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   Foreword by Richard Münch   

 It might be assumed that modern online dating markets correspond better to the 
ideal, free matching type of supply and demand than offl ine dating markets do and 
that they are less subject to socio-structural restrictions. Based on a set of empirical 
studies, Andreas Schmitz proves that this assumption is not tenable. The practices 
involved in online dating depend to a great extent on the user’s socio-structural posi-
tion and the habitus associated herewith. Throughout this work, it is shown that 
online dating is largely determined by offl ine structures, (dis)positions, and prac-
tices of positioning. 

 Andreas Schmitz provides a suitable theoretical explanation for this empirical 
fi nding that is based on Pierre Bourdieu’s relational sociology. According to this 
approach, the socio-structural position of an agent corresponds to dispositions com-
prising cognition, preference formation, and agency. The relation between two 
agents’ (dis)positions within the social space is constitutive for interaction pro-
cesses. This is not only confi rmed within the framework of online dating, which is 
demonstrated by the empirical analyses of observational and survey data – in fact, 
these factors are actually  reinforced  in this digital partner market. 

 It is a special achievement of the author to have provided us with such a broad 
and profound empirical basis and its comprehensive, extensive, and detailed theo-
retical explanation, methodological clarifi cation, and methodical illustration. 
Hence, a work has been created on the subject of online dating that sets new stan-
dards and signifi cantly advances research from a theoretical, methodological, and 
empirical point of view. Research on partner markets and partner choice will not be 
able to get around this innovation. 

 The book proceeds along a systematic structure. The core element of the theo-
retical argumentation is the development of a relational theory of mating based on 
Bourdieu, which is compared to the paradigm of ‘Mate Choice as Agency in 
Structures’ (MAS), in order to improve the latter’s potential for understanding and 
extending the relational structuration of couple emergence. In a very convincing 
manner, the author develops a relational theory of mating processes, while at the 
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same time offering an equally convincing interpretation of MAS as an analytical 
subcategory of a relational theory of mating. 

 The empirical studies demonstrate the different aspects of societal structuration 
of the dating market, namely, its chance structure, mating preferences, mating strat-
egies, and processes of  reciprocal classifi cations . The analyses are based on process 
and survey data and are carried out applying both traditional and innovative quanti-
tative techniques. They offer abundant empirical evidence for the assumptions of a 
Bourdieusian theory of mate choice. The conclusion combines the lines of argu-
mentation and develops a perspective on online dating as a digitally  unifi ed and 
unifying market of symbolic goods . This work convinces with its extremely high 
standard of theoretical refl ection and the very close linkage of theory and empirical 
analysis and takes a substantial step forward for the theory and empirical analysis of 
mating processes.  

 Professor Emeritus of Sociology (University of Bamberg)    Richard     Münch    

Foreword by Richard Münch
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  Pref ace   

 “You are doing research on Online Dating? Oh – how interesting!” I often heard 
statements like these whenever I revealed the  area of application  of my research. 
Whereas it is a pleasant feeling to receive attention for one’s activities, I never really 
understood the enthusiasm by media folks and some of my colleagues regarding the 
mere fact of digitalized ways of fi nding one’s partner. Of course, the realm of love, 
intimacy, and togetherness has always been relevant for our personal and social 
lives. Also, still today, the Internet might be seen by some as an entirely new  fait 
social  which turns society on its head and forces us to call not only our stock of 
knowledge but even our ways of assessment into question. Considering these two 
things together, online dating in itself probably makes the impression of a fascinat-
ing peculiarity. Yet, the idea behind this book grew on different considerations. 

 Whereas some social scientists tend to throw their analytical toolbox overboard 
and feel compelled to develop completely new approaches in the light of a seem-
ingly new phenomenon, others rather treat the web as new bottles for an old wine. 
When analyzing digital partner markets, most research is based on an individualistic 
epistemology. There is, however, not only a notable dominance of individualistic 
and rationalist approaches to online dating. The fi eld of family sociology and  mate 
choice  is thoroughly dominated by a rationalist and individualist paradigm. This is 
not to say that this paradigm per se is problematic or to be rejected, but – as long as 
one sees theoretical and methodological pluralism as sociology’s strength rather 
than as its stigma – one must diagnose a certain analytical impoverishment in the 
fi eld. To ground one’s research on the “micro-macro-distinction,” the “actor- 
structure- dichotomization,” and, ultimately, within the analytical framework of 
Coleman’s “bathtub” is a plausible and surely legitimate approach. However, it is by 
no means the only axiomatic system within the fi eld of modern social sciences. 

 The idea behind this work was to make a contribution to the fi eld of mating theo-
ries, by proposing and developing a  relational  approach. Whereas relation has 
always been a constitutive for sociological reasoning (one need only think of Karl 
Marx, Georg Simmel, or Norbert Elias), it is in the last decades that relational soci-
ology as a modern framework emerged and consolidated. There are great many 
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approaches of modern relational social sciences such as the works of Michel 
Foucault, Harrison White, Neil Fligstein, Douglas McAdam, and – in a certain 
sense – Peter Hedström. Whereas these and other authorities benefi t from specifi c 
theoretical conceptions and methodological implementations of ‘relationality’ in 
their particular interpretations, the most consistent modern variety of relational rea-
soning can be found in the works of Pierre Bourdieu and the many further develop-
ments of his successors. 

 In empirical terms, throughout this book I try to accomplish a modest goal. I 
want to make the small argument that ‘structure’ in a relational sense can (and from 
a Bourdieusian viewpoint: must) be located within the agents and their practices 
themselves. This insight will be regarded as more or less worthy of discussion 
according to the readers’ personal and paradigmatic background. But the evidence 
of structured partner choice, in a sphere seemingly less affected by structures known 
from the offl ine world, may make relational sociology a dialog partner for general 
partner market sociology and family sociology. 

 In a broader context, relational sociology, for example, providing us with the 
concept of habitus, addresses several modern developments within the individualist 
paradigm to correct its analytical blind spots. This consideration might reveal a con-
nection between rational action theories and relational sociology. This is not to say 
that the instruments of habitus-fi eld theory could be reduced to an individualist and 
rationalist framework. On the contrary, from the viewpoint of habitus theory, mod-
els of (bounded) rational choice are empirical and theoretical special cases of a 
general theory of practices. The same applies to the logical relation between con-
cepts such as preferences-dispositions, market-fi eld, exchange-reciprocal classifi ca-
tion, etc. 

 Demonstrating the genuine structuration of dating site users, their habitus, prac-
tices, and interactions may be seen as unsatisfying for someone who wants to test 
different hypotheses or even theories against each other. For example, it might be an 
interesting question (from a very specifi c scientifi c viewpoint!) to test ‘Bourdieusian’ 
vs rational choice predictions. However, one must ask how it might be even possible 
to directly (a) test theories at all and, even if one could do it, how (b) to realize such 
a test within a  common  statistical model that, for example, holds the causal impact 
of the “Bourdieusian” variable (lifestyle?) constant for the effect of an independent 
variable which could be associated with rational choice (education?). 

 Such discussions may tacitly suggest to the reader that the analysis of partner 
markets could only be led using quantitative models. This, of course, would be 
wrong from (virtually) any sociological viewpoint. Apart from the fact that the dis-
tinction in quantitative and qualitative methods itself already represents a logical 
problem, the dichotomization between qualitative and quantitative data and analysis 
is – from a relational perspective – pointless. However, in order to strike up a con-
versation with mate choice theorists, who clearly prefer quantitative empirical 
 analysis also throughout this book, a strong emphasis was put on quantitative mod-
eling, whereas qualitative information is only used here and there. 

 Within the quantitative framework applied throughout this book, several restric-
tions were made. Regarding dyadic classifi cation, processes were not modeled in a 
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dynamic way (although possible via longitudinal fi nite mixture modeling), and no 
hypotheses were tested (although possible via restricted fi nite mixture modeling). 
Such extensions, however, may well be applied in further research. More severely, I 
reluctantly decided to remove the parts on fi eld-theoretical implications, for the 
sake of the visibility of my main arguments. As a matter of fact, a future project 
should focus on mobilizing a Bourdieusian generalized theory of fi elds for the con-
ceptualization and analysis of mating processes. Despite these and other severe 
restrictions of this work, my hope is that this book represents a small contribution to 
the fi eld of partner market research.  

  Bonn, Germany     Andreas     Schmitz     
Spring 2016

Preface
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    Chapter 1   
 Introduction                     

          Online dating is sometimes seen as differing from traditional mating contexts by a 
relativized relevance of structures familiar from the offl ine world. Seemingly, the 
users of dating sites fi nd themselves in a sphere with fewer institutional, geographi-
cal, temporal, social, or normative restrictions, thus being enabled to realize their 
preferences and make their choices comparatively less affected by immediate dis-
torting structural conditions. Whereas the internet in general and online dating in 
particular may be seen as a playground  par excellence  for analysis based on rational 
choice theories and methodologies, this introductory chapter motivates a 
Bourdieusian approach to (digital) partner markets. 

 The internet and social media have cemented their position as an integral part of 
society and our everyday lives. While no longer extraordinary for most of our 
everyday practices, such as acquiring information, communicating, or shopping 
online, searching for a partner on the web still seems to constitute a particular chal-
lenge for the modern Western conception of mating and intimacy, which is essen-
tially grounded in ideas of romantic love, spontaneity, and ‘destiny’. Nevertheless, 
today, fi nding a partner online is a relevant phenomenon in quantitative terms. 
Online dating and matchmaking services are used by a great number of people 
around the world, as multiple international studies have shown (see Hogan et al. 
 2011 ; Ben- Zeʾēv  2004 ; Schmitz et al.  2011 ). Whether these specifi c indicators are 
exact or not, it can be asserted without question that fi nding a partner online is any-
thing but a peripheral social matter. On the contrary, it represents a “signifi cant 
trend in modern courtship” (Illouz and Finkelmann  2009 : 414), a trend which is 
likely to experience a further increase in relevance, given the growing availability 
of stationary and mobile internet access. 

 It comes, then, as no surprise to fi nd that in recent years scientists have invested 
considerable effort in analyzing this modern social and technological manifestation 
of the ‘perennial’ subjects of intimacy, love, relationships, and marriage. Regarding 
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judgments of a general societal nature, some social scientists praise the potential of 
the digital partner market for the allocation of romantic love and happiness (cp. 
Whitty  2008 : 1837; Finkel et al.  2012 : 49). The web in general and online dating in 
particular are seen as providing free access to the rest of the world for everyone, 
thus not only relativizing the offl ine restrictions of time and space, but also poten-
tially transcending social barriers. Others paint a rather gloomy picture of the online 
dating phenomenon. They tend to see it as an intrusion of market logics into the last 
and most intimate sphere, thus constituting a rationalist threat to romantic authen-
ticity (cp. Illouz  2007 ; Žižek  2010 ; Wetzel  2013 ). 

 Nevertheless, online dating is particularly appealing for the traditional sociology 
of mate choice, which sees in this modern partner market an innovative tool for the 
assessment of established research questions: the character and impact of mating 
preferences; mating strategies; individual success and failure in mating; and assor-
tative mating, the supra-individual consequences on the partner market and ulti-
mately on the societal level. From this perspective, online dating can help to answer 
long-standing questions by analyzing the data and the specifi c social constellations 
of users searching for a mate online, information which was unavailable or inacces-
sible in traditional offl ine partner markets. In particular, the observability of a mass 
of people explicitly looking for a partner, people who furthermore are encountering 
one another for the fi rst time, constitutes a promising methodological basis for part-
ner choice research. It does not surprise that scientists essentially approach the 
sphere of digital mating markets equipped with the theoretical and methodological 
concepts they acquire in the course of their scientifi c socialization. The observation 
which primarily motivates this work is the fact that research on online dating – just 
like research on traditional mating processes, for all their differences – is strongly 
dominated by an individualistic mode of thought. There are many studies from the 
perspective of psychology or communication sciences which, for example, attempt 
to deduce strategies for online dating from the personalities of the users in question, 
or to trace their success on the partner market back to psychological characteristics. 
In a similarly epistemological vein, most genuine sociological approaches to online 
dating are characterized by an explicit individualistic perspective. This manifests 
itself perhaps most clearly in the widespread and widely unquestioned terms of 
 mate choice , leading to a model of a (more or less) rational actor confronted with 
choice opportunities external to him or her. 

 The vast majority of traditional offl ine research applies a strict dichotomization 
between actor and structure. This dichotomization between structure and subject, 
and between choice and opportunities, is also the paradigmatic premise of most 
research on dating phenomena. ‘Structure’ in mate choice research is widely consid-
ered to be the mere opportunities of choice. In this context, the structuralistic con-
cept of the ‘Blau space’ (McPherson  1983 : 519–532) is sometimes used as structural 
complement to individualistic choice models. From this point of view, online dating 
is no more than a “new approach to study […] issues of opportunity structure and 
individual preferences” (Blossfeld  2009 : 526). This has led many researchers to 
investigate the users’ preferences and to focus on individual choices rather than on 
structure. The traditional dichotomization between actor and structure has yielded 
countless analytical insights for online mate choice research (Caspi and Gorski 
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 2006 ; Ellison et al.  2006 ; Hancock et al.  2007 ; Lee  2008 ; Fiore et al.  2010 ; Hitsch 
et al.  2010a ,  b ; Skopek  2011 ; Skopek et al.  2011a ,  b ; Zillmann et al.  2011 ; Rosenfeld 
and Thomas  2012 ; Hertog  2012 ; Lin and Lundquist  2013 ; Portaca and Mills  2013 ; 
Zillmann et al.  2013 ). 

 However, the structural element of mating processes is systematically reduced to 
an analysis of the choice opportunities of individual actors, resting on the assump-
tion that in the digital partner market structural mechanisms are relativized or can 
be controlled by design (e.g. Lin and Lundquist  2013 : 188). Relying on offl ine 
research tradition and focusing on structure in this sense leads to ignoring structure 
in other possible senses: Class structures, mental structures, normative structures, 
cultural structures, structures of actors, etc. are assigned a secondary role, if at all, 
and, in most analyses, neglected in favor of the explanatory primacy of the subject 
exercising its free will. In doing so, the latent and indirect relations between differ-
ent subjects, their differential societal positions, and different and differentiating 
practices are systematically put in the background in favor of the analytical starting 
point of the individual actor. These conceptual blind-spots in contemporary empiri-
cal research on mating processes can be seen as an individualistic bias, or  a rela-
tional defi cit in the research on relationships  in modern partner market research. 

 The approach of this work is to accomplish an objectivizing “epistemological 
break” (Bourdieu  1990 : 26) from the individualistic partner choice perspective, by 
putting an emphasis on the relational implications of couple formation. This work 
sees online dating as embodying an exemplary opportunity for such further devel-
opment of the very theorization and conceptualization of mating processes them-
selves. The fact that a new context for mating and dating has emerged in the last two 
decades could thus represent the starting point for further development of mating 
theory itself. 

 Within the fi eld of the social science, ‘structure’ has a wider notion and is not 
necessarily thought of as being external to the individual actor and his actions (e.g. 
Durkheim  1964 ; Parsons  1937 ; Bourdieu  1977 ; Münch  1987 ; Adloff and Wacquant 
 2015 ; Schmitz et al.  2016 ). The approach proposed in this book, however, is not to 
lapse into the other extreme by simply proclaiming a “structural turn” in partner 
market research. Refl ecting on mate choice theories, Skopek ( 2011 : 295) postulates 
a stronger  integration  of structure and individual explanations in partner choice 
research. Essentially, we agree with the critique of the individualist perspective on 
the limited analytical value of mere structural explanations for mating processes, 
for example regarding the structuralist approach of Peter Blau ( 1977 ,  1984  et al.). 
Therefore, an intermediating,  relational  approach will be developed in this work. 

 Pierre Bourdieu is the most prominent proponent of relational sociology in con-
temporary social sciences. Whereas the issue of relationality has experienced a 
remarkable upturn in the fi eld of social sciences in the last decades, Bourdieu’s 
implementation of relational reasoning is presumably the most consequent one. 
Like adherents of the individualistic partner choice paradigm, he criticizes the tradi-
tion of structuralism in the social sciences, but he also systematically relates the 
structural traditions of the social sciences to individualistic conceptions of action 
and praxis. The starting point of his approach is to transcend the fundamental para-
digmatic distinctions in the social sciences, such as those between ‘subject’ vs. 
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‘structure’ or ‘micro’ vs. ‘macro’. In place of subject and structure, Bourdieu devel-
ops relational concepts such as ‘habitus’, ‘practice’ and ‘fi eld’, which emphasize the 
structural implications of subjective phenomena as well as the subjective dimension 
of structural phenomena. Whereas his concept of “genetic structuralism” (Bourdieu 
 1989 : 19) is usefully applied nowadays in the most diverse research contexts, he 
never developed a systematic concept of partner markets and mating phenomena. 
As there is also little research based on the works of Bourdieu systematically con-
ceptualizing processes of mating, this work is dedicated to developing a sociology 
of mating which mobilizes the concepts developed by Bourdieu. 

 For this purpose, the predominant model of  partner choice as agency in struc-
tures  will be systematically extended to a relational model of  structures within part-
ner choice . In doing so, this work builds on key works by Blossfeld (Blossfeld 
 1995a ,  b ,  2009 ), Blossfeld and Timm ( 1997 ,  2003 ), Blossfeld and Drobnič ( 2001 ), 
Kalmijn ( 1991 ,  1994 ,  1998 ), Kalmijn and Flap ( 2001 ), Mare ( 1991 ), and 
Oppenheimer ( 1988 ), who have made considerable advances in offl ine partner mar-
ket research with their numerous empirical studies and the underlying coherent indi-
vidualistic conceptualization of partner choice. 

 The rationale for choosing the context of an online dating platform is that, at fi rst 
sight, it constitutes the ideal playground for the theories of partner choice and part-
ner market. Conventional offl ine partner markets (like schools, nightclubs, or per-
sonal networks) as usually analyzed by empirical research represent strongly 
structured social spheres. Not everyone frequents the same nightclub, schools are 
segregated by education, mating in an academic context has its own norms, and so 
on. In consequence, the objective constitution of a couple and the subjective devel-
opment of reciprocal feelings can be traced back to the structural impacts of institu-
tional settings, geographic characteristics, and normative standards to a large extent. 
It is thus quite natural that recent individualistic partner choice research sees online 
dating markets as comparatively  unaffected  by such structural impacts. Many mate 
choice theorists share the view that the users of a dating site can effi ciently realize 
their personal preferences, as the barriers of geography or social class and the risk 
of contravening normative rules or third party expectations are lessened by design. 
Observed practices on a dating site are then interpreted as being driven by the indi-
vidual intentions, preferences and rational choices (e.g. Fiore and Donath  2005 ; Lee 
 2008 ; Rosenfeld and Thomas  2012 ). This individual and rational perspective is also 
constitutive for the public discourse and the self-presentation of dating companies. 
Online dating platforms are designed for the very purpose of effi cient partner 
choice: “I think we can help people fi nd choice and make better choices” (an 
employee of an American dating site interviewed by Roscoe and Chillas  2014 : 806). 
Apparently, online dating represents a  prime example  for the application of indi-
vidualistic partner choice research, which makes use of the traditions of rational 
choices theories, exchange theories, and market theories. 

 At the same time, however, the analysis of a digital partner market allows partner 
market research to assess the structural dimension of mating dispositions, practices, 
interactions, and outcomes, by using the seemingly  least likely case  of effects and 
manifestations of structural implications of mating processes. If, therefore, a 
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Bourdieusian view of this phenomenon offers analytical insight, it might also be 
worth including it in the canon of the sociology of offl ine mating, dating, marriage, 
etc. Thus, the objective of this study is to elaborate the principles of a Bourdieusian 
theory of mating and to thereby enrich the fi eld of mate choice theories. 

 To fulfi ll these research perspectives, our line of reasoning is as follows: 
Mobilizing classical sociological theories, we will argue in Chapter   2     that the emer-
gence of digital dating practices can be seen as a manifestation of different modern-
ization processes that give ‘market’ and ‘individual choice’ their empirical 
signifi cance in today’s Western societies. The chapter then outlines the basic forms 
and principles of online dating. Furthermore, the signifi cance of this subject area 
will be elaborated by providing quantitative evidence of its societal prevalence, with 
an emphasis on the Western world in general and Germany in particular. 
Subsequently, an overview of the different kinds of scientifi c reception of online 
dating will be given, ranging from general societal diagnoses to analytical 
approaches of mate choice theorists. It will be shown that online dating research is 
essentially characterized by the strong infl uence of individualistic and rationalist 
theories. 

 Chapter   3     starts with a clarifi cation of the meaning of the term ‘partner market’, 
due to the fact that there is both little systematic conceptualization of the partner 
market in empirical research (Schwartz  2013 : 464) and of the basic term ‘market’ 
itself in sociology as a whole. Deriving a Weberian concept of the market as a com-
petition for exchange chances, a relational defi nition of the partner market will be 
developed. Based on this defi nition, fi ndings from research, and illustrating qualita-
tive interview material, it will be shown that online dating markets actually are no 
exceptional phenomenon in the context of couple formation, but can be analytically 
located within a continuum alongside conventional partner markets such as night-
clubs, offl ine ‘lonely hearts’ ads, and speed dating events. However, online dating 
sites do seem to be – in comparison to other contexts of interaction – strongly struc-
tured by market principles such as competition for partners, the induction of con-
scious rational mate choice, and exchange logics. It will be shown that the ‘real 
type’ market of online dating can be seen as being particularly close to an ‘ideal- 
typical’ partner market. Therefore, everything seems to suggest that online dating 
can be conceived of as a paradigmatic textbook example for analyses in the spirit of 
individualistic mate choice tradition. 

 Chapter   4     inspects the intellectual architecture of the theories that underlie tradi-
tional research on online dating processes. It takes a closer look at the most promi-
nent explicit theories of mating processes, including preference theories, exchange 
theories, and theories of partner markets. Despite the fundamental differences 
between these approaches, it will be shown that they share a common paradigmatic 
core: the analytical distinction between agent and structure, which was formulated 
in its most explicit form by Blossfeld and Timm (see e.g.  1997 ,  2003 ), using the 
label of ‘mate choice as agency in structures’ (MAS). In this paradigm, structure 
essentially means the opportunity to meet and choose a partner, e.g. in the sense of 
geographic, institutional conditions or in the sense of a choice set consisting of eli-
gible and potentially willing men and women. It will be argued that this dominant 
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paradigm is an empirical variation of the predominant syndrome of methodological 
individualism and modern rational choice theories. The core of this paradigm is 
constituted by the epistemological agent-structure dichotomization and by the 
explanatory emphasis on individual rational choice for the assessment of social 
phenomena. 

 In the next step, the mate choice paradigm will be examined with regard to the 
ways structure can be conceptualized. It will also be shown that most individualistic 
mate choice research tries to overcome the narrow framework of the methodologi-
cal individualism/rational choice-syndrome and thus indicates the need for further 
consideration of structural and historical mechanisms. In sum, however, it will be 
argued that the very starting point of methodological individualism and the pre-
dominant infl uence of rational choice theories inhibit a wider understanding of the 
structural mechanisms effective in mating phenomena. This relational defi cit in the 
conceptualization of relationship formation will motivate a Bourdieusian approach 
to (online) partner markets. 

 Due to the necessity of a foundational social theory which could provide the 
potential for the mobilization of structure in a wider sense, and in order to avoid 
replicating the defi ciencies of genuine structuralistic theories, Pierre Bourdieu’s 
theories will be invoked in Chapter   5    , since it consequently combines subjectivist 
and objectivist notions of the social. The chapter fi rst gives an overview of the basic 
principles of Bourdieu’s sociology. Based on this theoretical foundation and the 
contributions from partner market research, a Bourdieusian conceptualization of 
mating will be developed by contrasting the MAS model’s theoretical components 
with the more general sociological approach of Bourdieu. It will be shown that 
Bourdieu’s conceptual tools (in particular ‘social space’, ‘habitus’, and ‘practice’) 
enable both the utilization of the insights of the MAS model and the generalization 
of its analytical concepts. We will argue that from a practical perspective, both 
approaches can be productively combined and, from a theoretical perspective, the 
individual mate choice paradigm can be interpreted as an analytical special case of 
Bourdieu’s social theory. 

 The next Chapter   6     is dedicated to questions of methodology. First, the basic 
principles of Bourdieu’s relational methodology (cp. Bourdieu and Waqcuant  1992 ; 
Schmitz  2009 ) will be outlined. In the next step, we will discuss the core character-
istics of the web-generated process data and online survey data which have been 
collected on a heterosexual, non-specialized major German dating platform. The 
methodological potential for research examining processes of couple formation is 
outlined, arguing for a relational integration of the data. The methods used in this 
work are based, on the one hand, on procedures usually applied by empirical analy-
ses of mating processes (uni-directional regression models), but also on specifi c 
 relational  procedures and their integration. The underlying rejection of methodical 
dogmatism is motivated by the principles of relational methodology, which not only 
rejects the positivistic identifi cation of variables but also the positivistic approach to 
their analysis. Bourdieu, for example, envisioned a careful integration of the regres-
sion approach as part of his greater theory of social space (see e.g. Blasius and 
Schmitz  2013 ). Furthermore, this relational philosophy is also justifi ed by formal 
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statistics: Skrondal and Rabe-Hesketh ( 2004 ), for example, show that seemingly 
opposing models such as class analysis, factor analysis, regressions, IRT models, 
and MCA can all be applied as part of a generalized linear and non-linear mixture 
modeling approach, thus enabling new combinations of procedures previously con-
sidered irreconcilable. In order to keep sight of the phenomenological dimension of 
online dating, interview material from different qualitative studies will also be 
applied. 

 Both approaches – the individualistic mate choice paradigm and the proposed 
Bourdieusian approach, as well as the conceptual integration – are confronted with 
unique theoretical and empirical obstacles when analyzing mating processes in an 
unknown research setting. In the last section, the methodological challenges and 
opportunities resulting from web-generated observation will be discussed. Two 
models will be developed: Firstly, the operationalization and objectifi cation of a 
user’s market value based on the networks of incoming and outgoing contacts, 
applying an Eigen-value centralization approach of network analysis. Secondly, a 
model of the statistical classifi cation of dyadic interaction data will be proposed, 
classifying different couple constellations according to different attributes by apply-
ing a fi nite mixture model approach. 

 The following Chapter   7      will discuss selected empirical examples of a 
Bourdieusian investigation of an online dating market. The empirical case of 
Germany may be seen as particularly relevant given that Hogan et al. ( 2011 : 14) 
found that Germany had the highest percentage (29 %) of couples that met online, 
when compared to other European countries and Japan. Until recently, empirical 
partner market research did not have the data necessary to undertake a comprehen-
sive application of a relational conception of the partner market (and its underlying 
dynamics) to the context of empirical encounters. For the sociological assessment 
of the character of dating platforms, it is of particular interest that the social web 
platforms as assessed in this work, which are free of charge, although not ulti-
mately representative for the offl ine population, do include all social strata of the 
(German) society (cp. Skopek  2011 ; Zillmann  2016 ). From a general mating 
research perspective, it seems most promising to analyze dating platforms made up 
of different social strata which are not matched by an algorithm, but require an 
active process of search, contact, and interaction. This is the specifi c dating market 
segment which represents the empirical subject of this work. 

 In this empirical chapter, we will take up selected theoretical considerations by 
quantitatively modelling data within the analytical framework of relational sociol-
ogy. The fi rst analysis presents an empirical construction of the dating market as a 
social space, showing that the capital structure of German offl ine society is indeed 
characteristic for the dating platform analyzed here. Also, by showing that physical 
attributes and partner market chances correspond to this space, the concept of an 
autonomous form of “erotic capital” (Hakim  2011 ) will be dismissed in a context 
where erotic charisma should be of utmost importance. It will be argued that physi-
cality is a sub-aspect of the user’s advertized symbolic goods. The fi ndings will 
support the conceptualization of the dating site users as agents with particular habi-
tus capable of reproducing the structure of the social space. They also prevents us 
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from assuming a specifi c habitus of online daters and their symbolic goods as being 
specifi cally conditioned and shaped by the logics of the internet and the partner 
market. In the second step, an objective indicator for market value will be presented 
and projected into the space, thus illustrating that the objective chances for fi nding 
a partner online are a function of this ‘market of symbolic goods’ and the symbolic 
goods of the user’s habitus. 

 In the next step, we utilize both observational and questionnaire data in order to 
scrutinize the widespread practice of ascribing the phenomenon of assortative mat-
ing to single homophilous preferences. Starting with the frequently neglected issue 
of age in mating, it will at fi rst be shown that different mating preferences corre-
spond to each other and form bundles of mating dispositions. Secondly, we will 
demonstrate that homophily in mating is not a preference characteristic for all users. 
Thirdly, we are going to confi rm that mating dispositions can be seen as a function 
of the relational position in the social space. In sum, these analyses will highlight 
the analytical value of the habitus concept. 

 The subsequent step to be addressed is the issue of strategy in mating, taking 
deception in online dating as an example. Again, the relational position of the user 
is utilized for an explanatory model of deception. It is demonstrated that the indi-
vidual’s position in the social space affects not only the quality and quantity of 
deceptive practices, but also corresponds to different causally adequate rationalities 
involved in deceptive practices. Thus, this example emphasizes the fact that ratio-
nality (in mating) is more a function of the interplay between the user’s habitus and 
the partner market than a general principle of (mate) choice. 

 Finally, the issue of interaction in mating and reciprocal classifi cation – a dif-
ferentiated notion of interaction in Bourdieu’s work – will be addressed. The theo-
retical concept of reciprocal classifi cation will be related to the statistical model of 
dyadic classifi cation using fi nite mixture models of sender-receiver relations. It will 
be shown that interaction patterns between online dating users are highly structured 
and cannot be reduced to any single mating trait such as education, age, income, etc. 
or to any single kind of disposition such as homophily. Overall, the empirical fi nd-
ings support the argument that ‘structure’ manifests itself in many ways within the 
users of a dating platform: within their preferences, rationalities, choices, and 
interactions. 

 The concluding Chapter   8     provides a relational reinterpretation of the purport-
edly unstructured market ‘online dating’. The online partner market will be charac-
terized as a digitally unifi ed market of symbolic goods, operating as a  hyperfocus , 
by reproducing structuration and social inequality, not despite but because of the 
relativization of offl ine structure. In light of the fi nding that even the near-ideal 
market of online dating (and the agents using it) is socially structured to the core, 
this work is intended to foster a scientifi c reorientation towards ‘structure’ in a rela-
tional sense in the modern sociology of mating processes and beyond.    
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    Chapter 2   
 Online Dating – A Meeting Point for the
Modern Individual and Traditional Individualism                     

          In the public discourse, online dating is often seen as a unique phenomenon, dis-
tinctly different from traditional or ‘normal’ ways of fi nding one’s partner. Whereas 
many users worldwide embed online dating into their everyday lives quite naturally, 
the fi eld of mass media in particular still treats it as a peculiar subject. In the follow-
ing section, the online dating phenomenon will fi rst be embedded within a historical 
context. In the context of different long-term societal developments, online dating 
may be well received as a logical consequence of modernity rather than as an anom-
aly or singularity. Subsequently, the basic principles of online dating and its societal 
prevalence will be discussed. In the next step, societal diagnoses of online dating, 
ranging from euphoric to dysphoric reactions, will be outlined. Finally, research 
will be reviewed that analyzes processes on online dating platforms, and it will be 
shown that models of individual (rational) choice play a dominant role in empirical 
research. 

    Online Dating as Manifestation of Modernity 

 Human mating processes have always been in the focus of sociological inquiry, 
variously described as a core mechanism of the reproduction of social position 
(Weber  1968 ), status differentiation (Blau  1964 : 127), or class structure (Bourdieu 
 1983 : 188). There is a broad consent that in the premodernity, “connubium and 
social commercium” (Weber  1968 : 1400) between men and women was the result 
of structural forces predicated on social status, family, religion, and ethnicity 
(Goldstein and Harknett  2006 ; Kalmijn  1994 ; Mare  1991 ), whereas the moderniza-
tion of the Western world has largely eroded these traditional structures. 

 The term ‘modernization’ comprises, among other concepts, such analytically 
diverse societal (occidental) developments as ‘individualization’ (Simmel  2008 ; 
Durkheim  1973 : 153 ff.), ‘rationalization’ (Weber  1968 ), ‘commercialization’ 
(Marx and Engels  1848 ), or ‘technologization’ (e.g. Postman  1992 ; Latour  1987 ). In 
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the context of human mating, ‘modernization’ can be interpreted as implying mul-
tiple processes of social differentiation, reshaping mating processes away from the 
infl uence of social origin in favor of individual freedom of choice (see Weber  1947 ; 
Simmel  1890 ; Luhmann  1995 ; Beck  1992 ). The process of ‘individualization’ 
involves the dissolution of traditional relationships (Durkheim  1992 : 162ff.; 
Giddens  1992 : 30). In this process, the actors’ scope and necessity for personal 
decision-making increases, as does the pressure to self-refl exively develop an indi-
vidual identity and working on new modes of social embedding (Giddens  1991 : 
258, Beck  1992 : 128). Eventually, individualization results in the reorganization of 
the modern subject in such a way that it feels compelled to seek responsibility in 
itself, and thus to continually optimize itself according to societal standards (Elias 
 1997 : 119; Foucault  1978 , 104ff.; Münch  1991 : 31ff.). Rationalization, from the 
perspective of an individual, is on the one hand characterized by the increasingly 
instrumental rationality of human agency (Giddens  1991 : 52ff.), and on the other 
hand by an increasing belief in the controllability of the world (Weber  2003 , cp. 
Habermas  1981 : 126ff.). As a consequence, everyday practices within the occiden-
tal sphere became subject to the dictates of a cost-benefi t ratio, turning rational 
decisions into typical phenomena of “refl exive modernity” (Beck et al.  2004 ). As a 
consequence of increased freedom of choice, however, the modern subject became 
spoilt for choice. The process of rationalization is accompanied by societal com-
mercialization, ‘marketization’, and ‘commodifi cation’. These terms describe the 
ongoing transformation of “everything, moral or physical” which is “brought to the 
market”, eventually including “the very things which till then had been communi-
cated, but never exchanged; given but, never sold; acquired, but never bought” such 
as “virtue, love, conviction, knowledge, and conscience, etc.” (Marx and Engels 
 1976 : 113). The feelings of modern man (and thereby himself) have become com-
modifi ed goods, and relinquish their inherent logics in favor of ever advancing mar-
ket principles. 

 The institutionalization of technology represents another element of long-term 
societal diagnoses, distinct from the instrumental rationality of the individual sub-
jects. ‘Technologization’, as an element of rationalization, can be thought of as the 
mechanization of everyday life (Degele  2002 : 80), as the computerization (Kling 
 1996 ) of agency being governed by technology, and fi nally as the processes of 
‘algorithmization’ and ‘digitalization’ (Joas  2007 : 428; Robinson and Halle  2002 : 
359ff.). Today, the modern subject can utilize technology to participate in a vast 
variety of cultural and economic contexts, including the initiation and continuation 
of social relationships. At the same time, however, the subject becomes used to 
these possibilities, and by doing so becomes dependent on the digital conditions of 
its life and eventually transformed by the digital. 

 Only superfi cially opposed to these developments is the simultaneous rise in 
importance – starting during the Enlightenment – of the romantic ideal of love, as 
described in sociological accounts of human society (e.g. Luhmann  1987 ). Luhmann 
conceptualizes  love  as a specifi c code which accompanies the differentiation of 
societal sub-systems and individuality as a modern form of communication 
(Luhmann  1987 ). The importance of love as part of the process of rationalization 
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grew over time. Weber regarded this process as providing the individual with a 
sphere of irrationality that enabled an escape from both “the cold skeleton hands of 
rational orders [and] from the banality of everyday routine” (Weber  1946 : 347). 
Simmel seems to agree by saying “the more individuated life is, the more individual 
is love” (cp. Bertilsonn  1986 : 24). Giddens ( 1992 ) and Beck-Gernsheim and Beck 
( 2002 ) suggest that a process of ‘romanticization’ inherent to individualization has 
intensifi ed over the course of the 20 st  century. Evidently, the modern Western world 
could never be reasonably described by a categorical opposition of rationality and 
romantic idealism, as these principles have always been intertwined and 
co-dependent. 

 The development of human mating from strong embeddedness within one’s clos-
est social circles towards a marketization of love has not begun with the rise of dat-
ing platforms. As Bozon and Heran ( 1989 ) show, foci of mating developed 
systematically away from family and neighborhood towards explicit partner mar-
kets such as discotheques or balls from the 50s to the 90s. The same applies to the 
increasing mediability (in its twofold sense) of modern relationship formation. As 
Giddens ( 1992 ) argues, one consequence of modernization processes is that all 
social relations became increasingly detached from geographical places. In view of 
these general developments, the phenomenon of online partnership formation can 
be interpreted as the provisional culmination of different long-term developments 
inherent to late Western modernity. In fact, the digital dating market – as a techno-
logical tool for the rational choice of the subject with particular romantic goals – 
may be seen as clearly signifying the imperatives and forces of modern Western 
society. 

 Although online dating was made for the distribution of romantic luck and 
togetherness, online dating platforms are designed for the very purpose of effi cient 
partner choice. Rationality also manifests itself in the rhetoric of empowerment, 
such as the exhortation to invest in one’s “erotic capital” (Hakim  2011 ) in dating 
markets. The modern occident can be characterized by a particular entanglement of 
“hyper-rationality” and “hyper-emotionality”, “intense emotional rationality” and 
“rational emotionality” (Illouz and Finkelmann  2009 : 417). The online partner mar-
ket subsists on this modern syndrome as it seems to offer not only modern promises 
of romantic “salvation” (Weber  1968 : 537; Simmel  1985 : 177), but at the same time 
a more effi cient use of time and money for the rational individual. Thus, online dat-
ing can be interpreted as a striking modern example of the ongoing “commodifi ca-
tion of romance and the romanticization of commodities” (Illouz  1997 : 26) and 
“how the boundaries between the social spheres of love and the market are blurred” 
(Dröge and Voirol  2011 : 353) in our times. 1  Up to this point, we assert that the ratio-
nalist market environment provided by digital dating markets not only “contributes 
to the rationalisation (and commodifi cation) of choosing potential partners” (Žakelj 

1    However, the (theoretical) challenge that online daters may be confronted with in their practices 
of using a dating site – the contradictions between romantic ideals and rational calculation – is not 
a unique feature of online dating, but has been diagnosed by Habermas as early as 1956 for modern 
mating in general. 
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et al.  2015 ), it also  seems to depend on  these very societal and technical conditions. 
It is no coincidence that we will meet the issues of rationality and individual choice 
again when looking at the architecture and design from the use’s viewpoint, when 
refl ecting on the economic relevance, and, ultimately, when examining the ways 
online dating is usually approached by social scientists today.  

    The Societal Prevalence of Online Dating 

 Today, the increasing social relevance of online dating may be illustrated by our 
own subjective experience, such as the growing number of users in our own social 
circles, indicating the declining stigma surrounding online dating. Another indicator 
is given by the amount and intensity of advertising campaigns, which are inescap-
able on (German) TV, radio, and websites. Also, the relentless media coverage dedi-
cated to this topic (with a particular upturn in springtime) can hardly be ignored. 
One might also rely on structural indicators suggesting that using dating sites is a 
logical consequence of societal conditions. For example, in Germany in 2014, 
37.2 % of all households were single-person households (Federal Statistical Offi ce 
of Germany), and estimates suggest that 76 % of the adult population are internet 
users (ARD-ZDF-Online-Study  2012 ). These societal conditions make the usage of 
online dating a ‘plausible’ practice. Reliable indicators on the actual usage of dating 
sites, in contrast, are more diffi cult to fi nd. The primary reason is that, as online dat-
ing is institutionalized by private corporations, no offi cial data on actual usage, 
diffusion, and market volume is available. Even if data of this delicate nature is 
communicated, there is good reason to suspect that the disclosure is part of a mar-
keting strategy. Not least, a dating platform subsists on a high degree of fl uctuation, 
making it diffi cult to determine the exact number of active customers in contrast to 
inactive members. In terms of economic revenue, a private research group collected 
comprehensive data on the German dating market and indicated a growth in revenue 
from €21.5 Million in 2003 to €202.8 Million in 2011 (Moucha et al.  2012 ). For the 
United States, estimations of revenue of $2 Billion (Yoder  2014 ) are found, and of 
$4 billion for the worldwide dating industry (cp. Schmitz and Zillmann  2016 ). With 
regard to survey research, Rosenfeld and Thomas ( 2012 ) can show that, in the US, 
online dating was the dating market with the biggest increase. Schmitz et al. ( 2011 ) 
show on the basis of a German offl ine survey 2  that about 9 % of all couples consist-
ing of people born between 1990 and 1994 report having met their partner online. 3  

2    The data used stems from the PAIRFAM survey. This survey is being coordinated by Bernhard 
Nauck, Johannes Huinink, Josef Brüderl, and Sabine Walper (see Huinink, Brüderl, Nauck, 
Walper, Castiglioni, and Feldhaus 2010). The panel is receiving long-term funding from the 
German Research Foundation (DFG). 
3    One should note that the distinction between “online” and “offl ine” dating is only an analytical 
one and may become increasingly blurred due to the practice of actors using social networking 
sites. Users may encounter a potential mate offl ine and use a social network as an opportunity for 
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Using a sample of German registry offi ces, Karch et al. ( 2013 : 2) estimate that 
16.4 % of all marriages were found online. The German case assessed in this work 
stands out, as Hogan et al. ( 2011 : 14) found that Germany had the highest percent-
age (29 %) of couples that met online, when compared to other European countries 
and Japan. 4  At least, such research can corroborate the idea that traditional dating 
markets are losing their relative importance in Western societies with the rise of 
online dating. 

 Some early research concerns the societal dimension of the spread of online dat-
ing (Valkenburg and Peter  2007 ; Sautter et al.  2010 ; Skopek  2011 ) for the United 
States, Canada, and Germany respectively. Research could show that almost all 
strata of the societies in question are represented on non-specialized online dating 
platforms, with a disproportionate amount of highly educated women and less- 
educated men. For the sociological assessment of dating platforms, it is of decisive 
interest that social web platforms as addressed in this work – although not ulti-
mately representative for the offl ine population – comprise all social strata of 
(German) society (Skopek  2011 ; Zillmann  2016 ).  

    Basic Principles of Online Dating 

 Two important forms of digital dating and associated different business models 
exist in the online dating market (cp. Schmitz  2014 ; Schmitz and Zillmann  2016 ). 
The fi rst model is characterized by a matchmaking system. Here, in order to utilize 
the dating platform, users have to provide personal information in a series of cate-
gories and enter this information into a standardized registration questionnaire. This 
information consists, on the one hand, of socio-demographic attributes like age, 
gender, religion, lifestyle, education, and career, and on the other hand of physical 
characteristics such as height, weight, and hair and eye color. Often, a particular 
emphasis is put on ‘psychological’ indicators, such as more or less scientifi c person-
ality traits. Additionally, profi le categories cover information such as whether a user 
smokes, has children, or has previously been married. Finally, users are able to 
compose texts of their own. These texts might directly address potential partners, or 
further describe themselves and the characteristics they are looking for – or perhaps 
wish to avoid – in a partner. As part of the registration process he or she also pro-
vides the desired characteristics of a potential mate (e.g. geographic proximity, 
minimal requirements of age and education, etc.). This information is then 
presented in the user’s profi le, a visual overview for other users. In the fundamental 

a second contact, etc. Accordingly, one can assume that a certain number of respondents will inter-
pret sites such as Facebook as a natural feature of their everyday friendship network. 
4    Due to selective participation in online surveys, especially in this context (Zillmann et al.  2013 ), 
the estimate of 29 % should be seen more as an indicator for a maximum proportion, and less as a 
true population parameter, although other analyses also point towards an increase in couple forma-
tion via the internet. 
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integrative process of the matchmaking business model, using on the information 
thus collected, a matching algorithm calculates a factor based on which a list of 
potentially suitable partners will be suggested. The guiding principle behind this 
matching factor is the similarity of the two participants – usually the greater the 
better – taking stated or assumed dissimilarities into consideration (e.g. men are not 
matched with men unless otherwise specifi ed). 

 A second business model is called simply “online dating”, strongly emphasizing 
the individual search for a potential partner on one’s own initiative. Users of a dat-
ing site can participate actively and passively on the platform. This comprises 
browsing for subjectively relevant parameters and contacting other users via short 
messages or a chat system and selecting promising candidates out of the abundance 
of contact requests. In the case of a successful contact, messages are exchanged 
until the interaction ends or intensifi es in the form of a change of communication 
medium, be this email, telephone, or face-to-face encounters. Figure  2.1  gives an 
idealized overview of the interaction process on a dating platform.

   An ideal-typical interaction process would develop in the following manner: 
Further exchange of messages – Chat within the platform – Chat outside of the plat-
form (e.g. Skype, Facebook etc.) – Exchange of email address – Exchange of tele-
phone number – Face-to-face meeting – Offl ine continuation or termination of 
interaction. 

 Alongside these two kinds of business models, there exist numerous mixed 
forms, depending on the characteristics of the particular model in question. Also, 
one can distinguish between dating platforms which are open to all social strata and 
those which specialize in market segments such as military dating, religious dating, 
homosexual dating, dating for older people, etc. A particular transformation of dat-
ing has emerged from the increased diffusion of mobile phones, paving the way for 
genuine ‘mobile dating apps’, as well as for mixed business models combining 
online dating and mobile dating (cp. Schmitz and Zillmann  2016 ). Due to the more 

  Fig. 2.1    Idealized process of dating site usage       
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general sociological focus of this work, however, a dating platform will be analyzed 
that comprises (potentially) all the social strata of the German (heterosexual) popu-
lation and builds on the principle of free choice.  

    Online Dating Between Euphoria and Dysphoria 

 Depending on their ideological and theoretical backgrounds, both social scientists 
and cultural commentators tend to regard the online dating phenomenon as either 
benefi cial or detrimental, notably regarding the particular ideological and normative 
status assigned to the concepts ‘choice’ and ‘market’. 

 One perspective frequently encountered both in academia and the media is genu-
inely positive and favorable regarding digital dating. In a comprehensive review, 
Finkel et al. ( 2012 : 49) consider “the emergence and popularity of online dating” to 
be “positive developments” and conclude “that harnessing the power of the Internet 
is a promising means of improving societal levels of romantic well-being”. This 
assessment is assumed to be especially applicable to singles. In a similar vein, 
Whitty ( 2008 : 1837) argues that “cyberspace provides a unique environment for 
people to experience and learn about relationships and sexuality”. Also applying a 
positive connotation, Wetzel ( 2012 : 203) states that “idealization, projection and 
imagination” are “more encouraged than made impossible” by the technical condi-
tions of online dating. Kauffmann ( 2011 ) sees an absence of normative restrictions 
in dating platforms while Scharlott and Christ ( 1995 : 191) emphasize the dimin-
ished relevance of gender norms in online dating as “the safety and anonymity the 
system offered” helps users to “break free from traditional sex role norms”. Also, 
Cooper and Sportolari ( 1997 : 7) state that online dating “allows men and women 
more freedom to deviate from typically constraining gender roles that are often 
automatically activated in face-to-face interactions”. Hakim ( 2013 ) goes a step fur-
ther in seeing online dating platforms as a means for women to invest in their ‘erotic 
capital’ for the enhancement of their bargaining power, and thus as a means for 
women’s emancipation in general. 

 The opposing perspective within academia and the mass media seizes upon the 
narrative of modernization and presents itself as a critical reception of online dating, 
emphasizing its negative effects on the signifi cance of love (Ben-Ze’ev  2004 ; 
Lawson and Leck  2006 ), society (Caplan  2003 ; Ellison et al.  2009 ), and the indi-
vidual (Yurchisin et al.  2005 ; Joinson  2004 ). Its proponents approach online dating 
primarily in terms of its consequences for the modern individual, and diagnose an 
emerging “emotional capitalism” (Illouz  2007 : 5) promoted by online dating, which 
some regard as the digital “passion killer par excellence” (Žižek  2010 ). Frequently, 
couple formation online is taken as further evidence for the commercialization of 
love and the self in our modern consumer society (Dröge and Voirol  2011 ). Other 
authors go on to suggest that online dating may be causing an overall disintegrative 
tendency on the societal level, both as a consequence of neglecting offl ine social 
contacts and of the involved risk of internet addiction (cp. Wetzel  2012 : 200).  
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    Analytical Perspectives of Digital Mating 

 Alongside critical or optimistic judgments, current researchers try to apply a value- 
free perspective to online dating processes. A fi rst issue of explicit partner market 
research is the analysis of processes on dating platforms themselves. Three research 
trends can be identifi ed in this context (see also Schmitz and Zillmann  2016 ): The 
fi rst approach emphasizes the sui generis characteristics of fi nding a mate online 
and the specifi cs of the digital partner market. The second approach examines online 
dating within the framework of an observational methodology, assuming the poten-
tial for offl ine population inference. The third approach deals with the consequences 
of online dating in terms of the impact on society, such as the possible reproduction 
or resolution of class structure. 

 The  fi rst  research approach takes into account more explicitly the way in which 
the digital partner market differs from traditional contexts by focusing on the condi-
tions of computer-mediated communication in a market-like encounter. The risk of 
deception and fraud was one of the fi rst issues that found consideration in research 
literature (Donath  1999 ). The highly computerized forms of communication give 
users increased control over their self-presentation, reducing the necessity for genu-
inely truthful information, be it in their profi les or in personal messages. This leads 
to an increased risk of falling victim to deception, for example in responding to a 
user profi le that does not correspond to reality. Hancock et al. ( 2007 ) and Toma 
et al. ( 2008 ) examine the signifi cance of deception in online dating, using cross- 
validation of profi le data and survey data from a self-selected sample. They come to 
the conclusion that deceptive profi le data is extremely common, but that the actual 
discrepancies from users’ true characteristics are, in most cases, relatively minor. 

 Ellison et al. ( 2006 ) discuss the specifi c communicative situation on a particular 
dating site, and emphasize the fact that, while users are motivated to present them-
selves as attractively as possible, they simultaneously have to make a realistic, 
believable impression. By integrating web surveys and group discussion, Caspi and 
Gorsky ( 2006 : 54) try to explain the subjective motivations for deceptive practices. 
They show that “the most common motivations to deceive online were ‘play’ on the 
one hand and privacy concerns on the other”, and that “most people felt a sense of 
enjoyment while engaging in online deception”. 

 Using survey data, Gibbs et al. ( 2006 : 152) analyze perceived “online dating suc-
cess” and derive “four dimensions of self-disclosure”, namely honesty, amount, 
intent, and valence. They show that honesty has a negative effect on success in 
online dating (Gibbs et al.  2006 : 170). Gibbs et al. ( 2006 ) elaborate further on the 
increased signifi cance of strategic self-presentation, and analyze perceived success 
in online dating via a telephone survey. Elements that increased users’ own percep-
tion of their success included the amount of self-disclosure, the level of intent 
behind the self-disclosure, and the extent to which disclosed information displayed 
positive characteristics. Honesty, on the other hand, was not instrumental in increas-
ing users’ subjective perception of their success or potential success. 
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 In sum, in this fi eld of research, strategic aspects of presenting oneself online and 
interacting with potential partners are assessed and conceptualized as a consequence 
of either the social and technological characteristics of online dating or the psychic 
traits of the users. Thus, ‘structure’ here is seen the medium faced by the individual 
external to him or her. 

 Some explicit partner market researchers applying the  second  approach put par-
ticular emphasis on the new possibilities the internet offers when it comes to survey-
ing and analyzing developing interactional relationships. The fi rst to use so-called 
“web-generated process data” (Schmitz  2009 ) seems to have been Fiore ( 2004 ). He 
was able to show that the number of contact requests sent in online dating was sig-
nifi cantly dependent on the number of contacts received. Furthermore, his research, 
theoretically grounded in communication sciences, revealed that men are contacted 
depending on their age, level of education, and attractiveness, while women are 
contacted subject to their attractiveness, their fi gure, and the presence of a profi le 
photograph. Hitsch et al. ( 2010 ) and Lee ( 2008 ) also employ web-based process 
data from a dating website in their work, and discuss the phenomenon of assortative 
couple formation. These authors base their explanation of assortative couple forma-
tion on the economic theory of preference, and on the assumed existence of a gen-
eral, stable utility function. Working from revealed contact patterns, they derive a 
model of preferences for a potential partner’s attributes. Hitsch et al. ( 2010 ) apply 
their preference models to simulate couple formation, and then compare these simu-
lations with empirically observed assortative mating on the dating site they analyze. 
The key fi ndings of their paper are that the economic Gale-Shapley algorithm pre-
dicts observed couples fairly accurately, and that online dating displays market effi -
ciency close to the theoretically postulated reference value. Lee’s work shows that, 
dependent on gender, not only differing attributes but, in particular, similar attri-
butes are subject to preference. Following statistical preference estimates, she pro-
ceeds to simulate changes in the structures of opportunity using the same algorithm 
as Hitsch et al. ( 2010 ). The main conclusion is the fact that not only individual 
preferences but also restrictions in the structures of opportunity can be signifi cant 
for the formation of patterns of assortative couple formation, even offl ine. In a dif-
ferent article, however, Hitsch et al. ( 2010 ) come to the conclusion that explaining 
assortative couple formation requires no such further analysis of restrictions, rely-
ing instead on the explanatory power of mating preferences alone. 

 Applying a rationalist framework, Skopek et al. ( 2011b : 1) – using similar data 
from a German dating site, and modeling education-based contact patterns – con-
clude “that educational homophily is the dominant mechanism in online mate 
choice”. Using the same data, it could also be shown that cultural capital (Schmitz 
 2012 ) and age (Skopek et al.  2011a ) seem to be of utmost importance for the emer-
gence of couples. Alterovitz and Mendelsohn ( 2013 ) focus on age preferences of 
online-daters, whereas Hertog ( 2012 ) emphasizes income preferences of online- 
daters in Japan, while Yancey and Emerson ( 2014 ) focus on the relevance of height 
preferences. Potarca and Mills ( 2013 : 25) focus on ethnic mating preferences using 
profi le data and show for nine European countries that “partner preferences in 
online dating continue to be racially determined to a large extent”. For the U.S.A., 
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Lin and Lundquist ( 2013 ) show that white users with a college degree are more 
likely to contact and to respond to white daters with lower education than to black 
persons with a college degree. A consequence of these contact patterns is the emer-
gence of racial hierarchies. For the same country, Anderson et al. ( 2014 ) show that 
same-race preferences can be observed over different political and ideological 
groups, leading to racial segregation mediated by online dating. Recently, Huber 
and Mahotra ( 2013 ) assessed political homophily in online dating, and Jackson 
et al. ( 2015 ) emphasized the religious dimension of homophily in the digital partner 
market. Irrespective of the particular subject, preference-guided choice acts are 
clearly in the focus of online dating research, highlighting the relevance of homoph-
ily for the emergence of homogenous couples. ‘Structure’ in this research is essen-
tially seen as something that is controlled for by design (as the users enter the dating 
platform as separated individuals) and as controllable (as the opportunity sets which 
a user faces can be observed and taken into account in statistical analysis). 

 The  third , yet least well-advanced, focus of explicit partner market research 
refers to the aggregated consequences of online dating. Wang and Lu ( 2007 : 12) 
assume that, on the internet, “anyone could come, leave, or express themselves in a 
manner that does not have to heed even the slightest principle of social decency.” 
Maybe due to such impressions, Bühler-Illeva ( 2006 ) assumes there to be equaliz-
ing effects of dating markets. Schwarz ( 2013 : 458) actually diagnoses a general 
“dominant view in studies of new technologies” which implies that the “internet 
promotes diversity” rather than “sameness because of increased contact with people 
from different backgrounds and the reduced infl uence of third parties”. In contrast, 
as educational, racial, and age-related homogeneity of online contact patterns is the 
recurring fi nding, other positions assume that the patterns found in the offl ine world 
are simply transferred to the dating site. This explanatory scheme prompts some 
scientists to paint a picture of online dating as merely mirroring offl ine mechanisms 
of inequality. Overall, there is limited evidence regarding both the degree of the 
reproduction of social inequality due to online dating and the mechanisms involved. 
In any case, ‘structure’ here is seen as the offl ine social structure emerging from 
processes on the online dating site.  

    The Cult of the Individual 2.0 

 Research on online dating is doubtlessly subject to variations, be it of theoretical, 
conceptual, or methodological nature. However, diverse the research on fi nding a 
mate online may seem, a shared association can be identifi ed. Even under circum-
stances of ideological, methodical, and theoretical opposition between the various 
approaches to online dating, the majority of researchers share a clear tendency 
toward a  generalizing, individualistic  perspective. This is true to some extent for 
societal diagnoses of online dating. The positive approach emphasizes the effi ciency 
of the market and the potential of free choice for everyone (Stevenson and Wolfers 
 2007 : 47), whereas the critical reception of online dating essentially emphasizes the 
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infl uence of market-based digital dating on “the modern individual”, even to the 
extent of positing a kind of “Internet self” (Illouz  2007 : 81). 

 More so than in these approaches, the apodictic status of the rational individual 
with given partner preferences is prevalent in quantitative analyses on processes 
taking place on dating sites. This manifests itself in the structure and interpretation 
of the fi ndings, such as online daters in general having generally high mating aspira-
tions (Hitsch et al.  2010 ), that female users have a “stronger preference for income 
relative to physical attributes, such as facial attractiveness, height, or body mass 
index” (Hitsch et al.  2010 : 413), that daters “use elaborate rational strategies to 
achieve their romantic desires” (Illouz and Finkelmann  2009 : 416), or that they are 
“homophilious” (Schulz  2009 ; Lin and Lundquist  2013 : 207). Blossfeld ( 2009 : 
526) comes to the conclusion that, in online dating, “individuals have a strong pref-
erence for partners with the same educational degree”. Likewise, Rosenfeld and 
Thomas ( 2010 : 5) diagnose an overall “predominance of individual preferences in 
internet dating”. 

