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Abstract

The dating app industry is currently experiencing tremendous growth in the number of users.

Simultaneously, ratings are becoming common practice on various platforms to communicate

the reliability and trustworthiness of their users. While the effects of ratings have been the

subject of countless previous studies, ratings in the dating app context remain neglected. The

main purpose of this study is therefore to determine the effect of a 5-star rating system on

target trustworthiness and contrast it with the suggested undermining effects on intrinsic

motivation as a result of measurement in enjoyable activities. By using two quantitative

experimental studies, we show that high ratings indeed increase the perceived trustworthiness

of a user. Additionally, we find that the exposure to rating systems affects intrinsic motivation

negatively as it makes the dating app activity seem more like work and less fun. However, we

find no significant evidence of its effect on enjoyment. The studies also find that the

difficulty of choosing among available profiles increases with the presence of ratings for

women, but has the inverse effect for men, and that less attractive dating profiles increases

trustworthiness.
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Introduction

1.1 Background
Do ratings in dating make it more trustworthy but less fun? The presence of ratings is

undeniably increasing in multiple contexts and they are becoming a greater part of everyday

life. Today, we rate movies, products, restaurants, hotels, chauffeurs, doctors, and even

professors (https://www.ratemyprofessors.com/). It is therefore arguably only a matter of time

before ratings become common in the dating app realm as well.

Dating apps have since the launch of Tinder in 2012 revolutionized the dating culture, and the

implementation of ratings could be the next step. The apps have become increasingly popular

in recent years and the trend does not seem to weaken any time soon. A survey conducted by

Stanford University illustrates that in the recent period of 1995-2017 the share of

heterosexuals who first meet their partner online has risen from 0 to 39 percent and is now

the most common way to initiate a relationship (US) (Rosenfeld et al., 2019). It is also

forecasted that close to 655 million people will use dating applications worldwide in 2024,

which is an increase of close to 45 percent compared to the number of users in 2020 (Dating

Services, 2021). In other words, the dating app industry is experiencing high growth, and

while observing the increasing presence of ratings in society, we believe researching their

effects in dating to be a ‘perfect match’.

1.2 Problem Area
Ways to increase trust online are essential on platforms that require human interaction since

their relative anonymity means few ramifications for poor behavior (Drouin et al., 2016). On

dating apps, for example, statistics show that 80 percent users lie in some respect (Roumeiu,

2011) and, while most dishonesty is practically harmless, online dating scams involving

monetary losses are increasingly rife (Fletcher, 2021; TV4, 2021). Gender-specific trust

issues are also a growing concern. 70 percent of female users cite offensive behavior as the

most unsatisfactory part of their experience while a further 50 percent ultimately stop using

the app altogether (Lopes & Vogel, 2017). Male users on the other hand experience that

females to a greater extent lie about or misrepresent their physical appearance (Whitty, 2008),

leading to mismatched expectations prior to meeting the date in real life.
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The solution is not obvious. Adding ratings as a measurement of another person's on- and

offline behavior can provide information about the date’s trustworthiness, but any attempt to

measure enjoyable activities has also been shown to have an undermining effect on a person’s

intrinsic motivation (Etkin, 2016; Deci et al., 1973).

1.3 Purpose and Expected Research Contribution
To date, research has been conducted on the effects of reputation systems in hotel bookings

(Dahlén & Thorbjornsen, 2021), online marketplaces (Bente et al., 2012; Malinen & Ojala,

2011) and a number of P2P business models (Liu et al., 2016; Wang et al., 2015). However,

to our knowledge, no research has been conducted on reputation systems in a dating app

context, and certainly not on the effects of trustworthiness. Furthermore, while the positive

effects of ratings have been studied to a great extent, the potential negative effects have been

much overlooked, one disregarded area being ratings’ effect on intrinsic motivation. Previous

studies on this subject have researched the undermining effects on intrinsic motivation

measuring enjoyable activities people are performing themselves (Etkin, 2016; Deci et al.,

1973). We contribute to this literature by investigating the effects of measurement on others

in the form of ratings.

While the primary aim of this thesis is to illustrate the effects on trustworthiness and intrinsic

motivation, we also contribute to other fields of research. For instance, it has been concluded

that ratings have facilitating effects on how consumers choose among available alternatives

(Filieri, 2015), and we extend this understanding in our setting of selecting between dating

profiles. Cues of others’ personalities have been shown to affect the perceived attractiveness

of the counterpart. We determine whether ratings facilitate enough conviction in this respect

(Fiore et al., 2008). Finally, we investigate if physical attractiveness itself can contribute to

higher degrees of trust in dating apps by virtue of the halo effect.

The purpose of our study is to close the current gap in research on ratings and dating and to

contrast the previously suggested positive and negative effects in this new setting. We seek to

illustrate the implications of ratings both for the individual user and for the dating app

developers. With two experimental studies, we intend to answer the question “How does a

5-star rating system affect target trustworthiness, target attractiveness, choice difficulty, and

intrinsic motivation in dating apps?”. We seek to answer the first half of the research
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question with an experiment using more and less attractive dating profiles that are highly or

poorly rated. The second half will be investigated by simulating a dating app experience

where the profiles are manipulated with ratings.

1.4 Delimitation
While the growing industry of dating apps is apparent on a global level, this thesis is limited

to a Swedish setting with only Swedish respondents. We also study dating apps on a general

level, meaning that we wish for the results to be applicable to most dating app services.

However, we still had to manufacture fictitious profiles. We chose an age range of 18 to 50

years, and we used the Tinder design as a template since it is the most used app on the market

(AppMagic, 2021).

1.5 Disposition
To fulfill the purpose of this thesis, two separate quantitative studies have been conducted.

Study 1 investigates the potential positive outcomes of 5-star rating systems in dating apps

and seeks to answer how ratings affect target trustworthiness and attractiveness. Study 2

explores whether ratings contribute to decreased choice difficulty but also to decreased

motivation. In both experiments we use a true-to-life Tinder simulation which will be

described in depth in the methodology sections. First, the theories underlying each study will

be presented. Second, the methodology and the results of the experiments are presented for

each study respectively. We then proceed to discuss and contrast the two studies in a

discussion that includes practical implications and suggested future research.
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Theoretical framework
Trustworthiness

Trust is important in any situation that carries risk, interdependence, or ambiguity (McKnight,

2001). First encounters with strangers entail both ambiguity and uncertainty regarding the

other person's intentions and future behavior. This especially applies in a dating app context

where only limited information is given before the in-person interaction. Similarly to the

reasoning in Liesel (2020), means of reducing uncertainty and ambiguity are therefore

especially salient in a dating app setting because individuals benefit from the exposure to

more information in the initial stages of their new potential partner prior to the date.

