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Abstract  

Online dating is a popular phenomenon in the world. Since the main motivation for 

individuals to use online dating services is finding a partner, the communication 

strategies for the users to develop a relationship via online dating services and the 

different communication practices between online and offline dating are thought-

provoking. This research aims to answer two research questions: what the 

communication strategies for online daters of Soul are and what the differences between 

online and offline dating for users of Soul, including communication practices are. 

These two research questions aim to increase the possibility of having a successful 

online dating and provide a deep insight into online dating. Based on the theoretical 

frameworks of uncertainty reduction theory, social information processing theory, and 

the hyperpersonal communication, this research interviewed 11 Chinese online daters 

in the application, Soul and observed their online activities. As a result, this research 

finds that when encounter with the potential partners, individuals will actively seek 

information to reduce their uncertainty. The most effective way is interrogation while 

the most common way is observing personal account. During the information-seeking 

process, the similarities including interests and hobbies are important. Self-presentation 

strategies contain the planning strategy, editing strategy, and the strategy of adaptation 

to the characteristics of the partner. Besides information seeking strategies and self-

presentation strategies, individuals also use the long-term arrangement strategy. The 

differences between online and offline dating contain three aspects: communication 

practices of information processing (including information processing, communication 

patterns as well as communication attitudes), the imagined others through online dating 

communication and different social norms.  

 

Keyword: online dating, uncertainty reduction, social information processing, 

hyperpersonal communication, information seeking strategy, self-presentation strategy  
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1. Introduction  

1.1 Introduction 

With the development of the internet, people can contact with anyone staying at home. 

Online dating sites and mobile applications provide one type of specific Computer-

mediated communication (CMC) with specific aims, forming a new romantic 

relationship. Finkel and his colleagues (2012) defined the term online dating, 

sometimes called internet dating, as “the practice of using dating sites to find a romantic 

partner” (p.7).  

 

Finding a partner is the core factor in online dating communication. Online dating 

services adopt algorithm-matching and enlarge the access to potential mates. This 

phenomenon of online dating is widespread. Early in 2013, accord to Forbes, the 

estimated number of online dating services is 8.000 in the world. According to the 

report of Statista in 2019, the number of online dating users in the world is 340.0m in 

2019. According to the report of Iresearch, in November 2016, the number of monthly 

unique visitors of the top ten Chinese online dating websites is 14m while the number 

soared in two years, which is 27.17m in November 2018. Those figures and the increase 

signifies the popularity of online dating in globally and in China.  

 

In China, the traditional value for marriage is “matching with doors and windows”(门

当户对), meaning that the couples should be well-matched in social and economic 

status. Marriageable young people may be arranged by their parents to have a blind date 

with the partner who owns a similar socio-economic status. The socio-economic status 

referred to family incomes, education background, family social status (Li, 2013).  

Along with the social modernization transformation, traditional Chinese value has 

changed (Li, 2011). Individuals chase free love instead of blind dates. Marriage and 

relationship are the processes of mutual selection and means of self-realization. One 

Chinese research on the reliability of blind date in China, founding that marriages 

through blind date has less marital satisfaction, but leads to be more stable (Ye & Wang, 

2019). This research shows that people are not satisfied with the blind date. The online 

dating services may change the situation because the online dating services enlarge the 

access to more potential partners and give the users more autonomy (Finkel, Eastwick, 



 7 

Karney, Reis, & Sprecher, 2012). As a consequence, more and more Chinese nationals 

adopt online dating services for finding a partner. The research on this emerging 

phenomenon is meaningful.  

 

Academic research about online dating focus on the self-presentation, uncertainty 

reduction, and deception (Ellison, Heino, & Gibbs, 2006; Toma, Hancock, & Ellison, 

2008; Jin, & Pena, 2010). When searching related literature, the researcher found that 

academic research on online dating dominates in western countries. In the Chinese 

context, the total academic research on online dating is rare, which distributes in the 

fields of education and sociology. As a consequence, this research of online dating can 

fill the void in the area of media and communication study in China. 

1.2 Research purposes and research questions  

The popularity of online dating motivates the researcher to conduct this research. How 

Chinese users communicate through online dating application are interesting. The 

findings for these questions are expected to help to increase the possibility of having a 

successful online dating relationship. Besides, as the communication channels differ 

from traditional offline dating, the differences between them also have research values. 

 

In this research, the researcher will choose the specific online dating platform, Soul as 

the target example, which stands for the emerging new digital platforms for dating and 

new communication opportunities for people who want to seek potential partners 

compared to traditional dating. Besides, since friends around the researcher 

recommended the platform, Soul, the research found it interesting and representative 

after using it. The users of Soul are active and authentic, which provides a valuable 

research environment.  

 

Although the study on Soul is specific, the research still has its general meaning. In the 

new digital context, the young people take "individual control" over the dating process. 

The “individual control” means that Chinese people have the right to choose a partner 

by themselves based on their common interests and hobbies instead of the blind dating 

arranged by their parents. Those digital platforms give new dating patterns. The users 

of Soul have their autonomy to choose partners, which fits the general phenomenon. 
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Additionally, users of different digital dating platforms overlap with each other, which 

means they have similar communication patterns, so the research on the users of Soul 

can adapt to the general online dating phenomenon. Soul as one emerging online dating 

platform has its research values. As a consequence, the research on the online dating 

platform, Soul in China is meaningful. 

 

In sum, this research put forward two research questions:  

 

Q1: What are the communication strategies for online daters on Soul? 

This research question aims to figure out online daters’ communication strategies to 

develop a relationship and have a better understanding of online dating communication 

practice. 

 

Q2: What are the differences between online and offline dating, including 

communication practice for the users of Soul?  

This research question aims to tell the differences between online and offline dates, 

especially in communication practices, aiming to provide a deep insight into online 

dating.  

 

In order to answer these two research questions, semi-structured interviews and online 

participation observation will be used. Interviews are suitable to understand behaviors, 

perceptions, and inner motivations of the online daters. In-depth interviewing can be 

complemented by participant observation to collect more information. Interview data 

are related to both research questions, while the data from online observation direct at 

answering the first research question. 

1.3 Thesis structure 

There are seven chapters in this thesis. The first part is the general introduction of the 

whole research, including the brief background information, research questions, 

research purposes, and possible contributions of this research. 

 

Chapter Two provides deep insights into the development of online dating both in the 

world and in China. The categorization of online dating services and current research 
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foci in China will be introduced.  

 

Chapter Three combs through and reviews the previous relevant literature to provide a 

research path for online dating. The review will focus on four aspects: users’ 

motivations to use online-dating platforms, online dating and self-presentation 

strategies, deception in the world of online-dating, and online dating and digital 

intimacy. At the end of this chapter, the research gap will be addressed.  

 

Chapter Four provides the theoretical frameworks for this research. In general, three 

theories will be adapted to analyze the data. These three theories are uncertainty 

reduction theory, social information processing theory, and the hyperpersonal model. 

This chapter reviews related significant literature and modern research applications of 

these theories.  

 

Chapter Five introduces the methodological work in this research, which contains the 

research design, the introduction of interview, the introduction of online participant 

observation in this work, the introduction of Soul, how to manage data, the reflection 

of this research, and ethical concerns. 

 

Chapter Six is the analysis part. This chapter will be divided into three parts. Part one 

is the early stages of online dating, which focuses on information seeking behaviors. 

The second part contains communication strategies for developing an emerging 

relationship, which focuses on self-presentation strategies and strategies for developing 

an emerging relationship. The third part is about the differences, including 

communication practice between online and offline dating. Data gathered from 

interviews, and online participant observation will be analyzed based on the theoretical 

frameworks. 

 

Chapter Seven concludes the findings of this research. Also, the limitations of this 

research and future research will be considered. 
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2. Background 

This chapter aims to provide relevant background information which helps to gain a 

better understanding of the phenomena of online dating, including the status quo of 

online dating, the development both in the world and in China. Current Chinses 

research about online dating will also be included.  

2.1 Online dating in the world 

Early in 2002, the WIRED magazine predicted that “twenty years from now, the idea 

that someone looking for love will not look for it online will be silly.” This prediction 

seems to come true. According to the report of Statista in 2019, the number of online 

dating users is 340.0m in 2019 and expected to 397.7m by 2023. The excepted number 

of users by 2023 is 38.8m in Africa, 73.9m in Americas, 229.2m in Asia, 2.8m in the 

region of Australia & Oceania, and 52.9m in Europe by 2023. In the year 2017, a share 

of 42.1% of users is 25-34 years old in the global market, representing the largest share. 

 

Additionally, the market revenue in the Online Dating segment amounts to US$285m 

in 2019, while most revenue generated in the United States. Pew Research Center took 

research in 2015, which showed that nearly 15% of U.S. adults had used online dating 

sites or mobile dating apps. When Pew Research took the first polled on this topic in 

2005, at that time, few Americans had online dating experience. In Korea, online 

matchmaking companies emerged and rapidly expanded their market with 7.6 percent 

of married couples in 2005 met through matchmaking companies (Lee, 2009). 

According to a report by the Economist (2018), globally, at least 200m people use 

digital dating services every month. According to the marketing research company, 

GlobalWebIndex (2017), the percentage of all singles have used online dating services 

are varied. The percentage in the area of LatAmerica and APAC are high, which is 46% 

and 45% respectively. The darker in the picture, the higher the percentage is. 
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Figure 1 The percentage of all singles have used online dating services 

 

Source from the GlobalWebIndex 

All of these statistics show that online dating is a vast market, and more and more users 

jumped into these platforms to find a spouse. 

 

2.2 History of mediated dating  

Finkel et al. (2012) categorized online dating business into three generations throughout 

the history: “(a) online personal advertisement sites, (b) algorithm-based matching sites, 

and (c) smartphone-based dating applications”(p.10). The first generation started in 

1995, when Match.com was founded, which is the first modern form of online dating 

service. Users type their necessary information as personal advertisements and 

browsing specific information of the potential partners. Many other sites were followed 

to be designed for specific subpopulations, like for a particular age, for a specific type 

of religion, for different races (ibid.). The second generation began when eHarmony 

launched in 2000, which allows algorithm-based matching or compatibility matching 

(ibid.). Users report their background, values, interests, and personability, and the sites 

will match a compatible partner based on the algorithm calculating. The representative 

sites include PerfectMatch launched in 2002, and Chemistry launched in 2005. 

However, nowadays, the boundary between self-selection and algorithm matching sites 

are blurred as more and more self-selection provides precise algorithm-based matching. 

The third generation appeared in 2008 after Apple Inc opened its App Store, which 

promoted the mobile application accessible. In 2009, the first mobile dating application, 
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Grindr was launched. 

In 2011, Tinder, the most popular online dating application in the world, was launched. 

Tinder allows users to swipe right on the pictures for showing “liking” and left for 

“disliking”. Only when both two people swipe right, they can communicate with each 

other. Also, Tinder is a mobile application based on the location. This type of online 

dating system was a massive hit in the market. According to the official statistics, Tinder 

covers more than 190 countries, witnesses 1m dating couples every week, and matches 

more than 30b couples. In this research, it aims to the mobile-based online dating 

application, which is an emerging market for young people. 

 

Scholars find some positive outcomes of online dating. Henry-Waring & Barraket 

(2008) took in-depth interviews with 23 users of online dating services in Australia and 

found that online technologies could form intimate relations. Cacioppo, Cacioppo, 

Gonzaga, Ogburn, & VanderWeele (2013) gathered a representative sample of 19,131 

respondents who married between 2005 and 2012 and they found marriages that began 

online were less likely to break-up (separation or divorce), compared with those that 

began through traditional offline, and were associated with higher marital satisfaction 

among those respondents who remained married. Also, Finkel et al. (2012) stated that 

online dating service offers unique chance to meet potential partners and give enough 

time for the users to garner a sense of compatibility with the potential partner before 

deciding whether to have an offline meeting, which helps to decrease the 

embarrassment of the offline meeting.   

2.3 Online dating in China  

In China, based on different goals, online dating can be categorized into two types, 

which are serious dating and marriage-focused platforms (e.g., BaiHe and Jiayuan ) and 

casual dating platforms (e.g., Tantan and Momo). According to the report of Iresearch 

in 2017, Jiayuan is the most famous marriage-related online dating platform, the 

following is Baihe and Zhenai. Jiayuan was found in 2003, aiming for people enlarging 

access to a more potential spouse. The launches of Jiayuan, Baihe, and Zhenai imply 

the development of online marriage-based dating service webs in China. Users are 

expected to supply their real names, location, property (house, car), educational 

background, employment details, and Sesame Credit scores. Those information stands 
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for the social-economic status of the users. Users can actively search the specific types 

of partners or be matched by the algorithm with the potential partners based on their 

personal information. This kind of online dating websites is the extension of the 

Chinese traditional marriage value “matching with doors and windows”(门当户对), 

which means that the couples should be well-matched in social and economic status. 

Even though the initial formation of Jiayuan and Baihe is the website, their mobile 

applications were also launched later. 

 

According to the report of Iresearch, in September 2016, the number of users of the 

mobile application is higher than the number of websites’ users for the first time. The 

users of online marriage-related websites keep steady while the users of mobile services 

grow sustainably. The era of mobile online dating and matchmaking service approaches. 

Both Tantan and Momo are location-based mobile applications. Momo is the first 

Chinese online dating mobile application and the most popular online dating 

application, which in December 2017, has 99.1m monthly active users. This users’ 

number is hugely higher than the users’ number of Jiayuan, which is nearly 10m. Users 

can send videos, texts, voice messages and pictures to present themselves, meet nearby 

users, and join in vicinal chat-groups. Tantan is Tinder-like application, where users 

upload their pictures and swipe the pictures to show “like and dislike”. Only when two 

users like each other simultaneously, can they contact with each other. Until April 2019, 

3.6 b couples are matched via Tantan. According to the research of YouGov in 2017, as 

many 43% of Chinese nationals have used online dating service and the research also 

shows that Baihe and Jiahuan are the highest scoring dating services in fame and 

respectability while Momo and Tantan are seen as the least respectable online dating 

services. 
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3. Literature Review 

Scholars approach the topic of online dating from different aspects. When searching the 

key words of online dating in Google scholar and the library of Uppsala University, the 

researcher found the main research topics of online dating could be divided into four 

aspects, which are the motivations, self-presentation on online dating communication, 

deception, and intimacy. In this part, the literature on these four related areas will be 

reviewed. The last reviewed part is current research in online dating in China. At the 

end of this chapter, the research gap will be discussed.  