 The specifi c research context of online dating tends to suggest and legitimize an 
individualistic interpretation of the empirical fi ndings. The idea of a structure exter-
nal to the choosing actor may be seen as particularly plausible in the light of the 
modern narrative of romantic selection. With recourse to Giddens ( 1992 ), Chambers 
( 2013 : 44) argues, for example, that “in late modernity, intimacy is based on plea-
sure, autonomy and freedom from constraints.” In most research on online dating it 
is emphasized that dating sites are „much less structured by objective barriers to 
access or institutional circumstances“than locations for meeting a partner „such as 
the education system or neighborhoods“(Schulz  2010 : 228, o.t.). Hitsch et al. ( 2005 : 
9) state that “compared to traditional marriage markets, online dating is character-
ized by only small search frictions, and the resulting matches are therefore largely 
driven by preferences and the equilibrium mechanism that brings partners together” 
(cp. Fiore and Donath  2005 ; Lee  2008 ). Wang and Lu ( 2007 :12) even assume that 
the “lack of spatial confi nement makes the cyberspace a free market”. Under the 
assumption that online dating sites are seen as less structured by conditions external 
to the subject, than in the offl ine world, the behavioral patterns observed and ques-
tionnaire items answered are mostly interpreted as (revealed or stated) preferential 
realizations. Also, rationality is a recurring explanatory scheme of mating processes 
online. Illouz states that “in modernity, choice – as a cognized and refl exive cate-
gory – has become far more salient to the process of looking and fi nding an object 
of love” (Illouz  2012 : 241). Strongly rejecting structure as an analytical concept, 
Schulz ( 2010 : 228, o.t.) interprets his fi ndings of educational similarity in fi rst con-
tacts to mean that “the rational intentions of the actors play a signifi cant role for the 
emergence of the observable patterns of partner selection,” and thus that “a struc-
tural explanation would be insuffi cient.” 

 Overall, in the vast majority of research on online dating, structure is treated as 
an outcome of micro-level (homophilious) preference and (rational) choice acts 
based upon it. The theoretical basis is strongly dependent on a strictly individual-
ized perspective on ‘mate choice’, leading to a strong emphasis on generalized indi-
vidual preferences, strategies, expectations, outcomes, etc. ‘Structure’, in contrast, 
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is reduced to opportunities, restrictions, norms, institutional settings, places, etc., 
and thus to entities, which are conceptualized as external to the individual. In con-
sequence, the  differential  aspects of mating markets, mating preferences, and mat-
ing processes are not constitutive for most research on online dating, but play 
something of a secondary role. 

 This particular way of conceptualizing partner formation processes, starting 
from the analytical point of the actor who sees himself confronted with an external 
market structure, is not unique to the digital realm. In Chapter   4    , the theoretical 
foundations for individualistic online dating research will be examined. First, how-
ever, the following chapter will show that online dating sites, when compared to 
other partner markets, do indeed represent an especially appropriate case for the 
analytical application of research committed to methodological individualism and 
theories of rational mate choice.     

   References 

    Alterovitz, S. S. R., & Mendelsohn, G. A. (2013). Relationship goals of middle-aged, young-old, 
and old-old internet daters: An analysis of online personal ads.  Journal of Aging Studies, 27 (2), 
159–165.  

    Anderson, A., Goel, S., Huber, G., Malhotra, N., & Watts, D. J. (2014). Political ideology and 
racial preferences in online dating.  Sociological Science, 1 (1), 28–40.  

   ARD/ZDF-Onlinestudie. (2012). Retrieved from   http://www.ard-zdf-onlinestudie.de/index.
php?id=388    .  

     Beck, U. (1992).  Risk society: Towards a new modernity. Theory, culture and society . London: 
Sage.  

    Beck, U., & Beck-Gernsheim, E. (2002).  Individualization. Institutionalized individualism and its 
social and political consequences . London: Sage.  

   Beck, U., Bonß, W., & Lau, C. (2004). Entgrenzung erzwingt Entscheidung: Was ist neu an der 
Theorie refl exiver Modernisierung? In U. Beck & C. Lau (Eds.),  Entgrenzung und Entscheidung: 
Was ist neu an der Theorie refl exiver Modernisierung?  (pp. 13–64). Frankfurt am Main: 
Suhrkamp.  

    Ben-Zeʾēv, A. (2004).  Love online: Emotions on the internet . Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press. Retrieved from   http://www.loc.gov/catdir/description/cam032/2003055129.html    .  

    Bertilsonn, M. (1986). Love’s labour lost? A sociological view.  Theory, Culture & Society, 3 (2), 
19–35.  

    Blau, P. M. (1964).  Exchange and power in social life  (9th ed.). New York: Wiley.  
    Blossfeld, H.-P. (2009). Educational assortative marriage in comparative perspective.  Annual 

Review of Sociology, 35 , 513–530.  
   Blossfeld, H.-P., & Timm, A. (Eds.). (2003).  Who marries whom? Educational systems as mar-

riage markets in modern societies . Dordrecht: Kluwer.  
    Bourdieu, P. (1983). Ökonomisches Kapital, kulturelles Kapital, soziales Kapital. In R. Kreckel 

(Ed.),  Soziale Welt Sonderband: Vol. 2. Soziale Ungleichheiten  (pp. 183–198). Göttingen: 
Schwartz.  

    Bozon, M., & Heran, F. (1989). Finding a spouse: A survey of how French couples meet. 
 Population. An English Selection, 44 (1), 91–121.  

    Bühler-Illieva, E. (2006).  Einen Mausklick von mir entfernt. Auf der Suche nach Liebesbeziehungen 
im Internet . Marburg: Tectum.  

2 Online Dating – A Meeting Point for the Modern Individual and Traditional…

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-43530-5_4
http://www.ard-zdf-onlinestudie.de/index.php?id=388
http://www.ard-zdf-onlinestudie.de/index.php?id=388
http://www.loc.gov/catdir/description/cam032/2003055129.html


25

    Caplan, S. E. (2003). Preference for online social interaction: A theory of problematic internet use 
and psychosocial well-being.  Communication Research, 30 (6), 625–648.  

    Caspi, A., & Gorsky, P. (2006). Online deception: Prevalence, motivation, and emotion. 
 Cyberpsychology & Behavior, 9 (1), 54–59.  

    Chambers, D. (2013).  Social media and personal relationships. Online intimacies and networked 
friendship . Hampshire: Palgrave.  

   Cooper, A., & Sportolaria, L. (1997). Romance in Cyberspace: Understanding online attraction. 
 Journal of Sex Education and Therapy,  22(1), Special Issue: Sexuality and the Internet, 7–14.  

   Corijn, M. (2003). Who marries whom in Flamish Belgium? In H.-P. Blossfeld & A. Timm (Eds.), 
 Who marries whom? Educational systems as marriage markets in modern societies  (pp. 37–55). 
Dordrecht: Kluwer.  

    Degele, N. (2002).  Einführung in die Techniksoziologie . München: Fink.  
    Donath, J. S. (1999). Identity and deception in the virtual community. In M. A. Smith & P. Kollock 

(Eds.),  Communities in cyberspace  (pp. 29–59). London: Routledge.  
     Dröge, K., & Voirol, O. (2011). Online-dating: zwischen romantischer Liebe und ökonomischer 

Rationalität.  Zeitschrift für Familienforschung, 23 (3), 337–357.  
    Durkheim, E. (1973).  Emile Durkheim on morality and society . Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press.  
    Durkheim, E. (1992).  Professional ethics and civic morals . London: Routledge.  
   Elias, N. (1997).  Über den Prozess der Zivilisation. Soziogenetische und psychogenetische 

Untersuchungen: Erster Band: Wandlungen des Verhaltens in den weltlichen Oberschichten 
des Abendlandes  (Suhrkamp Taschenbuch Wissenschaft 159, 20th ed.). Frankfurt am Main: 
Suhrkamp.  

    Ellison, N., Heino, R., & Gibbs, J. (2006). Managing impressions online: Self-presentation pro-
cesses in the online dating environment.  Journal of Computer – Mediated Communication, 
11 (2), 415–441.  

    Ellison, N. B., Lampe, C., & Steinfi eld, C. (2009). Social network sites and society: Current trends 
and future possibilities.  Interactions, 16 (1), 6–9.  

  Federal Statistical Offi ce of Germany. (2014). Pressemitteilung Nr. 185 vom 28.05.2014   https://
www.destatis.de/DE/PresseService/Presse/Pressemitteilungen/2014/05/PD14_185_122.html    .  

    Finkel, E. J., Eastwick, P. W., Karney, B. R., Reis, H. T., & Sprecher, S. (2012). Online dating: A 
critical analysis from the perspective of psychological science.  Psychological Science in the 
Public Interest, 13 (1), 3–66.  

   Fiore, A. (2004).  Romantic regressions: An analysis of behavior in online dating systems . Doctoral 
dissertation, Institute of Technology, Massachusetts.  

    Fiore, A. T., & Donath, J. S. (2005). Homophily in online dating: When do you like someone like 
yourself? In G. van der Veer (Ed.),  CHI ‘05. Extended abstracts on human factors in computing 
systems  (pp. 1371–1374). New York: ACM.  

   Fiore, A., Taylor, L. S., Mendelsohn, G. A., & Hearst, M. (2008). Assessing attractiveness in online 
dating profi les. In Association for Computing Machinery (Ed.),  Proceedings of the SIGCHI 
conference on human factors in computing systems  (pp. 797–806). New York: ACM.  

    Foucault, M. (1978).  The history of sexuality volume I. An introduction [La Volonté de savoir] . 
New York: Random House.  

      Gibbs, J. L., Ellison, N. B., & Heino, R. B. (2006). Self-presentation in online personals: The role 
of anticipated future interaction, self-disclosure, and perceived success in internet dating. 
 Communication Research, 33 (2), 152–177.  

     Giddens, A. (1991).  Modernity and self-identity: Self and society in the late modern age . Stanford, 
Calif: Stanford University Press.  

       Giddens, A. (1992).  The transformation of intimacy: Sexuality, love and eroticism in modern soci-
eties . Cambridge: Polity.  

    Goldstein, J. R., & Harknett, K. (2006). Parenting across racial and class lines: Assortative mating 
patterns of new parents who are married, cohabiting, dating or no longer romantically involved. 
 Social Forces, 85 (1), 121–143.  

References

https://www.destatis.de/DE/PresseService/Presse/Pressemitteilungen/2014/05/PD14_185_122.html
https://www.destatis.de/DE/PresseService/Presse/Pressemitteilungen/2014/05/PD14_185_122.html


26

    Habermas, J. (1981).  Theorie des kommunikativen Handelns . Suhrkamp: Frankfurt am Main.  
    Hakim, C. (2011).  Erotic capital: The power of attraction in the bedroom and the boardroom . 

New York: Basic Books.  
    Hakim, C. (2013).  The new rules of marriage: Internet, playfairs, and erotic power . London: 

Gibson Square.  
   Hancock, J. T., Thoma, C., & Ellison, N. (2007). The truth about lying in online dating profi les. 

 Proceedings of the ACM Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems , 449–452.  
   Hertog, E. (2012).  Hedged bets: Preferences for future marriage partners’ earning power in con-

temporary Japan . Unpublished working paper.  
   Hitsch, G. J., Hortaçsu, A., & Ariely, D. (2005).  What makes you click: An empirical analysis of 

online dating . Retrieved from   https://www.aeaweb.org/assa/2006/0106_0800_0502.pdf    .  
         Hitsch, G. J., Hortaçsu, A., & Ariely, D. (2010). What makes you click?—Mate preferences in 

online dating.  Quantitative Marketing and Economics, 8 (4), 393–427.  
   Hogan, B., Li, N., & Dutton, W. H. (2011).  A global shift in the social relationships of networked 

individuals: Meeting and dating online comes of age . Paper of the “Me, My Spouse and the 
Internet” project. Retrieved from   http://blogs.oii.ox.ac.uk/couples/    .  

   Huber, G., & Malhotra, N. (2013).  Dimensions of Political Homophily: Isolating Choice Homophily 
along Political Characteristics . Working paper. Retrieved from   http://huber.research.yale.edu/
materials/38_paper.pd    .  

    Illouz, E. (1997).  Consuming the romantic utopia: Love and the cultural contradictions of capital-
ism . Berkeley: Univ of California Press.  

     Illouz, E. (2007).  Cold intimacies: The making of emotional capitalism  (1st ed.). Cambridge: 
Polity.  

    Illouz, E. (2012).  Why love hurts. A sociological explanation . Cambridge: Polity Press.  
     Illouz, E., & Finkelmann, S. (2009). An odd and inseparable couple: Emotion and rationality in 

partner selection.  Theory and Society, 38 (4), 401–422.  
    Jackson, J., Halberstadt, J., Jong, J., & Felman, H. (2015). Perceived openness to experience 

accounts for religious homogamy.  Social Psychological and Personality Science, 6 , 630–638.  
    Joas, H. (2007).  Lehrbuch der Soziologie . Campus: Frankfurt am Main.  
    Joinson, A. N. (2004). Self-esteem, interpersonal risk, and preference for e-mail to face-to-face 

communication.  Cyberpsychology & Behaviour, 7 (4), 472–478.  
    Kalmijn, M. (1994). Assortative mating by cultural and economic occupational status.  American 

Journal of Sociology, 100 (2), 422–452.  
   Karch, I., Schaefer, K., Pfl itsch, D., & Wiechers, H. (2013).  Vom Dating zum Traualtar. Wie viele 

der Hochzeitspaare haben sich im Internet kennen gelernt?  Retrieved from   http://www.
singleboersen- vergleich.de/presse/studie-2013-vom-onlinedating-zum-traualtar.pdf    .  

    Kauffmann, J. C. (2011).  Sex@amour: Wie das Internet unser Liebesleben verändert . Konstanz: 
UVK.  

    Kling, R. (1996).  Computerization and controversy: Value confl icts and social choices  (2nd ed.). 
Boston: Academic.  

    Latour, B. (1987).  Science in action: How to follow scientists and engineers through society . 
Cambridge: Harvard University Press.  

    Lawson, H. M., & Leck, K. (2006). Dynamics of internet dating.  Social Science Computer Review, 
24 (2), 189–208.  

    Lee, S. (2008).  Preferences and choice constraints in marital sorting: Evidence from Korea . 
Working Paper.  

  Lee, S. (2015). Effect of online dating on assortative mating: Evidence from South Korea.  Journal 
of Applied Econometrics, 30 (7) (forthcoming).  

     Lin, K.-H., & Lundquist, J. (2013). Mate selection in cyberspace: The intersection of race, gender, 
and education.  American Journal of Sociology, 119 (1), 183–215.  

   Luhmann, N. (1973).  Zweckbegriff und Systemrationalität . Suhrkamp: Frankfurt am Main.  
    Luhmann, N. (1987).  Love as passion. The codifi cation of intimacy  (J. Gaines, Trans.). Cambridge, 

MA: Harvard University Press.  

2 Online Dating – A Meeting Point for the Modern Individual and Traditional…

https://www.aeaweb.org/assa/2006/0106_0800_0502.pdf
http://blogs.oii.ox.ac.uk/couples/
http://huber.research.yale.edu/materials/38_paper.pd
http://huber.research.yale.edu/materials/38_paper.pd
http://www.singleboersen-vergleich.de/presse/studie-2013-vom-onlinedating-zum-traualtar.pdf
http://www.singleboersen-vergleich.de/presse/studie-2013-vom-onlinedating-zum-traualtar.pdf


27

    Luhmann, N. (1995).  Social systems . Stanford: Stanford University Press.  
   Luhmann, N. (1997).  Die Gesellschaft der Gesellschaft . Suhrkamp: Frankfurt am Main.  
    Mare, R. D. (1991). Five decades of educational assortative mating.  American Sociological Review, 

56 (1), 15–32.  
   Marx, K., & Engels, F. (1848). Manifesto of the communist party. In K. Marx, & F. Engels (1969, 

1. ed.),  Selected works  (pp. 98–137). Moscow: Progress Publishers.  
    Marx, K., & Engels, F. (1976).  Collected works – Volume Six . New York: International Publishers.  
   Moucha, P., Pfl itsch, D., & Wiechers, H. (2012).  Der Online Dating Markt 2011–2012 . Retrieved 

from   http://www.singleboersen-vergleich.de/presse/online-dating-markt-2011-2012-de.pdf    .  
    Münch, R. (1991).  Dialektik der Kommunikationsgesellschaft . Suhrkamp: Frankfurt am Main.  
    Postman, N. (1992).  Technopoly: The surrender of culture to technology . New York: Vintage 

Books, Random House.  
   Potarca, G., & Mills, M. (2013).  Racial Homophily and exclusion in online dating preferences: A 

cross-national comparison.  Unpublished working paper.  
    Robinson, L., & Halle, D. (2002). Digitization, the internet, and the arts: eBay, Napster, SAG, and 

e-books.  Qualitative Sociology, 25 (3), 359–383.  
   Rosenfeld, M. J. (2010).  Meeting online: The rise of the internet as a social intermediary. draft . 

Retrieved from   http://web.stanford.edu/~mrosenfe/Rosenfeld_How_Couples_Meet_PAA_
updated.pdf    .  

    Rosenfeld, M. J., & Thomas, R. J. (2012). Searching for a mate: The rise of the internet as a social 
intermediary.  American Sociological Review, 77 (4), 523–547.  

    Sautter, J. M., Tippett, R. M., & Morgan, S. P. (2010). The social demography of internet dating in 
the United States.  Social Science Quarterly, 91 (2), 554–575.  

    Scharlott, B. W., & Christ, W. G. (1995). Overcoming relationship-initiation barriers: The impact 
of a computer-dating system on sex role, shyness, and appearance inhibitions.  Computers in 
Human Behavior, 11 (2), 191–204.  

   Schmitz, A. (2009). Virtuelle Zwischengeschlechtlichkeit im Kontext relationaler Methodologie. 
Überlegungen zu einer Soziologie der digitalen Partnerwahl. In H.-G. Soeffner (Ed.),  Unsichere 
Zeiten. Herausforderungen gesellschaftlicher Transformationen; Verhandlungen des 34. 
Kongresses der Deutschen Gesellschaft für Soziologie in Jena 2008 . Wiesbaden: VS Verlag.  

    Schmitz, A. (2012). Elective affi nities 2.0? A bourdieusian approach to couple formation and the 
methodology of E-dating.  Social Science Research on the Internet (RESET), 1 (1), 175–202.  

   Schmitz, A. (2014). The online dating market: Theoretical and methodological considerations. 
 Economic Sociology The European Electronic Newsletter, 16 (1), 11–24.  

      Schmitz, A., & Zillmann, D. (2016). Online Dating as a social sciences research tool. In F. X. 
Olleros, & M. Zhegu (Eds.),  Research handbook of digital transformations . Cheltenham: 
Edward Elgar (forthcoming).  

    Schmitz, A., Sachse-Thürer, S., Zillmann, D., & Blossfeld, H.-P. (2011). Myths and facts about 
online mate choice. Contemporary beliefs and empirical fi ndings.  Zeitschrift für 
Familienforschung, 23 (3), 358–381.  

   Schulz, F. (2009). Bildungshomophilie im Onlinedating. In Deutsche Gesellschaft für Soziologie 
(Ed.),  Konferenzband der DGS zum Soziologentag in Jena . DGS Tagung 2009, Jena.  

     Schulz, F. (2010).  Verbundene Lebensläufe: Partnerwahl und Arbeitsteilung zwischen neuen 
Ressourcenverhältnissen und traditionellen Geschlechterrollen . Wiesbaden: VS Verlag.  

   Schulz, F., Skopek, J., & Blossfeld, H.-P. (2010). Partnerwahl als konsensuelle Entscheidung. Das 
Antwortverhalten bei Erstkontakten im Online-Dating.  Kölner Zeitschrift für Soziologie und 
Sozialpsychologie, 62 (3), 485–514.  

    Schwartz, C. R. (2013). Trends and variation in assortative mating: Causes and consequences. 
 Annual Review of Sociology, 39 , 451–470.  

    Simmel, G. (1890).  On social differentiation . Leipzig: Duncker & Humblot.  
    Simmel, G. (1985).  Schriften Zur Philosophie und Soziologie der Geschlechter . Suhrkamp: 

Frankfurt am Main.  

References

http://www.singleboersen-vergleich.de/presse/online-dating-markt-2011-2012-de.pdf
http://web.stanford.edu/~mrosenfe/Rosenfeld_How_Couples_Meet_PAA_updated.pdf
http://web.stanford.edu/~mrosenfe/Rosenfeld_How_Couples_Meet_PAA_updated.pdf


28

    Simmel, G. (2008).  Gesamtausgabe . Suhrkamp: Frankfurt am Main.  
     Skopek, J. (2011).  Partnerwahl im Internet: Eine quantitative Analyse von Strukturen und 

Prozessen der Online-Partnersuche . Wiesbaden: VS Verlag.  
    Skopek, J., Schmitz, A., & Blossfeld, H.-P. (2011a). The gendered dynamics of age preferences – 

Empirical evidence from online dating.  Zeitschrift für Familienforschung, 23 (3), 267–290.  
    Skopek, J., Schulz, F., & Blossfeld, H.-P. (2011b). Who contacts whom? Educational homophily 

in online mate selection.  European Sociological Review, 27 (2), 180–195.  
   Sritharan, R., Heilpern, K., Wilbur, C. J., & Gawronski, B. (2010). I think I like you: Spontaneous 

and deliberate evaluations of potential romantic partners in an online dating context.  European 
Journal of Social Psychology, 40 (6), 1062–1077.  

    Stevenson, B., & Wolfers, J. (2007). Marriage and divorce: Changes and their driving forces.  The 
Journal of Economic Perspectives, 21 (2), 27–52.  

    Toma, C. L., Hancock, J. T., & Ellison, N. B. (2008). Separating fact from fi ction: An examination 
of deceptive self-presentation in online dating.  Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 
34 (8), 1023–1036.  

    Valkenburg, P. M., & Peter, J. (2007). Who looks for casual dates on the internet? A test of the 
compensation and the recreation hypotheses.  New Media & Society, 9 (3), 455–474.  

   van Dijk, J., & Hacker, K. (2003). The digital divide as a complex and dynamic phenomenon.  The 
Information Society, 19 (4), 315–326.  

     Wang, H., & Lu, X. (2007). Cyberdating: Misinformation and (Dis)trust in online interaction. 
 Informing Science Journal, 10 , 1–15.  

   Weber, M. (1946). From  Max Weber: Essays in sociology . New York: Oxford University Press.  
    Weber, M. (1947).  The theory of social and economic organization . New York: Simon and Schuster.  
       Weber, M. (1968).  Economy and society: An outline of interpretive sociology . New York: 

Bedminster Press.  
    Weber, M. (2003).  General economic history . Mineola: Dover Publications.  
    Wetzel, D. (2012). Ich hab ihn…? Poststrukturalistische Zugänge zu Emotionen/Affekten bei der 

Online-Partnerwahl. In Deutsche Gesellschaft für Soziologie (Ed.),  Konferenzband der DGS 
zum Soziologentag in Jena.  DGS Tagung 2009.  

   Whitty, M. T. (2007). The art of selling one’s self on an online dating site: The BAR approach. In 
M. T. Whitty, A. J. Baker, & J. A. Inman (Eds.),  Online matchmaking  (pp. 57–69). Basingstoke: 
Palgrave Macmillan.  

    Whitty, M. T. (2008). Liberating or debilitating? An examination of romantic relationships, sexual 
relationships and friendships on the Net.  Computers in Human Behavior, 24 (5), 1837–1850.  

   Yancey, G., & Emerson, M. O. (2014). Does height matter? An examination of height preferences 
in romantic coupling.  Journal of Family Issues , forthcoming.  

   Yoder, S. (2014).  How Online Dating Became a $2 Billion Industry.  Fiscal Times, Retrieved from 
  http://www.thefiscaltimes.com/Articles/2014/02/14/Valentines-Day-2014-How-Online-
Dating-Became-2-Billion-Industry    .  

    Yurchisin, J., Watchravesringkan, K., & McCabe, D. B. (2005). An exploration of identity re- 
creation in the context of internet dating.  Social Behavior and Personality: An International 
Journal, 33 (8), 735–750.  

    Žakelj, T., Kocon, D., Švab, A., & Kuhar, R. (2015). Internet dating as a project: The commodifi ca-
tion and rationalisation of online dating.  Journal Družboslovne razprave, 78 , 7–24.  

   Zillmann, D. (2016).  Von kleinen Lügen und kurzen Beinen. Selbstdarstellung bei der Partnersuche 
im Internet  [About little lies and small legs. Self-Presentation in Online Dating]. Wiesbaden: 
VS Verlag (forthcoming).  

     Zillmann, D., Schmitz, A., Skopek, J., & Blossfeld, H.-P. (2013). Survey topic and unit nonre-
sponse. Evidence from an online survey on mating.  Quality and Quantity, 48 (4), 2069–2088.  

   Žižek, S. (2010). Time of the Monsters. A call to radicalness.  Le Monde diplomatique  12.10.2010.    

2 Online Dating – A Meeting Point for the Modern Individual and Traditional…

http://www.thefiscaltimes.com/Articles/2014/02/14/Valentines-Day-2014-How-Online-Dating-Became-2-Billion-Industry
http://www.thefiscaltimes.com/Articles/2014/02/14/Valentines-Day-2014-How-Online-Dating-Became-2-Billion-Industry


29© Springer International Publishing Switzerland 2017 
A. Schmitz, The Structure of Digital Partner Choice, 
DOI 10.1007/978-3-319-43530-5_3

    Chapter 3   
 The Market Character of Online Dating                     

          This chapter starts with an excursus on the meaning of the term ‘partner market’, 
due to the fact that there is little systematic conceptualization of either ‘partner 
market’ in empirical research, or of the basic term ‘market’ itself in sociology as a 
whole. Deriving a Weberian concept of the market as competition for exchange 
chances, a relational defi nition of the partner market will be developed. Based on 
this defi nition, and fi ndings from research and qualitative interview material, it will 
be shown that online dating markets are not at all an exceptional phenomenon in the 
context of couple formation. It will be shown that dating site can be analytically 
located within a continuum alongside conventional partner markets such as night 
clubs, offl ine ‘lonely hearts’ ads and speed dating events. Online dating sites seem 
to be, in comparison to other contexts of interaction, strongly structured by market 
principles such as competition for partners, induction of conscious rational mate 
choice, and exchange logics. Thus, it will be argued that the ‘real type’ market of 
online dating can be seen as being especially close to an ‘ideal-typical’ partner mar-
ket and, thus, as a paradigmatic textbook example for analyses in the tradition of 
individualistic mate choice. 

    What Is a Partner Market? 

 In the previous chapter, we argued that most research on dating platforms applies a 
rather narrow concept of structure, by pursuing an individualistic perspective of the 
user who chooses from extrinsic choice structures. This neglect of the analytical 
signifi cance of structure in research on online dating particularly manifests in the 
universal – but ill-defi ned – application of the term ‘partner market’ (cp. Schmitz 
 2014 ). 

 Often, a dating platform is simply labeled as a ‘market’, and seen as the context 
where actors meet and interact. Yet, what do terms such as ‘partner market’ or ‘mar-
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riage market’ actually mean in theoretical terms? Surprisingly, this self-evident 
question is asked relatively rarely. ‘Partner markets’ are mostly interpreted as a 
theoretical matter-of-course, without the need for an exact theoretical conceptual-
ization. Schwartz ( 2013 : 464) argues that “the notion of the marriage market under-
lies most studies of assortative mating” but “the literature has not yet fully grappled 
with how to conceptualize and measure marriage markets”. Usually, no explicit 
defi nitions are given and the usage of the term ‘market’ is essentially metaphorical. 
In most cases, the term ‘partner market’ refers to a confi ned fi eld of social interac-
tions (such as a university or a nightclub) in which mating goals are pursued to a 
fi nite degree. However, from a theoretical point of view, such implicit defi nitions are 
not satisfactory and, as we will see, not strictly conclusive for empirical work either. 

 If empirical sociology does not provide a satisfying and manageable operational 
defi nition, perhaps we should examine the origins of market terminology, the eco-
nomic sciences. Equally surprisingly, economic literature also gives no defi nitive 
defi nition of what the terms ‘market’ and ‘market value’ mean. This defi nitional 
defi cit is explicitly stated in  The New Palgrave Dictionary of Economics : “the con-
cept of the market […] often goes undefi ned” (Hodgson  2010 : 252). 1  If a ‘market’ 
is defi ned at all in the economic sciences, it is usually as an institution by which a 
certain good (for example housing, labor, vehicles, etc.) is exchanged between buy-
ers and sellers, who establish prices of one or more commodities via their interac-
tions. Another common defi nition uses the concept of the ‘Walrasian auctioneer 
market’, a theoretical construct that searches for equilibria of actors’ preferences in 
a market with full information and perfect competition. Becker ( 1974 : 300; cp. 
Chapter   4    ) postulates the existence of a marriage market, due to his observation that 
actors compete for the best mate. In a similar vein, rational choice proponent James 
Coleman ( 1990 : 22; cp. Hodgson  2002 : 253) uses the concept of market, as it seems 
clear to him that “marriage can be seen as taking place in a kind of market”, involv-
ing men’s and women’s “barter” of “one commodity – himself or herself”. Whereas 
such defi nitions might be reasonable within the logic of the economic sciences, they 
are unsatisfying both from the viewpoint of a sociological theory (of mating), and 
for empirical work. It is diffi cult to separate a ‘partner market’ theoretically from 
society as a whole due to the diffi culty of defi ning the good being marketed; is the 
good companionship, a partner, one characteristic of a partner, or something else? 
This conceptual defi cit can encourage  ad hoc  postulates such as the equalization of 
the components of an individual’s mate value (e.g. education) with ‘mate value’, 
which may suggest the generalization of the determinants of success chances, pref-
erences, strategies, etc. 

1    This remarkable theoretical defi ciency has been recognized before, for example by Bourdieu 
( 1997 ) and Rosenbaum ( 2000 ). 
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 Another conceptualization of markets in general can be found in the works of the 
early sociological classicists Max Weber and Georg Simmel. 2  As Weber puts it, a 
market

  may be said to exist wherever there is competition, even if only unilateral, for opportunities 
of exchange among a plurality of potential parties. 3  

 Simmel gives a similar defi nition:

  At least three actors are necessary for a market to exist: at least one actor on one side of the 
market confronted with at least two actors on the other side, whose offers the fi rst actor is 
able to compare with one another. 4  

   These classical approaches to general markets highlight the fact that not only are 
the specifi c objects actually being bartered to be understood as the object of compe-
tition, but that there is competition for the chances of entering into an exchange at 
all. Thus, a ‘mating market’ can be characterized by an antecedent competition for 
attention (Schmitz  2009 ). This approach conceptualizes the market via non-realized 
exchange: The ‘price’ of an actor on the partner market is a function of actively and 
passively approved and rejected offers. A ‘mate value’ can therefore be defi ned as 
the relative chance for attention and exchange in a competitive environment with 
mating goals. Hence, it is not contingent identity elements (for example educational 
status, attractiveness, etc.) but relational bundles of traits which constitute an actor’s 
exchange chances and, in total, the chance structure of the overall market. 

 According to Weber’s well-known defi nition of power, we can then understand 
exchange chances in markets to be a function of power relations, whose origin 
might lie inside or outside the particular market itself. 5  This approach highlights the 
relevance of the sociological category of power structures in mating markets, a cat-
egory that is neglected in traditional economic market conceptions (and sometimes 
even in empirical sociology). Emphasizing the importance of power relations in and 
for the market leads to an appreciation of the fact that a partner market should be 
understood as a  structure of chances . These chances cannot be reduced to general 
prevailing traits, as a partner market implies no uniform exchange entity (in contrast 
to money in a fi nancial market, for example). Chapter   5     will elaborate on a 
Bourdieusian conceptualization for systematically relating the exchange chances 
of the partner market to a theoretical concept of society. The methods chapter 
(Chapter   6    ) of this work will illustrate the statistical implications for modeling a 
mate value following the defi nition proposed here. 

2    Of course, there are many alternative defi nitions in economic sociology (e.g. White  1981 ; Aspers 
 2007 ). However, these works do not really provide an elegant, inclusive defi nition for mating mar-
kets either. 
3    Weber ( 1922 : 382): “Von einem Markt soll gesprochen werden, sobald auch nur auf einer Seite 
eine Mehrheit von Tauschrefl ektanten um Tauschchancen konkurrieren”. 
4    Simmel ( 1983 : 83f.): “Die Existenz eines Marktes bedarf mindestens dreier Akteure: Mindestens 
ein Akteur auf der einen Seite des Marktes, der sich mindestens zwei Akteuren auf der anderen 
Seite des Marktes gegenübersieht, deren Angebote er im Vergleich miteinander bewerten kann”. 
5    In most cases, market value is understood as a concept distinct from market price, which is ‘the 
price at which one can trade’ – whereas market value is ‘the true underlying value’. 
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    Online Dating – An ‘Ideal Type’ Partner Market 

 The following section will analytically compare the online dating market to differ-
ent contexts and principles of fi nding a partner. 6  In doing so, online dating as well 
as other important contexts will be constructed  as markets  in an ideal-type (i.e. 
Weberian) way. Based on our Weberian defi nition of a partner market, we can infer 
the central differentiating dimensions of different social contexts in which couples 
are potentially established. The term partner market can be applied to the extent to 
which mate search and competition for exchange opportunities with potential part-
ners actually structure practice, and is thus constitutive and specifi c for the pro-
cesses of the particular social context itself. To the degree this can be observed, a 
particular context of couple formation can be thought of as being “ relatively auton-
omous ” (Bourdieu  1991 : 236) from overall society. The specifi city level of the 
objects of interests being competed for (money for instance in a fi nancial market) 
and the level of irrelevance of the society  outside  the market for the agency  within  
the market are two core aspects of the relative autonomy of any market. In other 
words: the more explicit the good in question is, and the less competition for oppor-
tunities of exchange is infl uenced by external societal conditions, the more appli-
cable the term ‘partner market’ becomes. Taking these aspects into consideration, 
the object of online dating exhibits a comparatively high level of relative 
autonomy. 

 Unlike offl ine partner markets, and unlike other online social media, the explicit 
function of online dating platforms is to realize the formation of couples. 7  The  pri-
mary meaning  behind the use of a dating site is to fi nd a partner, whereas – in other 
contexts of interaction such as the workplace or school – couple formation is for the 
most part an unintended side-effect of context-specifi c practice. If applying a con-
ception of the market based around its goods, online dating – compared to tradi-
tional contexts of interaction – appears to be oriented towards a  good which is 
relatively explicit and  universal. In online dating, the objects of supply and demand 
are (depending on the particular operationalization) clearly defi ned by (a) the traits 
of a partner, (b) the partner himself, or (c) the relationships, or (d) the exchange 
chances as elaborated above. A relatively high specifi city of goods can also be 
attributed to other partner markets, for example prostitution. The degree of specifi c-
ity is exacerbated by the technical design of dating sites. The users’ self- presentation 
is limited to modular options in various attributes, excluding standard offl ine forms 
of self-presentation such as facial expressions, the involvement of third parties, or 
the use of material objects. Along with the social conventions governing self- 
presentation (users are expected to present themselves as being ‘interesting’, 

6    See also Schmitz ( 2009 ) with an earlier version of this analytical approach. 
7    This also comprises platforms for adultery and sexual affairs which generate short-term 
togetherness. 
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‘respectable’, ‘sporty’, and so on), 8  online dating has a standardizing impact on its 
users. In doing so, it forms a relatively homogeneous and structured mass of ‘sup-
pliers’, who present themselves to other users in the form of choice sets, from which 
a selection has to be made. In contrast, other partner markets, such as universities or 
schools, have neither a clear, general good of common interest, nor do they foster a 
seller-buyer logic of interactions as can be found in online dating, speed dating, or 
prostitution. 

 Feld conceptualizes meeting places via his ‘focus’ theory (Feld  1981 ; cp. 
Chapter   4    ), meaning that particular contexts focalize actors more or less explicitly 
looking for a partner. For example, a neighborhood will bring together different 
actors and eventually foster the emergence of some relationships. Against the back-
ground of our previous argumentation, online dating can be considered a  hyper-
focus , different from other foci due to its explicit nature of the mate search process, 
representing the very purpose of the interaction. Due to the high relevance of fi nd-
ing a partner for most social strata, this has implications for the social composition 
of a non- specialized dating site as considered here. Unlike traditional foci (such as 
one’s workplace or school), which are essentially frequented by socially homoge-
neous groups, the hyper-focus online dating is characterized by a high level of 
 socio- structural heterogeneity . This results from the high accessibility of a non- 
specialized dating site as well as from the  size of the market.  9  This can also be seen 
as a relatively low level of market imbalance, meaning that no particular social 
strata are extremely over- or underrepresented (cp. Chapter   2    ). In this regard, online 
dating resembles online matchmaking (that is, the algorithm-driven system of part-
ner suggestions offered by certain companies), where specifi c social classes may be 
structurally over-represented, but all users of all social classes are easily accessible 
using the search functionality. 

 Due to the technical architecture of a dating site, users can to some extent ignore 
physical distances and temporal simultaneity, as they can communicate from differ-
ent places and in a time-displaced way. This implies a comparatively low level of 
 co-presence , when compared with traditional offl ine contexts, but also when com-
pared to speed dating. As a consequence, a high degree of  parallelity  of interactions 
is part of the market’s logic, being less subject to normative objections (e.g. in 
contrast to one’s circle of acquaintances, where ‘dating’ multiple partners may be 
frowned upon). 

 Because of the market size and the technical design, online dating is less about 
contacting or selecting  persons , but rather about perceived combinations of attri-
butes (Lenton and Stewart  2008 ; Zillmann et al.  2011 ), and thus  trait-oriented 
choice , based on comparisons of multiple alternative user profi les. In contrast to 
one’s family or circle of friends, where the whole person rather than its separate 

8    Some dating services even work to identify ‘sub-optimal’ profi les and pictures, helping users 
present themselves in the ‘right’ way. 
9    It is diffi cult to estimate the true size of online dating sites, as it is of course in the interest of the 
services’ providers to claim to have large numbers of customers. The website we analyzed had over 
118,000 registered profi les in 2009. 
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traits is perceived and evaluated, dating websites notably feature “impersonal mar-
ket exchange”, and thus foster a “considerations for things, not […] for persons” 
(Weber  1978 : 641). As a consequence of trait-oriented choice, virtual partner mar-
kets (but also speed dating, offl ine matchmaking, or offl ine advertisements) are 
characterized by comparatively low transaction and search costs. 

 However, the relative importance of trait over person, implies a relatively low 
uncertainty regarding the primary intention of the market participants. Usually, both 
interaction partners on an online dating site will be looking for a long or short-term 
relationship, whereas this is usually not that clear in everyday life. This compara-
tively low uncertainty with regard to the intentions of a potential partner is, how-
ever, relativized by the relatively high level of uncertainty regarding the  authenticity  
of a communication partner. Just as in the case of speed dating or offl ine dating 
agencies, two interacting users on a dating site are unlikely to know each other per-
sonally, and are thus mutually  anonymous . The advantage resulting from the high 
certainty regarding the goals of a dating site’s user is thus undermined by the low 
certainty regarding his trustworthiness, a problem that prevails to a far lesser degree 
in everyday offl ine contexts. Users of online dating sites can exercise extraordinary 
control over their self-presentation, by using their profi le pages and the chat system 
in a strategic manner. Whereas Goffman’s ( 1959 ) description of everyday self- 
presentation is applicable to all social situations, it is particularly apt for online 
dating platforms. These digital partner markets enable a vast repertoire of deception 
ranging from minor concealments to the complete falsifi cation of profi les. In 
computer- mediated communication it is, initially at least, unclear whether one’s 
communication partner actually is who they claim to be. 

 As the particular degree of anonymity already suggests, online dating is rela-
tively autonomous with regard to direct infl uences of social structure. The process 
of couple formation on an online dating site, but also in offl ine or online matchmak-
ing, occurs in dyadic exclusivity, i.e.  without the direct involvement of third parties 
or users’ social networks . Impersonality which is a characteristic for market rela-
tions in general, precipitates in online dating as a relative “freedom from personal 
ties and obligations” (Anderson  1993 : 145). The paradigmatic inverse of this con-
text might be marriages arranged by the families of the two partners, or – more 
recently – Facebook’s ‘Spotted’ groups, which mobilize users’ social networks to 
establish contacts with potential partners. 10  

 The particular detachment from everyday social structures of interaction as a 
core characteristic of online dating does not simply affect each single interaction in 
itself, but all subsequent interactions as well. Whereas two people whose interaction 
did not lead to a relationship might continue to come into contact with one another 
in typical offl ine interaction contexts such as the workplace or school, in online 

10    ‘Spotted’ is an app on Facebook with the following function: if a user in a certain location (usu-
ally a specifi c town or university) sees a person they are romantically interested in, they can post a 
message in the group in an attempt to mobilize the social network (both their own, that of the 
potential partner, and indeed of the group as a whole), with the nominally ideal end result being 
contact with the person in question. 
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 dating, much like online matchmaking and perhaps offl ine markets such as night-
clubs, the probability of future encounter is very low. The  “shadow of the future ” 
(Axelrod  1984 : 124) is thus comparatively insignifi cant for virtual encounters (see 
e.g. Diekmann and Wyder  2002 : 674f.). This relieves online dating users of the 
necessity of considering the long-term social relationship with each potential inter-
action partner. Termination of communication, perhaps simply by not replying to an 
individual message, is considerably less burdened with normative considerations 
than in the social contexts of the family, school, or the workplace. 

 Whereas it is true that interactions on a dating site take the form of dyadic rela-
tions, and while it is also true that the user’s offl ine social network is not immedi-
ately involved in these interactions, this does not mean that third parties are irrelevant 
for these interactions. Due to the abundance of potentially available partners and 
competitors (Stauder  2008 ), online dating can be thought of as being particularly 
strongly structured by competition. Within this  polypolistic  market structure of 
online dating, more than two actors are always indirectly involved in any specifi c 
dyadic interaction as alternative partners and competitors. Thus, the autonomy of 
the online dating market does not exclude sociality, but transforms it into a mecha-
nism of competition inherent to any dyadic interaction. This transformation cannot 
be established for most everyday contexts such as familial interactions. 

 The extreme level of market competition manifests itself in  competition for 
attention and exchange chances  among users (Schmitz  2009 ), especially in the form 
of the verbal and visual content of the user’s profi les (Illouz and Finkelmann  2009 : 
416). Whereas more long-term and structurally conditioned interactions – at school 
or work, for instance – also allow for ‘love at second sight’, online dating users are 
forced to approach the surplus of potential partners in a manner which reduces com-
plexity. Given the low degree of physical and temporal co-presence, visual (in the 
profi le design) and verbal (in the chat process) stimuli appear as units of complexity 
reduction, which, together with the anonymity of encounter, enhance the relevance 
of personal information (cp. Geser and Bühler  2006 : 16). These symbolic structura-
tions of profi le presentation facilitate and enforce the comparison of “tastes”, “fam-
ily backgrounds”, and “hopes and dreams” (Burrell  2004 ). 

 Linguistic expression (e.g., via messages) and stylistic self-staging (via profi le 
design) are core aspects that are even more important for online than for offl ine mat-
ing processes. Physicality (as presented on profi le pictures) is of particular relevance 
in online dating, as it is of course in mobile dating, nightclubs, or indeed prostitu-
tion. Although physical appearance is also of utmost importance in contexts such as 
schools, universities, vacations, or the workplace, physicality in online dating is 
given priority through the profi le design and the necessity for complexity reduction. 
Often, tabloid journalists, and some scientists, even assume that the primacy of 
physicality (or “erotic capital’) represents a fundamental feature of dating sites (cp. 
Hakim  2011 ). 

 As part of the high degree of market competition, users are frequently inundated 
with incoming contacts, forcing them to apply selective practices of choice. 
Conversely, in the case of too little attention, they are motivated to rationally refl ect 
on the underlying reasons. Dating sites’ very design also induces refl ection upon 
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one’s own romantic preferences and potential (initially, for example, via fi lling out 
one’s profi le) and a rationalizing approach to both the self (e.g. one’s ‘market value’) 
and to potential partners. This often results in a search for “the best bargain” (Illouz 
and Finkelmann  2009 : 416), in accordance with the “principle of maximization” 
(Klein und Stauder  2008 : 82, o.t.). 

 From a market perspective, online dating can thus be taken to be unusually effi -
cient. Users looking for a partner and possessing comparatively clear intentions, 
prone to applying cost-benefi t calculations, are brought together without a great 
deal of interference from market-exogenous rationalities. The fact that users enter 
the digital partner market not just with the expectation of realizing their own prefer-
ences, but with the expectation of rational expectations on the part of other market 
participants, further encourages instrumental rationality. Independent of whether a 
particular user is genuinely predisposed to act rationally as part of the process of 
online dating, he or she will be clearly aware of, or will at least assume, utility- 
maximization strategies on the part of the other users. 

 Take, for example, inauthentic self-presentation, one of many rational strategies 
used in online dating; this behavior intensifi es market competition, because most 
users will optimize their profi les according to their expectations of the desires of the 
other market participants, so as not to suffer any competitive disadvantage (Zillmann 
et al.  2011 ; Zillmann  2016 ). The detection of possible deceptions also becomes of 
considerable importance in online dating; any potential partner automatically comes 
under suspicion, and must be unmasked quickly in order to avoid misallocation of 
one’s time and attention. Just as in the fundamental axioms of rational action theo-
ries in general, and theories of mate choice in particular, a user is prompted to refl ect 
upon the expected utility of each contact event. The fact, for instance, that a man’s 
profi le exhibits a subjectively ideal height must be considered in the context of the 
probability that this particular attribute is actually true. The user is driven, therefore, 
to set the value of a potential partner’s attributes against the likelihood of their 
veracity. Computer-mediated communication in online dating, which enables a rela-
tively high level of control over the consistency and plausibility of a user’s self- 
portrayal, also fosters rational strategies of creating profi le data and of formulating 
and standardizing text messages. Given the recordability of messages, the process 
of interaction between two users is constantly accessible for both parties. Also, per-
forming plausibility checks is a valid rational strategy for users (Gibbs et al.  2011 ). 
The technical and social conditions of online dating as described here can be thought 
of as representing a kind of partner market that induces rationality (Illouz and 
Finkelmann  2009 : 415) on the level on the subject, and a particular logic of supply 
and demand on the market level. 

 In sum, according to various dimensions, online dating can be considered to rep-
resent a partner market, one which is strongly structured by the competition and 
instrumental rationality in the mate search process. Due to the fact that the mecha-
nisms inherent to online dating are less affected by offl ine conditions than traditional 
partner markets, a high operational market effi ciency can be said to exist. As a result 
of the comparatively high level of relative autonomy – in the sense of homogeneous 
intentions and goods, on the one hand, and the irrelevance of external  personal net-
works on the other – online dating can be justifi ably labeled as a partner market. 
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Illouz and Finkelmann’s critical perspective even leads them to the conclusion that, 
before the rise of the internet, the very term ‘market’ was “largely inadequate” 
( 2009 : 409) for the conceptualization of the processes of couple formation. For the 
purpose of summarizing and consolidating these arguments, Figure  3.1  shows a 
graphical visualization in the form of ideal-typical biplots (Gower et al.  2010 ). 11 

   In accordance with the ideal-typical approach outlined here, the traditional con-
texts of encounter (Family, Neighborhood, School, etc.) are to be found on the left- 
hand side of the diagram. What is common to them is that they represent contexts of 
encounter that are subject to strong social structuration, characterized by the direct 
involvement of third parties, highly institutionalized, and often strongly bound to 
geographic space. Accordingly, they usually do not involve explicit mate search, 
anonymity, and market autonomy. 

 An idealized online dating partner market is located on the right-hand side of the 
ideal-typical diagram, and displays analytical similarities to speed dating, online 
matchmaking, mobile dating, and offl ine dating agencies, romantic advertisements, 
and prostitution. These contexts of encounter are explicit entities of partner 

11    The graph is based on a relational table in which each context was assigned an ideal-typical tri-
ple-ordinal value. 

  Fig. 3.1    Theoretical comparison of ideal-typical partner markets (Biplots)       
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 mediation, unlike the workplace or school, for example. Online dating, and the 
other contexts in close proximity, differ by way of their exceptional levels of com-
petition and their attribute-driven process of selection. Speed dating differs here, 
thanks to the manageable number of participants involved, by way of a considerably 
more person- oriented process of selection and less intense competition. The same 
holds true for the Facebook’s ‘Spotted’ function, which is used when looking for a 
specifi c person. ‘Spotted’ groups on Facebook share with online dating the fact that 
they are both explicit and online forms of mate search. ‘Spotted’ differs from and 
online dating by its practically absent competition and the strong embeddedness in 
existing social networks. 

 Online dating differs from online matchmaking by the fact that the market’s size 
and levels of availability, which initially appear similar, are limited by the match-
making algorithm, resulting in a smaller ‘fi eld of eligibles’ in the digital matchmak-
ing market. Online dating also displays proximity to an ideal-typical nightclub, 
where interaction is similarly characterized by the above-average presence of poten-
tially ‘romantic’ intentions such as fl irting, and by relatively high levels of competi-
tion for attention, anonymity, and attribute-oriented selection. Equally, prostitution 
can be seen as a market with clear intentions and competition for attracting the cli-
ent’s attraction. In an analytical sense, online dating might be even thought of as a 
particularly extreme form of such mating contexts, as the market character here is 
even closer to the theoretical reference. 

 The ideal-typical approach outlined here does not deny that there are empirical 
differences between different dating sites or different offl ine mating contexts. It is 
an idealized representation, which corroborates the argument of Chapter   2    , where 
we argued that online dating can be seen as a confl uent consequence of societal 
developments, such as individualization, rationalization, and marketization. In addi-
tion, as the ideal-typical approach shows, online dating sites are certainly not excep-
tional phenomena in the context of couple formation, but can be located within an 
analytical continuum alongside conventional partner markets. Online dating sites 
seem to be, in comparison to other contexts of interaction, particularly strongly 
defi ned by the logics of preferences, choice, exchange, competition and market. 
Applying the defi nition above, one can say that, in online dating, exchange chances 
are less affected by societal structure than anywhere else (economists might say 
they are ‘frictionless’, and thus close to the economic market model). As for “ratio-
nal choice theorists, as indeed for ‘free-market’ economists generally, the market is 
the site of a certain idealized freedom” where “individual agents are free to pursue 
their interests, to ‘maximize utilities’” (Guillory  2000 : 23f.), the online dating mar-
ket seems to constitute a particularly well-suited area of applicability of individual-
ist and rationalist reason.  
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    The User’s Phenomenological Perception 

 In the following section, a selection of qualitative interviews will be presented 
which were conducted in the context of this project, as well as some carried out in 
collaboration with Marie Bergström with the users of German and French dating 
sites (see also Bergström  2011 ). The interviewees were contacted and subsequently 
interviewed via the chat system of the dating site itself. The advantage of this 
method is the fact that the participants’ answers could be collated and analyzed 
straightforwardly and accurately. 12  

 Firstly, many interviewees emphasized the economic advantages online dating 
represents in comparison to offl ine dating:

  (Laughing) it is more economical because it’s not as cost-intensive. Among other things, 
going out does cost a lot of money. It’s defi nitely cheaper to register with some online dat-
ing service. By the way, men think like this, too, because I also spoke to Tim, you know, 
why did you register there, and he said he just wanted to meet someone – this way he 
doesn’t have to buy the woman a drink every time (laughing). 

   The users also remarked upon the extraordinary range of potential partners, 
although this is accompanied by a high number of unappealing or unfavorable inter-
action partners.

  There is, of course, an excess supply, there are too many people. I got to know a lot of idiots, 
total idiots, complete idiots, but I met some nice people, too. 

   This re-emphasizes the aforementioned pressure to select potential partners 
according to specifi c attribute parameters:

  Mate choice and all that, you can do it very fast in an online context, be it in written form, 
e-mail, or on the phone. You learn to differentiate quickly between who’s suitable and who 
isn’t. 

 The interviewees formulated their own cost-benefi t ratios in reaction to the 
unusually intense choice situation, emphasizing the fact the rationalized search for 
a partner online is particularly effi cient:

  You get involved in a conversation very quickly, you just write something. But these pos-
sibilities come with restrictions created by the market. 

   The relative ease with which a reciprocal exchange can be realized in online dat-
ing is affected by the aforementioned fact that the users share the common goal of 
fi nding a (short or long-term) partner, which generates an intense pressure to make 
a decision:

  It leads to inhibitions somehow, when everybody knows that everyone is just talking to you 
in order to fi nd a mate. And then I feel an extreme pressure to immediately decide whether 
someone is suitable or not. And I don’t like this. I prefer to meet people and to show an 
interest afterwards. That is, leave it to chance. 

12    The actual object of research was the analysis of deception in online dating. The interviews were 
carried out as part of a dissertation by Eva Peter 2009. The results presented here are a re-analysis 
of this qualitative data material. 
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   The situation of particular market competition, induced by the excess supply and 
the pressure of choice, manifests itself in a critical refl ection on the character of the 
institution. Women in particular fi nd themselves in a position of uncertainty regard-
ing men’s true motives; women are also contacted by men far more intensively than 
vice-versa, as has already been demonstrated.

  Well, on these dating sites, there is a surplus of men, and somehow I have the sense that they 
take it pretty easy. They just click through and, well, if he doesn’t fi t a hundred percent, then 
you’re just directly eliminated – there’s really a kind of consumerist behavior behind that, 
it’s actually kind of embarrassing, I think. 

   This leads to a discrepancy between, on the one hand, the normative expectations 
regarding the integrity of a potential partner’s motives, in particular exclusivity of 
interest, and the simultaneous acceptance of the extent to which the encounter con-
forms to the rules of the market, which are often perceived as resembling 
supermarkets:

  Yes, well, it’s probably true, I think. How you deal with it is something else, but I really 
kind of found, for myself, that it’s really a little bit like shopping in the supermarket.” “Well, 
the negative point in all this is really this shopping mentality. 

 The interviewees complain about the cold logic of the market, while simultane-
ously using it as an excuse for higher standards and an almost instant, parameter-
driven method of selection. One expectation which seems to appear very frequently 
as a result of the logic of the market is the desire for a partner who is both outstand-
ingly compatible – pointing towards higher romantic standards – but who also dis-
plays spontaneity and sophistication.

  If they don’t fi t exactly and perfectly, you just look for the next one – it’s just like looking 
through the shelves in the supermarket, where you pick a tin and, well, it’s not the one, so 
you just put it back and take the next one. This – that is, this feeling – has been constant for 
me all these years. That just being, even after talking on the phone or after writing each 
other, just like that, without further ado and without any parting words, just being clicked 
away. 

 Much more so than for classical mating contexts such as schools, universities, 
workplaces, and so on, users of dating sites fi nd themselves in a situation which is, 
from their perspective, comparable to the markets they are familiar with in their 
everyday lives.   

    Interim Conclusion 

 To summarize the overall line of reasoning so far: The historical developments of 
Western modernity, as outlined in Chapter   2    , fostered the rationalized and individu-
alized constitution of the modern subject desiring intimacy, as well as the market- 
based character of the realization of romantic desires, thus making online dating a 
plausible consequence of societal development. The analytical conceptualization of 
online dating and the user’s phenomenological perceptions outlined in this chapter 
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go one step further, in that they emphasize the fact that online dating is a context 
particularly close to the ideal-typical notion of a market. 

 The arguments mobilized in this chapter seem to suffi ciently and effectively 
legitimize a research practice of applying individualistic and rationalistic models in 
the context of online dating if ‘structure’ here is understood as less relevant or being 
statistically controllable. 

 In Chapter   6     we will argue that a Bourdieusian approach to online dating and 
general issues of mating may well offer further analytical insights into this phenom-
enon, and indeed allows us to systematically integrate perspectives and fi ndings 
from traditional mate choice research. However, we will fi rst inspect and discuss the 
intellectual architecture of theories that underlie research on online mate choice in 
the next chapter, and elaborate the dichotomization of ‘structure-agency’ as their 
common paradigmatic core. This undertaking will then indicate the need for a wider 
notion of ‘structure’ into research on mating phenomena. It will also provide us with 
the starting point for a systematic analytical integration of ‘structure’ into practice, 
by transcending the opportunity-choice distinction, following the Bourdieusian 
tradition.     
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    Chapter 4   
 Classical Theories of Mate Choice 
and the Relational Defi cit in the Study 
of Relationship Formation                     

          The analytical emphasis on the ‘individual’ within research on online dating mar-
kets, as outlined so far, is not a phenomenon unique to this specifi c subject area. It 
is also constitutive for a great deal of traditional and current research into the sociol-
ogy of mating. Although there is no single coherent research program on mating 
processes in the social sciences, the individualistic paradigm also prevails in empiri-
cal research on offl ine partner markets, above all in its quantitative variation. This 
section will elaborate on the central components of the approach, constitutive for 
research on empirical mating processes both on and offl ine. The way these theoreti-
cal foundations are used and integrated by modern individualist mate choice 
researchers will then be illustrated. This dominant approach in the fi eld of partner 
market research in contemporary empirical sociology can be characterized as a 
combination of theories of preference, choice, and social exchange, of several dif-
ferent market-related considerations, and drawing on further theoretical inspira-
tions. Collectively, it constitutes a research paradigm which will henceforth be 
referred to as “mating as agency in structure”, or MAS. Subsequently, MAS will be 
examined with regard to its potential to include structure into the different models 
of individual mate choice. It will be then shown that individualistic mate choice 
research tries to overcome the restrictions inherent to methodological individualism 
and rational choice. This, in sum, will indicate the need for a relational notion of 
‘structure’ in research on mating processes. 
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    Classical Theories of Mate Choice 

    Mating Preferences and Mate Choice 

 A widespread perspective on processes of couple formation is the concept of indi-
vidual acts of partner selection, acts which are seen as the result of preferences for 
specifi c traits in a partner, and as generating in sum the aggregated population pat-
terns. The assumption here is that the selection of a certain partner depends essen-
tially on subjectively (and sometimes consciously) considered preferences for 
certain characteristics, such as socio-economic status, physical appearance, or age. 
Preferences are seen as relevant for the  choice  of potential partners, as they guide 
“behavior by directing” actors to “select and pursue whatever potential romantic 
partner most closely approximates their […] ideals” (Eastwick and Finkel  2008 : 
262). On the one hand, this perspective is based on ideas from evolutionary biology 
and evolutionary psychology (e.g. Buss and Barnes  1986 ) assuming “common pref-
erences” (Alpern and Reyniers  2005 ) – that is, that organisms will not actually dif-
fer in terms of their preferred characteristics. On the other hand, the preferential 
approach is based on a utilitarian theory of action (see e.g. Bokek-Cohen et al.  2007 ; 
Witt  1991 ). 

