The Price of Dating Services

I’ll never forget having breakfast one morning with my friend Paul. Paul, in his mid-thirties at the time and living in the San Francisco Bay Area was frustrated. He’d been on several Match.com (Match) dates and was down to his last viable option. “After this, I’m done,” declared Paul. “This is the last date.” Paul has been married to that last date for over a year now.

Last August, Heather married John. Craig proposed to Anna last spring. Dennis and Megan moved in together. They’re all Match.com (Match) poster children, and roughly $30.00 for a one-month subscription was a paltry price to pay for their current happiness.

It’s hard to say what keeps two people together. According to its web site, even Yahoo Personals (Yahoo) doesn’t claim to know how chemistry works. But one thing is for certain. Without the dating service, there would not have been a meeting—that first date that ends all dates and begins a relationship. 

From the ages of 26 to 30, I had my profile on Match. And while I did not meet my current boyfriend through a dating service, I have no regrets. I did, however, have an addiction to perpetually checking my email at all hours. Hey, it gets lonely out there. Those of you who have been single for any stretch of time know exactly what I mean.

Of course nothing is for free, except maybe a seven-day trial. Dating comes with a price. Which means dating services come with two prices: the usual emotional toll that dating brings and the actual cost of the service. But doesn’t everyone have to pay some kind of price while searching, waiting, and wishing?

Some of the most popular dating services, such as eHarmony, Match, Yahoo, Planet-Out, It’s Just Lunch (IJL), Table for Six Adventures, and a host of speed dating options, provide us with selection. If only it felt more natural, we grumble, and not like a catalog. But we can’t seem to meet quality people in bars. (Somehow quality didn’t always matter in our early to mid twenties—ahh the freedom of youth and its friend carelessness!)

Some who are reluctant to try dating services say one is “buying” a date. Not true. What you are actually buying is exposure—exposure beyond one’s circle of friends, beyond the holiday parties and barbeques and well beyond the local drinking establishments. In effect, dating services can create a pseudo-venue much like the downtown house parties at which we mingle and bump into each other over the months, winking, ice-breaking, ignoring, and stepping outside for fresh air. 

Should you desire this exposure, current pricing depends upon three factors: your pocket book, your level of readiness and/or desperation for a mate, and your preferred venue. 

“How I feel about the cost depends on the result at the time,” says a single, 37-year-old woman. “When I don’t have much luck or activity from the online dating site I feel it’s a waste of money. When I have better luck or activity, of course I feel it’s a good value compared to going out to bars and spending money on alcohol.”

“The cost was reasonable. I ended up with six free dinners out of it and a lifetime of great stories about the men I was on dates with,” says one thirty-three-year-old woman, who met her fiancé on Match.

A middle-aged Sacramento man claims that the cost is “unfavorable.” Although now in a relationship, he has found that most of his dates resulted from meeting through friends or by chance.

	Services
	1 Month
	3 Months
	6 Months
	Bonus Services

	eHarmony*
	
	
	
	

	Match.com
	29.99
	16.99
	12.99
	---

	Planet Out
	
	
	
	

	Yahoo Personals
	24.95
	16.65
	12.40
	Free 7-day Trial


“We want to get you out there, get you exposed,” said one membership consultant for Table for Six Adventures. Face-to-face dating services such as Table for Six Adventures and IJL provide a more filtered venue for those truly serious about finding a life partner. 

And exposure’s price is significant with some dating services. After a 10-minute phone conversation, the consultant at Table for Six Adventures was willing to give me the bottom line. $3,000.00 a year. Mouth agape, I continued to listen. What I learned is that this dating service offers much more than the typical online experience. 

As one may guess, Table for Six brings together six people for dinner, all of whom have common interests and desires. $3,000.00 guarantees a person as many Table for Six experiences that are available to fit one’s dating criteria. This price also includes twelve one-on-one dates and 15-20 adventures, which are group events such as rock climbing, hiking, skeet shooting, etc. And if all the activities aren’t enough to entice you, 80% of Table for Six Adventures’ clients are in a relationship after just four months. 