3.1 Users’ motivations to use online- dating platforms 

Along with the development of online dating sites and applications, the research about 

online dating is increasing. For example, in America, online dating has been the fastest 

growing way that unmarried people find a partner as it is convenient for participants to 

enlarge their social network (Rosenfeld & Thomas, 2012). Finkel et al. (2012) 

summarized that online dating sites specialized in providing three essential services: 1) 

unprecedented access to potential romantic partners, 2) communication with potential 

romantic partners before determining to meet FtF, and 3) being matched with 

compatible romantic partners through algorithms (p.4). 

 

Ellison et al. (2006) pointed out there are three factors that have contributed to the 

development and the interests of online dating, which are the “ubiquitous access to the 

Internet, the diminished social stigma associated with online dating, and the affordable 

cost of Internet matchmaking services”(p.416). In China, online dating websites win 

the favor of modern young people for timely interaction, breaking the physical 

limitations, and providing more opportunities to match with compatible partners 

(Huang, 2011). 

 

Early in 2001, Brym & Lenton (2001) researched digital dating in Canada. They 

recruited 6,581 online daters to participate in the research and found that the first 

motivation is finding dates and establish a long-term relationship. The second 

motivation is finding sexual partners. Followed motivations to use online dating 

services are out of curiosity or fun with no intention of making FtF contact, for casual 
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online chatting and flirting or finding a possible marriage partner. In his study, he also 

found the gender and age would influence the motivation for using online dating 

services. 

 

Sumter, Vandenbosch, & Ligtenberg (2017) and Sumter, & Vandenbosch (2018) found 

that there were six motivations for using tinder: 1) the Ease of Communication, i.e., 

feelings of being more at ease making connections online than offline; 2)the Love 

motivation, for finding a long-term committed relationship; 3) the Casual Sex 

motivation for physical, sexual needs. 4) the Self-Worth Validation motivation, for 

receiving positive feedback about one’s appearance and feeling more confident and 

happy by receiving validation in general. 5) the Thrill of Excitement motivation, for the 

rush and kick associated with the app. 6) the Trendiness motivation, for keeping the 

pace with the peers. They also found that gender and age differences will influence the 

motivations for using online dating services in online dating. When users become older, 

the motivations Love, Casual Sex, and Ease of Communication tended to increase. Men 

reported a higher Casual Sex, Ease of Communication, and Thrill of Excitement 

motivations than women. 

 

Moreover, in one Chinese research, Wu (2011) conducted research on college students 

in Guizhou province, China, he found that students used online dating services to 

relieve the emptiness and loneliness, to find an ideal partners, to experience a virtual 

love, and to communicate experience in study and work, which accounted for 46.7%, 

26.7%, 17.8%, and 15.6%, respectively.  

3.2 Online dating and self-presentation  

According to the dictionary of Media and Communication, the definition of self-

presentation is “a form of impression management reflecting conscious or unconscious 

control by individuals of the impressions that their social performances are creating in 

particular contexts of interaction” (Oxford University Press, 2016). Goffman had well 

developed the concept of self-presentation. He (1978) suggested that people utilized 

symbols to pre-design or display their images in front of others and performed the 

images in order to acquire a positive result. He raised the “given” and “given off” 

phases. The “given” information refers to verbal communication while the term “given 
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off” refers to nonverbal clues which are given away unintentionally and perceived by 

the receivers (Goffman,1978). The concept of self-presentation was extended to the 

area of online dating, where users make the use of texts, pictures, voice messages, and 

videos to present themselves. 

 

In the online dating environment, the internet facilitates selective self-presentation 

process due to the asynchronous and anonymous nature of CMC (Walther, 2007). As a 

consequence, individuals are more malleable and subject to selected-presentation and 

self-censorship than FtF communications (Ellison et al., 2006). The malleability 

dominates in creating online dating profiles. For example, individuals can present 

multiples selves, such as representing a self they might achieve in the future or which 

was a salient component of their past (Ellison et al., 2012, p.51). The malleability of 

the trait influenced the acceptability of the discrepancy. Ellison et al. (2012) interviewed 

37 online dating participants about their understanding of self-presentational practices 

and found that it was common for the individuals to accept some degree of enhancement 

in the profiles and “one criterion that influenced acceptability was whether the 

‘promises’ made in the profile could be fulfilled in the future” (p.58). Ellison et al. 

(2012) proposed the strategy of equivocation to resolve the tension between honesty 

and self-presentational pressures, which is making statements that were neither true nor 

deceptive (p.54). 

 

As stated in the motivations part, most users use online dating services for finding a 

long-term relationship, sexual partner, or just chatting partners. Since the core goal for 

them is to interact with potential romantic partners, individuals are motivated to 

highlight their positive attribute (Ellison et al. , 2006). Ellison et al. (2006) interviewed 

thirty-four participants in order to find out how people manage their online self-

presentation to maximize the opportunity of relationship-building. They found (2006) 

that individuals emphasized the importance of small social cues, such as misspellings, 

which was “given off” and interpreted as lack of education so participants would be 

careful about the social cues and incorporate feedback from others. Although 

participants were subject to establish an ideal self through the communication process, 

they attempted to represent themselves accurately in their profiles and interaction for 

the reason that individuals expected the future interaction of face to face meeting (ibid.). 

Hancock & Toma (2009) stated that “two motivations shaped the selective self-
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presentation process of the profile photographs: (a) the desire to self-enhance, and (b) 

the need to come across as authentic”(p. 382). In one Chinese research on the members 

of Jiayuan, Huang (2011) found that most members expected to present the best status 

of themselves to shape an ideal self and play the online role as the extension of the real 

identity. Their online roles and offline roles have strong homogeneities. 

 

Gender and age will affect online dating self-presentation strategies. For example, 

Solovyeva, & Logunova, (2018) analyzed 400 profiles of 20-40 years old Tinder users 

in Moscow, founding that male users tended to provide more information, create a 

complete image of adventurous individuals, sharing their hobbies through the usage of 

related profile pictures, interests and personal data, while female users were more 

cautious about sharing personal data. Mature users were more straightforward in their 

profiles, identifying direct search aspects and expectations towards the prospective 

partner while on the contrary, younger individuals used more flexible descriptions and 

focused on their personalities (p.9). 

3.3. Deception in the world online-dating  

Deception is another common topic in online dating, as online dating users reported 

that people do not tell the truth about themselves is the main perceived disadvantage of 

online dating (Brym & Lenton, 2001, p. 3). For example, Hall, Park, Song, & Cody, 

(2010) surveyed 5020 users of online dating service to analyze the modification and 

misrepresentation of personal assets, relationship goals, personal interests, personal 

attributes, past relationships, weight, and age. They found that men are more likely to 

misrepresent personal assets, relationship goals, personal interests, and personal 

attributes, whereas women are more likely to misrepresent weight. Hancock & Toma 

(2009) examined the accuracy of 54 online dater’ photograph, stating that the 

independent judges rated approximately 1/3 of the photographs as not accurate. 

 

The motivations and factors influencing the behaviors of deception are researched. 

Toma, Hancock, & Ellison (2008) listed three factors that affected deception. Firstly, 

there are thousands and hundreds of users who are competitors to targeted daters, so 

people tend to augment their attractiveness. Secondly, online daters desire to build more 

relationship with others in order to have a face-to-face interaction. Thirdly, the 



 18 

characteristics of the internet also play an essential role as the internet allow people to 

edit their profiles, delete previous content, and be anonymous. In their research, found 

that nearly 81% users of online dating websites would like to deceive others on at least 

one category to create their profiles, although the magnitude of most deceptions was 

too small to be detected in an FtF interaction. The most common deceptions are weight 

and height. Users made those deceptions intentionally and wittingly.  

 

Similarly, Zhang & Zhang(2016) researched the online dating information reliability of 

Chinese college students through a survey of 288 participants as well as conducting in-

depth interviews with 10 participants. Zhang & Zhang (2016) found that it is typical for 

both male and female to conceal their real economic background and make a deception. 

They put forward two reasons for why individuals deceive in online dating services: 1) 

the desire to be an ideal self in order to attract more daters; 2) the expectation to be 

included in one specific category, which means users can only search this category or 

this category is popular. Ellison et al. (2011) analyzed the possible reasons for deception 

in online dating services, which are “lack of self- knowledge, conscious efforts to 

disguise the self, and the technical affordances of the online dating context which 

constrain self-presentational choices” (p.48). 

 

Scholars relate deception with physical attractiveness. Toma & Hancock (2010) 

analyzed sixty-nine online daters’ profiles, including texts and pictures, founding that 

the lower online daters’ attractiveness, the more likely they were to enhance their profile 

photographs and lie about their physical descriptors (height, weight, age). Lo, Hsieh, & 

Chiu, (2013) found that in online dating, women presented a higher level of deception 

in their self-presentation than men and daters deceived more in their presentation to 

daters with high physical attractiveness in their photograph than they did to daters with 

photographs that displayed low physical attractiveness. In addition, daters with high 

physical attractiveness in their photographs received a lower authenticity evaluation 

from others than daters with photographs that displayed low physical attractiveness. 

That is to say, in online dating, highly attractive daters cannot be trusted (p.1761). 

Although individuals do not believe in potential dater’s profiles online and realize the 

deception in online dating, they are still deceptive on their profiles to form a good 

impression (Toma et al., 2008; Lo et al., 2013). 
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3.4 Online dating and digital Intimacy 

Intimacy commonly refers to a close relationship with family and friends. In an online 

dating context, digital intimacy referred to close emotional/romantic or sexual relations 

between adults, ranging from one-off interactions to sustained offline relationships 

(Barraket & Henry-Waring, 2008, p. 150). Since online dating services provide a new 

channel for individuals to find intimate partners, the research about the relationship 

between online dating and intimacy is perversive. Hobbs, Owen, & Gerber (2017) 

conducted a mixed-methods, including an online survey and in-depth interviews, to 

investigate the transformation of the traditional ideals of monogamy, commitment and 

the notion of romantic love through online dating services. They found that the 

technology provided access to pursuing and meeting potential lovers, and participants 

felt they had more romantic and relationship possibilities than previous generations 

(p.11). Henry-Waring, & Barraket (2008) selected 60 online dating sites, conducted in-

depth interviews with 23 users of online dating services in Australia and argued that 

online technologies facilitate to form intimate relations and the hyper-communication 

perspective might have specific implications for the nature of intimacy. 

 

The hyperpersonal communication was put forward by Walther in 1996, which aims to 

explain the phenomenon that in CMC, individuals could shape more intense, positive, 

and intimate relationships than FtF interactions. Since the CMC environment is virtual 

and lack of offline social cues, like body languages, individuals shape the perceptions 

of the partners based on their imagination, and they will gather environment cues to 

seek out similarities and likings, which in turn leads to the increase of intimacy (Walther, 

1996; Walther, 2007; Berger, 1975). This hyperpersonal communication theory is 

applied to and supported by many research on online dates (Albright, & Conran, 2003; 

Henderson, & Gilding, 2004; Finkel et al., 2012;). Albright & Conran stated that the 

development of online intimacy is “the lack of physical proximity of online lovers. With 

few counter clues to the self-presented by someone, it is easy for both partners to 

optimize themselves and idealize each other” (p.48). 

 

However, researches are finding a low level of intimacy through online dating services. 

Scott, Mottarella, & Lavooy (2006) recruited 546 participants (159 males, 387 females), 

ranging in age from 18 to 59 years and found that individuals reported significantly 
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lower intimacy in their virtual relationships compared to their FtF romantic 

relationships. In one Chinese research on undergraduate students, Cheng recruited 793 

participants with traditional romantic relationships and 260 individuals with online 

dating experience or currently having online-dating partners. She analyzed the data and 

found that participants with traditional romantic relationships reported a significantly 

higher level of intimacy, responsibility, trustiness, and emotional support than 

participants with online dating experience or currently having online-dating partners. 

3.5 Online dating research in China 

In Chinese academia, research about online dating in the area of Media and 

Communication is rare. When searching the keywords of “online dating”(网络约会/网

络交友), “online marriage” (网络婚恋), and “digital dating”(数字约会) on CNKI 

(China National Knowledge Infrastructure, the largest Chinese academical source 

website), the total number of papers is 259. The number of research papers in the area 

of Media and Communication is 15, with no academical research focusing on users’ 

communication strategies in the online dating environment. The main subjects of 

studying online dating are the fields of education, sociology, and psychology. The most 

common themes of online dating research focus on the negative aspects of online dating, 

like the deceptions, the addiction, and how to avoid those situations. For example, Wu 

(2011) researched undergraduate students and found that their attitudes towards online 

dating were negative, but students still used online dating services. Consequently, she 

put forward three strategies to guide an authentic online dating experience:1) students 

should set correct values for online dating; 2) university should standardize the network 

management and provide sex education for college students; 3) the society should 

strengthen the construction of spiritual civilization and legal system. The Media and 

Communication research about online dating emphasizes the new digital channel to 

develop interpersonal relations and users’ satisfaction research (Huang, 2011; Wu 2014). 

3.6 Research gap in online dating  

As reviewed previously, the research on online dating is focusing on motivations, self-

presentation, deception, and intimacy, especially in self-presentation and deception. 

However, as the motivation for most people is finding a potential partner, how to 

successfully communicate through online dating services in order to find a long-term 
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relationship is essential. Although self-presentation contains a part of communication 

strategies, systematic research on the communication strategies in online dating is rare. 

Consequently, this research aims to fill this research gap. On the other hand, the 

research on the differences between online and offline, including communication 

practices, is also limited. This identified research gap is also expected to fill in by this 

research.  