 Theories that refer to an actor’s choices amongst alternatives as resulting from 
preferences imply the concept of a subjective maximization of utility, often referred 
to in the social sciences as theories of “rational choice” (Elster  1986 ). In its original 
form, utility theory assumes that actors have transitive preferences; for example, if 
an actor A prefers actor B over C, and D over B, he should follow the assumption of 
rationality by preferring actor D over C. Furthermore, actors are defi ned as being 
capable of taking a decision characterized by complete preferences: actor A knows 
whether he prefers actor B over C or whether B and C are equivalent for him. Also, 
preferences are defi ned as stable: if actor A prefers actor B over C today, he will 
show the same preference order tomorrow. 

 As opposed to the biological theory of “common preferences” and to the eco-
nomic theories of a general utility function (Sprecher et al.  1994 ; Schmitt et al. 
 2012 ), sociological mate choice theories also take potential variations in partner 
preferences into account. Of special interest for sociologists are gender-specifi c and 
socio-structural differences between partner preferences (e.g. South  1991 ). In this 
context, in particular, homophilous preferences (preferring a similar trait), hyperph-
ilous preferences (preferring higher values in certain characteristics) or hypophilous 
preferences (preferring lower values in certain characteristics) receive special atten-
tion (Skopek et al.  2011 ). Homophilous preferences are also sometimes called “hor-
izontal preferences”, and hyper- and hypophilous preferences are sometimes called 
“vertical preferences” (Hitsch et al.  2010 ). A further aspect of preference is the 
desired relationship form itself, be it long or short-term, casual or serious, etc. 
(Regan et al.  2000 ; Baker  2005 ). Women tend to prefer long-term relationships, 
whereas men are more likely pursue short-time relationships (Stewart et al.  2000 ; 
Buss  2006 ). It has been repeatedly shown that women are more likely – compared 
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to men – to prefer partners who can offer them fi nancial security (Butler-Smith et al. 
 1998 ; Hirschmann  1987 ; Harrison and Saeed  1977 ; Skopek  2011 ) and who display 
subjectively preferable status attributes such as a good education or career 
(Hassebrauck  1990 ; Kaupp  1968 ; Skopek  2011 ). Research also shows that men 
have a preference for younger women (Campos et al.  2002 ; Cameron et al.  1977 ) 
and physically attractive partners (e.g. Hirschmann  1987 ). 

 In the social sciences, the assumption of individualistic and rationalistic theories 
is that acts of partner selection are governed by such conscious or unconscious per-
sonal preferences. 

 The decision of choosing a partner is then conceptualized as a (more or less) 
formal model of expected utility maximization via the realization of mating prefer-
ences, and of minimizing costs, such as the costs of a particular relationship or the 
opportunity costs of the search process itself, with actors gathering information 
regarding their own structures of opportunity (England and Farkas  1986 ; 
Oppenheimer  1988 ). Stage and fi lter models of couple formation found in social 
psychology (Murstein  1970 ) are often integrated into general models of partner 
choice, meaning that it is no longer considered a single act, but rather a sequence of 
choice acts undertaken by two partners (Willoughby and Carroll  2010 ). In this con-
text, the sociological concept of ‘exchange’ plays a major role.  

    Mating as Social Exchange 

 A common extension of the rationalist approach to mate choice is the conceptual-
ization of couple formation as a specifi c form of social and material exchange (Blau 
 1964 ; Becker  1993 ; Edwards  1969 ; Burgess and Huston  1979 ; Thibaut and Kelley 
 1959 ; Brehm et al.  2002 ). James Coleman ( 1990 ) motivates the connection between 
rational choice theory and exchange theory with recourse to the actor’s interest in 
controlling resources controlled by other actors, an interest which can be rationally 
realized by offering their own resources in exchange (see also White  2013 ). The 
basic assumption here is that men and women are trying to maximize their subjec-
tive utility by adjusting the distribution of reciprocal rewards via resource exchange. 
Two actors reciprocally satisfy their particular desires and needs through their 
respective partners (Thibaut and Kelley  1959 ). A relationship is considered worth-
while if the cost does not exceed the benefi t (Blau  1964 : 114) and thus if it is bal-
anced – that is, if the exchange of advantages is equitable. A particular aspect of 
exchange is the fairness of the process, as emphasized by equity theory (Walster 
et al.  1978 ). 

 A common example is that of the exchange of male socio-economic status 
resources for female physical attractiveness (see e.g. Blau  1964 ; Rosenfeld  2005 ; 
Edwards  1969 ; Elder  1969 ; Skopek et al.  2011 ). Special attention has also been paid 
in research to the status-caste exchange between different ethnicities (Blau and 
Duncan  1967 ) and to the exchange of male breadwinning for female homemaking 
(e.g. Sanchez et al.  1998 ). Apart from economic exchange, a formal and  well- defi ned 
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interaction, Blau ( 1964 : 94) also conceptualizes  social exchange , characterized by 
the rather unspecifi c and personal nature of interaction, which fosters “feelings of 
personal obligation, gratitude, and trust”, which may emerge due to equity as well 
as to inequity. Equity of goods is not the only condition of social and economic 
exchange, but the “imbalance of power and extrinsic rewards” is often “the source 
and remains the basis of lasting reciprocal love conditions” (Blau  1964 : 78). The 
example perhaps most evident in the context of mating interactions is the power 
difference between men and women, which traditionally underlies matrimony in 
many societies and still manifests in myriad phenomena in enlightened Western 
societies to this day.  

    ‘Erotic Capital’ and Couple Formation 

 A current model of exchange-based mate choice is developed by Hakim ( 2011 ), 
who strongly emphasizes the relevance of female physicality as “erotic capital”. 
Although this is not a genuine theory of mating processes, the concept of “erotic 
capital” is essentially discussed in the context of partner markets, including dating 
sites. Hakim defi nes erotic capital as being composed of the seven elements “beauty, 
sex appeal, liveliness, a talent for dressing well, charm and social skills, and sexual 
competence”, plus – exclusively female – fertility (Hakim  2011 : 10ff.). These ele-
ments are taken to be independent both from one another and from other forms of 
capital such as economic capital or Bourdieu’s cultural capital (Bourdieu  1986 ). 
Hakim considers erotic capital to be empirically independent from other forms of 
capital; “it can be completely independent of social origin”, for example (Hakim 
 2011 : 18). To this end, Hakim offers a plethora of empirical observations regarding 
the effects of erotic capital, for example with respect to the advantages it brings for 
one’s career or on the partner market (Hakim  2011 : 33, 39, 103). Possessing erotic 
capital is seen to represent a universal advantage in many different activities and 
interactions. The signifi cance of erotic capital does differ, however, with regards to 
gender: whereas women are frequently unable to turn their erotic capital to their 
fi nancial or career advantage, attractive men can increase both income and status via 
their physical appearance (Hakim  2011 : 3ff.). Basing her arguments on secondary 
analyses of empirical survey research, Hakim postulates that men possess a funda-
mentally stronger libido than women. Simultaneously, men are seen as less able to 
satisfy their libidinous drive, and therefore see a threat in female eroticism which 
must, for strategic reasons, be devalued as a form of capital. This “male sex defi cit” 
(Hakim  2011 : 3) prompts Hakim to postulate that women must deliberately and 
selectively invest in their erotic capital so as to relativize the societal advantages of 
their male competitors or romantic partners. Hakim assigns tremendous importance 
to marriage and partner markets in the context of her theory of erotic capital. Along 
with the workplace, these elements represent the central setting for the deployment 
and exchange of erotic capital. Erotic capital is at its most effective in these situa-
tions – especially in its leveling of the playing fi eld for women, in that they can 
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improve their social status by ‘marrying up’: “Erotic capital is women’s trump card 
in mating and marriage markets” (Hakim  2010 : 510). Playing this “trump card” is 
conceptualized by Hakim as a process of exchange between male economic capital 
and female attractiveness (which includes behavior considered to be feminine). She 
ascribes the relative insignifi cance of male erotic capital on the partner market to the 
male sex defi cit, and to the potentially greater levels of female erotic capital in gen-
eral (Hakim  2010 : 506). As part of the exchange of female attractiveness and male 
status, women are able both to secure a desirable male partner and then get their 
own way in potential confl icts in any resulting relationships. It can be summarized 
that Hakim’s theory essentially conceptualizes both the initiation of processes of 
couple formation and the dynamics within established relationships in terms of the 
positive effects of female physical appearance. This resource is not just assigned the 
role of the central explanatory variable in the process of couple formation – it also 
fulfi ls the role of a device to further women’s market infl uence and bargaining 
power.  

    Family Economics 

 Although Gary S. Becker does not present an explicit theory of general mating pro-
cesses, he does develop a micro-economic model of marriage markets. Becker, 
based on his readings of the work of Blau and Homans (Becker  1976 : 255) and 
biological fi ndings (Becker  1976 : 13f.) makes reference to the prevailing cultural 
mating conditions at his time (especially the strong gendered division of the labor 
market, gender norms, heteronormative norms, etc.) and develops formal models of 
marriage markets. 1  

 In terms of his general economic approach, Becker ( 1976 : 5) makes three “foun-
dational assumptions”: households maximizing a common utility, market equilib-
rium over all households, and stable preferences of the actors involved. Becker sees 
mating processes as a legitimate object for the economic approach due to two rea-
sons. First, as he assumes that “marriage is practically always voluntary […] the 
theory of preferences can be readily applied” and persons marrying “can be assumed 
to expect to raise their utility level above what it would be were they to remain 
single” (Becker  1974 : 300). Second, as many “men and women compete” with each 
other in fi nding the best mate “a market in marriages can be presumed to exist” 
(Becker  1974 : 300). 

 In contrast to theories of individual partner preferences and partner choices, the 
assumption of Becker’s early marriage market theory is that two actors achieve, 
through marrying, a higher common level of utility than possible individually 

1    His works, being essentially “concerned with demonstrating the applicability of formal economic 
analysis to a new, unusual subject” have inspired few empirical studies supporting his “abstract 
formalisms” (Frey and Eichenberger  1996 : 188). Many sociologists refer to the historical and 
cultural peculiarities of his times and not to his Nobel Prize-winning formal work. 
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(Becker  1976 ,  1991 ). The individual utility function of classical economics is thus 
replaced by a common household utility. Married couples or families are conceptu-
alized as producers of “commodities” (such as offspring), which are produced in 
reciprocal exchange for the actors’ time within the household and the labor market 
sector respectively (Becker  1993 : 23f.). As a consequence of the intended dyadic 
productivity and comparative advantage of marriage, the individual utility of a spe-
cifi c marriage is thought of as being dependent on the level of compatibility between 
man and woman, and on the level of marital specialization. Becker postulates a 
series of (empirical) ‘substitutes’ such as gender and income, and ‘complements’ 
such as education, age, etc. More specifi cally, male labor market potential is under-
stood to be a substitute for female (non-market) productivity in the domestic sphere. 
Thus, one may expect that couple formation should broadly follow a strong negative 
assortative logic with regard to male and female income potential. In general, 
Becker postulates a positive sorting of mating on complementary traits, and a nega-
tive sorting on traits that are substitutes on the household level over all 
households. 

 Becker’s theory was developed in the 1970s, and parts of its axioms are still 
occasionally utilized by some mate choice theorists today. Within the social sci-
ences, however, it is less well known that the ‘later’ Becker tried to include cultural 
dimensions of human partner markets ( 1996 ), dissociated himself from the founda-
tional assumption of stable preferences, and eventually turned to habits as explana-
tory concepts. Becker’s economic theory can be thought of as a sociologically 
simplifi ed but formally elaborated specifi cation of sociological theories of exchange. 
Both theories assume that by exchanging material and immaterial goods, maximiza-
tion will be realized. However, there are also important differences between those 
approaches to human agency in general and to mating processes in particular. First, 
exchange theory locates utility on the level of the individuals involved, whereas 
Becker’s early model leaves the realm of methodological individualism with the 
concept of utility maximization over the household population. Basing their theo-
ries on the distinction between substitutive and complementary traits (Becker) and 
economic versus social exchange (Blau), both approaches take into account the eco-
nomic and non-economic dimensions of couple formation, and can conceptualize 
similarity and dissimilarity in couples. However, due to Becker’s emphasis on labor 
division, i.e. domestic versus non-domestic work, his early economic theory priori-
tizes economic conditions for the explanation of marriages.  

    The Blau Space 

 Both Becker ( 1976 ) and Blau ( 1964 ), and those who adhere to their theories (see 
e.g. McPherson  1983 ), postulate a “marriage market”, where men and women com-
pete for the best partners, initiating and participating in processes of exchange. An 
explicit structural conception of couple formation was fi rst put forward by Peter 
Blau. He developed – in a theory that would later be named after him, ‘Blau space’ 
(McPherson  1983 : 519) – a spatial representation capable of visualizing the 
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distribution of traits characteristic for a particular society. The notion of Blau space 
enables the representation of social structures as a distribution within a multi- 
dimensional space, where the axes of the space are mapped according to the varia-
tion amongst the actors of this space (Blau et al.  1984 : 589). Using the Blau space, 
one can describe populations using distinct nominal parameters (e.g. sex or ethnic-
ity) and gradual parameters, which differentiate between status hierarchies (e.g. 
education, prestige, power). This spatial model is composed of predefi ned attribute 
axes (such as age, career prestige, or income); the distance between the units plotted 
on the axes illustrates the inverse function of similarity. In this way, human contact 
behavior is not seen as coincidental, but is described as a decreasing function of 
distance. The closer persons (or their characteristics) are to one another, the more 
likely a contact between them becomes (McPherson and Ranger-Moore  1991 : 21f.). 
Blau assumes that actors in similar positions will also be predisposed to having 
similar experiences and characteristics, therefore leading – thanks in part to the 
increased likelihood of contact – to increased couple formation between actors with 
similar attributes (Blau  1977 : 37). Accordingly, this model assumes homophilous 
preferences even more decisively than theories of partner preference. 

 When compared to Becker’s abstract marriage  market  and the assumption of 
market equilibrium free from external infl uences, the Blau space is an explicit 
model of  society , addressing specifi c opportunities of mating by principle. This con-
crete geographic and contextual selectivity has always been central to research on 
mating (Bozon and Héran  1989 ). In this context, a specifi cation of the Blau space’s 
general social opportunity structures can be derived by concentrating on the overall 
likelihood of meeting a potential partner. “Foci” (Feld  1981 ; Flap  2002 : 12) are 
locations which focalize the encounters of actors and thus also increase the chances 
of meeting a partner (Stauder  2008 ). The inherent “processes of focused choice lead 
to homophily to the extent that people draw their friends from foci, and foci bring 
homogeneous sets of people together” (Feld  1982 : 798). The structural selection of 
a focus is not neutral, but increases the chances of meeting similar people and 
decreases the chances of fi nding dissimilar people. Due to the selective attendance 
of specifi c location contexts, the homogeneity of resulting couples is a recurring 
result of the majority of partner market research (Blossfeld and Timm  1997 ,  2003 ; 
Kalmijn and Flap  2001 ; Bozon and Héran  1989 ). Research shows that high homo-
geneity emerges in school contexts with regard to age and education, in local neigh-
bourhoods with regard to religion, and in the workplace with regard to social class 
background (Kalmijn and Flap  2001 ).   

    Mating as Agency in Structures (MAS) – The Paradigmatic 
Core of Current Research 

 These different approaches to theorizing mating processes are integrated and uti-
lized in pragmatic and productive ways by the majority of traditional and current 
empirical research on online and offl ine partner markets. Despite many differences 
in researching human mate choice in detail, a common paradigmatic core of mate 
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choice research can be identifi ed: the strict dichotomization between actor and 
structure. 

 According to Belot and Francesconi ( 2007 : 6), mating can be explained “in terms 
of the preferences of individuals who are choosing one another” and of the “oppor-
tunities people have to meet someone”. Rosenfeld ( 2005 ): 1294f. applies the con-
cepts of “individual utility maximization or exchange”, “affi nity” (in the sense of 
homophily preferences), and “propinquity and exposure” (in the sense of structural 
opportunities). Oppenheimer’s theory of marriage timing is based on a conceptual-
ization of couple formation which appraises the individual’s search process with 
regard to “the relative numbers and dispersion of available members of the opposite 
sex”, and the desire to “mate assortatively” (Oppenheimer  1988 : 572). In a similar 
vein, Huckfeld ( 1983 ) contrasts meeting probabilities, as a function of a social con-
text structure, with (friendship) preferences. Schroedter and Kalter ( 2008 : 362) 
approach the issue of mating processes by postulating opportunity structures which 
defi ne the supply of potential partners; the actor chooses from this pool according 
to his personal preferences. In the context of migrants’ marriage patterns, González- 
Ferrer ( 2006 : 172) argues that the main theoretical approaches are “individual pref-
erences” and the “structure of the marriage market” – that is, “the constraints for 
individuals’ marital choices that derive from sex imbalances” and “from the size of 
the own group within the local marriage market”. A similar theoretical foundation 
underlies Carol’s ( 2016 ) analysis of “partner choice among Muslim migrants and 
natives in Western Europe”. For the explanation of marriage timing, Wiik and 
Holland ( 2015 : 7) consider “individual preferences and behaviors” and limiting 
constraints caused by the “partnership market”, which is conceptualized by “struc-
tural and demographic factors”, such as “the population’s sex and age ratios”. 

 Norms are often treated as an element effective in the causation of marriage pat-
terns. Kalmijn ( 1998 : 418), for example, speaks of “three social forces”: the “pref-
erences of individuals for resources in a partner”, “the constraints of the marriage 
market”, and “the infl uence of the social group”. Norms are, following Blossfeld 
and Timm ( 1997 : 10, o.t.), signifi cant in the decision to marry, as actors are in need 
of “conscious orientation” towards “socio-cultural norms” which are to be inter-
preted as “decision support in uncertain, frequently recurring action situations.” 

 Obviously, and despite different theoretical and empirical focuses, the founda-
tions of social scientists addressing mating phenomena share a certain commonal-
ity. In all these approaches, the actor and his preferences are contrasted to external 
structures of the market and the associated opportunity structures. Mating processes 
are thought of as individual choice acts within a given opportunity structure, which 
is usually referred to as a “partner market” or “marriage market”, constituting the 
subject’s fi eld of eligibles (Winch et al.  1954 : 244). This paradigmatic distinction 
between individual choice and external structure can be identifi ed most explicitly in 
a formulation by Corijn ( 2003 : 39), stating that

  any explanation of spousal selection has to rely on the dynamic interplay of opportunity 
structures and marriage markets on the one hand, and of individual preferences and strate-
gies, on the other. 
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 In a similar way, Blossfeld and Timm’s ( 2003 : 3) conceptualize mating phenomena 
as the

  interplay of opportunity structures to meet potential partners in specifi c phases in the life 
course – i.e. the chance to meet someone of the opposite sex within the social networks 
structured through the educational system for example – as well as individuals’ preferences 
determining the choice of partners within these social circles. 

 This paradigmatic distinction between actor and structure, which underlies the 
greatest part of research on online and offl ine mate choice, will be henceforth 
referred to  as mate choice as agency in structures  or  MAS . 

 Using the term ‘paradigm’ here does not mean that all research on mating is the 
same in every instance. ‘Paradigm’ is meant rather in the sense of Kuhn ( 1962 ), that 
is, to describe which techniques, models, problems, solutions, and values are shared 
among scientists at a given time, despite minor differences in their research. 
Labeling MAS as a paradigm does nothing more – but also nothing less – than 
emphasize that a considerable number of social scientists make a dichotomizing 
distinction between actor and structure for the purpose of assessing mating phenom-
ena. As a consequence of this paradigmatic dichotimization, any explanation of 
mating is regarded as the result of the additive consequences of decision and choice 
acts on the individual level. This can be best seen where the fundamental differen-
tiation between structure and choice itself becomes an object of research, determin-
ing which of the two may be more important for the explanation of mate choice (e.g. 
Belot and Francesconi  2007 , Blossfeld and Timm  2003 ). 

 Regarding preferences in mating, it is frequently “assumed that people have a 
preference for spouses that are similar to themselves in terms of socioeconomic and 
cultural resources”, due to the fact “the benefi ts from marriage are thought to be 
most effi ciently utilized when individuals of similar traits match in the marriage 
market” (Çelikaksoy et al.  2010 ). Condensing a series of international comparative 
studies on educational homogamy, Blossfeld and Timm ( 2003 : 331f.) conclude that 
inhabitants of all countries “seem to prefer to a large extent marrying an equally 
educated partner”. As a consequence, they see this as supporting Becker’s hypoth-
esis “that men and women benefi t mostly from each other if they resemble them-
selves as much as possible” as well as Blau’s thesis that “the like likes the like.” 
(ibid.). Alongside homophilous preferences, some researchers assume a “competi-
tion hypothesis”, which emphasizes the “economic rather than the cultural side of 
socio-economic status, and posits that homogamy results not from a preference for 
similarity but from a preference for a partner with plentiful socio-economic 
resources” (Mäenpää  2015 : 16). 

 Structural mechanisms are taken into consideration by research in the MAS para-
digm, but they are essentially reduced to individual structures of opportunity and 
restrictions, which are conceptualized as the marginal distributions of a population 
structuring the probabilities of encountering actors with particular traits. The struc-
tural constraints of the partner market often include the specifi c, local manifestation 
of the Blau space (or the ‘local fi eld of eligibles’) such as spatial proximity (Homans 
and Aden  1968 ; Katz and Hill  1958 ), the normative impact of one’s social circles 
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(Kalmijn  1998 ), or the structural availability and ratio of particular traits, such as 
sex (Lichter et al.  1995 ) or ethnicity (Lewis and Oppenheimer  2000 ). The paradig-
matic axiom of MAS is that these “institutional arrangements” essentially “delimit 
the pool from which people can choose, and preferences determine how people 
choose partners out of the pool they face” (Kalmijn and Flap  2001 : 1290). 

 Overall – as in online dating research, as outlined in Chapter   2     – the dominant 
recurring empirical fi nding of offl ine research is that a process of assortative mating 
takes place over a range of different single variables such as education (Blossfeld 
and Timm  2003 ), income (Kalmijn  1994 ), ethnicity (Chiswick and Houseworth 
 2011 ), or weight (Klein  2011 ). Although there is no doubt that the MAS paradigm 
provides plenty of valuable fi ndings, we may pose the question whether the scope 
of theorizing mating processes is ultimately exhausted by this single framework.  

    MAS as Variant of Methodological Individualism 
and Rational Choice 

 The common ground, as outline above, in large parts of traditional and current mate 
choice research is the consequence of a shared individualistic theoretical epistemol-
ogy. Kalmijn explicitly emphasizes, in the context of mating processes, the “shift 
from the aggregate to the individual level” (Kalmijn  1998 : 418). In a similar vein, 
Stovel and Fountain ( 2009 : 367) explicitly treat “matching as a process that must 
begin at the individual level, and build from there”. Also, the model of Huinink and 
Feldhaus ( 2009 : 313) is deliberately conceptualized for the integration of “socio-
logical, economic and psychological concepts” of “individual action and decision 
making”. Although not necessarily stated quite so explicitly, this approach underlies 
most quantitative studies on empirical mating research, be it online or offl ine 
(Kurzban and Weeden  2007 ; Schulz  2009 ; Yang  2009 ; Blossfeld  2009 ; Blossfeld 
and Timm  2003 ). 

 The hegemonic status of this particular world view is particularly evident when 
examining the few explicit theoretical overviews available, 2  which tend to strongly 
emphasize the individual, implicitly favor individual or even psychological and 
 biological arguments, and thus systematically avoid structural ones (Munck  1998 ; 
Surra and Boelter  2013 ). One of the few examples can be found in Surra and Boelter 
( 2013 : 215ff.), who review explicit theories on dating and mate selection and dif-
ferentiate the literature into three bundles: (1) ‘economic theories’ (gender special-
ization, women’s economic independence, economic search theory, coupled 
partners, and economic resources), all of which presuppose the analytical dimen-

2     This scarcity of explicit works on sociological theories of mating processes can be interpreted as 
tacit consent to seeing individualism as the obvious approach to the realm of mate choice and 
partner market, thus making it pointless to suggest different theoretical approaches (in contrast to 
different hypotheses derived from the same paradigmatic foundation). 
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sion of decision and exchange; (2) ‘marriage market and mate availability’, address-
ing the issue of opportunity structure; (3) ‘homogamy in dating and mate selection’ 
as “one of the prime motivators for selecting a mate” (ibid. 222). 3  Evidently, even 
this modern comprehensive overview of different theories of mating confi nes itself 
to dichotomizing logic of action and external structure. Just as in many other fi elds 
of sociology, contemporary empirical mate choice research is essentially infl uenced 
by the action-theory paradigm. Here, the process of couple formation is, despite the 
theoretical variations, always considered to be a question of individual choice and 
as a phenomenon which has to take the subject as its starting point. 4  The strong 
emphasis on individual choice in analyzing mating processes can be seen to be the 
dominant perspective in a range of different approaches, and it is probably no coin-
cidence that this scientifi c subject is most frequently referred to as ‘mate choice 
research’. 

 The MAS perspective corresponds to the family of action-theory approaches, 
which conceptualize sociological explanations based on methodological individual-
ism as goal-oriented agency, restricted by structural conditions, and actualized by a 
decision mechanism of (bounded) rationality. Thus, MAS can be seen as a concep-
tual example of Coleman’s ( 1990 ) ‘macro-micro-macro approach’, or of the 
RREEMM model (see e.g. Lindenberg  2001 ), or of Boudon’s MmSM model ( 1986 ), 
or alternatively of the model of frame selection (Kroneberg  2006 ). Following Esser 
( 1993 : 238, o.t.), models of this kind assume that an “actor is confronted with 
opportunities for action, as well as restrictions”, that he can “select from alterna-
tives”, that he always “has the choice”, that these selections are “regulated by expec-
tations on the one hand” and “evaluations on the other hand”, and – usually – that 
these selections from the choice sets follow a “rule of maximization”. 

 In the context of mating, the strong emphasis on choice is justifi ed by arguing 
that “throughout the twentieth century men and women were less likely to have 
been forced to marry a person of a particular background or social circle” (Corijn 
 2003 : 39). Applying this view, the logic of the mate choice situation is conceptual-
ized by ‘bridging hypotheses’ (especially regarding available opportunities); the 
logic of mate selection employs a preference-based decision mechanism (usually 
the expected utility of a particular choice act); and the logic of aggregation is con-
ceptualized as the collective result of individual acts of partner selection (such as 
aggregated marriage rates or levels of homogamy) (see Figure  4.1 ).

3     More recently, in a seminar description, Bruch (2015) states that “social scientists argue that two 
factors shape marriage and dating patterns: men and women’s preferences for partners, and the size 
and composition of the pool of potential mates”.  https://www.nico.northwestern.edu/seminar-
events/seminar-listings/2015/nov18.html 
4    This also holds true of investigations of subjective structures of meaning, strategies, and self-
presentation – some of which are based on the theories of Goffman ( 1959 ) – which analytically 
emphasize the phenomenological perception of the actors involved (Lawson and Leck  2006 ; 
Bergström  2011 ; Zillman et al.  2011 ). 
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   Regarding the logics of aggregation, White ( 2013 : 29) provides a comprehensive 
overview of the “current status of theorizing about families”, and about issues of 
family sociology such as mating. He concludes that any adequate theory of family 
sociology needs to “identify the social mechanism that is producing the effect” 
(ibid.  2013 : 29). The term ‘mechanism’ here, however, is not meant as a possible 
plausible meta-theoretical concept, but explicitly refers to Hedström’s ( 2005 ) ‘ana-
lytical sociology’, a more recent variety of methodological individualism, which 
also takes the distinction between agent and structure as its premise. 5  

 The argumentation so far is not intended to suggest the existence of an entirely 
homogenous fi eld of rational action theories, but should serve to emphasize a para-
digmatic family resemblance between different sociological theories (which 
becomes most evident when located within an overall fi eld of sociological theory).  

    Structure as Externality? 

 The different varieties of the MAS paradigm, all based on the same strict actor- 
structure differentiation, can be understood as a variation of methodological indi-
vidualism and rational choice (in the following, MI/RC). Thus, for the majority of 
mate choice research, as in many other research contexts, one can follow Adloff and 
Wacquant ( 2015 : 186), who state that “the predominant conception of social struc-
ture locates it squarely outside of the agent”. Applying the MI/RC framework in the 

5    Very close to the MAS paradigm outlined here, Hedström’s ‘mechanism approach’ emphasizes 
the same macro-micro/micro-macro procedure. A minor difference seems to be that the nomologi-
cal core of analytical sociology is defi ned by the desire-belief-opportunity model, meaning that 
actors intend to act within their frames of opportunity and based on their beliefs. Similar to the 
social space approach, analytical sociology emphasizes the relevance of relations for grasping 
sociological mechanisms. A core methodological difference is constituted by the emphasis on 
simulation techniques for modeling the logics of aggregation. 

Characteristics of Partner
Market/ Blau Space

Market Participant Act (e.g. Mate Choice)

Logics of (Mate) Selection

Characteristics of Partner
Market/ Blau Space

Logics of AggregationLogics of Situation

  Fig. 4.1    The MAS paradigm as micro - macro - micro representation       
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form of mate choice essentially conceptualizes structure as  external  structures of 
opportunity in the sense of eligible alternatives, and as external normative expecta-
tions. As this categorical subject-structure distinction reserves the term ‘structure’ 
for entities and mechanisms outside the actor, it is diffi cult to systematically incor-
porate societal and historical conditions, which may be decisive in shaping indi-
viduals’ decisions and for actors themselves. 

 On the other hand, what else could be meant by ‘structure’, if not the actor’s 
explicit choice opportunities and restrictions of choice, resulting from the distribu-
tion of variables in the overall population and their manifestations in the form of 
potential partners? There is a vast range of understandings of structure in the social 
sciences: social structure, structure of functionally differentiated societies, structure 
of societal spheres, structure of markets, network structures, cultural structures, nor-
mative structures, knowledge structures, symbolic structure, meaning structures, 
cognitive structures, structures of action, structures of domination, power structures, 
ideological structures, etc. In many different theories, the apodictic dichotomizing 
view of ‘actor versus structure’ is rejected. Some famous historical examples are 
Parsons’ ( 1937 ) “unit act”, expressing that “action is system” (cp. Luhmann  2011 : 
24), Giddens’ ( 1984 ) “structuration theory”, emphasizing the duality of structure 
and action, or White’s ( 1992 : 196) actor, who comes “into existence” and is “formed 
as overlaps among identities from distinct network populations”. In wide parts of 
the fi eld of traditional and modern social sciences, ‘structure’  sensu lato  is seen as 
integrative element of the actors themselves, as

  Structures do not exist simply as Durkheimian facts that persons encounter in their extant 
environment, in the form of invisible relations, objective distributions of resources, or sys-
tems of constraints and opportunities that press or limit them from without. They are also 
dynamic webs of forces inscribed upon and infolded deep within the body as perceptual 
grids, sensorimotor capacities, emotional proclivities, and indeed as desire itself. Structures 
are internal springs or propellers as much as they are external containers, beams, or lattices. 
They are limber and alive, not inert and immobile. (Adloff and Wacquant  2015 : 186) 

 Evidently, the dichotomous conceptualization of actor and structure – which is the 
basic premise of traditional (mate) choice – is anything but unchallenged within the 
fi eld of social sciences. The same applies to interaction, which can likewise be 
understood as genuinely structured entity. Münch ( 1987 : 335) emphasizes the 
“interpenetrative” nature of the relation between “microinteraction and 
macrostructures”. 

 A comprehensive theory of mating processes may profi t from a notion of struc-
ture which is constitutive for actors and their interactions. However, any broader 
notion of structure can be taken into account by MAS only in the context of the 
underlying action-structure dichotomy, as provided for in the MI/RC tradition. The 
next section will analyze how ‘structure’ manifest itself  within  the singular analyti-
cal elements of the MAS paradigm as well as  transverse  to them. In doing so, the 
need and potential for a relational notion of structure in research on mating pro-
cesses will be emphasized.  

 Structure as Externality?
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    The Structuration of Mating 

    The Heteronomous Structure of the Partner Market 

 Sometimes, an explicit or implicit assumption of the partner market’s autonomy 
from societal preconditions is made. This can be observed most clearly in the case 
of Becker’s economic theory, where the partner market is defi ned as relatively 
autonomous from societal infl uences. Assuming a partner market equilibrium 
implies that supply and demand on the partner market are stable and balanced, and 
not distorted by externalities, i.e. non-market infl uences. This goes hand in hand 
with the assumption of the existence of an autonomous and generalizable principle 
of partner market competition, prevailing in different social contexts (such as uni-
versities, schools, nightclubs, etc.) – a principle which is thought of as being deci-
sive for mating processes and their outcomes (i.e. couple constellations). Thus, the 
interdependencies of the partner market with other social spheres are not a core 
topic for the neo-classical economic approach. 

 Also in the context of online dating, some authors strongly emphasize the issue 
of market-specifi c and frictionless equilibria. Hitsch et al. ( 2005 : 9) state that “com-
pared to traditional marriage markets”, online dating is “largely driven by prefer-
ences and the equilibrium mechanism that brings partners together”, and Stevenson 
and Wolfers ( 2007 : 47) state that “the potential of the Internet” is “to increase the 
effi ciency of matching”. Wang and Lu ( 2007 :12) even assume that the “lack of spa-
tial confi nement makes the cyberspace a free market” where “anyone could come, 
leave, or express themselves in a manner that does not have to heed even the slight-
est principle of social decency”. Assuming the presence of autonomy allows for an 
emphasis on market-specifi c processes, but tends to ignore the external heterono-
mous structuration of a society of partner market processes, partner preferences, 
strategies, etc. Likewise, although to a lesser extent, anytime the sociologist concep-
tualizes a context of encounter such as a university, school, nightclub etc.  as a mar-
ket , he also tends to imply the operation of relatively autonomous partner market 
competition to a certain degree. In the context of online dating, the idea of relative 
market autonomy is manifested in the widespread distinction between a presumed 
 everyday life  in the offl ine world versus processes within an online dating platform. 6  
However, the question as to whether autonomy exists in any partner market – that is, 
regarding the extent to which mate choice is a function of overall societal mecha-
nisms or of societal spheres (such as the economic or religious sphere) – must be 
explicitly formulated as a question of the degree of a partner market’s  heteronomous 
structuration . The extent of market heteronomy corresponds to the degree to which 
the preferences, situations, choices, interactions, etc. of mating processes cannot be 

6    The implicit assumption of market autonomy also precipitates within some parts of mate choice, 
axiomatic when fi nding that – in online dating – the ‘same’ empirical patterns of (educational) 
homophily can be observed as found in offl ine research and that – to the astonishment of the 
observer – somehow users “transfer their offl ine preferences to the online environment” (Schulz 
 2010 : 506, o.t.). 
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understood as something specifi c to the market but as structured by society. 
However, rational choice does not have a theory which addresses different societal 
spheres with regard to their heteronomous impact on market and market 
participants.  

    Transverse Structures of the Blau Space 

 In contrast to Becker’s marriage market, the Blau space describes the societal 
dimensions of the partner market, and when combined with Feld’s focus theory, 
allows an emphasis on the specifi c opportunities of encounter. The main problem 
with the Blau space, which is used as a macro-theory by many researchers, is that it 
can do little more than operationalize the external “structural conditions” which 
“generate the alternatives on the micro-level of mate choice” (Blossfeld and Müller 
 1996 : 388, o.t.). Whereas this view might be useful in conceptualizing the structured 
nature of the ‘fi eld of eligibles’ (i.e. the structure of potential partners and their 
traits), it cannot conceptualize the varieties of the subjective dimension which can 
be associated with objective positions. The reason for this is that the “objective of 
this theory is to explain patterns of social relations […] in structural terms, not in 
cultural or psychological ones” (Blau  1964 : xi). The Blau space “ignores cultural 
differences” (Blau  1977 : 245) and postulates “that the structures of objective social 
positions among which people are distributed exert more fundamental infl uences on 
social life than do cultural values and norms” (Blau  1977 : 10). This implies not only 
a severe analytical restriction, but it reinforces the tendency to reserve any notion of 
‘structure’ to mechanisms outside the actors. Thus, it cannot take into account any 
wider notion of structure, including the interplay of societal and normative condi-
tions with the actors’ internal processes. As a consequence of neglecting  structured 
interdependencies  between structure and action, the Blau space neglects the fact that 
the structural probability of interaction due to physical proximity does not necessar-
ily mean that the actors involved are motivated to interact and to form a relationship. 
In fact, structural proximity may well lead to a low willingness to interact and thus 
operate as a means of dissociation. In the following section, however, we will argue 
that considering ‘transversal’ structures such as the interplay of subjective meaning 
and objective position is of utmost relevance for a sociology of mating processes.  

    Situational Logics of Partner Choice 

    ‘External’ Structures of Situation 

 In the lower left corner of ‘Coleman’s bathtub’, the structural complications of situ-
ational elements effective in mating processes appear. The MAS paradigm, and 
indeed most mate choice research, maintains the assumption that actors are objec-
tively and subjectively located in a  specifi c market situation , inducing a general 
situation of mate choice for all market participants. 

 The Structuration of Mating
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 As the theoretical focus of choice models is constructed around the actor, the 
theorization of situational logics on the partner market, and thus any related bridge 
hypotheses, is seldom given high priority in research. Even the proponents of mod-
ern rational choice theories reduce these theoretical components of the ‘bathtub’ 
model to “necessary auxiliary assumptions about actors’ preferences, beliefs, and 
constraints” which cannot be derived “from an empirically confi rmed general the-
ory” (Kroneberg and Kalter  2012 : 80). As bridge hypotheses can not be derived 
from the theory of action itself, “building rational choice models and explanations” 
then requires researchers to “turn to a combination of substantive background 
knowledge, qualitative pretests, and orientating heuristic principles” (ibid.), in order 
to derive the sociological conditions of choice situations. It is widely recognized 
that, in terms of objective situational elements, different actors are subject to differ-
ent restrictions and possess different resources. However, the subordinate theoreti-
cal status of the structural conditions of individual mate choice systematically 
fosters a neglect of the  structural relations between different mating situations , 
which cannot be taken into account in a systematic way without a theory of the 
objective interdependencies between classes of situations.  

    ‘Internal’ Structures of Situation 

 With regard to the actor’s intentions, just as in the more theoretically-developed 
models of methodological individualism, in MAS, mating situations are conceptual-
ized by the key characteristic of “one dominant problem” which must be solved by 
the actors in question (Esser  1999 : 358, o.t.). In doing so, mate search, mate choice, 
self-presentation, marriage, etc., are analytically ascribed to all actors as being the 
key motivation of their behavior in the general mating situation on the market. In the 
case of online dating, Skopek et al. ( 2009 : 7, o.t.) argue that,

  from the viewpoint of the actor, looking for a mate is a decision problem, with the only 
realistic goal being to minimize the probability of serious miscalculations. 

 Others postulate a general problem of trust inherent to online dating, which is seen 
as a social fact which every user is confronted with. However, any such generaliza-
tion of mating as being one dominant problem to be solved by all actors tends to 
systematically neglect possible systematic deviations from the researcher’s indi-
vidual interpretation of the conditions which underlie the generalized market par-
ticipant’s uniform act of mate choice. Regarding subjective meanings, it cannot be 
universally inferred that each analytically-defi ned market participant in a situation 
of mate choice genuinely and subjectively orientates his agency in the same manner 
towards a future “romantic” outcome. Take the example of the different agendas 
users of a dating site may have, ranging from marriage to non-committal relation-
ships to purely sexual affairs, not forgetting mere indecisiveness. Furthermore, 
meeting people on the online dating market might actually transform the original 
intentions of users. One the other hand, returning to the example of the trust prob-
lem, one could argue that not every user fi nds himself objectively and subjectively 
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in the same problematic situation of trust versus mistrust. For example, some users 
may perceive it as diffi cult to fi nd a communication partner at all, thus making the 
presumed trust problem insignifi cant to them. Such subjective aspects of mating 
situations, however, are hardly independent from various specifi c socio- structural 
conditions, as one’s market position is not independent from one’s strategies (e.g. 
Skopek et al.  2011 ). In addition, any situation must be understood as the interplay 
between object and subject. Take the example of erotic appeal, which cannot be 
understood unless the interplay between the observer’s criteria and the observed’s 
traits are taken into account. This necessitates a way of conceptualizing the differ-
ential nature of structured subject-object relations, and thus the (structured) rela-
tions between structured cognition and traits. 

 In sum, the situational logics of mate choice comprise subjective and objective 
variations to such an extent that the fact of  structured situations  transcends the nar-
row framework of assuming or modeling a general situational logic effective in all 
mating processes.   

    Structures of Biography 

 Following the tradition of methodological individualism, most mate choice research 
maintains a notion of the future-oriented subject, which systematically conceals the 
fact that subjects are socialized agents with different biographies and societal status, 
which are inferred in any situation of mate choice. Blossfeld and Müller ( 1996 : 394, 
o.t.) diagnose as a problem of the basic rational choice approach the fact that “most 
RC researchers apply timeless reconstructions of situations”. They also criticize 
Becker for reducing the decision to marry to the expectations of future outcomes 
(Blossfeld and Müller  1996 : 389, o.t.). In a similar vein, Kok argues “that we can 
only understand choices and behavior by taking into account experiences in earlier 
stages of life” (Kok  2007 : 208). Situations of mate choice are not only affected by 
“external” resources and restrictions, but also vastly differ with regard to the  bio-
graphical structures  of different actors. This alone subverts the aforementioned idea 
of one dominant problem to be solved by all actors. 

 The individualistic life-course perspective (see e.g. Elder  1969 ) transcends the 
framework of the MI/RC complex by emphasizing the impact of antecedent life- 
courses on actors’ mate choice timing. For example, particular past experiences of 
dating site users might be more relevant for their practices online than an assumed 
future goal. However, there is still the need for an adequate conceptualization of the 
fact that not only the time point (e.g. of marriage) can be traced back to systematical 
biographical conditions, but also the internal and external conditions of mate choice 
situations themselves. In consequence, the internal conditions – like the perceptions 
and evaluations of the actors – and the external conditions – like resources, oppor-
tunities, restrictions and necessities – of any choice act (e.g. contacting a specifi c 
user’s profi le) must also be understood as socially and historically variable. This 
structural logic, however, comes into confl ict with the analytical capabilities of 
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‘Coleman’s bathtub’, which starts with a general model of internal and external 
conditions and implies no systematic way of theorizing the various histories of 
actors.  

    Mating Utility and Mating Preferences 

    Structure of Utilities 

 From an (implicit) assumption of a general mating situation and the concomitant 
idea of an average, future-oriented actor, individualistic models imply a general util-
ity unit which must be maximized in order to achieve a decision value, ultimately 
leading to the choice act itself (e.g. approaching a potential partner). For example, 
Ormel et al. ( 1999 ) conceptualize “well-being” as a fundamental unit of utility, 
whereas Frey and Eichenberger ( 1996 : 194) even discuss “love” as the relevant util-
ity unit in mating. Collins criticizes such practices of merging all possible (partner) 
market goods into one “abstract utility function”, which is sometimes assumed and 
often modeled as being “maximized by all actors” (Collins  2004 : 144) whenever 
such an (implicit) assumption of a “common metric” for all possible goods is made. 7  
First, different actors may consider different goods in a potential mate to be subjec-
tively benefi cial – for example, specialization in a married couple, increased reputa-
tion resulting from couple formation, or sexual satisfaction. In doing so, actors’ 
expectations also differ systematically in the probability they assign to their desires 
being satisfi ed depending on the selection of one particular alternative. Furthermore, 
the very degree to which the anticipation of the future itself can be applied may vary 
over different actors. Some may actually anticipate long-term consequences being 
associated with particular goods, other may be bound in the here-and-now of a 
romantic experience. Second, like subjectively expected utilities, any objective util-
ity – meaning any advantage of mating apart from the subjective evaluation – can 
hardly be generalized using a single unit of utility. Even if this insight may be 
accepted theoretically by individualistic thinking, any averaging specifi cation of a 
general utility unit still implies a universal objectivity  qua  design. Overall, 
Oppenheimer ( 1988 : 570) rightfully asserts that there “are numerous returns to mar-
riage that defy easy quantifi cation”. Thus, whereas the assumption of a common 
utility function as part of a consistent economic model may be formally appropriate, 
the practical danger in sociological research on mating processes remains of falsely 
assuming that a mass of actors (or an average actor) subjectively or objectively 
maximize the same utility unit in the course of their mating practices. Peggs and 
Lampard ( 2001 : 95) come to the same conclusion and state that “one of the major 
problems with applying utilitarian models of rational choice to decisions concern-
ing couple relationships is that such models are unidimensional”, thus postulating a 
stronger consideration and conceptual development of multidimensional or  struc-
tural utilities .  

7     It should be emphasized that within the theoretical framework of the utility model,  Z  is unspeci-
fi ed at the outset and can be made explicit according to very different and multiple criteria. 
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    Structure of Preferences 

   Synchronically Structured Preferences 

 The (implicit) assumption of a general utility unit in mating precipitates in the 
empirical practice of modeling a single mating preference (which is seen as a func-
tion of utility) over all actors. In research on partner choice, as in a great deal of 
orthodox rational choice research, “preferences are often assumed to be the same 
across persons” (Freese  2009 : 11), neglecting differences in mating preferences for 
classes of actors. MAS researcher Timm ( 2004 : 74), for example, assumes that the 
preference and utility structures of men and women have an overall inherent ten-
dency to (educational) homogamy (cp. Blossfeld and Timm  2003 : 333). 

 However, like mating utilities, any single mating preference (such as preferring 
tall men to short men) cannot be generalized as being universally applicable over all 
market participants. Actors may differ by means of which traits and which trait 
combinations they desire, ignore, or avoid in a partner. An obvious example is the 
desired relationship form, be it long or short-term, casual or serious, etc., (Regan 
et al.  2000 ; Baker  2005 ), which prevents there being any’common preference’ in 
online daters, due to the fact that preferred relationship status correlates with pre-
ferred mating traits. Depending on the specifi c actor’s position in the market, and 
therefore dependent on the mating situation as a whole, a preference for a highly 
educated partner (for example) may be the decisive preference for a particular 
actor – but this is not necessarily the case for all market participants. Thus, mating 
preferences must be seen as  structured preferences , in that different actors may 
prefer different mating traits. 

 Apart from this little-questioned (but seldom theorized) fact, ‘structure’ mani-
fests in yet another way in mating preferences. Mating preferences are usually 
assessed in isolation from one another – that is, researchers concentrate on educa-
tional preferences (Skopek  2011 ), or on preferences for age (Kenrick and Keefe 
 1992 ; Buunk et al.  2001 ; Skopek et al.  2011 ), or on preferences for attractiveness 
(see Toma and Hancock  2010 ). There is little scientifi c discussion of the relation-
ships between the preferences themselves (and thus between the preferred resources 
on the partner market) and the potential implications for conceptualizing and mod-
eling mate choice (cp. Skopek et al.  2011 ). In the context of age preferences, Bozon 
( 1991 : 142) argues:

  Functioning along informal lines, the marriage market involves procedures of appreciation 
and selection which are based on ‘perception’, a synthetic notion combining several regis-
ters of classifi cation: thus age is never appreciated per se, but together with the many social, 
physical and psychological aspects which defi ne a person. 

 Consequently, the act of assuming or modeling the operation of singular mating 
preferences actually artifi cially separates bundles of traits as they appear objectively 
in the form of potential partners and subjectively within mental representations. 

 The same applies for homophily, the preference for similarity, which plays a core 
role in the explanations of most modern mate choice research: homophilous mating 
preferences (as well as hypo- and hyperphilies) are also rarely assessed and mod-
eled with regard to their interrelations. Taking into account the fact that mating 

 The Structuration of Mating



62

preferences are not empirically distinct, Klein ( 1996 : 211) emphasizes, in reference 
to Schoen and Wooldredge ( 1989 ), the fact that overall attractiveness of a potential 
mate may be seen as the core sorting market mechanism of couple formation. 
Nevertheless, questions remain as to which variables actually constitute general 
attractiveness, and whether all actors base their mating preferences on total attrac-
tiveness, or if in fact every indicator of this total attractiveness is itself socio- 
structurally variable. As the total attractiveness of a particular actor may well be 
perceived differently by different potential mates, a certain preferential model may 
be appropriate for the logics and agency of some actors, but less so – or not at all – 
for others. However, such questions of a varying adequacy of the mating preference 
model itself are – again – rarely refl ected upon in traditional and modern mate 
choice research. 

 In sum, emphasizing structures in the context of mating also addresses the  rela-
tional structure between mating preferences . If, however, different classes of actors 
can be described by different structures of mating preferences, the question arises 
whether these preferential classes are independent from objective conditions. To the 
extent that such  social structuration of preferences  can be observed, a theory is 
required which transcends the categorization between “internal” preferences and 
“external” position, as methodological individualism and rational action theories 
are not designed for such purposes.  

   Diachronically Structured Preferences 

 As with the conditions of mating situations, mating preferences are not usually 
assessed according to their biographical and social preconditions in a systematic 
way in the vast majority of mate choice research. As the origins of mating prefer-
ences, being prior to any mating situation, are not the primary task of most analyses, 
they are sometimes established on the basis of evolutionary psychological assump-
tions (such as male interest in female physicality). Whereas there is little reason to 
deny biological conditions for human actions, such perspectives neglect the societal 
impacts on mating preferences. A more dynamic approach is discussed by Stovel 
and Fountain ( 2009 : 385), who state that “matching areas may best be understood 
as settings in which actors’ preferences are, at least in some respects, endogenously 
produced”. Here, mating preferences are treated as a function of the autonomous 
partner market itself, neglecting heteronomous infl uences of different social spheres. 
Others argue that it is the “local marriage market” which forms and frames “cultural 
factors, such as norms and preferences, which infl uence individuals’ marital behav-
iours through distinctive mechanisms” (Mu and Wu  2015 : 5). One is inclined to 
agree with Blossfeld ( 1996 : 189), who argues that “the historical process is always 
ongoing”, which “poses diffi cult theoretical and empirical specifi cation problems 
with regard to the preferences and constraints at any point in time”. The resulting 
question is how to systematically conceptualize these historical developments. Wiik 
and Holland ( 2015 : 6) argue that children’s “own preferences for when and whom 
to marry” can be understood as an indirect “product of their parents’ preferences”, 
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as in the course of socialization processes “children internalize parental expecta-
tions and attitudes”. Mating preferences are also often traced back on the basis of 
generalized conceptions of society, such as the traditional ‘male breadwinner’ 
model, as an internalized normative mechanism of preference (Blossfeld and Timm 
 2003 : 333). Yet again, the problem here is that different classes of actors can have 
incorporated very different historical conditions during their particular socializa-
tions. Thus, a theory seems necessary which considers  diachronic preference struc-
tures  and thereby allows researchers to derive the historicity of mating preferences 
outside of and prior to the partner market and singular sub-segments such as the 
occupational sphere.    

    Mating as Decision 

    Structures of Bounded Rationality 

 ‘Structure’ may also impact on the logics of mate selection with regard to decision 
mechanisms. Usually, in the conceptualization of mate choice, some kind of rational 
choice decision is assumed as the nomological core, generating the actual individual 
decision value (e.g. for initiating a mating procedure). However, and as a conse-
quence of our argumentation so far, for the assumption of strict rationality in mat-
ing, the problem of every rationalistic model arises that “multiple, contradictory 
interests [for example the presence of multiple, interdependent mating preferences, 
A.S.] could preclude maximization of interest for all dimensions and thus for the 
self” (Kara  2009 : 71). Even for marriages (which certainly imply a more serious 
decision situation than, say, mere fl irting), it has been shown that “a considerable 
number of men and women marry their fi rst reasonably serious partner” and not a 
partner according to an actual maximized utility (Frey and Eichenberger  1996 : 
189). It thus comes as no surprise to fi nd that modern empirical mate choice research 
has largely distanced itself from strict forms of utilitarianism and emphasizes the 
idea of bounded rationality in mating (see e.g. Skopek  2011 ). The conceptual advan-
tage of the MAS paradigm – which stems from its suitability for the application of 
further explanatory mechanisms – is its openness and fl exibility. For example, fi nd-
ings from cognitive psychology can be applied to enable a more realistic concept of 
the actor (Miller and Todd  1998 ). Individuals do not actually think rationally, but 
rely instead on “fast and frugal heuristics” (Reimer and Rieskamp  2007 ) – due to 
both the unavailability of information and to constraints in time and cognitive 
capacity – rather than on calculations which genuinely maximize utility (Todd and 
Miller  1999 ; Heiner  1983 ; Oppenheimer  1988 ). The assumption prevalent in earlier 
forms of rational action theory – that utility is maximized in the form of a partner – 
is often rejected in favor of the principle of ‘satisfi cing’ (Simon  1956 ), in which a 
person is considered a potential partner by suffi ciently fulfi lling one’s preferences. 

 Due to the individualistic concept of the logic of situation, however, research is 
compelled to assign a generally prevailing ‘boundedness’ as being inherent to one 
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situation for all actors. The individualistic paradigm sees mental models as charac-
teristics of general situations (and not, for instance, of situation-independent habits, 
frames, rationality etc.). Take the example of (search) heuristics in mating, using the 
famous ‘secretary problem’ (Gardner  1960 ; Ferguson  1989 ): How shall an actor 
choose his partner, given that potential partners appear in a random order and do not 
reappear when rejected? This generalization of a search problem, and its possible 
solution, neglects the fact that the quantity and quality of all potential partners vary 
dependent on the attributes of the actor in question, for example their class back-
ground. Thus it can be expected that actors will also differ by means of their search 
strategies and rationalities, as the problem presents itself differently to different 
actors. Some actors may indeed try to gather information on the market structure 
and their own chances, trying to identify an optimum (leading to a few pathological 
cases, which media and critical theory tend to suggest represent standard practice on 
online dating sites). Others may consider themselves satisfi ed with a suffi cient mate, 
and some with a near-optimal mate. Also, some actors might follow a rational model 
in one sense (e.g. gathering information by browsing all profi les in an area), but not 
in the other (e.g. systematically refl ecting the traits of acceptable profi les). 
Accordingly, it is a daring thesis indeed to assume that all actors will show the same 
quality and quantity of boundedness in their rationalities. Against the background of 
our previous argumentation, we must instead assume that different (classes of) 
actors will incorporate different bounds of rationality. For example, some users of a 
dating site are in the situation of having to make a decision quickly due to their own 
age, whereas for others time is on their side. 

 The concept of  structured boundedness in mating  has consequence for the afore-
mentioned preferences. If different actors can be characterized as being differen-
tially bound in their rationality, it is even more problematic to postulate a set of 
generally prevailing mating preferences which are processed by all actors in the 
same (bounded) rational way. Thus, the fact that mental processes do usually not 
follow the logic of maximization has implications for the generalizability of the 
aforementioned utility metric, and for its contingent preferential manifestations. 
Only if all actors under- and overemphasize mating traits in the same way could the 
concepts of preference and (bounded) rationality be modeled equally for all actors 
on the partner market.  

    Normative Structures of Decision 

 A particular constraint for free mate choice from the viewpoint of MAS is that deci-
sion processes in mating are dependent on norms. The traditional normative 
approach in social sciences is to see rules of endogamy (or exogamy) as the core 
mechanism of mate choice (see e.g. Stovel and Fountain  2009 : 367). For example, 
age patterns of marriage partners have been explained in terms of societal norms 
regarding an acceptable age relation within a couple (e.g. Lewis and Spanier  1979 ; 
Spanier and Glick  1980 ). It is true that mating norms can enter into decision-making 
processes, for example in the case of older women hesitating to contact a younger 
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man online (cp. Skoepk et al.  2011 ). However, even if norms are built in to indi-
vidual models they are usually trivialized by “subsuming them under one single 
preference ranking for each agent.” (Peter and Spiekermann  2011 : 229). On a meth-
odological level, this ignores the fact that different cultural and economic conditions 
are associated with different mating norms, such as fl irt rituals specifi c to particular 
social classes. Furthermore, even if a particular class of actors orient their mate 
choice decisions according to normative demands, it does not follow that the mech-
anism of normative orientation underlies the mating practices of all actors. 
Consequently, the degree to which  structured norms of decision  are considered to 
exist in an individualistic model of mate choice, corresponds to the leverage of the 
assumption of generalized ‘normative preferences’ or ‘norm-based preference dis-
tortion’ effective in mating decisions. 

 Norms effective in mating processes tend to be treated as external restrictions in 
mate choice research, so that the normative structure is treated as a set of external 
conditions defi ning which practices are legitimate or not. For example, Çelikaksoy 
et al. ( 2010 : 67) assign norms to “third party involvement” which “can infl uence 
marital choice within the social/ethnic group or family to which an individual 
belongs”. Likewise, Mäenpää ( 2015 : 17) assumes that actors may “follow the social 
norms and rules of the surrounding community that prescribe what kind of partner 
is proper and desirable”. Here, mating norms are seen as  regulative rules  and not as 
 constitutive  rules (e.g. Searle  1969 ). However, norms do not only operate as mere 
external decision guides. They structure the cognitive and mental apparatus of 
(classes of) actors, as well as the meaningful dimension of practice, a fact that points 
to  normative structure of decisions  in mating. For example, the fact that the man 
‘should’ be taller than the woman in a relationship is also clearly manifested in 
online dating. But do we need to assume that women orient their interaction prac-
tices according to a given rule of height, in order to fulfi ll social standards and pre-
vent feelings of shame? Norms in mating may also operate as constitutive due to the 
fact that a plethora of historical preconditions will impact on pre- and semi- 
conscious emotional states in many women when encountering men with particular 
physical seizes. As a consequence of this constitutive nature of norms, it also hardly 
plausible to assume that “social norms are changed by rational actors” in reaction to 
perceived “costs and benefi ts to an extent that these norms do not facilitate the 
actor’s means-ends relationships anymore” (Blossfeld and Timm  2003 : 9). Norms 
must be understood as being effective in the form of inert  structured orders of 
implicit or tacit knowledge , rather than as volatile refl ected orientations towards 
external expectations. But furthermore, to the extent that these orders of knowledge 
show a relation of order between each other, a theory would be needed which would 
allow us to grasp the  structure of knowledge structures .  

    Dispositional Structures of Decision 

 This critique of a general (bounded) rationality and normative orientation underly-
ing mate choice can be further extended by focusing on ‘unconsciousness’ as the 
analytical endpoint of boundedness. For example, with relevance for online dating, 
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with its profi le structure, Willis and Todorov ( 2006 : 592) show that “trait inferences 
from faces” do not operate via “slow, effortful, and deliberate” processes, but can be 
characterized as “fast, intuitive” and “unrefl ective” and that as soon as 100 millisec-
onds after seeing a person’s face, an impression of trustworthiness, competence, 
sympathy, attractiveness, and aggressiveness emerge in the human brain. As a con-
sequence of such fi ndings, not only must we reject instrumental rationality as a 
general decision mode in mating, we also must refuse to accept the idea that any 
mate choice act is the factual result of conscious rational choice. This insight indi-
cates the need for a conceptualization of subconscious decision processes. 