	Dating Services
	1 Year
	Membership Benefits

	It’s Just Lunch

“Dating for busy professionals”
	$1,500.00
	· 14 dates minimum, guaranteed

· Ability to “freeze” membership at any time

	Table for Six Total Adventures

“The dating experts for busy single professionals.”
	$3,000.00
	· 12 dates minimum, guaranteed

· As many Table for Six dinners as available

· Between 14 and 20 Total Adventures

· Ability to “freeze” membership at any time


The above information was acquired from offices located in Sacramento, California. Prices may vary.

However, if your pocket book is not so padded, another option is IJL, which encapsulates its purpose with the slogan, “Dating for busy professionals.” Not surprisingly, time is money, and many will pay to have the vast selection of potentials whittled down to those few who might actually ‘click.’ After speaking with a member consultant for IJL, I learned that $1,500.00 for the year will guarantee you 14 dates, arranged at a local restaurant, completely confidentially. Only first names are shared and the restaurants are partners with IJL, so there are no awkward moments in the restaurant waiting area. “Uh Joe? Joe with It’s Just Lunch? Please go to the hostess podium. Your date is here.”

Both of these services involve an extensive initial interview as well as ongoing interviews to further explore if the dates selected are meeting one’s criteria and to make adjustments as needed. Additionally, both offer the option to freeze a membership should a client find a special someone to date exclusively for a while without wanting to forfeit money and/or experiences. Finally, both have payment plan options and take credit cards. 
Like most purchases, the amount one is willing to pay often determines the quality. According to Singles Scene, an IJL publication, “Nearly 95% [of clients] have college degrees, 50% have a graduate degree; and many are lawyers, doctors, bankers and business executives.” 

Yet, this access to quality leads one to question if varying prices among dating services create a dating elitism that separates the working man from the “professional”? If so, this elitism is the natural selection of the dating services world; it is a natural selection predicated on access, which is often predicated on money. Of course, this is nothing new. Social Darwinism has always favored someone over another, whether for looks, money, talent, or (heaven help the average people), all three. Having been a teacher, I certainly considered myself a professional, but not one that could necessarily fork out thousands of dollars for a pre-arranged lunch. Thus, I was eliminated from that dating pool and forced to find another place to swim. Let’s just hope it’s not the bottom of the bowl. 

Consideration of this elitism proffers another side too. Free dating web sites will most likely attract people who do not choose to, or who cannot afford to pay for exposure. This implies, of course, an unstable economic situation (Get a job!) or a lack of seriousness about meeting someone for a relationship (No, I don’t want to have IM sex with you!). Thus, those looking for Mr. or Ms. Right, might infer that it’s not worth the “price” paid in lost time searching for quality.

After all, once one’s paycheck predetermines the dating possibilities, isn’t it really about choices, standards, and desire? While two nights of dining out or going for drinks could not pay for a year membership to some dating services, it could easily pay for a month of most online subscriptions. 

“Match.com was my first choice five years ago. At that time there were only a few options for online dating. Because Match.com wouldn’t let you do much without paying, I found they had a higher class of people to choose from than Yahoo personals,” says one single, thirty-eight year-old woman who has used Match on and off for five years.

So, what does all this talk of cost add up to? That I can’t say. It’s only of value to those who press forward with the optimism of Sex & the City’s Charlotte. It’s meaningful to the few who don’t give up despite the long walk alone to the car at the close of a fruitless evening, the unreturned phone call, or the disappointing kiss.

But if your hope is all but tapped, consider it this way. Dating is an opportunity for self-reflection and reexamination. What I learned after a decade of dating and short relationships, via traditional methods and online dating services, was the difference between what I wanted and what I needed. Thanks to online dating, I was forced to write a paragraph about myself and about the man I envisioned. This can be a daunting task, one that some take too lightly (I can attest to reading many vague and canned descriptions of people).