 

Moreover, the research on online dating is widespread in western countries, while in 

Chinese, the number of academic research in online dating is limited. Since this 

research takes the case of one Chinese online dating application, Soul and Chinese users, 

this research is helpful and useful for filling the void. 
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4. Theoretical Framework 

Uncertainty Reduction Theory focuses on the initial interaction of the strangers while 

Social Information Processing Theory frames how people make interpersonal 

communication and help to analyze the strategies that the users use to sustain their 

relationships. The Hyperpersonal Communication Theory suggested by Walther in 

1992 as one of the most famous theoretical frameworks in computer-mediated 

communication. In order to smoothly conduct this online-dating application research, 

these three theories will frame this research. For this research, all of the three theories 

are of equal importance. The daters are total strangers at the beginning when the 

uncertainty is extremely high. Therefore, how to seeking information to reduce 

uncertainty smoothly is essential. Therefore, URT is applied to analyze the data. On the 

other hand, once the relationships are established, how to maintain relationships is also 

crucial. Then SIT as well as HCM are helpful to explain these processes. In this chapter, 

the meanings of those theories and modern applications of those theories are reviewed. 

4.1 Uncertainty reduction theory 

4.1.1 Introduction of uncertainty reduction theory 

In order to directly explain interpersonal communication questions, Berger & Calabrese 

(1975) developed Uncertainty Reduction Theory, which “provided a theoretical 

perspective for dealing with the initial entry stage of interpersonal interaction”(p.99).  

 

Berger & Calabrese (1975) labeled three communication phases, which are the entry 

phase, the personal phase, and the exit phase. In their paper, they (1975) stated that in 

the entry stage, there are some explicit and implicit norms which need to be followed 

by those strangers. However, not everyone is aware of the norms, and people might 

have various understandings of the norms. “During the entry phase, communication 

content is somewhat structured”(Berger & Calabrese, 1975, p.100). For example, 

strangers tend to seek for some demographic information such as age, locations, 

positions. Since at the beginning of the communication, the levels of uncertainty are 

high, the information seeking behavior is intense. Also, this theory posits that those 

questions asked during the entry phase might be ones with short answers (Berger & 

Calabrese, 1975). Those background demographic information can provide an 
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approach for the strangers to acquire the similarities and dissimilarities between each 

other, which determine “whether or not the interaction system will continue to exist 

and/or (2) whether or not the interactants will engage in a discussion of more intimate 

issues”(Berger & Calabrese, 1975, p.103). After the entry phase, when people seek 

information to reduce the uncertainty and estimate the similarities and dissimilarities, 

they may enter into the personal phase. During the personal phase, the individual 

involved may be less constrained by social desirability norms, and they can 

communicate their “central attitudinal issues, personal problems, and basic 

values”(p.100). In most situations, people can step into this phase only when they have 

interacted repeatedly, which means they can acquire enough necessary information 

about each other and enough time to communicate with their partners. At that time, the 

interactants also find out the similarities or/and dissimilarities between each other. 

During the exit phase, the decisions concerning the desirability of future interaction are 

made.  

 

However, those three phases are not necessarily exhaustive or exclusive. Moreover, the 

entry phase may be short, and the interactants can rush to the personal phase(Berger & 

Calabrese, 1975). Overall, uncertainty reduction theory argues that interactions and 

relationships develop when the uncertainty about each other is reduced, and the 

interactions and relationships disintegrate when the uncertainty is hardly reduced 

(Berger & Calabrese, 1975; Parks, & Adelman,1983). Also, in general, URT provides 

a model as follows: 

Uncertainty——Information Seeking Behavior——Uncertainty Reduction  

 

Except for the information seeking, there are other six factors influences the level of 

uncertainty reduction. Berger & Calabrese (1975) discussed the interrelationship 

among uncertainty reduction, amount of communication, nonverbal affiliative 

expressiveness, information seeking, intimacy level of communication content, 

reciprocity, similarity, and liking. They proposed seven axioms. The seven axioms are 

described next. When the amount of verbal communication and nonverbal affiliative 

expressiveness increases, the level of uncertainty will decrease, and the amount of 

verbal communication and nonverbal affiliative expressiveness increase (Axiom 1&2). 

In offline meetings, the nonverbal affiliative expressiveness described by Walther (1975, 

p.102) includes total statements per minute, percent duration of eye contact, head nods 



 24 

per minute, positive verbal content, head and arm gestures per minute, and pleasantness 

of vocal expressions. Information seeking behavior increases when the level of 

uncertainty is high, and as uncertainty levels decline, information seeking behavior 

decreases (Axiom 3). The low level of uncertainty produces a high intimacy level, and 

high levels of uncertainty decrease the intimacy level (Axiom 4). The Axiom 5 predicts 

the relationship between uncertainty and the rates of reciprocity, stating that the high 

level of uncertainty produces high rates of reciprocity and vice versa. Similarities 

between persons reduce uncertainty, while dissimilarities increase uncertainty (Axiom 

6). Increases in uncertainty level produce decreases in liking and vice versa (Axiom 7). 

 

The information seeking behaviors generate when the uncertainty exists. In offline 

setting, the researchers described three common types of uncertainty reduction 

strategies: passive (include reactivity search, social comparison, and disinhibition 

search), active (involve proactive efforts like asking others about the target and 

environmental structuring) and interactive strategies (include interrogation, self-

disclosure, and deception detection) (Berger, 1979; Gudykunst, YANG, & Nishida, 

1985).  The practices in online networks also apply these three strategies. Antheunis, 

Valkenburg & Peter (2010) found that interactive strategies were the most effective way 

to reduce uncertainty about the target person in the online context. On the other hand, 

Gibbs, Ellison & Lai (2011) organized five main uncertainty reduction strategies when 

studying the online romantic setting. The five strategies were: 

“direct questioning (e.g., asking direct questions, engaging in lengthy dialogue, 

and asking for numerous photos), information-based triangulation (e.g., cross-

referencing and comparing profiles on multiple websites, checking public records 

or performing a home property value search), comparisons (e.g., comparing 

photos to one’s profile description, saving emails to check for consistency), gut 

instinct (e.g., relying on one’s hunches or common sense), and social 

triangulation (e.g., asking other people who may know them, trying to meet their 

friends quickly)” ( Gibbs et al., 2011,p.88).  

 

The initial URT focuses on the acquaintance phase of the strangers, some scholars have 

extended and reformulated URT (Berger, 1979; Parks, & Adelman,1983; 

Sunnafrank,1986; Walther, 1994). For example, the concept of anticipated future 

interaction (Walther, 1994) was put forward to be related to URT. Anticipated future 
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interaction refers to the interactions based on the assumptions for the future. The 

positive anticipated future interaction increase the information seeking behaviors, 

reduce the uncertainty, and lead to greater intimacy/liking. Similarly, Park and Adelman 

(1983) researched the romantic relationships based on uncertainty reduction theory. 

They found that if the amount of communication between romantic partners were high, 

uncertainty would be decreased and relational stability would be stronger. Besides, they 

found that similarity to the romantic partner would be negatively related to uncertainty 

and positively related to relational stability. Sunnafrank (1986) expanded and 

reformulated the uncertainty reduction theory. He added the concept of predicted 

outcome value into uncertainty reduction theory. The predicted outcome value means 

the positive or negative prediction of future interaction, which would affect the 

development of a relationship. In other words, the predicted future relational outcomes 

influence the behaviors of the interactions. Sunnafrank (1986) adjusted the seven 

axioms raised by Berger and put forward other seven new corresponding propositions. 

High levels of uncertainty produce increase the amount of verbal communication, and 

when uncertainty reduction is associated with positive predicted outcome, the number 

of verbal communication increases (Proposition 1). High levels of uncertainty produce 

increase nonverbal affiliative expressiveness, and when uncertainty reduction is 

associated with positive predicted outcome, the nonverbal affiliative expressiveness 

increases (Proposition 2). High levels of uncertainty produce increased information-

seeking behavior and decreased the uncertainty, when associated with positive outcome 

values, produces increased information-seeking behavior (Proposition 3). High levels 

of uncertainty produce increased the intimacy level of communication content and 

decreased the uncertainty, when associated with positive outcome values, produces 

increased the intimacy level of communication content (Proposition 4). High levels of 

uncertainty produce increase the amount of reciprocity rate, and when uncertainty 

reduction is associated with positive predicted outcome, the amount of reciprocity rate 

increases (Proposition 5). High levels of uncertainty produce increase similarity, and 

when uncertainty reduction is associated with positive predicted outcome, similarity 

increases (Proposition 6). High levels of uncertainty produce increased the level of 

liking and decreased the uncertainty, when associated with favorable outcome values, 

produces increased the level of liking (Proposition 7) 
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4.1.2 The application of URT in the field of CMC 

As the computer-mediated communication (CMC) has been rapidly developing, more 

and more strangers communicate through social network websites. Consequently, some 

researchers have applied uncertainty reduction theory to the area of CMC such as online 

romantic relationships (Jin & Pena, 2010; Antheunis et al., 2010; Gibbs et al., 2011). 

For example, Gibbs et al. (2011) researched the relationship between uncertainty 

reduction strategies, self-disclosure, and personal characteristics in online dating. They 

(2011) found that online daters with more significant concerns about personal security, 

misrepresentation, and recognition and those with higher self-efficacy would engage in 

increased levels of uncertainty reduction strategies, which means that they would 

positively behave to seek more information to reduce the uncertainty. In addition, they 

(2011) found that online daters who engaged in higher levels of uncertainty reduction 

strategies would report a more considerable amount of self-disclosure in the 

interactions. 

 

Ramirez et al. studied the relationship between uncertainty and information seeking 

strategies through CMC. They put forward five factors, which are 1) technology-related 

factors. For example, whether or not the technology is transparent, easy to use, user-

friendly, those factors can affect the information-seeking process; 2) information-

related factors, which refer to the characteristics of the desired and acquired information; 

3) goals-related factors, including types and the duration of the goals. For example, if 

the communicators have one same goal, it is smooth for them to exchange information; 

4) situation/context-related factors, including factors such as available time to acquire 

information, the time of day, physical distance, and the number of sources to gather 

information; 5) communicator-related factors, referring to the characteristics of the 

communicators, including the background, the skills, and the preferences. They 

proposed a model as follows: 
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Figure 2 The model of information seeking strategies via CMC 

 

Model from Ramirez et al., 2002 

 

In this model, interactive strategies refer to the direct interaction between strangers. In 

CMC, the interrogation and self-disclosure are the most common interactive strategies. 

When people use active strategies, they tend to acquire information from others, and 

the extractive strategies represent the search behaviors like “searches of electronic list 

postings and Usenet newsgroup messages and archives, draws upon a vast storehouse 

of written comments generated by targets”(p.220). The passive strategies gather 

information through unobtrusive observation, like reading the posts that the other 

communicators convey. 
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4.2 Computer-Mediated Communication: interpersonal and hyperpersonal 

perspectives  

4.2.1 Interpersonal perspective: social information processing theory  

Walther proposed the social information processing (SIP) perspective in 1992 in order 

to explain “how relational communication changes from initial impersonal levels to 

more developed forms in CMC” (p.67) and describe “the individual cognitive 

processing of socially revelatory information and subsequent communication based on 

that information”(p.68). Farrer and Gavin (2009) generalized SIP, demonstrating that 

“to compensate for the lack of nonverbal cues, CMC users employ content and 

linguistic strategies as well as timing-related and typographic cues to glean information 

about a CMC partner”(p.408). From the perspective of SIP, given enough time, the 

interactants will utilize social cues and seek information to build the interpersonal 

relationships in CMC, which may have the same functions as FtF (Walther,1992, 

Walther, 2015). 

 

Walther listed five assumptions and six propositions of SIP. Assumptions are those view 

which is taken for granted without the need for evidence or discussion of the issue while 

the propositions are falsifiable statements based on the assumptions. These elements 

include the followings (Walther, 1992, p. 69): 

Assumptions: 

1. Humans affiliate. They use communication to affect the ways they affiliate, and these 

messages constitute relational communication. 

2. The development of an interpersonal impression of another person is based on the 

information one obtains via nonverbal and/or verbal‐textual channels over the course of 

several interactions. 

3. Developmental change in relational communication will depend on forming an 

interpersonal impression of another interactant. 

4. Relational messages are transmitted (i.e. encoded and decoded) by nonverbal and/or 

verbal, linguistic, and textual manipulations. 

5. In CMC, messages take longer to process than do those sent face‐to‐face. 

Propositions: 

1. Based on assumptions 2 and 5, the development of interpersonal impressions among 

previously unacquainted interactants requires more time in CMC than in face‐to‐face 
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interactions, since CMC takes longer to exchange relevant information. 

2. Based on assumptions 2 and 5, personalized communication (based on interpersonal 

knowledge of others) takes longer to emerge in CMC than in face‐to‐face interactions. 

6 

3. Based on assumptions 3 and 4, relational communication changes as the number of 

exchanges increases. 

4. Based on assumptions 3 and 5 and proposition 1, relational communication in initial 

interactions is different than that in later interactions. 

5. Changes in relational communication will take longer to accrue in CMC than in face‐to‐

face interactions. 

6. Based on assumptions 1 through 5, given sufficient time and message exchanges for 

interpersonal impression formation and relational development to accrue, and all other things 

being equal, relational valences in later periods of CMC and face‐to‐face communication 

will be the same. 

 

During the processing, Walther (1992) stated several requisite elements which were 

relational motivators, decoding, psychological-level knowledge, relational changes, 

and encoding relational messages. The relationship were expressed as follows: 

“Certain drives or relational motivators, may prompt communicator to develop 

distinctive impressions of other interactants by decoding texts-based cues and 

derive psychological-level knowledge about other actors form CMC interaction. 

As this occurs they manage relational changes and encode relational messages in 

CMC” (Walther, 1992, p.67).  

