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MAKING THE MOST OF ONLINE DATING*

Welcome to the wonderful world of cyberspace. Thisisthe place for anonymity, for practice, and for fun. And can
even be the place for meeting your specid someone. Of course, you must firgt learn how to navigate through this
new universe, for as much fun asit can be, it can dso be fraught with danger. Let me explain.

Within recent years, the Internet has spawned an entirely new medium for connecting with people. Itiscdled "in
dant messaging.” Ingtant messaging alows people to "tak™ to one another via computer in red time, rather than suf-
fer the delay of sending e-mails back and forth. Instant messaging led to the development of “chat rooms” where
groups of people with common interests meet at the same time and communicate through the instant message system.
Pretty cool. And best of dl, it isfree! Various Internet providers (e.g., AOL, Yahoo, MSN, etc.) have set up chat
rooms listed by topic. The chat rooms are available 24/7, and you can find practically any topic you wish, from con
versations about football to discussions of the latest movies. Any topic you can think of is being discussed some-
where on the Internet. If you are an insomniac, or are Smply londly and it isthree o'clock in the morning, someone,
somewhere, is also awake and available to have a chat.

Anonymity. What makes the Internet chat rooms particularly
appealing to many peopleisanonymity. People use "screen
names" rather than their real names. In cyberspace, people
can chat freely and anonymo usly with each other, providing
folks with ameasure of security. Shy people are able to
speak their mind without fear of being seen. People who
stutter are ableto freely talk without feeling self-conscious
about their speech.

Of courseg, this very same anonymity operatesin reverse.
Namely, you never know to whom you are really speaking.
The person on the other side, who comes across as a charm-
ing young woman might, in reality, be adirty old man. (An
Internet expression is “On the net, no one knowsyou're a
dog.”) So, you must always keep in mind that in cyberspace,
not everything isasit appears. So be cautious about believ-

This anonymity can give you an opportu-
nity to practice having light conversation.

Y ou can learn to schmooze. Y ou can try on
any attitude, style, personayou wish. One
day you can be assertive and forthright, and

In this anonymous
venue, you can prac-
tice being anyone you

wish to be.

ing what you read. Make the Internet work for
you as you practice your style and your deliv-
ery. You will receive feedback from othersin
the form of their reaction to you. | suggest
you approach the world of chat rooms with an
air of fun and adventure, while still being vigi-
lant.

on another day you can be subtle, seductive or flirtatious. In
this anonymous venue, you can practice being anyone you
wish to be. It offersachance to practice without being seen;
and no need to feel embarrassed. Y ou can change screen
names as often as you wish, and you can change chat rooms
with the click of amouse.

Over time, you will be able to discern who isreal and whois
not. You will develop sophistication about how people
speak without the distractions of how they look. Thisso-
phistication and sensitivity will carry forward into your eve-
ryday interactions. You will gradually learn to hear people
differently. Y ou may become more comfortable with light
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banter and general conversation. Y ou can learn alot about
yourself and how people perceive you through what you
haveto say. Onceyou have developed adegree of comfort
with the medium, you can move into the world of Internet
dating.

Internet dating. It didn't take long for savvy folks on the
Internet to realize the romance potential of people meeting
on-line. Internet dating wasthe logical next step. Now there
are many Internet dating services where, for asmall fee, peo-
ple can join and meet otherslooking to find people. Some-
timesthey offer trial memberships. Some sites permit you to
search the site before signing up, but you cannot post any-
thing until you have joined. Y ou may search the site where
people have posted their pictures and description of them-
selves and their interests (called profiles), and what they are
looking for in adate. Once you become a member, using
your screen name, you may express interest in instant mes-
saging anyone who appears interesting to you. The person
receiving notification of your interest can choose to either
accept or decline your invitation to chat. Likewise, you will
receive invitations you may choose to either accept or de-
cline.

different screen names. And because of the anonym:

ity, one never knows whether the picture that was
posted was a picture of themselves today or ten years ago,
or even whether they are using someone else's picture. That
istherisk. | know someone who, after some e-mailing and
chatting, decided to arrange to meet their Internet date at a
coffee shop. After waiting for thirty minutes and not seeing
his date, he used his cell phone to contact her. The woman
at the table next to him answered the phone. She had been
there all along, but neither of them recognized the other from
their photographs!

