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abStract

Online dating is a big business, allowing people from the comfort of their own home to view and read 
about potential mates all around the world. Different dating sites offer different services. However, it is 
not yet commonplace for Web sites dedicated to dating to use the social networking tools used by popular 
online communities, such as those that use the personal homepage and message board genres. The eco-
logical cognition framework (ECF) provides a theoretical model regarding online dating communities’ 
behavior and relationship development. A model based on the ECF is proposed and provides a basis for 
developing online dating services that effectively support relationship development. Two investigations 
are presented in this chapter, one that uses a case study approach to identify and describe online dat-
ing services from the perspective of a specific case and another that assess the effectiveness of existing 
online dating services based on the guidelines developed from the case study. The case study provides 
a useful insight into the nature of social networking from the perspective of a specific case, which led 
to guidelines for developing e-dating systems that when evaluated showed that the most popular social 
networking services also score well against the criteria proposed in those guidelines. 
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iNtroDuctioN

According to Dvorak et al. (2003), people have 
always found ways to meet on the Internet, with 
online dating being a big business, allowing 
people from the comfort of their own home to 
view and read about potential mates all around 
the world. Through virtual worlds such as multi-
user-dungeons (MUDs), they can interact, talk and 
compete against others in an online environment. 
According to Quansah (2004), different dating 
sites offer different services, though it is not yet 
commonplace for Web sites dedicated to dating 
to use the social networking tools offered by 
popular online communities. Liebowitz (2003) 
argues that social networking is a powerful way 
to bring people closer together suggesting social 
networking tools are ideally placed to enhance dat-
ing Web sites. According to Kuriansky there are a 
number of advantages to dating online, including 
the immediacy, the cost, access, practicing social 
skills, learning verbal expression, developing re-
lationships, accessibility and control. Immediacy 
is beneficial because opportunities are just a click 
away, as the user can be writing a document or 
surfing the Net then switch to e-mail or instant 
messaging. The computer can cost less than phone 
calls, and with some services the dating is free. 
Access to the services is efficient whether wire-
less broadband or simple dial-up. Online dating 
allows the practicing of social skills as the user 
can make mistakes knowing they will never see 
that person again. It allows for the learning of 
verbal expression, as when the user types on their 
profile or in messages they practice expressing 
themselves in they way they want to. Computer 
contact can also help foster the friendship that is 
the basis for a long-lasting love by allowing the 
time and safety for a relationship to grow. Those 
who cannot get out of their locality due to acces-
sibility restrictions can also benefit from online 
dating as they can keep in touch with others at a 

distance. The user is also in total control of where, 
where and with whom they connect, especially if 
the service uses the Circle of Friends. 

The Circle of Friends method of social network-
ing, developed as part of the VECC Project (see 
Bishop, 2002) has been embedded into several 
social networking sites. The benefit of the Circle 
of Friends over earlier technologies is that it puts 
the user in control. The first Web site to use it for 
dating was Friendster in 2002 when there were 
only a handful of sites using the technology, 
including A Guide to Robin Hood and Northern 
England and Llantrisant Online, although accord-
ing to Kim and Aldrich (2005) there were at least 
30 social networking sites based on the Circle of 
Friends in 2005. 

Social networking tools often form part of 
online communities and it has been argued that 
these communities have the potential to radically 
transform social interaction and community for-
mation (Lutters & Ackerman, 2003). There have 
been definitions of online communities based on 
the forms they take from Web sites that provide 
facilities to discuss particular subjects or inter-
ests to groups of people communicating using 
instant messaging tools (Bishop, 2003). Hunter 
(2002) defines an online community as a group 
of people who interact with each other, learn 
from each other’s work and provide knowledge 
and information resources to the group related 
to certain agreed-upon topics of shared inter-
est. There exists a possible technical definition, 
which could be that an information system is an 
online community if those that use it have to go 
through the Membership Lifecycle identified by 
Kim (2000). 