 This is widely recognized by mate choice (and rational choice) researchers; how-
ever, as Andersen and Hansen ( 2010 : 26) argue, one important implication of intro-
ducing subconscious decision making is that partners sort according to preferences 
“without observing this trait consciously or rationally considering its implications”. 
Accordingly, sorting processes, the core explanatory goal of the individualist mate 
choice paradigm, cannot be traced back to any unitary decision mechanism. 
Yet again, the problem would be less severe if all actors would be alike in their 
deviation from the ideal-type model as constructed by the researcher. As this is not 
reasonably to be expected, the analytical MI/RC framework begins here to show its 
limitations. 

 However, the concept of rationality in partner choice must not be dismissed. 
Rather, rationality must be understood as one possible emanation of underlying 
dispositions. Hodgson ( 2009 : 10) argues that

  experiments since the 1970s show that conscious sensations are reported about half a sec-
ond after neural events, and unconscious brain processes are discernable before any con-
scious decision to act, [which] suggests that our dispositions are triggered before our 
actions are rationalized: we contrive reasons for actions already under way. 

 Just as bounds of rationality must be seen as variable and affected by social infl u-
ences, all such unconscious processes are anything but free from historical, struc-
tural, and normative preconditions;, instead, they take the form of  differentially 
structured mating decisions . 

 In fact, rationality may be best understood as one emanation of a multitude of 
dispositional mechanisms, as the very “capacity for deliberation and choice” 
depends on “habits and instincts, inherited respectively through our culture and our 
biology” (Hodgson  2009 : 2). Accordingly, one has to follow Illouz, arguing in the 
context of mating processes, that “choice is far from being a simple category and is 
no less shaped by culture than are other features of action” (Illouz  2012 : 19). Again, 
as “habituation and sociality are linked together” Hodgson ( 2009 : 6f.), actors must 
be understood as differing in their dispositions, prior to any situation of mate choice. 
One may then think about actors who are predisposed towards rationality, equity, 
submission, domination, etc.   
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    Structures of the Actor 

 As we have shown above that the realm of habits is prior to (partner) choice, and 
that habits must be understood as being genuinely structured by societal impacts, 
the need for theorizing  structured actors  arises. Coming from the starting point of a 
rational choice approach, Kara ( 2009 : 71) argues that “the possibility of preference 
patterns incapable of being represented by a unifi ed preference ordering” requires 
“an alternative framework which posits the self as a multidimensional complexity 
as opposed to a one-dimensionally representable simplicity”. The framework of 
rational choice theory and methodological individualism does not provide a multi-
dimensional actor and thus cannot grasp the varieties of different societal impacts 
which may be constitutive for the structuration of actors. 

 The tendency to apply a generalized logic of agency in mating is a result not least 
of one of the fundamental problems of all individualistic approaches. In focusing on 
future-oriented decisions, one has no coherent concept to systematically handle the 
historically induced trans-situationality of a specifi c (mating) situation. 8  MAS, as is 
the case for most rational action theories, has no systematic historical conceptions 
of ‘actor’ or ‘situation’ which transcend the situation itself. Thus, MAS has no theo-
retical solution to the problem of “the co-ordination of past, present, and future 
cognition, and of orders of preference as consecutively occurring sets of beliefs and 
desires” (Wiesenthal  1987 : 446, o.t.). Remarkably, some evolutionary psychologists 
came to the same conclusion. Gustavsson et al. ( 2008 : 580) argue that the fi nding of 
the “plasticity” of human mating preferences requires “a shift in research focus to 
emphasize the dynamics of mating strategies as outcomes of past selection and 
interactions between individuals and their social and asocial environment within 
societies”. However, there is no theoretical sociological framework inherent to the 
MI/RC complex which could provide a conception of the actor as temporally 
structured. 9   

    Structures of Partner Choice 

 A partner market may well be perceived as being a structured complex of actors 
following different dispositional logics, with rational or bounded rational modes 
being special cases. We can then speak of  structured mate choice , not only due to 
the fact that dispositions are structured by means of different mental knowledge 
systems and by means of different class backgrounds. Structure in mate choice also 
manifests in form of the empirical interdependence of the choice objects (i.e. 

8    The tendency to abandon the strong assumption of stable preferences comes at the price of a lack 
of pre-situational mechanisms, which could explain non-contingent patterns of agency in mating. 
9    One could think of mobilizing the individualistic life-course approach here, however, this further 
development of rational action theories has no theoretical concept for historizing the actor 
himself. 
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partners). Any act of mate choice is not only based on differentially structured dis-
positions, but is also situated within particular classes of eligibles, comprising par-
ticular combinations of choice sets. The consequence of  structured choice sets  is a 
strong indication of mating as (partially) unintended practice. Kalmijn ( 1998 : 400) 
argue that, as

  preferences for socioeconomic and cultural resources do not by themselves translate into 
homogamy and endogamy with respect to social characteristics”, but because “social char-
acteristics are correlated with such resources”, outcomes of mating always imply “the unin-
tended by-product of individual preferences for resources in a partner. 

 Due to the fact that unintended elements of mate choice may be the result of very 
different underlying opportunity and meaning structures, it is diffi cult to postulate a 
general intentional structure for the average actor. This is of utmost relevance for the 
preferential element in modeling mate choice. The empirical relationship between 
particular mating preferences and mating behavior is weak, as Wood and Brumbaugh 
( 2009 ), Todd et al. ( 2007 ) and Schmitz et al. ( 2009 ) show, in the context of stated 
and revealed mating preferences. Desiring particular traits in a potential mate does 
not mean that a partner of this nature is actually contacted. Likewise, one cannot 
derive or reveal ‘true’ preferences from the observation of a choice act, as different 
structural mechanisms may be at work. Analyzing, for example, the choice of a 
partner as a function of educational degree, subjects the practices of all actors to a 
uniform post-hoc logic, which may approximate the situation for some (non- 
random) actors, but fails to recognize the logics underlying the choice practices of 
others. Consequently, modern mate choice research requires a reorientation towards 
structural preconditions, subjective implications, and differential interdependencies 
between structure and subjectivity of different mate choice acts.  

    Interaction Process 

    Synchronic and Diachronic Structures 

 The arguments so far should already motivate a stronger consideration of structure 
in mate choice research, but the necessity for integrating structural concepts 
becomes of even higher priority when taking into account the fact that mating pro-
cesses comprise two actors, choosing each other. When it comes to interaction, 
some authors no longer consider mate choice to be a single act, but rather a sequence 
of choice acts undertaken by two partners (e.g. Willoughby and Carroll  2010 ; 
Skopek et al.  2009 ). Mating is also often conceptualized as a two-sided extension of 
the rational actor model or even as “one two-sided choice act” (Schulz  2010 : 229, 
o.t.). As shown above, for mate choice research, the concept of ‘exchange’ is the 
central concept for the purpose of conceptualizing mating interactions. 

 Individualistic models often assume the existence of, and subsequently model, 
‘average’ relationship types, such as an exchange between highly educated actors, 
or between an actor with a high income and one who is physically attractive. A 
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pertinent question, however, is whether a general model of exchange can be imposed 
on the variation of different  exchange  logics. For example, a particular observed 
dyad in online dating may be described in terms of economic exchange, whereas 
another may be better described in terms of social exchange, etc. The same applies 
to Becker’s theory, which postulates the existence of general resource relations of 
substitution and complementarity. Substitution and complementarity are under-
stood as being essential characteristics of specifi c variables, which Becker’s model 
generalizes or averages over household members. This rather obscures the fact that 
very different (exchange) relations may result in a lasting couple formation, and 
exchange in mating must be understood in terms of  synchronic and diachronic 
structures of exchange . 

 Another problem is determining the extent to which the concepts of exchange are 
appropriate for the conceptualization of interaction (in mating) at all. Mating is 
often associated with the idea of actual exchange between two potential partners. If, 
for example, user A contacts user B and User B sends an answer, they are seen as 
exchanging parties. ‘Exchange’, however, is a processual term that can hardly be 
equated with the concept of choice acts. The sociological term ‘exchange’ actually 
refers to more than a simple principle of  quid pro quo  which the actors involved 
were both themselves aware of and immediately affected by. On the contrary – an 
objectively attributable exchange in mating is likely to be imperceptible to the actors 
in question, as the involved actors (e.g. in fl irting) scarcely orient their current inter-
actions towards future exchange profi ts. 

 Exchange may only retrospectively appear as the implied logic of interaction, as 
opposed to an actual act of exchange in the here and now of the observed interac-
tion. Thus, when observing aggregated outcomes on the market level, which speak 
of underlying exchange logics, one may assume “that capital marries capital”, but 
nothing entitles us to conclude “that individuals marry in order to unite or exchange 
their capital” (Bozon and Héran  1989 : 117). Accordingly, mating-related interac-
tions can be differentiated according to the  exchange structure of interaction , i.e. to 
the degree that exchange logics are subjectively relevant categories for the particu-
lar actors. 

 Evidently, ‘exchange’ as a model may only be appropriate to a sub-quantity of 
interactions; for example, Blossfeld and Drobnič ( 2001 ) critically discuss Becker’s 
“specialization of labor”, and contrast its explanatory power with those of compet-
ing explanatory mechanisms, such as “role specialization”, “power structures”, 
“male oppression of women”, “economic exchange”, “non-economic exchange”, 
“doing gender”, “symbolic exchange”, “identity-formation”, “social class”, and 
“country contexts”. These structured logics in interactions also point to the fact that 
society impacts on interaction in a fundamental way. The interactional situation of 
two particular actors on a partner market is more than a situation of direct interde-
pendency between the actors. However, neither Becker’s nor Blau’s theory focus on 
the fact that “each single case of social interaction is determined simultaneously by 
characteristics of the interacting units and by properties of the social system in 
which the interaction occurs” (Haller  1981 : 775). More specifi cally, “each individ-
ual social exchange […] does not simply imply a relationship between the two 
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exchanging parties, but also implies their connection to a group, an organization, or 
a society, and to further structures of exchange, power, community, and culture” 
(Münch  2002 : 86, o.t.). In fact, Blau’s conceptualization of exchange in mating was 
not conceptualized to systematically assess ‘macro-sociological’ conditions, just as 
his Blau space was not able to consider exchange processes:

  I must admit […] that I was more successful in analyzing exchange processes themselves 
than in using them as the basis for a theory of macro-sociological structures. For this reason 
I altered my approach; instead of assuming that macro-and micro-sociological phenomena 
can be explained by the same theory, I now assumed that the two require different, though 
complementary, theories (Blau  1989 : 16). 

   Overall, there seem to be very different  structures of exchange  and, more gener-
ally,  structures of interaction  underlying mating processes, all of which are socially 
structured even before the fi rst moment of encounter. Accordingly, in the case of an 
emerging couple, the subjective meanings involved (such as mating intentions) and 
the resources invested are to be derived from the particular social position of the two 
agents, including various “ecological factors”, “motivational factors” and “material 
resources” (Collins  1990 : 34f.), factors which cannot be generalized for all dyadic 
constellations.  

    Interaction and Recursive Structuration 

 The fact that mating is characterized as a reciprocal and temporal process of struc-
tured agents within a structured social environment has further analytical conse-
quences for the MAS concepts discussed so far. Take the example of preferential 
explanation in online dating. Even if mating preferences, such as educational prefer-
ences in online fi rst contacts, statistically explain a certain amount of actual mating 
interactions, it does not follow that this particular preference is also causal for the 
process of stabilization of couples. Interacting with a potential partner transposes 
the active agent into a new situation, with new decisions to be made and different 
relevant preferences, intentions, rationalities, and choice sets. For example, whereas 
female attractiveness in a profi le picture might be a major determinant of male fi rst 
contacts, the subsequent communication processes puts different preference dimen-
sions into play, such as the intended form of relationship. Thus, the fact that mating 
implies interaction processes means that ‘structures’ manifest themselves in the 
form of  sequential structures of partner preferences . 

 Not only do different preferences play different roles depending on the phase the 
two actors are in, as has been addressed by stage and fi lter models – they can also 
change due to this very interaction. As Frey and Eichenberger ( 1996 : 198) argue, 
“preference changes” can emerge during the course of interaction. One important 
mechanism is that the emotional initiation of a relationship, when perceived as 
romantic, systematically “leads to a systematic overemphasis of a partner’s charac-
teristics related to love” while other traits are “underemphasized or sometimes even 
completely ignored” (Frey and Eichenberger  1996 : 194). If in a developing relation-
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ship based, say, on preferences for age, a situation of commitment emerges which is 
constitutive for the continuation of the relationship, this can make other potential 
partners seem less attractive. The emergence of commitment might also be concep-
tualized and modeled as a preference. However, the particular preference object is 
now a different one, meaning that a preference considered relevant for a fi rst contact 
cannot be assumed to be constantly infl uencing behavior throughout the subsequent 
process of couple formation. This, however, further challenges the element of ratio-
nality in the choice paradigm. Assuming that the same situational logics and prefer-
ences apply to the process of interaction over time implies that prior investment 
“does not infl uence one’s consideration of current options”, but that “only the incre-
mental costs and benefi ts of the current options” affect decision making (Arkes and 
Ayton  1999 : 591). The currently relevant “endowment effect” of an existing part-
nership (Simpsons  1987 ) and the “sunk cost” (Arkes and Blumer  1985 ) effect of 
past investments speak against the analytical transference of fi rst-contact choice 
situations to subsequent interactional steps in mating. 

 Sen argues that commitment involves “counter-preferential choice”, thus 
“destroying the crucial assumption that a chosen alternative must be better than […] 
the others for the person choosing it” (Sen  1977 : 328). Likewise, the insinuated 
logic of exchange is incrementally subverted by emerging commitment, which 
inhibits the logics of direct reciprocity. If the interactional character of couple for-
mation is reduced analytically to individual preference-based choice acts or general 
logics of exchange, this makes it diffi cult to adequately take into account the differ-
ent mechanisms of reciprocity inherent to mating processes. The concept of reci-
procity relativizes the idea of single, causally relevant mating preferences, as it 
amalgamates the individual contingent preferences of an interaction into a kind of 
‘unifi ed preference unit’, the relationship itself: the interaction itself receives its 
own value as part of the process of interaction. For an individualistic conception of 
mate choice, this again turns out to be problematic if the probability and character 
of reciprocity – and hence any ‘unifi ed preference’ – varies between different types 
of interactions, e.g. as a function of social class background and different associated 
traditions. Apart from the probability of the emergence of reciprocity between two 
potential partners, fundamental questions – such as when and how they describe 
their relation as “love” – arise. The danger again is in ignoring the socially differen-
tial character of  structures of commitment and reciprocity  in couple formation.   

    Structured Logics of Aggregation 

 Remarkably, the logic of aggregation and the concomitant structural outcomes are 
often  not  treated as distinct from the micro-level of mate choice behavior. As the 
value-expectation theory of MAS is often applied using the ‘logic of as if’ within a 
formal modeling strategy of observed outcomes, the structural consequences often 
tend to be simply analytically equated with aggregated choice acts. In doing so, the 
logic of aggregation is reduced to the summation of the same type of acts, such as 
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marrying, contacting according to specifi c traits, deception, etc. (see Hedström 
 2005 : 101ff. for a similar critique). For example, the macro-explanandum of mar-
riage rates is seen simply as a direct consequence of individual acts of marriage. 
Classical methodological individualism in general does not usually refl ect upon the 
question as to whether this reductionism is justifi ed or not. On the contrary, Coleman 
sees it as “especially important that the individual-action component remains sim-
ple” (Coleman  1990 : 19). Likewise, many mate choice researchers reduce  a priori  
such macro-explananda to a question of the totality of summarizable acts. However, 
a collective marriage rate may be better conceived of as the result of myriad differ-
ent acts and underlying meanings. In this case, it represents a methodological (not a 
logical) problem for methodological individualism and mate choice research to 
simultaneously grasp different meanings and different behaviors which generate 
one macro-phenomenon. Each structural explanandum may represent a set of unin-
tended consequences – an insight which is otherwise constitutive for methodologi-
cal individualism. 

 For example, the rate of educational homogamy in a society may be the struc-
tural outcome of culture-oriented mate choice, age-related mate choice, etc., and 
hence may represent a ‘structural by-product’ of acts which imply the most diverse 
underlying meanings. Some proponents of the MAS model tend to analytically con-
fl ate the phenomenological perspective of the assumed average actor, the model of 
agency itself, and the structural outcome. In doing so, the structural outcome of 
mating – most prominently assortative mating – is reduced to a function of one type 
of mating preferences, mating utility, mating rationality, mate choice acts, exchange 
in mating, and rule of aggregation: homogamy is the function of selection, being the 
function of homophily, given a set of alternatives (cp. de Singly  1987  for a 
critique). 

 A particular problem is that different sorting mechanisms may underlie one and 
the same variable. On the market level, education, for example, may imply a  positive 
sorting with regard to homophily and social exchange or negative sorting due to 
couple-level division of labor and economic exchange. Furthermore, multiple 
mechanisms of aggregation beyond mere addition can be assumed to be operating, 
as for example escalation, inhibition, accumulation, etc. Ultimately, neither the 
simultaneity nor the interdependence between such different aggregation mecha-
nisms can be grasped when taking a single bathtub as one’s analytical basis. 

    From Externalized Structure to Structural Relationism 

 Against the background of our considerations so far, one can clearly state that the 
paradigm of mate choice as agency in structures leaves plenty of room for a wider 
notion of ‘structure’. This is not to say that social reality must be understood as a 
chaotic complex of arbitrary structures. On the contrary, accepting the genuine and 
multidimensional structuration of mating processes ultimately poses the question of 
structured interrelations between and within actors, interactions, mating prefer-
ences, mate choices, mating rationalities, mating preferences, etc. to such an extent 

4 Classical Theories of Mate Choice and the Relational Defi cit in the Study…



73

that the combined framework of methodological individualism and rational choice 
becomes questionable regarding its analytical scope. 

 The paradigmatic core of the MAS perspective reduces the notion of structure to 
a structure of opportunity in the sense of alternatives, resources, and restrictions 
such as normative expectations, which are seen as external to the ‘subject’. In reduc-
ing structure to what Illouz ( 2012 : 19f., 242) labels  “ecology of choice” , that is, the 
environment (including normative restrictions and cultural conditions), MAS mir-
rors the MI/RC complex, with its strict actor-structure distinction. In the context of 
mate choice, the resulting scientifi c practice of conceptualizing and modeling an 
average actor is to assume a generalized logic of mate choice, averaged modes of 
decision making, generalized mating preferences, generalized mating strategies, 
and mating interactions; analytical elements which are contrasted with an external 
structure. Structural relations between and within these concepts (i.e. mating 
resources, mating rationalities, specifi c mating preferences and utilities, specifi c 
mating habits, specifi c exchange relations in mating, and specifi c structural condi-
tions of mating) are not the analytical focus of the MAS model. As a consequence, 
of the MI/RC framework, mating preferences and utilities, or rationalities, situa-
tions, opportunities, etc. are rarely discussed as being empirically variable. They 
are, instead, lashed prior to empirical analyses. Such practice neglects the possibil-
ity that not only the contingent variables of the decision model (say income prefer-
ences) but also the very conceptual elements themselves may vary in their 
applicability according to social structural conditions. This is not to say that the old 
objections to unrealistic models of rational action are to be repeated here. One may 
well accept that a sparse model need not grasp the complexities of reality. However, 
even more problematic than any unrealistic model of (bounded) rationality is the 
potentially  structural differential applicability  of any model. For example, rational 
conduct in mating might be an appropriate description of one class of actors, but not 
necessarily of all actors. Also, the degree to which an actor can be located in a situ-
ation of mate choice may well be seen as variable. 

 Ultimately, this raises the question of the conceptualization of the actor himself. 
In the context of mating, Peggs and Lampard ( 2001 : 109) see a “multidimensional 
approach to analyzing decision-making as a necessity” and state that such an 
approach “needs to be operationalized in a way which is sophisticated enough to 
accommodate the complexity and heterogeneity of the infl uences involved and to 
address the interplay between structure and agency in real rather than additive 
terms”. A core implication of such pertinent questions is that structure must be 
located within the actor. This addresses the “architecture of choice” (Illouz  2012 : 
20) – that is, “mechanisms that are internal to the subject and shaped by culture” 
affecting “cognitive and emotional processes” which are constitutive for the variety 
of mate choice processes. If, however, classes of actors do systematically differ 
from each other by means of these concepts, a structural theory seems necessary 
which could provide concepts of ‘functionally’ differentiated societies generating 
these structures as well as their synchronic and diachronic interdependencies. To the 
extent that these considerations hold empirically, the analytical framework of meth-
odological individualism and (bounded) rational choice are put into question. 

 The Structuration of Mating



74

 An individualist approach, applying ‘Coleman’s bathtub’ to exchange processes, 
would be to simultaneously think of a multitude of bathtubs, including the multitude 
of individual mating preferences and decisions. However, even if one could imagine 
and model hundreds of bathtubs, due to the fact that every bathtub enters into the 
situational logics of another, the limits of methodological individualism would soon 
be reached. This has consequences a fortiori for the interactional dimension in mat-
ing, such as ‘exchange’. If different constellations of interaction and exchange 
underlie empirical mating processes, the bathtub-model must be rejected. 

 To the degree to which these considerations are taken seriously, the very episte-
mological foundation as provided for by methodological individualism is called 
into question, entailing the need for an alternative underlying epistemology. Scott 
( 2000 : 136) argues “that rational choice theorists do tend to deny any autonomy or 
constraining power for social structures” which is “not inherent in rational choice 
theory but in the methodological individualism that, for most of its advocates, is 
adopted as a philosophical underpinning.” Methodological individualism postulates 
that any sociological explanation requires micro-foundation (see e.g. Coleman 
 1986 ): this means that a sociological explanation can only be said to possess an 
explanatory status if it is possible to model social phenomena in terms of individual 
behavior. In perhaps its most clear form, Homans, an early proponent of this episte-
mology, states: “If you look long enough for the secret of society you will fi nd it in 
plain sight: the secret of society is that it was made by men, and there is nothing in 
society but what men put there” (Homans  1961 : 385). In doing so, as with individu-
alistic research in general, large parts of mate choice research identify “micro with 
the actions of individuals” and thus tends to eliminate “structural features conceptu-
ally from the core of the mechanism directly responsible for a macrophenomenon” 
(Mayntz  2004 : 251). In the context of mate choice some authors explicitly postulate 
to study mating phenomena on the macro-level via “independently taken individual 
marriage decisions at the micro level” (Blossfeld and Timm  2003 : 3). This view 
reduces the explanation of social forces to ‘individual’ acts which are conceptual-
ized as isolated events. 

 The manifold developments within mate choice research have shown that most 
sociologists not only dissociate themselves from the basic rational choice model, 
but also implement structural considerations into their particular models and 
research. Indeed, some mate choice authors indeed indicate the need for further 
developments in the sociology of mating in a structural direction. In the context of 
online dating, Skopek ( 2011 : 331), for example, postulates an integration of the 
“macro-structural paradigm of opportunity structures” and “the micro-paradigm of 
individual preferences” in order to assess the “mutual dynamic of relationship 
formation”. 

 Regarding fundamental social theory, some modern methodological individual-
ists try to transcend the “traditional notions of methodological individualism by 
emphasizing the explanatory importance of relations and relational structures” 
(Hedström and Bearman  2009 : 8). A relational mechanism – including “basic 
mechanisms as competition” – involves a “process linking two or more unconnected 
social sites by a unit that mediates their relation with one another and/or with yet 
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other sites” (Mayntz  2004 : 250; cp. McAdam et al.  2001 : 26)”. However, even the 
most modern variant of methodological individualism, “analytical sociology”, tends 
to reduce the notion of relations in a Weberian manner to the orientation of action 
towards others (Hedström and Bearman  2009 : 8). This notion of relation also mani-
fests in the context of mate choice research. Huinink and Feldhaus ( 2009 : 310f.) 
begin their life course framework of family sociology with the idea that “individuals 
act in a given situation which is structured by opportunities, restrictions and exigen-
cies”, and additionally postulate “information from the interrelated life course of 
partners”, which is interpreted as “part of the external opportunity structure of the 
target person” (ibid.). In a similar way, Huston ( 2000 : 298f.) adds the “relationship” 
as a third level of the analysis of mating processes to the “societal level” and the 
“individual”. Transcending the dyadic relationship, Kalmijn ( 1998 : 418) rightfully 
argues that third party effects, such as the “infl uence of the social group”, are also 
mechanisms of high relevance for conceptualizing mating processes. Apart from the 
fact that it is diffi cult to adequately integrate interrelated actors (infl uenced by third 
parties) within the framework of MI/RC, latent relational mechanisms  within and 
between  (classes of) actors are not constitutive momenta. Even in modern Western 
societies, there is a vast majority of possible third parties, social groups, and societal 
spheres directly and indirectly involved in mating processes. Thus, classical socio-
logical questions of domination and power underlying partner market processes 
(which may precipitate in the very relations and interdependencies between differ-
ent actor’s mating preferences, mating situations, mating strategies, mating prac-
tices, success chances etc.) can hardly be incorporated as systematic element of 
MAS. Overall, one may well diagnose a  relational defi cit in the analysis of relation-
ship formation  in large parts of current research on mate choice. 

 This also applies to research on modern dating phenomena such as online dating. 
Focusing on structure in the sense of the Blau space, its regional or institutional 
concretizations, normative regulations, and the concrete choice opportunities an 
actor faces, leads to ignoring structure in a relational sense. As online dating 
research essentially rests on the dichotomization of macro versus micro, it is sys-
tematically compelled to observe preferences rather than structures at work on dat-
ing sites. The analytical and explanatory focus of general partner market research 
requires a completion of the model of ‘structures of selection acts’ with a model of 
‘structures within selection actions and interactions’. This implies taking into 
account the socio-structural and historical preconditions and variations of the MAS 
model and its analytical elements. Acknowledging that structure can also manifest 
itself as the differential relation between these conceptual elements, the  a priori  dif-
ferentiation between actor and structure must be abandoned in favor of a relational 
notion of structure. Recourse to modern developments of methodological individu-
alism, however, is only partly able to supply the latter principle. 

 The general epistemic principle of a relational perspective is to start any research 
with “the relations and think from there towards the related” (Elias  1978 : 127) – or, 
as White puts it, the actor “should be a construct from the middle of the analysis, not 
a given boundary condition” (White  1992 : 196f.). This idea can be found in the 
works of early sociologists such as Karl Marx, Georg Simmel, and Leopold von 
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Wiese. There are also several more recent works which are grounded in the rela-
tional paradigm (e.g. Donati  2010 ; Crossley  2010 ). 10  A specifi c conceptualization of 
the relational paradigm in social sciences is represented by the notion of “fi eld” 
(Lewin and Cartwright  1952 ; Elias  1978 ; Bourdieu and Wacquant  1992 ; Martin 
 2003 ; Fligstein and McAdam  2012 ) or “space” (see e.g. Bourdieu  1985 ), being 
instances which induce the linkage of its entities (including actor and structure). In 
this paradigm, the concept of ‘relation’ is set at the beginning of the operation. 
Consequently, not only are actors’ direct relations analyzed, but also the indirect 
relations between agents and their traits. 

 Without reproducing the one-sided structuralism which is convincingly criti-
cized by some authors (see e.g. Skopek  2011 ; Stauder  2008 ), in the next chapter, the 
relational sociology of Pierre Bourdieu will be elaborated. This theory is designed 
to transcend the subject-object distinction characteristic of the MI/RC complex. The 
integration of structure and agency will allow us to augment the perspective of 
‘mate choice as agency within structures’ with the addition of a perspective which 
could be labeled as  mating as structures within agency , thus providing an alternative 
theoretical framework for ‘mate choice’ research. In doing so, as Bourdieu did not 
develop a systematic approach to this subject area, the different mate choice theo-
ries outlined so far will be used to inform and develop a Bourdieusian theory of 
mating processes. Conversely, this Bourdieusian theory will be applied to structur-
ally augment the MAS paradigm discussed so far.       
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    Chapter 5   
 A Bourdieusian Approach to Mating Processes                     

          In this chapter, by refl ecting upon the structural dimensions of the previously out-
lined paradigm of “mate choice as agency within structures” (MAS) and its core 
analytical elements, a Bourdieusian conceptualization of mating will be developed. 
The purpose of this procedure is twofold. The potential of a Bourdieusian approach 
to mating processes will be motivated by illustrating its theoretical and conceptual 
spectrum compared to the MAS model. At the same time, the well-defi ned tradi-
tions of MAS are used to concretize Bourdieu’s somewhat sporadic and unsystem-
atic refl ections on couple formation. The main argument will be that the conceptual 
building blocks of MAS – such as mating preferences, utilities, strategies, chance, 
mate choice, dyadic exchange, and markets – can be conceptualized as functions of 
the social space. It will be shown that the conceptual tools of ‘social space’, ‘habi-
tus’, and ‘practice’ enable both the utilization of the insights of the MAS model and 
the relational generalization of its analytical concepts. Consequently, the model of 
mate choice as agency in structures will be characterized as an analytical sub- 
category of relational structuralism. 

    The Relational Architecture of Pierre Bourdieu’s Sociology 

 Before we compare the logics of the MAS paradigm with Bourdieu’s relational 
theory, the following section shall give a brief introduction to the basic principles of 
this sociological research program. There are great many introductions to and 
expansions on his works, and as such we will only outline the most important key 
points, and those aspects most relevant for the subsequent discussion of mating 
phenomena. 

 The genuine relationality of the Bourdieusian approach is manifested in its  rela-
tional epistemology , which underlies the theoretical concepts as well as practices of 
research. The ontological premise is that “the real is the relational”, and relations 
are the ‘material’ out of which social reality is built (cp. Bourdieu and Wacquant 
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 1992 : 97). Questions regarding the substance or the ‘essence’ of a thing tend to veil 
that the essence of any one thing may represent itself very differently in different 
historical and social contexts. Thus, all the analytical concepts of the relational 
approach serve the purpose of  (re-)constructing  social facts, rather than postulating 
their existence  a priori . In doing so, this relational thinking intends to transcend the 
positivistic differentiation between traditional “paired concepts” such as the “basic 
dichotomy” of objectivism versus subjectivism, and – corresponding to this differ-
entiation – “materialism versus idealism, economism versus culturalism, mecha-
nism versus fi nalism, causal explanation versus interpretive understanding” 
(Bourdieu  1988 : 780). Thus, for modern sociological theory, this particular  con-
structivist  structuralism represents an alternative to both the methodological indi-
vidualism as usually applied in sociological (mate) choice research and to 
methodological holism, which has been profoundly criticized by many (mate) 
choice researchers. 

 ‘Structure’, from the relational point of view, is not reduced to infrastructure, 
normative structure, physical place, or actual contact opportunities, but is a  rela-
tional  entity. ‘Society’ is conceptualized as a relational entity – called social space – 
which comprises the interrelations between (classes of) agents and social 
spheres – i.e. social fi elds such as the economic or the scientifi c fi eld. Social spaces 
and fi elds are defi ned by their relational structure, that is, their effective capital 
dimensions, their positional structure, the relevant objects of interests and competi-
tion, unquestioned beliefs, structures of meaning, etc. On the face of it, the social 
space may seem to resemble the Blau space, which has been discussed as an impor-
tant structural ‘complement’ of individualist mate choice conception in the previous 
chapter. For Blau ( 1987 : 76), social structure is “a multi-dimensional space of posi-
tions among which people are distributed”, a space which “cannot be operationally 
represented by a single variable”. He emphasizes the fact that “the various dimen-
sions of differentiation are not necessarily orthogonal”, and that some indicators 
“such as education and occupational status tend to be closely related” (Blau  1987 : 
75f.). This idea of a multidimensional model of space and the spatial position of 
agents is also fundamental to Bourdieu’s theoretical approach, although it differs 
conceptually and methodologically with regard to the construction of the axes. 
Whereas the axes in the Blau space are represented by several dimensions (and their 
covariations) defi ned  a priori , Bourdieu constructs them  a posteriori , in form of a 
dimensional space on the basis of empirical data from particular societies in a cer-
tain epoch. The conception of capital, by designating society’s structural axes in this 
way, reduces the complexity of the myriad resources in Blau space (and their covari-
ations) to a latent, less dimensional social space, itself structured by the axes of 
capital. 1  Furthermore, Blau’s structural parameters – heterogeneity, “the extent of 
differentiation of the members of a collective into nominal groups” and inequality, 
“the extent of differentiation of a population in terms of resources or ranked status” 

1    In fact, the ‘Blau space’ must be seen as a series of uni- and bivariate distributions, as Blau sees 
“covariation” of social differences as an additional structural parameter (Blau  1987 : 75 f.), and not 
as an object of multivariate construction (cp. Chapter  6 ). 
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(Blau  1987 : 77) – imply a certain proximity to a relational approach, which locates 
social classes within the social space. However, the Blau space also displays a clear 
difference here when compared to the social space, as no elaborated concept of 
agency or practice is implied in the former. Although Blau refers to “social relations 
between positions”, which correspond to roles, he contests the signifi cance of 
“internalized cultural values and norms [and] psychological preferences” (Blau 
 1987 : 75) and rejects them as explanantia for (mating) processes. For Blau ( 1964 : 
xi), “the explicans […] is not some element of the cultural system […] but some 
aspects of structural differentiation defi ned as the distribution of people among dif-
ferent positions along various lines”. Within the social space approach in contrast, 
structure is conceptualized in a wider sense, meaning that ‘culture’ itself may oper-
ate as a capital form constitutive for the agents’ dispositions. The Bourdieusian 
conception of society comprises cultural, normative, and psychic moments as struc-
tural aspects of the social space, which is thus characterized both by ‘objective’ 
positions and by ‘subjective’ position-takings. 

 As a consequence of this relational epistemology, the differentiation between the 
actor and the society external to him is set aside. 2  Relational constructivism implies 
relating the ‘subjective’ dimension to objective circumstances. The relational para-
digm introduces the phenomenological perspectives of the agents by way of an 
“epistemological rupture” (e.g. Bourdieu  2010 : 5 f.), that is, by locating the disposi-
tions of the agents within the structure of the society – the social space. Consequently, 
‘structure’ is seen as a constitutive moment for agents, regarding not only their 
objective position within the social space, but indeed the corresponding disposi-
tional structures, comprising preferences, (ir-)rationalities, evaluative and cognitive 
mechanisms, ‘personality’, etc. In order to express these fundamental interrelations 
between ‘societal’ and ‘mental’ entities, the concept of ‘habitus’ was developed, 
which is conceptualized as structured structure (Bourdieu  1977 : 72 ff.; Wacquant 
 2016 ). Habitus comprises bundled schemes of perception, evaluation, and practice 
that are specifi c to particular positions in the social space. The relationship between 
these schemes and the social space is not one of direct one-to-one correspondence, 
but:

  The habitus and the fi eld maintain a relationship of mutual attraction, and the illusio is 
determined from the inside, from impulses that push toward a self-investment in the object; 
but it is also determined from the outside, starting with a particular universe of objects 
offered socially for investment (Bourdieu  1999 : 512). 

 Thus, the agent does not stand in opposition to society as an external entity; he him-
self is – by way of his habitus – society. The habitus is the principle which generates 
practices, in accordance with the practical sense, beyond determinism and freedom 
of choice. If applied in practice, habitus operates as ‘structuring structure’, meaning 

2    Social space and social fi elds construct the same thing: society. Whereas the fi rst perspective 
applies the view point of social inequality, the second one conceptualizes society as (quasi-)func-
tionally differentiated. Schmitz et al. ( 2016 ) critically discuss Bourdieu’s concept of the ‘fi eld of 
power’ (Bourdieu and Wacquant  1992 : 104 ff.) and elaborate on the relations between social space 
and the fi eld of power. 
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that the agent’s practices (re)produce and change the overall structure of the social 
space. Whereas Blau’s structuralism is lacking with regard to its conceptualization 
of confl ict and competition, with agents applying certain strategies in order to 
improve or maintain their position, such issues are at the center of the very notion 
of social space and fi elds, which Bourdieu conceptualizes as battlefi elds. Thus, in 
contrast to structural theories such as the Blau space, no allegations of structural 
determinism can be made against relational structuralism, as the concept of habitus 
clearly emphasizes the active and creative side of practice. 

 The social space also provides researchers with a model for the emergence of 
preferences and interests. From this viewpoint, affective bonds to objective struc-
tures and other agents are instilled by familial socialization, which transforms the 
infantine libido from a narcissistic to a social orientation (Bourdieu  2000 : 166). 
Within these processes, class-specifi c capital endowments are internalized and 
become constitutive elements of the agents’ habitus. In this process, gender operates 
as an “absolutely fundamental dimension of the habitus that […] modifi es all the 
social qualities that are connected to the fundamental social factors” (Bourdieu 
 1997 : 128). Accordingly, the expressions ‘female habitus’ or ‘male habitus’ are a 
problematic simplifi cations; for example, dispositions (including mating prefer-
ences) and lifestyle (such as clothing) are the result of gendered habitus (a fact 
which has been rediscovered by ‘intersectional’ sociologists in recent times). 

 The structure of the social space, the specifi cally gendered class position, and the 
life-course trajectory are acquired and incorporated to the degree that social struc-
ture and history do not only infl uence the agents’ categories of perception, but also 
their very bodies. The way we eat, our posture, our personal hygiene, and so on – all 
these elements are essentially the result of “embodied social structures” (Bourdieu 
 1984 : 467f.) and the bodily emanation of the habitus “hexis” manifests in class- 
specifi c posture, gestures, facial expressions, speech, and feelings (Bourdieu  1977 : 
93f.). Accordingly, every form of capital is physical, in that it affects the bodies of 
the individuals in question. 

 Agents possess (and are possessed by) not only particular capital assets, but the 
value of their capital depends on the appreciation shown by others. Here, we dif-
ferentiate analytically between a resource and its symbolic perception, introducing 
the term ‘symbolic capital’. Symbolic capital is “nothing more than economic or 
cultural capital […] acknowledged in accordance with the categories of perception 
that it imposes” (Bourdieu  1990 : 135). 3  For mechanisms of symbolic capital, the 
categories of perception, the evaluative and moral systems – or, in short, the tastes 
of the agents – requires a particular cognitive and symbolic structure. At the same 
time, misrecognition is constitutive for symbolic power relations, as it conceals the 
arbitrary nature of symbolic goods. 

3    Symbolic capital – that is, the acknowledgment of the habitus and hence of the goods of an 
agent – could be interpreted as what Schoen and Wooldredge ( 1989 ) and Klein ( 1996 : 211) refer 
to as ‘total attractiveness’. However, as symbolic capital is structured by social class and gender 
(amongst other things), it cannot be represented by a linear, unidimensional unit applicable to all 
classes. 
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 ‘Power’ is not treated as one parameter amongst others, as it is in the Blau space. 
It is instead a foundational aspect of the social space and inherent to all its structur-
ing dimensions (such as economic, cultural, social, or political capital) – thereby 
systematically enabling access to both micro and macro-sociological phenomena 
for the sociological analysis of power and domination. Apart from direct exploita-
tion in the sense of Marx, this view strongly emphasizes the way in which the domi-
nated “actively participate in their domination” by perceiving “the world through 
the eyes of the dominators” (cp. Lebaron  2001 : 125). ‘Symbolic domination’ 
depends on the “practical recognition through which the dominated, often unwit-
tingly, contribute to their own domination by tacitly accepting, in advance, the lim-
its imposed on them” (Bourdieu  2000 : 169). As a consequence, the objective 
differences in economic, cultural, or any other capital become intensifi ed, making 
symbolic capital a core element of class reproduction. This manifests in aspects of 
our everyday lives such as lifestyle and language, which operate – from the view-
point of social space theory – as core mechanisms of symbolic power. 

 In contrast to most individualistic paradigms, Bourdieu’s theory locates ‘struc-
ture’, in the sense of the material and symbolic constitution of the social space, not 
only between agents but also within agents. In contrast to individualistic approaches, 
‘the individual’ is thus not seen as such, i.e. as an  indivisible  entity. It is instead 
conceptualized as being intersected and formed by both material and meaning struc-
tures deriving from the social space (and class relations) as well as from social 
fi elds. Thus, the Bourdieusian agent is necessarily a ‘plural’ or ‘hybrid’ actor 
(Schmitz et al.  2016 ). Accordingly, there are a great many sources of structuring 
agents’ overall dispositions (and indeed the preferences contingent to them). 
Dispositions are affected by their (and their classes’) current and past positions, as 
well as by their trajectories (connecting the past and the future) within the social 
space. Dispositions are also differential functions of the effects of different social 
fi elds. One may think of the differential impact the economic fi eld has on the emer-
gence of dispositions towards family, marriage, home ownership, etc., or of the 
impact the state has on the legitimacy of particular sexual orientations and ideal of 
the family (Bourdieu  1996a ). 

 The internalization of these manifold infl uences does not follow the logics of 
mere learning, in the sense of reproducing behavioral patterns, for example, accord-
ing to familiar conditions. Instead, it follows the dispositional logics of taste. This 
generative principle of the habitus is of utmost relevance for any sociology which 
assesses issues of preference and choice. As Lizardo puts it ( 2014 : 11):

  One of the key phenomena that Bourdieu claims the theory of taste is necessary to account 
for is the fact that choices tend to exhibit higher-order coherence across realms, such that 
persons tend to choose music, movies, home interiors, clothes, foods, or what have you, 
using the same set of underlying (but not necessarily consciously accessible) ‘criteria’. 

   The habitus, relatively autonomous to particular situations, is conceptualized as 
the non-deterministic “tendency to perpetuate itself according to its internal deter-
mination, its conatus, by asserting its autonomy in relation to the situation (rather 
than submitting itself to the external determination of the environment rather as 
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matter does)” (Bourdieu  1996b : 3). In contrast to classical theories which, for exam-
ple, consider norm-orientation to represent compliance to external rules, the habitus 
is seen as implying the logics of ‘implicit knowledge’ and ‘knowledge systems’. 
This implies that “traces of past experiences affect some performance, even though 
the infl uential earlier experience is not remembered” (Greenwald and Banji  1995 : 
4f.). This, however, further implies that agents will infer their overall schemes of 
perception, evaluation, and practices in such a way that they correspond over a vari-
ety of situations, including new situations without ‘ready-made scripts or frames’. 
The ‘hysteresis’ of the habitus can be observed most clearly whenever societal con-
ditions change and agents tend to follow internalized patterns, no longer matching 
the altered circumstances. 

 Accordingly, this practical notion of habitus rejects the idea that utility maximi-
zation and rationality are anthropological constants, as well as the assumption that 
any (bounded) rationality can be generalized to create  a universally valid model . 
However, instrumental rationality in decision-making, as well as considering norms, 
is taken into account by habitus theory. Such manifestations of the practical sense 
are seen as empirical special cases, which can be understood as functions of the 
social space. For example, an act of rational choice requires an acquired disposi-
tional habitus, which will lead to a particular class of agents displaying such prac-
tices over a variety of different ‘choice situations’, such as shopping, interacting, 
dating, etc. 

 To conclude, in contrast to theories which invest their theoretical efforts on the 
‘micro-level’ of the actor and his choice acts, or on the societal macro-level, and its 
deterministic infl uence on individual agency, the concept of relational structure is of 
utmost importance from the Bourdieusian point of view. Taking these preliminary 
considerations into account, the following instrumentalization of Bourdieu’s theory 
will develop a relational sociology of mating phenomena.  

    The Partner Market as Social Space 

 At fi rst glance it might appear somewhat surprising that it seems necessary to elabo-
rate on Bourdieu’s works for the purpose of deriving a theoretical system for the 
assessment of mating processes. In his early studies in Algeria and the French 
region of Béarn, marriage strategies were the focus of his research. In these con-
texts, he found patterns contradicting structuralistic models of (consciously or 
unconsciously) norm-orientated mate choice, which was an important theoretical 
watershed, as it fostered the development of a non-fi nalist practice model of matri-
monial and ‘choice’ strategies stemming from the family’s historical and social 
position (Lamaison and Bourdieu  1986 : 117). However, Bourdieu never developed 
an explicit theory of mating-related interaction mechanisms (Schmitz  2012 : 2; 
Bourdieu  2008 ). 

 Following this paradigm, and as we argued in the context of different partner 
markets, the task of constructing a research object refers to the issue of relative 
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autonomy. Relative autonomy here means the extent to which any specifi c structure, 
including its objective and subjective dimensions, can be considered to be indepen-
dent from external conditions, other contexts, and ultimately society itself (e.g. 
Bourdieu  2004 : 47ff.). This is of particular relevance for a relational assessment of 
mating processes. Within this approach, the social space – like the Weberian con-
cept of the market – can be understood “as a structure of the probabilities of conver-
gence and divergence of individuals, a structure of affi nity or aversion” (Bourdieu 
 1997 : 113, o.t.). However, the specifi cation of the partner market as derived from 
Weber, which interprets individual chances as a function of a power structure, does 
not resolve the problem of how to further conceptualize the societal power structure 
of and mechanisms within the partner market. For Weber, the concept of power is 
“sociologically amorphous” because “all conceivable qualities of a person and all 
conceivable combinations of circumstances may put him in a position to impose his 
will in a given situation” (Weber  1947 : 153). Although Weber’s work should not be 
reduced to an individualistic approach, as is often the case (see e.g. Alexander et al. 
 1987 : 16f.), it can be stated that the relational character of the market and society as 
a whole was not the analytical starting point of his work. As Swedberg notes, 
Bourdieu directs criticism at “Max Weber’s model of a market, which consists of 
sellers and buyers who fi rst compete with each other and then enter into exchange 
with each other.” (Swedberg  2011 : 74; Weber and Roth  1978 : 82–85, 635–640). 
Bourdieu thus emphasizes the fact that the “existence of a market in no way implies 
that transactions only obey the mechanical laws of competition” (Bourdieu  2008 : 
181), and that the permanent exchange of “gifts, words, women, etc.” (Bourdieu 
 1986 : 52) does not conform to logics specifi c to an abstract market. By transcending 
Weber’s conception of markets, each exchange (and each interaction) can be better 
understood as a “two-way relation that is always in fact a three-way relation, 
between the two agents and the social space within which they are located” 
(Bourdieu  2005 : 148). Thus, the social space is seen as constitutive for each market 
and antecedent to each (romantic) exchange. The same could be derived via a fi eld- 
theoretical argument; to the degree a market is relatively autonomous, it may be 
seen as a fi eld. However, as any fi eld is located in the fi eld of power, society itself 
must be understood as constitutive for all fi elds and markets (cp. Schmitz et al. 
 2016 ). 

 The relevance of the social space for the character and outcomes of exchange is 
even more pronounced in the context of a partner market, whose chance structure 
must be understood as a genuinely  heteronomous  phenomenon. Bourdieu never 
spoke of a partner market as a “fi eld”, which would imply relative autonomy from 
the social space by means of a specifi c illusio, nomos and doxa, and specifi c capi-
tals. The partner market is – according to this perspective – not a relatively autono-
mous sphere of meaning and behavior, but rather a key mechanism of the “production 
and reproduction of symbolic capital” for society as a whole (Bourdieu  2001 : 42; 
Schmitz and Riebling  2013 : 18). Each particular sub-market of the “totality of the 
partner market” must be seen as part of a hierarchically structured partner market as 
a whole (Bourdieu  2008 : 181f.). Even if a nightclub or a university may seem to 
represent a relatively distinct social context, mating chances and their actualizations 
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are highly dependent on processes in other mating markets. Therefore, a partner 
market’s (chance) structure is interpreted and constructed as a function of the struc-
ture of society as a whole, rather than via autonomous markets. This implies that 
mating processes are to be interpreted primarily in the context of competition 
between social classes and the different prices they get for the “products of their 
upbringing and education” (Bourdieu  2008 : 184), and not as a form of partner mar-
ket competition in its own right. Consequently, the partner market is neither concep-
tualized as an abstract entity separate from society, nor equated ad hoc to a specifi c 
social context of society (such as the university), but is constructed from the outset 
as a genuinely heteronomous object of research.  

    The Social Space as Partner Market 

 Having clarifi ed that a partner market is seen as a manifestation of the social space, 
the question remains as to how processes of mating can be understood within the 
framework of social space theory. Bourdieu gave few explicit but many scattered 
ideas regarding the way in which mating processes are to be conceptualized in his 
theory. Unsurprisingly, mechanisms of mating are understood as functions of the 
relational position of the agents in the social space:

  People located at the top of the space have little chance of marrying people located towards 
the bottom, […] because they have little chance of physically meeting them (except in what 
are called ‘bad places,’ that is, at the cost of a transgression of the social limits which refl ect 
spatial differences). (Bourdieu  1998 : 10) 

 As we have seen before, the concept of social space can be seen as a more general 
alternative to Peter Blau’s structural space model, representing the structural com-
ponent for many researchers, seeing as it does agents’ probabilities of encounter as 
functions of the social structure. However, in structuring agents’ chances of meet-
ing, the social space does not only correspond to a general space of opportunities, 
like the Blau space, but also to the habitus-specifi c “fi eld of eligibles”. The struc-
tures of opportunity and restrictions are not reduced to conditions for choosing 
one’s mate, but primarily as internalized structures of the habitus. This is because 
past opportunity structures, in the sense of eligible alternatives, are thought of as 
constitutive elements of the habitus, which is not systematically taken into account 
in MAS. 

 Social space and habitus also analytically comprise particular foci (meeting con-
texts, as discussed by MAS). In  The State Nobility , Bourdieu ( 1996a : 183) discusses 
academic classes as socially homogenous ‘foci’ which generate a sense of internal 
togetherness and serve the function of excluding ‘undesirable company’. Here, the 
habitus can be seen as the  focus-generating instance  which spans contingent geo-
graphic locations and social occasions. On this foundation, the concept of ‘foci’ can 
also be examined from a fi eld perspective; universities, bars, dating platforms, etc. 
can be thought of as sub-fi elds of the partner market (i.e., society) itself. Often 

5 A Bourdieusian Approach to Mating Processes



93

thought of as relatively autonomous spheres, fi elds can also be understood in the 
sense of institutional settings, such as organizations as fi elds (Schmitz et al.  2016 ). 
The institutional defi nition of the fi eld then allows for the analysis of actual contexts 
of interaction with regard to the particular capital structure and interactional pro-
cesses, without postulating an auto-nomos. 

 Proximity within the social space, which denotes proximity of class habitus, 
increases not just the probability of encountering and interacting with similar 
agents, but also of the formation and institutionalization of couples through dispo-
sitional affi nities. If two agents from different positions in the space meet, they 
usually “will not get on together, will not really understand each other, will not 
appeal to one another. On the other hand, proximity in social space predisposes to 
closer relations” (Bourdieu  1998 : 10). Disparities in lifestyle complicate the agents’ 
conversations, their interactions, indeed their very being together, as there is often 
little common basis for reciprocally decoding symbolic expressions. Taste ist not 
confi ned to decoding similarities, but is also refl ected in the dissociation from alter-
native lifestyles: “Aversion to different lifestyles is one of the strongest barriers 
between the classes; class endogamy is evidence of this” (Bourdieu  1984 : 56). 

 In contrast to the structuralistic nature of the Blau space, the habitus approach 
includes the subjective actor perspective, in form of the class-based correspondence 
of position and disposition within the social space, as capital forms and dispositions 
constitute a class-based union. Much like the structuralist approach, the relational 
perspective asserts that “what brings a man and a woman together is mostly the 
affi nity between their habitus, produced by similar social preconditions and condi-
tions” (Bozon and Héran  1989 : 92f.). However, whereas the Blau space neglects the 
fact that probabilities of encounter do not necessarily mean willingness to interact, 
and that probabilities of encounter may well be accompanied by rejection, the social 
space also allows us to see objective proximities as a source for subjective distance, 
just as objective distance may be a source for subjective attraction. 

 Detecting a compatible habitus (of whichever form) is the start of any relation-
ship, and “spontaneous decoding of one habitus by another is the basis of the imme-
diate affi nities […] encouraging well-matched relationships” (Bourdieu  1984 : 243; 
Schmitz  2012 ). Lifestyle – that is, the way in which the dispositions of the habitus 
are expressed in everyday life – is constitutive for a range of mechanisms. Lifestyles 
as expressions of a position in the social space structure the selection of foci of 
encounter, as their specifi c use strongly depends on the agent’s (dis)positions. 
Stylistic and symbolic cues indicate the social price (or distinctive value) of possible 
partners (Bourdieu  1998 : 121). In the ‘market of symbolic goods’, the agents’ social 
status – and hence the symbolic representation of their capital confi guration – are 
perceived to be, or at least sensed as, the objects of exchange and interaction 
(Bourdieu  2002a : 229). These symbolic goods operate as everyday expressions of 
what Goffman labeled the presentation of self, and cannot be reduced to a cluster of 
single variables such as income, education, age, and so on. 

 Also, and in contrast to Hakim’s concept of ‘erotic capital’ (cp. Chapter   4    ), habi-
tus theory does not locate the determining factors of (erotic) appeal in the essence 
of appearance and behavior. These factors are closely intertwined with the habitual 
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categories of perception and assessment – that is, in the confi guration of capital – 
and in the symbolic system characteristic for the class structure of a society. Thus, 
the human body is not only “the most indisputable materialization of class taste” 
(Bourdieu  1984 : 190), which is accentuated symbolically in “signs of which each 
body is the bearer – clothing, pronunciation, posture, bearing, manners” (ibid. 241). 
The body is also the soil where patterns of perception, cognition, and recognition 
are rooted in. 

 As a consequence of the societal variety associated with habitus in its objective 
and subjective regards, lifestyle similarity is only one conceivable ‘mode’ for suc-
cessful emergence of a couple. Apart from the fact that lifestyle does not necessarily 
address manifest similarities (two agents preferring, say, action movies or tennis), 
but rather shared latent principles (two agents sharing a similar approach to differ-
ent movie genres or sports), lifestyle can also become an effective factor of couple 
formation due to systematic differences between two agents and their habitus as 
explained further below. 4  

 In many different ways, distinctions “in the physical order” (i.e. material differ-
ences) become, via the practical application of lifestyle, and their appreciation by 
others, a “symbolic order” (and vice versa), and thus a major factor in the reproduc-
tion of social inequality (Bourdieu  1984 : 175). This fact is particularly conspicuous 
and profoundly consequential when it comes to practices of mating. In the follow-
ing section, the parallels and differences between habitus theory and the agency- 
related elements of the MAS approach will be examined. For the purpose of clarity, 
the analytical structure of utilities, preferences, rationalities, strategies, and action 
as established in the previous chapter will serve as a guideline. 

    Mating Utilities and Preferences as (Dis-)positions 

 In many individualistic models, the implicit cause of any agency is the maximiza-
tion of utility. 5  Within habitus theory, the implicit notion of ‘objective’ utilities – be 
it by implying a universal object providing a unit of utility (such as money, in 
 traditional economics) or modeling a common averaged utility function over all 
actors – is fundamentally rejected. In Bourdieu’s constructivist approach, it is not 
appropriate to assign universal status to a contingent good, which in mating may 
involve labeling, say, education or income as the fundamental unit of utility. The same 
applies to subjectively expected and maximized utility. MAS and methodological 

4    Thus, lifestyle in mating addresses two aspects: fi rst, lifestyle as one of many ‘variables’ relevant 
in mating processes, such as gender, age, income, occupational status, educational degree, etc.; 
second, as a latent principle of taste comprising and undermining the impact of every single 
variable. 
5    Usually, the maximization of utility is discussed in the context of two central dichotomies: 
whether it can be thought of as genuinely factual or merely hypothetical, and whether it manifests 
itself consciously or unconsciously. 
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individualism may take into account that “what an individual considers cost and 
what benefi t and the subjective expectations concerning cost and benefi ts are wide 
open to social infl uence” (Lindenberg  2013 : 4). But as demonstrated in the last 
chapter, there is no theoretical conception within the individualistic paradigm for 
systematically deriving the ‘form and substance’ of utilities, which are inherent to 
the plethora of possible (mating) choices. In contrast to perspectives, which assume 
that all actors perceive and process “the same decisive attributes” (Bourdieu  1984 : 
100) in the same way, habitus implies a differential perception of potential partners 
and their traits. This enables a substantiation of the differential character of subjec-
tively expected utilities – that is, which mating trait is perceived as promising 
depends on the particular interplay between habitus and the good in question. 

 Agents reproduce objective patterns of relative  (dis)utility  without necessarily 
consciously optimizing any utility in the actual conduct of mating. The relational 
perspective conceptualizes the objective utility of mating as the material and sym-
bolic profi t of practice, beyond the synchronous fulfi llment of the specifi c agent’s 
goals. One specifi c explanatory scheme here is the “disinterested interest” (Bourdieu 
 1977 : 177): utility maximizing practice without (and due to the very absence of) 
subjective utility maximization. The practical sense of habitus does not generally 
exclude intended utility maximization in mating, seeing it instead as a subordinate 
phenomenon which itself varies with the habitus of the agent. In other words, there 
may be systematic mechanisms in the social space which foster or inhibit subjective 
utility maximization: fi rstly, locational, by means of a specifi c habitus, which may 
feature a particular pre-situational tendency to maximize its utility; secondly, situ-
ational, by means of specifi c social conditions which may induce utility maximiza-
tion in mating. 

 However, the concept of habitus rejects the apodictic distinction between “sub-
jective utilities” and “objective utilities”, applying instead a  transverse  differentia-
tion: the habitus represents differential products of “unconscious adjustment to the 
probabilities associated with an objective structure” (Bourdieu  2001 : 37). What is 
perceived as being useful and what is objectively useful for a particular agent are 
interconnected elements of the specifi c habitus, and as such dependent on social 
class. This may be recognized from an individualist viewpoint, habitus theory, how-
ever, is more consequential regarding the implementation of this insight. In habitus 
theory, bundles of subjective and objective (dis)utilities are conceptualized as 
diverse functions of the social space and correspond in equally diverse ways to mat-
ing preferences. 

 Just as no single utility unit can be claimed within the relational approach, the 
conceptualization and (implicit) assumption of the existence of common prefer-
ences – which motivates early versions of the methodological individualist tradi-
tion, and still appears in the practices of modeling within modern mate choice 
research – is criticized by Bourdieu. This generalizing idea can be identifi ed, in 
paradigm, in the economists’ motto  de gustibus non disputandum  (Stigler and 
Becker  1977 ), a maxim which “involves a decision to treat tastes as fi xed parame-
ters in their models rather than as variables” (Dupre and O’Neil  1998 : 164). 
Applying the view of social space, in contrast, we can strongly emphasize the social 
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variability of mating preferences, as the dichotomization of objective structures and 
subjective perceptions is rejected and replaced with the differentiation between 
class-specifi c habitus. 