Thus, uncertainty reduction theory (URT) is the starting point and underlying framework

assessing trustworthiness of users’ dating app profiles in this study. A central assumption of

URT is that information seeking is used to reduce the uncertainty when initiating new

relationships (Berger & Calabrese, 1975). URT further states that if a person anticipates a

future interaction (a date), they will be motivated to gain more information in order to reduce

the level of uncertainty associated with that meeting. Additionally, motivation to gain more

information increases when the other person behaves in abnormal ways. This is relevant in a

dating app context due to the veracity uncertainty issues often present in online dating

(Norcie et al., 2013).

It should be mentioned that some critique has been aimed towards URT, for instance by

Kramer (1999). His paper is in the context of organizational communication, and the critique

is that there are different low or high motivational factors for reducing uncertainty. He points

out that easily understood situations do not require reduction of uncertainty, but we safely

assert that a dating app date cannot be dismissed as an easily understood situation due to the

unlimited possible outcomes of different matches.

To conclude, the inherently low tolerance for ambiguity leads people to seek necessary

information to render future interactions predictable (Berger & Calabrese, 1975). Thus, the

more information is gathered, the less uncertainty is involved and the more the counterpart’s

trustworthiness can increase.

8



Our source of additional information to reduce uncertainty in the dating sphere is a 5-star

rating system based on the users’ personality and behavior on- and offline. With the rise of

digital consumption and the peer-to-peer business model, other people’s reviews have

become increasingly important as a means to reduce levels of uncertainty. Some services,

namely Uber and Airbnb, have implemented 5-star rating systems where consumers can

review their experience and in turn provide additional information to future customers.

Ratings have shown to have a significant impact on people's perception about a product or

service. Recent research in a hotel setting conducted by Dahlén and Thorbjornsen (2021)

found that people are more likely to trust and choose a hotel that is reviewed with a high

rating and a bad review rather than a hotel with a bad rating and a good review. Moreover,

ratings can act as an indicator and carry information about the trustworthiness and

authenticity of a target, which in turn can help to reduce uncertainty prior to making a choice.

Based on conclusions drawn by aforementioned research, we hypothesize that a 5- star rating

system can be implemented to reduce uncertainty in a dating app context. Specifically, a high

rating given to a person on a dating profile, in comparison to a low rating, will increase trust

towards that person. We therefore hypothesize:

H1: A profile with a higher rating is perceived as more trustworthy than a profile with a
lower rating

Attractiveness

Physical attractiveness also carries much information. Men have been shown to be perceived

as more attractive when their photos in online dating seem trustworthy and genuine, but not

too warm and kind. Women’s profiles have on the other hand been rated as more attractive

when they looked more feminine and projected low self-centeredness and high self-esteem

(Fiore et al., 2008). The same study also concluded that while physical appearance matters,

the often disregarded biography option in online dating has the power to affect the overall

perceived attractiveness of another’s profile. The biography's purpose is to shed a light on the

user's good qualities - a concise description of oneself and personality. Adding to this,

Paunonen (2006) found perceived attractiveness to be positively affected by a personality

trait, namely how honest a person is. One could then argue that the implementation of an

additional informational factor, such as ratings that allow users to infer similar traits as a
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biography does in describing another person’s personality and good qualities, could have an

effect on the perceived attractiveness of a dating app profile as a whole.

Other studies have also confirmed that people tend to rely on one or a few positive qualities

in a person and transfer those to other unrelated traits, a cognitive bias commonly known as

the halo effect (Forgas & Laham, 2016). It is therefore probable that the cues of a good rating

would imply a desirable personality and thus result in a more attractive profile. Furthermore,

Kellerman and Reynolds (1990) found that the predictive power of others’ behaviors

influences the perceived attractiveness where receipts of positive outcomes increased

perceived attractiveness and where negative outcomes had the inverse effect. A rating would

then have the function of managing the expectations of the person's future behavior.

Extending this research in our study, we intend to investigate the effect on perceived

attractiveness given a high versus a low rating that represents how a person has behaved. We

hypothesize that high ratings will increase perceived attractiveness for both more attractive

and less attractive profiles.

H2: A profile with a higher rating is perceived as more attractive than a profile with a
lower rating

H2 investigates whether the cues of a good personality with the help of ratings influences the

perceived attractiveness. Another probable outcome of the halo effect in this setting is instead

that the objective physical attractiveness of a picture in a profile influences the

trustworthiness of that profile. In short, a more attractive person should be perceived as more

trustworthy and a less attractive person as less trustworthy.

H3: A more attractive profile picture is perceived as more trustworthy than a less attractive
profile picture

Enjoyment

Deci and Ryan’s Cognitive Evaluation Theory of Motivation (CET) is designed to explain

external factors’ facilitating or undermining effects on intrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan,

1985; Deci & Ryan, 2008). Deci & Ryan describe intrinsic motivation as that which is
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generated internally and is self-authored, whereas extrinsic motivation is founded in external

controls such as rewards and feedback. When comparing these two types of motivation,

anyone driven by the former typically experiences more interest, excitement, and confidence,

which in turn manifests in outcomes such as enhanced enjoyment and well-being (Deci &

Ryan, 2008).

Different studies on how intrinsic motivation is affected by different types of rewards have

been published ever since the concept was coined (Deci, 1971; Sansone & Harackiewicz,

2000). The rewards studied have been both monetary ones and social approval in the form of

verbal feedback. In general, rewards have shown to have negative effects on intrinsic

motivation to perform a certain activity (Deci, 1971; Deci et al., 1973; Sansone &

Harackiewicz, 2000).

