broken heart. The women feared a bad reputation preceding them as being “easy” 

or a “whore”.  



 
 

This survey does not allow the participants to define “traditional” dating. The researchers 

provided the participants with the definitions of some terms, like traditional dating. There are 

cultural factors that are not discussed, and should this survey be given to an older demographic, 

would the results report the same information?   

Putting Your Best Face Forward and the Emotional Impacts   

The hard truth is people are attracted to what is physically appealing to them, and that is 

not a crime nor something to be scrutinized; however, there is a code of ethics that comes into play 

when online dating. A person’s profile picture is the first indicator of who they present themselves 

to the outside world. Their “packaging” of themselves include not just their face, but their body 

type, the way they dress, they took the photo, and all of those aspects tell a partial story about a 

person. A valid concern is, are these packaged presentations truthful representations? The freedom, 

which one has to present as much or as little as they choose about themselves is one of the 

appealing aspects of online dating. The dangers come when there are enhancements that are made 

that are fraudulent. Height, weight, income, are they a drinker or smoker? Would be visible 

immediately when meeting for the first time, lying about relationship status, and over enhancing a 

photo is deemed as socially unacceptable, it is deceptive. Heavy stock is placed on physical 

appearance, and the more attractive a person is considered, the higher the odds are for matches and 

potential dates. After all, the incentive and the goal is to come away with a partner after this vetting 

process. Naturally, the reverse is true; the less appealing a person is perceived to be, the chances 

of them matching with someone decreases.   

Women are considered to be the biggest culprits of photo enhancing to gain more traction 

from their suitors. One must consider how realistic is this person’s appearance? Do they dress this 

way frequently? Is their pose flattering, thus creating an allusion of a different body type? If they 



 
 

are on what seems to be a vacation, how often do they travel? Can they afford to travel to such 

places because they have a income that affords such luxuries? Photographs can lead to a lot of 

speculation, but they can also tell the truth provided the person did not package themselves in a 

fashion, other than who they are. Online dating in its rising popularity has gained some other names 

in which it is referred to, such as “cyber dating” or “hooking up.” But in addition to its name 

changes, it has proven to be quite a lucrative business. Jupiter Research (2007) says online dating 

revenue hit $473 million in 2004, up from $396 million in 2003. In 4 years, revenue has gone from 

$50 million to $500 million. Most websites are free, but some packages that will allow you to 

upgrade your experience within the website for relegated fees to optimize your best chances. But 

then there are websites like EHarmony and Match.com that charge every member a monthly fee 

to participate as engage as often as they like. (Cheever, Cummings & Felt, 2007). These websites 

do not leave it up to the individual's sense of what is visually appealing to them; they set up a series 

of questions that the participant answers. From their answers, they are matched with people who 

share the same values and desires. Those selected individuals are dropped into a separate pool, and 

then their pictures are revealed. The point is for these participants to gain an emotional attraction 

based on similarities and core values, which make for longer-lasting committed relationships, 

rather than an immediate physical attraction. 

The safety net of being hidden behind a computer or media device allows people to be 

more prone to disclosing more information about themselves. If fear of rejection creeps in, it is 

always easier to change the mode of communication from video to texting or emailing or 

discontinuing the conversation altogether. Should one feel lonely and just want someone to talk to 

without commitment, that option remains open.   

  



 
 

 

                                                          

Chapter 3: Methods 

. 

The layout of this study is qualitative and descriptive. I searched and gathered information and 

studies concerning online dating and middle-aged daters. There are several stages of life classified 

by age. Adolescence, ranging from 10-19 years, youth aged 15-24 years, middle-aged 40-60 years, 

and senior adulthood 60 years and beyond. This study is going to look at why men and women 

choose to use online dating websites and mobile dating applications instead of traditional means 

of dating. Traditional in this case is classified as physically meeting another person, being 

interested in them, and dating. Other traditional means could be blind dates, want ads, 

matchmaking. The sources from which all data derives from are scholarly articles and magazine 

articles collected from Google Scholar, the Purchase Library, and the online database EBSCOhost. 

For the purpose of this study, we will only examine the interactions of heterosexual, middle-aged 

participants, their interests, drive, and perspective outcomes of online dating. Men and women 

fundamentally have different outlooks when it comes to dating but we would like to explore if one 

gender benefits or is wounded by the process of online dating and what it has to offer. 