Understanding how people develop relation-
ships and the role of social networking technology 
such as the Circle of Friends in enhancing the 
dating experience requires a deeper understand-
ing of human behavior.
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uNDerStaNDiNg tHe beHaviour 
oF actorS iN oNliNe DatiNg 
commuNitieS

It has long been argued that there should be a 
framework for understanding actors based on 
ecological perceptual psychology (Kyttä, 2003). 
Wilson and Keil (2001) indicate that early work 
into ecological psychology focused on move-
ment-produced information, which had been 
largely neglected in other approaches. It is quite 
clear that any model to explain the behavior of 
actors that ignores the possibly of direct percep-
tion cannot fully explain the behavior or actors in 
an environment. To fully understand the actor’s 
role in online communities, we must treat the 
virtual environment on par with the physical 
environment. Virtual environments contain other 
actors, structures and artifacts, such as mediat-
ing artifacts (Bishop, 2005). Both virtual and 
physical environments can provide stimuli that 
create impetuses in actors, and these actors will 
be driven to participate in both environments as 
a result of experiencing them. 

The ecological cognition framework (Bishop, 
2007a; 2007c) presented in Figure 1 suggests 
that there are five binary opposition forces that 
have impact on an actor that are activated when a 
change occurs in the actor’s environment, which 
are social-antisocial, creative-destructive, order-
chaos, vengeance-forgiveness, and existential-
thanatotic. Examples of each segment of these 
binary opposition forces can be seen in online 
communities. Social forces are very common in 
driving actors to take part in human-computer 
systems, which are often social spaces. Rhiengold 
(2000) describes ‘the social Web’ in which people 
like him participate as a result of being driven 
by their longings to participate. Actors in these 
virtual environments often experience creative 
forces and will solve problems and create content. 
The existence of order forces is also apparent in 
information systems, where actors will carry out 
actions such as organizing bookmarks, rearrang-

ing pages and some actors may take control of a 
situation, such as when members are flaming each 
other in a chat session, and others will attempt to 
create order when a bulletin board goes off topic 
and will carry out actions to bring it back to the 
original topic, despite the fact that allowing a bul-
letin board to go off topic can increase sociability 
in the community (Bishop, 2002). Actions driven 
by vengeance forces are very apparent in human-
computer systems, as actors in virtual environ-
ments are known to be very aggressive (Kiesler & 
Sproull, 1992; Wallace, 2001), carrying out actions 
such as flaming, and posting negative feedback 
on other community members. Existential forces, 
such as eating, while not obvious in virtual en-
vironments, have an impact on the actions of an 
action that is part of them. Actions resulting from 
anti-social forces are easily discovered in virtual 
environments, as actors will often flame others. 
Destructive forces are also apparent in informa-
tion systems that can be edited, as some actors 
will ‘blank’ pages of content. Chaos forces can 
be seen in some functional systems that form part 
of virtual environments as people with attempt to 
provoke others. The result of forgiveness forces 
can be seen in some information systems, where 
actors will apologize to actors that they have had 
a disagreement with, often what has resulted from 
order forces. 

The second level of the framework presented in 
Figure 1 is an actor’s cognitions, which are goals, 
plans, values, beliefs and interests. The arrow in 
the ECF between Level 3 and the Environment is 
the response. The response changes the environ-
ment, either intrinsically through modifying the 
actor, or extrinsically through them modifying 
their environment. 

a caSe StuDY oF Social
NetworkiNg aND DatiNg 
oNliNe

Selecting from different e-dating services can 
be a challenging process for individuals in their 
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search for potential friends and partners. There 
is a plethora of social networking services 
available on the Web that individuals have to 
navigate their way through in order to achieve 
their goals. A number of questions can be asked, 
including what do people look to get out of social 
networking services, what makes a good social 
networking service and can current psychological 
frameworks be used to understand these applica-
tions. Some of the most widely used methods for 
researching online are interviewing, observation 
and document analysis (Mann & Stewart, 2000). 
Interviewing is the most widely applied technique 
for conducting systematic social inquiry in aca-
demic, clinical, business, political and media life 
with qualitative research being well established 
in this area (ibid.). According to Thyer (2001), 
interviewing participants is one way of accessing 
information beyond what has been observed, and 
that is related to the meaning of the experience. 
According to Barton (2006), there is no correct 
or incorrect way of interviewing participants, 
though Stables and Goodwyn (2004) recommend 
using follow-up interviews when conducting a 
study. Interviewing can form a core part of a case 
study. The basic case study entails the detailed and 
intensive analysis of a single case with some of 
the best known studies in business and manage-
ment research being based on this method, which 
can be an investigation of a single organization, 
a single location, a person, or an event (Bryman 
& Bell, 2003). Some case studies investigating 
an organization have provided insights into the 
types of problems usability studies are likely to 
encounter, as well as some valuable lessons learned 
along the way in the organization (Rowley, 1994) 
and others looking at the development of online 
learning communities over a number of years 
have managed to refine design methodologies 
(Bishop, 2007d). 