What I discovered is that the profile I wrote at 26 read differently than the one I wrote at 30. I could not have predicted that my descriptions would be revised countless times, each date redefining what I was looking for and forcing me to better articulate just who I thought I was and who I needed. But this is not easy. It requires courage, openness, effort, determination, and inevitable willingness to grow.

Said one single 27-year-old woman, “Honestly, you have to learn what you really want, and deconstruct all that bull**** about who you are supposed to be with. If you can keep an open mind, you might find someone who you never would have crossed paths with, and who knows you better than your family.”
And if you happen to meet your next love, it’s worth every penny.

* eHarmony only offers pricing information to those who complete the free personality profile.

	Like
	Dislike

	In my (limited) experience, the bar dating scene is very formulaic and based mainly on outer appearances and pre-approved small-talk topics.  With Match.com, I could spend some time writing out a "mission statement", throw in some humor—which comes across completely differently when read as opposed to being spoken—and get some "good" photos on there.  If the ladies don't like what they see, at least I don't have to spend $50 on cocktails to find that out at the end of the night. 
	I feel that online dating is geared more for women than men. I only say that because after talking to some of my female friends, I hear that they get an average of ten to 30 hits (winks, emails) a week compared to my two or so every month or two…It’s almost like shoe shopping.

	I'd rather pay the 30-something bucks a month. It beats spending the money on liquid courage at the bars. Besides, at least on Match I don't run the risk of going home with someone I will regret in the morning. "Don't say a prayer for me now, save it ‘til the morning after."
	Be honest if you are looking for 'love'—sheesh. I have met people who forgot to mention they were on the rebound. Hey. that is what we can do...create a rebound website!  YES!

	I like that fact that online dating gives shy people a chance at meeting other people they would never have met otherwise. Not everyone can easily go up to a stranger and just start talking, but an online “wink” is easy.
	It sucks when they [men] look at my profile and don’t wink back. It’s a small blow to the self-esteem. That’s why I think Match needs a middle finger button for those occasions. Sometimes I’m tempted to write, ‘What? You don’t want this?’ but I chicken out.

	The funny thing was, after I started going out on dates, I got to meet all of their friends, which potentially exposed me to other dating possibilities—once I got past that initial hurdle of meeting and going out with the fairer sex, it opened a lot of doors, dating-wise.
	[Online dating] feels totally artificial and contrived. Women can easily weed me out, without spending any time to know who I really am apart from my looks. That and people use photos that are five years, 40 pounds, and two haircuts out of date.”

	Two major features I like about Match are the ‘delete’ and ‘block’ buttons. Too bad they don’t offer those in bars.
	I didn't like cruising the men's profiles. Perhaps that is passive, but I wanted someone to actually seek me out after reading my kooky profile, not just wink at me after I found him.

	I liked that you were on an even playing field, and you knew the other person was also "looking." Otherwise, you find yourself attracted to people who are involved.
	What I didn’t like was hundreds of emails and winks from total losers.

	Despite some really bad experiences—broken heart from un-returned love, failed engagement—I have no regrets. I feel I have grown by being exposed to such a diverse set of individuals through online dating. One date may talk about Botticelli, while the next prefers discussing how an engine works. And through all of them, I have found new interests such as travel, art, literature, and more.
	Overall, my experience has been in between--I've never met The One or even any reasonable candidates for The One.  I have met a couple of playmates and one really good friend.  I have also met some girls who were supremely ill suited for me.  I have met one (now) good friend but overall the time and money were wasted as far as getting me back to the married life.

	Some of the best relationships occur with people who are just friends, and then that sparks something special. I went for a girl (my wife now) whose didn’t even post a picture, her values, likes/dislikes, and goals intrigued me, and this worked out really well for me.    
	Online dating in your late thirties for females is like entering the dating Bermuda Triangle. This last eight months has not been a good experience. At my age, I’m only being “browsed” by much older men. Men my age seem to look for women in their early thirties…Thus I have given up on online dating for a while.


Online Dating Likes and Dislikes: The voices of the people.