The research question for this paper is: 

RQ: What are the expectations of middle-aged women and are they met with the process of online 

dating? 

There is a myriad of reasons that people choose to explore online but with this middle-aged 

demographic, the single, and those who are divorced are interested in reasons such as fun, finding 

another partner( long or short-termed), purely casual a sexual relationships, to find finds and last 



 
 

but certainly not least to find a potential partner for marriage. The dating pool diminishes as women 

age primarily because women outnumber men by 2:1 according to The Council of State 

Governments. Women also find online dating as a way for them to garner control and set the pace 

for which they are comfortable with whereas, with traditional dating, the man had the assumed 

responsibility of controlling the pace of the relationship. 

 

Researching articles looking to determine the reasons why people choose to date online instead of 

traditional dating. Articles telling of the psyche of those engaging, who is participating, what it is 

they want to present about themselves, are they truthful in their approach and who is more likely 

to gain from their expectations. Some keywords to consider are online dating, gender, expectations, 

and interactions. These articles were sought out by using the Google search engine and the 

Purchase College online library. 

With all of its improvements and advances, some would not agree that online dating is all that it is 

cracked up to be. There are dangers of participants posting misleading information, pictures, and 

qualities. There are potential dangers of sexual assaults, scams, and heartbreak from disingenuous 

participants. 

As with any research topic, there may be limitations that arise. Being that this course is presented 

in a condensed 8 weeks compared to the 15 weeks it is taught during the fall and spring semesters, 

this requires a fast-tracked approach which limits the time in which this paper can be researched 

in more depth. Time limitations are a nuisance as it only allows for the opportunity to grab articles 

with catchy titles. There is also a plethora of information regarding online dating and a challenge 

was limiting my research to one demographic, heterosexual, middle-aged women. The world of 

online dating is now so vast with opportunities and platforms for any person interested. 



 
 

 

                                               

  

Chapter 4:   Results 

 

Dating has taken on another level of interaction in the last 25 years. Online dating has become a 

very popular vehicle that people have chosen to ride in search of a special friend or a long term 

love interest. I will be investigating online dating for heterosexual participants living in the 

United States and looking to gain insight as to why people use this medium and what are they 

looking for once engaged in this activity. I have read a series of scholarly articles that addressed 

areas as to why people chose to date online, who is likely to choose online dating, and which 

gender is more likely to find success in having their expectations met. With online dating 

becoming less of a marginal but mainstream occurrence than in the past, women are more 

proactive and active in their options for dating. 

 



 
 

RQ: What are the expectations of middle-aged women and are they met with the process of online 

dating? 

 

The aim of this paper is to look at why heterosexual women choose to use online dating and are 

their expectations met during this process. Online dating involves a process that participants 

undergo by choosing from a pool of potential participants based on photographs on attributes 

listed. Although there may be a distance between participants, most prefer to choose and date those 

who are in their close proximity. The 2004, The  US Census Bureau in 2003 recorded 48% of 

women and 45% men as single which was an increase from 1970 where 40% of women and 35% 

of men were considered single (Sautter, Tippet & Morgan, 2010). This rise in singleness was 

determined by a number of factors, people were getting married at older ages due to travel, 

demands from careers leaving less time to date. With technological advances in computers and 

smartphones, there is more access than ever before for people to have virtual communication 

outside of emails, but in real-time. When it comes to dating and “hooking up” who benefits? Men 

or women? 

A group of 221 first-year college students who volunteered for a survey sought to answer this 

question unaware. The group consisted of predominately white, heterosexual students in a mid-

sized southeastern university. It was self-reported that 115 of the participants were single, 29 were 

in relationships for less than 6 months, 76 were in relationships for a period of 7 months or more 

and there was one person reported as engaged. Within these groups, there were 71 men and 150 

women (Valkenberg & Peter, 2007). It was not a far reach to come to the conclusion that women 

reported that they preferred dating over “hooking up”, which is the encounter between two people 

who are essentially strangers or loosely acquainted for one night or several encounters that are 



 
 

involved physical, even sexual interaction not necessarily intercourse but with little expectation or 

commitment.  