This first study in this chapter seeks to develop 
an understanding of online dating communities 
by evaluating the case of someone seeking to 
benefit from these services. 

the case

The case in question was of a young male in his 
early 20s who was educated to university level 
who took part in university social activities such 
as debating, book club and political activities, 
suggesting he had reasonable social skills and 
capabilities. The case over a period of a year used 
various online communities that could be used as 
online dating services and engaged with them to 
develop relationships with others. Utilizing the 
ecological cognition framework (Bishop, 2007a; 
2007c) and the ecological cognitive learning 
theory model (Bishop, 2007b), an interviewing 
model was developed to assist the author in ask-
ing questions that would allow him to discover 
how the case used online dating services and how 
they interacted with others in them. The model 
suggests an interviewer should look at the intel-
ligences used by the case, investigate the stages 
they go through when learning, investigate the 
process by which they perceive and respond to a 
stimulus, and investigate the cognitions they hold 
and develop and how this relates to the way they 
perceive the worlds around them. 

results

The interview explored the cognitions held by the 
case, including his goals for using social network-
ing sites. While initially he did not claim to have 
any goals, it soon became clear that he selected 
people he would interact with based on whether 
they were looking for a relationship. The case 
indicated that he would not interact with another 
person without first finding out about them on 
their profile, suggesting that the learning cycle 
proposed by Bishop (2007b) is equally relevant to 
relationship building in that there needs to be some 
encoding of beliefs, values and interests before 
an actor will develop goals and plans to interact 
with someone, suggesting that there needs to be a 
degree of intimacy and liking before a relationship 
can progress. Also clear from the interview was 
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that this particular case was concerned whether 
the people on the sites masked some malicious 
intention, such as to send them SPAM messages. 
The case claimed that along with photographs he 
assessed how much the individual used the service 
as an indication of whether they were genuine, 
suggesting that online dating communities could 
be more effective if the profile pages show that 
the individual has participated in community 
life, such as through taking or setting up quiz-
zes, posting messages or leaving comments on 
others’ pages. A feature that seemed important to 
the case was that the dating services should offer 
recommendation systems that suggest specific 
individuals that they might be interested in, and he 
suggested that he is more likely to be encouraged 
to interact with someone if the site recommends 
it suggesting that online dating services need to 
be persuasive in their approach to helping people 
find their match. 

towarDS a moDel For 
uNDerStaNDiNg relatioNSHiPS 
aND DeveloPiNg oNliNe DatiNg 
commuNitieS

The study demonstrated the relevance of the 
ecological cognition framework in understanding 
the behavior of actions in virtual environments, 
and the relevance of ecological cognitive learn-
ing theory to understanding relationships. The 
framework could also be used to understand the 
particular character traits of those using online 
dating communities. Bishop (2007b) proposes 
that for an actor to learn or be persuaded they 
have to experience five psychological effects: the 
belonging effect, the demonstration effect, the 
inspiration effect, the mobilization effect and the 
confirmation effect. Their respective processes of 
the bonding process, the sub-conscious encoding 

Figure 1. A model for understanding relationships and developing online dating communities
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process, the encouragement process, the interac-
tion process and the reflection process can create 
these effects. Some authors have suggested that 
seduction is a form of persuasion (e.g., Mbakwe 
& Cunliffe, 2003) and others have suggested that 
seduction is an important technique for increasing 
the chances of a successful dating outcome (e.g., 
MacKinney, 1991). In light of the study earlier 
in this chapter, Bishop’s (2007b) lifecycle can 
be seen to be appropriate for understanding the 
development and maintenance of relationships. 
Also apparent is that this lifecycle can be mapped 
onto the Triangular theory of love (Sternberg, 
1986), as it can be seen that the bonding stage, 
the encoding stage and part of the encouragement 
stage form part of what Sternberg calls intimacy; 
what Sternberg calls passion can be seen to fall 
into the encouragement and interaction stage of 
Bishop’s lifecycle, and the reflection stage that 
leads back onto the bonding stage can be seen 
to occur when those in a relationship experience 
what Sternberg calls commitment. 

