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More than half a million Australian are registered with an online dating service, and more than a quarter of these are active at any one time. They are the Internet equivalent of the personals columns, but they attract many more people than newspapers ever did.
There was always something of a stigma attached to the use of newspaper personals columns, but that has disappeared. The power of the Internet has taken dating services mainstream. It is so easy and inexpensive to meet people online that a whole new culture has emerged.
The largest online dating service in Australia is RSVP.com.au, started in 1997 by Stephen and Aengus Mulcahy. It was originally a unit of their Access Gaming Systems operation, but that operation has largely moved offshore since the government’s counterproductive ban on Internet gambling in Australia.

(Australians can gamble on international sites, and foreigners can gamble on Australian sites, but Australians can’t gamble on Australian sites. Result: the gamblers’ money and the sites’ expertise both go offshore. Clever country. Clever government).
Now, I’m not in the dating game at this late and domestically content stage of my life, but it interests me that so many people are. At a cocktail party before Christmas (strictly business, of course) I ran into Bridget Holland, who for the last eighteen months has been general manager of RSVP.com.au. I was intrigued at how a nice girl like here ended up working in a place like that.

All a bit shady, I thought. Certainly a little off-colour. Not quite what one should be doing with one’s life. But a good look at the site, and a good chat with Bridget, and I came away with a very different point of view.

I’m happy now that this stuff is mainstream and ridgy-didge. I registered (purely for research purposes) and trawled around looking for a partner in my area (sunny Wollongong). Regular people with regular photos and regular descriptions of themselves. Just the sort of people you see down at the supermarket or a friend’s party.

Indeed, the thing that struck me the most was how most people did not embellish their details. Most of the photos are amateur, and the descriptions unedited. Professional photographers and journalists are not making money out of helping people with their profiles.
“Most people find that it doesn’t help to lie about themselves,” says Bridget. “It might get more enquiries, but it’s counterproductive if you actually meet.” And how does that introduction process work?
You log on, which is free, and enter a few standard things about yourself – age, height, “body type” (normal, slim, athletic, large), smoking and drinking habits, plus a short and long description. Unlike some of its competitors, RSVP.com.au favours freeform text and a “fuzzy” matching process.
“You can get a better understanding of someone from a written description, rather than a series of checkboxes,” says Bridget. “We have developed our own search engine technology that helps our clients narrow the field. We’re constantly refining it.”

Once you description is posted online, anyone can contact you. They can “kiss” you for free, but anything more requires “stamps”, which is where the site’s revenues come from. Once introductions are made and the members meet, it’s up to them. RSVP.com.au also holds events, such as regular drinks parties and the annual Cupid’s Ball in Sydney and Melbourne, held last week on St Valentine’s Day.

RSVP.com.au now has over 350,000 members, a figure that has more than doubled over the last year. Numbers are growing by 600 a day. The major competitor is match.com, a subsidiary of a large US company of the same name. Just to confuse matters, there is also a much smaller independent Australian owned match.com.au.
Match.com acquired Australian company Soulmates last year, and is the engine behind many other personal sites, including that used by ninemsn. They have been joined by Canadian company Lavalife recently, but the game is all about numbers and critical mass, which makes it difficult for new competitors. Yahoo launched in Australia in July 2002, and has been unable to gain much market share, despite not charging for their service.
Many people, of course, register with more than one site, or load multiple listings with different descriptions of themselves. “We obviously can’t vet people when they register. They must be over 18, but apart from that it’s a total cross-section of society. We do what we can to encourage people to be sincere and to use the site properly, and in practice it tends to regulate itself.”
Maybe I live a sheltered life. Maybe I’m getting too old. But until recently I had no idea any of this existed. It seems like a kind of parallel universe, and I know there’s people whose lives revolve around meeting other people on the Internet.
You don’t have to look too far to find some pretty unsavoury stuff, but sites like RSVP.com.au are the genuine article. In fact, along with online banking and email, Internet dating just might be that killer application that people have been looking for. Half a million Australians think so.
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