 

The affiliation motive, social reward form others, impression management, and 

dominance are some important relation motivators in CMC (Walther, 1992). Walther 

(1992) pointed out that the affiliation motive was similar via FtF and CMC. The 

communicators can form impressions of others by verbal cues based on language 

intensity, verbal immediacy, and lexical diversity. Also, the SIP focus on the 

interpersonal communication in which “messages are adapted to the receiver, based on 

the senders’ psychological- or individual-level knowledge of the target”(Walther, 1992, 

p.72). The communicators would like to express more personal messages as the 

interpersonal knowledge accumulates (Walther, 1992). The strategies that used to 

generate more interpersonal knowledge are interrogation, self-disclosure, deception 

detection, social comparison. (Berger, 1979; Berger et al., 1976). In order for the 
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strangers to develop social relationships, they must “become acquainted with others by 

forming simple impressions of others through textually conveyed information” 

(Walther, 1992, p.72). According to Walther (1992), the decoding of verbal cues is a 

fundamental part of the development of interpersonal impressions. However, the social 

information processing perspective points out that it takes more time to process 

messages in CMC as the lack of nonverbal cues. In other words, sociable CMC 

develops more slowly compared with FtF communication (Walther, 1992; Walther, 

1996). With enough time given in the CMC, the interpersonal relationship can also be 

developed and maintained, meaning that over time, relational communication should 

be similar (Walther 1992; Walther,1994). 

 

Related studies have validated SIP. For example, one was a meta-analysis conducted 

by Walther et al. (1994). They found that compared with the proportion in time-limited 

CMC interaction, the rate of socially oriented communication was higher in time-

unlimited CMC interaction, and the difference between CMC and FtF interaction was 

more huge in time-limited interaction than in time-unlimited interaction. In other words, 

given enough time, the difference between CMC and FtF is small. Moreover, Farrer 

and Gavin (2009) tested if SIP applied to Japanese online dating interactions. They 

invited 36 current members and 27 former members of Match.com Japan to completed 

an online survey, which included questions about some general online dating behaviors 

and the formation of relationships online. The results were consistent with SIP, which 

stresses the importance of specific online social cues. In Japanese online-dating context, 

the daters also paid attention to the explicit and implicit social cues to form their 

knowledge of the interactants. 

4.2.2 Hyperpersonal Perspective: Hyperpersonal Communication Model  

Walther (1996) synthesized his research, and other scholars’ previous research then put 

forward another CMC model, Hyperpersonal Communication Model. Hyperpersonal is 

a notion “which may account for why some forms of interaction through digital media 

sometimes are marked by higher levels of emotional intensity and self-disclosure than 

face-to-face interaction”(Lindgren, 2017, p.81). This model is particularly raised for 

the CMC. That is why this model is applied to analyze this research as the phenomenon 

of online-dating is one type of CMC. The personal model of CMC extends SIP and 
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supposes that “impressions and relational states exceed rather than simply meet what is 

expected to occur in parallel, FtF settings”(Walther et al., 2015,p.14). This model 

explains the phenomenon that “why some communications online with what ought to 

be seen as relative strangers might become surprisingly intimate”(Lindgren, 2017, p.82). 

There are four elements in the Hyperpersonal Communication Model, which are the 

receiver, the sender, the channels, and the feedback. 

 

In this model, the receivers shape idealized perceptions about the interacted person. 

According to Walther (1996), the initial model drew on Social Identity Deindividuation 

Theory, which points out that in CMC, people tend to evaluate other by their perception 

on the group identity instead of the individuals and they will engage in an over 

attribution. It is common for CMC users to captures information based on the channels’ 

circumstances or messages elements that are related to some specific groups (Walther, 

2007). Walther (2015) revised this model and considered that “exaggerated impressions 

may derive from stereotyped perceptions of others personality characteristics or person 

prototypes”(p.14). That is to say, in peoples’ minds, they have their stereotypes about 

some groups’ characteristics, and they tend to put the partners into one type of group 

based on one aspect of details instead of the individual self. 

 

The senders can select and optimize their self-presentation by editing, plan, and/or 

conceal their personal information thanks to the virtual environment that the internet 

provides (Walther, 1996; Walther, 2015). Online users can transmit the information that 

they want to convey as Walther stated that due to the physical isolation, “senders do not 

exude their natural physical features and non-deliberate actions into the receiver’s 

realm of perception”(p.2541).  

 

The third dimension of this model is the characteristics of the channel (Walther, 1996) 

and this dimension describes “how CMC as a medium contributes to the deliberate 

construction of favorable online messages”(Wlather, 2007, p.15). People desire to 

optimize their self-presentation, and the channel can provide some conveniences to 

facilitate self-presentation in the online stage. Walther (2007, p. 2541) generalized four 

hyperpersonal affordances. 

I. CMC is editable. For example, people can deliberately change and edit what 

they write, and now the websites and mobile applications allow users to 
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withdraw the messages they sent within several minutes. 

II. CMC allows for continues editing. One can spend adequate time to construct 

and refine a message before its utterance, with less social awkwardness, which 

means the asynchronous environment via CMC provides more time for the 

interactants to behave and respond. 

III. CMC provides a virtual space. A writer “composes and exchanges messages 

in physical isolation from the receiver, masking involuntary cues”(p.2541) 

thanks to virtual spaces and the lack of nonverbal cues. 

IV. CMC ensures the reallocation of cognitive resources. Those cognitive 

resources are from “environmental scanning and nonverbal management 

toward message composition”(p.2541). For example, the interactants devote 

their energies to the production and reception of messages instead of offline 

social cues like body languages.  

 

The last dimension of the hyperpersonal model is that CMC forms a feedback system 

which plays an indispensable role as an intensification loop. Walther introduced the 

concept of behavioral confirmation, which came up with by Snyder, Tanke, & 

Berscheid in 1977. Behavioral confirmation suggested that on dyadic social interaction, 

"a perceiver's actions based upon stereotype-generated attributions about a specific 

target individual may cause the behavior of that individual to confirm the perceiver's 

initially erroneous attributions" (Snyder et al., 1977, p.656). That is to say, the first 

impression will guide the behaviors of the senders, and the behaviors will change or 

influence the receivers, which in turn confirm and enhance the first impression. In CMC, 

the senders respond based on their idealized perception towards the partners, and those 

responses affect the partner's self-presentation towards the expected impression. This 

feedback system "intensifies the hyperpersonal effect, bringing together receiver 

idealization, sender selective self-presentation, and manipulation of the channel" 

(Walther, 2015, p.16).   

The hyperpersonal model can be simplified as: 
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Figure 3 The model of hyperpersonal communication model 

 

Feedback System 

  

 

Sender: selective presentation           Receiver: idealized perception 

 

 

Feedback System 

 

Related researches on online dating have supported hyperpersonal model (Walther, 

Slovacek, & Tidwell, 2001; Henderson, & Gilding, 2004; Duthler, 2006; Walther, 2007; 

Hancock & Toma, 2009). The most common themes are the self-presentation and 

deception in online dating. Selective self-presentation is pervasive in online dating. For 

example, as one literature reviewed early, Hancock & Toma recruited 54 heterosexual 

online daters to convey a self-report of the accuracy and discrepancies of their 

photograph. They found that the discrepancies between the photograph post in the 

profile and the photograph taken at the time of their study were usual, and the 

participants tended to beautify their photographs. This founding was consistent with the 

argument proposed by the hyperpersonal communication model. 

 

4.3 Theoretical framework in relation to online dating in China 

In conclusion, these three theories are interrelated and are appropriate for the 

explanation of communication practices of Chinese online daters. Since the online 

daters are strangers, the uncertainty between the daters is exceptionally high. URT 

suggests that when facing uncertainty, communicators will seek information to reduce 

the uncertainty, which will cause an increase in the sense of liking, similarity, intimacy, 

and the amount of communication. It is useful and helpful to understand online daters’ 

information seeking behaviors under the framework of URT. From the broad aspect, 

there are three types of information seeking strategies, which are passive, active, and 

interactive. For the online daters, the passive strategies include hidden observation of 

the posts and social comparison, such as comparing various social accounts of the 
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interactant. The active strategies cover the behavior of acquiring more information 

through the third party like searching the information via search engines. The 

interactive strategy is the most common and useful type in online dating communication, 

which includes self-disclosure, interrogation, and deception detection like gut instinct. 

 

On the other hand, SIP assumes that people are motivated by the rewards to 

communicate. The rewards that they may find a suitable partner through the 

communication motivate the online daters and this motivator will facilitate the 

communication through social cues, which not only help to shape the impressions of 

the interactant, but also decrease the uncertainty about each other. The online social 

cues include the language (length, grammar as well as spelling mistakes) and the 

pictures used by the users, the topics of the content posted by the uses, the frequency 

of the posts, emoticons, typographic cues (Walther 2015). SIP supposes that given 

enough time, it is possible for the daters to piece together relatively complete personal 

images. It is acceptable that people can acquire more information about others through 

online cues as time goes by. However, in the online dating arena, most people do not 

have sufficient time to interact online, so the perceived personality of the daters may be 

distinct from the real personality. Taken this into consideration, the researcher finds the 

hyperpersonal model valuable. 

 

The hyperpersonal model helps to explain how the daters present themselves online, 

how the daters form idealized perceptions of others, how the internet facilitates the 

communication, and how the feedback system plays an important role in online dating. 

The senders can plan, hide, or even counterfeit their characteristics while the receiver 

is apt to shape a perfect dater’s figure and change his/her behavior based on the 

perception. This model is able to explain some phenomena in online dating. For 

example, the aforementioned reviewed literature indicated that deception is common in 

Chinese online dating websites. It is understandable that the intrinsic nature of people 

is to beautify and maintain a positive image. The internet, which is asynchronous, 

physically distant, and editable, facilitates the formation of personal image. That is to 

say, when meeting offline, people may experience a significant psychological 

discrepancy between online and offline presentations. If the information were deceptive, 

the relationship would be rapidly terminated after a FtF meeting, while the relationship 

would be closer if the information were accurate. 
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5. Methodology  

This chapter demonstrates the research methodologies and research design. The semi-

structured qualitative interview is the primary method. Why choosing interview as a 

method, including the advantages and disadvantages, and how to collect the data will 

be introduced. Online observation will be explained after the introduction of the 

interview as another elemental method in this research to complete the data collection 

of personal self-presentation. Since this research will choose the application, Soul, as 

the research target, the introduction of Soul will be presented, including the reasons 

why choosing Soul as the research target, the description of Soul, and the functions of 

Soul. How to analyze data will also be included. At the end of this chapter, 

methodological reflections and ethics of this study are discussed. 

5.1 Research design 

This part is to introduce the research design which “is to ensure that the evidence 

obtained is able to answer the initial question as unambiguously as possible”(De Vaus, 

& de Vaus, 2001, p.9). This work is an explanatory research, which aims to figure out 

online daters’ communication strategies to develop a relationship and tell the 

differences between online and offline dates, especially in communication practices, 

using a case study, the platform of Soul. 

 

The research questions include what the communication strategies for online daters are 

and what the differences between online and offline dating, including the 

communication practices. For the first research question on the communication 

strategies, it will be divided into two parts, the early stages in online dating and the 

phase to developing an emerging relationship. For the early stage, this research will 

focus on the information seeking strategies, and for the developing state, this research 

will focus on the self-presentation strategies and strategies for developing an emerging 

relationship. The differences between online and offline communication process, will 

be answered form three aspects: communication practices of the time to convey 

information, the imagined others in online dating communication and different social 

cues. 
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Since the research on online dating is a sensitive topic, a semi-structured interview will 

be applied as the primary method to gather data. Online participant observation is used 

as a supplement to collect data about users’ online self-presentation. 

5.2 Semi-structure interview as a main method 

5.2.1 Introduction of semi-structured interview 

Scholars from different areas have drawn on interviews for their academic research for 

many years, including in media and communication studies (Brennen, 2012; Berger, 

2018). The best way to describe an interview is a purposeful conversation between a 

researcher and an informant or a respondent (ibid.). Interviews can be conducted FtF, 

online on social networking sites, and over the telephone (Brennen, 2012). In this online 

dating research, telephone interviews are conducted as this type of interview can reach 

a variety of respondents without geography limitations. Telephone interview allows the 

respondents to keep anonymous. The anonymity of the respondents in this research is 

highly demanded due to the sensitivity of the topic of online dating. Besides, the 

telephone interview enables the participants to choose a place they are familiar with to 

take the interview. It is more convenient for both parties to interact from separate 

physical locations as they stay in a familiar and safe environment, where they can 

comfortably behave (Kazmer, & Xie, 2008, p.265). To a certain degree, the method of 

telephone interview has its disadvantages that the conversation, and the interviewees 

do not have time to deliberate too long (ibid.). That is to say, the responses given by the 

interviewees is their direct opinions, which may not contain useful information. Since 

the target group is the users of the application, Soul, where the voice call is allowed, 

the telephone interview is a suitable way for this research. 

 

Interviewing is a valuable method to gather personal and in-depth information 

(Gubrium & Holstein,2002b; Brennen, 2012). When the research studies how the 

individual behaves, how they view the situations around them, and the individuals’ 

personal experience around the research topic, interviewing is an appropriate method, 

especially for sensitive topics (Morris, 2015, p.8). In this research, interviews are of 

great importance to understand behaviors, intentions, and inner motivations of the 

online daters. The semi-structured interview, which not only provides enough 

preparation time for the researcher but also allows the researcher to clarify the 
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responses and ask follow-up questions, is the most appropriate and will be applied. 

 

There are three types of interviews in general: structured, semi-structured, and 

unstructured, open-ended conversations (Brennen, 2012, p.27). Structured interviews 

have its standardized procedure with the same questions and the same orders of the 

questions for every participant in order to acquire factual information from different 

respondents. This type of interview is most often used for survey questionnaires (ibid.). 

Semi-structured interviews are also usually based on a pre-established set of questions 

but the order of the questions can be varied, and the researchers can ask follow-up 

questions based on the response given by the respondents to probe into the deep insights 

or to clarify opaque answers (Brennen, 2012, p.28). Unstructured interviews focus on 

specific topics without a pre-established set of questions and are in-depth purposeful 

conversations. Unstructured interviews also pay attention to “the complex voices, 

emotions, and feelings of interviewees, as well as the meanings within the words that 

are spoken” (ibid.). 

