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Stories vary, but for the most part, people are having fun and enjoying their involvement with interactive, Internet relationships. They are comfortable sitting in their own homes while they roam cyber space. Perhaps the insecurities caused by the dating scene diminish when a computer screen separates the participants. There are various methods of meeting people, i.e., chat rooms, chat areas, interactive games, and personal ads. Rules for safety and online etiquette should apply for all situations.

******
Cindy belongs to a group that chats, plays games and gets together periodically 
for reunions. She is romantically involved with one of her chat mates, and suggests the Internet as a great way to meet people. She does recommend set times (i.e. six months) before two people meet although telephone calls and pictures are acceptable get-acquainted tools. 
Penny met a man when she was on a mission for the Rotary Club. After her return home, between romance on the Internet and long distance phone calls, Penny and her fiancé are planning their wedding. He plans to relocate to the US to be with her. For the most part, the Internet romance is less expensive than the long distance phone bills.
Talking with male counterparts, I found their reaction to romance to be more casual. They may want a lasting relationship, but they enjoy putting ads online and gathering responses and relationships through this manner. They do not seem to be as rigid about giving out personal information or meeting. The men I interviewed seem to think a six-month waiting period to meet is unacceptable, even laughable. These same men seemed to feel that one to two months is adequate, based on location and travel constraints.
In putting comments and speculation into a plan of action for women, I have concluded that a few rules should apply in order to safely approach this method of online relationships, depending on the expected outcome of the participants.
1. Online Connection
Personal ads are easily available on the Internet. Research and ask others what service they use, read the agreement details, and cautiously browse the ads to see if it is a service that you will feel comfortable using. Don’t place or answer an ad until you understand how the service works to avoid monetary charges or sign up fees (pay sites) for a service you may not want to stay with. If you don`t have unlimited Internet service, consider signing up before you start browsing and chatting. Do your research. 
2. Security/Privacy
When you begin browsing or searching the personals, it might be to your advantage to set up a new screen name to use strictly for this purpose. Doing so alleviates the chances of breaching your privacy. Don`t let your chat partners coerce you into divulging any information before you feel comfortable. Use common sense.
3. Placing/Answering an Ad
If you plan to place an ad, be honest but a little vague. You can always give more details as you become acquainted. Do the same in answering an ad - don`t send your first response too zealously. Be sensible and safe. 
4. Location/Distance 
When answering or placing an ad, consider the location of the person you will be chatting with. If you are looking for a permanent relationship but relocation is out of the question, starting a long distance romance may only disappoint and discourage you. Many ads do not specify distance, others state limited miles from their home as a requirement in the ad. Read the ad closely.
5. Pictures
Pictures are a great way to share with your new friend what the face on the other side of the screen actually looks like. To avoid future disillusionment, send only current photos that depict how you really look – not how you wish you look or a picture of someone else. I have heard numerous stories of couples that finally meet only to realize the picture they saw was of a much younger version of the writer. Realize there is nothing wrong with honesty. If the person you write to is truly interested in you, your picture will just be an added advantage, not a horror story. Be direct and honest when you describe your personal appearance. Prevent false expectations.

6. Compatibility/ Backgrounds
The ads are explicit when offering the chance to find a compatible friend. Age, personal descriptions, religious choices, family and work backgrounds are options to share in the ads. Most times a comment from the author shows their idea of their personal match, distance requirements, and often even income requirements. Be wary of an ad that shows no requirements at all. Either the guy is totally desperate and just wants a woman, he’s so insecure that he doesn’t know what he wants, or he’s vague because he might be trying to entice an insecure woman. Beware of traps.
7. Email vs. US Mail vs. Telephone
Whether you decide to maintain an email relationship, you may want to open more personal contact with telephone calls or letters. Be sure not to exchange phone numbers until you feel secure in giving the number to a virtual stranger. Men seem to have fewer problems giving their numbers than women, but the alternative is the cost of the phone calls. Greeting cards are often a nice touch in a relationship of distance, also, and your signature might add a personal touch to the global feel of email. Remember the cost, too, when considering an email account, postage, and long distance telephone calls, which might become quite extravagant depending on the locations of the participants. Use common sense.
8. If/When to Meet
When you start writing to respond to an ad, be general in your answers and questions. Take it slowly – there’s no need to rush in getting to know someone online. As you share information, decide whether you feel secure enough with your new friend to give your phone number or personal information. Remember that there are many ways to track a person online, and if you don’t feel safe enough about the person you’re chatting with, then you surely don’t want to share your phone number or any other vital information. If you have any gut reactions at all, block the person from your email list to avoid difficult future situations. 

If, after a designated time (i.e., one month, three months, six months) you decide to meet, arrange only to meet during the daytime in a public place. Possibly even arranging a double date would alleviate the blind date anxiety. Have your own transportation and money and pre-arrange your meeting and departure. If you feel awkward about the meeting, don’t follow through with your plans. Turn around and go home -- don’t feel obligated or inadequate. Trust your instincts.
9. Expected Outcome
Be realistic about your expectations. Not everyone will be someone you will want a relationship with. Neither will you fit everyone`s perfect requirement. Be flexible with your criteria and have an open mind. Use your common sense. Bald just might be beautiful. Don`t feel disillusioned or discouraged because you don`t fit the desired athletic figure or you aren`t blonde. It is not a personal affront toward you. It is merely what the advertiser is specifying as his/her preferences. Keep looking until you find someone that appears compatible with the requirements you are looking for -- not vice versa. Be selective.


10. Online Addiction
The minutes spent on the Internet can be extremely costly and unrewarding. Set a limit on the time you spend browsing or chatting. Avoid the convenience of online relationships from getting you out of the house, into the sunshine, and following your normal routine. Do not let your computer rule your life!
**********
Although there are tried and true, traditional ways to meet a mate, online relationships seem to have risen in popularity. If you choose to search in this way for the relationship of your dreams, above all else, be practical, sensible, and cautious. Remember – if online romance isn’t your cup of tea, there are still singles groups and church groups through your community, local radio stations with singles lines, and friends that might be more than anxious to pair you up with another single friend. Take care of yourself first, trust your best instincts, and hope Cupid lends a hand.