• Recommendation 1: Utilize various genres 
of online community

Many authors of guidelines to building online 
communities have indirectly recommended us-
ing multiple models of online communities (e.g., 
Figallo, 1998; Kim, 2000; Preece, 2000). A Web 
site meeting the definition of an online commu-
nity based on Kim’s (2000) lifecycle could utilize 
more than one genre. As identified in the study 
above, a Web site is more able to assist with social 
networking and relationship building if it uses 
a variety of different models of discussion and 
networking at the different stages of the lifecycle 
presented in the model in Figure 2. 

• Recommendation 2: Utilize the Circle of 
Friends social networking tool, or at mini-
mum allow people to keep lists of actual or 
potential friends.

The ECF clearly places the actor in the environ-
ment, and the relationship between actors is 
clearly important. Many social network service 
providers have used the Circle of Friends to allow 
their actors using their service to manage their 
relationships with others effectively. The Circle 
of Friends, which was popularized by Friendster 
(Teten & Allen, 2005), allows actors to see not 
only their own friends as they could with instant 
messaging tools, but also allow them to see who 
their friends’ friends are. As a social networking 
technology, the Circle of Friends fits into a long 
history of using the Internet as an environment for 
developing relationships and increasing sociability 
(Weng, 2007). The first social networking service 
on the Web was Classmates.com, which launched 
in 1995 and used the Old School Tie social net-
working method, which is defined as a method 
for building networks of users using the schools 
and universities they graduated from. This was 
followed in 1997 with the launch of SixDegrees.
com, which utilized the Web of Contacts model, 
which is defined as a technique for displaying 
social networks using social networking analysis 
that the user does not manage it. The advantage 
of the Circle of Friends, which was developed 
in 1999 as part of the Virtual Environments for 
Community and Commerce (VECC) Project (see 
Bishop, 2002; 2007d), is that it allows the user to 
manage their network and decide who they want 
to be friends with. The 2001 implementation of 
the Circle of Friends as part of Llantrisant.com 
allowed users to classify their friends according 
to whether they trusted them or not, combining it 
with the Circle of Trust that was also developed 
in 1999. The Circle of Friends flourished in 2002 
with the launch of Friendster, and is now part of 
many other communities including the popular 
MySpace and Facebook services.

• Recommendation 3: Utilize a recommen-
dation or search system that encourages 
people to interact with others with similar 
cognitions to them
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As the ecological cognition framework clearly 
suggests, a stimulus, such as a thought to do 
something or a request from another actor can 
only be turned into a response after an actor’s 
cognitions, that is, their goals, plans, values, beliefs 
and interests have been activated and evaluated. 
Social networking sites can help in this process by 
removing the obstacles to actors interacting with 
others. One method for doing this is to use recom-
mender systems, which have been used in e-com-
merce to reduce the number of products from the 
whole catalogue to ones that the customer would 
be interested in (Wang, 2004). Online dating ser-
vices could utilize such systems to narrow down 
the number of individuals available to an actor in 
line with what they are looking for. This could be 
done using personality-based questionnaires as 
is done with OkCupid, personal characteristics, 
as is done with Match.com or keyword searches 
as Match.com and MySpace use. 

Such systems may allow actors to be engaged 
in a state of ‘flow’ so much so that they experience 
‘deference’. Csikszentmihalyi (1977; 1990) refers 
to a state of flow as being the state of mind where 
an actor will act with total involvement narrowing 
their attention focus and experiencing a loss of 
self-consciousness. Bishop (2007a; 2007c) sug-
gests that if a virtual community does not create 
discomfort in the actor’s mind, or ‘dissonance’, 
then the actor is more likely to become engaged 
in a state of flow and act out their desires, thus 
experiencing deference. Deference in this context 
is where an actor will receive a request to do 
something, such as someone asking them how 
they are and will respond immediately without 
any discomfort, in the example immediately 
saying they are ‘fine’ as if it is a reflex. However, 
Bishop (2007c) also points out that while engag-
ing an actor in a state of flow might mean that 
they are more likely to experience deference and 
act out their desires to be social, there is also the 
possibility that they will act out their vengeance 
desires as well. This may be true as some studies 
have indicated that in virtual environments where 

actors are likely to experience deference they are 
more likely to flame others (Orengo Castellá et 
Al., 2000). 

tHe Future oF oNliNe DatiNg 
commuNitieS

A study was carried out with major dating services 
being identified through the earlier study in this 
chapter and through an Internet search. The ser-
vices were scored based on how well they adhered 
to the recommendations. A dating service was 
given one point per online community genre it 
utilized, one point if it used the Circle of Friends 
or half a point if it used a friend list and one point 
if it complied with recommendation 3. The mean 
of number of points across the recommendations 
was calculated and this was the score given to the 
dating service. 