5.2.2 Recruitments of Soul users  

Before commencing the research, it is essential to gain access to the respondents, list 

the outlines of the questions based on the theoretical frameworks, and consider the 

number of interviews (Brennen, 2012). Since the users can send out posts on Soul, 

which creates an online community for the registered users, meaning that other users 

can see the posts. The researcher created a personal account and posted a statement 

calling for participants on the community in Soul. The statement read as follows: 

“I will conduct a research on the topic of online-dating. It is interesting to analyze how 

people communicate through the application to find a partner. For example, the 

communication strategies and the communication behaviors take the significant parts of 

this research. If you are interested in the research and would like to help me, it is my 

pleasure to talk with you and have an interview with you. The interview will lasts for 30 

mins to 1 hour. Your privacy is the primary concern for the research so please do not 

worry about the leakage of your personal information. I will show you the final report if 

you are interested in this. Thank you for your kindly help.” 
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This statement can be seem in the Square and is also under the researcher’s personal 

account. 

Seven respondents contact the researcher when they saw the recruitment post, showing 

their interests in participating this interviews while the Match function selects other 

four respondents and asked by the researcher if they are willing to take part in this 

online dating research. Eleven participants consisting of seven males and four females, 

were recruited in total. All of the participants have their aliases. Before the interviews, 

all of the participants are informed that this conversation is private and if they find the 

questions are offensive, they can stop the conversation, or they are not willing to answer 

any questions, the researcher will follow their opinions to stop or skip the questions. 

5.2.3 Interviews: preparation and process 

In order to have a structured and systematic conversation, it would be better to list the 

interview questions beforehand. The questions can be divided into three parts: 1) the 

background information like the age and using habits like the frequency of using this 

application, how they get to know this application, the motivation for them to use the 

application; 2) their communication strategies and information seeking strategies to 

reduce the uncertainty, and 3) the different social norms and communication practices 

between traditional dating and online dating. The full list of the pre-established 

questions will be added as the appendix. Before the formal interview, the participants 

are informed about the intention and nature of this research, their rights to refuse the 

conversation, and their consent to allow the researcher using the data. During the 

interviews, another device is used to record the conversation, and notes are made in 

order to catch up with the answers. Every audiotape is transcribed. 

5.2.4 The description of interviewees 

There are 11 interviewees and their information are listed in the table. 

Table 1 The information of interviewees 

Aliases age Gender Since when Knowing from 

which channel  

Frequency  

Coco 25 Female August.2018 Friend Everyday 

Nine 23 Female August.2018 Douyin(抖音) Everyday 
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Egg 23 Female July.2018 Weibo Everyday 

Wind 23 Female November.2017 Weibo Everyday 

Answer 25 Male September.2018 CloudMusic Everyday 

Hope 27 Male April.2018 Weibo Everyday 

Never 29 Male January.2019 Hupu Everyday 

Octopus 32 Male December.2018 Douyin Everyday 

Shawn 25 Male March.2018 Weibo Everyday 

Mountain 32 Male March.2019 Xigua Video Everyday 

Chocolate 22 Male August.2018 Weibo Everyday 

Note: 1.Douyin(抖音) and Xigua (西瓜短视频) are the most famous short-video sharing social platforms in China, 

owned by the same company, ByteDance. 

2.Weibo is one of the most famous social platform in China, which is Twitter-like. 

3.CloudMusic is one of the most famous music listening platform. 

4.Hupu is one social networking website, which is famous for the sports information. 

 

When asked why they use the application, four respondents said that they would like to 

find a casual chatting partner or to flirt with others. They were not willing to disturb 

their friends so it would be better to talk with strangers. Those respondents only try to 

maintain their relationship online. Four people were initially out of curiosity to use it, 

and later they expected to observe a group of interesting users through this application. 

Another two interviewees explicitly expressed that they tended to find a long term 

relationship and wishes to have an offline meeting. Among them, seven people said the 

reason for them to use Soul was that this application is anonymous, which means no 

one knows them so they can post their feelings, and complains without any misgivings. 

For example, Octopus (male) said that he would like to indulge himself in Soul and 

take erotic jokes with others, which he could not behave in the real world. 

 

5.3 Netnography and online participant observation as a method 

5.3.1 Introduction of online participant observation 

In-depth interviewing can be complemented by participant observation to collect more 

information (Morris, 2015, p.9). Participant observation is a method “in which a 

researcher takes part in the daily activities, rituals, interactions, and events of a group 

of people as one of the means of learning the explicit and tacit aspects of their life 
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routines and their culture” (DeWalt, & DeWalt, 2011, p.1). The explicit aspect refers to 

the narrative expressions, while the tacit aspect knows as social norms and hidden rules. 

For example, in offline settings, the conversations are the explicit information while the 

tacit aspect is the close distance that two people stand, meaning the intimate relationship 

between them (ibid.). In-depth interviewing can be complemented by participant 

observation to collect more information (Morris, 2015, p.9). That is why participant 

observation is another important method for this research.  

 

There are four types of participant observer: complete observer, observer as a 

participant, participant as an observer, and complete participant (Brennen, 2012). The 

complete observer is people who conduct distant observation without any interaction 

with the observed people or community. The observer as a participant is someone who 

is in the community but distance herself/himself from those being observed. The 

researchers do not actively participate in activities, rituals, or events, but they do have 

interactions with the community like interviewing (ibid.). The participant as an observer, 

by contrast, is fully integrated into the culture and participant in the activities in the 

community (ibid.). For the complete participant, the research fully adopts the 

community’s members’ values and beliefs, lives as the members instead of his or her 

research role (ibid.). In this research, the researcher adopts “the observer as a participant” 

to conduct the interviews and acquire the consent of the observation. The posts of the 

interviewees and the daily recommendation posts in the Square will be observed. 

 

Participant observation and the term ethnography are used interchangeably in 

contemporary media studies, but more precisely, participant observation is the primary 

method for ethnographical studies (Brennen, 2012, p.163). Nowadays, communication 

and media studies researchers use new media to carry out ethnography, which is also 

referred to as “netnography,” also known as online participant observation (Brennen, 

2012, p.162). 

 

In Kozinets (2010), he stated that “netnography revealed and analyzed the self-

presentation strategies that people used to construct a ‘digital self’” (p.1). Netnography 

follows in these six steps of ethnography: research planning, entry, data collection, 

interpretation, ensuring ethical standards, and research representation (p.67). Kozinets 

generalized four critical differences between traditional enography and netnography: 
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adaptation to various technological media; participation under optional conditions of 

anonymity; vastly enhanced cultural accessibility and automatic archiving of exchanges 

(p.72). One of the disadvantages of Netnography is lack of authenticity, which results 

in the concern that the data is not like the real thing (p.62). 

5.3.2 The case of Soul 

Soul was launched in September 2005. The slogan of Soul is “following my soul to find 

you”(跟随灵魂找到你). Until now, according to the data showed by ASO100, 2019, in 

Apple Store, China, Soul is the second most popular online dating mobile app, 

following on the heels of MOMO. In September 2019, the number of its monthly 

independent equipment is 7.80m. The reasons to take Soul as the case are that Soul is 

one of the most popular online dating application in China and the matching algorithm 

in Soul bases on the result of psychological test, which is novel. The users of Soul are 

active and have the research values. 

 

According to the source form Iresearch in 2019, male users account for 51.9% of the 

whole users while female make up 48.10% of the group.  

 

Figure 4 The percentage of female and male users on Soul 

 

Source from Iresearch  

 

People under age from 25-30 take the most significant proportion of 30.4% while the 

percentage of people under age from 31-35 is the second one, accounting for 29.28%. 

This data is consistent with the users’ profile in the world that the age of the most 

significant proportion of online daters ranges from 25-34. This age distribution includes 

higher level students and nascent workers, who are marriageable and eager to find a 

partner. Also, this range of people grows up with the development of technology and 

can easily accept new internet product. 
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Figure 5 The distribution of age on Soul 

 

Source from Iresearch  

 

Users should use their phone number to register as a member. After registering, users 

have to take two sets of psychological tests, including 10 and 20 questions, respectively. 

The system will calculate personal characteristics based on the answers. After taking 

the tests, users can input their users’ name, but they cannot upload their selfie instead 

that the system provides the material for the portrait. When entering Soul, there are five 

functions at the bottom, including the Planet, the Square, the button to send out post, 

the Chatting, and the Self from left to right.  

 

People can directly click the name in the Planet to chat with others or glance over 

him/her personal account. The percent under the name represents the matching degree 

as the larger the percent is, the higher the degree of matching is. There are two matching 

buttons under the Planet: Matching by Soul (Text Matching) and Voice Matching. 

When clicking the top button, users will be displayed a chat interface with others, and 

when clicking the Voice Matching, they will be allocated a voice chatting partner. At 

the top right corner, there is a “loving bell”. When the user turns on the “loving bell”, 

the system will automatically allocate nearby high matching people. 

 

 

 

 



 43 

Figure 6 The screenshot of the interface of the Planet 
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Figure 7 The screenshot of the interface of the Square 

 

 

Registered users can scan, like, comment, and forward others’ posts in the Square. Soul 

categorized the posts into three types: the followed post, the recommended post, and 

the latest post. Besides, users can type keywords and use the searching function in the 

Square to actively look for interesting posts. When sending out post, users can add 

hashtag# and locate their place. Every content except sensitive messages like political 

or pornographic messages is welcomed. The posts can take the form of words, pictures, 

and videos. There is no limitation for the number of words. The function of the Square 

is providing a community for the users to present themselves and communicate with 

others. 
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Figure 8 The screenshot of the interface of the Chatting 

 

 

In the interface of the Chatting, there is a list of the matched people. When users want 

to chat with others, they need to click the name. The chatting window will be displayed 

after clicking.  

 

In the interface of the Self, it presents the posts sent out by the users. Users can edit 

their personal information (name, avatar, and birth date) and hide or delete the posts. 

 

Before conducting the online observation, the researcher declared the nature of this 

research in the personal account. Similar to the statement for the interview, another post 

is also used to reveal the researcher’ identity. The post says:  

“I am working on my graduate dissertation on the topic of, and I will use Soul as my case. 

It is interesting to observe the posts in the Square to understand the culture of this 

application. If I need any of your sources, I will contact you. Your privacy will be insured. 

Thank you”. 

 

The whole online observation lasts for more than two months from the 1st of 

February to the 15th of April. In order to have an understanding of users’ self-
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presentation strategies, the main observation is about the posts of the interviewees 

and the recommended posts on the top of the Square. The interviewees are informed 

that the researcher will observe their posts and their personal space after the interview. 

The researcher not only take notes about the content the users post but also the editing 

behaviors including deleting of the posts, formats of the posts, length of the posts, 

frequency of sending out posts.  

5.4 Data analysis: interview data and observation data 

When all of the data are collected, the next step is to process the raw data into structured 

themes. Themes can be generated from the literature, the guidelines of the theoretical 

frameworks, the nature of the research question, and the insights garnered through the 

process of data collection (O'Leary, 2004, p.196). In this research, the themes of 

interview data are derived and generated from the research questions and the theoretical 

frameworks. In total, there are three themes, including information seeking strategies,  

self-presentation strategies, and differences in communication practices between 

online and offline dating. The information seeking strategies, which have been 

discussed in the theoretical part, include three common types of: passive (include 

reactivity search, social comparison, and disinhibition search), active (involve 

proactive efforts like asking others about the target and environmental structuring) and 

interactive strategies (include interrogation, self-disclosure, and deception detection) 

(Berger, 1979; Berger, et al., 1976; Gudykunst, et al., 1985). The self-presentation 

strategies come from Walther work (Walther, 1996; Walther, 2015), including editing, 

plan, conceal and deceive about their personal information. The last one is the 

differences between online and offline dating, including data that referred to 

interviewee' opinions on the different settings of online and offline dating as well as the 

imagined others vs. the real others. 

Table 2 The description of coding of interview material 

Categories  Descriptions of the themes 

Information seeking strategies Information including three types of strategies, including 

active, passive and interactive strategies.  

Self-presentation strategies Information including editing, conceal and/or deceive 

about their personal information. 
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Differences of online and offline 

dating including communication 

practices  

Information including the differences of online and 

offline communication practices, the imagined others, 

and social norms. 

 

Observation data focuses on the content of the posts published by the interviewees, 

which can be seen in their personal accounts and the recommended posts which can be 

observed on the top of the Square. The content of the posts is a significant manifestation 

of self-presentation. During the process of data collecting, the researcher divides the 

observation material into four aspects: sharing information, sub-conscious presentation, 

self-introduction, and self -promotion. 

Table 3 The description of coding of observation material 

Categories of themes Descriptions of the themes 

Sharing information Posts including sharing news, hobbies (books, songs, 

movies, etc.), positive daily life. 

Sub-conscious presentation through 

negative associations   

Posts including negative complains. 

Self-introduction Posts including their personal information (age, 

height, weight, locations, preferences, background). 

Self -promotion  Posts including singings, playing musical instruments, 

dubbing, painting, photographing.  

 

5.5 Methodological reflections  

One of the limitations of a telephone interview is “the lack of social cues, which means 

it is hard to observe the facial expression and the body language of the interviewees” 

(Opdenakker, 2006). Those social cues are also essential to help to code the interview 

contents. As a result, it is hard to confirm the truth of the response. Berger (2018) 

suggested that culture would “shape the way people talk and give information” (p.230).  

Berger also indicated five problems that the researchers commonly encounter. The first 

problem is that “people don’t always tell the truth”(Berger, 2018, p.230). In this 
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research, all of the participants do not disclose their motivations for finding a partner at 

the begging of the conversation instead that they express that they are bored and they 

want to talk with strangers. However, as the conversation continues, they recognize that 

to some degree, they do wish to find a partner through Soul. 

 

The second problem is that “people don’t always remember things accurately”(ibid.). 

This problem also appears in the interviews. When being interviewed, nine respondents 

directedly say they do not remember clearly about the previous situations, and for some 

other questions, the respondents also express that it is hard for them to recall the events 

as time passes, especially if the events happened a long time ago. As a consequence, 

they may fabricate the truth. 