Although the intrigue of online dating is present, there is still a side that must be considered and 

taken seriously and that is safety. .A U.S. study reported findings that 66% of internet users thought 

online dating was in some form dangerous, 43% of its participants thought of it as risky, whereas 

52% did not see it as either dangerous or risky. (Madden and Lenhart 2006). Some online 

participants expressed concerns in regards to safety and potential physical risks (Lawson and Leck 

2006, Couch and Liamputtong 2007, Padgett 2007). In a study of women, 8% of them reported 

that safety was a cause for concern when it came to their most recent experiences during a  face-

to-face date that came as a result of an online connection (Padgett 2007) 

A study conducted within a sixth month period with already active online users, with an average 

of 32 years, and 82% under the age of 40 years were searching to find how preferences, gender, 

and agency produce the desirability factor that could potentially lead to a date. The physical 

attraction was subjective but found that income and attractiveness were categorized as vertical 

preferences, where fixed characteristics such as age, height, race, smoker/non-smoker statuses 

were considered homophilous. (Kreager, et al 2014) 

However, men who were considered the most desirable were White, had an athletic or thin build, 

or were tall in physical stature, well educated, drinkers, and nonsmokers. The female participants 

also preferred taller men to shorter men as more likely considered attractive. One factor that was 

of interest to the conductors of this study was uncovering that women preferred men with a 

significantly longer profile, which led to the idea that the strong ability to convey oneself through 

written communication and interests were just as important as one's physical appearance.  



 
 

In examination with dating in an up-close and personal setting, online or also known as web-based 

dating offered more authority over self-introduction. During the 1990s, it was regularly accepted 

that these qualities of the Internet particularly draw in timid and on edge individuals who 

commonly feel apprehensive and bothered, all things considered social interactions. (Valkenburg 

& Peter). 

Online dating can be an ideal domain for women to examine partner preferences and potential 

dating prospects. This same logic, however, suggests that who are offline singles, may lack the 

opportunities to meet desirable partners. In real‐world contexts, dating may appear to be based on 

homophilous preferences because vertical preferences are constrained. As with many decisions, 

social constraints and the actions of others force daters to potentially lower their desired 

preferences. It remains for future research to assess whether individuals who are satisfied at a 

relationship's outset and perceive “the grass is greener on the other side” or if the satisfactions of 

the relationship outweigh any temptation to “trade up.” or go back to the pool to pick again. 

(Kreager, et al 2014). 

 

                                                  Chapter 5:   Discussion 

 

People are looking for compatibility, friendships, committed long term relationships that have the 

potential to add value and even excitement to their lives. Online dating is one of the most current 

and popular avenues in which people use to achieve this, but it is not as simple as one would 

suppose. The behaviors and the selection method of what men and women look for when “swiping” 

on a dating site are varying in nature. Men are looking at the pictures and the physical appearance 

of a woman and how she presents herself as being a potential match that he would be interested 



 
 

in. Whereas women are looking not just at the physical appearance of a man’s’ profile picture, but 

she is also interested in the “meat and potatoes”, of who the man declares himself to be. The way 

he describes himself in a condensed, highlighted version of all of his perceived best attributes. 

Women find it challenging to navigate through the waters of swiping and selecting men, and 

isolating the men who are not merely interested in “hooking up”, but looking for meaningful 

connections. There is more to consider outside of looking for connections, the element of safety 

has to be taken into consideration and regarded seriously and as necessary. A U.S. study reported 

findings that 66% of internet users thought online dating was in some form dangerous, 43% of its 

participants thought of it as risky, whereas 52% did not see it as either dangerous or risky. Despite 

the percentage of internet users regarding online dating as potentially dangerous, this has not been 

a deterrent in the lessening of its usage. Women will take the necessary precautions to remain safe, 

such as meeting in a public place, and passing along the information of their whereabouts to others.   

The essence of online dating can be exciting because of the mysterious elements to it, the thrill of 

meeting new people, the opportunity to be exposed to people from similar and like backgrounds 

all in the pursuit of what may be potential happiness. It is important however to keep things in 

perspective, enjoy the ride, but buckle up tight for a sometimes bumpy road while in transit to the 

desired place of nirvana. 
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