Resting on this theory, recent research conducted by Jordan Etkin (2016) digs into the effects

on intrinsic motivation and personal quantification (tracking of behavioral output). In several

experiments, Etkin demonstrates how measurement (e.g. tracking an enjoyable activity) can

boost efficiency while the quantification and measurement is present but also undermines

intrinsic motivation by reducing how much people enjoy performing the activity. In our

study, we want to contrast these effects. Personal quantification has been shown to make

naturally enjoyable activities seem more like work and to reduce enjoyment, which in turn

decreases intrinsic motivation for performing that activity (Etkin, 2016). While Etkin tried the

effect on activities including coloring and walking, the present study investigates online

dating. In other words, our use of ‘activity’ refers to the dating app swiping session. Further,

while the previously mentioned studies have focused on measuring an activity that a person

is performing, we instead wish to see if similar results hold true when undertaking the

measurement of another person. In other words, the measurement that will be studied is a

social approval feedback of another individual’s behavior and is captured by the quantifiable

5-star rating system.

Building on this research, one of the main focus areas of this study is therefore to examine if

similar results hold true in an online dating context. We hypothesise that a 5-star rating

system as feedback, similar to Deci et al’s (1973) social approval feedback, should decrease

the enjoyment of using the dating app and thereby undermine the intrinsic motivation.
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H4: Ratings in dating apps reduce the enjoyment of performing the activity

Perceived work

Enjoyable activities are viewed as intrinsically motivated. An activity that feels more like

work on the other hand is viewed as being more of a controlling situation and thus more

extrinsically motivated (Etkin, 2016). To see if the activity is being perceived as more

controlled and thus undermining intrinsic motivation, we also hypothesize:

H5: The perceived work of performing the activity is greater with the presence of ratings

Choice difficulty

In contrast to feedback having a negative effect on intrinsic motivation, it has also been

shown to have the positive effect of increasing efficiency of performing the activity as long as

the feedback is present (Etkin, 2016). In our context, higher efficiency translates to choosing

among profile alternatives with less difficulty. Therefore, we believe a 5-star rating system

should decrease choice difficulty. Additionally, when studying product ratings, Filieri (2015)

concluded that ratings have a facilitating effect on evaluations among available alternatives. It

is therefore probable that the presence of ratings (good or bad) will aid in the

decision-making process for selecting between profiles. Furthermore, drawing on the

assumptions from Frost (2008), that people are experience goods, we expect a corresponding

effect of ratings in a dating context. Thus, we hypothesize the following:

H6: Choice difficulty decreases with the presence of ratings in a dating app context
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Study 1
This study investigates the first half of our research questions and the effects that a 5-star

rating system has on target trustworthiness and perceived attractiveness.

3.1 Methodology
In this section we motivate the choice of method for Study 1 and explain how we conducted

the experiment and collected the data.

3.1.1 Study design

In order to test the causal claims between our independent and dependent variables we

employed an experimental research design. We argue that a quantitative experimental

approach is the most suitable as it allows us to manipulate the independent variables (i.e.

rating and attractiveness of profile) in order to compare reactions between groups and further

to test the causality in our hypotheses (Söderlund, p.16, 2018). Moreover, as the experiment

was intended to test the perception in terms of trustworthiness and attractiveness of a dating

app profile depending on the profile’s attractiveness and rating score, we replicated a real life

Tinder profile design.

The experiment consisted of a fictitious Tinder profile followed by a questionnaire and was

distributed online in a survey format. The survey respondents were randomly allocated to one

out of four groups where two of the groups had the same rating (either 1 star or 5 stars) and

two were of equal attractiveness (less and more attractive).

3.1.2 Preparatory work

Our selection of experiment design entailed the need to choose pictures for the fictitious

profiles. As one of two independent variables in this experiment was the attractiveness of the

person in the profile, it indicated a need to find people considered more attractive and less

attractive. As we assumed respondents to be attracted to different ages, we decided to include

three age ranges (18-29, 30-39, and 40-50) in the survey, hence we needed one profile

covering each age range. Also, assuming respondents to be attracted to different genders, we

needed both female and male profiles. Taken together, these conditions resulted in 6 different

more attractive profiles and 6 different less attractive profiles. We motivate our initial choices
13



of the more attractive and the less attractive pictures using Gulas & McKeage’s (2000)

research on the nearly automatic tendency to categorize and evaluate human physical

appearance as more attractive or less attractive. With our selection of models completed, we

further conducted a pre-study to test the accuracy in attractiveness of the models selected for

the profiles. This was done in a short survey where (n=21) respondents were asked to rank

each model based on how attractive they thought he/she was on a scale ranging from 1 to 10

(1=less attractive, 10=very attractive). The scores were analysed using one-sample t-tests

where the means of each profile pair were compared (i.e. less attractive female 18-29

compared to more attractive female 18-29, less attractive male 18-29 compared to more

attractive male 18-29 etc.). The results from the pre-study are presented in Table 1 and

confirmed our assessment of what is considered a more or less attractive model. The profile

pictures were retrieved from Unsplash, a database with non-copyrighted photos of

anonymous models (https://unsplash.com/).

3.1.3 Survey design

The survey consisted of the profile stimuli followed by a questionnaire. First, a brief

description of the implication of the rating was introduced, namely, an assessment made by

other users of the person’s behavior. Followingly, the survey had two questions allocating

respondents depending on their individual dating preferences. The reason for this was to

mirror reality as closely as possible as these are available functions in most dating apps. The

first sorting question was mainly used to allocate respondents to the appropriate profile based

on gender choice and therefore asked “What gender would you like to see in the profile?”.
14
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The formulation of this question was made with careful consideration to be inclusive of all

sexualities and written so that no respondent would get irritated, annoyed or offended. The

preferred age range can also be set in most real life dating apps because people are attracted

to people of particular ages. Therefore, to ensure both the internal and external validity of our

study and make sure that the respondents were exposed to ages appropriate to them, different

age ranges could also be chosen by our respondents. The available options to choose from

were 18-29, 30-39 and 40-50. The manufacturing of the fictitious profiles was especially time

consuming, therefore, it was limited to these three age ranges purely for practical reasons. To

conclude, by allowing respondents to choose their gender of interest themselves, the

implication of their sexual orientation becomes irrelevant, and by allowing them to pick age

of interest they could choose dating objects based on their own preferences. Upon choosing

dating preferences, respondents were then randomly allocated to one of the four treatments

and subsequently asked questions on perceived trustworthiness and perceived attractiveness

of the profile.