 

Third, “people don’t always have useful information” (ibid.). For example, the 

respondents tend to use ambiguous descriptions such as “I like this application, but I 

don’t know why”. Expanding their thoughts is tough while generalizing the opinions is 

easy, but the general comments are useless. 

 

Fourth, “people sometimes tell you what they think you want to hear” (ibid.). Berger 

explained the reasons that “informants like you and want to give you helpful material, 

they are bored and want to get through the interview as soon as they can, or they want 

to impress you” (ibid.). This problem is also consistent with the first problem. In this 

research, the respondents might answer the questions based on the guessing what 

information the researcher would like to acquire. However, it is hard to identify the 

responses as the social cues are absent.  

 

Finally, “people use language in different ways” (ibid.). The interpreting and expressing 

meanings are subjective due to the backgrounds differences. The interviewers may 

misinterpret the intended meaning given by the interviewees. Thus, it is essential to 
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listen carefully and actively when doing the interviews in order to clarify the responses 

and ask follow-up questions which help to ascertain “the meaning received is the 

meaning intended” (ibid.). 

Moreover, the interviewees are self-selected, which may affect the representativeness 

of the research as those people are more initiative and good at expressing themselves 

online. The representativeness of this research is under consideration, also as the 

number of the participants is limited, which only includes 11 people. Besides, the 

proportion of male and female interviewees is not equal, which may generate the 

problem that due to gender differences, communication behaviors, and strategies vary. 

Eleven users cannot represent the whole group of the online daters but can nevertheless 

provide valuable insights. To sum up, the reliability and the generalizability of this 

research are achieved by the selection but are weakened by the small number of the 

participants and the differentiation of male and female respondents. For further research, 

more participants should be recruited, and the proportion of the male and female 

participants should be taken seriously in order to tackle down the research question. 

 

The limitations of online observation are also apparent. On the one hand, even though 

the researcher is integrated into the community, she is unable to know what the users 

are thinking (Brennen, 2012). In order to tackle down this problem, the researcher 

observes as much as she can. However, on the other hand, it is difficult for the 

researcher to take notes about everything as the amount of the posts is tremendous, as 

well as the time limitations of the researcher. 

 

The last but not the least important, due to the limitation of the time and the budget, the 

coding of this research is only conducted by the author alone. That is to say, the coding 

might not be valid and reliable. It would be better to have others researchers checked 

the validity of the coding. Even though the author endeavors to keep neutrality, the 

validity of this research also needs to be further explored. 
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5.6 Ethical considerations  

When conducting research, the researchers are required to ensure "the integrity of the 

knowledge produced and to promote the practice of ethical responsibility towards 

participants" (O'Leary, 2004, p.50). Since the topic of online dating is sensitive and 

sometimes is under moral discussion, the research has to keep disinterestedness which 

means that "the researcher must have no other motive for his or her research than a 

desire to contribute new knowledge" (Swedish Research Council, 2017, p.13). Also, 

the research has to lay down original values or moral principles without judging the 

participants. 

 

One of the significant ethical issues is the privacy of the interviewees, especially for 

the sensitive topic of online dating. As the Swedish Research Council (2017) stated that 

subjects or informants in the research should "be protected to the highest degree 

possible from harms or wrongs in connection with their participation in research." 

Therefore, the consent and the privacy of the participants are emphasized. The 

information given during the interviews should be confidential and deidentified 

(O'Leary, 2004; Morris, 2015). In this research, the respondents narrate their personal 

dating experience and their thoughts on this topic. During the interviews, seven people 

expressed that it would be embarrassed if their friends found them using this application. 

As a result, anonymity is adapted by using pseudonyms, which is a way to protect 

against identification (O'Leary, 2004, p.54). Even the researcher does not know the real 

identities of the participants. 

 

Additionally, the subjects of research have the right of informed consent, “by which 

they have the right to be informed that they are being researched and also about the 

nature of the research” (Punch, 1994, p.90). For example, before the interviews, the 

participants are informed of the intention of the research and informed of conducting 

the online participant observation. However, one question also presents that if the 

obvious observation will lead to the change of the behaviors. Without a doubt, those 

ethical issues do deserve deep considerations. 
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Another crucial responsibility for knowledge production is the balance of subjectivity. 

That is to say, how to recognize and balance subjectivities is vital. For example, the 

research should not have a prejudice against the interviewees who might have relations 

with several people simultaneously. Both the interviews and the online observation 

require the researcher to balance the subjectivity and acquire objectivity. In addition, 

the researcher should report the data accurately, meaning that keeping the original 

responses and the first draft of the observation data. It is also prudent to improve a 

'respondent' language or grammar because "doing so can change the tone and meaning 

of the interview" " (Brennen, 2012, p.37). O'Leary (2004, p. 171) stated that the inherent 

biases might: "(1) colour their observations; and (2) have a potential impact on the 

observed", which will have an influence on the final findings. Therefore, balancing the 

subjectivities and being responsible for the knowledge production is of the essence. 
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6. Analysis  

This chapter aims to answer the research questions, what the communication strategies 

are for online daters of Soul, and what the differences especially in communication 

practices for users of Soul are between online and offline dating. The information 

seeking strategies, self-presentation strategies and other communication strategies to 

maintain the relations will answer the first question. The differences between online 

and offline dating (including, communication practices, various social norms, and the 

imagined others, which referred to the perception that online users formed about the 

interactant) will be analyzed later. Interview data and observation data will be analyzed 

based on the theoretical frameworks provided by uncertainty reduction theory, social 

information processing theory, and the hyperpersonal model. 

 

6.1 Communication strategies for early stages in online-dating  

6.1.1 Information-seeking behaviors through communication  

According to the Uncertainty Reduction Theory, when the two strangers encounter, 

they are subject to seek information to reduce their uncertainty (Berger & Calabrese, 

1975). The interviews’ data support this proposition. Every interviewee reported that 

he/she was actively looking for personal information about the potential partners. For 

example, background information is the most fundamental information including 

height, weight, family, location, hobby, interests, occupation, etc.. Those kinds of 

information are also the primary messages users expect to know. Berger & Calabrese 

(1975) stated the importance of the background information, which is secure enough to 

start a conversation without any sensitive discussion on opinions or attitudes. The data 

of interviews is also consistent with this point. At the entry phase, as Answer (male) 

said that information could help to start a talking point otherwise, he felt his hands were 

tied to create a casual conversation. 

 

Self-disclosure and interrogation. As listed in the theoretical part, there are three 

strategies including active, passive, and interactive strategy for the strangers to seek 

information (Walther, 1979). The most common strategy for the eleven participants is 

an interactive strategy, interogation. They will directly interrogate the partners. During 
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the phase of interrogation, self-disclosure is also essential. Self-disclosure and 

interrogation are intimately connected. If people asked too many questions, the 

respondents said that they felt as being interrogated by the police. In Chinese, it is 

known as “checked Hukous by the police” (查户口), which has a negative meaning 

(Hukous are Chinese household-registration documents). Three interviewees stressed 

the same opinion that they tended to acquire information effectively by interrogating, 

but they could understand the uncomfortable feeling of being interrogated so they 

would gather information more naturally. Interrogation is a reluctant action to continue 

the conversation as they cannot acquire more information without directly asking. They 

seek the balance between interrogation and self-disclosure. For example, Mountain 

(male) shared his online dating experience that when he was matched with the girl, he 

knew from the posts that the girl was interested in interior design then he wondered if 

she was a designer. The questions about the occupation were naturally asked. After 

getting the answer, he disclosed his information on his own initiative. As a consequence, 

the rate of receiving and sending information was basically equal. 

 

Gut instinct. Another popular interactive strategy among the interviewees is the gut 

instinct (deception detection). This is consistent with the finding in Gibbs, Ellison & 

Lai work (2011) that gut instinct is the top five strategies to reduce uncertainty in an 

online romantic setting. Five respondents talked about using gut instinct to distinguish 

a liar or not. When asked how to avoid being cheated, Octopus (male) stated that: 

“I trust my six sense and my judgment. I will be very conscious of any information 

concerning money. It is impossible for others to cheat me without any rewards. 

Therefore, I am not worried about being cheated. ” 

 

Checking personal account. On the other hand, passive strategies are the most 

common way for interviewees to reduce uncertainty. Every interviewee expressed that 

when being matched with others, they checked the personal account first in order to get 

a preliminary understanding of the people they encountered. Similarities between 

persons reduce uncertainty, while dissimilarities increase uncertainty. If they are 

interested in the posts, they will send out “hi” and start a conversation based on the 

content of the posts. Hope (male) gave his example that when matched with others, he 

would observe the posts under the personal account in order to delineate the 
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characteristics of the matched one. He did not chat with every matched user unless that 

the posts were enjoyable and had similarities with him. He would be eager to obtain 

more information about the matcher, so he started the conversation. The similarities and 

likings will promote the information seeking behavior as they are the incentives for the 

daters. Rewards and incentives provided by another may trigger or increase individuals’ 

attempts to reduce uncertainty (Sunnafrank, 1986, p.4). Coco (female) stated that she 

would perceive similarities as common interests, which could increase the possibility 

to have a suitable dater. This finding signifies the importance of shaping a high-quality 

personal account as the partners will primarily seek information from the personal 

account, which will leave the first impression.  

 

Information-based triangulation. The other common strategy for the interviewees 

is information-based triangulation, which is one type of passive strategies. People 

compare multiple social profiles to check the information. Gibbs et al. (2011) found 

that information-based triangulation is among the top five uncertainty reduction 

strategy. Six interviewees said they would become friends on Wechat (a Chinese 

strong-tie social media) and three of them chose to become friends on Sina Weibo 

(Twitter-like social media in China) after a several-day conversation. All of them 

would look through the Wechat Moment and Weibo personal account where the users 

can publish their posts. Then they would compare the information on these various 

platforms. Never (male) gave his example that when he added one potential partner 

on Wechat, he found out in surprise that the real gender of this potential partner is 

male. Then he realized this potential partner cheated him. 

 

Seeking similarity. Uncertainty reduction predicts that the similarity and liking are 

positively related. This prediction can explain the phenomenon that when the users are 

matched with others, they observe the posts in the personal accounts then they can take 

action to start the conversation or not, based on the acquired information. Those 

background information can determine whether or not the interaction will continue or 

exist as people can acquire the similarities and dissimilarities between each other from 

the content of the posts (ibid.). Before starting the conversation, seeking similarity for 

the daters are essential. For example, Egg (female) said： 
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“If the information about weight, height, family environment and occupation were 

accord with my expectation and my backgrounds, my likeness to the interactant would 

increase. Otherwise, I might lose my desire to chat with him.” 

Common interests and hobbies first. Six interviewees stressed the importance of 

common interests and hobbies through their online dating experiences. On the one hand, 

the common interests and hobbies can increase the similarity and liking, which reduce 

their uncertainty about each other. When asked how to reduce his uncertainty, Shawn 

responded that he would ask about hobbies and study majors. On the other hand, 

common hobbies provide an essential role to start and continue the conversation. 

Octopus (male) gave his approach to having a relationship that he would pay attention 

to the common interests and sharing information related to his interests and hobbies. 

The similar strategy is also provided by Hope (male). He would like to seek information 

about personal interests and hobbies and start relevant topics. 

6.1.2 Social cues in information seeking behavior 

According to SIP, online users will gather content and linguistic strategies as well as 

timing-related and typographic cues to glean information about a partner (Farrer and 

Gavin, 2009). Besides, users will utilize social cues and seek information to build 

interpersonal relationships in CMC (Walther,1992, Walther, 2015). The interviewees 

paid attention to the spelling error, the length of the post, the content of the post, the 

frequency of the post, the language used, and the layout designer of the posts. 

 

Different meanings of online social cues. Various online social cues cover different 

meanings. For example, Coco (female) expressed that if the user had lots of spelling 

errors in his posts, she would never communicate with him as she regarded that spelling 

errors could signify the unprecise life attitudes and low-level of education. Hope (male) 

revealed that when he was matched with one user, who published several comments 

about movies, he regarded this person as one potential partner because the cue indicated 

her interests on movies and her relative deep insights on movies. Not only in the initial 

stage, users focus on those social cues, but also during the continued communication 

process, they pay attention to the online social cues including the use of icons, 

punctuations, words, and the time to reply. The way to use icons can present how funny 

a person is; the way to use punctuations can present how rigorous a person is; the way 
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to use words present how well-educated one person is; the time to reply can present 

how highly the partner value you. Additionally, when they use the voice matching, the 

accent of the users will also be important. For example, Nine (female) said she was 

interested in someone with a magnetic voice and standard Mandarin, which shows the 

potential partner is well-educated. However, sometimes, she would like to choose one 

with a similar accent (she is from the southwest of China.), which shows they come 

from close geographical location. 

 

Functions of online social cues. One argument of SIP is that given enough time, CMC 

users can gather as many social cues as possible to maintain an interpersonal 

relationship in CMC, which may have the same functions as FtF (Walther,1992, Walther, 

2015). Walther (1994) stated that “differences between CMC and FtF should be 

confined to initial interactions and dissipate over time”(p.477). One interviewee 

supports this argument. It took five months for Wind (female) to communicate online 

before they had an offline meeting. When asked if she felt any difference between 

online and offline communication and the characteristic of this person, the state that: 

“Five months are quite long for me to get familiar with him. I feel like I know him in 

every aspect. I do not have any different perceptions when meeting offline.” 

 

However, this prediction that online social cues can form a complete image of others 

and have the same function as FtF conversation needs to be questioned. In the case of 

online dating, individuals do not have enough time to develop a relationship. That is to 

say, it is impossible for users with limited time to gather adequate social cues. On the 

other hand, although, people can gather information from social cues, the online 

interpersonal relationship differs from an offline relationship in several aspects. First, 

online communication lacks authentic social ties. People cannot be seen and touched in 

a physical situation, which results in the concerns on fictitious/ inauthentic relations. 