People often try out different self-descriptions and use

Despite the potential downside of people not being who they
purport to be, the upside potential is much greater and worth
therisk. But caution isnecessary. There are some Internet
dating servicesthat do a better job of screening their clients
than others. And some are more reputabl e than others.
Sometimes the cost of these services keeps alot of weirdos
from participating. So before you jump in, do some home-
work. Visit the sites, surf the Internet, ask around for opin-
ions and experiences. Ask peoplefor some of their tech-
niques: find out what works and what doesn't.

If you approach the Internet dating scene with an open mind,
ajoyful spirit, and without expectation or desperation, you
can have alot fun and meet alot of people. Just as| have
said with respect to chat rooms and instant messaging, you
will have an opportunity to hone your communication skills
and devel op confidence in your ability to communicate with
others. Y ou will become more adept at screening out people
who are simply not for you.

I have met a significant number of people who have met
through the Internet and are having wonderful rel ationships.
Many have found their spouse through these on-line dating
services. Asthe number of people who have met in cyber-
space continues to grow, we are learning more and more
about what works and what doesn't. One of the most impor-
tant things to remember isthat you first have to decide what
itisyou are looking for in apotential mate. Y ou must decide
whether you want a permanent mate, a soul mate, a date or a
companion.

he following pointers have been gleaned from suc-
cessful Internet daters:

The advicethat | alwaysrecommend is put in what you
want to get out of it. For instanceif you are looking for
a serious relationship then you must take the timeto
express that in your profile. And avoid the standard
oneliners, such as, “1 love to take walks on the beach”.
Thistype of comment isin so many profilesthat it
really does not show sensitivity. If you do love walks
on the beach say so, but tell the reader why. “I loveto
take walks on the beach because | find the sound of the
ocean to be so relaxing and peaceful”. That is going to
give the reader a much better understanding of who
you are.

Use arecent picture. The picture you choose will tell a
lot about you. Think about the message your picture
delivers. Ask friendsto comment on your picture. Ac-
cording to people who run the on-line dating services,
men will respond to pictures where the woman eyes are
looking right at them, or those that show awoman’s
physique. Women tend to respond more to pictures
whereaman issmiling.

Carefully ook at the picture someone el se has posted.
What does their picture say about them? Did they take
carein how they dressed? Where was the picture
taken? Wasit aclear picture? If not, what are they hid-
ing about themselves?

Ask your friendsto look at your profile and critiqueit.
Listen to what they have to say. What you put out on
the Internet will in large measure determine what types
of responses you will receive.

Bepatient! Don't simply jump into wanting to arrange a
face-to-face meeting because you are either more com
fortable in personal contact or because you are impa-
tient. Take your timein getting to know someone.

Ask questions. Practicelistening. Instead of trying to
sell yourself, learn alot about the other person. Don't
get too excited about the number of people who are
contacting you. A large number may mean that your
profileistoo generic or there is something that you are




putting out that makes you appear indiscriminate. A
very small number of responses may mean that you are
overly discriminating. Thisalso has alot to do with the
type of serviceitis. Those with monthly fees mean
women receive many more responses from men, be-
cause they send out as many contacts as they can dur-
ing that month.. Men should also be aware that on
many services like that women may receive so many re-
sponses that they don’t even read them all. If you are
going to contact someone wait a short time, 3-5 days,
and contact them again if they never responded. Also,
try to comment on something you found interesting in
their profile within the first 2 sentences. Y ou need to
grab their attention with something other than “I liked
your picture.” An example would be, “ | noticed you
areasingle parent, | antoo. Isn't it amazing seeing
things through your child’s eyes?’.

Develop arelationship. This point cannot be stressed
enough. All successful Internet daters have found
they can save alot of time and grief by spending the
time up front getting to know someone before getting
together in person.

Use e-mail to supplement your instant messaging, if
you find there is mutual interest.

Once things progress to the point that you would like
get to know the person alittle better, use the telephone.

A word of caution about the telephone: do not give
your telephone number out prematurely. Y ou want to
avoid harassing calls from thwarted suitors. Protecting
your privacy isyour responsibility.

Y ou may want to set up a separate e-mail address for
your cyber- dating experience. There are many free e-
mail service around.