When measuring preferences and perceptions (i.e. perceived trustworthiness and

attractiveness) we used interval scales (Söderlund, p. 93, 2005). Specifically, we adopted a

10-Point Likert scale. While a scale with even numbers implies that respondents are forced to

have an opinion, it directs respondents to not choose the neutral option (Söderlund, p. 93,

2005). To ensure content validity, the overlap between our response options and previous

research on the subject (Söderlund, p. 136, 2018), we have chosen variables and response

options coherent with the correct definitions collected through qualitative reviews of previous

studies and established scales (this applies to both studies).

3.1.3.1 Dependent variables

Target trustworthiness

To measure respondents' perceived trustworthiness of the person in the profile, a battery of

three questions was adopted from the IMI-scale that measures different variables of

relatedness. However, these resulted in an insufficient (Söderlund p. 136, 2018) Cronbach

alpha level of 0.55, thus they could not be indexed. The first question in the battery, “I feel

like I could really trust this person” was excluded as it showed no significance at any

acceptable p value (<.10). The second question, “I prefer not to engage with this person in the

future” was disregarded because it was intuitively the least related to trustworthiness of the

three questions. Finally, “I don’t feel like I could really trust this person” was used as it
15



showed high significance and is an intuitively acceptable measure of trustworthiness. Since

the remaining question was a negative, we inverted the data in the analysis phase. The

answers could be specified on a 10-point Likert scale with the endpoints being “not at all”

and “very much”.

Target attractiveness

To measure the perceived attractiveness of the person in the profile, the question “How

attractive do you perceive the person in the profile to be?” was asked on a 10-point Likert

scale with endpoints “not at all” and “very much”.

3.1.3.2 Survey Distribution and  Manipulation checks

Both surveys were distributed via Norstat Sverige AB, a company specialized in collecting

responses to questionnaires in exchange for monetary compensation. In these circumstances it

is not uncommon for the respondents to have incentives to complete the survey as quickly as

possible, so the risk occurs that they do not pay enough attention to the instructions given.

Therefore, in order to make sure we only included participants who understood what they

were subjected to and to increase the reliability of the final dataset further (Oppenheimer et

al., 2009), instructional manipulation checks were employed (Söderlund, p.96, 2018). The

manipulation checks were designed as follows: “What was this survey about?”; A)

Purchasing behavior, B) Dating apps, C) Movie reviews. In addition, an additional

attention-related question was also included where the participants were asked to “check box

7” on a 1-10 interval scale. Wrong answers resulted in discarding the respondent in entirety

from the final dataset. Nonetheless, using a panel with a sample of respondents that

represents the total population strengthens the external validity of our study.

3.1.3.3 Stimuli

In this experiment, the fictitious Tinder profiles were manufactured as attractive and less

attractive, but with similar facial features and photo angles as can be seen in Figure 1. The

profiles were then also fitted with high and low ratings. This resulted in four different stimuli

that our four different groups were exposed to. In short, the level of attractiveness was put

against high and low rating scores as below:
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1. “More attractive person” with high rating - five star rating

2. “More attractive person” with low rating - one star rating

3. “Less attractive person” with high rating - five star rating

4. “Less attractive person” with low rating - one star rating

1 2 3 4

Figure 1: More and less attractive profiles with good and bad ratings.

3.1.4 Sampling

The survey was public between March 11th and March 26th. The dataset without any

modification contained (n=374) participants. Respondents who failed to answer the control

questions in the manner described in section 3.1.3.2 were deleted from the final dataset

(n=54). This resulted in (n=320) valid responses with a mean age of 32,12 (SD=9,062). The

distribution between genders were women (n=180), men (n=139) and “other” (n=1). Women

requested to have profiles of men displayed to a greater extent (n=162) than profiles of

women (n=18). Similarly, men wanted to be displayed profiles of women (n=124) to a greater

extent than profiles of men (n=15). As intended there were both dating app users (n=151) and

non-users (n=169) respondents.
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3.2 Results
In this section we present the results of testing hypotheses H1-H3 about rating systems’ effect

on target trustworthiness and perceived attractiveness, but also how physical attractiveness

affects trustworthiness.

Trustworthiness

First, a one-sided independent t-test was made for the mean comparison between the high and

low level rating treatment groups on perceived trustworthiness of the profile. As Table 1

indicates, a high rating resulted in a higher degree of trust in the person behind the profile to

which they were exposed (Mhigh,rating=6.67, SD=2.31) and a low rating treatment resulted in

lower trustworthiness (Mlow,rating=6.02, SD=2.34) conditions; t(318)=2.53, p=0.006, thus we

accept H1.

For exploratory reasons, we set out to investigate differences in trust depending on gender

and found that there was a difference evoked as a result of high or low rating stimuli. Women

perceive men with higher ratings (Mhigh,rating,women=6.74, SD=2.27) to be significantly more

trustworthy than men with low ratings (Mlow,rating,women=5.60, SD=2.40), conditions;

t(178)=3.27, p<0.001 . Although the same direction was found for the male respondents, the

effects of ratings showed no significant effect in trustworthiness on the female profiles

(Mhigh,rating,men=6.60, SD=2.37; Mlow,rating,men=6.54, SD=2.15), conditions; t(137)=0.17, p=0.43

as shown in Table 1.
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Perceived attractiveness

To illustrate the effects of high and low ratings on perceived attractiveness of a profile we

conducted another one-sided independent t-test. The attractiveness of the profile was not

affected by higher or lower ratings (Mhigh,rating=5.36, SD=2.63; Mlow,rating=5.38, SD=2.16),

conditions;  t(304)= -0.059, p=0.48, so we reject H2.

For the same reasons as in H1, we also investigated potential differences between gender.

However, no significant differences were found for women (Mhigh,rating,women=5.23, SD=2.50;

Mlow,rating,women=5.54, SD=2.18), conditions; t(178)=, p=0.18 and no differences were found

for men (Mhigh,rating,men=5.53, SD=2.78; Mlow,rating,men=5.13, SD=2.14), conditions; t(137)=

-0.91, p=0.17.