When Wind (female) stated there was no difference between online and offline, she also 

added that the offline meeting was more real than online communication. The sense of 

authenticity also exists in Never (male) experience. After a nearly one-month 

conversation, he met with the girl, and he felt the meeting was more convincing to 

strengthen their relations, and their chatting topics ranged broader than online 

communication. Second, since the internet provides a virtual and loosely regulated 

environment, people can edit, conceal, and deceive online. In other words, they may 
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behave well online but have poor behaviors in offline meetings. For example, Octopus 

(male) met a girl who impressed him with funny words through online communication 

whereas Octopus regarded her as dull in FtF meeting and he did not like the straight 

eye contact, which made him pressured. Moreover, Shawn (male) met a girl who over-

beautified her online picture. The examples of Octopus and Shawn also leads to the 

analysis of the next part about self-presentation strategies, through which users  

6.2 Communication strategies for developing an emerging relationship  

6.2.1 Self-presentation strategies 

Hyperpersonal communication model provides a concept that the interaction through 

digital media is marked by higher levels of emotional intensity and may cause a higher 

level of intimacy (Lindgren, 2017). The hyperpersonal model suggests that the senders 

can select and optimize their self-presentation by editing and conceal their personal 

information (Walther, 1996; Walther, 2015). This model also articulates that the 

asynchronous and anonymous nature of the internet enables the self-selected 

presentation, and individuals have more control over their self-presentation (Walther, 

2007). Both the data from the interviews and observation signify that users are 

elaborately present their online images. The most popular type of posts in the Square is 

self-promotion. Users upload their photographs, their music performances, and their 

vlogs (short videos recording life events). Those kinds of posts show the talents of the 

owners and are able to get more “likes” and more comments, which are positive and 

complimentary. Nine (female) stated that she liked to publish her singing videos and 

voice messages as she knew that her voice was crisp and clear, which is her personal 

advantage. 

 

Planning for self-presentation. The most common self-presentation strategy is 

planning for the posts and personal profile, which focus on positive information. Online 

daters will plan what kinds of information they should present with plenty of 

preparation time. Before releasing the posts, individuals have adequate time to choose, 

modify, and consider possible consequences. They will elaborately take the content and 

the frequency into account. Shawn (male) stated that he would spend a whole day on 

planning what he should post on Soul. According to the data of online observation, posts 

containing negative associations, like complains, can be hardly seen. Instead, the posts 
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about self-promotion are the most popular type. Followed is the posts about 

information-sharing and self-introduction. Information sharing posts contain news 

sharing, movie, book, and other hobbies sharing.  

 

Individuals set online personalities through daily posts. Mountain (male) released posts 

about classic movie lines to show his interests in movies and posts about reading 

comments to show his interests in reading. The online figure of himself is erudite. He 

expected to meet someone who can understand him as his original words go “people 

who can understand them (the posts) can understand me”. Among the interviewees, 

Wind (male) published the most considerable number of posts and has the highest 

frequency with nearly three to four posts one day. His posts are about daily life and his 

reading notes. When asked how he presented himself on Soul, he responded： 

“I would like to express my opinions on every topic but if the content is too negative, I 

would think twice before sending it and ultimately choose to not post it.”  

 

His answer manifested his attitudes towards Soul was rigorous. Although he said he 

would send out any kinds of information, he omitted negative information. He disclosed 

his intention to post massages was that his posts could be seen by as many users as 

possible and recognized by others so he attached importance to the content of the posts. 

 

Editing for self-presentation. Another self-presentation strategy is editing already 

existed posts. Since CMC is editable, individuals are empowered to change, edit, and 

delete what they write. Online daters are motivated to reveal socially desirable aspects 

of their identity and strategically omitting their less desirable characteristics (Hancock 

& Toma, 2009; Ramirez, Sumner, Fleuriet, & Cole, 2014). Deleting the posts and 

editing the status of the posts are the most common editable strategies. There are three 

status of the posts, which are “being visible to the Square”, “being visible in the 

personal account”, and “only being visible to myself”. Every interviewee has ever 

deleted previous posts, and five interviewees recognized that they had changed the 

status of their posts from “being visible to the Square” to “only being visible to myself”. 

The reasons for them to edit the posts are as listed: 1) the posts are meaningless now; 

2) the posts seem stupid now; 3) the posts include negative information which may 

cause a bad impression. In general, the users held the opinion that those changed posts 
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might result in adverse effects and are not socially desirable. On 20th March, Egg 

(female) posted a message complaining about her “silly boss”. This post was invisible 

on 21st. When asked if they had any editable behaviors, Shawn said: 

“Sometimes, I will edit the posts to be visible only to myself. That is because the time 

validity of those posts is gone, or the content of the posts does not apply to my current 

life now. For example, I had one post describing my previous life, and I thought this 

description was quite stupid. My life is different now, so I changed the status of the post. 

However, very few posts have been deleted.”” 

 

All of the interviewees stated that they would be true self on Soul, but their answers 

indicated they took planning and editable behaviors. For example, even though Octopus 

(male) declared he was authentic to keep his online and offline images identical, he still 

had editable behaviors to maintain a better online image. He said that  

“I think I am a person who seeks for real self. However, I have deleted some posts, 

which were intentionally published to relieve my dissatisfaction in my real life. When 

the dissatisfactions went away, I thought those posts were stupid and could affect others’ 

opinions on my personality. So I deleted them.” 

 

Adaptation to the characteristics of the partner. The third self-presentation strategy 

is an adaptation to the characteristics of the potential partners, which is consistent with 

the concepts of “intensification loop” and “behavioral confirmation” in the 

hyperpersonal model (Walther, 2007; Walther, 2015). The initial perception influences 

the responses of the individuals towards the partners, and these responses are a crucial 

part of their self-presentation. The individuals devote their energies to the production 

and reception of messages (Walther, 2007). After acquiring a fundamental 

understanding of the potential partners, in order to have more common interests and 

more chatting topics, users will search for information to broaden their detailed 

knowledge. For example, Nine (female) encountered a person who was a professional 

tea art experts, so she searched for information about the tea ceremony. Coco (female) 

also gave her example that she met a user who had a pet dog and two pet cats. In order 

to have more talking points, Coco gathered knowledge about different types of dogs 

and cats. When they talked again, she expressed her opinions on how to treat pets. She 

said she could feel her partner was more interested in talking with her. Both examples 

indicate the strategy to adjust to the features of others. Those adapted behaviors increase 
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much more similarities. According to the uncertainty reduction theory, similarity, liking, 

as well as intimacy are positively related. As a consequence, their conversation and 

relationships continue. 

 

However, keeping relatively authentic is vital on Soul, which is also one essential point 

in the interviews. That is to say, daters have to be cautious of the fine line between 

slightly enhanced self-presentation and dishonest (Ramirez et al., 2014). Since users on 

Soul are anonymous, they could modify their images without any constraints but every 

interviewee to reveal that they are subject to slightly change their self-images because 

they expect to be real. This attitude is stronger in users who are intended to have a long 

relationship. If they had an offline meeting, dishonest could be easily recognized, which 

might break the relationship. 

6.2.2 Developing an emerging relationship 

When the uncertainty is reduced, the rates of reciprocity decrease (Berger & Calabrese, 

1975). That is to say, individuals will cool down their conversation, which leads to the 

necessaries to develop strategies to maintain and strengthen the emerging relationship. 

Besides the self-presentation strategy about adjusting to the characteristics of the 

potential partners, there is another type of communication strategy to develop the 

emerging relationship, which is having a long term arrangement with the potential 

partner. The long term arrangements include sending greets every day, telling bedtime 

stories every night, having a voice call every day, and giving gifts. This strategy is 

related to the hyperpersonal communication model. The receiver will perceive an 

idealized image of the other (Walther, 2007). This perceived idealized image turns out 

to be the motivation to maintain the relationship. Once receivers have a favorable 

impression of the potential dater after preliminary conversations, they will amplify the 

perceived virtues and associate these virtues with positive traits. Nine (female) was 

matched with a partner whose voice was euphonious, so she clustered this positive 

aspect of the voice together with general positive aspects of this person that he might 

be handsome and well-educated. This association motived her to maintain the 

relationship. 

 



 61 

The rates of reciprocity during conversation. When the level of uncertainty is high, 

the rates of reciprocity is high (Berger & Calabrese, 1975). Reciprocity is the rate of 

information change. In other words, when the two strangers are under a high level of 

uncertainty, they will increase their rates of reciprocity and vice versa. The interviewees 

expressed that at the beginning, they are enthusiastic about seeking information to 

reduce the uncertainty. However, when they acquire enough information, it turns to be 

difficult for them to continue the communication. Lots of matching couples will finish 

their communications after the first conversation. Five interviewees signified their 

wondering that how to start next conversation after a pretty pleasant first conversation 

with the matcher. Having a one-off conversation with others is pervasive among the 

users of Soul. The uncertainty reduction theory can explain this phenomenon that when 

the two potential daters have enough information, and their uncertainty level is low, the 

rates of reciprocity gets lower, so does the motivations for them to communicate (ibid.). 

In the case of online dating, in order to continue and maintain communication, other 

communication strategies should be applied.   

 

Having a long term arrangement. Among the eleven interviewees, six respondents 

shared this long term arrangement strategy to maintain the relationships naturally. Both 

Answer (male) and Shawn (male) sent daily greetings including “Good Morning” and 

“Good Night ” every day. After sending out good morning, they will continue with daily 

life sharing, such as the events happened on the way to their work and the content of 

last night dreams. When the daily greetings become a habit, their relationships get more 

stable as they are addicted to the greets. Nine (female) successfully found a boyfriend 

via Soul. Her strategy was having an arrangement with her boyfriend that he came to 

tell a bedtime story every night. This arrangement for bedtime story lasted for two 

weeks, and later they met offline. She recognized the arrangement was an indispensable 

part of their relationship-building. Never (male) developed the relationship with his 

potential partner via telling stories. His partner asked if he could tell any crazy or 

exciting stories of himself, so he shared his personal experiences that happened during 

his graduate life. He thought the sharing of personal experiences is comfortable. For 

this reason, he adopted this action every day. Wind (female) had the online conversation 

with her partner for nearly one month, and during this month, their conversation was 

tedious with only several sentences one day. However, during the conversation, they 

knew each other’s date of birth. They agreed on the appointment that they would send 
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gifts for each other. After she selected one gift for the partner, the intimacy of 

communication content increased. 

 

In addition, except for the individuals’ spontaneous arrangement with each other, the 

function of “lighting the letters of ‘soulmate’” plays an essential role in relationship 

maintenance as the official account of Soul indicated that it would take six months to 

light the whole ‘soulmate’. The more significant number of and higher frequency of 

communication will increase the lightning speed. If the two partners light the whole 

letters of “soulmate”, they will be tied with private lovers’ space. This function 

motivates users to have more conversations and also leads to their proposed strategies 

to develop and maintain communication. Mountain (male), Shawn(male), and 

Wind(female) indicated that after meeting with their potential partners, they chose to 

continue chatting on Soul for lighting letters. They were curious about the rewards for 

lighting the whole letters. 

 

All of the individuals insisted that if they had a conversation with others for more than 

one month, they would be dependent on the partner because the daily conversation 

became a habit. It is difficult to get rid of the habit and dependence. Consequently, the 

strategy to have a sustained arrangement for a long time is helpful and useful, especially 

for those who have the intention to find a long term relationship with others. 

6.3 Differences including communication practices 

According to the hyperpersonal communication model, the receivers will form an 

idealized perception of others, and the online environment is anonymous and 

asynchronous, which empowers the online interactions (Walther, 2007). Generally, 

these idealized images are more desirable than the real self. CMC ensures the 

reallocation of cognitive resources, which results in the attention to the online social 

cues, like the spelling errors, the words, the formation. In offline meetings, people can 

observe body languages to determine the characteristics of the person, while these cues 

are nonexistent online. Moreover, since the communication modalities are different, the 

social norms differ from online to offline. For example, the individual can respond after 

thoughtful consideration, or they can choose to neglect and not to answer the questions 

that they do not desire to answer. Even if they were rejected by the daters for the request 
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for a date, they were able not to feel embarrassed because they do not know each other 

and there is no physical contact, which avoids the sting of in-person rejection. 

 

Difference in information processing. According to the social information processing 

theory, although CMC should have limited effects on the development of relationship, 

“CMC takes a great deal longer than FtF interaction to accomplish more than simple 

data transfer, especially, in some occasions when much needs to be discussed in a short 

time” (Walther, 1992, p.80). This situation occurs in an online dating environment. One 

of the interviewee, Never (male), established the couple’s relationship with the girl after 

six days when they were first matched. But when he had an offline meeting with the 

girl, their relationship broke because he found he could not accept the accent and the 

behaviors of the girl. Their relationship established based on the lack of understanding. 

He responded that even though Soul enlarged his social network in real life, the 

understanding process was quite long on Soul. 

 

Difference in communication patterns. The internet provides a large pool of access 

to the potential daters and matching algorithms to pair more romantically compatible 

partners from the start. Individuals seem to have more rights to choose their interested 

person. All of the interviews indicated that their social circles were small, so that Soul 

could expand their social circle. Besides, they can start the relationship from interests 

instead of economic status. When traditionally selecting daters, individuals will be 

more realistic. For example, when asked if there was any difference for him to choose 

a partner both online and offline, Shawn (male) expressed that he tended to acquire the 

partner’s information about appearance, social status, family background, and capacity 

while in an online environment, he paid more attention to the common hobbies and 

interests. He also addressed that the online relationship would be more intimate for him 

than offline dating. This finding is not only consistent with the hyperpersonal 

communication model that people would develop a more intimate relationship via CMC 

compared to FtF,  but also give a new understanding of dating communication patterns 

that users pay different characteristics of the potential partners between online and 

offline dating. 

 

Difference in communication attitudes. Online dating communication is a positive 

behavior, which means that users choose their partners by themselves. The internet 
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empowered individuals who gain autonomy from the online dating application. 