Another caution: Cyber-dating can be addictive. Once
you get into it, you can spend alot of time checking
your e-mail, chatting with people, revising your profile,
talking on the phone, and so on. It can be avery excit-
ing world, especially since you are having all of thisfun
in the privacy of your own home, having a glass of
wine, while sitting around in your PJs. Y ou may find
yourself wanting to check your mail while at work. The
Internet has away of insinuating itself into the fabric of
your life. So be careful. Set aside a specific timefor
Internet dating and, as always, stay vigilant.

nce you have established a"virtual" relationship

with your potential date, then it istimefor you to

arrange for an actual, in-person date. Prematurely
arranging to meet puts you back in the position of spending

time with someone you hardly know, perhaps focusing too
much on how you both look. The more you get to know one

another without the physical "chemistry" and other tradi-
tional concerns getting in the way, the more likely you are to
enjoy each other's company when you do finally meet in per-
son. Following this processwill help you hone your conver-
sational skills, reduce disappointments, save time, and pre-
vent "Internet dating burnout.”

any people have experienced considerable disg-

pointment with Internet dating because they did

not take full advantage of the process. They pre-
maturely arranged meetings, using the Internet merely asa
way to facilitate that encounter. After adisappointing first
meeting, they say to themselves, "For this| took a shower?!"
Don't waste your time going for the first meeting unless you
are reasonably certain there is a high probability of at least
liking the person you have gotten to know viainstant mes-
saging, e-mail, and telephone. Curb your desperation; curb
your impatience. Take your time before jumping into a"real
date.”

Y ou must distinguish between several categories of potential
mate: roommate, playmate, friend, and permanent mate.
Each of these hasits own set of characteristics with some
degree of overlap. Many people have not distinguished be-
tween them and therefore may be stating that they want a
permanent mate where in reality they are seeking a playmate.
A permanent mate is some combination of roommate, friend,
and playmate. Therefore, it might be wise for you to make up
threelists of characteristics, one for each of these three
types of mate. Once you have developed these lists, merge
them. Some characteristics may be eliminated. Intelligence
may, for example, be moreimportant in amate thanin aplay-
mate; neatness is more important m aroommate thanin a
friend.

During your virtual date make use of your rating lists and ask
guestionsthat are related to what it isyou are looking for in a
mate. Spend enough time getting to know the person so that
you are reasonably comfortable that this person meets your
criteriafor the type of meeting you are seeking, whether you
are seeking a playmate, friend, or permanent mate. Only
when you are comfortable that the person appears to meet
your criteria, should you consider a“real date.”

Y ou can use virtual dating as away of do amore thorough
screening of your potential date to increase the probability of
this person being appropriate for you. The first meeting
should be a coffee date, meeting at your local Starbucksfor a
cup of coffee. If things go well --- you’ re reasonably at-
tracted to one another and found each other to be the same
as the person with whom you have been virtual dating ---
you can either arrange to extend the coffee date, or arrange
for a second date.

We have all been taught that chemistry between two people
isessential for arelationship. | believe that this belief often
getsusin trouble in romantic relationships. Chemistry often




clouds our judgment. Chemistry isametaphor for that
charge that occurs between two people, that magical connec-
tion that often has a sexual undertonein romantic relation-
ships. Chemistry changes over time and may even fade.

And when it does we are | eft with the personal relationship
that we have established. With Internet dating you can con-
trol the chemistry factor or least limit it to that chemistry that
occurs through wordswithout the element of physical chem-
istry -- beyond theinitial picture posted in the profile. Too
often physical attraction will cause you to discount your list
of what isimportant to you. Likewise, the absence of physi-
cal chemistry or immediate physical attraction canresultin
your prematurely dismissing someone who might just be
right for you. Remember, real intimacy takestimeto develop.
And as you become more intimate, your perception of the
other person changes. Think about your friends who appear
more attractive to you over time.

Keep in mind that the intent here isto help you increase the
probability of successin finding someoneright for you. In
order to accomplish this end, you must have a pretty good
idea of what you want in arelationship. The Internet gives
you an opportunity to do alot of pre-screening. You can get
to know someone fairly well before meeting, especidly if you
follow the guidelines | have offered. Before you meet some-
one faceto face, you can become friends; and friendship is
always agood beginning for arelationship. Thisway, when
you do meet in person, even if thereisno "chemistry,” the
meeting still has a greater potential for being enjoyable when
compared to that potential sinking feeling when ablind date
isadisappointment. At the very least, you might find anew
friend.

Experiment, have fun and good luck!
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