Trustworthiness as an effect of attractive profile picture

To test whether the halo effect instead held true in the opposite direction, being that physical

attractiveness is transmitted to other unrelated traits as trustworthiness, we once again

compared the means with one-tailed independent t-tests. A significance level of .10 was used

in the test. Unexpectedly, a more physically attractive profile picture resulted in a lower

degree of trustworthiness (Mattractive,picture=6.13, SD=2.42), and a less attractive profile picture

commanded less favorable assessments of the profile’s trustworthiness

(Mless,attractive,picture=6.54, SD=2.26), conditions; t(318)= -1.56, p=0.06. Thus, we reject H3.
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For consistency reasons, we also explored the potential for gender differences. Once again,

only women showed significant differences after being exposed to attractive or less attractive

profile pictures (Mattractive,picture,women=5.56, SD=2.39; Mless,attractive,picture,women=6.66 SD=2.32);

t(178)= -2.85, p=0.003. Men showed the opposite result, but insignificantly so.

(Mattractive,picture,men=6.75, SD=2.33; Mless,attractive,picture,men=6.41, SD=2.18); t(137)=0.91 p=0.18.

In addition to testing our hypothesis, we measured how many no and yes answers each kind

of profile received. As the graphs below (Figures 2 and 3) unveil, although only significant

for the more attractive profiles, high ratings received more right swipes (yes) to a greater

extent than profiles with low ratings.

Figure 2: ”More attractive profiles”: The value of z is 1.6914. The value of p is .04551. Thus, the result is significant at p < .05
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.
Figure 3:“Less attractive profiles” : The value of z is 0.5508. The value of p is .29116. Thus, the result is not significant at p < .05.

3.3 Concluding Remarks

Study 1 shows support for H1, and thus we have found support to say that ratings in dating

profiles can affect the trustworthiness of the person in the profile. However, there is no clear

evidence that a higher or lower rating would affect perceived attractiveness, nor that more

attractive profiles makes the target more trustworthy. See the summary of the results below:

Hypothesis

H1 A profile with a higher rating is perceived as more trustworthy than a profile with
a lower rating

Supported

H2 A profile with a higher rating is perceived as more attractive than a profile with
lower rating

Not supported

H3 A more attractive profile picture is perceived as more trustworthy than a less
attractive profile picture

Not supported
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Study 2
This study seeks to find the effects that a 5-star rating system has on intrinsic motivation and

choice difficulty in a dating app context.

4.1 Methodology
In this section we motivate the choice of method for Study 2 and explain how we conducted

the experiment and collected the data.

4.1.1 Study Design
Similarly to Study 1, this study adopted an experimental design as we sought to test the

relationship between variables. In this study, however, the independent variable was the

ratings (normally distributed), and the dependent variables were enjoyment, perceived work,

and choice difficulty. Furthermore, this experiment followed a post-test-only control group

design with two groups; one treatment group and one control group (Söderlund, p.43, 2018).

The treatment group was exposed to multiple dating profiles where all profiles had a 5-star

rating system present. The ratings that were assigned to the profiles ranged from 1 to 5 and

were together normally distributed (see figure 4). The control group was exposed to the same

profiles without any rating present.

This experiment was intended to test what happens to people’s motivation when ratings are

present in a dating activity and if people find it less difficult to choose between potential

matches. Accordingly, the experiment imitated a real-life Tinder experience and was followed

by a questionnaire distributed online in a survey format. Respondents were randomly

allocated to one of two groups.

4.1.2 Preparatory work
Study 2’s experimental design also required profile pictures, which were retrieved in the same

manner as in Study 1. This time, however, we intended to create a real-life simulation for

which we decided to include nine profiles for the experience, including the same age and

gender possibilities as Study 1. This resulted in the final product of 108 fictitious profiles for

the simulation, only nine of which each respondent would be shown. In this experiment the

attractiveness of the profiles was irrelevant as we sought to reflect a real life dating

experience, so we did not conduct any pre-study to ensure attractiveness.

22



4.1.3 Survey Design
Similarly to the first study, an introduction of the upcoming simulation was described.

Essentially, the survey consisted of two parts: the fictitious Tinder simulation and a

questionnaire. Prior to the simulation, respondents were asked about their dating preferences.

Similarly to the first study, this was done with the purpose of allocation and to make the

experience resemble a real Tinder experience, thus increasing the internal and external

validity where you get to choose gender and age preference. Upon doing so, respondents

were randomly allocated to one of the two Tinder simulations (treatment or control group).

Furthermore, to imitate a real-life Tinder experience even more closely, we used multiple

profiles and allowed the respondents to swipe either left or right on each profile before being

exposed to the next one. The simulation was followed directly with a questionnaire

measuring various dependent variables, and respondents’ demographics. The survey included

the same control questions as in Study 1.

To verify the reliability of the measures, questions were indexed given a Cronbach alpha of

at least 0,7 or more, which is considered an acceptable level of reliability (Söderlund p. 136,

2018). Furthermore, indexing is especially suitable in this context since it is common practice

when studying psychological reactions in experiments. This is due to the increased risk of

sources of error with psychological reactions in comparison to, for instance, behavioral and

physiological reactions (Söderlund p. 136, 2018). With this taken into account, we argue that

the reliability of the measures in the studies is sufficient.

4.1.3.1 Dependent variables

Enjoyment and Perceived Work

To measure respondents' motivation after swiping and choosing between the profiles, we

adopted the same scales as used in Etkin (2016) to measure motivation. First, we used a

5-item, 10-point Likert scale measuring enjoyment to capture overall intrinsic motivation.

The five items that were used were “To what extent do you find the activity enjoyable?”, “To

what extent do you find the activity boring?”, “To what extent do you find the activity

interesting?”, “To what extent do you find the activity a waste of time?”,“To what extent do

you find the activity fun?” where the second and fourth were reversed in the analysis. The

questions were then indexed with a Cronbach alpha level of 0.90. Second, we measured

perceived work by asking respondents: “Do you perceive the dating activity to be work or
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fun?” with 1 being “definitely work” and 10 “definitely fun”. The scale was reversed in the

data analysis phase in order for it to make more intuitive sense in the results section. A

greater definitely work level is considered to be more extrinsically motivated whereas

definitely fun is intrinsically motivated (Etkin, 2016).