 The central mechanism of translating an agent’s societal position into mating 
preferences is the societal development of the habitus, which over time adapts to its 
objective position and thereby to its  societal  chance structure. This view implies a 
systematic historical component and is thus – more so than even the most enlight-
ened forms of individualism – “distinct from Walrasian atomism, which ignores all 
economically and socially motivated preference structures” (Bourdieu  1983 : 276, 
o.t.). The issue of the socio-genesis of mating preferences was discussed in Chapter   4    , 
showing that some authors trace mating preferences back to endogenous market 
effects. However, as the question arises as to the extent to which we are actually 
dealing with a market with autonomous effects, for example regarding partner pref-
erences, the question must also be asked as to whether these preferences might be 
better interpreted as a function of the social space which operates prior to any mar-
ket experience. This relation between preferences and their general societal back-
ground is also considered as part of the individualistic paradigm. In particular, the 
gender-specifi c character of preferences and romantic exchange relations are con-
sidered in most analyses (e.g. Buss  1989 ; Schmitt et al.  2012 ; Skopek  2011 ). These 
preferences are sometimes ascribed to specifi c developments in an individual’s life 
(see e.g. Huinink and Feldhaus  2009 ). Blossfeld and Timm ( 1997 ), for example, 
argue that mating preferences are closely bound up in the life-long process of iden-
tity formation. South also analyzes the socio-structural antecedents of mating pref-
erences, which he ascribes to the logic of exchange relations (South  1991 : 929f.). 

 The habitus concept more fundamentally and systematically emphasizes the 
societal conditions of all (mating) preferences. The socialization process creates the 
agent’s “schemes of perception and appreciation, in other words, their dispositions 
and tastes” which play “as large a role in their selection of a sexual partner as in 
other areas” (Bourdieu  2002b : 557). As the agents’ habitus adapt to their objective 
chance structures, preferences are traced back to their synchronic and diachronic 
position (Bourdieu  1990 : 53). Any adaption of preferences (Elster  1986 ) is, there-
fore, not to be examined from the perspective of analytically separate contexts (such 
as opportunities on the partner market), but with regard to positions and trajectories 
in society. Consequently, adaptive preference formation must be understood of as 
genuine mechanism of the habitus, preceding any potential situations of mate 
choice. For example, the “taste of necessity” (Bourdieu  1984 : 372f.) – that is, the 
transformation of external necessities into agents’ tastes – may also be applied to 
explain the mating preferences of agents with unfavorable structures of opportunity 
on the mating market and in society as a whole. 

 Furthermore, both the social genesis of singular (mating) preferences and their 
systematic interrelations are fundamental characteristics of the habitus concept, in 
contrast to the majority of analyses conducted based on the MAS paradigm. The 
habitus perspective assumes different classes of systems of preference, which cor-
respond to classes of conditions of existence – that is, of economic and social condi-
tions, which impose different patterns of perception, evaluation, and behavior. 
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Therefore, mating preferences are not examined in isolation. Instead, they are seen 
as systems of preferences, or more precisely as systematic bundles of dispositions. 
Take women’s ‘overall’ preferences for male traits as an example: it is the ‘female 
habitus’ which fosters the preferences for taller, older, and wealthy men, prefer-
ences which cannot be separated from each other (Bourdieu  2001 : 37f.; see also 
Bozon  1991 ). The “by-product” hypothesis (Kalmijn  1998 : 400) sometimes dis-
cussed in mate search literature elaborates on this idea of empirically correlated 
preferences: the apparent selection of one characteristic (e.g. education) may actu-
ally be the by-product of another preference (e.g. income). 

 The dispositional perspective goes one step further, as it interprets all (stated or 
revealed) mating preferences manifesting in practice as  usually  being ‘by-products’ 
of the habitus, rather than the outcome of actors favoring separate traits as such, be 
it consciously or unconsciously. For example, preferences for a certain education 
level, age, income, etc. are primarily a by-product of the disposition towards a cer-
tain habitus. Only under certain conditions, specifi c preferences can attain a relative 
autonomy from the dispositional system they are a part of. In consequence, the idea 
of mate choice as a by-product of another preference can be generalized to disposi-
tions. Each analytically-postulated preference must then be suspected of being a 
manifest by-product of a latent ‘meta-preference’ or disposition. 6  The dispositional 
adhesiveness of any (mating) preference supports the argument of the strong heter-
onomy of partner markets: mating preferences and resources can hardly be assumed 
to be market-specifi c, and instead are conceptualized as a function of the relational 
system of the social classes. 

 The fundamental basis for habitual preferences is membership of a particular 
class and the related trajectories in the social space. As argued above, gender is a 
crucial and constitutive momentum of habitus. That does not imply that all men and 
women have the same dispositions, but that there is a gendered logics involved in 
class-habitus, a fact which, for example, manifests in the guise of (mating) disposi-
tions. The example of gendered class-habitus leads to a clear rejection of the con-
cept of any general homophily in mating (Bourdieu  2008 : 183f.; Schmitz  2012 ): 
contingent, universal preferences for similarity are no explanation for mate selec-
tion in practice, or for the resulting outcomes. 

 At fi rst glance, a similar critique may be aimed at the idea of lifestyle homophily, 
as prominently discussed in  Distinction  (1984), and seemingly resembling Kalmjin’s 
( 1998 : 400) approach, who states that “people prefer to marry someone who has 
similar cultural resources because this enables them to develop a common life-style 
in marriage that produces social confi rmation and affection”. However, this would 
be a misinterpretation of the actual underlying mechanisms within the model of 
social space. In habitus theory, mating preferences are not conceptualized as 

6    A similar development can be identifi ed in modern rationalist approaches. Freese proposes to 
extend the preference concept within analytical sociology (which is a currently discussed version 
of methodological individualism), by means of “abstract tastes that are pertinent to choices across 
many situations” in order “to make sense of heterogeneity in larger individual patterns of action” 
(Freese  2009 : 107). 
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 isolated, but as preferential bundles deriving from habitus and manifesting them-
selves in a “practical sense” (Bourdieu  1990 : 13f.) such as (un)conscious life-style 
affi nities. This necessarily comprises various relational mating dispositions, making 
homo-, hypo-, and hyperphily respective special cases of particular habitus. 

 Gender, which shapes the relational structure of preferences, is one potential 
source for non-similarity-based mating processes. Both mating preferences and 
favorable capitals are gender-specifi cally structured and complementary to each 
other. Couple formation can be understood as a function of “two balanced matrimo-
nial strategies” (de Singly  1987 : 188), which can foster similarity and complemen-
tary of couple confi gurations. The example of  Le Bal des Célibataires  gives insights 
into this analytical view (Bourdieu  2002a ,  2008 ), using the example of Béarnese 
fi rst-born men, whose symbolic capital had been devaluated in the 1960s through 
the opening of the marriage market. Here it was shown how technical and social 
developments in French society led to a unifi cation of the partner market and to a 
devaluation of rural males’ symbolic capital. This comprised “the peasant mode of 
production and reproduction […] whether land and country life or the peasant’s 
very being, his language, his attire, his manners, his bearing and even his ‘physique’ 
(Bourdieu  2008 : 181). Whereas rural males’ symbolic capital was devalued by the 
expansion of the marriage market, the symbolic capital of urban males was reval-
ued, affecting the relational structure between mating chances and social classes. 
Women from rural society were more likely, due to their disposition for men of a 
higher status, to prefer a partner in the increasingly accessible urban environment, 
or more likely themselves to be selected by an urban male with higher status. 
Although the female agents certainly possessed particular habitus-based mating 
preferences, their impact was relativized through the social changes of the time. 
Overall, the internalized structures and histories led to a signifi cant number of these 
women preferring men from the city over bachelors from their own rural region. 
Hence, the taste of these women was not determined by their position in their tradi-
tional, local society, but found a new manifestation as a function of their position in 
the extended marriage market of modernized France. 

 As one can see that the female expectation of capital conversion had an impact 
on both their mating preferences and the resulting couple confi gurations, it turns out 
that the habitus concept certainly comprises the explanation of heterophilous mat-
ing preferences. Heterophilous mating preferences, such as age preferences or 
height preferences, can be traced back to their social and historical conditions 
(Bourdieu  2001 : 37), and just like homophily, heterophilious dispositions are seen 
as rooted in objective constraints. The social space generally structures aspirations, 
that is, “the extent to which they can be satisfi ed” (Bourdieu  1973 : 83) by way of an 
“adjustment of preference to the objective probabilities” (Bourdieu  2001 : 37). 
These adjustments are also a function of objective or subjective trajectories. The 
mere expectation of a future position may relativize the connection between struc-
ture and aspiration, in the same way that objective advancement, when actually 
realized, can be associated with an effect of hysteresis (Bourdieu  1984 : 142). 
However, a rational action approach would explain such patterns of female hyper-
gamy with the utility gained by household division of labor, habitus perspective 

5 A Bourdieusian Approach to Mating Processes



99

would suggest that hyperphily is already internalized in the earliest phases of social-
ization. The same applies to hypophily in mating which – as we shall see – can be 
understood as the disposition towards revaluation through devaluation (one may 
think of the stable pattern of men’s preference for shorter female partners). 

 In sum, the habitus perspective focuses on the fact that homogamy “can have 
opposite meanings depending on whether it takes place among the privileged or the 
dispossessed” (Bourdieu  2008 : 183). Homophily, hypophily, and hyperphily are, 
from this perspective, structures of disposition which can be observed to varying 
extents in the social space. This empirical fi nding is also sometimes considered in 
individualistic research, for example in the way that highly educated women are par-
ticularly homophilous with regards to education (see e.g. Mare  1991 ). However, the 
social variability of such homophilous preferences is not the analytical starting point 
within the MAS paradigm, but rather an empirical fi nding deviating from the rule.  

    Mating Rationalities as Dispositions 

 Taking into account our considerations to this point, the habitus concept also chal-
lenges the (implicit) assumption of rationality in mate choice, which is frequently 
implied in various forms in both traditional and contemporary mate choice theory. 
From a Bourdieusian perspective, (mate) choice is usually not the result of a decision 
made deliberately. As “the constraints surrounding every matrimonial choice are so 
numerous and appear in such complex combinations that the individuals involved 
cannot possibly deal with all of them consciously” (Bourdieu  2002b : 558), decisions 
are rarely “based on scrutiny of the potential consequences of the decision between 
multiple alternatives, or on the consideration of the advantages of all possible actions 
and their consequences” (Bourdieu and Chartier  2011 : 282, o.t.). The same applies to 
processes of partner choice, which, “like many other forms of selection, follows prin-
ciples of which the individuals concerned are not necessarily conscious” (Bozon and 
Héran  1989 : 92f.). The relational perspective juxtaposes rational calculation and prac-
tical sense; Bourdieu’s theory of “habitus has the primordial function of stressing that 
the principle of our actions is more often practical sense than rational calculation” 
(Bourdieu  2000 : 63f.). The “practical sense” (Bourdieu  1990 : 13f.) is the principle of 
all manifestations of evaluation, perception, and practice. It does usually not follow 
rational considerations, but is a result of the interplay of habitus and structure. 

 Referring to Goffman, Bourdieu speaks of the “sense of one’s place” and the 
“sense of others’ place” (Bourdieu  1985 : 728) being effective in mating processes, 
which implies a clear rejection of the rational processing of contingent variables. 
The sense of place is “a sense of what one can or cannot ‘permit oneself’” and 
“implies a tacit acceptance of one’s place, a sense of limits (‘that’s not for the likes 
of us’, etc.), or, which amounts to the same thing, a sense of distances, to be marked 
and kept, respected or expected” (ibid.: 728). This incorporated and largely 
 unconscious sense takes effect as a practical sense of the relational character between 
one’s own position and the position of a potential partner. It is “at the same time a 
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sense of the place of others, and, together with the affi nities of habitus experienced 
in the form of personal attraction or revulsion, is at the root of all processes of coop-
tation, friendship, love, association, etc., and thereby provides the principle of all 
durable alliances and connections, including legally sanctioned relationships” 
(Bourdieu  1987 : 5). The position in social space and the corresponding habitus are 
linked to a sense for an agent’s status that becomes manifest in the perception of 
other people, and infl uences the willingness, ways, and conditions of interacting with 
them. The taste for a partner, therefore, not only describes the socio-spatial origins 
of partnership preferences, but it is the generative principle underlying couple con-
stellations. The practical sense comprises the aforementioned class-based lifestyle 
disposition to desire one’s own habitus mirrored in that of the partner, but also to the 
disposition towards agents with higher or lower symbolic capital. In doing so, the 
practical sense manifests itself as a conscious and refl ected taste only under certain 
conditions. This is because the practical sense depends on a “social instinct” capable 
of reading physical signals “which, unconsciously registered, are the basis of ‘antip-
athies’ or ‘sympathies’” (Bourdieu  1984 : 241; cp. Willis and Todorov  2006 ). 

 Although dispositions in mate selection are only accompanied by calculated 
behavior in exceptional circumstances, it cannot be “ruled out that the responses of 
the habitus may be accompanied by a strategic calculation tending to perform in a 
conscious mode the operation that the habitus performs quite differently” (Bourdieu 
 1990 : 53). Intentional, conscious action – such as choosing a partner with certain 
traits – may indeed be characteristic for certain habitus and situations, but it is not 
necessarily the dominant logic of practice for all positions. The habitus perspective 
highlights the “economic and cultural conditions for access to what is regarded as 
rational economic behavior” (Bourdieu  2000 : 70), and specifi es the relational con-
ditions of rational conduct, namely being “in the position” to act rationally” 
(Bourdieu and Wacquant  1992 : 131). 

 As argued in the previous chapter, parts of the individualistic paradigm assume 
bounded rationality rather than actual rationality in mating. Concepts such as 
incorporated habits or scripts, are somewhat closer to the habitus model. 
However, if decisions are made according to bounded rationality, the extent of 
boundedness und thus the scale of the search process can vary according to habi-
tus. With the concept of habitus, any act of rational processing – just like alterna-
tive modes of decision such as the boundedness of rationality – is genuinely 
specifi ed as a socially- differentiated phenomenon, as different social classes sys-
tematically differ by means of their capital and ultimately their (cognitive) 
restrictions. For example, for a certain segment of the social space, the educa-
tional status of a potential partner may represent an objective and subjective goal 
and an object of rational refl ection and choice. Others may show bounded ratio-
nality due to the complexity of their fi eld of eligibles, and the next class of agents 
may be determined to such a degree that rationality does not occur at all. 
Accordingly, individual rationales and rationality regarding the seemingly same 
object may well be different. 

 This leads to a discussion of the degree to which future outcomes are anticipated 
and considered in (mate) choice. In the context of socially differential, subjectively 
expected utilities, “it has to be pointed out that the propensity to subordinate present 
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desires to future desires” – for our purposes here, chances for attention and chances 
for exchange – “depends on the extent to which the sacrifi ce is ‘reasonable’, that is, 
on the likelihood […] of obtaining future satisfactions superior to those sacrifi ced” 
(Bourdieu  1984 : 180). The ‘practical sense’ relativizes the individualistic assump-
tion of an average actor’s focus on the future, as the very origin and content of 
anticipation itself is based on habitus (Bourdieu  2000 : 208f.):

  The art of estimating and controlling the chances, to see in the present confi guration of the 
situation the future ‘present there’[…], the aptitude to forestall the future by a sort of practi-
cal induction or even to play the possible against the probable with a calculated risk, these 
are here as so many dispositions which can only be acquired under certain conditions, that 
is to say, in certain social conditions. (Bourdieu  2014 : 238) .  

 Being constitutive attributes of the habitus, different trajectories allows us to con-
sider as being habitus specifi c not only what different agents regard as possible, but 
also the scope of anticipation itself. 

 This is of importance for the conceptualization of mating strategies – such as self-
promotion, deception, contact initiation, fl irting, etc. – all of which have to be under-
stood as differing with regard to the extent to which they are oriented towards the 
future. Within the Bourdieusian framework, a certain class of strategies may be seen 
as intentional actions whose goal is the realization of a preferably attractive partner, 
achieved with the aid of convertible capital. However, given compatibility between 
habitus and situation, in most cases a strategy must be understood as the habitus-
based (or practical) adaptation to objective prerequisites. Consequently, strategies 
usually occur unconsciously and without deliberate planning on the part of the actors. 
From a relational perspective, a mating strategy can be considered as “the immediate 
correlate of a practice […] not posited as an object of thought, as a possibility envis-
aged within a project”, but as emanation of the practical sense which is “inscribed 
within the presence of the game” (Bourdieu  1998 : 80). Take the strategy of deceptive 
strategies in mating as an example: Bok, for instance, fi nds that many lies tend to be 
unplanned, emerging spontaneously during communication (Bok  1979 ), and DePaulo 
et al. ( 1996 ) show that, on a psychological level, everyday lies are, as a rule, unplanned. 
Deceptive practices, nevertheless pertinent in many cases, can be interpreted as prac-
tices which take on the form of objectively goal-oriented sequences without necessar-
ily being the result of either a deliberate strategy or mechanical determination. 
Ultimately, as mating strategies are embedded within “individual dispositions with 
deep social roots” (Bozon and Héran  1989 : 92f.), and due to the different strategic 
preconditions associated with different habitus, their content and degree of future 
orientation can be expected to correspond to social classes in much the same way as 
mating utilities, preferences, and rationalities (and irrationalities) do. 

 As a consequence, any singular mating strategy must also be understood as ele-
ments of the nexus of different strategies specifi c to particular classes and habitus. 
Mating strategies must

  not be seen in the abstract, unrelated to inheritance strategies, fertility strategies, and even 
pedagogical strategies” [but] “as one element in the entire system of biological, cultural, 
and social reproduction by which every group endeavors to pass on to the next generation 
the full measure of power and privilege it has itself inherited (Bourdieu  2002b : 558). 
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   Whereas, in traditional societies, families were the executors of marriage strat-
egies, in modern Western societies, the classes take the place of the family, mak-
ing mating strategies a matter of specifi c positions and dispositions in the social 
space. 7  

 The complexity of the external infl uences effecting the various ways of mental 
processing further demonstrates that any form of rationality can only be assumed 
for those agents who share both the decision situation in question and an identical 
habitus.  

    Mate Choice as Classifi cation Practice 

 Our line of argumentation so far has shown that – in contrast to the MAS model – 
for Bourdieu, couple formation is not primarily a result of (intentional) acts of 
choice based on the preference of individual characteristics. Instead, habitus-
based practices actualize the logic of the social space which “brings together 
things and people that go together” (Bourdieu  1984 : 241). The habitus is not only 
manifested in “the fundamental structures of the socially constituted preference 
systems”, but it represents “the generating and unifying principle of making 
choices, whether with regard to educational institutions, disciplines, sports, cul-
ture, or political opinions”, and indeed with regard to potential partners (Bourdieu 
 1996b : 2). In contrast to MAS and most individualistic approaches, the subjective 
sense of the habitus – for example the preference for a particular characteristic – 
and the choice act itself are not analytically separated, but interpreted as a “practi-
cal sense” with an incorporated, objective, and historical dimension (Bourdieu 
 1998 : 25). Thus, any act of choosing a mate implies more than just behavior and 
a synchronic sense of the individual actor. The apparently actively selecting actor 
of the MAS perspective is “never completely the subject of his practices” 
(Bourdieu  2000 : 138), but is guided by his internalized history and the ‘external’ 
conditions which are typical for a certain (class-based) habitus. This, however, 
cannot be understood as a deterministic mechanism, as the model of habitus takes 
into account the agents’ (limited) potential for creative and refl exive reasoning. It 
is the models of rational choice that must be criticized for their inherent fi nalism 
and determinism:

  If choices are made to depend, on the one hand, on the structural constraints (technical, 
economic, or legal) that delimit the range of possible actions and, on the other hand, on 
preferences presumed to be universal and conscious, then the agents […] constrained by the 
logical necessity of ‘rational calculus’, are left no other freedom than adherence […] to the 
objective chances (Bourdieu  1990 : 46). 

7    Here, the perspective of social fi elds can be useful in further disentangling the impacts of the 
economic, political, scientifi c, etc., fi elds on particular classes and their strategies. 
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   The practical sense of the habitus, in contrast, offers a way of conceptualizing 
agency beyond the false juxtaposition of determinism and free choice. In habitus 
theory, practice is conceptualized as  classifi cation  practice: agents who are classi-
fi ed by their position in social space classify themselves and others indirectly via 
everyday practices, and directly via practices of interaction. Take the example of 
offl ine fl irting or online chatting: a conversation often revolves around questions of 
everyday life, and at the same time enables a (not necessarily conscious) ‘clandes-
tine scrutiny’ of habitus congruency. In these processes of fi nding common posi-
tions, practices, as well as agents and their characteristics, are rated and classifi ed 
according to differentiated and differentiating taste. Following Bourdieu ( 1984 : 6), 
“social subjects, classifi ed by their classifi cations, distinguish themselves by the 
distinctions they make, between the beautiful and the ugly, the distinguished and the 
vulgar, in which their position in the objective classifi cations is expressed or 
betrayed”. In the same way, classifi cation practices in mating mean that a socially- 
classifi ed habitus actually classifi es itself, the potential partner, third parties, and the 
symbolic goods involved in the practice. However, and as argued above, habitus 
affi nity usually rests on unconscious antipathies and sympathies, so that mate choice 
is often a by-product of everyday practices which are characterized by many more 
logics than those purely connected to mating.  

    Mating as Reciprocal Classifi cation 

 As with the individual utilities, rationalities, preferences, and choices of the MAS 
model, the conceptualization of the interactional dimension of mating can also be 
thought of as a function of social space and habitus. In habitus theory, it is the struc-
ture of the social space which underlies and structures every symbolic exchange 
relation between two agents. Bourdieu ( 1984 : 578) criticizes the “interactionist fal-
lacy”, by which processes such as exchange are wrongly regarded as being con-
sciously perceived by the agents involved and independent of their social antecedents. 
In contrast, “interacting individuals” are seen as bringing “all their properties into 
the most circumstantial interactions”, and their “relative positions in the social 
structure (or in a specialized fi eld)” as guiding “their positions in the interaction” 
(Bourdieu  1984 : 578–579). 

 Because a certain structuralist reasoning affects this perspective on interactions, 
Bourdieu’s works do not feature an explicit discussion of processes of mutually 
interrelated actions and perceptions, which occupy an important position in mating. 
Interactions are discussed less systematically as an analytical level in their own right 
in the orthodox reception of habitus theory and – with regard to his empirical work – 
Bourdieu did not devote himself to the empirical “minutiae of interactions” 
(Bourdieu  2001 : 35). However, for an analysis of mating processes, the categories 
of interaction and intersubjectivity must be emphasized, at least for ‘modern’ soci-
eties, as the impact of the social space not only precipitates in form of an agent’s 
practice, but also in form of interacting agents’ reciprocal practices of reference. 
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Thus, the question arises as to potential class-specifi c variations of (symbolic) 
exchange and interaction in mating. 

 Although Bourdieu did not put too great of a focus on interactions, it can cer-
tainly be inferred that he did not assume a universal form of reciprocity, instead 
considering there to be variations between, for example, the classifi cation practices 
taking place in and between different social classes. In his research on the marriage 
strategies of Kabyle families, it was necessary to analyze the positions of two inter-
acting families with regard to the distribution of economic and symbolic capital. 
With regard to modernity, he argued that the laissez-faire nature of the free partner 
market tends to conceal the structural necessities and forces that are constitutive for 
mating processes in our times. As a matter of fact, habitus mechanisms become the 
more important the less direct group infl uences can be made responsible for result-
ing couple constellations. 

 As argued above, practices of mating are best understood as habitus-specifi c 
classifi cation practices, meaning that agents are classifi ed by the social space and 
classify objects in the course of their agency. However, in contrast to an inanimate 
consumer good, a relationship (in the Western modernity) is based on consent and 
the mutual interest of two agents, meaning that processes of mating do not merge 
into one-sided practices, but rather take the form of  reciprocal classifi cation  prac-
tices (Schmitz  2012 ). This generalization of mating as a practice of classifi cation 
emphasizes the fact that socially classifi ed agents classify themselves and their 
potential mates in the process of mating, and thus reproduce the classifi ed structure 
of the social space. In this way, the way in which the process of classifi cation works 
can be generalized to facilitate an understanding of how reciprocal classifi cation 
works: much in the same way Bourdieu’s ( 1985 ,  1987 ) concept of class condenses 
agents down to imprecise groups defi ned by probabilities, interactions can be seen 
as theoretically endless, but methodologically reducible to a fi nite number of recip-
rocal classes. The questions of ‘who chooses whom’, so fundamental in MAS, can 
then be re-framed into ‘how do agents classify themselves and each other into 
classes of agents’. As reciprocal classifi cation practices are not restricted to habitus 
similarity, 8  but comprise manifold differences in habitus, a vast range of confi gura-
tions can be systematically addressed, such as symbolic capital equivalency, cul-
tural submission, exploitation, etc. 

 A benefi t of the extension of the practice model is the resolution of the analytical 
problem that homophily in one manifest characteristic may be accompanied by het-
erophily in another. With regard to the example of the marriage market in Béarn, 
one could state that market conditions had an impact on the females’ sense of their 
place, inasmuch as their scope of what they could achieve changed. Conversely, 
those males from urban areas who mate with females from rural areas relativized 
lifestyle similarity, consciously or unconsciously, in favor of other traits (such as 

8    Consequently, ‘amor fati’ (Bourdieu  2000 : 143) then means not only seeing one’s own trajectory 
epitomised in a partner, but also seeing one’s destiny in the difference another symbolizes. 
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youth or cultural inferiority). The resulting couples were dissimilar regarding their 
lifestyle, but they can be ascribed a certain latent trait equivalency that originated 
through the evaluations and practices of the agents involved. Applying the perspec-
tive of reciprocal classifi cation, one can hypothesize that agents who are equivalent 
in the overall volume of their capital, and hence their symbolic capital, are more 
likely to start an interaction than those who differ with regard to their capital vol-
ume. This means that a comparable symbolic capital, and hence the same (or higher) 
capital volume, can facilitate a relationship or marriage in relative independence of 
its composition. Therefore, one can conclude that (gender-specifi c) equivalency of 
symbolic capital can relativize the traditional preference for lifestyle similarity 
under certain circumstances, such as a change in the scope of the partner market or 
the access to new partner markets. 

 The concept of strategy can not only be related to individual practices, but also 
to reciprocal classifi cation practices. As the “convertibility of the different types of 
capital is the basis of the strategies aimed at ensuring the reproduction of capital” 
(Bourdieu  1986 : 253), a mating strategy can be conceptualized as the (intended or 
unintended) conversion chances of an agent’s capital into another capital. The con-
cept of reciprocal classifi cation then allows for the conceptualization of an opera-
tion similar to exchange theory, as it has the potential for including rational, 
preference-based (exchange) actions. 

 However, rational choice and rational exchange become a special case of the 
‘how’ of reciprocal classifi cation, just as preferences are a special case of the ‘prac-
tical sense’ within the framework of habitus theory. The question then is: what are 
the conditions for instrumental rationality and direct reciprocity in mating? To name 
but a few, if actors perceive and accept the market as such, this will be associated 
with their submission to the market’s imperatives. Regarding the agents’ habitus, 
some may have a disposition to exchange and rationality, even before they meet a 
potential partner. With regard to reciprocal classifi cation practices, one might expect 
that dissimilarities between two agents mean that they are not, or not yet, compati-
ble, a fact which will create a friction between habitus and situation, and thus make 
room for conscious and anticipative logics of exchange. 

 Reciprocal classifi cation also comprises situations inhibiting rationality and the 
logics of exchange in phenomenological terms. Whereas exchange theory, in its 
form of a rationalist reduction, sees it as a prerequisite that the actors involved per-
ceive a specifi c trait as an exchangeable resource, or that a hypothetical assumption 
can be generalized for all dyads, the mechanism of elective affi nity is based on the 
(class-specifi c) misunderstanding of the fact of resource exchange and the symbolic 
dimension of interaction. It may well be that the emergence of a couple is primarily 
the result of untroubled interaction, and hence a  systematic inhibition  of situations 
inducing rational exchange. 

 In fact, according to Western notions of romanticism, it is a ‘norm’ to ‘fi nd one-
self in one’s partner’ without having to behave rationally. In large parts of modern 
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Western society, the notion of romantic choice is heavily dependent on concealing 
individual rationalities and the symbolic character of each couple formation. 9  
Processes of symbolic good exchange are characterized by the need for hiding the 
economic dimension of reciprocity, while emphasizing the symbolic reciprocity. In 
the case of mating processes, this becomes apparent in the context of scientifi c 
terms like ‘profi t’, ‘credit’ and ‘interest’, which are used as explanatory concepts for 
mating outcomes, whereas it is usually taboo for the agents involved to express such 
considerations. Even more than in gift exchange markets, modern romantic 
exchanges deny the logics of  do ut des  between the two partners. In the case of mat-
ing, agents commonly misjudge the objective relationship between one another by 
temporarily concealing the logic of gift and counter-gift, although, for example, an 
invitation to a dinner is  de facto  not unrelated to the probability of subsequent sex-
ual interaction. In an economy of symbolic goods, the “consensus regarding the 
exchange rate is also present in an economy of symbolic exchanges, but its terms 
and conditions are left implicit” (Bourdieu  1998 : 96). Exchange on the partner mar-
ket is, as such, not an exchange for profi table gains, but – like the exchange of 
gifts – an exchange of symbolic goods, in particular of recognition as a potentially 
attractive partner. Blau also assumes that “in intrinsic love attachments […] each 
individual furnishes rewards to the other not to receive proportionate extrinsic ben-
efi ts in return but to express and confi rm his own commitment and to promote the 
other’s growing commitment to the association” (Blau  1964 : 77). However, there is 
still a clear intentional concept inherent to any social exchange within Blau’s 
approach. Habitus theory, in contrast, does not assume target orientation as funda-
mental principle of practices and reciprocal classifi cation. Also, with habitus theory 
there are different ‘classes of exchange’ to be expected rather than an overall pre-
vailing exchange principle for all actors. 

 In applying the concept of reciprocal classifi cation it is not assumed that rivaling 
theoretical arguments compete for the one appropriate explanation of couple emer-
gence. On the contrary, the fact that different mating interactions involve different 
logics is an insight constitutive for the relational perspective. Different theories, as 
contrasted with each other, for example, by Blossfeld and Drobnič ( 2001 ) in the 
context of couple’s careers are regarded instead as (analytically overemphasized) 
conceptions of dyadic confi gurations, which can be applied to particular empirical 
couples in a variable extent and cannot be applied without recognizing their interde-
pendence. Any generalized conception of exchange relations, such as Becker’s sug-
gestion of their complementary and substitutive character, is best interpreted 
relationally, as a function of the societal background of the two parties involved. 
Hertog ( 2012 ), for example, shows in the context of online dating that specialization 

9    This was also recognized by Thibaut and Kelley ( 1959 : 28), early proponents of exchange theory 
in mating, who state that “mating is not governed by anticipations or consequences, covert calcula-
tion of the relative merits of different actions, or the deliberate attempt to maximize outcomes”. 
However, this concession makes it diffi cult to conceptualize mating processes as separate from 
exchange itself, inasmuch as the character of exchange is more imputed theoretically than consid-
ered directly relevant for the praxis of the agents involved. 
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and collaborative theories of marriage explain male and female partner choices of 
different educational backgrounds and income groups. 

 Ignoring the variations underlying different interactional elements may lead to 
fallacies, such as inferring homophilous preferences from observed couple homoge-
neity, or inferring subjective rationality in the light of apparently appropriate ratio-
nal behavior during objectifi able exchange.  

    Mating as (Symbolic) Domination 

 The relational perspective, in the sense of a Bourdieusian approach, focuses on the 
structural implications of purportedly subjective entities, and is thus sensitive 
towards the power and domination inherent to mating processes. Most traditional 
mate choice research essentially deals with the reproduction of social inequality as 
an aggregated result of particular preference-guided choice acts. Relational sociol-
ogy of mating, in contrast, emphasizes that these preferences and perceptions, as 
well as the opportunities to realize them, are largely socialized, and manifestations 
of the prevailing circumstances of power and domination. However, for the purpose 
of assessing relations of domination, the relational view does not – for example – 
consider it necessary that “all differences between women and men can immedi-
ately be attributed to patriarchy” (Blossfeld and Drobnič  2001 : 25). It instead treats 
domination as one aspect of societal relations, which precipitates in the most every-
day situations. 

 Symbolic power and domination is a basic category of the social space and the 
fi eld of power (Schmitz et al.  2016 ). It is the fi eld of power (often in guise of the 
nation-state) where the categories of what is seen as legitimate are defi ned, for 
example regarding institutions such as family or marriage (who is allowed to marry 
whom, gay marriage), with vast implications for socialization (Bourdieu  1996a ). 
Symbolic domination also occurs in form of the structuring effects the dominant 
class has on the dominated. The standards of the dominant, such as the power to 
legitimately defi ne the value of symbolic goods, can become constitutive for the 
cognitive apparatus of the dominated, who apply these standards to themselves. 

 A core example in the context of mating processes is reciprocal affection, which 
often manifests itself in the form of disposition-based lifestyle affi nities, and can be 
seen as an emanation of gendered domination (Bourdieu  2001 : 36f.). The habitus of 
the sexes, and hence their mating dispositions, show a complementary interrelation. 
It is a preliminary simplifi cation (yet not entirely unfounded in our modern Western 
societies), that men tend to symbolize their societal position by mating with women 
with a relational defi cit in capital endowment. In a complementary manner, women 
tend to realize their own symbolic subordination by mating with a man who is, for 
example, taller, better educated, older, and so on. While the relevance of social sta-
tus has been recognized by all research in the fi eld, an important argument here 
exemplarily highlights that mating implies more than a subjective and objective 
optimization: “without any calculation, through the apparent arbitrariness of an 
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inclination that is not amenable to discussion or reason”, women “can only want and 
love a man whose dignity is clearly affi rmed and attested in and by the fact that he 
is visibly ‘above’ them” (Bourdieu  2001 : 36). The cognitive mechanism at work 
here is based on the fact that many women can identify with the dominant culture, 
as the submission implied does not confl ict with their sexual identity, which predis-
poses them to submission (cp. Bourdieu and Passeron  1977 ; Bozon  1991 ). 
Consequently, male and female mating dispositions, practices, and strategies must 
be interpreted as emanations of the symbolic power structure of a society, practices 
which have been internalized and manifested from early on within and through the 
family. 

 The difference between the sexes is reproduced, in particular, by the internaliza-
tion of two complementary social requirements: whereas masculinity is created by 
simply ‘existing’ – through activity, exertion, and even combat – femininity entails 
the passive “being-perceived (percipi)” by men (Bourdieu  2001 : 66; cp. Schmitz 
and Riebling  2013 ). This is particularly well-illustrated in the conditions under 
which couples emerge. Even in our times, women – far more than men – are assigned 
the status of symbolic goods, their symbolic and marital exchange value essentially 
ensuing from what Hakim ( 2010 ) attempts to grasp, with the term ‘erotic capital’ as 
an individual resource. However, the ultimate authority held over their own erotic 
impact is relatively low for women who conform to the stereotypical expectations 
of the partner market. The traditional forms of capital which Hakim affi rmatively 
ascribes to male exchange partners can be employed and exchanged in many more 
situations and in a more fl exible manner. The exchange value of economic and cul-
tural capital is relatively independent of the involved relationship constituted by the 
agents participating in the exchange. This is not the case, thanks to its predomi-
nantly feminine connotations, for the resource ‘eroticism’. The exclusivity and 
specifi city of the exchange relationship has a great deal of infl uence on the value of 
this resource on the partner market. An over-generalized investment in this resource 
will lead to infl ation, and therefore devaluation of the value of one’s own body. 
Masculine domination defi nes the sexual or marital exchange value of female attrac-
tiveness in the aggregate to such an extent that a female body cannot be generalized 
without paying the price of its symbolic devaluation. Either way, investing in ‘erotic 
capital’ will always entail an investment in the existing balance of power between 
the sexes. The habitus approach casts light on the way the internalization of gender- 
specifi c and stereotypical ideals of beauty simultaneously entails the habitualization 
of the conditions of their reproduction. Any explanation of attraction cannot be 
reduced to biologically determined preferences, but must take into account that 
(mating) preferences are structured by the social fact of male domination. In this 
way, the frequently observed differences in preference for age, education, or height 
can be interpreted as the expression of internalized structures of power (see Bourdieu 
 2001 : 36ff.). 

 One may wonder why developments in the labor market which improved wom-
en’s material status did not immediately lead to a change in women’s relational 
preferences, for example making them desire men with a lower social status. The 
historical example of Béarn makes clear that societal changes do not necessarily 
lead to changes either in the structure of the agent’s dispositions or in the relational 
structure between the sexes. The principle of gendered domination, making mar-
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riage a problem of ‘above and below’, remain the same. Only its empirical manifes-
tations change, due to the expanded spectrum of symbolic goods. The gendered 
hierarchy of society is constituted in such a way that the reversal of traditional pat-
terns, where women in prestigious positions choose a man with lower status, para-
doxically will lead to a devaluation of themselves. Applying the explanatory scheme 
of normative theories – such as the ‘male breadwinner’ norm – here would obscure 
the structural logics which actually occur. The dispositional mechanism is that 
women can identify with the dominant culture, as the submission implied does not 
confl ict with their sexual identity, which predisposes them to submission (Bourdieu 
and Passeron  1977 ). 

 As was argued above, apart from lifestyle homophily, reciprocal classifi cation 
practices between classes imply symbolic differences as a major mechanism for the 
conduct and results of interactions between the sexes. In a variety of everyday situ-
ations, these differences are reproduced as a function of the interacting individuals’ 
habitus, generating the “transformation of power into charisma or into the charm 
suited to evoke affective enchantment” between agents differing in power (Bourdieu 
 1998 : 102). Obviously, it is more than a matter of time for this to impact on the 
inertia of the agent’s habitus. An elimination of this basic principle would require 
radical changes in many social fi elds and not only in the fi elds of labor and 
education. 

 Symbolic domination and its foundation in the agent’s cognitive schemes are 
anything but restricted to the relation between the sexes. 10  It also operates with 
regard to class and race, and, given the relational logic of the theory in question, is 
therefore always ‘intersectional’, emphasizing the interplay between categories 
such as gender, race, and class as differential cumulative disadvantages within 
societies.   

    MAS as Special Case of a Relational Theory of Mating 

 The differences between the paradigm of mate choice as agency in structures and 
Bourdieu’s theoretical approach as elaborated in the previous section are far from 
indicating a theoretical incompatibility. Whereas trying to transfer the relational 
approach to the logics of ‘Coleman’s bathtub’ would be an endeavor doomed to 
failure, due its restricted capacities to incorporate structure into its explanatory 
schemes, an integration of the MAS model into the social space approach is possi-
ble, and indeed fruitful. 

 A relational sociology of mating enables a break with both the researchers’ and 
the observed agents’ perspectives, by applying a more fundamental notion of 
 structure. The concept of social space can be seen as an elaborated version of Peter 
Blau’s structural space model (McPherson  1983 : 519ff.), which often represents the 
structural complement to individual mate choice. Both the Blau space and the social 
space see agents’ probabilities of encounter as functions of the social structure. In 

10    It would be a comparatively small (but greatly important) analytical operation to extend this 
analytical scheme to categories of ethnicity, heteronormativity, or age. 
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contrast to Blau’s structuralism, which only offers a way to interpret structure as 
structures of opportunity (e.g. mate choice sets), the social space approach con-
ceives of structure as operating within the agents and their practices. Here, the con-
struction of a generalized lower-dimensional space, and the identifi cation of relevant 
(trans-situational) classes of agents within this latent structure of opportunity, is the 
analytical starting point, as opposed to the idea of an averaged choosing actor in a 
particular situation of choice. 

 Mating utilities, rationalities, alternatives, preferences, strategies, choices, inter-
actions, etc., are not assumed for a particular market, but they are primarily seen as a 
function of differential positions in social space. This insight emphasizes the histori-
cal coherence for certain (classes of) agents and the social differences between these 
(classes of) agents. Individualistic approaches such as MAS have no conceptualiza-
tion of the conditions structuring the actor prior to the observed mating situation in 
question. However, some proponents of rational action theory are partly aware of 
these trans-situational preconditions of mate choice situations. Blossfeld and Timm 
( 2003 : 338) refer to “social origin”, meaning “a conglomerate of highly correlated 
economic and social characteristics of parents such as wealth, household income, 
prestige, jobs, education, etc”. In a similar argumentative thrust, Kalmijn ( 1998 : 400) 
argues that “education is not only strongly related to income and status, but also to 
taste, values, and lifestyles”. The concept of habitus genuinely emphasizes this fun-
damental intersection of different resources, as well as that of the interplay of objec-
tive resources and subjective dispositions. In doing so, it consequently prioritizes the 
trans-situational and historical coherence of an individual’s dispositions, as well as 
the individual’s role as ‘symbolic good’. The habitus model is not one of ahistorical 
actors operating on an autonomous partner market, but of fully socialized agents, as 
“the past remains present and active in the dispositions it has produced” (Bourdieu 
 2000 : 64). The agent looking for a mate is thus not only seen as being affected by his 
synchronic relational position, but also by a mechanism of hysteresis or “inertia” (see 
e.g. Bourdieu  1996c : 346) – that is, by an encroachment of history into the present. 11  
Again, a similar consideration can be found in Blossfeld and Timm ( 1997 ), who 
argue that mating preferences are closely bound up in the life-long process of identity 
formation, but lack a theorization of the structural dimension of history. 

 Following Blossfeld ( 1996 : 184), the mate choice perspective – like rational 
choice theory in general – “logically presupposes” a “macro-theory to identify the 
specifi c historical structures and processes which produce and change concrete 
opportunity sets for individuals’ actions” and thereby “cut down the set of abstractly 
possible courses of action to a vastly smaller subset of feasible actions”. Whereas the 
Blau space may fulfi ll these requirements in a synchronic perspective, it lacks a 
grasp of the historical dimension of structure. This not only implies the historical 
development of opportunity sets facing the actor, but also – indeed, especially – the 
theoretical derivation of historically structured actors. As the Blau space is not built 

11    Three forms of historicization can be derived from this insight: the historicization of the agent 
‘looking for a mate’, the historicization of the space of the categories he applies on the market, and 
the historicization of the space of the positions in the partner market, that is, his structure of oppor-
tunity. A fourth historicization is the one of the scientists’ categories and their ways of constructing 
the research object. 
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for conceptualizing the interplay of structure and actor, it is also hardly suitable for 
theorizing processes of actor formation, such as the development and change of the 
actor’s (mate) preference structure. Habitus theory, in contrast, puts a particular 
emphasis on assessing those mechanisms which precede acts of mate choice or sim-
ply fi nding a specifi c focus. In doing so, this view emphasizes the fact that multiple 
conditions such as class background and fi eld effects are to be read as part of the 
habitus itself. 12  For this reason, the habitus also fulfi lls the requirements of some 
methodological individualists. Kara ( 2009 : 71) postulates a “framework in which the 
self is represented by multiple dimensions and hence by multiple preferences”, and 
recognizes that these multiple dimensions “of the self could be taken to indicate the 
multiple considerations with respect to which alternatives of choice are to be ranked” 
in such a way that these “rankings may be irreducibly distinct, partly interdependent, 
possibly confl icting, context-dependent and/or dynamic“ (cp. Elster  1986 ). 

 The generative principle of the habitus concept includes the ‘decision’ element 
of MAS, as “the habitus is the geometric location of determinisms and decisions” 
(Bourdieu  1974 : 40, o.t.) and of the “systematic principle of selection” (Bourdieu 
 1990 : 102). This means that both the alternatives and the methods used to calculate 
their value can be reconstructed as functions of habitus. Although practices of ‘mate 
choice’ usually follow the practical sense of the habitus, rather than a rational cal-
culation or the deterministic infl uences of norm or societal positions, the habitus 
comprises traditional, rational, bounded rational behavior, frames, norm- orientation, 
etc. The notion of habitus interprets concepts such as frames as a systematic part of 
habitus, and hence with regard to their social differentiality. Whereas modern indi-
vidualistic research may discuss, for example, the situational conditions under 
which an actor utilizes a particular pattern or script, the relational approach also 
enables an analysis of the differential distribution of frames and scripts as functions 
of the habitus, independent from a contingent mating situation. The activation of 
frames and scripts is thought of less as a function of specifi c situations, as MAS 
would assume, but more as the function of generalized situations where an agent is 
located – that is, his habitus. One could transfer this idea to the MAS approach by 
assuming a habitus mechanism affecting which particular socially-different frame 
or script is transferred in a seemingly comparable mating situation. The habitus 
concept also comprises the classical sociological conception of role and norms, 
which are sometimes also used for the description of mating processes. However, 
anticipated normative expectations are not overemphasized, and a role set which 
would be indifferently applicable to all agents, is not assumed here. Instead, roles 
and norms effective in mating are not seen as external orientation, but as internal-
ized elements of the agent’s dispositional schemes and knowledge order, thus 
emphasizing structures of empirical matches between agent and role. Overall, ‘mate 
choice’, the core concept of MAS, can be understood as depending on habitus, 
which generates a multitude of social practices which may be grounded in rational, 
traditional, role-taking, normative, etc. logics. 13  

12    Lindenberg ( 2013 ) also sees the historicization of the actor as a current need for development of 
rational action theories, and proposes types of personality to this end. 
13    The effects of social fi elds may serve as a habitus-generating instance within the fi eld of power 
(cp. Schmitz et al.  2016 ; Witte  2014 ). 
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 The same applies to the prices that agents can fetch on the partner market by stak-
ing their habitus and the symbolic goods associated herewith. Whereas in “economic 
theory a valued good has ‘a single price’ at equilibrium” […] “the values in the space 
of correspondences that Bourdieu constructs are always polysemous, multidimen-
sional, carrying differing meanings with respect to associated principles of action and 
contradictions among those principles, and likely to be interpreted differently with 
respect to actors’ distinctive locations in a social or cultural fi eld” (Breiger  2000 : 108). 
The profi t deriving from a good is thus not seen as following a linear function over all 
actors, but rather as a discontinuous function of the position within the social space. 

 Figure  5.1  underlines the conception of habitus as pattern of internal and external 
conditions, as well as the interrelations between these patterns: each distinct  analytical 
concept – mating preferences, strategies, choices, opportunity sets, exchange in mating, 
etc. – can be understood as being simultaneously constituted by and constituents of the 
relational structure of the social space. As in MAS, ‘structure’ here comprises opportu-
nities associated with particular positions in the space. Nevertheless, structure is also 
located within the actors themselves. Each class of agents within the social space is 
understood as a structured entity with particular originating conditions for practice and 
interaction, ultimately contributing to the change and reproduction of the social space 
itself. This does not imply that each position in the social space would be only accessi-
ble via its particularities. On the contrary, the social space perspective identifi es objec-
tive conditions and relations between classes of objective and subjective (dis)positions.
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  Fig. 5.1    The MAS model within the social space model       
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   Applying the relational concept to mating research not only highlights the fact 
that agents systematically differ in their preferences, expectations, choices, and 
ways of internalizing and coping with restrictions and resources. This view also 
reveals that the very applicability of the individualistic model’s concepts itself varies 
over the social space and hence with the agent’s habitus. For example, a particular 
segment of the social space, such as the middle-classes, could be seen as a ‘locus of 
rationality’, as particular trajectories and conditions of this position tend to foster a 
rational habitus. The relational approach specifi es mating situations similar to the 
individualist notion of situational logics in the sense of Popper, as the habitus com-
prises the “sum total of the conditions – internal and external” (Popper  2002 : 8). The 
concepts of habitus and situation are closely connected, as it is the habitus that “con-
stitutes the situation”, just as the history of situations is constitutive for the habitus 
(Bourdieu and Chartier  2011 : 91, o.t.). According to the habitus perspective, all 
potential decisions, “and the ‘system of preferences’ which underlies [them], depend 
not only on all the previous choices of the decider but also on the conditions in which 
his ‘choices’ have been made, which include all the choices of those who have cho-
sen for him” (Bourdieu  1990 : 49). This means that the effects of past non- mating 
related decisions must be taken into account systematically, but also that the proba-
bilities of specifi c forms and substances of decision vary depending on their position 
in the social space, and the degree of compatibility between habitus and situation. 

 The concept of habitus relativizes the situational character of mate choice – thus 
solving a key problem of mate choice theory – by emphasizing the trans-situational 
character of mating. Each particular (mating) situation is primarily a function of the 
societal position of the agents involved. Also, in situations of mating, “the elements 
which defi ne the setting in which interaction” occurs (the aforementioned foci of 
interaction) depend on the specifi c “social background” (Bozon and Héran  1989 : 
92f.). This particularly includes the involved class trajectories up to the event of 
interaction and from then on. As a consequence, the analytical juxtaposition of mat-
ing opportunities as choice sets and mating as a choice act is not applied here, as the 
individualist ‘logics of situation’ and ‘logics of choice’ both merge in the concept of 
habitus based practice. Consequently, the extent of the situationality of mating can 
itself be considered a variable: for example, whether a mating situation is a high 
cost or low cost situation (or a situation at all) also becomes a question of the posi-
tion in the social space. 

 Rather than postulating the existence of a partner market, the habitus view allows 
researchers to recognize that instrumental rationality will emerge to the degree that 
the agents themselves perceive a market situation. This extent involves both the dif-
ferential potential and indeed the differential necessities of choosing between mul-
tiple alternatives. For example, the sense of one’s own position does not automatically 
imply the preference for similarity regarding a maximum of characteristics or life-
style features – when and inasmuch as mating actually constitutes a choice, i.e. if 
the ‘habitus driven’ moment takes a back seat to rational calculations. Relational 
sociology can provide insights into the situational conditions of individual agency, 
and may also serve as a systematic source for the derivation of ‘bridge hypotheses’, 
which serve to “link an actor’s ‘environment’ (institutions, norms, values, commu-
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nication, symbols etc.) to an actor’s ‘personal setting’ like internalized norms and 
values, identities, emotions, etc.” (Winter and Kron  2009 : 4). 

 The concepts of social space, habitus, practice, and (reciprocal) classifi cation 
allow us to specify the various logics inherent to interaction processes as the inter-
play of one agents’ habitus with another’s, and thus the confrontation of two posi-
tions in the social space. This consideration emphasizes the fact that a particular 
mode of interaction such as exchange is an  analytical  special case. Thus, habitus 
theory is not a mere “cultural matching theory” which “concludes that class 
homophily is accounted for by cultural similarities and enabled by the social orga-
nization of culture by class” (Streib  2015 : 20). The everyday interaction between 
agents of different social classes is itself essentially a function of said agents’ habi-
tus. Such interaction will result in reciprocal routines, depending on the relational 
structure between the (two) habitus in question. As outlined above, however, this 
necessarily comprises the manifest dyadic (lifestyle) similarities and (gender-based) 
dissimilarities, emerging from the respective encounter of homo-, hyper-, and hypo-
philic dispositions. 

 Just as in the case of individual practice, rationality in interaction can be thought 
of in different ways. This includes ‘habitual rationality’, in the sense that an 
exchange between two agents from the same or different classes may be based on 
their dispositions toward rationalizing the other in the context of expected exchange. 
Rationality and exchange (as meaning and form) might also be evoked by the rela-
tional heterogeneity of the two agents. This kind of interaction can cause an “inter-
ruption” of the “routine adjustment of subjective and objective structures”, and 
“constitutes a class of circumstances when indeed a rational choice may take over” 
(Bourdieu and Wacquant  1992 : 131). 

 Thus, rationality in mating may also be thought of as being induced by particular 
types of encounter within the relational approach, such as the interaction between 
agents of different or similar positions in the social space. However, the social space 
also contains a plethora of (situational) conditions that do not foster rationality or 
even suppress rationality in mating. Think of the encounter of two agents with con-
gruent lifestyles or the case of habitus complementarity due to dissimilarity of sym-
bolic goods. Nevertheless, even those cases of individual agency or dyadic 
interaction that are closest to the logics of economic rationality will always involve 
a symbolic dimension (cp. Lebaron  2001 : 124). Any choice requires presupposi-
tions regarding the situation, refers to a culturally constituted symbolic order of 
choice objects, and rests on the recognition of other agents (if one were being old- 
fashioned, one could say that any practice requires the mobilization of symbolically 
generalized communication media). The social space approach to the partner mar-
ket as a symbolic good market thus challenges analytical separations such as dichot-
omizations into market and non-market traits, as all goods and capitals effective on 
the partner market imply a symbolic dimension, just as all symbols entail material-
istic preconditions and consequences. Examples of this symbolic dimension include 
the differential capabilities of capital conversion, including the required effort, the 
involved legitimacy, and the access to different markets as objects of strategic 
struggles. 

5 A Bourdieusian Approach to Mating Processes



115

 Apart from direct reciprocal classifi cation, the social space concept differs in a 
fundamental way from traditional mate choice approaches, in that its relational 
structuralism does not assume the operation of isolated concepts such as decisions 
being independent of each other (Blossfeld and Timm  2003 : 3). Agents are – even 
without living together or seeing, knowing, or affecting each other directly – mutu-
ally dependent (or rather non-independent) in a theoretical (and statistical) way. 
This is of particular interest in the digital context: two users unknown to each other 
are not only theoretically related due to the inclusive nature of the social space con-
cept, but they also are statistically dependent, as the social space operates as “com-
mon fate” (cp. Kenny et al.  2006 ) for all its agents. In other words: differences and 
similarities between two agents are neither random, nor a mere result of direct infl u-
ence, but a logical and statistical consequence of the relational nature of the social 
space. This social fact fi nds little consideration in traditional theories of (mate) 
choice and even less when it comes to the analysis of ‘individual’ actions. Making 
reference to relational structuralism allows us to develop the theory of ‘mate choice 
as agency in structures’ further towards a theory of ‘mating as structures in agency’ 
and ‘mating as structures in interaction’. In doing so, the relational perspective can 
be understood as a generalized perspective of symbolic good markets, which sees 
not only the direct relations between agents engaged in mate search, but also 
between the latent structural and sub-individual conditions involved. 

 Regarding the specifi c case of online dating, one can argue that the MAS model 
and its axiomatic system most strongly correspond to the right side of the graphical 
representation of ideal-type partner markets, as illustrated in Chapter   3     (Figure   3.1    ), 
where contexts have been located which are particularly close to the ideal-type 
notion of an relatively autonomous partner market. In online dating, the opportunity 
structure, in the sense of external structure, is often seen as relativized due to the 
technological conditions, leading to a research context only consisting of individu-
als and their actions. Given a relative absence of distorting offl ine structure, unlike 
most offl ine partner markets, users of a dating site can choose from alternative sets, 
are required to refl ect their preferences, to consider their personal resources, and to 
develop well-founded decision. Thus, when refl ecting on online dating in a sponta-
neous way, one might be expected to abolish the concept of ‘structure’, and apply 
the individualistic model in its purest form. However, if online dating can indeed be 
thought of as being particularly representative of the abstract concept of ‘partner 
market’, it is more than just an appropriate research context for the application of 
the individualistic MAS model. For the same reason, an online dating platform also 
represents a particularly good example for highlighting the analytical potential of a 
relational approach to mating processes. Online dating represents – thanks to its 
relative autonomy, the purported relativization of structural impacts, and the absence 
of direct external social structure – a unique opportunity to elaborate on the struc-
tural implications of couple formation in a ‘least likely’ scenario for the application 
of structural reasoning. 

 Only if ‘structure’ is used for addressing entities and mechanisms outside the 
agent, may online dating be seen as a structure-free sphere. Following Bourdieu 
( 1984 : 241) who states that class endogamy “is ensured almost as strictly by free 
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play of the sentiment as by deliberate family intervention”, one must expect to fi nd 
social structure in strong operation on a digital dating platform. This expectation 
can be derived from the hysteretic nature of habitus, a concept which addresses the 
thoroughly structured nature of agents themselves. Whereas approaches, such as the 
focus-theory, address concrete places which enable and structure encounter, the 
habitus approach replaces the manifest place by a latent space of positions and dis-
positions. Effects of the physical and geographical space are not denied, but social 
space and habitus are seen as  prior  to them (cp. Bourdieu  1999 : 123 ff.). Physical 
spaces (in the connotation of both geographical and digital spaces) are seen as 
 acquired  spaces, involving different conditions and consequences for the particular 
agents’ habitus. Consequently, we must expect that the retranslation of the social 
space, in the form of a “defi nite distributional arrangement of agents and proper-
ties”, is not limited to the “physical space”, in the sense of the material offl ine world 
(Bourdieu  1996d : 10). The “invisible set of relationships” (ibid.) must rather be 
expected to manifest itself in the digital space, as constituted by an online dating 
market. Before we address the empirical manifestations of structure, we will now 
turn to the methodological and methodical implications of a Bourdieusian approach 
in general and to the online partner market in particular.     
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    Chapter 6   
 Methodological Implications                     

          In the fi rst section of this chapter, Bourdieu’s relational methodology will be out-
lined. It will be shown that the principle of relation is constitutive for this research 
program, and manifests itself in an emphatically empirical constructivism. In a sec-
ond step, the data which will be used for empirical analyses is discussed. The data 
are derived principally from a single database, comprising (1), data derived from a 
questionnaire of the users of a major German dating website (2), user profi le data 
from the website’s users, and (3), observed data, especially regarding real-time 
interactions, from the same site. Further information was gathered from (4) qualita-
tive interviews. This chapter will describe the methodological principles underlying 
the data of types (1)-(3), representing the core data basis for the various analyses, 
and their resulting strengths and weaknesses. Furthermore, the processes by which 
the data were collected and integrated at database level, and the potential for com-
plementary and supplementary data integration, will be discussed. The chapter will 
end with an overview of the methods used in the empirical analyses. The statistical 
analyses applied in this work follow the quantitative traditions of methodological 
individualism (generalized linear and non-linear mixture modeling), methodologi-
cal relationism (geometric data analysis and network analysis), and propose an inte-
gration of both (a new model of dyadic classifi cation). 