The findings of the study reveal that the online 
dating services driven by subscriptions offer the 
least amount of social networking opportunities, 
as they often only utilize the personal homepage 
genre of online community, which only makes 
them effective for the bonding and encoding stage 
of the relationship. The dating services modeled 
on the free-at-the-point-of-use model scored 
much higher as many of them utilized the Circle 
of Friends social networking method and a wider 
number of online community genres. The highest 
scoring dating service was Facebook, which uses 
the personal homepage genre, the message board 
genre, the weblog and directory genre, as well as 
utilizing the Circle of Friends. The second high-
est scoring, Second Life utilizes virtual worlds, 
message boards, chat groups and profile pages to 
allow people to contact in a three-dimensional 
environment. The popularity of Facebook with its 
widespread use and its high score based on these 
guidelines suggest that the guidelines may be ap-
propriate for evaluating the appropriateness of a 
social networking service for dating. According 
to Easton (1982), being able to predict outcomes 
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is one of the possible uses of a case study like 
the one in this chapter, and the above model and 
guidelines appear to be indicative of what will 
make a good e-dating service.

implications for the Future of 
e-Dating Services

Goel (2005) argues that e-dating services are 
becoming a mainstream business with vendors 
keen to protect their reputation. Traditional online 
dating Web sites that follow the directory structure 
of e-commerce sites like Amazon such as Match.
com and Meetic were the lowest scoring in the 
study, and these sites seem not to follow the model 
in Figure 2 as they treat participants as products 
to view rather than individuals to network with 
as MySpace and Facebook allow.

DiScuSSioN

People have always found ways to meet on the 
Internet, with online dating being a big business, 
allowing people from the comfort of their own 
home to view and read about potential mates all 
around the world and through using virtual worlds 

they can interact, talk and compete against oth-
ers in an online environment. Different dating 
sites offer different services, though it is not yet 
commonplace for Web sites dedicated to dating 
to use the social networking tools used by popu-
lar online communities, which are a powerful 
way to bring people closer together, suggesting 
social networking tools are ideally placed to 
enhance dating Web sites. The Circle of Friends 
method of social networking has been embedded 
into several social networking sites, including 
MySpace and Facebook, which are services that 
host collections of online communities based 
on the personal homepage genre that also act as 
dating sites. The benefit of the Circle of Friends 
over earlier technologies was that it put the user in 
control. Social networking tools often form part 
of online communities and it has been argued 
that these communities have the potential to radi-
cally transform social interaction and community 
formation; and while there have been definitions 
of online communities based on the forms they 
take from Web sites that provide facilities to 
discuss particular subjects or interests to groups 
of people communicating using instant messag-
ing tools, there exists a possible social definition, 
which could be that an information system is an 
online community if those that use it have to go 
through the Membership Lifecycle identified by 
Kim (2000). 

It has long been argued that there should be 
a framework for understanding actors based on 
ecological perceptual psychology, with investiga-
tions attempting to prove that perception can be 
explained without resorting to assumptions about 
inner representations, or at least be explained so 
that the existence of inner representations is not 
necessary or essential in every situation. The 
study found that e-dating service providers should 
utilize various genres of online community, utilize 
the Circle of Friends social networking tool, or at 
minimum allow people to keep lists of actual or 
potential friends and utilize a recommendation or 
search system that encourages people to interact 
with others with similar cognitions to them. 

Dating Service Score

Facebook 2.00

Second Life 1.83

Badoo 1.67

MySpace 1.67

Friendster 1.67

OkCupid 1.50

Plenty of Fish 1.17

FreeDating.co.uk 1.17

Bebo 1.00

Meetic 0.83

Match.com 0.83

LoopyLove 0.83

Table 1. Scores of major dating services
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