Intrinsically Motivated

For precautionary and exploration reasons, in the event that respondents were not intrinsically

motivated to perform the dating app simulation but rather extrinsically motivated by the

monetary compensation of taking the survey, we included a question after the dating

simulation was finished: “Would you have liked to continue?”. As (Ryan & Deci, 2000)

defines, an intrinsic activity that is one chosen to be performed due to the inherent

satisfaction of doing it. The binary answer alternatives were “yes” or “no”, and all “no”

answers were excluded

Choice Difficulty

Perceived choice difficulty was measured using a 3-item scale including these questions:

“Did you find it difficult to decide which profiles to like/unlike?”, “ Did you feel frustrated

when making the choices?”, and “Did you feel tired when you finished choosing among the

profiles?”. A 10-point likert scale was adopted with endpoints “not at all” and “very”. With a

Cronbach alpha of 0.74, all items were indexed.

4.1.3.2 Manipulation Checks
As this survey was distributed in the same way as the one in Study 1, we included the same

control questions to avoid low-quality responses.

4.1.3.3 Stimuli

It should be noted that there is a common critique aimed at experiments based on role-playing

because they are only a fictitious mirror of reality (Söderlund, p.179-180, 2018). To

counteract this and increase the validity of the study, we have tried to replicate a real-life

Tinder experience as closely as possible. Firstly, instead of only presenting the respondents

with one artificial profile, we manufactured nine sequential profiles to imitate a real dating

app scenario. Secondly, we allowed the respondents to choose both what gender and what age

they would like to be exposed to prior to the experience. Thirdly, we simulated the swiping

function.
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The simulation investigated whether there is a difference in user motivation and choice

difficulty in a dating-app context depending on the presence or absence of ratings on the

profiles. Thus, the simulation consisted of two subject groups; one with ratings and the other

without ratings. For the treatment group, the ratings on the profiles followed a 5-star rating

system, where the lowest possible score was 1 and the highest 5. In contrast to Study 1, to

ensure internal validity and to see whether it was the presence of ratings influencing the

participants, and not the rating score itself, each profile in the simulation received a

randomized rating score ranging from 1 to 5. The 9 different profiles had normally distributed

rating scores. When designing the survey, we distributed the ratings to the profiles in a

random order without any ascending or descending effect. For the control group, all profiles

were identical to the treatment group except for the absence of the rating stimuli to ensure the

cause and effect relationship. Furthermore, the order in which the profiles (including the

rating score for the treatment group) were presented to the respondents was identical for all

groups.

Figure 4: extract from simulation (men, 30-39 with and without ratings)
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4.1.4 Sampling

The survey was published March 10th and stayed online until March 24th. During this time a

total of (n=367) participated in the simulation and responded to the subsequent survey. After

reviewing the data, we excluded the respondents who answered our two control questions

wrong, (n=50). The final dataset which the analyses were based on were the remaining 317

answers. Out of these 317 respondents the distribution in gender was as follows: female

(n=174), male (n=140) and “other” (n=3). Similarly to the first study, women requested to

have profiles of men displayed to a greater extent (n=162) than profiles of women (n=12).

Furthermore, men wanted to be displayed profiles of women (n=132) to a greater extent than

profiles of men (n=8). The age of the respondents was targeted towards people 18-50 years

old since the created simulations only included profiles with ages in the given range and

because there is an age limit of 18 on most dating apps available. The mean age among

participants was 33,76 (SD=9,229). As intended, the distribution between dating app users

(n=160) and non-users (n=157) was equally weighted since we wanted to examine the

psychological effects of ratings, and that is not limited to people who use dating apps. The

concept and implications of “swiping” were clearly explained in the introduction of the

survey, thus eliminating potential sources of error from non-users.

4.2 Results
In this part we test our hypotheses (H3-H6) connected to the 5-star rating system’s effects on

intrinsic motivation and choice difficulty.

Enjoyment

First, we compared the mean levels for two groups on a general level: ratings and

non-ratings. This was done with a one-sided independent t-test. As presented in Table 1, the

level of enjoyment was lower for the group exposed to ratings in the profiles (Mrating=5.78,

SD=2.13) in comparison to those with no rating (Mno,rating=6.04, SD=2.18). However, the

result was not statistically significant, (318)= -1.07, p=0.14, n=317, so H4 was rejected.
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Nonetheless, the interaction showed a tendency in line with our hypothesis that was worth

investigating further.

Enjoyment for intrinsically motivated

As mentioned earlier, this study aimed at investigating whether ratings undermine the

intrinsic motivation in the enjoyable activity of online dating. Thus, for exploratory reasons

we only included respondents who were intrinsically motivated, in other words respondents

who answered that they would have liked to continue with the activity. Again, an independent

one-sided t-test was conducted. This yielded significant results ( t(160)=-1.29, p=.10, n=162)

where the treatment group found it less enjoyable (Mrating=6.78, SD=1.45) and the control

group more enjoyable (Mno_rating=7.08, SD=1.46). This was in line with previous research by

Etkins (2016) where an intrinsically motivated activity is undermined by measurements. We

also set out to investigate differences between genders. Interestingly, when searching for

mean differences, only women indicated significant results (t(76)=1.68, p=.049, n=78) of

lower enjoyment when exposed to ratings (Mrating,motivated,women=6.40, SD=1.34) in comparison to

the no-rating group (Mno,rating,motivated,women=6.94, SD=1.46), as opposed to the men who were

indifferent (Mrating,motivated,male=7.20, SD=1.46; Mno,rating,motivated,male=7.20, SD=1.45) conditions;

t(82)= -0.035, p=0.49, n=84).
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Perceived Work

As for perceived work, the one-sided independent t-test indicated that the perceived work was

indeed higher when exposed to a simulation of profiles with ratings (Mrating=4.72, SD=2.67)

than to those with no ratings: (Mno,rating=4.0, SD=2.55) conditions; t(315)= -2.45, p=0.008, n=

317.  Thus, we accept H5.

Choice Difficulty

For the choice difficulty, no significant (t(315)=0.21, p=.42, n=317) mean difference was

found when comparing the groups on a general level (Mrating=2.74 SD=1.7, Mno_rating=2.7,

SD=1.75). Thus, we reject hypothesis H6.