    The Relational Methodology of Pierre Bourdieu 

 The principle of relation pervades Bourdieu’s entire scientifi c work: his theoretical 
concepts, his research practice, his fi eldwork, and his approach to data analysis. The 
central element of this research program is the construction analysis of ‘fi elds of 
relations’, i.e. of societal spaces which give categories (such as practices, 
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perceptions, forms of capital, agents, etc.) their particular meaning. The method-
ological 1  dimension of this sociological paradigm can be understood as “construc-
tivistic structuralism” (Bourdieu  1989 : 14), that is, a research practice that sees 
constructing a research object as the fi rst task of its scientifi c method. Bourdieu 
warns against the “scholastic fallacy” (cp. Bourdieu  1998 : 199), which confl ates the 
scientists’ perspective with the logic of practice of the agents being examined. 
Taking the economist Gary Becker as an example, whose  Treatise on the Family  
(Becker  1993 ) is highly relevant for traditional mate choice research, Bourdieu criti-
cizes the practice of inference from seemingly objective characteristics. In his view, 
the way Becker reaches his conclusions is a “merely a thinly disguised projection of 
the researcher’s ‘lived experience’” (Bourdieu  1984 : 100). 

 The elementary task of empirical work following habitus/fi eld theory and the 
theory of social spaces is to construct a common space of traits and agents. This 
operation facilitates the localization of all entities according to central oppositional 
structures – the capital forms. Even Bourdieu’s earliest fi eld work in Algeria was 
characterized by an attempt to relationally collect and code of data of different 
types, in order to identify and represent the common structure of oppositions and 
similarities (cp. Blasius and Schmitz  2013 ). Bourdieu applied the logic of relation 
and the derivable relational concepts as (implicit) hypotheses for controlled obser-
vation and questioning. The concept of relation, at fi rst without specifi c meaning, is 
thus concretized in the course of empirical application. In doing so, the collection of 
objective, differential power resources and subjective perceptions are taken into 
account as necessary conditions for the construction of relational spaces. For this 
purpose, the phenomenological perspectives of the actors involved are considered 
by way of surveying their dispositions and by objectifying these subjectivities 
through reciprocal reference within a common social space. 

 The construction of fi elds and spaces is not conducted spontaneously, such as 
simply claiming the existence of a certain fi eld ‘X’; instead, they are only construct-
ible by means of statistics (Bourdieu and Wacquant  1992 ). For the construction of 
social space, everyday action routines can be surveyed, which for example manifest 
in the form of lifestyle practices (Rouanet et al.  2000 ). The relational system these 
various stylizations of the agents’ everyday lives constitute assigns the meanings 
and values of the particular symbolic goods. However, ‘objective’ or material infor-
mation, as well as discursive information, must also be taken into account and com-
bined in order to construct a research object. In doing so, methodological relationism 
conceptualizes each form of capital – and each habitus in relation to other forms of 
capital and habitus – empirically, so as to describe society and its constituent parts. 
Thus, in contrast to other methodological approaches, the forms of capital and 

1    In doing so, the two terms ‘methodology’ and ‘method’ are used separately, with the former term 
referring to the overarching principles that can be derived from a particular theory, and the latter to 
the concrete techniques of data analysis. The widespread practice of equating ‘methodology’ and 
‘method’ corresponds to the use of ‘methodology’ in the singular, and ultimately to the orthodoxy 
of a particular theory. Only if one believes in the plausibility of a mono-cultural theoretical land-
scape does the question of various methodologies not arise. The fact is that different methodolo-
gies will suggest using different methods. 
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 habitus and their interrelations are not taken as given, with a universal claim to 
validity independent of spatial and temporal context. These concepts are defi ned 
and constructed in a relational and historical manner. Bourdieu elaborates, for 
example, on the familiar structural principles of economic, cultural, and social capi-
tal, describing the French society on the basis of extensive empirical data. However, 
it does not follow that every society is subject to these hierarchical principles. 
Bourdieu speculates that, in the case of socialist East Germany, for instance, politi-
cal capital will have been the central structural principle, requiring careful socio-
logical investigation (see Bourdieu  1991 ). The same applies to societal areas and 
contexts of encounter such as dating websites. All spheres of action and interaction 
must also be seen as matters of relational construction, rather than as positivistic 
facts with predefi ned characteristics and intrinsic values. Subsequently, we will give 
an overview of the data and methods used in this work and, in doing so, we will use 
the principle of relationality as an analytical guideline.  

    Methodological Dimensions of Online Dating 

 The data available for traditional partner market research is highly restricted as, 
usually, random sample surveys or aggregate statistics regarding marriage rates are 
the basis for empirical analyses (Schmitz  2009 ). The research setting ‘online dating’ 
comprises the earliest moments of romantic encounter. Thus, when compared to 
surveys or offi cial statistics which observe the outcomes of mating processes, online 
dating can be located at the other end of the observational spectrum. The prevalence 
of the observability of a mass of people explicitly looking for a partner, people who 
are encountering one another for the fi rst time, constitutes a promising method-
ological basis for research on reciprocal classifi cation processes of mating. Log fi le 
data arising on a dating platform are (unlike survey data) completive, not subject to 
the logic of random samples in the way survey research is, non-reactive (or unob-
trusive), and more reliable. Thus, the research context of online dating represents an 
opportunity to reveal mating dispositions and to observe practices of competition 
for romantic exchange chances  in situ . Furthermore, subjective meanings inherent 
to usage practices on an actual partner market can be included by surveying stan-
dardized (stated mating preferences) and unstandardized information (Zillmann 
 2016 ). The data on which this work is based are derived from a single database, 
comprising (1), data derived from a questionnaire of the users of a major German 
dating website (2), user profi le data from the website’s users, and (3), observed data, 
especially regarding real-time interactions, from the same site. Further information 
was gathered from (4) qualitative interviews. 2  

2    A comprehensive sample description of the initial survey is given by Zillmann ( 2016 ). 
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    Surveying the Users’ Perspectives: The Online Questionnaire 

 The  initial questionnaire  was the fi rst questionnaire that users of the dating website 
received when registering at the website. The questionnaire comprises questions 
regarding socio-demographics, hobbies, and lifestyle practices as well as variables 
on the users’ preferences, their strategies and self-perceived chances, their reasons 
for using this dating site, and the perception of the online dating market in compari-
son to offl ine partner markets. The questionnaire was sent both to newly registered 
users – that is, those users who registered after the start of the survey – and to those 
users who were already members at the start of the survey. 

 The design and all technical details of the process of data collection were 
reviewed in May and June 2009, fi rst in a test environment and then by test users on 
the live system of the website itself (cp. Skopek  2011 ; Zillmann  2016 ; Schmitz 
 2009 ). The surveys were brought to an end on April 15th 2010 after a relaunch of 
the company’s website. All registered and active users of the online dating site were 
invited to participate via e-mail between June 2009 and April 2010. A total of 3535 
users took part in the survey, corresponding to a response rate of about 10%.  

    The Methodological Restrictions of Questionnaire Data 

 As stated above, a large number of research studies on mating emphasize subjective 
preferences, and hence data collected via standardized questionnaires. In the spe-
cifi c context of online research, this affords researchers many advantages. Above 
all, variables can be surveyed and recorded in a fl exible and effective way. However, 
there are also limitations to the online survey data collected on a particular platform, 
which are threefold (cp. Schmitz  2009 ). 

 Firstly, there are the classical restrictions of survey data for mate research, inde-
pendent from the survey mode. Questionnaire data depicts subjective estimations 
fi ltered by perception, not practices, thereby introducing a systematic bias in favor 
of respondents’ conscious (strategic) and unconscious deviations from their ‘true 
behavior’. In the context of mate preference research, unconscious preferences and 
strategic questionnaire responses become a serious problem for conclusive infer-
ence, as we can expect these phenomena to appear frequently and systematically. 
The very concept of preference rests essentially on the assumption of conscious 
perception and decision. Thus, applied to human mating practices – which are not 
necessarily completely conscious – one might fail to assess the genuine importance 
of specifi c traits. 

 Secondly, preferences measured as statements do not necessarily conform to 
future practices. Stated preferences are biased by intentional and unintentional devi-
ations from ‘true’ values, and by the actors’ cognitive incapacity to refl ect on the 
structural parameters of their agency. The problem is that the actors might be func-
tionally unable to evaluate their orders of preference, i.e. the relevance of specifi c 

6 Methodological Implications



125

cues for contact initiation and contact maintenance. Research on mate choice apply-
ing the stated preference perspective can never – despite a great deal of time and 
effort – measure and predict ‘true’ preferences. 

 Survey data feature hypothetical decision elements, but do not contain the factual 
actor’s choice set. This, however, is a necessary requirement for a theoretically ade-
quate application of preference-based research. If the respondents are asked to 
choose, hypothetically, between different mating cues, the factual individual acts 
and resulting aggregated patterns can hardly be predicted by this information. 

 With regard to mating practices, survey data is unable to focus on processes of 
interaction in their origins and sequential development, and the data does usually 
not contain information about potential and rejected potential mates. Thus, based on 
results of observed (inter)actions, it is hardly possible to draw ‘causal’ conclusions, 
such as interpreting an existing couple as the realization of past mate preferences. 

 Consequently, the question emerges regarding the extent to which surveys are 
adequate methodical instruments for acquiring data about unintended consequences 
of human agency, for example in the case of a specifi c (partner) market. Assortative 
mating processes – which describe the macro-phenomenon of actors mating with 
each other hierarchically according to their market value or their resources, for 
example – can hardly be modeled by using subjective statements of preferences. 

 Thirdly, there are the general problems affecting online surveys (see for example 
Couper and Coutts  2006 : 217; Welker and Wenzel  2007 ). Online surveys cannot 
truly be thought of as a function of a random sampling process, which is a precondi-
tion for statistical inference. In the given case, the problem is at least twofold: (1) 
for this platform, a random self-assignment to the questionnaire is unlikely. Zillmann 
et al. ( 2013 ) show that processes of survey participation on the particular platform 
which is analyzed throughout this work are essentially a function of a user’s per-
ceived mate value. Users with a low mate value see the survey on online dating as 
an opportunity to learn something about the partner market, about the ‘rules of the 
game’, and about themselves. People who, in contrast, are confi dent that they will 
fi nd a partner do not see a web questionnaire as an object of particular relevance. 
This leads to a non-random sub-population of the dating platform in which, in par-
ticular, overweight women and men with low educational status are represented 
disproportionately. Quite apart from the purely socio-demographically marginal 
distribution of such a sample, the substantive constructs – such as mating prefer-
ences, the structure of self-perceived potential, normative attitudes, etc. – are also 
affected by non-random participation. The impact of market position on users’ will-
ingness to participate in the online survey has been addressed in several works 
(Schmitz  2009 ; Zillmann et al.  2013 ). 

 Another problem is simultaneously the most and the least severe (at least from 
the perspective of the logics of inference). Any statistical insights refer only to the 
population of the platform under investigation, and not to (a) all dating platforms 
(b) the internet in general or (c) all offl ine mating markets (Schmitz  2009 ). This has 
practical implications, such as the legitimacy of the ‘signifi cance ritual’ of statistical 
models being called into question. This also leads to a theoretical problem: what can 
we infer for any social context outside the particular platform? Consequently, all 

Methodological Dimensions of Online Dating



126

conclusions should be accorded the status of “substantiated hypotheses” (ibid.). 
Nevertheless, from a more abstract point of view, the analysis of a single specifi c 
context has traditionally been a rewarding approach for sociology. 

 Such studies were able to make remarkable sociological insights by not restrict-
ing themselves to questionnaires as the apparent ‘gold standard’ of empirical 
research, but by combining and integrating the most diverse techniques. The scien-
tifi c constraints which accompany the analysis of one particular, necessarily limited, 
social context can only be compensated for when the context is reconstructed with-
out methodological bias. This means that subjective information (such as that sur-
veyed via standardized and unstandardized questions) can represent only one 
element of a comprehensive research approach. A mating market, for example, is 
defi ned by objective chance structures, and the fi eld perspective emphasizes the 
social dimensionality of these chance structures. The objectifi cation, in the broadest 
sense, of a context is a necessary prerequisite for the analysis of all social fi elds.  

    Observing the Users’ Practices: Web-Generated Process Data 

 Due to technical necessities, Bourdieu essentially drew on questionnaire data for the 
construction of social space. However, Bourdieu actually criticizes the “undisputed 
pre-eminence” of the “royal technique” of the questionnaire in the practice of 
empirical research, and postulates that “epistemological primacy should […] be 
given to methodical and systematic observation” (Bourdieu and Passeron  1991 : 44). 
This methodological postulate motivates our utilization of observational data from 
a dating platform. The way in which online dating works represents great potential 
for analyzing the data structure itself, as discussed above. Using the records of 
incoming and outgoing events, a user’s contact network can be quantitatively 
assessed, as can each user’s potential for success, and ultimately how profi le char-
acteristics relate to this potential. Furthermore, profi le characteristics can be inter-
preted as resources signalized on the partner market. The record of dyadic interaction 
patterns between users enables an interpretation of the relationship of these resources 
in the context of mating theories. The objectivity of the market, which is often hard 
to grasp for a traditionally Bourdieusian, questionnaire-based sociology, can thus be 
assessed by reconstructing the user’s objective chance structure and the practices of 
(reciprocal) classifi cation involved. 

 Whereas any method involving surveys or questionnaires can directly infl uence 
an interviewee’s answers, the automatic registration of electronic observation data 
can be characterized as non-reactive or unobtrusive. This means that the effects of 
observation and surveyance (e.g. social desirability, the guinea pig effect, inter-
viewer infl uence, etc.) distort the data less severely. Log fi le data do not have the 
problem of unit or item nonresponse. The high level of automation in the data col-
lection process leads to greater  data reliability , when compared to survey data. The 
costs of data collection are also relatively low, as great amounts of data can be 
 collected with minimal investment in personnel and time. Furthermore, log fi le data 
are, unlike survey data, completive, and – because the data include every actor in 
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this specifi c context of digital interaction – not subject to the logic of random sam-
ples in the way survey research is. Any missing data can be put down to insuffi -
ciently precise defi nition of the events to be recorded, or of the method by which the 
data are stored. A data population can be developed effi ciently, without the need to 
rely on complicated and error-prone processes of transcription. Despite all this, log 
fi le data must still undergo thorough checks regarding quality and plausibility. 

 The established sociological practice is to derive the variables under analysis 
from theoretical constructs. When using log fi le data, this is only possible if the 
intended objects of analysis were defi ned and programmed before their collection. 
However, process-generated data from a privately-funded internet platform are usu-
ally derived from non-operationalized constructs, and therefore will not automati-
cally correspond to fi elds of theoretical interest (see e.g. Janetzko  2008 ). 

 In contrast to stated preferences, as outlined above, this data is close to the prin-
ciple of Samuelson’s ( 1947 ) theory of “revealed preferences”. This approach – much 
like the acquisition of web-generated process data – aims to make conclusions 
regarding preferences based on the observation of selection acts (Schmitz  2009 ). 
Take the aforementioned example of revealed preference in online mate choice. We 
cannot directly derive true mating preferences from the observation of contacts 
online, as specifi c strategic mechanisms may lead some users to show adaptive 
behavior. Based solely on objective events, it is simply impossible to reconstruct any 
subjectively intended meaning in a way that might be of interest to sociologists – the 
events can be, at best, interpreted behavioristically. This means that, in certain con-
texts, the validity of a recorded construct may suffer in comparison to that of a sur-
vey. Although it is the case that log fi les encompass all actors and actions (or at least 
those that were defi ned as relevant beforehand), and therefore differ fundamentally 
from principally sample-reliant surveys, the problem of representativity cannot be 
disregarded. Valid questions can also be asked regarding exactly  which  analytical 
entity the completely recorded observation data are supposed to represent.  

    Web-Generated Process Data in the Present Study 

 The database extractions were made available to us by the dating service provider – 
henceforth ‘the provider’ – at regular intervals, approximately every 6 months. 3  The 
data were anonymized as SQL fi les, a procedure overseen by the data protection 
agent of the provider. In order to convert the data into a format readable by standard 
statistical software, the fi les fi rst had to be uploaded incompletely to a MySQL 
database, and then exported in STATA and SPSS as CSV fi les for further analysis. 
In consultation with the provider’s technical experts, code books for the process 
data were also created. As part of this project, a database was also created with pro-
cess data comprising profi le and interaction data for the years 2004 through 2010 
(fi nal database dump 14.4.2010). Table  6.1  gives an ideal-typical overview of the 
dyadic nature of the recorded data. The observational data recorded in online dating 

3    A comprehensive overview of the process data is given in Schmitz  2009 . 
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contain ‘revealed’ partner preferences, by logging contacts, and dyadic develop-
ment, by logging interactions. Typically, users explore the profi le database of the 
site, viewing other users’ profi les and, upon fi nding another user appealing, will try 
to get in contact using a messaging function common to most dating sites. This kind 
of relational data, combined with the user profi les, allows for a detailed temporal 
reconstruction of the process of contact formation and interaction between potential 
mates on an observational level. For instance, it is possible to retrace which other 
user profi les a given user looked at, and which profi les he or she subsequently chose 
to contact via email. Table  6.1  also shows how the act of a sender (IDS) contacting 
a respondent (IDR) on a specifi c date (Time) is stored. After a certain amount of 
time had elapsed, the respondent sent a message as a reaction to the sender’s initial 
contact.

       Profi le Data 

 In co-operation with the dating service provider, we were able to add further infor-
mation on the website’s users to the standard profi le information – as outlined in 
Chapter   7     – in particular adjusting socio-demographic profi le attributes to demo-
graphical standards. We were, for example, able to fully realize the response catego-
ries for familial status and educational level. We also added specifi cations of further 
education to the basic education rubric. The provider also followed our suggestion 
to transform many open questions, such as those regarding date of birth or number 
of children, into closed questions. This reduced the vulnerability of the profi le infor-
mation to mistakes and invalid answers considerably. Another suggestion of ours 
was also implemented, namely that the various response fi elds on the profi le infor-
mation page were pre-set to ‘Please select one option’, and the category ‘Not speci-
fi ed’ was made available as a separate option. This made it possible to differentiate 
between deliberate withholding of information and inadvertent omission of specifi c 
questions. We were also able to integrate comprehensive item sequences regarding 
users’ lifestyles and social capital into this optimized profi le system.  

    Table 6.1    Data structure of HTTP status messages   

 ID 
S 

 ID 
R 

 Dyad 
no. 

 Contact 
no.  Mail  Time 

 Sex 
S 

 Sex 
R 

 Age 
S 

 Age 
R 

 Edu 
S 

 Edu 
R 

 17,172  9249  1430  1  0  01.07.2012.13:15.26  M  F  45  42  Abitur  Abitur 
 9249  17,172  1430  2  0  01.07.2012.18:42.19  F  M  42  45  Abitur  Abitur 
 17,172  9249  1430  3  0  02.07.2012.08:33.01  M  F  45  42  Abitur  Abitur 
 … 
 17,172  9249  1430  15  1  02.07.2012.22:17.49  M  F  45  42  Abitur  Abitur 

   Reading example: Sender 17,172 (male of 45 years) contacts receiver 9249 (female of 42 years) at 
01.07.2012.13:15.26. The constitute the dyad number 1430, whose last observed event is message 
number 15 at 02.07.2012.22:17.49   
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    Relational Data Integration 

 The data collected was stored in a relational database consisting of data tables com-
prising relations (a) between users, (b) between the  attributes  of the users and (c) 
between the various data sources. In Schmitz ( 2009 ), data integration was examined 
in a complementary context, that is to say, regarding the mutual complementation 
of data from multiple informational sources, in order to compensate for blind spots 
inherent to the particular data types. A constitutive element of Bourdieu’s relational 
methodology is the integration of different kinds of data and information, so that 
potential blind spots or weaknesses can be eradicated. The different data types col-
lected on the digital partner market enable a more comprehensive reconstruction of 
the habitual practices of mate selection than has until now been possible. A major 
advantage of this data is that we can combine both subjective perceptions (for 
example, of actors’ own structures of opportunity) and objective conditions (e.g. 
objective market value) (see Chapter   3    ). Thus, it is possible to observe practices of 
reciprocal classifi cation on dating sites for all observed characteristics such as cul-
tural goods and lifestyles, age, occupation, etc.  

    Qualitative Interviews 

 In research on online dating, a great number of scientists apply either quantitative or 
qualitative methods. As part of the relational methodology, the phenomenological 
perspective of agents is an important aspect of practice, for the social space in ques-
tion, and for the processes taking place in it. Thus, the distinction between ‘quantita-
tive’ and ‘qualitative’ is abandoned in favor of a relational or ‘triangulating’ 
integration. For that reason, several semi-structured, guideline-based interviews 
were conducted comprising several guiding questions. The interviews were con-
ducted over various instant messengers – such as Chat City, ICQ, freenet- 
Community, MSN, or Skype. Also, the chat system of the dating platform analyzed 
here was utilized for the recruitment of respondents. The interviews lasted between 
45 min and 2 h. The names of all respondents were changed for privacy reasons. 
Some selected fi ndings of these interviews are mobilized in this book in order to 
highlight several arguments of this work (cp. Chapter   3    ).   

    Relational Methods 

 Usually, the quantitative social science approach assesses mating preferences and 
mating choices in the tradition of methodological individualism, and is augmented 
by ideas from exchange theory  sensu  Blau (cp. Chapter   3    ). In their recent standard 
 Handbook of Marriage and the Family , Acock and Washburn ( 2013 : 65 ff.) give an 
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overview of methods ranging from simple regression to regression models with dif-
ferent outcome scales, to multilevel and survival models. In doing so, they tacitly 
persuade the reader to accept equating the world of quantitative methods with the 
narrow family of regression models. This also applies to the case of online research, 
where traditional methods are transmitted without refl ecting upon their underlying 
methodological implications (Lewis  2015 : 20). In this narrow notion of ‘structure’, 
the medium is seen as an innovative way of applying traditional methods of ques-
tioning. As a consequence, the object’s specifi c attributes and ultimately the nature 
of the data are not suffi ciently considered. Observational data on contact practices 
online is mostly interpreted with regard to a narrow conception of the underlying 
subjective meaning of observed contact acts of the average user. 

 The logic of techniques known from offl ine research, and their use in the practice 
of empirical mate selection research, corresponds to the philosophy of epistemol-
ogy underlying them. In the simplest cases, logistical regressions are able to model, 
for example, the preference-guided behavior of an average individual, with ordinal 
regressions modeling the preference order. Although helpful in many specifi c 
research situations (and indeed used in some analyses in this book), the classically- 
applied regression model is often more appropriate to the world view of the indi-
vidualistic paradigm than to social reality. Bourdieu and Passeron ( 1991 : 46) are 
critical in this regard, postulating

  that one can successively isolate the action of the different variables from the complete 
system of relations within which they act, in order to identify the intrinsic effi cacy of each 
of them, this technique [i.e. regression] makes it impossible to identify the effi cacy that a 
factor may derive from its insertion in a structure and even the specifi cally structural effi -
cacy of the system of factors. 

   A particular problem of such “causal” approaches for “analyzing interdependent 
processes” is that the researcher must focus “on one of the interdependent pro-
cesses” and consider it “the dependent one” (Blossfeld and Mills  2001 ). In models 
of this kind, the particular relations

  between a dependent variable (political opinion) and so-called independent variables such 
as sex, age and religion, tend to dissimulate the complete system of relations that make up 
the true principle of the force and form specifi c to the effects recorded in such and such 
particular correlation (Bourdieu quoted in Rouanet et al.  2000 : 7). 

 Another core difference between relational methodology and individualist method-
ology is that the former does not assume theoretical and statistical independence of 
the analyzed entities. Even the modern ‘causal’ approaches (most famously nowa-
days perhaps fi xed and random-effects regressions) assume the independence of 
entities, reducing causality to ‘averaged internal mechanisms’ of artifi cially sepa-
rated actors.

  Although statistical methods in sociology have grown increasingly sophisticated, they con-
tinue to treat individuals as independent units. The very assumption of statistical indepen-
dence, which makes these methods so appropriate for […] categorical analysis, detaches 
individuals from social structures and forces analysts to treat them as parts of a discon-
nected mass (Wellmann  1988 : 38). 
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   As a consequence, individualistic methods fail to reveal causality between the 
agents, that is,  relational causality . This also applies to modern mate choice 
research. Quantitative research perceives “online dating” as providing us “with a 
near-ideal market environment that allows us to observe the individual’s choice sets 
and their actual mate choices” (Hitsch et al.  2010 : 3). In fact, the new methodolo-
gies of online dating research are essentially understood as a means to control for 
structural distortion by analytically differentiating between “opportunity structure 
and […] preference among daters at the interaction level” (Lin and Lundquist  2013 : 
188). Two aspects of relational methodology which are of utmost relevance for the 
structural analysis of (digital) dating platforms shall be addressed: the relational 
structure of the social space and the relational structure of interactions. 

    The Geometric Construction of Space 

 The preceding refl ections on the status of relationalism in Bourdieu’s research pro-
gram indicate that objects and classes are not  a priori  postulated at the beginning of 
a research project, but need to be (re-)constructed as a relational fi elds or spaces. For 
him, “statistical analysis […] is the only means of manifesting the structure of the 
social space” (Bourdieu  1985 : 725). Consequently, Bourdieu neither defi ned  a pri-
ori  the structural axes of the space or the forms of capital – for example for the 
purpose of using them as ‘independent’ variables in regression models – nor did he 
postulate the existence of fi elds or space in purely speculative terms. Within the 
methodology of social space and fi eld theory the construction is

  clearly a geometric one: the distance between individuals is defi ned on the basis of their 
properties (positions or views), whereby the real social and symbolic distances between 
them become formalized, and the different aspects of the variations between individuals can 
be examined within a Euclidean space (Lebaron  2012 : 129, o.t.). 

 As a consequence of relational methodology, Bourdieu favored geometric data anal-
ysis, a family of techniques which transfers empirical data into a relational and 
spatial representation. He predominantly applied correspondence analysis, which is 
a multivariate statistical technique for the analysis of categorical data and its trans-
formation into latent dimensions, which can be visualized in the form of spaces. 
This geometric method of data analysis was developed by the French statistician 
Jean-Paul Benzécri and his colleagues ( 1973 ). It is a part of the French approach 
referred to as “analyse des données” or “tabular analysis” (cp. Lebart et al.  1984 ; Le 
Roux and Rouanet  2004 ; Lebaron  2015 ). In the last decades, correspondence analy-
sis has developed from a technique primarily utilized in the French academic fi eld 
to a popular approach used in many national contexts and scientifi c disciplines (Beh 
and Lombardo  2012 : 137), ranging from natural sciences to social sciences and 
communication studies. In the course of this development, several contributions 
have been made which discuss the formal foundations of correspondence analysis 
(e.g. Lebart et al.  1984 ; Greenacre  1984 ; Blasius and Greenacre  1994 ; Le Roux and 
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Rouanet  2004 ). In this chapter, we will give an overview of the basic ideas of cor-
respondence analysis from the perspective of applied data analysis in the social 
sciences. 

 The classical variants of correspondence analysis are simple correspondence 
analysis (CA) and multiple correspondence analysis (MCA). CA is particularly 
suitable for the bivariate case, that is, when two cross-tabulated variables constitute 
a contingency table, but also for stacked tables. MCA is appropriate for multivariate 
data, where the associations between more than two variables are to be analyzed. 
Like principal component analysis, correspondence analysis constructs latent 
dimensions, which underlie the statistical associations between the categories of the 
analyzed manifest variables. The goal of correspondence analysis is to reduce the 
complexity of the observed data into a lower-dimensional space of latent variables, 
thus providing a reference system for the comparison of all variable categories. In 
contrast to comparable multivariate techniques, correspondence analysis makes few 
a priori assumptions about the data structure. Whereas in principal component anal-
ysis the base for the construction of latent factors is the correlation structure between 
variables, in correspondence analysis the associations between a data table’s rows 
and columns are transformed into latent dimensions. In the case of CA, the Euclidean 
distances between row and column categories are not defi ned; multiple correspon-
dence analysis allows researchers to interpret the emerging dimensions as a com-
mon Euclidean space. Thus, all categories of all variables or ‘modalities’ can be 
interpreted in such a way that similar categories are close to each other and dissimi-
lar categories are distant to each other. Likewise, the units carrying the information 
(e.g. respondents of a survey) can also be located within the same latent space: units 
with similar ‘profi les’ are close to each other and units with dissimilar profi les are 
distant to each other. With the MCA solution, the space of categories and the space 
of individuals (units) can be interpreted as a common space. In consequence, MCA 
cannot only be understood as a principal component analysis for categorical data 
due to the identifi cation of latent dimensions, but also as being similar to cluster 
analysis, as it assigns average positions to categories and units in a low-dimensional 
space. When interpreting the spatial solution, correspondences – i.e. the common 
occurrence of material conditions and subjective categories in contingency tables – 
play a central role. 

 Such spatial solutions can be used for the identifi cation of classes of actors in the 
social space, which exhibit specifi c relations of material and subjective characteris-
tics. In this way, MCA allows us to interpret manifest characteristics against the 
background of the latent concept of habitus. Overall, this particular technique of 
geometric data analysis ensures “a strong fi t between social ontology, methodology, 
and theory” (Wacquant  2013 : 6) and when,

  “Having taken into account the full range of effi cient agents” […] and “properties” […] 
one can use correspondence analysis to reveal the “structure of positions”, and thus “the 
structure of the distribution specifi c interests and powers” which underlie, and explain “the 
strategies of agents” (Bourdieu  2000 : 102). 
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   This method is also subject to ongoing further development. In Bourdieu’s 
 Distinction , the construction of the habitus was undertaken heuristically and manu-
ally, and in his fi nal works, he attempted, via the integration of cluster and corre-
spondence analyses, to depict these densities within the social space (see Bourdieu 
 1999 ). However, due to the conceptual fuzziness of the term habitus, the analysis of 
hard clustering procedures is inadequate. For this reason, fi nite mixture models will 
be applied within this work in order to model probability densities in space. This 
enables the objectifi cation of several mechanisms which have been discussed by 
Bourdieu in merely theoretical terms. First, latent classes of mating dispositions 
will be derived corresponding to Bourdieu’s concept of habitus as fuzzy probabili-
ties within the social space. In this way, potential partner dispositions are modeled 
as bundles of preferences, and thus applied to the social space. Second, latent 
regression classes will be used to objectify relations between variables within habi-
tus, using the example of differential habitus-specifi city of (ir-)rationality in consid-
eration of one’s own mating chances and deceptive practice. Thirdly, a dyadic class 
model will be applied in order to operationalize reciprocal classifi cation processes. 
As the latter method is new development of ours, it shall be discussed in detail.  

    A Finite-Mixture Model of Dyadic-Classifi cation 

 Due to their underlying individualist epistemology, most quantitative empirical 
analyses of mating offl ine and online have ignored the expressly mutual character 
of couple formation as a sequence of reciprocal selections (Willoughby and Caroll 
 2010 ; Schmitz  2012 ). For example, as Schulz ( 2010 : 506, o.t.) sees structure as the 
“structurally predetermined contact opportunities of the actors” on an online dating 
platform, it is assumed that opportunities “can be controlled for any point in time”. 
In doing so, individualistic models tends to ignore the fact that two structured agents 
are socially and thus statistically dependent (or rather non-independent) without 
living together, or knowing each other, or indeed affecting each other directly in any 
way. The mechanism involved can be referred to as ‘common fate’ (cp. Kenny et al. 
 2006 ), that is, the historical and social conditions prior to the situation of encounter 
already structure the agents in such a way that their interaction will show a system-
atic statistical relation. 

 Often, fi rst contacts in online dating are analyzed using (logistic) regression 
models, which implies a violation of model assumptions given non-independence. 
The dyadic nature of mating is reduced then to a unifi ed entity, in order to maintain 
the individualistic conceptualization and conventional empirical modeling – but at 
the price of the irrevocable loss of the insights of exchange theory. This approach 
represents a reciprocal model in name only, in that the specifi cally reciprocal char-
acter of the interactions is obscured by (a) the uni-directionality of the regression, 
(b) the generalization of a supposedly average individual, and (c) the reduction of 
the process character to a choice act. 
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 In the context of online dating, dyadic interactions are either ignored, or at best 
only examined in greatly simplifi ed form, be it by means of random-intercept mod-
els or ‘generalized estimating equation’ models (e.g. Lin and Lundquist). For the 
individualistic paradigm, the so-called multilevel models, or random effects, may be 
perceived preferred methods, in order to model the nested data structure of, say, 
multiple senders within receivers, or vice versa. Interaction here becomes a bilateral 
act and yet is analyzed by uni-directional regression models. Lin and Lundquist, for 
example, claim that they “extend previous studies using online dating data by exam-
ining both the initiating and reciprocating behaviors” ( 2013 : 207). However, this 
does not adequately treat the problem of reciprocally nested data. The problem of 
dyadic non-independence cannot be managed with the methodical panacea of our 
times – simple random-effects or ‘multilevel’ models – as the nesting is not unique: 
sender A can be nested in receiver B, B can be nested in A and both can be nested in 
a common dyad. Furthermore, it is diffi cult to model several variables at the same 
time. Finally, different logics of choice and interactions can hardly be elaborated on 
the basis of this technique. Traditional applications of individualistic regression 
models are unsuitable both for the data structure itself and for theoretical reasons. 
As can be derived by the arguments given in the theory section, it is unsatisfactory 
to model dyadic interactions empirically as a sequence of uni-directional regression 
models. 

 Here, log-linear models might be seen as a fi rst step towards a promising quanti-
fying approach: ‘It takes two to marry’, and for that reason most authors have used 
log-linear or harmonic mean models. Such models correctly use marriages as the 
unit of analysis, rather than individuals, but make it diffi cult to include multiple 
covariates in the model. From a methodological perspective, “such models are pref-
erable, but if the prime concern is to test theories, their advantage is not so obvious” 
(Kalmijn  1998 : 419). Thus, log-linear analysis does, theoretically, provide the 
potential to model data based on interaction processes. However, the number of 
variables, and the presence of low cell frequencies, poses a diffi culty for computa-
tional and practical methods. 

 Apart from the restrictions of classical statistical methods, the more severe prob-
lem is the underlying theoretical foundation which conceals the role of ‘structure’ in 
empirical analyses. In contrast to individualistic approaches, the social space para-
digm does not assume isolated decisions and actions of isolated actors, but empha-
sizes the relational mechanisms underlying every interaction of agents. The social 
space can thus be seen as meta-mechanism for the common fate of two interacting 
parties. The proposed elaboration of the habitus-fi eld perspective on mating pro-
cesses treats agents as reciprocally classifying each other and their characteristics. 
Methodologically speaking, agents represent reciprocally classifying entities that 
must themselves be classifi ed by the scientifi c observer. Like social classes, emerg-
ing dyadic confi gurations can be assessed by analyzing the “structure of relations 
between all the pertinent properties” (Bourdieu  1984 : 106). This view avoids  a 
priori  defi nitions of which particular resource is generally relevant for the develop-
ment of couples, and instead motivates empirical analyses of which trait-relations 
may underlie reciprocal classifi cation processes. 
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 These considerations lead to the methodological postulate of observing interac-
tions instead of individual practices. The task is not to model average agents with 
unidirectional contacting (as a regression model would suggest), but to fi nd out 
which typical agent confi gurations emerge and survive. This dependence structure 
of dyad members cannot only be regarded as a statistical problem, but also as a 
source of substantial variation that needs to be modeled and interpreted. Analyzing 
the process of assortative mating thus means, in practice, observing and reconstruct-
ing dyadic agent confi gurations, and hence the confi gurations of their 
characteristics. 

 The most explicit analysis implementing dyadic data can be found in the work of 
Kenny et al. ( 2006 ), who analyzes dyads from a socio-psychological point of view. 
He describes dyadic data as a specifi c empirical structure of “non-independence” 
between two actors. The idea here is that (potential) partners are not independent of 
each other, neither statistically nor theoretically. He names several possible mecha-
nisms that generate this statistical association within two partners: the aforemen-
tioned common fate, reciprocal affection, and compositional effects that affect 
encounters. His works essentially treat the socio-psychological question of recipro-
cal affection or common fate, and rather neglect the causal infl uence of ‘pre-dyadic’ 
mechanisms, which may be subsumed under ‘assortative meeting’. Kenny et al. 
( 2006 : 291) postulate that “different sources of non-independence require different 
analysis strategies”. The core idea of dyadic data analysis is to utilize the actor- 
partner ‘non-independence’, instead of ignoring it. The proposed models are spe-
cifi c multilevel models and specifi c structural equation models. These models 
“incorporating dyad-level latent variables decompose the associations among the 
observed variables into dyad-level relations” (Woody and Sadler  2005 : 152). 

 There are two ways of interpreting these dyad-level latent variables: the common 
fate conceptualization, as already mentioned above, and the dyadic entity or dyadic 
personality conceptualization. Whereas the common fate conceptualization utilizes 
a dyad-level latent variable to represent external forces affecting both dyad mem-
bers, the dyadic personality conceptualization interprets the dyad-level latent vari-
able as a dyadic entity. The dyad has a recursive effect on each actor, for example, 
emerging norms may re-impact on the actors themselves. 

 Woody and Sadler formulate a criticism of Kenny’s conception of common fate, 
and Gonzalez and Griffi n’s ( 1995 ) conception of dyadic personality, which reduce 
dyad-level variance of similarity between dyad members. In the context of interper-
sonal theory, they suggest including dyad-level variables that are based on dissimi-
larity as well. From a theoretical point of view, this recommendation can, 
consequently, be fulfi lled in such a way that dyad-level variance should be modeled 
according to (a) similarity, (b) dissimilarity, (c) the absence of both, and (d) any 
combination of a-c. The problem is that, even now, no models of this kind exist in 
the social sciences, although they are relatively easy to derive. 

 From a statistical point of view, it is evident that both the random effect models 
and the structural equation models are only specifi c elements of a generalized linear 
latent and mixed model (cp. Skrondal and Rabe-Hesketh  2004 ). This means that an 
approach reducing dyadic associations to a latent metric variable can be replaced by 
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the modeling of latent categorical variables or latent classes (Magidson and Vermunt 
 2004 ). Just as in fi nite mixture modeling with individual data, a latent categorical 
factor is measured by manifest variables, but the same information is used twice. 
This ‘general latent variable-model’ with K categorical latent variables and 2*J 
manifest ‘mixed-mode’ variables is a probabilistic classifi cation of dyadic interac-
tions. The joint density of the observed indicators, f(y), represents a mixture of 
class-specifi c densities with class-specifi c mean vectors and co-variance matrices. 
The C-unobserved categorical variables (Classes) can be identifi ed by maximum 
likelihood estimation and information criteria such as the Aikake information crite-
rion (AIC). 

 Whereas in traditional dyadic models the latent variable is specifi ed as (a) para-
metric with the (b) assumption of a normal distribution, using (c) continuous mani-
fest variables in a (d) confi rmatory approach, the dyadic latent class model is 
characterized by (i) a non-parametric latent variable, (ii) without an assumption of 
(normal) distribution, (iii) using different scales of manifest variables in a (iii) con-
fi rmatory or explanatory way. The proposed fi nite mixture classifi cation approach is 
similar to the logic of the modifi ed common fate model of Griffi n and Gonzalez 
( 1995 ; see also Kenny et al.  2006 ). The conceptual difference is that the latent 
dyadic variable is conceived of less as the causal precursor to the manifest indica-
tors, but rather as a latent representation of the dyadic constellations. This perspec-
tive takes into account the fact that couples often do not have the possibility to 
infl uence each other, but are similar or dissimilar due to selection effects, as in 
assortative mating. The dyadic co-variance therefore has a ‘pre-dyadic origin’ and 
requires a model without causal effects between manifest variables based on the 
‘compositional-effect assumption’. The difference is that we do not necessarily 
interpret dyadic classes as active entities. Consequently, the statistical association 
between partners due to composition through selective encounter may be referred to 
as ‘Latent Classes as Dyadic Compositions’. The assignment of entity status is 
dependent on a theoretical and empirical justifi cation, on a case-to-case basis, as is 
usual within the framework of generalized statistics. This interpretation of a latent 
variable as a representation rather than a cause is very much in line with Rabe- 
Hesketh’s discussion of the ontological status of a latent variable (Skrondal and 
Rabe-Hesketh  2004 : 2ff.). The striking advantage of the fact that the common 
dyadic models and the proposed dyadic latent class model are both part of the same 
statistical family is that they can be tested against each other. Consequently, one can 
decide on an empirical basis whether the idea of a generalized type of dyadic rela-
tions is more appropriate than the relational expectation of multiple dyad relations. 

 Thus, I propose to model agent confi gurations, applying the statistical depen-
dency of the dyads involved, with a fi nite mixture model in order to identify typical 
dyadic association patterns. The identifi cation of typically occurring dyads is 
effected by means of the manifest (dis)similarity in characteristics between the 
interacting users. For this purpose, each characteristic is used once for each dyad 
member, aiming for a statistical optimum of categorical latent classes. This approach 
is thus very similar to a structural equation model for dyadic data (Kenny et al. 
 2006 ). The proposed multivariate classifi cation of dyadic data is a way to reduce the 
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complexity of interactions and to facilitate a structural analysis. In contrast to tradi-
tional cluster analysis techniques, the latent class classifi cation predicts probabili-
ties of class membership. One can statistically determine the optimal number of 
classes, and predict the probabilities of variable values within these classes. The 
proposed dyadic extension of this basic principle consists of a classifi cation of 
observed interactions of two individuals. Consequently, not classes of individual 
users are identifi ed, but classes of dyads. Chapter   7     will present an empirical con-
struction of reciprocal classifi cation, as proposed in Chapter   5    , by applying this 
model of dyadic classifi cation. Overall, in contrast to models centered on the aver-
age actor and her free choice, the relational methodologies of geometric data analy-
sis and dyadic classifi cation will do justice to the complexity of the data structures, 
and, in doing so, allow for a systematical consideration of sociological core con-
cepts such as structure, power, and dominance into the analyses of mating pro-
cesses. The subsequent chapter will discuss important aspects of the genuine 
structuration of online mating processes.      
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Chapter 7
Empirical Analyses

�The Online Dating Market and the Social Space

In this chapter, the Bourdieusian approach will be applied to observational and 
questionnaire data from a major German dating site. Firstly, by analyzing life-style 
indicators using multiple correspondence analysis, it will be shown that the dating 
site can be interpreted as a digital emanation of the ‘offline’ German social space 
rather than as an autonomous field. As physical attributes correspond to this social 
space, the idea that ‘erotic capital’ manifests as an independent structuring factor on 
a digital partner market will be dismissed. In a second step, an Eigen-value opera-
tionalization of chances for attention and exchange will be presented. Finally, using 
users’ interaction events, it will be shown that both objective and subjective chances 
are to be understood as functions of the users’ positions in the social space.

�The Online Space of Lifestyles

Given the importance that self-portrayal, lifestyle indicators, general appearance, 
and linguistic expressions play in online dating, this context of encounter can be 
understood as being particularly structured on a symbolic basis. Within this market 
of symbolic goods, users and their profile representations become symbolic goods 
and objects of competition. The first question then is whether this symbolic good 
market can be understood as a digital representation of the (German) social space, 
or whether it has a relative autonomy from offline society to such a degree that 
there are specific forms of capital which are constituent for it. In offline research, 
the structure of the German social space has been shown to follow the findings of 
Bourdieu’s analysis in that the dominant structuring dimensions (according to the 
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particular data) are economic and cultural capital, both in the late 1990s (cp. 
Blasius and Winkler 1989) and the mid-2000s (Blasius and Mühlichen 2010). 
Given the fact that the dating platform in question includes all social strata of 
German society (cp. Chapter 2), and is little affected by selection bias, one might 
expect that the capital structure familiar from offline society will also manifest 
itself in this data. In the light of the assumed or factual peculiarities of the specific 
digital dating market, one also might expect an autonomous subspace (or even 
‘field’) to prevail, one which does not display the same spatial structure as the 
offline social space. One may think that– due to the digital nature of the dating 
market and due to its primary goal, namely ‘mating’ – those symbols and resources 
are placed in the foreground which play a major role for mating practices, thus 
breaking with the logics of offline society. For example, following the media dis-
course, physical appearance could be expected to be of major relevance for this 
sphere. When users search for a partner, they may skim superficially over profiles 
and in doing so prioritize physicality, assigning particular relevance to profile pic-
tures (cp. Hakim 2011).

In order to assess the question of the platform’s overall capital structure, a con-
struction following the Bourdieusian framework (cp. Chapter 6) will be presented. 
For this purpose, a data set from the relational database  – consisting of profile 
information, web-questionnaire information, and web-generated process data – will 
be analyzed (N = 756). The lifestyle items, (which, due to the importance of self-
portrayal in profile pictures and textual self-descriptions, seem to be of particular 
relevance in online dating) comprise the classical indicators, familiar from 
Distinction, such as preferences for food, furniture, clothes, and so on (cp. Bourdieu 
1984). Furthermore, the respondents’ perception of their own attractiveness, their 
own estimation of their potential for success with the opposite sex, and the stated 
use of deceptive profile pictures were recorded. The questionnaire variables also 
include socio-demographic information and the participants’ height and weight, 
enabling the construction of the Body Mass Index. The information regarding phys-
ical attractiveness underwent a principal component analysis, which identified a 
one-dimensional factor. The latent variable thus extracted was divided into quin-
tiles, from 0 (low physical capital) to 4 (high physical capital). This indicator was 
paired with the respondents’ gender, resulting in 5 groups each for men and women. 
Combined with the traditional lifestyle items, this variable was analyzed using mul-
tiple correspondence analysis. Firstly, Figure  7.1 shows the results without the 
physical indicators.

7  Empirical Analyses
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The visualization of the social space yields a two-dimensional structure, familiar 
from offline analyses of the German society (cp. Blasius and Winkler 1989). The 
upper right corner of the graph is characterized by simple and inexpensive clothing, 
and rustic and plain furniture, whereas fine food and elegant clothing and furniture 
can be found in the opposite quadrant. This oppositional relation can be interpreted 
as revealing a dimension of economic capital. At right angles to this dimension, a 
contrast between, in the upper left, ornate furniture, vegetarian and organic food, 
and alternative clothing, and, in the lower right, practical clothing and functional 
furniture, can be identified. This oppositional relation can be interpreted as users’ 
cultural capital. The latter interpretation can be supported by passively projecting 
educational degree, which systematically varies with cultural capital. A first finding, 
thus, is that – from the viewpoint of the space of lifestyles – the capital structure of 
a typical (German) online dating market reflects the capital structure of offline 
(German) society.

�Erotic Capital as Dimension of the Digital Partner Market?

Although not shown in the last graph, the indicator of physicality has been used as 
an active variable, and thus is constitutive for the constructed social space. The idea 
is that if physicality is indeed relevant enough for online partner markets such that 

Fig. 7.1  The space of lifestyles

�The Online Dating Market and the Social Space
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it becomes a structuring variable, it should impact on the overall structure of the 
space (cp. Chapter 4). Following Hakim (2011), this relevance should show itself in 
such a way that a dimension of “erotic capital” emerges.

However, no third axis was identified statistically; the space can be sufficiently 
described by way of economic and cultural capital (cp. Figure 7.2). The distribu-
tion of the manifestations of physical attributes within the social space can be 
described as a clearly gender-specific function of economic and cultural capital, 
from right to left. Female attractiveness is associated with high overall capital 
(especially cultural capital), whereas low female attractiveness is associated with 
low economic capital. Male attractiveness, in contrast, more uniformly corre-
sponds to high overall capital.

These findings correspond to Bourdieu’s remarks on physicality in the social 
space; he argues that “the most sought-after bodily properties (slimness, beauty 
etc.) are not randomly distributed among the classes” (Bourdieu 1984: 207), but 
constitutive for class habitus (cp. Chapter 5). The dimension of erotic capital which 
Hakim (2011) suggests as being independent from other societal dimensions is 

Fig. 7.2  Physicality within the social space

7  Empirical Analyses

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-43530-5_4
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-43530-5_5


145

actually subsumed by manifestations of the habitus (and its bodily emanation, 
‘hexis’) which can essentially be explained as being determined by economic and 
cultural capital. ‘Liveliness’, ‘charm’, and the other indicators in Hakim’s model of 
‘erotic capital’ are, from this perspective, primarily to be thought of as class-specific 
phenomena: physical capital is a partial manifestation of actors’ positions in the 
social space, their hexis, and their lifestyles. Nevertheless, the physicality portrayed 
in profile pictures is an important element of communication online, and part of the 
bundle of symbolic goods which users exhibit therein.

Whereas this analysis describes the online dating market as a representation of 
German society as a whole, we shall now focus on the partner market by analyzing 
how objective chances on the dating market relate, and indeed contribute, to this 
digital social space.

�The Structure of Chances for Awareness and Exchange

As argued in Chapter 3, the exact notion of what the term ‘partner market’ actually 
means is rather unclear. A Weberian definition has been derived by emphasizing the 
competition for opportunities of exchange and awareness as the core elements of 
partner markets. The question, however, is: how should these structures of opportu-
nity be constructed empirically? Apart from spontaneous constructions derived 
from ad hoc definitions (e.g. ‘education is mate value’, etc.), some attempts at an 
empirical construction of mate value can be found in the literature. Pawloski and 
Dunbar (1999) calculate a mate value for each cohort by dividing the proportion of 
users seeking individuals of a given age (the demand for individuals of that age) by 
the proportion of users of that age in a sample (the supply). The ratio of these two is 
thus a measure of the relative selection pressure placed on individual age cohorts, in 
the same sense that selection ratios are used in foraging ecology. Some authors 
propose surveying the self-perceived mate value of an actor as a measure (Penke 
and Denissen 2008; Brase and Guy 2004). Gigerenzer and Todd (291 ff.) discuss the 
allocation of ‘offers and rejections’ as an adaptive heuristic for learning one’s own 
mate value. That would first mean counting possible romantic partners. However, as 
already mentioned, actors searching for a mate will also consider the mate value of 
the potential mate. The sheer number of offers from potential mates is simply too 
vague a measure, as the offering alteri themselves may well vary in their mate 
value. We call this the ‘Cocotte problem’: contacts from actors with a low market 
value are worth less than contacts from actors with a high market value. Consequently, 
a Weberian mate value of ego shall be conceptualized as a function of the quality 
and quantity of his or her contacting network (cp. Schmitz 2009). This can be illus-
trated with a simplified ingoing contact graph (Figure 7.3):

�The Online Dating Market and the Social Space
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The amount of incoming contacts increases ego’s (dark) mate value. A higher 
alter mate value stemming from a high number of ingoing contacts results in a 
higher mate value of ego. The increase of ego’s mate value declines relative to 
alter’s outgoing contacts. To put it in layman’s terms: it is good for one’s mating 
chances to get a lot of offers; it is even better if the offers are from potential mates 
who also have good mating chances; and, finally, the more exclusive the attention 
that ego gets from alter, the better it is for ego’s mating chances.

The eigenvector centrality indicator ‘rank or status prestige’ fits with this meth-
odological consideration, as this network measure is a function of the rank or status 
of actors in a network (Bonacich 1987). For example, a man who is contacted by 
many high-ranked women has a higher rank than a man who is the target of exclu-
sively low-ranked women. A user’s rank therefore increases every time he or she is 
contacted, but it increases more the higher the rank of the choosing partner. This 
‘mate prestige’ indicator (MP) can be formulated as:
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with

MPIN (A) the mate prestige value of individual A
MPIN (Ti) the mate prestige of individuals Ti, who contacted A
CIN (Ti) the total number of contacts that were established by Ti

d a damping factor between 0 and 1

Hence, ego’s prestige is a function of the ranks of the actors that contact ego. The 
computation implies an iterative optimization problem that can be solved with an 
eigenvector centrality algorithm.1

1  From a relational point of view, the latent phenomenon of mate value cannot just be represented 
by the quantity and quality of ego’s contact network (that is, the value of the offers), but must also 
take into account the fact that the ego himself contacts alteri who can react to this offer in a permis-
sive or dismissive way. I call this the ‘Casanova problem’: Ccontacts from actors whose activities 

Fig. 7.3  Ego’s ingoing contact network
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Contrary to one common way of understanding information regarding objective 
or subjective mate value, the observed interactional data allows the chance structure 
to be objectified as such. The a priori definition of mate value with one or many 
variables (such as equating education or age with mate value) is transcended by this 
relational conceptualization, defining the unit of chances as a genuinely social 
entity.

However, this eigenvalue indicator is anything but independent from social 
impacts. What Bourdieu states for the sociology of markets in general also applies 
to the realm of (digital) partner markets: “it is not prices that determine everything, 
but everything that determines prices” (2005: 77). Thus, in order to illustrate the 
societal logics behind this indicator, it will be used as a dependent variable in a 
regression model with conventional socio-demographic predictors (cp. Schmitz 
2014). Table 7.1 gives the results.

The model illustrates that, on average, women display a more advantageous 
chance structure than men. Furthermore, age overall positively affects the average 
chance structure but it operates in a curvilinear way: beyond an optimal age, the 
mate value declines. In accordance with offline findings, the interaction terms show 
that the female chance structure becomes worse with older age and higher BMI. For 
men, a higher educational level positively affects the chances of being contacted, 
whereas a higher educational level impairs the female chance structure, which 

are more widely distributed are worth less than from those who concentrate on one person. 
Therefore, an important indicator of ego’s mate value is the value operationalized by means of 
accepted and rejected offers. Again, this indicator of appeal is meaningful only when augmented 
with the value of those that accept or reject ego’s offer.

Table 7.1  Regression model of users’ mate value (centrality)

b sig

Female 0.592 ***
Age 0.021 ***
Age (sq.) −0.001 ***
BMI 0.000
BMI (sq.) 0.001 *
Education (ord.) 0.059 ***
Age*Female −0.007 ***
BMI* Female −0.008 ***
Education* Female −0.014 *
Profile Picture (y) 0.166 ***
Intercept −1.481 ***
adj. R2 0.06 %
N 15,455

Quoted from Schmitz (2014). Note that the significance level is only of 
heuristic value given the non-sample nature of the data. Dependent 
variable is the user’s Eigen-Centrality.
Legend: *p ≤ 0.05; **p ≤ 0.01; ***p ≤ 0.001

�The Online Dating Market and the Social Space
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points to the gender-specificity of the value certain societal resources possess. For 
both sexes, the presence of a profile picture increases the chances for attention. 
Overall, it is clear that dating sites produce differential awareness chances (or sym-
bolic capital), and thus exchange chances (or social capital) for its users. These 
findings are in line with offline research on the (gendered) value of mating traits, 
thus indicating that the chances for awareness and exchange online are strongly 
dependent on the societal conditions, as is the case in the offline world.

In order to take a closer look on the social conditions of chances on the partner 
market the objective eigenvalue indicator, subjectively perceived chances (as com-
pared to offline chances)2 and reported number of meeting users offline will be clas-
sified into five categories and passively projected in the social space as constructed 
before. Figure  7.4 shows that the passively projected chances for attention and 
exchange vary with the overall capital volume in much the same that way physical 
capital did in the first analysis, thus supporting the interpretation of objective 
‘romantic’ chances as a function of the social space. The objective (dis)advantages 
associated with one’s symbolic goods, and hence with one’s position in this sym-
bolic good market, seem to be directly associated with capital volume, and espe-
cially with cultural capital.

2  The items are: ‘How likely do you think you are to find a partner on this platform?’ and ‘How 
likely do you think you are to find a partner at all?’

Fig. 7.4  Subjective and objective mate value within the social space
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The subjectively assessed mate value, however, does not correspond to overall 
capital in the same way. High overall capital, and cultural capital in particular, is 
associated with high objective chances for attention, average subjective mate value, 
and average count of offline meetings. Low overall capital (especially cultural capi-
tal) is associated with low objective – that is, actual – chances, but high subjective – 
that is, self-assessed – chances of finding a partner online. The middle position of 
the social space seems to be associated with low self-assessed mate value. Whereas 
the chance structure as operationalized via contact networks directly mirrors offline 
users’ objective chances with regard to their specific positions and the associated 
symbolic goods, users seem to differ as to how they perceive their chances online. 
This might point to a differential interplay between the online dating market and the 
users’ habitus. Low cultural capital might be associated with overestimating one’s 
chances online (maybe due to an unfiltered belief in advertisements claiming that 
everyone has a chance). High cultural capital, in contrast, might be associated with 
a certain modesty, be it conscious or unconscious, thus understating one’s actual 
chances. Lastly, low perceived chances online being associated with the middle 
position in the space could be a function of parts of the middle-class habitus having 
a sense (and disposition) for the prevailing competition, the ordinariness of the sym-
bolic goods they offer, and the scarcity of partners conforming to optimal 
standards.

We can corroborate this habitus-based interpretation by inspecting the number of 
potential partners from the website met offline. The reported number of communi-
cation partners met offline is less of a linear function of overall capital but seems to 
correspond to economic capital, with few successful events for those with low eco-
nomic capital, an average number for those users with average economic capital 
(but high cultural capital), and a comparatively large number of meetings for those 
who possess high economic capital. The fact that low economic and overall capital 
is associated with very few offline meetings is hardly surprising, as it has already 
been argued that unfavorable capital endowment is a problem in gaining attention. 
Thus, the disadvantages associated with these positions in the social space are rein-
forced by poor prospects of finding a partner online. The higher average number of 
users who met offline, located in the middle position of the social space, might be 
explained by a rational habitus which feels compelled to find the best possible part-
ner and thus to realize multiple romantic appointments offline. In conclusion, 
revealing the structural logics of the digital partner market precludes us from assum-
ing the existence of an ‘average user’ and an overall situational essence as charac-
teristics for the digital dating market. As an agent’s habitus is the expression of 
objective and subjective social conditions, prior to any contingent (in this case, 
online) experience, the social space constructed so far thus suggests that the actors 
on this digital partner market are fully socialized and structured subjects, rather than 
mere market participants. The following analysis will continue constructing the 
social space and the habitus by taking a closer look at the mating dispositions and 
rationalities relevant in the context of mating.

