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Most global dating websites 
don't have screening process 
Local sites seem to be more stringent 
but there is no standard policing 
By DERRICK HO 
and LESLIE KAY LIM 

WHILE online dating sites have 
become increasingly popular, how 
strictly they are policed varies 
from site to site. 

These websites have come un- 
der the spotlight after a 
41-year-old man was hauled to 
court this week for raping, sexual- 
ly assaulting or molesting 22 wom- 
en he met through SpeedDate. 

A check by The Straits Times 
found that locally owned sites 
have more stringent screening pro- 
cesses while such safeguards are 
almost non-existent among global 
sites such as SpeedDate. 

Eteract.com, a locally based on- 
line dating site, has several layers 
in place to screen new members. 

They are required to enter their 
NRIC numbers during registration 
and these are then verified for au- 
thenticity against an in-house sys- 
tem. Once a week, these NRIC 
numbers are checked against a 
Registry of Marriages (ROM) data- 
base to ascertain their holders' 
marital status, said Ms Violet 
Lirn, chief executive officer and 
co- founder of Eteract.com. 

The site also has a team in 
place to screen every profile that 
has been posted. "If any profile ap- 
pears to be strange or dodgy, we 
will disapprove the profile," said 
Ms Lirn, who also owns dating 
firm Lunch Actually and online 
dating site esynchrony. 

The Eteract.com site, which 
has some 19,000 members, has 

seen the number of its users dou- 
ble in the past year. About 60 per 
cent of its members are male. 
Ms Lim said that while it is not 

possible to screen members with 
the same vigour as she does for an 
offline matchmaking agency, she 
has tried to transfer as many of 
those safeguards as possible to 
her online services. 

"We came from an offline 
space and we know that in order 
for a good experience, we need to 
emphasise verification and securi- 
ty," she said. 

Likewise, another local online 
dating site, Who Works Around 
You, also checks its members' 
marital status against ROM 
records for verification. 

There are, however, no such 
screening processes on interna- 
tional sites such as Match.com 
and SpeedDate. In fact, Speed- 
Date states in its terms of use that 
it does not conduct background 
checks or "otherwise screen mem- 
bers registering to the service". 

Most online dating sites do 
have features that allow users to 
flag another member for inappro- 
priate behaviour, though. Howev- 
er, how thorough the follow-ups 
are vary again from site to site. 

When a user is flagged on 
SpeedDate, the site claims it takes 
a screenshot of the chat, which is 
sent to a team for investigation. 

Who Works Around You 
co-founder Betty Goh said its 
members can report another user 
through e-mail. If the complaint 
is valid, a warning will be sent. Af - 
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ter three warnings, the non-corn- ers who have been in contact with 
pliant user will be banned. the person. Close to 3 per cent of 

Similarly, Eteract.com said it its members were banned from 
will ban a user if there are three or the site last year for various rea- 
more complaints against him or sons, said Ms Lirn. 
her, The site will also inform 0th- One user of online dating ser- 

ONUS ON THE INDIVIDUAL 
What digital channels have done is shift power h m  the hands of a 
few gatekeepers and place it in the hands of each individual... With 
that shift comes a responsibility to look out for y o v  own well-being. 
The gatekeeper is no longer there to do it for you. 

vice esynchrony, who wanted to 
be known only as Iris, said she has 
been on two dates since she joined 
the site in May. 

The meet-ups were arranged 
by the company only after both 
parties "approved" each other via 
the website - a function that adds 
a layer of security. 

"I have 1.0ng working hours and 
no time to meet new or interest- 
ing people," said Iris, who is in 
her 30s and an executive in the fi- 
nancial sector. "I hope I won't be 
single forever, " she added. - Dr Mlchael Netzley, an assistant pmfessor of m m u n k a t h  Social media experts believe 

at Singapore Management University that ultimately, the safety of 
those who use online dating ser- 

9 )  vices lies in their own hands. 

"What digital channels have 
done is shift power from the 
hands of a few gatekeepers and 
place it in the hands of each in&- 
vidual," said Dr Michael Netzley, 
an assistant professor of cornrnuni- 
cation at Singapore Management 
University. 

He said apps like SpeedDate 
are gaining popularity precisely be- 
cause the barrier to joining and 
dating is increasingly being low- 
ered. 

"With that shift comes a re- 
sponsibility to look out for your 
own well-being. The gatekeeper is 
no longer there to do it for you." 
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