As before, we also investigated potential explanatory factors to our results and therefore

investigated the effects on the different genders respectively. Surprisingly, there was a

significant opposite-gender effect uncovered where women found it more difficult to choose

between the profiles they wanted to match with when ratings were present (Mwomen,rating=2.91,

SD=1.88; Mwomen,no,rating=2.55, SD=1.72) conditions; t(172)=1.34, p=.09, N=174, whereas men

in contrast found it easier (Mmen,rating=2.55, SD=1.44, Mmen,no,rating=2.90; SD=1.79) conditions;

t(135)= -1.27, p=.10, n=140.

28



4.3 Concluding Remarks

Study 2 suggested that an online dating activity seems more like work and is less fun with the

presence of ratings. However, not enough support was found for decreased enjoyment as a

consequence of ratings, thus we reject the hypothesis. Likewise, the study found no support

for choice difficulty decreasing in the presence of ratings.

Hypothesis

H4 Ratings in dating apps reduce the enjoyment of performing
the activity

Not supported

H5 The perceived work of performing the activity is greater with
the presence of ratings

Supported

H6 Choice difficulty decreases with the presence of ratings in a
dating-app context

Not supported
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Discussion
In this final section we will reconnect to our purpose and discuss the results from both studies

in detail. We proceed with presenting implications for managers and practitioners as well as

suggesting limitations and implications for future research.

5.1 Studies 1 & 2

Do ratings in dating make it more trustworthy but less fun? Our two studies combined unveil

that a 5-star rating system can indeed increase trustworthiness of a person in a dating profile.

While intrinsic motivation was not affected for the average person, it was undermined for

users who did indeed enjoy swiping, and it also increased the perceived work of swiping. We

hereby add to the field of research of positive effects of reputation systems by bringing it to

the context of dating. We also show that exposure to measurement of others has a tendency to

undermine intrinsic motivation, which adds to previous research investigating the effects on

motivation when receiving measurement.

Piecing it all together, a theme emerges where the results indicate that effects of ratings in a

dating app context were more significant for women than for men in the majority of the tests.

A probable cause for this phenomenon is the difference in risk associated with dating apps for

the respective genders. It also relates to how attentive the genders are while swiping, being

that women are more selective than men choosing between profiles. As we hypothesized, the

implementation of ratings in a dating-app context is associated with both positive and

negative outcomes for the user. Our assumption was that the use of dating apps was

something people do for fun. However, as the data reveals, not all find it to be an enjoyable

activity, or at least not our simulation. Therefore, it seems as if the negative effects on

intrinsic motivation found for those who perceived the activity to be enjoyable do not carry as

much importance as for the positive effects found on perceived trustworthiness.

5.1.1  Trustworthiness & Attractiveness
H1
Will a profile with a higher rating be perceived as more trustworthy than a profile with a

lower rating? As can be derived from the results, higher ratings resulted in greater

trustworthiness in the counterpart. This was in line with previous studies of ratings (Dahlén

and Thorbjornsen, 2021) and with information seeking in order to reduce uncertainty of
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interactions (Berger & Cabrese, 1975). However, after further exploration the effect could

mostly be attributed to women. Once again, an explanation for this can be ascribed to the

different risk implications for men and women respectively on dating apps (Lopes & Vogel,

2017; Whitty, 2008). As mentioned in section 1.2, women experience a greater degree of

offensive behavior on dating apps than men and can expect a higher risk of physical harm. In

contrast, the risk for men on dating apps shown in previous research relates to being

disappointed regarding the appearance of a potential date as women lie about their physical

appearance to a greater extent. One can thus argue that the gender-specific risk and level of

uncertainty is greater on dating apps for women and entails bigger consequences if the match

is either lying or being deceitful. This could be a contributing factor to why higher ratings

evoked greater trust for women than for men. As previous studies have illustrated (Berger &

Calabrese, 1975), the ambiguity of first encounters is what drives information seeking to

make future interaction more predictable. Thus, if the level of ambiguity is in general larger

for women on dating apps, it is reasonable to assume that this is a contributing factor for why

ratings invoke higher degrees of trust for women in a dating app context.

H2

Study 1 showed no significance that high ratings would increase the perceived attractiveness

of the person in the profile. Thus, a 5-star rating system where targets are rated high (or low)

has no further implication on the targets’ attractiveness in a dating app context. One

explanation could be simply that attractiveness overrules any indicator about behavior.

Previous research does emphasize the importance of physical attractiveness when choosing

among potential partners (Shaffer, 1997; Walster et al., 1966). Our results from measuring

how respondents chose to swipe (left or right) further demonstrated that, regardless of rating,

people want to date attractive people. We previously reasoned that behavioral aspects

represented by ratings could affect perceived attractiveness by virtue of the halo effect. That

is, people who have good personalities are viewed as more attractive. The research

supporting our hypothesis (Paunonen, 2006) studied the effect of biographies in online dating

to illustrate people's personality and change the perceived attractiveness of people in the

profiles, but our study used ratings. Therefore, the 5-star rating system does not seem to

encompass sufficient conviction of personality traits for daters to take this into consideration

in dating apps. In other words, rating systems do not illustrate enough information about the

profile users’ personalities to make them seem less or more attractive. This holds true for

both men and women on dating apps.
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H3.
The results show an opposite effect of what we hypothesised: people perceive a target to be

less trustworthy if they are more attractive. Furthermore, this was especially true for women.

This was surprising, as the halo effect suggests that attractive people are assumed to have

positive personality traits. One explanation for this counterintuitive result could be that

people believe that the attractive profile is not true to life and that the positive features are

exaggerated. Research by Lo et al. (2013) found that attractive profiles seem less authentic

than unattractive profiles and thus conclude that attractive profiles are less trusted in an

online dating setting. Moreover, it is probable that the less attractive profiles in our study are

considered more accurate and authentic and are thus trusted to a greater extent than the more

attractive profiles. The difference in significance between the genders is an interesting finding

as women tend to misrepresent their appearance to a greater extent than men on dating apps,

which could imply a “takes one to know one” effect. In other words, knowing that you often

enhance your own appearance in dating apps, you also believe that others do the same.