The Online Dating Market and the Social Space
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�The Relational Structure of Mating Preferences

The previous chapter argued that the habitus perspective is a promising way to con-
ceive of the relational logics of users on the dating platform analyzed here. The 
question addressed in this chapter will be whether different mating preferences are 
independent of each other – as a traditional economic model might assume explic-
itly, or traditional mating research does implicitly when it comes to modeling – or 
whether they are actually empirically interdependent, as predicted by habitus the-
ory. Also, we will pursue the issue as to which patterns of preference interdepen-
dence can be empirically observed. First, a relational extension of mating preferences 
will be discussed using the example of age preferences in mating. It will be shown 
that no universal age-based homophily can be observed, but that age preferences are 
a function of the user’s own age. Applying multinominal regression models, age 
preferences will be then revealed as being confounded with other preferences, and 
as being functions of the user’s market position. As a further step towards a rela-
tional conceptualization of mating preferences, the habitus perspective will be 
applied afterwards. Using finite mixture classification analyses of different stated 
absolute and relational mate preferences, it will be shown that all surveyed partner 
preferences are confounded. We will argue that they display a pattern which fits bet-
ter with Bourdieu’s concept of mating dispositions as bundles of preferences, dis-
likes, and indifferences than with an (implicit) assumption of independent mating 
preferences. In the last step, by relating the latent class results to the previously 
constructed social space, it will be shown that mating dispositions systematically 
correspond to the social space. The findings will highlight the differential character 
of mating dispositions. In doing so, they will also support a relational rather than a 
generalized interpretation of homophily: for male users of the lower classes, 
homophily manifests as a ‘romantic taste of necessity’, whereas women who pos-
sess high cultural capital, but also high overall capital, show a dispositional complex 
of homophily and hyperphily.

�Relational Mating Preferences: The Case of Age Preferences

An assumption underlying large parts of empirical research on mating preferences 
is that (homophilious) mating preferences operate independently in influencing 
choice acts, or that specific traits possess a certain level of causal primacy, or – at 
least within the modeling process  – that one particular preference sufficiently 
approximates the actual processes underlying mate choice. This assumption leads to 
a great deal of research specializing on the impact of e.g. educational preferences, 
or preferences for attractiveness, income, etc. on acts of mate choice. The assump-
tion of singularly operating preferences seems particularly appropriate in the case of 
online dating, given the situation of choice, choice sets, and induced rationality. 
When applying the individualistic mate choice paradigm, it could be expected that 
dating site users, relative to participants in traditional partner markets, are more able 
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to realize their specific mate preferences without interferences of structural influ-
ences as exerted by third parties or institutional restrictions (see Chapter 3). As 
argued before, the concept of habitus in contrast emphasizes the interdependence 
between seemingly different (mating) preferences as well as between these prefer-
ential systems and the social space. Subsequently, we shall motivate a Bourdieusian 
extension of the preferential approach, starting with the case of age preferences, 
which will be subsequently related to other mating preferences and positions in the 
social space.

Even though age is a central variable in assortative mating (Hollingshead 1950; 
Klein 1996; Skopek et al. 2011), research on the role of age in mate selection is rare. 
Scholars studying age in assortative mating often rely on presumed preferences for 
similarity in age, and take patterns of age homogamy in existing couples as evidence 
for such preferences. Age patterns of marriage partners have also often been 
explained in terms of societal norms regarding an acceptable age difference in a 
couple (e.g. Lewis and Spanier 1979; Spanier and Glick 1980). In order to assess the 
appropriateness of the two generalized mechanisms of homophily and norms, 
observational and questionnaire data of the platform has been analyzed by Skopek 
et al. (2011). Utilizing a sample of 10,427 senders of first contacts (65.42 % male) 
who sent an average of 11.12 contacts (12.75 for men vs. 8.02 for women), they 
disclose ‘revealed age preferences’ by reconstructing men’s and women’s choices to 
calculate the degree of age-related homophily and heterophily in the selection of 
potential mates. For men, age homophily was particularly high in young age groups: 
over 50 % of first-time e-mails from men aged up to 25 were sent to women of simi-
lar age. However, the degree of men’s homophilic contacts then declines strongly, 
although it remains higher than expected given the marginal distributions of the 
platform’s population. In contrast, women’s age homophily increases over age, 
starting with relatively low values in women younger than 25 (a maximum of 30 %) 
and then oscillating considerably higher than expected at around 40 % for higher 
ages. Also, whereas a sub-group of women increasingly contacts younger males, 
men generally showed less propensity towards older women.

Overall, it becomes clear that, whereas the average male chance structure 
increases with age, female potential rapidly diminishes as they age. This ‘differen-
tial decline of mate value’ represents different challenges for aging women and 
men. Whereas women are increasingly looking for men in the same age group, they 
are increasingly less favored by exactly these men. Skopek et al. (2011) also iden-
tify a high degree of competition for women of an optimal age in the digital partner 
market. Men compete amongst each other for a very specific segment of the female 
population, which will necessarily result in a lot of men being unable to realize this 
preference. This can be seen as a force for preference adaption from the perspective 
of market-endogenous effects. Subsequently, having illustrated the age-dependent 
reaction to a potential partner’s age in men and women, and the gender-specific 
opportunity structures thus created, Skopek et al. (2011) assess the impact of this 
relational structure on the subjective level. The question arises as to whether the 
reported patterns of male and female choices regarding age were relevant for men’s 
and women’s subjective age preferences. Multinomial-regression analyses of stated 
relational age preferences support this idea (cp. Figure 7.5).
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It was shown that their own age significantly influences men’s preferences for 
female age. Holding other variables constant, a one unit increase in men’s age 
makes their preference for a younger woman (Outcome 1) more likely over remain-
ing outcomes. Similarly, the probability of a preference for women of a younger or 
almost equal age (Outcome 2) increases with age, although the effect was stronger 
on Outcome 1, because the odds of Outcome 1 over Outcome 2 themselves increase 
significantly for each year. In contrast, other preferential outcomes become less 
likely with age. Discrete changes suggest that the loss in probability is largest for 
the indifference preference (Outcome 6). Figure 7.5 plots the conditional effect of 
age on probabilities in order to visualize this finding. Very much in line with prior 
results, there is a distinct age-graded shift in men’s preference for younger women. 
Older men increasingly prefer younger women and are less interested in the indif-
ference outcome (6 = doesn’t matter).

Analyses of females’ stated relational preferences show a stable disposition 
towards slightly older men until women reach the age of 45, when they begin to 
show a highly diverse pattern of age preferences. One interpretation here is that 
women are systematically encouraged to act to counter their increasingly disadvan-
tageous situation on the partner market. Some female users maintain their high aspi-
rations with regard to optimal male age, whereas some compromise by accepting or 
even seeking out men younger than themselves. In conclusion, using the example of 
age preferences in mating, we can empirically corroborate the hypothesis that (in 
this case, age-related) homophily can be characterized as a phenomenon of particu-
lar segments of the digital partner market, and is itself a socially variable disposition 
rather than a general principle of mating.

Applying relational reasoning, Skopek et  al. (2011) pursue the question as to 
whether age preferences interrelate with other preferences relevant in mating. Their 
analysis shows that the more attractiveness was preferred as an important partner 
trait, the higher the probability of desiring a younger (or ‘younger or almost equal’) 

Fig. 7.5  Conditional effect of age on preference outcomes in men and women (Quoted from 
Skopek, Schmitz, and Blossfeld (2011))
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female partner became, relative to other outcomes, and the lower the probability of 
indifference became (‘age of partner doesn’t matter’). There was a similar effect for 
women: the more attractiveness was rated as a relevant partner feature, the more 
likely women were to state a preference for younger or almost equal partners. Also, 
the more women emphasized education as an important partner feature, the stronger 
their age preference shifted from equal and ‘doesn’t matter’ to ‘almost equal or 
older’ or older men. Thus, women’s age preferences seem to be confounded with 
preferences for educational (and hence economic) status. However, there was also 
an effect for men: the stronger the preference for female educational status, the less 
likely there was to be a preference for younger women compared to other prefer-
ences. Interestingly, men tended to shift to ‘doesn’t matter’ rather than to the older 
category. Thus, a high absolute preference for education seems to be associated with 
age preferences for women, but not for men. Furthermore, men, but not women, 
showed a greater indifference toward a potential partner’s age when they had a high 
absolute preference for education. As a consequence, one can dismiss the idea of 
homophily operating as the dominant principle of generating structural homogene-
ity (cp. Lin and Lundquist 2013: 207). Not only does the market-level age homoge-
neity of interacting couples emerge without a universal age-based homophily, but 
age preferences themselves cannot be separated from the dispositional systems they 
are embedded in.

Due to the specific situations men and women create for each other, Skopek et al. 
(2011) also hypothesize that the capital endowment of men and women will impact 
on their mating preferences. Within the analysis they show that the better an average 
male user’s resource set was, the higher his aspirations will be. A high level of edu-
cation significantly increases the probability of Outcome 1 over all other outcomes. 
There was a difference of about +7.7 percentage points in the probability of 
Outcome 1 for a hypothetical man (see above) with a high compared to a medium 
level of education. In contrast to men, female odds in favor of Outcome 1 compared 
to the remaining outcomes were reduced (albeit just on a 10 % level of significance 
for most contrasts), and odds in favor of Outcome 6 were increased for more highly 
educated women. This means that, compared to women with a medium level of 
education, more highly educated women preferred younger men less often and were 
more frequently indifferent about the age of their partner. Skopek et al. (2011) inter-
pret this finding to mean that age preferences might be the outcome of an adaptive 
cognitive process reflecting one’s chances on the mating market.

This work was a first step in the direction of thinking of mating preferences as 
relational concepts, as it could be shown that mating preferences interrelate with 
each other as well as with the actors’ resource endowment. Also, homophily in mat-
ing was shown to be a socially variable logic, rather than a constant. As it has been 
argued in Chapter 5, this finding can be generalized from the relational perspective 
of Bourdieu’s theory. Mating preferences do not manifest themselves as mutually 
distinct attitudes, but rather as dispositions – that is, as coherent patterns of percep-
tion and evaluation. Also, following the habitus concept, mating dispositions can be 
expected to correspond not only to a partner market position, but to a user’s position 
in the social space prior to any experience on a dating site. For example, the inter-
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dependencies between age preferences and resource endowment (and thus market 
position) cannot be traced back to short term experiences on the digital dating mar-
kets, but to processes of early habitus formation. This includes the internalization of 
parental roles, peer groups, social fields etc., which together form one’s habitus 
during socialization. In conclusion, there is ample evidence that a more consequent 
relational approach to mating phenomena might be promising.

�Structured Systems of Mating Preferences

Subsequently, we shall assess whether mating preferences manifest as interdepen-
dent preferential systems, as predicted by the habitus perspective. For this purpose, 
ordinally scaled items for the subjective importance of mating traits, as well as 
relational mating preferences and the user’s gender, will be analyzed applying a 
finite mixture modeling approach (cp. Chapter 6), which provides probability-based 
types of mating preference interdependencies, or relationship dispositions. The sta-
tistical optimum of the model yields 5 classes, which is itself a substantial finding, 
as only a one-class solution would conform to the assumption of independent single 
preferences. Furthermore, the interrelation of mate preferences reveals a systematic 
pattern of co-variances between the different mating preferences.

Class 1 (27.38 %) consists of male respondents who particularly value humor, 
intelligence, and attractiveness. Zodiac sign, religion, and income are not important 
in this group’s view. With regard to relational preferences, Class 1 can be character-
ized as having a strong indifference towards female occupational status and income. 
The desired age of a future female partner is lower or the same, whereas preferred 
education does not show a clear pattern. The questionnaire items asking whether a 
woman should be older, younger, or the same age, and have a higher, lower, or equal 
educational status also were often answered with ‘doesn’t matter’.

Class 2 (23.48 %) consists of female users who assign considerable value to male 
humor and intelligence, and, to a similar extent, to education and occupational sta-
tus as well. Male income and occupational status are less relevant than the other 
categories for women of this class. Remarkably, all relational mating preferences 
essentially show the pattern of desiring a man with a higher educational level, age, 
occupational status, and income than themselves. The ‘doesn’t matter’ category is 
also widely used, indicating a certain element of indifference within this female 
preference system.

Class 3 (19.42 %) consists of male respondents who value humor and intelli-
gence, similar to male Class 1, but who ascribe even more importance to female 
attractiveness and youth. With regard to relational preferences, this male class 
barely uses the ‘doesn’t matter’ category, but does use the ‘same’ and ‘same or 
lower’ categories more than Class 1 males. Education, in particular, is an aspect of 
homophily in this class, but hyperphily and hypophily are also present to a non-
negligible extent in this preferential system. For men of Class 3, female occupa-
tional status and income are ideally equal or lower than their own, and relational age 
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preferences show an especially clear structure of hypophily (i.e. of desiring younger 
women).

Class 4 (16.17 %) consists of male respondents who consistently pursued the 
lowest requirements in a female partner; “humor” was the only category to display 
a high aspiration level similar to that of the other classes. Accordingly, the relational 
preferences of these men are essentially given with the ‘doesn’t matter’ category. 
There is solely a weak manifestation of a preference for younger females in this 
class.

Class 5 (13.55 %) consists of female users who can be characterized by consis-
tently high mating aspirations: male humor, intelligence, attractiveness, income, 
education, age, and occupational status are subjectively judged as being highly 
important traits in a future partner. The questions on relational mating preferences 
were almost never answered with the ‘doesn’t matter’ category, but instead with a 
consistent and clear hyperphilous preference structure. Male occupational status 
and income in particular, but also education and age, are desired to be higher than 
one’s own for women of Class 5. Again, a tendency of homophilous preferences is 
also present in this female class. Table 7.2 gives a simplified overview.

Male Class 1 (‘Lifestyle Aspirations & Indifference’) can be seen as being rela-
tively undemanding, except with regard to cultural traits such as female intelligence 
and humor, and female attractiveness and youth. Male Class 3 (‘Hypophily & 
Homophily’) also values female attractiveness and youth, and cultural traits, but is 
also characterized by general hypophilous and homophilous mating preferences. 
Male Class 4 (‘Low Aspirations & Indifference’) also values humor, but otherwise 
has generally low aspirations and a strong pattern of preferential indifference, 
except regarding female youth. Female Class 2 (‘Hyperphily’) is characterized by 
its generally strong hyperphily, and preferences for cultural traits in men. Female 
Class 5 (‘High Aspirations & Hyperphily’) displays the highest mating aspirations 

Table 7.2  Latent classes of mating preferences and underlying dispositional principles

Class 1 (M) Class 2 (F) Class 3 (M) Class 4 (M) Class 5 (F)

Single 
preferences

Humor, 
Intelligence, 
(lower) Age, 
(same) 
Education

Humor, 
Intelligence, 
(higher) Age, 
(higher) 
Education, 
(higher) 
Occupational 
Status, 
(higher) 
Income

Humor, 
Intelligence, 
(lower) Age, 
(lower/same) 
Occupational 
Status, (lower/
same) 
Income, 
(same) 
Education

Humor, 
(lower) Age

Humor, 
Intelligence 
(higher) 
Education, 
(higher) Age, 
(higher) 
Occupational 
Status, 
(higher) 
Income

Physical 
attractiveness

Physical 
attractiveness

Physical 
attractiveness

Latent 
dispositions

Lifestyle 
aspirations & 
indifference

Hyperphily Hypophily & 
homophily

Low 
aspirations & 
indifference

High 
aspirations & 
hyperphily
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over all single traits (including male physicality), and also a strong overall pattern 
of hyperphily. The two female dispositional classes are particularly characterized by 
their high appreciation for male intelligence, humor, education, and age. Women in 
both classes prefer older men with a better occupational status and higher income 
than their own, thus characterizing themselves as consistently hyperphilous. Even 
with regard to male education, they express a preference for a man of a higher sta-
tus, relative to a man with equal educational status. The male classes show consis-
tent preferences for female humor, intelligence, and age. They also more frequently 
express indifference, especially with regard to resource aspects such as income and 
occupational status (male classes 1 and 4). Men ascribe relatively little value to a 
potential partner’s economic capital, going so far as to desire women who possess a 
lower income or occupational status. Furthermore, lifestyle, which according to 
Bourdieu is the core trait relevant in mating, turns out to be of universal importance 
in mating dispositions. All users are particularly keen on a partner with a good sense 
of humor (albeit with low values in class 4), and on an intelligent partner. Humor, 
intelligence, and education – which can be thought of as elements of cultural capi-
tal – constitute a preferential pattern, which underlies the single subjective mating 
preferences. Nevertheless, it must be taken into account that the meaning of cultural 
skills like ‘intelligence’ and ‘humor’ varies according to social class (see e.g. 
Kuipers 2006).

This analysis shows that the assumption and modeling of mating preferences as 
single entities has at least 5 shortcomings: (1) not all agents perceive the same ele-
ments of social reality as the same set of alternatives; (2) agents possess complex 
preferential systems, meaning that educational preferences, for instance, cannot be 
separated from other mating preferences; (3) homophily is not the dominant pattern 
of mating preferences; (4) homophily occurs systematically alongside hyperphily 
and hypophily for all variables; (5) some actors are indifferent towards mating pref-
erences, but this preferential indifference can actually be interpreted as one element 
of a preferential, or rather dispositional, system. The analysis or assumption of soli-
tary mating preferences should be approached with caution, even in this potentially 
promising field of application – that is, despite the fact that online dating represents 
a particularly good setting for actors to reflect upon their mating preferences. Our 
findings so far support the conceptualization of mate choice acts as resting on pref-
erential systems rather than singular preferences, thus favoring the concept of mate 
choice as a generalized by-product of the habitus. As it has been shown that age 
preferences correspond to market positions, the next section shall address the extent 
to which the latent classes of mating dispositions vary according to their social pre-
conditions, that is, the social space.

�The Positional Character of Mating Dispositions

As argued in Chapter 4, most models of rational choice, not only in the case of mate 
choice, are characterized by a lack of conceptualization of the situational and pre-
situational  – i.e. social and historical  – conditions of action. In particular, the 
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question of the socio-historical differential conditions of perception and evaluation 
in analytically separate situations is emphasized as a conceptual desideratum for the 
MAS approach. When applying the Bourdieusian concept of habitus, mating prefer-
ences cannot only be thought of as dependent on one another, but also – to a crucial 
extent – on the social space. This is to say that one can expect that the different 
preferential systems, as elaborated in the last section, will vary according to the 
social space. Taking preferences for age as an example, it has been shown that these 
preferences vary according to market position, measured by market-relevant traits 
such as education. In this section, Bourdieu’s fundamentally relational approach – 
in which the differing “spaces defined by preferences” (Bourdieu 1984: 208) are 
defined according to their common structure, that is, the amount and structure of the 
forms of capital involved – will be implemented for further investigation.

Let us examine the dispositional classes which were synthesized in the previous 
section from different relationship preferences, and proceed to apply them to the 
model of social space as constructed in the previous chapter. The latent classes are 
projected into this space passively, which results in their average positions without 
an impact of the original structuration of the geometric space (see Figure 7.6).

Fig. 7.6  Classes of mating dispositions within the social space (Source: own illustration. 
Calculations are based on the survey and observation data from a German online dating website, 
2009. N = 756.)

�The Relational Structure of Mating Preferences



158

The results are as follows: the latent dispositional classes ascertained in the pre-
vious section vary considerably in their positions in the social space representation 
of the dating platform’s market structure (a complete independence of the disposi-
tional classes and their spatial location would result in the accumulation of all 
classes at the intersection of the axes). It can thus be seen that systems of mating 
preferences vary non-coincidentally with the users being investigated. The empiri-
cal pattern is in line with Bourdieu’s concept of habitus: latent Class 1, the class of 
men with high lifestyle aspirations and a particular indifference towards other 
female mating traits (except for youth and looks) can be located in an advantageous 
position of high capital volume, and of high cultural capital in particularly. 
Apparently, their upper-class habitus, which is characterized by a generally ‘disin-
terested interest’, manifests here in the form of little interest in a female partner’s 
control over societally-rewarded resources (income, status, etc.). This interest is 
empirically accompanied by a particularly strong lifestyle homophily, a fact which 
tends to conceal the underlying objective implications – namely that men in this 
group are nevertheless more likely to form a relationship with a female partner of 
the same social class (given their youth and attractiveness).

Female Class 2 can be located on the right-hand side of the social space illustra-
tion, as those users possess little economic and cultural capital. Their habitus is 
evidently characterized by a disposition towards higher male status: women in this 
preferential class systematically prefer men with higher status with regard to 
income, age, education, and occupation. Homophilous tendencies are, in this female 
class, consistently insignificant. The relational mating preferences of the habitus of 
the female Class 2 point to a strong dispositional hyperphily. Thus, these women 
can be characterized by a systematic hyperphily, which indicates that they might see 
the (digital) partner market as a means of social advancement.

Male Class 3 can be located in the middle of the social space, indicating an aver-
age capital endowment. Their preference system can be characterized by systematic 
economic hypophily and cultural homophily, which points to the presence of tradi-
tional gender roles in their habitus.

Members of male Class 4 possess little economic and cultural capital, and a low 
total capital volume. Due to their consistently undemanding preferences and their 
general indifference, their habitus can be interpreted, in the context of mate choice, 
as a romantic “taste of necessity” (Bourdieu 1984: 6): apart from a preference for 
female youth and a low level of educational homophily (which actually means here 
that a potential female partner should not be better educated than themselves), men 
in this class seem simply to be satisfied with those women who are available. Men 
of this social class seem to have internalized their offline chance structure and are 
thoroughly satisfied if they can realize any partnership with a younger woman who 
does not have a higher social status than themselves. Obviously, lower-class men 
seem to be prone to becoming the disadvantaged participants of the partner market, 
not only because they can hardly meet the relationship demands of women with 
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similar backgrounds. The restricted conditions of existence and the backgrounds of 
these users – that is, their social class – manifest themselves in regard to relationship 
dispositions; they are affected by necessities in the same way as they are on other 
markets. Nevertheless, as Figure 7.4 reveals, this position is also associated with 
high subjectively-assumed chances of finding a partner online, a pattern which 
could be interpreted as a manifestation of a frictional relation between habitus and 
market: these users may believe in the applicability of advertisements claiming that 
everyone has a chance, thus mistaking the market for a sphere of equal opportuni-
ties, and themselves for the ‘average user’ able to take advantage of them.

Class 5, consisting of women with especially demanding mating preferences, is 
located in an advantageous socio-spatial position in the space. These women, who 
possess high cultural capital, but also high overall capital, display even higher stan-
dards regarding potential partners than women from Class 2. This may seem 
surprising from the perspective of economic exchange: even if they themselves have 
a strong set of resources, women in this class desire partners with superior symbolic 
and material resources in the key social values. From a Bourdieusian perspective, 
this strong tendency for hyperphily can be thought of as a female disposition for 
submissiveness: only in culturally legitimate symbolic subordination can this female 
habitus realize its suitable societal status. The highly demanding nature of these 
preferences actually represents a disposition for submissiveness, and hence a mani-
festation of male domination within women’s dispositions. In general, men consis-
tently show mating dispositions for female youth and beauty, as biological and 
psychological research has frequently substantiated. It should be also taken into 
account, however, that the male interest in female youth is accompanied by the 
desire for women with explicitly lower status (Class 3) or at least indifference (Class 
1), which amounts to an implicit devaluation of female economic capital. In sum, 
combined with the female habitus’ disposition for higher status in their male part-
ners, the partner market brings agents together whose various forms of dispositions 
and emanating practices reproduce societal male dominance and women’s objecti-
fied status.

This analysis undermines empirically the central arguments for a relational 
expansion of the individualist notion of mating preferences: the dispositional char-
acter of relationship preferences precipitates in the systematic interrelation with and 
correspondence to the social space. Also, mating dispositions were shown to depend 
on the general relational position of the actors on the partner market. The relational 
mating perspective leads us to expect that the conditions which form the system of 
relationship preferences are not merely a function of the structural logic of the theo-
retical construct ‘partner market’: the different systems of mating dispositions, as 
well as their relations to actors’ objective position in the market, are the result of 
socialization processes, which essentially take place before they enter the (digital) 
partner market, as argued in Chapter 5. In the following section, we will assess how 
users from different social classes reproduce the socio-spatial conditions in their 
practice of using the digital partner market.
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�The (Dis-) Positional Character of Rationalities in Mating

In the next section, the issue of rationality and strategies in mating-related agency 
will be assessed using the example of deceptive practices in online dating. The 
realm of deception and trust represents one of the core issues in current research on 
online dating and online interaction in general. Again, the relational position of the 
user will be utilized for an explanatory model of deception. Using latent class 
regression models, it will be demonstrated that the position in the social space 
affects not only the quality and quantity of deceptive practices, but also corresponds 
to different causally adequate rationalities involved in deceptive practices. Thus, 
the example emphasizes the fact that rationality (in mating) can be understood 
more as a function of the user’s position in the social space than a general principle 
of (mate) choice.

�Deceptive Practices and Market Position

In this section, the issue of rationality and strategies in mating-related agency will 
be assessed using the example of deceptive practices in online dating. The realm of 
deception and trust represents one of the core issues in current research on online 
dating and online interaction in general. Many authors emphasize psychological 
traits or the nature of online dating as key mechanisms in deceptive practices (see 
e.g. Hall et al. 2010; Phillips et al. 2011).

Zillmann et al. (2011) apply a relational perspective in order to assess deceptive 
practices as a function of the partner market rather than as an outcome of psycho-
logical traits. This emphasis on the relational market position of the users, within 
the market’s rules and norms, represents a transformation of the fundamentally indi-
vidualistic approach, inasmuch as deceptive practices are not ascribed primarily to 
the individual or psychological characteristics of the users, but to the user’s market 
position. The overall situation on the digital partner market is characterized by a 
high level of competition for chances for attention and contact: all actors are required 
to present themselves as attractive and interesting as possible, in order to be con-
tacted by other actors or to receive a reply to their own contacts. Those actors, 
however, who are endowed with relatively poor market-relevant resources are the 
ones most likely to resort to strategies of deception to increase their chances for 
attention and contacts. The theoretical discussion of partner market’s conventions 
regarding the acceptable quantity and quality of untruthfulness led Zillmann et al. 
(2011) to postulate two rational strategies of compensation. In the assumption that 
actors are aware of the conventions in force on the partner market, it would seem to 
be a natural strategy only to deceive to a conventionally acceptable degree, i.e., to a 
limited extent in various characteristics, and never to stray too far from the truth 
regarding one particular attribute. Apart from the obvious effect of specific decep-
tion in a trait where a user sees himself or herself as less than optimal, a hypothesis 
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of non-specific compensation practices was also derived. As the average user can 
only legitimately compensate his or her specific weaknesses to a certain degree, 
users are systematically motivated to further enhance their potential for attention 
and subsequent exchange in this highly competitive environment by optimizing 
multiple profile attributes.

Using data from the online survey discussed earlier, Zillmann et al. (2011) ana-
lyze whether patterns of misrepresentation in users’ profiles can be detected, and 
which of the actors’ characteristics influence the observable patterns of reported 
untruthfulness. Categorical regression models show that men with a low educa-
tional status have the highest probability – compared to men with intermediate or 
high levels of education – of making dishonest statements regarding their educa-
tional status. For women, in contrast, the effect was u-shaped: both women with low 
educational status and women with high educational status are more likely than 
women with an intermediate educational status to describe their educational status 
untruthfully (see also Zillmann 2016).

Also, with increasing weight, both men and women exhibit an increasing likeli-
hood of being dishonest regarding their weight, and the taller a man is, the less 
likely he is to lie about his height in his user profile. The analyses also support the 
hypothesis of unspecific compensation. For education, it seems that men with low 
educational status, when compared to men with intermediate and high status, have 
a greater tendency to be untruthful with respect to their weight. The effect of educa-
tion is reversed for women; highly educated women have a higher probability of 
lying about their weight, compared to women with intermediate and low educa-
tional status, and keeping weight constant. Furthermore, men with low educational 
status have, compared to men in the intermediate and high status groups, an 
increased tendency to lie about their height. The study shows that whereas men 
attempt to compensate for disadvantageous educational status with their height and 
age, women use physical attractiveness as a counterweight for perceived or actual 
weaknesses in their educational status.

This explanatory model, which in principle could also be applied to offline pro-
cesses, was promising for the context of the virtual partner market. As argued before 
there is (a) an unusually high level of competition for attention, (b) deception is 
considered a common practice, (c) users are required to avoid competitive disadvan-
tages, and (d) the assumption prevails that the technical and social situation of 
online dating induces a particular kind of rational disposition, including the need for 
reflection upon one’s mate value and prospects for success. The assumption is that 
typical users consciously attempt to increase their attention potential, calculating 
their exchange potential dependent on their subjectively perceived partner market 
value. The lower the perceived chances for exchange as a function of one’s per-
ceived set of resources, the greater the probability that the user will engage in decep-
tion, both regarding the ‘defective’ attribute itself and regarding other characteristics. 
The foundation of this calculation, at least according to this model, is the subjective 
comparison of one’s own set of resources with anticipated expectations on the part-
ner market, taking the normative limits of legitimate deception into account, as well 
as the trade-off between utility and success probabilities.

�The (Dis-) Positional Character of Rationalities in Mating



162

The analysis assumes that users reflect upon their reflection of chances for atten-
tion and exchange – following the Weberian definition of market value as outlined 
in Chapter 3 – taking this assumption the basis for a general logic underlying prac-
tices of deception. Although a relational market perspective is utilized, the approach 
applied so far assumes an average actor and a universal logic of practice. This 
inflexible assumption can fundamentally be relativized with recourse to the concept 
of habitus.

�An OLS Regression of Deceptive Practices

Using the example of deceptive practices, we will empirically examine the plausi-
bility of a model of one universal logic of practice. Although every interpretation of 
statistical models is restricted, in that we do not know the actual subjective inten-
tions of the actors involved, a generalizing average actor-model seems even more 
restricted, as the scope for possible subjective dimensions is especially limited here. 
If, for example, we observe that many users tend to select profiles according to a 
particular trait (such as age), it is not possible to establish that the same subjective 
logics are involved (see also Chapter 4). The same applies to the realm of deceptive 
practices in online dating. The empirical analysis will proceed in two steps. First, a 
traditional regression model of all stated deceptions will be discussed. In the next 
step, a latent class regression model (Vermunt and van Dijk 2001) will be applied to 
the data in order to identify the potentially different types of rationality underlying 
practices of deception.

Using the same data which formed the basis for the analysis of Zillmann et al. 
(2011), the logarithmized number of every surveyed characteristic where deception 
was recorded and modeled will be used as dependent variable in OLS regression 
model. For this purpose, the following indicators will be analyzed, by way of count-
ing when users admitted to employing deceptive practices: education, age, occupa-
tional status, income, (authentic) profile picture, and gender. Gender, body mass 
index, education (ordinally scaled), age, and interaction terms are used as indepen-
dent variables in the model. Table 7.3 reports the results of the model, showing that 
the effects essentially correspond to the results of Zillmann et al. (2011): women 
report that they deceive less often than men; education is weakly associated with 
deception, especially for men; age correlates negatively with deception for both 
sexes, but it shows a curvilinear increase, which indicates a slight increase of decep-
tion from a certain age. Accordingly, this model, where various profile attributes 
potentially subject to deception are assessed, also conforms to the interpretation 
presented before (or is “causally adequate” (Weber 1978: 11)).
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In the next step, model 2 additionally includes the subjectively perceived poten-
tial for attention on the dating site, and the subjectively perceived potential for find-
ing a partner in general, in order to test the interpretation that subjective calculations 
underlie the deceptive practices of the actors directly. Both variables are Likert-
scaled from 1 to 5. The expectation which can be deduced from the aforementioned 
generalized assumption of rationality is that, with increasing potential for attention 
and exchange, the number of deceptive practices should diminish. The effects of the 
market value indicators should also diminish in explanatory significance, if not dis-
appear entirely, as the market position effect was conceptualized as taking effect by 
way of subjective perception and reflection.

Table 7.3  OLS – model with logarithmized count of deceptive practices

b sig.

Sex (Male = 0) −1.28 ***
BMI −0.05 ***
Education (ord.) −0.29 ***
Age −0.03 **
BMI*Sex 0.03 **
Education*Sex 0.14 **
Age*Sex 0.00 *
Age (sq.) 0.01 **
Intercept 3.38 ***

Source: Online survey of users of a large German online dating portal; 
N = 2113; own calculations

Table 7.4  OLS  – model with logarithmized count of deceptions incl. 
subjective chances

b sig.

Subjective chances for
 � Attention (online) −0.03 –
 � Exchange (long-term) 0.14 ***
Resources
 � Sex (Male=0) −1.22 ***
 � BMI −0.05 **
 � Education(ord.) −0.24 ***
 � Age −0.03 **
 � BMI*Sex 0.02 **
 � Education*Sex 0.12 **
 � Age*Sex 0.00 *
 � Age (squared) 0.00 **
 � Intercept 3.24 ***

Source: Online survey of users of a large German online dating portal; 
N = 2113; own calculations

However, the empirical effects of model 2 question this assumption (see 
Table 7.4): (a) with an increase in subjectively perceived potential for exchange, the 
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average number of deceptions actually increases; (b) subjective potential for atten-
tion online has no independent effect beyond the subjectively perceived potential for 
general exchange chances (i.e. finding a mate); (c) indicators of market value con-
tinue to function as strong predictors of dependent variables, despite the control of 
the central assumed theoretical mechanism.3 Overall, this finding challenges our 
previous conceptualization of deception as a function of the anticipated relation 
between chances for (online) attention and (long-term) success.

�A Latent Class Regression Model of Mate Value and Deceptive 
Practices

Using the example of deception, the question assessed now is whether a reflective 
rationality can be seen as being universally induced by the special conditions of 
online dating, or whether individual users’ rationalities can be better understood as 
working differently. From a habitus perspective, the specific question is as to 
whether there are different rationalities at work behind practices of deception, or 
whether partner market participants act in the same reflective, utility-maximizing 
way. To analyze this problem in a meaning-adequate way (Weber 1978: 12), the 
most appropriate method would involve a qualitative reconstruction of the user’s 
perceptions; however, the alternative presented in the following section again uses 
the survey data analyzed above. Although no differentiated qualitative data was 
recorded for the assessment of this problem, this quantitative framework at least 
enables a corroboration of the idea of the ‘differential logics’ underlying deceptive 
practices. This operation can thus show that more potential causally adequate inter-
pretations than only one single universal rationality can be assumed. To approach 
the question of the differential logics of practice upon which deception on the digi-
tal partner market might be based, we will again present an integration of the two 
empirical modeling traditions of finite mixture classification and geometric data 
analysis. In the first step, the relation between subjective potential for attention and 
exchange on the one hand and deceptive practices on the other hand will be statisti-
cally classified. The intention is to investigate whether the assumption of an average 
actor is empirically valid or whether an empirical typology of multiple causally 
adequate patterns of rationality can be identified within the sample. In the second 
step, it will be examined whether and to what extent these classes of subjective rela-
tions of chances and practice empirically correspond to the social space as previ-
ously constructed.

3  This result is extremely stable, appearing both in models of the probability of individual profile 
deception and in models with several traits. This effect did not disappear when the influence of 
resources on self-perceived market value was specified using a structural equation model approach, 
nor did it disappear when the survey drop-out mechanism was modelled with Heckman correction 
models. Zillmann et al. 2013 present a description of the selective survey participation of the par-
ticular data.
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To answer the first question, the dependent variable – the logarithmized number 
of deceptions – will be analyzed again using OLS regression, albeit only using the 
two variables of subjective perception (the subjective assessment of potential for 
attention online and the subjective assessment of general romantic exchange 
chances) as independent predictors. However, a statistical differentiation of this 
regression model is conducted based on the parameters of these two independent 
variables; this means that the analysis is actually examining whether empirically 
different types of statistical associations between deceptive practices on the one 
hand, and chances for attention and exchange on the other, can be identified. This 
procedure of latent class regression (Vermunt and van Dijk 2001) can be thought of 
as a non-parametric random effect model, thus conforming to the multilevel and 
parametric random effect models so prevalent in current social science research, 
albeit without the assumption of a continuous, normally distributed random effect 
parameter. Just as in conventional finite mixture modeling, this process identifies a 
statistical optimum of latent classes of regression associations.

Table 7.5 yields the results of the non-parametric latent class regression model. 
The optimal solution here is three classes, and this 3-class pattern was remarkably 
robust over a range of different models. The first substantive insight is that the rela-
tion between deceptive practices and subjective potential chances cannot be gener-
alized for all users, as not one but three classes are identified. Class 1, with 32 % of 
all users, represents a type where neither subjective chances for attention online nor 
subjective chances for exchange in general affect the extent of deceptive practices. 
Class 2, comprising 41 % of all users, conforms more to the rationality mode 
assumed by Zillmann et al. (2011): users in this class tend to reduce their deceptive 
practices with increasing perceived potential for attention online. However, Class 2 
also increases deceptive practices with increasing general exchange chances. Class 
3 (26.80 %), in contrast, increases deceptive practices as a function of both per-
ceived potential for attention and exchange. Furthermore, the respective intercepts 
indicate that Class 2 shows the highest base level of deception, Class 3 the lowest, 
and Class 1 a medium base level.

Table 7.5  Latent class regression of deception as function of subjective chances

Class 1

z

Class 2

z

Class 3

z Wald(32.03 %) (41.17 %) (26.80 %)

Subjective chances for
Attention 
(online)

0.0005 0.37 −0.1295 −2.56 0.92 16,4888 273,6951

Exchange 
(longterm)

−0.001 −0.65 0.1651 3.15 1.00 20,682 434,0551

Intercept −0.007 −5.21 1.2493 24.26 −0.27 −11,1127 847,6516

Source: Online survey of users of a large German online dating portal; N = 2113; own calculations
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Accordingly, assuming a generalized rationality underlying deception is not 
causally adequate for all interviewees. Although no meaning-adequate insights can 
be derived from this, or indeed any quantitative model, an interpretation of the pos-
sible meaning underlying these patterns shall be proposed: Class 1 does not show 
any particular reflective relation between its own perceived mate value and decep-
tive practices; members of this class do not seem to ask themselves the question as 
to the relation between potential for attention and potential for exchange. What 
could expected to be the logic of all users, from a generalizing point of view, can 
actually be found for Class 2. This class reduces deceptive practices as a result of 
attention received online, whereas the stated confidence in generally finding a part-
ner encourages deceptive practices independent of subjectively assessed chances 
for attention. Class 3 also tends to engage in a great deal of deceptive practices if the 
potential for finding a partner is low. However, high levels of attention do not lead 
to these users refraining from deception but, conversely, to even more intensive 
deceptive practices. One possible interpretation here is that the effect of long-term 
exchange chances operates in the same way as in Class 2, while the effect of poten-
tial for attention is different. Perhaps an actual attention event does not represent 
enough of a ‘safe chance’ for the initiation of a relationship for these users, and 
instead requires further deceptive self-presentation to maintain an initial contact 
beyond the early stages of merely being perceived by a potential partner.

Up to this point, a classificatory modeling of the systematic difference in the 
relation between subjective potential and deceptive practice has been introduced, 
which means that the model of rationality assumed by Zillmann et al. (2011) can be 
differentiated by taking into account the fact that different rationalities underlie 
deceptive practices. We shall now proceed to relate these classes of rationality to the 
social space as constructed before.

�Rationality Types Within the Social Space

The next question will be whether the empirical typology of rationalities as identi-
fied before can also be thought of – as one might expect from a Bourdieusian per-
spective – as a function of the social space, or if the empirical relationship between 
rationality type and position in the social space is unsystematic. This would result 
in an empirical concentration of the classes at the origo of the diagram. For this 
purpose, the three statistically identified probability types of causally adequate 
rationalities will be differentiated by gender and then passively projected onto the 
social space as described above. The projection clearly shows that the gender-
specific ‘subjective chance  – deceptive practice’ relations, or causally adequate 
rationality types, are by no means independent from the social space (see Fig. 7.7).
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Clearly, men and women with an advantageous chance structure in the sense of 
capital volume tend to belong to rationality Class 1. Class 2 is empirically associ-
ated with an average position in the social space, whereas Class 3 displays a disad-
vantageous position in the space. From a habitus perspective, the finding of socially 
variable rationality is unsurprising: Class 1 is unlikely to show a reflexive approach 
to deception, simply because it is neither necessary nor expedient for these users to 
behave strategically in a rationalist sense. These users already have greater than 
average potential for success on the partner market and will find it less necessary 
than other users to contemplate their specific market situation. Apart from the 
advantage of a high mate value, they also have “the easy relation of those who are 
in their element, who have the laws of the market on their side” (Bourdieu 1993: 
85). In this context of self-presentation in online dating, one is reminded of 
Bourdieu’s description of the upper classes’ talents for “casualness, grace, facility, 
elegance, freedom, in a word, naturalness” (Bourdieu 1984: 339). This casualness is 
apparent in the way that, among other things, users belonging to this class consider 
their own potential to be merely ‘average’, a fine example of understatement. The 
habitus of privileged men and women can be characterized via an ‘objective util-

Fig. 7.7  Passive projection of rationality-deception types and illustrative variables (Source: own 
illustration. Calculations are based on the survey and observation data from a German online dat-
ing website, 2009. N = 765)
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ity’ – not just in mating – which seems to manifest itself in everyday interaction as 
informality and not in form of subjectively expected utilities. However, this class’s 
practice of self-presentation certainly implies, quantitatively, a level of deception as 
an element of their habitual self-presentation, albeit more as an almost involuntary 
matter of course than as the result of particular strategic calculation. This shows that 
the most privileged members of a particular society cannot be described according 
to a subjective instrumental rationality in dealing with the issue of deceptive self-
presentation. They are, in contrast, characterized by a relative absence of subjective 
rationality, a disposition which ensures the objective rationality for these users.

The particular rationality characteristic for users of Class 2 can also be explained 
with recourse to habitus: users in this class are located in a middle position of the 
social space, thus literally representing the middle class in the broadest sense. 
Bourdieu sees their position as being “characterized above all by opportunities for 
social advancement – opportunities which may be small objectively, but which can 
be magnified and indeed realized by an absolute desire for advancement” (Krais and 
Gebauer 2002: 45, o.t.). The “pretentious” taste of the middle class is impelled to 
overcome “reality” by “appearance” and “bluff”, and especially “middle-class men 
are obsessed with both the Goffmanesque question of the best theatrical presentation 
and with the effort to compensate for their lack of economic capital and connection 
to the world of legitimate culture by means of an ascetic rigidity and assiduity” 
(Joppke 1986: 70). According to Bourdieu, a considerable part of the middle class 
is practically predisposed to develop a disposition towards the world which largely 
corresponds to the idea of a rationally and reflectively choosing actor. On the digital 
partner market, too, the assumption of a reflective approach to personal potential for 
attention and to utility-maximizing logic as the driving force behind deceptive prac-
tices seems to be causally adequate for this habitus. The regression parameters give 
the impression of a particular form of calculation – one which lets actors engage in 
‘safe’ deception up to a certain point and then leads them to reduce the deception 
strategically after an actual attention event occurs. This also explains the fact that 
there is a higher number of actually realized dates in this segment: the habitus of this 
class of users seems to move them to consider – in much the same way that voices 
from critical sociology assume to be the case for all users – the principal problem of 
online dating to be the maximization of utility in the search for a partner. One might 
say that the ‘locus of instrumental rationality’ underlying acts of deception can be 
shown to be the central position of the mating market and the social space. The fact 
that users in the central section of the social space actually consider their potential 
to be relatively low also supports this theory: the competitiveness of the online dat-
ing market seems to be felt particularly acutely by these user, just as competitive-
ness can be seen as a characteristic of middle class culture.

Class 3 users are more likely to deceive the greater their potential for attention 
and exchange is; this highlights the specific situation of users from the lower classes 
in which attention does not correspond to a potential relationship, but instead 
involves further deception so as not to lose the attention of the potential partner in 
question. Remarkably, however, the users in this class, males in particular, dramati-
cally overestimate their potential for finding a mate. Their position in the space 
shows that their subjectively perceived probabilities of realizing a relationship are 
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grossly overestimated – in fact they have the worst chances of all users, a fact which 
manifests itself in the disadvantageous Eigen-Value centrality and the low number 
of actual offline dates. Whereas the habitus of the middle classes is broadly compat-
ible with the specific situation of online dating, for Class 3 users, the situations 
generated by the digital partner market seem to result in habitus friction, and cor-
responding unrewarding practices, which result from the incongruence of the objec-
tive situation and their internalized dispositions.

Although conducted on a quantitative basis, this empirical example challenges 
the attempt to generalize any (bounded) rationality as being the universal principle 
of deceptive practices on the partner market. Applying a differentiated view to the 
data, it cannot be inferred that each analytically-defined market participant in a situ-
ation of mate choice genuinely and subjectively orientates his agency in the same 
manner towards a future ‘romantic’ outcome.

In contrast to the picture of online dating as implying a specific logic of (hyper-
rationally) choosing a potential partner (cp. Žižek 2010; Illouz 2007; Whitty 2008), 
no general logic of deception (as a result of the medium itself) which appears 
equally relevant for all users (cp. Hancock et al. 2007; Toma et al. 2008; Toma and 
Hancock 2010) can be claimed. Practices of deception, which are often analyzed as 
formally similar and comparable, must rather be interpreted as differing in the form 
and content of their respective rationalities. By pretending to possess more sym-
bolic capital than is in fact the case, agents may try to achieve an advantage in the 
highly competitive market. However, this must not be understood as the result of a 
universal instrumental rationality, and of an “action being the product of a calcula-
tion of chances and profits” (Bourdieu 2000: 138) – supposedly universally induced 
by the digital partner market – but rather as a systematic emanation of habitus-based 
practice. Some users may assess their chances very much in line with the individu-
alistic model, whereas others follow an opposing logic, and some do not evaluate 
their own chances on the partner market at all in the context of deceptive practices. 
Evidently, for certain locations in the social space, the assumptions of MAS seem to 
be more valid than for other positions. As argued before, online daters act according 
to different situational logics, which can be defined by their external market posi-
tion, as well as by internalized conceptions of themselves, potential partners, and 
the market’s principles. Thus, users may ‘solve’ different problems in contacting 
potential partners, problems which are always dependent on the users’ particular life 
courses, which structure their perception and self-perception.

After having demonstrated the (dis)positional nature of mating preferences, and 
the dubiousness of assuming a universally prevailing rationality  – even on the 
rationality-inducing digital partner market  – in the next section, another step is 
made towards a Bourdieusian sociology of couple formation. If mating preferences 
and rationalities are indeed best described as relational systems dependent on struc-
tural conditions prior to the dating market, the user’s interactions can be also 
expected to exhibit a structural logic, as they are constituted by the encounter of 
agents and their habitus being structured in every respect. We can therefore expect 
that reciprocal classification processes (see Chapter 5) will manifest in various con-
stellations, rather than in one or two typical modes.
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�Structured Reciprocal Classification in Mating Interactions

In the previous analyses, we corroborated the theoretical idea that mating chances, 
mating preferences, and mating rationalities can be understood as being genuinely 
structured and as structuring the online dating market. We shall now discuss the 
issue of the structural dimension of mating interactions. Theoretically, online dating 
data allows partner market research to observe interactions, and thus to assess which 
principles underlie dyadic constellations. However, both traditional mate choice 
research and social space theory tend to under-conceptualize the variability of mat-
ing interactions. The choice perspective has difficulties abstracting from the aver-
age actor and average actor relations, and thus in conceptualizing systematically 
different resource relations. As a consequence, and due to the transfer of monadic 
statistical models to a situation of dyadic interactions, the observation of interaction 
data is often interpreted under the assumption of general underlying logics, such as 
the logics of exchange. Habitus theory overemphasizes the impact of the social 
space on the process and outcome of interactions, and thus (inter)-subjective varia-
tions and processes in mating. This is related to its specific statistical approach, 
which usually constructs the social space as a space of agents and not as a space of 
interactions. In this chapter, the concept of mating as reciprocal classification prac-
tices – as motivated in Chapter 5 – will be mobilized in order to reveal the structural 
variations which underlie the exchange of messages on a dating site. A finite mix-
ture model of dyadic classification, as proposed in the chapter on methodology, will 
be applied to the first, sixth, and last observed contacts. It will be shown that differ-
ent dyadic constellations emerge in the process of reciprocal classification online. 
Given these findings, we reject the idea that any generalized logic in mating interac-
tions (such as educational homophily, lifestyle affinity, exchange, or utility maximi-
zation) can be understood as the one single meta-principle of interaction in 
mating.

�Lifestyle Homogeneity as a Process

Viewing “acts of co-option” (Bourdieu 1984: 241) primarily from a perspective of 
dispositions for lifestyle similarity, Bourdieu was not particularly interested in the 
processual and intersubjective character of mating, or the gender-specific resources 
taking effect in form of reciprocal evaluation and rating practices. Hence, a superfi-
cial reception of Bourdieu’s work might suggest a quasi-deterministic model of 
mating (cp. Schmitz 2012). One may conclude that, similar to the process of select-
ing a cultural commodity, men (or women) choose women (or men) with similar 
positions and lifestyles in the social space (Nagel et al. 2011). The result of such an 
oversimplified process or ‘mode 1’ interaction (cp. Chapter 5) would be nothing but 
ab ovo homogeneous couple configurations – that is, exclusively dyads comprising 
agents with the same lifestyle. The following analysis will illustrate the limitations 
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of this view. First, and following the orthodox interpretation of Bourdieu (Schütze 
2008; Streib 2015: 20), dyadic lifestyle similarity will be analyzed by deriving the 
average correlation between the cultural capital of sender and receiver for each con-
tact event. Figure 7.8 shows the average correlations of the cultural capital of sender 
and receiver of a message for each contact event, from the first observed contact to 
the last observed contact. Obviously, lifestyle appears as a strong sorting mecha-
nism, as the average correlation moves from a near zero correlation at the first 
observed contact to a correlation of .4 at the 22th interaction event.

Fig. 7.8  Correlation between sender’s and receiver’s cultural capital (n = 21,048 (Initiated Dyads). 
A dot indicates the correlation coefficient ρ for the particular interaction length (1–50). Example: 
the correlation of sender’s and receiver’s cultural capital is approximately zero for first contact 
events and approximately 0.4 for 22nd events. The black line represents a local polynomial 
smoothing plot. The gray lines indicate the confidence intervals (Quoted from Schmitz 2012))

However, the relation between the sender’s and the receiver’s cultural capital is 
far from deterministic, even at the peak of the interactional chains: only 16 % 
(r = 0.4) of the variance of the receiver’s cultural capital can be explained by the 
sender’s cultural capital. Hence, there is still considerable variance between the 
cultural capital of two interacting users. Furthermore, the average inclination of cor-
relations says nothing about the reciprocal dimension of the process. For example, 
it is sufficient if one actor in a dyad has a disposition for lifestyle similarity to 
explain the emerging pattern. Another mechanism to be taken into account is the 
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fact that lifestyle similarity may be a by-product of other preferences (as argued in 
Chapters 4 and 5). Finally, there is considerable leeway for heterophily, and the 
question is whether there are further mechanisms and logics implied (such as rela-
tions of dominance, manifest exchange, latent equivalency, etc.) that may contribute 
to generating couple configurations.

�A Dyadic Finite Mixture Model of First and Last Observed 
Contacts

As argued in Chapter 5, the concepts of social space and habitus allow us to specify 
the logic of a mating situation as being the interplay of two (or more) agents’ habitus 
with one another, and thus as confrontations of structured positions and disposi-
tions. The conceptualization of mating as reciprocal classification processes analyti-
cally incorporates different inter-subjective principles, such as lifestyle similarity 
preferences, (gender-specific) heterophilious dispositions, and relational equiva-
lency preferences. These principles are understood as (conscious, unconscious, par-
tially conscious, etc.) reciprocal orientations relevant in particular dyadic 
constellations.

Regarding objective capital endowment as associated with the agent’s habitus, 
processes of reciprocal classification can be understood as comprising different 
classes of manifest similarities and dissimilarities between two interacting agents. 
In Chapter 5, the question of ‘who chooses whom’ was reformulated to the question: 
how do classified agents classify themselves and each other into classes of agents? 
This consideration motivated the dissection of the aggregated interaction process 
into different empirical dyadic configurations using a dyadic, rather than monadic, 
statistical technique. In Chapter 6, we proposed modeling agent configurations, 
applying the statistical dependency of the agents involved, with a finite mixture 
model (Vermunt and Magidson 2003) in order to identify typical dyadic association 
patterns. Within this approach, the statistical identification of typically occurring 
dyads is effected by means of the manifest (dis)similarity in characteristics between 
the interacting users. In this way, the way in which the process of classification 
works in the agents’ practice can be generalized for an understanding of how recip-
rocal classification works: similar to the way Bourdieu’s concept of class condenses 
agents into fuzzy groups which are defined by probabilities, interactions can be 
reduced to a finite number of classes of probability. Consequently, it is not classes 
of individual users which are to be statistically identified, but classes of dyads.

A first analysis was conducted by Schmitz (2012), who used records of interac-
tion events and integrated profile information following the theoretical extension of 
mating as classificatory mechanism of classified agents and the statistical model of 
dyadic class analysis. For this purpose, each profile characteristic was used once for 
each dyad member and an optimum of categorical latent classes was identified. In 
doing so, the potential for observing and modeling the statistical dependencies 
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between the users interacting on the platform was utilized, rather than treating sta-
tistical interdependencies between sender and receiver as a nuisance. The analysis 
was restricted to the profile characteristics sex, age, education, and lifestyle of the 
interacting users, and to the first and the last recorded contact.

From a simplified Bourdieusian perspective of homophily, one could expect that 
the only dyads to emerge in such a model will be homogeneous with regard to the 
variables used, i.e. that a variable value (e.g. a certain lifestyle) of the sender deter-
mines the same variable value of the receiver of a contact. If this was the predomi-
nant pattern, the analysis would lead to a class of homogeneous dyads (a class with 
lifestyle A of sender and receiver, a class with lifestyle B of sender and receiver 
etc.). This was labeled ‘mode 1 process’ in Chapter 5. Another expectation may be 
that all possible dyadic configurations, and no classes, emerge – meaning that the 
sender’s characteristics do not determine what kind of receiver he or she contacts. If 
we were to observe this, neither the homophily model, nor an equivalency or 
exchange model, nor relations of submission and domination, or any other logics 
could be derived from dyadic class analysis.

However, Schmitz (2012) shows that the users create several classes of interac-
tion which are multi-faceted in the first contacts, but which (a) reduce in number 
and (b) become increasingly distinct and stable up to the last observed interaction 
event. Within this process of cumulative decomposition, the structure of the dyadic 
classes showed that no one single mating trait (such as age, education, or lifestyle, 
etc.) was uniformly preferred by an ‘average user’ in the moment of first contact. On 
the contrary: as all modeled variables showed a strong covariance with regard to 
their systematic intersections in different agents (and their classes), reciprocal clas-
sification practices generated multi-dimensionally structured dyadic classes.

For example, it was shown that the very significance of lifestyle itself varies 
according to age and sex. Older women seemed to be more discriminating regarding 
the lifestyle and education of a potential partner, right from the outset. Thus, a stable 
dyadic class with older, well-educated, and demanding women with considerable 
cultural capital and men representing the symbolic goods of the upper class was 
identified. Younger women of the sample, by contrast, were characterized by a pref-
erence for manifest similarities, and also by the fact that they remain in relatively 
stable dyadic classes with more highly educated men with high cultural capital. The 
analysis also showed that the various reciprocal classification processes impact on 
the relative value of the symbolic goods, as well as on the men and women present-
ing them in their profiles. For example, less well-educated men are rated down on 
the dating market, but less-educated women are not.

�A Dyadic Finite Mixture Model of 6th Contacts

The intention of the following section is to further illustrate the scope of structure 
within reciprocal classification processes. Whereas in the model put forward in 
Schmitz (2012), first contact events and last observed contacts were compared, this 
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section addresses dyadic classification in more detail. For this purpose, data con-
taining sixth contacts – that is, a dyadic interaction length of six – will be analyzed.4 
This enables an emphasis on the different empirical constellations which ‘survived’ 
the early stages of contacting and answering, but for which the relationship had usu-
ally not yet been transferred to email or telephone. Again, the statistical model 
applied is the dyadic class finite mixture model. The variables used are gender, age, 
body mass index, high school diploma, qualification, job position, and cultural capi-
tal (as measured by a dimension of lifestyle practices yielded by correspondence 
analysis).5 Furthermore, several indicators were derived from the process-generated 
data itself: distance in kilometers between two users, the length of the interaction 
chain (number of exchanged messages), number of parallel interactions,6 length of 
time on the dating platform,7 desired relationship status, and mate value (derived 
from the network indicator as described in this chapter).

Whereas an approach involving testing hypotheses is indeed possible (for exam-
ple by restricting the parameters of the model in a certain way), we do not want to 
test hypotheses regarding the emergence of couple constellations here. Rather, this 
analysis of dyadic classes shall further illustrate the manifold manifestations of 
structure within different reciprocal classification practices. The resulting dyadic 
classification model of sixth contacts yields an optimum of eight classes, according 
to the lowest classification error.8 Table A.1 (Appendix) reports the profiles param-
eters for the dyadic classes.

Dyadic Class 1 (21.02 %) is characterized by considerable differences between 
the sender and receiver of the particular contact event. The male initiator of the sixth 
interaction event has a lower educational level and occupational qualifications than 
the female receiver (e.g. male vocational apprenticeship compared to female univer-
sity degree). Men of this class also possess a low educational level and low qualifi-
cations overall. The sender and receiver of this dyadic class differ according to age 
(men are on average 34, and thus 7 years older than women of this dyadic class), 
BMI (women have a ‘more favorable’ figure), cultural capital (female capital being 
higher than male), and chance structure (female mating chances being exceptionally 
high and male chances being exceptionally low). The average number of subsequent 
interactions is 0.4, meaning that the average dyadic constellation of this class ends 
after less than one additional contact.9 This ‘moribund’ dyadic class is particularly 

4  The average dyadic length is 1.9, with a standard deviation of 2.2.
5  Although formal education is an emanation of cultural capital in the Bourdieusian sense, this 
analysis focuses on the question of whether cultural capital, as measured via lifestyle differences, 
shows a pattern independent from formal education.
6  This was measured as interactions with more than one user in a day. This variable is only used for 
one actor per dyad as it determined the variable value of the dyadic partner in all models.
7  However, this is not necessarily a sign of long-term stabilization, but may just as well represent a 
sign of insufficient motivation to change the communication medium (email, telephone etc.).
8  A solution with more classes represents better fits, but the size of the resulting classes is negligi-
ble both empirically and substantively.
9  Alternatively – and this is less plausible given the findings of the previous analysis, which showed 
that women consistently ‘disprefer’ men with lower status than themselves – the interaction is 
transferred to email, telephone, or even face-to-face meetings.
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remarkable as it is the quantitatively largest class, even though five interaction 
events have already taken place. Apparently, and as discussed in Chapter 5, the mere 
dissimilarity of two users is not sufficient for an immediate contact termination, as 
the interacting parties still need to recognize and act upon this (habitus) dissimilar-
ity during the process of communication (or the disutility of continuation, as others 
would put it).