Compared with blind dating, online dating is more self-selected. Although the 

algorithm recommends the potential partners, users can choose to develop relations 

without concerns or social contacts as they are strangers. When having traditional 

dating, people will take others’ opinions and feelings into account as the daters might 

be introduced by their friends, family members as well as colleagues. The attitudes 

towards traditional dating are negative. For example, Chocolate (male) indicated that 

he did not like blind dating, which was passively arranged by his friends or family. He 

was able to find a partner by himself on Soul, which was a positive behavior. 

 

Nonetheless, the communication attitudes towards online dating are complicated as the 

interviewees are also worried about the truth and the deception of online dating. It is 

hard for them to distinguish the true and false of online daters despite their gut distinct. 

Five interviewees indicated their concerns about the deception via online dating. Even 

though they did believe they had more self-control in online dating communication, 

they were not willing to develop a long term relationship online. For example, Coco 

(female) said she would believe the daters introduced by her friends, but she did enjoy 

the feeling of online communicating with compatible strangers. On the other hand, 

online dating still has its social stigma. Chinese young people will associate online 

dating with the hook-up culture, which refers to the non-serious attitudes towards 

relationships. As Chocolate (male) signified that he would fell shameless if he 

introduced his girlfriend that he found online to his friends.   

 

Imagined others through online dating communication. One of the key argument of 

the hyperpersonal communication model is that the receivers will perceive an idealized 

image of the partners (Walther, 2007). That is to say, the online imagined others always 

differ from the real others. The lack of body languages, as well as the lack of nonverbal 

social cues,  will lead to the imagination for the personal characteristics both in the 

minds of receivers and the senders. Octopus (male) said:  

“FtF communication contains lots of extra information. I can get a tridimensional 

understanding of the person from her clothes, makeup, body behaviors, and her 

behaviors to others. However, it is challenging to acquire that information on Soul 

through voice chat or text chat.” 
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Besides, as analyzed in the part of self-presentation strategies, the senders intentionally 

select desirable information to present themselves, which is hard to be detected online 

unless they arranged an offline meeting. When the discrepancy between online 

imagined others and real others is vast, their relationships break up. There is no wonder 

that five interviewees gave their examples about the failures when they switched the 

modality from online to offline. 

 

Various social norms for online and offline dating. The social norms for online and 

offline dating vary. Firstly, online dating norms are more relaxed with less constraints, 

which is related to the anonymous nature of the internet. It is impossible to speak out 

some sensitive topics in real life instead of that it is easy to express their opinions online. 

Wind (female) and Nine (female) had the same opinion that since they did not have a 

physical meeting with the partners, there were no worries for the results. Nine said: 

“I am too shy to talk with others in real life, but I think I can speak out everything 

online. I am not sure if we would have a FtF meeting, so I have no worries to say 

anything.” 

 

Besides, communication through online dating can avoid embarrassing situations. This 

point was put forward by seven interviewees. According to the interviews data, the 

embarrassing situations include the silences during the conversation, the lack of 

communication topics, and the rejections by the daters. Among those embarrassing 

situations, the silence during the conversation is the most frequent one. Octopus (male), 

Mountains (male), Chocolate (male) and Coco (female) had the same fears for FtF 

meeting that they could not bear the silences during the conversation. In online dating 

communication, since the internet is asynchronous, it is acceptable to wait for the reply. 

Eggs (female) had concerns about lacking talking topics. She said: 

“The more we spend time online, the less we talk via FtF meeting. In FtF meeting, we 

cannot help use mobile phones.” 

 

6.4 Summary  

When the stranger encounters, they are subject to seek information to reduce their 

uncertainty about each other. There are three types of information-seeking strategies 
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through online dating communication, which are passive, interactive, and active 

strategies. In this research, interactive strategies, including self-disclosure and 

interrogation, are the most effective ways to seek information while passive strategies, 

including checking personal account and information-based triangulation are the most 

common ways to reduce uncertainty. The gut instinct that people detect the environment 

by their six sense is the followed common strategy. When using the interrogation 

strategy, users need to balance the degree of interrogation and self-disclosure as 

individuals may feel uncomfortable being interrogated by others. During the 

information seeking processing, the similarity between each other is one vital factor to 

influence the conversation, which is positively related to likings. That is why people 

are motivated to seek similarities and even produce similarities. Besides, online dating 

individuals tend to seek information about personal hobbies and interests first. 

 

The self-presentation strategies include planning for self-presentation, editing for self-

presentation, and adaptation to the characteristics of the partner. All of those strategies 

are enabled by the asynchronous and anonymous nature of the internet. Individuals 

have enough time to plan the content, setting an online character, editing the posts, and 

adapt to the characteristics of the partners to seek more common interests. Negative 

posts are rare, while posts about self-promotion are the most popular type. The self-

presentation strategies exist among the process of online dating communication: before 

the conversation, during the initial conversation and the developing of the relationship. 

 

When the uncertain is lower, the rates of reciprocity decrease. This phenomenon urges 

users to propose other communication strategies to develop relationships. Having a long 

term arrangement is an effective communication strategy to continue the relationship. 

Individuals promise with the partners to greet every day, tell bedtime stories every night, 

have voice calls every day and give gifts. These strategies are useful to maintain the 

relationship. Once users have a long term conversation, they will get used to it and 

continue the relationship. This strategy is particularly helpful for the daters who intend 

to find a long term relationship. 

 

When it comes to the differences between online and offline dating, the analysis is about 

the different communication practices on information processing, communication 

patterns, as well as communication attitudes, the imagined others vs. real-others, and 
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various social norms. Individuals tend to shape idealized perceptions about others 

which are disparate from the real offline images. Besides, online and offline dating have 

various social norms. On the one hand, online dating environment is more loose with 

fewer constraints. Individuals lack physical contact. On the other hand, users can avoid 

embarrassing situations. Those situations contain the silences during the conversation, 

the lack of communication topics, and the rejections by the daters. 
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7. Conclusion and discussion  

7.1 Conclusion  

In this research, there are two research questions. The first question, how people 

communicate through online dating application, Soul, is analyzed from three aspects, 

which are information seeking strategy, self-presentation strategy, and communication 

strategy for developing a long term relationship. 

 

According to the uncertainty reduction theory, at the initial stage of the interaction, 

individuals tend to reduce the uncertainty through information seeking strategies 

(Berger & Calabrese, 1975). The most common information seeking strategy is the 

passive strategy, including checking personal account and information-based 

triangulation. Every individual will check the personal account to acquire information 

before their conversation. This behavior presents the significance of the presentation of 

the personal account. Information-based triangulation occurs when individuals become 

friends on other social media. They are liable to compare posts in different media. The 

most effective strategy is the interactive strategy, including interrogation, self-

disclosure, and gut instinct. Although interrogation is effective, using interrogation 

needs to be carefully deliberated because individuals may feel uncomfortable being 

interrogated. It is essential to balance the relationship between interrogation and self-

disclosure. During the information seeking processing, personal hobbies, and interests, 

which can generate similarity and liking are the priority. 

 

Social information processing theory suggests that online users are motivated by the 

rewards to communicate and given enough time, they will acquire sufficient 

information through online social cues, which leads to CMC has the same function as 

FtF meeting (Walther,1992; Walther,2015). From this sense, online social cues are 

essential among the information seeking process. The interviews data partly support the 

proposition. An individual does pay attention to various online social cues, but the 

functions of CMC and FtF meeting are not the same. FtF meeting is more authentic 

than CMC communication. 

 

The hyperpersonal communication model stressed the traits of online users that they 
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would intentionally select information to present a positive online image (Walther, 1996; 

Walther, 2015). The self-presentation strategies include planning for self-presentation, 

editing for self-presentation, and adaptation to the characteristics of the partner. 

Individuals have adequate to plan, edit, and conceal their information thanks to the 

asynchronous and anonymous nature of the internet. 

 

In this research, the communication strategy to maintain a long term relationship is 

having a long term arrangement with the partners. The interviewees promised with each 

other to greet every day, tell bedtime stories every night, have voice calls every day, and 

give gifts. From the examples of the interviewees, the strategy to have a long term 

arrangement with each other is successful. Besides, the function of Soul facilitates the 

arrangement through lighting the letters of “soulmate”. 

 

The second question is what the differences between online and offline meeting are. 

This research question is answered from three aspects: different communication 

practices, imagined others vs. real-others and various social norms. 

 

Although social information processing theory does emphasize the vital role of online 

social cues, it also recognizes that the processing time is longer through CMC than FtF 

interaction. The interview data support this assumption. Individuals will spend more 

time to get to know their partners while the situation is different in FtF meeting. The 

FtF meeting is a more effective and reliable way of establishing a relationship.  

 

The hyperpersonal communication model proposes that the senders will have 

exaggerated impressions of others, which may derive from stereotyped perceptions of 

others personality characteristics (Walther, 2015). Besides, online and offline social 

cues are diverse. As a consequence, individuals’ perceptions differ from others’ real 

images. When it comes to social norms, since the internet is asynchronous, anonymous, 

intelligent, and public, online dating norms are more flexible than FtF meeting. The 

internet enlarges the possibility to find a partner and provides precise matching 

algorithms. Additionally, it is avoidable to suffer from embarrassing situations, 

including the silences during the conversation, the lack of communication topics, and 

the rejections by the daters. 



 70 

7.2 Discussion 

7.2.1 Theoretical and practical contributions 

The phenomenon of online dating is rapidly developing all over the world. Most 

academic research focuses on the self-presentation, the deception, risk management, 

and intimacy through online dating communication. The research on overall 

communication strategies to start, develop, and maintain online dating relationships is 

absent. So is the research on the difference between online and offline dating. 

Especially in China, academic research on online dating is scarce. Specifically, there is 

no Chinese academic research utilizing western communication theories to analyze 

Chinese online dating communication. As a consequence, this study sought to fill those 

voids by applying three western communication theories, uncertainty reduction theory, 

social information processing theory, and the hyperpersonal communication model, 

into Chinese online dating context. On the one hand, this research explored the 

communication strategies and the differences between online and offline dating based 

on those theories. On the other hand, this research also tested if those western theories 

were able to be applied to the Chinese context since the characteristics of Chinese and 

western people are different. According to the findings, those western theories can be 

applied to analyze Chinese online dating communication. 

 

The practical applications for this research are also apparent. This research presented 

effective communication strategies, which is helpful for both individuals and industries. 

For individuals, they can adopt those strategies in real life in order to increase the 

possibility of finding a successful relationship. They need to balance the relation 

between self-disclosure interrogation. It is essential to maintain their personal account. 

Posts contain more positive information may acquire more attention and more “like”s. 

Moreover, if individuals are fond of any potential partners, they can keep a long term 

promise with the partner to develop the relationship. For the industries, online dating 

services can update more functions to help users to start and develop conversations. For 

example, companies can provide more rewards for the long term arrangement function 

as this function do enhance success. 
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7.2.2 Limitations and suggestions for future research 

First of all, the number of interviewees in this research is small, and they are self-

selected. The representative of this research cannot be ensured. The strategies for those 

self-selected respondents who are more active may not apply to passive users. The 

number of male respondents is higher than the number of female respondents, which 

are biased. If there is any difference between female and male users using 

communication strategies is not sure. In order to produce research has theoretical 

stringency, more interviewees should be recruited, and the gender proportion also needs 

to be considered. 

 

Second, the research question about communication strategies is answered from three 

aspects. Since the number of interviewees is limited, there may be more communication 

strategies applied in online dating. This limitation also applies to the second research 

question. The differences between online and offline dating not only include two 

aspects, although the points of various social norms and imagined others vs. real others 

are the only findings in the data. More data can also resolve this limitation. Furthermore, 

the coding of the data may need to be checked to identify the accurate of the coding. 

For example, the research may unconsciously omit some data, which can cause 

incomplete categorizations.   

 

Last, in the media and communication area in China, academic research about online 

dating is rare. That is to say, there are lots of research can be conducted in the Chinese 

context. For example, which aspects can influence the modality switching from online 

to offline is interesting. The roles played by the technology to facilitate the 

communication need to be considered. Individuals expect to use online dating services 

for specific goals. Then how online dating platforms can update their functions to 

increase effective communications? Except for the user’ communication strategies, 

different digital platforms have their strategies to facilitate users’ communication. The 

communication strategies from the perspective of the platform can be researched in the 

future. 

 

Besides, from the media psychology perspective, what the effects of online dating 

application on users are also meaningful. The effects on the cognitions, behaviors, and 
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attitudes can be explored for future research. To a certain extent, the research from 

media psychology perspective cannot only enrich academic research but also promote 

the industry to update their services. On the other hand, the strategies to eliminate the 

stigma are interesting for future research. One interviewee, Chocolate indicated that it 

was still not a good thing to talk about online dating in China. That is because online 

dating is related to deceptions and hook-up culture, so the research on how to eliminate 

online dating’ s stigma via communication strategies applied by the technology and 

individuals has possible meanings.  

 

In this research, the researcher touch upon the surface of the different communication 

patterns of online and offline dating due to the limited research resource. For future 

research, researchers can focus on the specific and precise communication patterns. In 

general, future research about online dating in Chinses context has bright prospects. 
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Appendix 

The list of questions for the semi-structured interview 

Where do you get the information about Soul? 

Why do you use Soul instead of other social media or online dating platforms? 

When did you start to use Soul? 

What is the frequency of using it? 

Why do you use it? 

Why using a dating application and not seek a partner in a traditional way? 

Do you find a dater on Soul? 

Do you have any fears about using Soul? If yes, what kinds of fears? 

How can you build your self-representation on Soul? 

When using Soul, do you use the “matching” button? Why?  

What will you do when being matched with others? 

When being matched with others, do you initially start the conversion? Why? 

What kinds of topics/sentences do you use to start the conversion? 

What kinds of information about the daters do you want to know? Why? 

How can you get those information through communication? any examples? 

How can you acquire information about your partner on Soul besides the text 

communication? 

What will you do after the conversion? 

What kinds of strategies do you use to continue the relationship? 

How do you try to detect and protect themselves from deception? 

What is the difference between online communication on Soul and face-to face 

communication? 

In what situation, will you makes a relationship graduate from online to an offline 

meeting? 

How do you try to learn about the culture and norms that guides interaction on the 

platform?  

Is there different norms online? 
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