Another explanation could be that women are more considerate and attentive when they are

choosing whom to initiate contact with. This was found in Tyson et al. (2016) after analyzing

half a million Tinder users' behavior, where the respective genders displayed very different

trends in terms of selection between profiles when swiping. Women tended to be more

selective of the profiles they liked while leaving men with fewer possible matches. Men

tended to first like far more profiles without much consideration and then filter through their

matches post match, meaning that they are not as attentive while swiping. This is a plausible

explanation for the significance found in women but not for men.

5.1.2 Intrinsic motivation & Choice Difficulty

H4 & H5

Revisiting the scope of the second study, the theoretical framework of it was based on

quantifying one's own performance and receiving positive or negative feedback. These

aspects have only been investigated when the subject her/himself is the one being measured

or given feedback to, whereas our study seeks to find if the underlying theoretical framework

also holds true when being exposed to social approval feedback on other people. Our results

do confirm this. We further confirm previous findings that measurements in enjoyable

activities such as dating apps undermine intrinsic motivation, making it seem more like work

and less fun (Etkin, 2016). Further, that the effects are not only limited to measuring oneself,
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but also being exposed to social approval feedback on other people given by others.

However, the ratings’ effect on enjoyment, adopted from Etkin’s framework, was only

significant for intrinsically motivated respondents. Investigating even further between gender,

only intrinsically motivated women experienced less enjoyment as a consequence of ratings

in our context.

The insignificant results for men in regards to decreased enjoyment and thus intrinsic

motivation can partly be explained with the help of a previous study conducted by Deci et al.

(1973). The ratings in our simulation were mixed social approval feedback fictitiously given

by other users ranging from scores of 1 star up to 5, so as to include both positive and

negative feedback in our experiment. Deci found that verbal feedback (negative and positive)

had negative effects on intrinsic motivation for women which is in line with our findings, but

only negative feedback resulted in decreased intrinsic motivation for men whereas positive

feedback had the opposite effect. The interpretation for Deci’s finding was that positive

feedback will strengthen the self-determination for men and thereby increase intrinsic

motivation, whereas the negative feedback has the inverse effect. In this context where

someone else is rated, men seem to also attribute the social approval feedback of others to

their own self-determination. Furthermore, the reason for women finding the dating app

activity less intrinsically motivating is that the controlling aspect tied to the positive feedback

is more salient for women than for men, meaning that they do not feel as much

self-determination when exposed to any feedback. It seems like this also holds true for social

approval given by other people in profiles in the form of ratings. Therefore, a probable cause

for the insignificant enjoyment result for men and the significant result for women was due to

the nature of our stimuli given to the treatment groups, being both positive and negative

feedback.

H6

Hypothesis 6 resulted in insignificant results on the entire group. Interestingly, as we

explored further, the choice difficulty also showed different implications for men and women.

Men found it easier to choose between profiles with ratings, which is in line with findings in

Etkin (2016), being that measurement increases efficiency in performing activities and

women experience an inverse effect. The inverse relationship can also be ascribed to Tyson

et al’s (2016) findings of dating profile selection trends between genders, namely that women

were found to be more selective choosing between their matches. To them, additional
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measurement of ratings might have contradicted their own view of the perceived authenticity

of the profile picture, which was also found to be an important factor for their evaluation of

mens’ attractiveness (Fiore et al., 2008), thus making it more difficult to make decisions. In

contrast, a plausible explanation for the decreased choice difficulty for the men in our study

can be assigned to the fact that men were less attentive while swiping and thus found ratings

to be a reliable filtering mechanism.

5.2 Implications

5.2.1 Managerial Implications

The findings in our thesis can be useful for dating app management and developers. Today,

the anonymity pertaining to online dating as well as the power dynamics can be troublesome

for many dating app users. The findings of this research paper suggest that rating systems can

facilitate judgements of target trustworthiness and that with practical implementation, dating

apps can overcome some of the issues they have today. The result of our research is important

for management to consider as it can be utilized to compete with other dating apps that

manage these issues in other ways (e.g. Bumble). Moreover, we suggest that implementing a

5-star rating system where users can rate their dates is a viable option to eliminate unserious

and fraudulent users.

However, we also conclude that ratings can have negative effects on users as well, which

could be worth considering before implementation. The question management and dating app

developers will have to review is the importance of having intrinsically motivated users.

5.2.2  Implications for Practitioners

A good rating will make the profile seem more trustworthy. This favors users who usually

behave in a decent manner on dating apps. Further, men with good ratings had the biggest

differences in perceived trustworthiness depending on good or bad ratings, meaning that the

implementation of ratings would benefit the majority of women on dating apps along with

highly-rated men. The attractiveness of a user’s profile was not significantly affected by

higher or lower ratings. Although counterintuitive, less attractive men were seen as more

trustworthy meaning that men should represent themselves as less attractive on dating apps if

the prime goal is to be perceived as more trustworthy.
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5.2.3 Implications for future research
Although this study found evidence that ratings in dating apps can increase target

trustworthiness and thus ratings provide additional information for users that guide them in

their choices, we encourage future research efforts that strengthen the relationship between

ratings and trust. Evidently, the measure that we used for trust in this experiment proved to be

somewhat inadequate as the internal consistency of the 3-item battery was too low. We

therefore suggest future researchers find other alternatives to the IMI scale to measure

trustworthiness.

This research paper also indicates a relationship between ratings and intrinsic motivation.

However, the study is limited to one brief Tinder session and as motivation is arguably

attained over a longer period of time, we would like to see future studies that measure the

effects of ratings on intrinsic motivation in a longer experiment. In addition, we solely

focused on the motivation of the user when being exposed to rated profiles. To get a more

complete perspective, we encourage future studies to investigate the effects of being rated

themselves.

.
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Appendices

6.1 Appendix 1 - Survey Study 1

6.1.1 Pre-study

This question was asked for all profiles in 6.1.2
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6.1.2 Survey flow (limited to men 18-29)
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6.1.3 Stimuli
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6.1.4 Questionnaire
Introduction

Sorting questions

Questions and manipulation checks
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6.2 Appendix 2 - Survey Study 2

6.2.1 Survey flow (limited to men 18-29)
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6.2.2 Stimuli in the Randomized Order
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6.2.3 Questionnaire
Introduction
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Sorting questions

Questions and manipulation checks
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