Dyadic Class 2 (16.25 %) shows another pattern; this constellation consists of 
female users with an average age of 44 and male users with an average age of 47, 
with a striking similarity in their (comparably high) education and qualifications. 
Additionally, the cultural capital and objectified mate value of men and women in 
this class are particularly homogeneous. This pattern may be interpreted as conse-
quence of straightforward homophily, but given the previous analyses of stated dis-
positions (which established that women with high objective mate value and overall 
capital configuration tend to have a systemtic hyperphilious disposition) it might be 
better understood as hyperphily in disguise. The average interaction length amounts 
to 4.5 subsequent contacts, which points to a comparably high probability of stabi-
lization and subsequent interaction. In this dyadic class, not only does habitual simi-
larity seem to condition the dyad’s survival, but a male status advantage  – as 
indicated by higher male age and higher occupational status – is also inherent. This 
dyadic class points to a nascent logic of exchange between male economic capital 
(to the extent to which it is legitimate to interpret occupational status as a proxy for 
economic capital) and female traits (e.g. a comparatively good figure). Remarkably, 
habitual congruency of two agents in the sense of lifestyle similarity is accompanied 
by habitual complementarity, which may involve a (probably subjectively uncon-
scious) objective exchange.

Dyadic Class 3 (15.2 %) contains the oldest users of the platform, with men aged 
49 and women 44 on average. Men in this constellation show average to low educa-
tional qualifications, and possess little cultural capital, whereas women show aver-
age values for cultural capital and slightly above-average formal education. Men in 
this class are likely to have a vocational apprenticeship and differ from their female 
communication partners in that they are also disproportionately often self-employed, 
which points to a systematic potential male economic advantage. This dyadic class 
does not imply habitus similarity by means of cultural capital, but nevertheless 
shows a non-negligible dyadic interaction length. A possible interpretation is that 
this ‘mode 2 constellation’ (see Chapter 5) combines users with a rational habitus 
and a disposition towards exchange rationality (and is thus a particularly good 
example for MAS); another interpretation is that the interacting parties themselves 
reciprocally provide the situational conditions for recourse to instrumental ratio-
nality.10 Women in dyadic Class 3 are relatively old, possess a disadvantageous 
chance structure, and hence have an objective inducement to lower their sights when 
it comes to lifestyle affinities. Nevertheless, their corresponding communication 
partners possess a relative economic advantage, which could make them appear to 

10  Of course, the interplay of these analytically distinct mechanisms cannot be neglected.
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be acceptable partners in the context of rational comparison. Another fact that may 
be interpreted as manifestation of rational conduct in mating is that the interacting 
parties tend to live relatively close to each other, which enhances the expected prob-
ability of success of a specific relationship.

Another interpretation can be applied to dyadic Class 4 (11 %) with women aged 
38 and men 43 on average: higher qualifications, education, and cultural capital for 
women are accompanied by higher male occupational status and lower (institution-
alized) cultural capital, both in terms of relative and absolute comparison. 
Remarkably, the mate value indicator for men and women in this class is strikingly 
similar. This class has the highest interaction length (16 interactions in total) and 
communicates over the largest geographic distance (average of 234 km). Couples 
surviving the sixth interaction and eventually realizing an offline relationship may 
well be understood as being the result of (conscious or unconscious) exchange 
mechanisms.

Dyadic Class 5 (10 %) contains the youngest users of the platform – with men 
aged 26 on average and women 22 on average. Women display all educational 
levels, but contact men with Abitur11 disproportionately often, while contacting men 
with the lowest level of secondary education less frequently. Furthermore, these 
interacting parties have similar cultural capital but different chance structures on the 
platform (which is due to the advantageous youthfulness and appearance of these 
women). Accordingly, this class can be characterized by similarity in habitus, which 
again could be understood as objective exchange between female attractiveness and 
male status. However, this does not necessarily lead to the establishment of a rela-
tionship, as one can tell from the comparably low probability of dyadic ‘survival’.

Dyadic Class 6 (10 %) contains older men (49) and women (42), with the men 
having, on average, a higher educational level and better qualifications, but different 
job profiles (men show higher probabilities of being self-employed – be it in trade, 
industry, or professional services); women have a BMI particularly conforming to 
standards of what some may label as female ‘erotic capital’. In addition, men and 
women of this dyadic class share similar amounts of cultural capital. The dyadic 
interaction length averages four further contacts. Accordingly, the conditions for the 
emergence of this constellation seem to be founded in both lifestyle affinity and 
latent equivalency of (symbolic) capital.

A similar logic applies to dyadic Class 7 (8.4 %) which consists of male users 
aged 32 on average and female users aged 27 on average; men of this class interact 
with women of the same or lower educational level. In addition, women are more 
often not (or not yet) in full-time work and men are more often self-employed. This 
points to a logic of exchange between male economic status and female youth and 
attractiveness, which is both encouraged and at the same time concealed by a par-
ticular similarity of lifestyles.

Dyadic Class 8 (7 %) contains users with accumulated disadvantages: both men 
and women of this dyadic class show a particularly weak structure of success 

11  The Abitur is Germany’s highest level of secondary education and a prerequisite for university 
admission.
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chances, which can be traced back to the disadvantageous BMI of the women and 
to low male educational levels. In addition, these women are comparatively old (43) 
and have a high probability of belonging to the working class or being unemployed, 
which is commensurate with very low cultural capital. Moreover, while this class is 
characterized by a considerable interaction length, it is restricted to a smaller geo-
graphic environment, which can be interpreted in this case as an expression of geo-
graphical and socio-spatial restrictions. The ‘taste of romantic necessity’, previously 
discussed with regard to preferential systems, seems to manifest itself here in the 
form of the increased likelihood of survival for those dyads which actually take up 
an unfavorable position in the partner market or the social space in general.

In conclusion, a dyadic class analysis of sixth contacts establishes that, even 
within the early process of interaction, agents cumulatively decompose the market 
through practices of reciprocal classification. In doing so, a strong assortative mat-
ing can be observed, mediated not by one single core variable, but by several traits 
and their interrelations. Accordingly, the variety of classification practices cannot 
be reduced to general homophilious lifestyle preferences, but also comprise 
dissimilarity preferences which foster (partially) dissimilar couple configurations, 
while nevertheless contributing to the creation of homogeneity in the aggregate. 
One must then interpret Fig. 7.8 in such a way that emerging dyadic lifestyle homo-
geneity results from selective extinction of heterogeneous configurations, rather 
than from homophilious (lifestyle) preferences. Likewise, ‘macro-homogeneity’ in 
education or any other singular variable must be understood as the result of diverse 
classification practices, practices which cannot be reduced to a single class of pref-
erences or ‘micro-behaviour’. Another result yielded by dyadic class analysis is the 
fact that the strong pattern of emerging cultural similarity shown for the overall 
process for some dyadic classes turns out to be accompanied by a difference in male 
(higher) and female (lower) economic capital and female youthfulness and attrac-
tiveness. Exchange in mating must be interpreted as a question of market segments, 
as only some dyadic constellations show corresponding patterns of complementary 
resources, and – requiring time as they do – these patterns do not manifest in first 
contact events but in the subsequent process. This pattern would have been over-
looked when applying unidirectional regression models and looking for ‘average 
causalities’. These findings are in line with the theoretical derivations that ‘elective 
affinities’ in mating imply gender specific dissimilarity dispositions: it is not gen-
eral lifestyle affinities, but the complementarity of male and female mating disposi-
tions which characterize their particular habitus. On the whole, the different 
objective and subjective logics involved in interactions reproduce aggregate pat-
terns, the material and symbolic differences between couples, and gender differ-
ences within couples on the level of the digital partner market.

Thus, the practice of restricting the interpretation of choice acts in online dating 
to any single general meaning (such as one mating preference, e.g. educational 
degree, age, income etc.) is inadequate. Whereas it is common in current analyses 
of online and offline dating when using web-generated process data to interpret 
contact behavior with reference to one prevailing subjective logic, the model of 
reciprocal classification – in contrast – highlights the necessity of conceptualizing 
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several interactional logics underlying individual and dyadic classification practices 
in mating.

Of course, the possible underlying classification logics of the objectively emerg-
ing classes can only be assumed given the ‘objective’ nature of the data. The prob-
lem is exacerbated in the context of romantic interaction, where two agents bring in 
their specific practical meanings. For example, questions arise as to whether the 
observation of educationally similar contacts in online dating are actually the result 
of educational homophily, whether genuine exchange calculations are made by both 
potential partners in heterogeneous constellations, whether one of the practical log-
ics applies to one of the interacting parties, whether the observed (dis)similarity is a 
one-sided or two-sided by-product, etc. Regardless of these questions, however, it is 
indisputably reasonable to consider different and simultaneous causally adequate 
explanations, a potential which is hardly provided by the method and methodology 
of the mate choice paradigm (e.g. when trying to identify average exchange logics 
in analyses of first contact events).

Overall, the selected empirical evidence of this chapter supports the insight that 
online dating is a partner market which is highly structured and structuring in its 
outcomes over a range of different traits. The market itself follows the structural 
logics of the German offline society with regard to both economic and cultural capi-
tal. Women’s and men’s objective structures of opportunity on the market can be 
understood as a function of the social space and social class. Mating preferences 
show a relational interdependency to each other and to the positions in the social 
space. Also, rationality in mating can be understood as a question of habitus and 
position, rather than as a universal model of human agency or a general characteris-
tic of digital partner markets. Finally, just as mating preferences, rationalities, and 
resources etc. are best understood as relational in the sense that they constitute 
structured patterns, interactions themselves are also to be recognized as highly 
structured (and ultimately structuring) processes. In the subsequent chapter, we 
shall reflect on the implications of this generality of structuration and discuss our 
findings in the context of a Bourdieusian theory of mating processes.
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    Chapter 8   
 Online Dating – A Unifi ed and Unifying 
Symbolic Good Market                     

          This last chapter will combine the lines of argumentation and provide a conclu-
sive sociological understanding of the phenomenon ‘online dating’. Applying a 
Bourdieusian notion of ‘structure’, we will argue that the social distances between 
agents of different social classes, otherwise maintained by social, geographic, and 
institutional segregation in a largely direct way, are consolidated in digital partner 
markets in a particularly immediate way. In the ‘hyper-focus’ online dating, 
users – socially classifi ed before even entering the market – classify themselves, 
their symbolic goods and their potential partners in the course of their practices 
and interactions. It is under the conditions of numeric abundance of potential 
partners from all social classes where the scarcity and hierarchy of symbolic 
goods already operative in the offl ine world come to light and can unfold their full 
force. A dating platform is a partner market with a unique effi cacy, as it allows 
symbolic capital to operate very effi ciently in its function of converting the users’ 
capital endowments. In the aggregate, users thereby create a particularly struc-
tured market, which reinforces the relations of societal domination also effective 
outside of the online dating market. In contrast to reductionist theories of indi-
vidual choice, that conceive of the market’s structure as condition and outcome of 
individual preferences only, the Bourdieusian conceptualization helps us to 
understand the role of relational structuring practices. Given the fact that habitus 
is operative even in the supposedly structure-free sphere of online dating, this 
work makes a case for a sociological approach that remains sensitive to the aggre-
gated effects of reproduction strategies in a realm closest to the idea of freedom 
of action. 
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    The Ongoing Unifi cation of the Market of Symbolic Goods 

 In contrast to a widespread spontaneous impression, this particular context of online 
interaction was shown to be both fundamentally structured and structuring in regard 
to its socio-structural conditions, processes, and outcomes. Social structure, which 
is often seen as attenuated in online dating – due to the absence of the direct infl u-
ence of third parties, social networks, and institutional arrangements – is in fact 
consistently and diversely present in the digital partner market, its users, their inter-
actions, and the emerging assortative structure. Analyzing survey and observational 
data from a major German dating site, it was demonstrated that online dating users 
display categories of perception and systems of romantic preferences which corre-
spond systematically with their position within the partner market and thus with 
their societal position itself. Each user participates actively with their habitus in this 
digital meeting context as a fully socialized subject, and thus becomes part of a 
nexus of relations of mating dispositions, strategies, (ir)rationalities, practices, and 
hence of all the social preconditions of mating also relevant in offl ine mating. 

 In fact, in non-specialized online dating platforms with profi le-based free choice 
in which agents from virtually all social classes participate (cp. Skopek  2011 ; 
Zillmann  2016 ), the users and their traits, practices, and dispositions are uniquely 
subject to comparison, mutual referencing, and conforming to romantic standards. 
This comparability contains, in particular, all the symbolic emanations of class- based 
habitus such as self-presentation, use of language, practices of fl irtation, use of decep-
tive strategies, dealing with the artifi ciality of the ‘unromantic situation’, digital com-
petencies, and so on. If the term ‘focus’ labels contexts where agents meet and – among 
many other things – mate, then online dating can be unequivocally conceived of as a 
 hyper-focus , virtually (in its twofold meaning) throwing together the symbolic goods 
which have always been effective in the offl ine manifestation of the social space. 

 As argued in Chapter   5    , the unifi cation of the  symbolic good market  is not a new 
phenomenon resulting from supposed idiosyncrasies of the digital medium. 
Bourdieu ( 2008 ) demonstrated, using the example of the rural region of Béarn in the 
1960s, that improved infrastructure and the economic development of France as a 
whole led to a structural expansion of the national marriage market, but not to the 
emergence of a generalized increase in the ‘level of freedom’ of mate choice. On the 
contrary, as a consequence of the convergence of previously distant partner markets, 
the agents’ symbolic goods were subject to manifold processes of symbolic stan-
dardization and hierarchization. 

 Consequently, the modernization of the French state further increased the rela-
tions of symbolic domination and social inequality between different social classes, 
with the marriage market being one of the social forces involved. The unifi cation of 
the market of symbolic goods, in the case of France, must be understood as a result 
of the long-term transformations of society exerted by modernization. Processes of 
technologization, improving infrastructure, individualization, and rationalization, 
etc., are still taking place today. In our times, these societal developments appear in 
the form of pronounced digitalization and marketization of the social, for which 
online dating markets are perhaps one of the best examples. Well-known mecha-
nisms of hierarchizing agents’ chances according to their symbolic goods are 
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 particularly effi cient on a dating site, with its profi le design, and in particular the 
potential for and necessity of direct comparisons of these profi les, fostering a clear 
visibility of society’s class structure. 

 It is for these reasons that mechanisms of symbolic hierarchization are particu-
larly characteristic in the modern case of a digital partner market. Here, the users’ 
differentially structured dispositions come into contact with one another, a fact which 
activates particular rationalities, fosters particular interactional logics, and ultimately 
precipitates in differentially structured dyadic classes. When confi guring their pro-
fi les, ranging from pictures, hobbies, and likes and dislikes to socio- structural indica-
tors, users of a dating site are forced to reveal their symbolic goods and to expose 
them and themselves to direct comparison with the goods as advertized by their 
competitors. Thus, online dating enables a particularly effi cient “labour of represen-
tation” including “theatralization and aestheticization” which is – already constitu-
tive for offl ine life – “directed towards manifesting the agent’s social conditions” 
(Bourdieu and Passeron  1977 : 197). Users with little symbolic capital can hardly 
avoid unfavorable comparisons between their symbolic resources and those of other, 
better-equipped users. When lower-class users present their symbolic goods, this 
leads to their objective evaluation and ultimately devaluation, resulting – for them – 
in a low probability of fi nding a partner. The social and code- related architecture 
fosters the adaptation to a perceived or assumed standard (like confi rming to a certain 
body shape). As a consequence, behind the exposition of the most innocent lifestyle 
dispositions, there prevails a simultaneous devaluation of all the symbolic goods 
which are constitutive for the position of the lower classes in the social space. 1   

    Digital Classifi cation Practices 

 The unifi cation and the implied standardization of symbolic goods is not limited to 
the symbolic value of profi le characteristics, but refers equally to the ways online 
daters make use of this technology by means of interacting with communication 
partners. As it was shown for the case of age and lifestyle-related practices of clas-
sifi cation in mating, and as others have been showing for educational level (Skopek 
 2011 ; Skopek et al.  2011 ) or ethnic background (e.g. Potarca and Mills  2013 ), users 
exhibit practices of ‘free choice’ which will result in couple confi gurations familiar 
from offl ine contexts. But online dating is not a mere digital facsimile of offl ine 
partner markets. A constitutive part of this hyper-focus, which operates with little 
physical co-presence, is the particular relevance of visual self-portrayal and linguis-
tic expression. The importance of profi le pictures (or rather of creating an image of 
oneself which conforms to attractiveness standards) has a particularly immediate 
impact on the quality and quantity of users’ chances for attention. Of course, physi-
cal appearance is a decisive factor for offl ine mating as well, but in the digital sphere 
there is little chance for a user’s more intangible qualities to shine if they have 

1    Given the increase of educational expansion in Western societies, mate choice research should 
analyze which different milieus and lifestyles are hidden behind formally identical educational 
attainments. 
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already been rejected as a result of their profi le picture. This is one reason some 
dating site providers have the default setting of blurred profi le picture, which can be 
un-blurred as soon as one thinks that another user might be promising, usually as a 
consequence of a promising exchange of messages. One way or another, under the 
terms of computer-mediated communication in the platform’s chat system, a par-
ticularly strong linguistic structuration of the interaction process can be identifi ed. 
In a particular immediate way, different sociolects, which have been acquired 
offl ine, collide within reciprocal classifi cation processes online. 

 Just like in offl ine mating, the symbolic goods demonstrated while using the chat 
system – which further display the form and competencies of expressing oneself in 
written messages – have their distinctive value defi ned in relation to the alternative 
advertized goods on the partner market, thus generating a clear ‘distinction profi t’ 
for those users who have the least to lose from such comparisons. One could say 
that, in online dating, the bourgeois, which is “characterized by distinguished dis-
tance, prudent ease and contrived naturalness”, and the working class, which “mani-
fests itself in the tendency to […] shun the bombast of fi ne words and the turgidity 
of grand emotions through banter, rudeness and ribaldry” (Bourdieu and Passeron 
 1977 : 116) experience a particular reciprocal intensifi cation of their class affi lia-
tions. This extent of actualization is usually not found in relatively homogenous 
offl ine foci such as bars, university seminars, parties, balls, etc. Just as the ways of 
speaking and writing are specifi c to habitus, modes of decoding are dependent on 
capital endowment and constitutive elements within practices of reciprocal classifi -
cation and, ultimately, for class reproduction. 

 Moreover, and in contrast to most everyday situations offl ine, on the digital dat-
ing market, the representatives of the lower classes are not merely abstract pres-
ences, but become concrete reality inasmuch as the architecture of online dating 
insinuates that they are potential mates, which fosters practices of distinguishing 
and distinction. These are less likely to occur offl ine, where most social interaction 
take place within more socially homogeneous settings. Users from the upper and 
middle classes report in qualitative interviews that they prefer those potential part-
ners who “can take what is written on board and who can adequately react to it, that 
is, that they are oriented towards dialog in their communication” and do not use 
“street slang”; they prefer those users “who can keep up with them”, for example by 
“visiting the theatre” and “liking to read books”, in contrast to “talking about TV 
soap operas” and “wanting an early personal meeting”. They complain about those 
who make “always the same spelling mistakes”, or that a chat partner “always 
makes a smiley without a colon”. However, statements like these not only occur in 
interviews, but become part of the dyadic communication process itself, where the 
unusual context of encounter and the urge to compare are particularly pronounced. 
Dismissively referring to third parties and their “disgraceful”, “uninspired” or 
“brash” communication practices while chatting with a promising potential partner 
serves not least to establish a ‘stylistic’ consensus, transforming ineligible users into 
objects of strategic communication. 

 For those who can afford the capacity to believe in romance when searching for 
their signifi cant other, the ‘insignifi cant others’ become not merely something to be 
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ignored, but instead an appreciated  insufferable  other. The overt cultural differences 
between sender and receiver underline the uniqueness of the rejecting user and his 
or her actual ideal partner. Online dating, effective at generating additional sym-
bolic distinction, implies a selective integration of the underclass into the dyadic 
communication process even more effi cient than it is the case in offl ine foci. It 
facilitates both the inclusion and exclusion of the ineligible classes as constitutive 
parts of the reciprocal classifi cation process. And whereas class-specifi c fl irting 
practices in their respective offl ine contexts are seldom subject to sanction and stig-
matization, they are particularly effective in online dating at generating additional 
symbolic distinction profi t for the most privileged users, who gain a rewarding con-
versational gambit and a distraction from the embarrassment of taking the fi rst step. 
Thus, online dating not only – similar to the traditional love letter – promotes pro-
cesses of idealizing (Ben-Zeʾēv  2004 : 19) an unknown communication partner, but 
also of de-idealizing other users and ultimately hierarchizing the symbolic goods of 
the users according to standards defi ned by the privileged. 

 Habitus-specifi c practices of deception in profi le presentation and communica-
tion, which constitutes a core issue in online dating research (cp. Zillmann et al. 
 2011 ; Zillmann  2016 ), represent another striking example of the considerable com-
parability and standardization of symbolic goods on the digital partner market. 
Those users with little symbolic capital are particularly subject to the effects of the 
devaluation of their symbolic goods: they are forced to ‘optimize’ their own sym-
bolic capital in order to be perceived at all, thus recognizing the legitimacy of the 
symbolic goods of those actors who already have higher success chances on the 
online and offl ine partner market. Practices of posting particularly fl attering photos, 
the glossing over of negative traits, or direct lies lead to even more intense competi-
tion for the most desired resources, doubling the competitive advantage of the upper 
classes: they are not merely blessed with better resources from the outset – they are 
also able, being less subject to the necessity of deception, to distance themselves 
from those users who are forced to engage in deception to increase their success 
chances. This leads to an additional moral differential on the market, intensifying 
the symbolic hierarchy of the social classes. The reduced probability of being 
exposed as a deceiver is accompanied by a clear moral superiority, even when com-
pared to the middle positions in the social space, who display a particular rationality 
and thus unease in their practices of self-presentation and interaction. The symbolic 
goods of the most privileged are not only advantageous even before entering the 
partner market; these users experience an additional increase in value because the 
users from the middle and lower classes, recognizing and respecting the symbolic 
hierarchies, engage in deception according to the ideals they share regarding attrac-
tive partners – ideals, however, which are defi ned by the resources de facto monopo-
lized by users from the upper classes. As a consequence, not only are the symbolic 
goods of the privileged users rewarded, but the legitimacy of their dominant cultural 
arbitrariness is further reinforced, due to the fact that their lifestyle and ways of cop-
ing with the dating situation constitute the reference system for the standardization 
of the plurality of the different mating practices. Online dating may well be thought 
of as a striking case of what Richard Sennett describes as the tyranny of intimacy in 
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contemporary society, where “the test of whether people are being authentic and 
‘straight’ with each other is a peculiar standard of market exchange in intimate rela-
tions” (Sennett  2002 : 8). However, users of a dating site are capable to different 
degrees of avoiding and profi ting from this tyranny. 

 In turns out that the technical and social conditions of a dating site as analyzed 
throughout this book imply a differential operation between the habitus of members 
of different classes, and thus a tendency of the market to operate to the advantage of 
the advantaged. Subscribing to a dating platform and thereby transcending the digi-
tal divide does not lead to a universal ‘digital dividend’, for ‘the user’, as the distri-
bution of profi t varies socially. The users – socially classifi ed before even entering 
the market – classify themselves and their potential partners in the course of their 
practices and interactions, creating a particularly structured market, and recreating 
and reinforcing relations of societal domination that already exist outside of the 
online dating market. 

 It is a restriction of the partner market analyzed here that it only includes hetero-
sexual couple constellations. However, reciprocal classifi cation practices are equally 
constitutive for all types of interactions, including those outside the standards of 
heteronormativity. Thus, whereas this work chose a non-specialized heterosexual 
dating platform, future research may well utilize the proposed approach in the con-
text of homosexual dating, as well as in analyzing particular niches of the partner 
market (such as dating sites for particular religious affi liations, ethnic groups, etc.).  

    Equal Opportunity as Illusion and Symbolic Violence 

 One can state without doubt that classifi cation practices on the digital partner mar-
ket reproduce the positional and dispositional hierarchies between the social classes 
and the sexes in many ways. The idea should be dismissed that increased opportuni-
ties for free mate choice and romantic self-fulfi llment – as they are theoretically 
provided by online dating – are actually realized in the practices of ‘the user’. 
Processes of reciprocal classifi cation on a dating site lead to a systematic hierar-
chization of the chances for attention and exchange which can hardly be identifi ed 
in this pure form in any offl ine market. Whereas geographical and social segrega-
tion represent relatively intact foci for specifi c social groups in the offl ine context, 
providing a certain number of potential partners for all members of the social group 
in question, the hyper-focus online dating is characterized by the selective provision 
of ‘romantic advantages’ for users privileged even before registering to the dating 
platform. Thus it is certainly not the case – as frequently assumed by both laymen 
and some scientists – that only ‘losers’ are forced to use the internet to fi nd a partner, 
neither can online dating adequately be described by general “superior outcomes” 
(Finkel et al.  2012 : 28). Just as differential cumulative advantages and disadvan-
tages can emerge in any market, the losers and winners are reproduced as such on 
the digital market. This is of genuine sociological interest, precisely because the 
analysis of an online market provides a clear picture of the users’ habitual 
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distinctions that refl ect their socialization both off and online, without spatial and 
social limitations interfering with the symbolic classifi cation of mating value. 

 As has been shown, the potential for realizing one’s own predicted chances of 
fi nding someone is not a question of the medium itself, but of the user’s social class 
background. In online dating, the disadvantage of users with low capital is further 
increased: not only do they have objectively poor prospects, but in addition, they are 
led to believe in the promises of an effi cient search for a perfect match, and thus 
overestimate their chances (not least as a result of a comparison with their offl ine 
chances and advertisement slogans). Believing in their chances online, these users 
tend to engage in ‘illegitimate’ strategies such as sending, or responding to, contacts 
en masse. Users with low chances for attention clearly experience the low value of 
the symbolic goods they embody – if only via their low probabilities of receiving a 
reply – which in itself already has plenty of potential to reinforce their sense of class 
position. Even worse, trying to utilize the virtual possibilities of strategic adaptation 
to one’s market value is not a promising approach; the compensatory strategy made 
possible by the technical and social conditions of a dating platform to increase the 
amount of contacted profi les is a conspicuous example. Such practices impede pos-
sible success, as the blatancy of impersonal messages contributes to symbolic deval-
uation relative to those men, who possess the distinctive cultural capital of addressing 
individuality in a market operating via goods rather than persons. 

 In the light of these considerations, online dating is not characterized by chances 
for everyone, but in fact by the scarcity of chances for attention, which refl ects the 
relative scarcity of symbolic goods. For the upper classes, online dating is, to a 
degree, a means of revealing the distinctive value of their symbolic goods. Every 
time the personal happiness of the disadvantaged is realized by ‘realizing their 
homophily’, the objective social distances between the classes are realized and 
reproduced. Due to the persistent claims in the dating industry’s advertising that 
there is ‘someone for everyone’, however, the individual user is led to ignore the 
structural implications of his or her ‘personal choice’. Ultimately, the disenchanted 
user, infected with the self-made man ideology and the rhetoric of ‘every Jack will 
fi nd his Jill’, is confronted with the additional burden of being forced to attribute 
lack of romantic success to herself. These mechanisms of symbolic dominance and 
symbolic violence, resulting from practices often reduced to ‘free choice’, further 
contribute in the reproduction of societal class structure.  

    Re-Traditionalizing Effects of Modern Technology: The Case 
of Gender 

 The ubiquitous reciprocal evaluation, classifi cation, standardization, and hierar-
chization of symbolic goods and their carriers on the digital partner market mani-
fests itself not least with regard to gender relations. A trait sought by most men is 
female youthfulness and attractivity, a disposition which contributes in defi ning the 
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female exchange value towards physicality. On the digital partner market, even 
more intensively than in traditional markets, the female body becomes a criterion 
for selection, whereas societal power resources such as education or income are 
neglected by most male users of the dating platform, independent from their class 
background. As men show highly selective patterns, excluding women above a cer-
tain age, body mass, and with unappealing profi le pictures, those women not con-
forming to standards of attractiveness are forced to compensate for this ‘defi cit’ by 
showing feminity with respect to behavioral and linguistic aspects. As the female 
habitus is structured by the societal relations of power and domination, a tendency 
to anticipate stereotypical male expectations regarding can be expected to become 
(re)-activated. A particularly striking example of the structuration of female disposi-
tions can be seen in the fact that upper class women deceive with regard to their 
social status, not by feigning higher education or occupational status, but by con-
cealing (or even downgrading) their academic degrees in an act of anticipating 
men’s unwillingness to accept their own inferiority (cp. Zillmann et al.  2011 ; 
Zillmann  2016 ). It is a particular perfi dy of the partner market that upper class 
women are not only less able to capitalize on their potentially superior economic 
and cultural capital than men, but that the representation of their symbolic goods 
contributes to the subversion of their romantic prospects. However the high aspira-
tions and standards of women with an advantageous capital endowment must also – 
indeed, especially – be understood as internalized subordination to male domination, 
which is not reduced but rather promoted in this market. In the course of messaging 
they only accept offers from men who have at least the same economic and cultural 
capital. This is often misunderstood as further evidence for the generality of the 
homophily principle, but the recurring fi nding of (educational) homogeneity, which 
is derived from the observation of the educational degrees shown in the profi les, 
must be interpreted as hyperphily in disguise. The analysis of stated preferences 
revealed that women with high economic and cultural capital do show a systematic 
and strong pattern of hyperphily. Thus, upper class women, although having an 
advantageous position in the social space, are nevertheless disposed to symbolize 
their social status through the relational superiority of a man. 2  

 Women from the upper classes, whose economic and educational resources are 
rewarded to a lower degree on the market (or even have a negative impact, which 
explains the female tendency to conceal higher education), thus by necessity com-
pete with (younger) women from lower strata, who are encouraged to invest in their 
physicality in order to approximate their ideal of hyperphily. On the market level, 
this reinforces the status of the (youthful) female body as a legitimate object of 
romantic exchange. 

 Trapped in the same structure, societal power relations manifest in men in the 
form of a complementary complicity. It is a peculiarity of the male habitus, which 
is hardly separable, to implicate a disposition which tends to consider the female 
body a symbolic good and to display only subordinate interest in women with a 

2    Further research may profi t from this consideration, for example by relaxing the strong assump-
tion of homophily in analysing homogeneity developments within international comparisons. 
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higher volume of economic, cultural, and ultimately symbolic capital. In the light of 
the market character and the role of erotic charisma in online dating, it is not far-
fetched to expect a certain (re-)activation of deeply rooted representations of the 
female body as a symbolic good within men’s dispositional systems. The promises 
of freedom from normative restrictions (Kauffmann  2011 ) and erotic ideals (Bühler-
Illieva  2006 ), which may lure (female) users into entering the digital partner mar-
ket, are anything but fulfi lled. Social control in the sense of direct infl uence by the 
family and peers (Kauffmann  2011 ) may indeed be suspended online, but control in 
the sense of feedback to one’s characteristics is more direct and intensive than in 
any offl ine context. The social and code-based architecture fosters the adaptation to 
perceived or assumed standards (like confi rming to a certain body shape), to an 
extent that self-portrayal may be better described self- disciplining for some users. 
Consequently, the operation of erotic charisma clearly does not serve as “women’s 
trump card in mating and marriage markets” (Hakim  2010 : 510), but as mechanism 
of the re-traditionalization and reproduction of gender relations. If a class of users 
can be said to profi t from the advantages yielded by online dating, it is upper class 
men who can, due to their symbolic capital, easily and promisingly enter different 
segments of the partner market. 

 Whereas gender and class have been given analytical priority in this work, the 
impression should be avoided that the underlying mechanisms are restricted to these 
categories. Just as male and female mating dispositions, which are deeply rooted in 
patterns of perception and practices, are actualized on the online dating market and 
further reinforce the structure of domination between the sexes, all dispositional 
categories can be expected to be impacted by the ‘hyper-focus’ online dating. 
Further research should focus on other emanations of re-traditionalization regard-
ing, for example, ethnic, religious, or ideological categories, which can be expected 
to also experience particular (re)activation in digital dating markets.  

    Acquired Digital Space and Physical Space 

 As a consequence of the described mechanisms inherent to this digital sphere, the 
structure of the overall social space – society – tends to retranslate itself into the 
offl ine physical space (cp. Bourdieu  1996 : 10). Just as the physical space is socially 
structured through practices of closeness and distance, the digital space (which in 
fact turns out to be an analytical sub-category of the social and the physical space) 
is genuinely structured by the distances reproduced in the course of reciprocal clas-
sifi cation practices. 

 The habitus of the dating site’s users provide, to (socially) different degrees, the 
conditions of realizing the theoretical possibilities and coping with the challenges of 
online dating with consequences that resemble the historical case of the French 
region of Béarn: “Whereas the most advantaged may extend the geographical and 
social range of their marriages […] the least advantaged may be condemned to 
extend their geographical area to compensate for the social restriction of the social 
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area in which they can fi nd partners” (Bourdieu  2008 : 184). Like the urbanites in 
Bourdieu’s analysis, male online dating users of the upper class “can choose 
between several hierarchized markets”, whereas the peasant, like the members of 
the lower classes in online dating, “is confi ned to his own area, and has to compete 
even here with rivals who are better endowed, at least symbolically” (ibid. 183). The 
geographically bound nature of the lower classes familiar from offl ine research (cp. 
Bozon and Heran  2006 ) is reproduced under the conditions of digitality. And, like 
Bourdieu’s analysis of the rural marriage market, online dating offers a particular 
opportunity for women from lower social classes to escape from their local mar-
riage markets, by providing an enlarged fi eld of eligibles compatible to their 
hyperphilous disposition, i.e. to ‘marry upwards’. Also, as dyadic class analysis 
revealed, the combination of geographic proximity and proximity in the sense of 
belonging to the lower classes seems to work as an effi cient principle for couple 
emergence. 

 For example, male members of the lower classes, in contrast to their privileged 
competitors, struggle to maintain a lasting online interaction, and, even if they man-
age to do so, will often end up with a female partner from the same disadvantaged 
class. For them, male domination manifests as a ‘romantic taste of necessity’, which 
could be misunderstood as mere homophily, but which is the result of internalized 
societal position resulting from being lower class males. The consequences clearly 
manifest in the way the access of the disadvantaged agents is limited to partners in 
close geographical and social proximity. 

 Accordingly, the frequently invoked digital relativization of physical proximity 
between agents is itself relativized by the social origin of the users: whereas some 
are able to attract partners from further afi eld, others are restricted to their position 
in the social and thus in the physical space. The debate regarding the space- 
boundedness of the lower classes (Bauman  2005 : 32) repeats itself in the ‘place- 
free’ sphere of a dating platform: it is the digital space that engenders re-placement 
in a social and a geographical sense.  

    Structuration Trough Neutralization of Structure 

 Overall, one may think that “online dating has fundamentally altered the romantic 
acquaintance process” (Finkel et al.  2012 : 23), but one cannot claim that the offl ine 
effects of this digital partner market can be discussed in terms of a diminished rel-
evance of class structure and gender relations. The shortsighted perception that 
social structures are strongly relativized online in general, and in the digital partner 
market in particular, cannot only be justifi ably rejected: in fact, the exact opposite 
of this misconception holds true. The very principle of the unifi cation of the (rural 
or digital) symbolic good market lies in the neutralization of “social mechanisms” 
as traditionally yielded by offl ine conditions, which structure offl ine mating pro-
cesses (Bourdieu  2008 : 181). In contrast to offl ine foci such as specifi c bars, educa-
tional institutions, geographic places etc., agents and thus cultures from the most 
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diverse societal positions collide in the online dating market. On a dating site like 
the one analyzed here, where users can participate free of charge, the geographical 
and institutional segregation which is known from the offl ine partner market, is 
strongly relativized and even reversed. A remarkably direct confl uence of users 
from different social classes and their respective internalized systems of classifi ca-
tion can be observed, a confl uence of agents with the common purpose of fi nding a 
mate, which cannot be observed in any offl ine context in this pure form. In the 
absence of reliability of expectations – as they prevail in familiar social settings due 
to shared norms, due to the established regulation of the processes of mating, and 
due to the fact that, predominantly, potential partners from the same class are 
encountered – online dating can be characterized by a comparably strong activation 
and relevance of aesthetic and moral structures, that is, the dispositions of the users’ 
habitus. In contrast, in homogeneous foci such as specifi c educational institutions, 
bars, or other locations, the issue of status hierarchies is less evident to those look-
ing for a mate, since the lower variance of encountered habitus creates less habitual 
friction and necessitates less active aesthetic and moral distinctions. 

 The social distances between agents of different social classes and different part-
ner markets – otherwise maintained by social, geographic, and institutional segrega-
tion in a largely direct way – is consolidated in online dating in a particularly 
immediate way, comprising profi le presentation and practices of usage and interac-
tion. Not despite but precisely because of the frequently invoked relativization of 
offl ine structure, the incorporated structuration of habitus is particularly brought to 
the fore. The relativized relevance of structure, in the sense of institutional and geo-
graphical market segmentation as emphasized by the individualistic view, is sub-
verted by the increased signifi cance of structured habitus coming into force through 
the users’ practices. Thus, in online dating, similar to the historical case described 
by Bourdieu, “the price of the freedom” from offl ine social structures “that results 
from direct interaction between the parties, who are no longer subject to family 
pressures and economic or ethical considerations” is accompanied by “submission 
to the laws of the market of individuals abandoned to their own resources” (Bourdieu 
 2008 : 181). Socialized agents enter a partner market which intensifi es the mecha-
nisms of assortative mating via its technical and social structure, by way of provid-
ing particularly effi cient technologies, vast opportunities, and inherent necessities 
of reciprocal classifi cation practices, thus generating a particular standardization 
and hierarchization of the symbolic goods and the users advertising these goods. 
The standardization is further supported by the dating sites, whose services include 
supporting their customers not only in presenting their profi le, but also in how to 
write the fi rst message, when to reveal which aspects of the self, right up to tips on 
how to behave in the fi rst face-to-face meeting. To the extent users are affected by 
the imperatives of the partner market, the anonymity of the dating platform acts as 
a  panopticon  in the Foucauldian sense. 

 In online dating, the principle of structuration through structural neutralization 
becomes particularly visible. A dating platform is a partner market with a unique 
effi cacy, as it allows symbolic capital to operate very effi ciently in its converting 
function of the users’ capital endowments. The digital dating market effi ciently 
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translates any capital into symbolic capital by way of each user’s categories of per-
ception, which manifest in recognizing the symbolic goods of specifi c users and in 
disregarding those of others. 

 At the same time, a constitutive momentum of the reality of the (digital) partner 
market is the claim for the rejection of market principles which contributes to the 
operation of a market of symbolic goods: not standardized but special, not staged 
but authentic. The successful collective suppression of the arbitrariness of the social 
preconditions of the realisability of these general demands is itself a constitutive 
factor in the market’s effi ciency.  

    Areas of Rationality 

 At fi rst glance, when trying to grasp the logics of an online dating market, one must 
agree with Eva Illouz, who states that “[n]ever before in history have men and 
women of different social classes, religions, races met as if on a free, unregulated 
market where attributes – of beauty, sexiness, social class – are rationally and instru-
mentally evaluated and exchanged.” (Illouz  2012 : 242). However, the inherent prob-
lem, often claimed to be universal, of having to continually optimize oneself in 
order to fi nd a partner seems to be a particular issue of the representatives of the 
middle classes. This implies a distinction profi t for all those who appear compara-
tively genuine in their communication, as exemplifi ed using the case of the different 
rationalities behind deceptive practices. Also, in online dating, the upper class has 
“the privileges of the dominant,” and has all the freedoms to “move in their world as 
a fi sh in water”, which “resides in the fact that they need not engage in rational 
computation in order to reach the goals that best suit their interests” (Bourdieu 
 1990 : 108). 

 In online dating, rationality does not just precipitate as special case of practice, 
which is especially prevalent in the middle classes, but also as delusive normative 
orientation for those users whose habitus is not predisposed for coping with the 
market, and as a distinction symbol for those who consider it unromantic to recog-
nize the unromantic conditions of its practice. Reconstructing “the condition of love 
more markedly from the standpoint” of “middle-class lifestyles” (Illouz  2012 : 10), 
then may suggest a false generalization of the situational logics and rationalities 
specifi c to the middle classes. Take, for example, the short-sighted strategy of users 
with little economic and cultural capital, who tend to expect gains from increased 
deception. This rationalization must be understood as the outcome of internalized 
previous conditions and the situational logics online dating generates for them. 
Here, rational conduct must be understood as a maladaptation towards the 
situation. 

 Overall, online daters are confronted with the contradiction between romantic 
ideals and rational calculation to very different degrees. It may well be that – theo-
retically – all users are confronted with the problem of the unnatural and unromantic 
dating situation online, but the relational constitution of the digital dating market 
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directs their attention to the structural logics of the social space. Rationality in mat-
ing and the rationality of the market are best understood as areas within the social 
space, addressing the dispositional schemes and situational logics of specifi c classes 
of users.  

    The Structure of Digital Partner Choice 

 The ‘hyper-focus’ online dating, like many other late modern societal develop-
ments, embodies a dialectic structuration, one which simultaneously generates both 
social unifi cation and social separation. From this point of view, the methodological 
advantage of online dating is not, as often emphasized by the most diverse scientists 
(disagreeing in everything but their reverence for the subject), that structures are 
relativized, and mating preferences or the crisis of romance can be observed in their 
purest form, but that the operation of habitus and thus of social structure can be 
observed especially overtly (cp. Schmitz  2012 ). It is in circumstances of numerical 
abundance of potential partners from all social classes where the scarcity and hier-
archy of symbolic goods become clearly evident. 

 The reduced signifi cance of social barriers on the internet in general and on 
online dating platforms in particular makes online dating not just a paradigmatic 
partner market, but a research context which allows us to establish the scientifi c 
signifi cance of social structure where it is frequently thought to have the least infl u-
ence. It may be understood as a tacit division of labor that other authors seem to 
overemphasize structure in the sense of the market’s inner logic. However, what 
research on mate choice has observed in the last few years are not the dysfunctional 
excesses of an autonomous market, but the specifi c and emphatic conspicuousness 
and intensifi cation of structural principles which have always been constitutive for 
society. 

 Whereas large parts of the mate choice paradigm, which has been labeled as 
MAS (mating as agency in structures) throughout this work, as a consequence of the 
underlying individualistic epistemology, start with the assumption of a relativiza-
tion of structure in an attempt to highlight and to analytically grasp the innovation 
of the digital medium, the relational perspective genuinely understands the pro-
cesses of structuration of online dating as generic mechanisms of social reproduc-
tion. It may seem counterintuitive from an individualist viewpoint that the striking 
signifi cance of class structure on dating sites is actually produced by the diminished 
relevance of structure in its geographic and institutionalized sense. 

 Observing class reproduction in online dating will only come as a surprise when 
one associates online dating with a lack of structure in the sense of the traditional 
micro-macro-distinction. Focusing on structure in the sense of opportunities, direct 
external infl uences, etc. and seeing structure as controllable on a dating site leads to 
ignoring the deeper principles of structure, such as the genuine structure of habitus 
and the indirect effects which structured agents exert on each other. The discontinu-
ation of opportunity structures – as it appears from the individualist view – results 
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in the fact that the relational structure becomes particularly virulent and immediate, 
a fact which is not seen when structure is located outside the subject. The vast 
majority of traditional and current (online) partner market research applies a sharp 
analytical differentiation between an ostensibly average subject of mate choice on 
the one hand and structures on the other, which are reduced to structures of oppor-
tunity (e.g. mate choice sets) or restrictions (e.g. geographic distances or institu-
tional settings as mechanisms of preventing the encounter of two actors). 
Accordingly, research on online dating is practically compelled to treat this context 
of encounter as a particularly good example for the effects of intentions and prefer-
ences on mate choice. Due to the inherent dichotomizing conception, traditional 
mate choice research is led to interpret patterns of homogeneity – in education, 
income, age, etc. – as outcomes of (homophilious) preferences rather than as a man-
ifestation of social structure itself. 

 The fact that social structuration of the habitus manifests itself even without the 
direct impact of offl ine structure, is an irrefutable argument for a notion of structure 
which includes agents and their habitual practices. In contrast to the mate choice 
framework, drawing on methodological individualism and variants of rational 
choice, the concept of habitus enables a conceptualization of ‘structure’ in a seem-
ingly structure-free space, as the social space structures the agents’ habitus and is 
thus seen as prior to any physical (geographic or digital) space. Modes and results 
of the acquisition of any space are seen as a function of the agents’ habitus, which 
themselves are structured in every respect. 

 Applying the habitus perspective, the users’ different material and symbolic 
forms capital are understood as genuinely incorporated conditions, which defi ne the 
users’ habitus with all the socially differential consequences for the agents’ patterns 
of perceiving, evaluating, and interacting with potential partners. Our empirical 
fi ndings established that cultural and economic capital do not work as mere resources 
of the user, but structure the user’s dispositions and practices themselves: Capital in 
contrast to resource is not only what an agent possesses but likewise by what he or 
she is  possessed . Thus, a Bourdieusian approach which transcends the traditional 
actor-structure opposition allows us to establish the signifi cance of social structure 
even where it is frequently thought to have the least infl uence. The absence of search 
frictions – as economists might put it – distorting market mechanisms is not inter-
preted as an absence of structure, but as the very opposite: the operation of social 
structure in its purest form. 

 It may seem a paradox that the intensity of market mechanisms outlined here 
cannot be taken as evidence for the suggestion that online dating (or any other part-
ner market) represents a relatively autonomous sphere from the rest of society. One 
may well label online dating a paradigmatic partner market, but the goods traded 
here are not specifi c to the partner market, but rather symbolic ones, whose meaning 
and value essentially feed on structural conditions prior to and exogenous from the 
market. The strong homology between the digital dating market and the offl ine 
social space, and thus the striking heteronomy of the digital dating market, mani-
fests in the ‘hyperfocusing’ of societal conditions, reinforcing the transformation of 
cultural differences between users into a cultural hierarchy. As these processes of 
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social reproduction are far from being endogenous occurrences in an autonomous 
social sphere, the consequences of this digital partner market are also highly struc-
tured, which manifests in the stratifi cation of dyadic classes, emerging in the early 
phases of encounter, in the homogeneous constellation of couples surviving the 
online phase, and ultimately in the reproduction of the logic of the social space 
within the (digital) partner market. Dating platforms can be said to contribute to 
traditional existing mechanisms of social inequality and domination in manifold 
ways, which can hardly be assessed taking contingent singular preferences or 
choices as an analytical basis, assigned to the ‘average user’. It may best be inter-
preted in terms of the relational structures of mating dispositions, strategies, interac-
tion, and chances, whose interrelations come to light in a particularly clear manner 
in the digital context, which neutralizes structural factors previously ensuring rela-
tive autonomy and cultural particularism for the social classes offl ine.  

    The Mate Choice Paradigm as Special Case of Practice 
Theory 

 As it has been shown throughout this work, even online dating – which is particu-
larly close to what one might see as a theoretical concept of a partner market – is 
thoroughly and consistently structured in its operation, and structuring in its effects. 
Consequently, the analysis of traditional offl ine partner markets may profi t from a 
stronger consideration of structure in the relational sense as proposed here. The 
relational approach outlined throughout this work does anything but exclude tradi-
tional mate choice research: relations between preferences and their general societal 
background was shown to be a relational extension of preference and is compatible 
with previous research, as well as with the concept of dispositions; strategies and 
rationalities have been conceptualized as special cases of habitus and practice; 
exchange was shown to be a particular logic of reciprocal classifi cation, and the 
partner market was conceptualized as social space. 

 The example of mate choice shows that Bourdieu’s theory is anything but an 
“antithesis of rational choice theory” (Lunt  2006 : 329). On the contrary, “far from 
being the founding model, economic theory (and rational action theory which is its 
sociological derivative) is probably best seen as a particular instance, historically 
dated and situated, of fi eld theory” (Calhoun  1993 : 85f.). Likewise, the MAS para-
digm and its variations may well be understood as special cases of a generalized 
theory of practice, as provided for in Pierre Bourdieu’s work. However, the argu-
mentation thus far should not suggest that a Bourdieusian approach to mating rep-
resents a mere reformulation of traditional mate choice perspectives in terms of 
practice theory, or an elaborated version of the Blau space. It is up to future research 
to apply the Bourdieusian approach to other, traditional and modern, meeting con-
texts and technologies. 
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 Although a single dating platform has been analyzed within this work, our con-
siderations also apply to the overall digital partner market with its different niches: 
the habitus also manifests in the ‘choice’ of particular dating platforms, which 
themselves are socially hierarchized. The same applies to mobile dating (cp. Schmitz 
and Zillmann  2016 ). Future research may build on this work by assessing the struc-
tural manifestations within and between offl ine, online, and mobile markets. In 
doing so, the artifi cial distinction between offl ine and online should be dismissed in 
favor of a relational view of the totality of the partner market, independent from the 
technological form of its particular singular manifestations. In fi nal consequence, 
however, practices, strategies, preferences, and markets, usually being assigned to 
the narrow realm of mating, must be seen as being embedded within an overall 
relational system of dispositions and social fi elds. 

 Applying a Bourdieusian approach, processes of rationalization, marketization, 
individualization, and technologization can be understood as transformations of the 
social space, where online dating is both an emanation and a contributing instance 
of rationalization, individualization, and modernization. Ongoing societal changes 
regarding, for example, the transformation of romance are then not seen as effects 
of online dating; instead, analyzing a dating platform reveals societal processes 
which are inherent to rationalization, individualization, marketization, and all the 
other emanations of modernization in the classical Western sense. 

 In the light of this consideration, online dating cannot be reduced either to a 
neutral methodological medium for the scientifi c observation of well-known facts, 
or to a mere threat to romance. Digital partner markets must be understood as one 
further sign of the strengthened nomos of the economic fi eld (Lebaron  2001 ) within 
the fi eld of power. In fact, the economic nomos manifests in form of two intimately 
linked social facts: increasingly market-driven tendencies in intimacy and the domi-
nant ways of investigating intimacy as a question of the subjects’ choice acts. Not 
only is the phenomenon of online dating, and the forms of rational practice thus 
fostered, an emanation of modernization processes, but the specifi c ways this mod-
ern phenomenon is analyzed are anything but devoid of historical and social 
implications. 

 In conjunction with the same societal processes of economization, individualiza-
tion, and rationalization, theories of rational choice and methodological individual-
ism have developed and expanded their claim to power within the fi eld of social 
sciences. In generalizing their scientifi c world view, and thus in generalizing the 
characteristics of the logics traditionally assigned to Western modernity, choice 
theorists describe a world in individualist and rationalist terms; in doing so they 
contribute to the legitimacy of a concept of man as being subject to rationalist 
imperatives. Accordingly, the same applies for modern theories of ‘mate choice’, 
whose axiomatic distinction between action and structure also represents the domi-
nant approach to the scientifi c conceptualization of online dating. Whereas the dom-
inant (mate) choice paradigm represents fertile tool for empirical research in 
general, and for the analyses of online dating markets in particular, it also runs the 
risk of obfuscating the fact that their specifi c underlying epistemology and method-
ology is contingent on specifi c historical and social conditions. Future research may 
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hence apply a fi eld perspective by analyzing the diachronic genesis and transforma-
tion of mating dispositions as effects of different social fi elds on the agents’ 
habitus. 

 A fi eld-analytical approach may also prove useful in tracing the infl uences of the 
economic fi eld on the prevalent orthodoxies of the scientifi c sphere, such as the 
practice of rationalist re-construction of ‘mate choice’ and ‘partner markets’. This 
could extend into a fruitful cultural comparison of how different partner markets 
operate and how offl ine partner markets are transmitted to online dating in different 
cultural contexts. In doing so, one must refl ect on the question of how these markets 
are conceptualized by different paradigms of research. This represents one way to 
establish the extent to which rational choice perspectives are appropriate, and the 
extent to which rationality can be assigned to a characteristic of the medium itself. 
Such research efforts would bring about an analytical reorientation, which would 
absolve rationality from being the sole  explanans  by revealing its status as a histori-
cally and culturally variable  explanandum .     
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                        Appendix 

    Table A.1    Profi le parameters for dyadic classes   

 Cluster1  Cluster2  Cluster3  Cluster4  Cluster5  Cluster6  Cluster7  Cluster8 

 Cluster size  0.21  0.16  0.15  0.11  0.11  0.10  0.08  0.07 
 Sender female  0.00  0.99  0.00  0.99  0.99  0.00  0.00  0.88 
 Sender male  0.99  0.00  0.99  0.00  0.00  0.99  0.99  0.11 
 Receiver 
female 

 0.99  0.00  0.99  0.00  0.00  0.99  0.99  0.11 

 Receiver male  0.00  0.99  0.00  0.99  0.99  0.00  0.00  0.88 
 Sender age 
(Mean) 

 34.02  44.04  49.21  38.22  22.43  49.70  32.04  41.31 

 Receiver age 
(Mean) 

 27.92  47.03  44.76  43.09  26.88  43.83  27.81  43.76 

 Sender Bmi 
(Mean) 

 24.25  22.74  26.29  22.36  21.13  25.08  24.33  28.06 

 Receiver Bmi 
(mean) 

 18.22  29.97  20.31  27.69  26.36  19.72  20.75  30.35 

 Sender school 
 High school 
(Academic 
secondary) 

 0.17  0.36  0.07  0.33  0.22  0.73  0.45  0.01 

 High school 
(Lower 
secondary) 

 0.40  0.18  0.52  0.12  0.22  0.02  0.17  0.48 

 High school 
(Vocational 
secondary) 

 0.39  0.44  0.40  0.48  0.35  0.22  0.35  0.40 

 No secondary 
qualifi cations 

 0.02  0.00  0.00  0.03  0.02  0.01  0.00  0.03 

 Still in school  0.00  0.00  0.00  0.02  0.16  0.00  0.01  0.06 

(continued)



200

 Cluster1  Cluster2  Cluster3  Cluster4  Cluster5  Cluster6  Cluster7  Cluster8 

 Receiver school 
 High school 
(Academic 
secondary) 

 0.28  0.40  0.22  0.16  0.41  0.24  0.25  0.05 

 High school 
(Lower 
secondary) 

 0.17  0.14  0.30  0.45  0.10  0.10  0.18  0.43 

 High school 
(Vocational 
secondary) 

 0.50  0.45  0.46  0.37  0.41  0.65  0.42  0.42 

 No secondary 
qualifi cations 

 0.00  0.00  0.00  0.00  0.01  0.00  0.01  0.07 

 Still in school  0.02  0.00  0.00  0.00  0.04  0.00  0.12  0.01 
 Sender education 
 College 
degree 

 0.15  0.43  0.05  0.36  0.08  0.78  0.21  0.00 

 Completed 
apprenticeship 

 0.71  0.49  0.90  0.53  0.39  0.18  0.60  0.90 

 PhD  0.00  0.03  0.00  0.01  0.03  0.02  0.01  0.02 
 No further 
education 

 0.05  0.01  0.02  0.07  0.07  0.00  0.06  0.04 

 Still in further 
education 

 0.05  0.02  0.00  0.00  0.41  0.00  0.09  0.02 

 Receiver education 
 College 
degree 

 0.30  0.49  0.39  0.12  0.16  0.25  0.30  0.16 

 Completed 
apprenticeship 

 0.45  0.50  0.55  0.78  0.61  0.74  0.28  0.74 

 PhD  0.03  0.00  0.00  0.01  0.01  0.00  0.00  0.04 
 No further 
education 

 0.01  0.00  0.04  0.08  0.02  0.00  0.04  0.02 

 Still in further 
education 

 0.19  0.00  0.01  0.00  0.17  0.00  0.36  0.02 

 Sender occupational position 
 Salaried 
employee 

 0.36  0.48  0.39  0.68  0.61  0.39  0.48  0.18 

 Laborer  0.31  0.18  0.28  0.10  0.05  0.03  0.00  0.49 
 Civil servant  0.01  0.02  0.03  0.05  0.00  0.03  0.07  0.04 
 Career 
professional 
(doctor, 
lawyer, etc.) 

 0.02  0.07  0.01  0.02  0.11  0.14  0.08  0.00 

 Self-employed 
(business, 
trades, 
services) 

 0.23  0.19  0.15  0.05  0.07  0.39  0.13  0.05 
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 Cluster1  Cluster2  Cluster3  Cluster4  Cluster5  Cluster6  Cluster7  Cluster8 

 Alternative 
civilian 
service 

 0.00  0.00  0.00  0.00  0.00  0.00  0.02  0.02 

 Unemployed  0.03  0.03  0.09  0.09  0.11  0.00  0.03  0.19 
 Independent 
agriculturer 

 0.02  0.00  0.01  0.00  0.01  0.00  0.00  0.00 

 Receiver occupational position 
 Salaried 
employee 

 0.49  0.38  0.68  0.38  0.43  0.72  0.64  0.26 

 Laborer  0.24  0.02  0.13  0.36  0.29  0.06  0.04  0.40 
 Civil servant  0.01  0.05  0.02  0.00  0.04  0.00  0.00  0.00 
 Career 
professional 
(doctor, 
lawyer, etc.) 

 0.10  0.05  0.07  0.00  0.01  0.00  0.07  0.00 

 Self-employed 
(business, 
trades, 
services) 

 0.11  0.47  0.06  0.23  0.18  0.13  0.06  0.20 

 Alternative 
civilian 
service 

 0.00  0.00  0.00  0.00  0.01  0.00  0.00  0.00 

 Unemployed  0.01  0.00  0.00  0.00  0.00  0.05  0.16  0.12 
 Independent 
agriculturer 

 0.00  0.00  0.00  0.01  0.01  0.01  0.00  0.00 

 Sender 
cultural 
capital (mean) 

 0.16  0.28  −0.65  0.25  0.20  0.21  0.22  −0.46 

 Receiver 
cultural 
capital (mean) 

 0.50  0.32  0.07  −0.18  0.35  0.27  0.35  −0.73 

 Differences in 
kilometers 
(mean) 

 200.54  181.18  129.26  234.28  196.50  200.71  166.61  68.23 

 Number of 
interactions 
(mean) 

 6.45  10.53  10.56  16.78  9.52  10.16  15.39  10.97 

 Sender 
Eigen-vector 
centrality 
(Mean) 

 0.9  1.4  1.1  1.8  2.2  1.2  1.1  0.8 

 Receiver 
Eigen-vector 
centrality 
(Mean) 

 2.4  1.5  1.6  1.7  1.1  1.6  1.8  1.0 

  Source: logfi le data of dyadic 6th contacts of a major German dating platform. Sample of active 
users. Controls: type of message sent (standardized message or free text); desired form of relation-
ship; time spent on platform 
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