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About
The Online Da ng Associa on (ODA) was set up in 2013 by a number
of UK industry players who saw the need for the sector to take
responsibility for se ng and maintaining standards. Leading companies
and a number of niche providers have since become members.
The ODA’s Code of Prac ce was published in December 2013. It is
short, simple and outcomes-based and supplements the current legal
framework for the sector, covering key areas such as: data protec on
and privacy, marke ng, and e-commerce regula ons. It is binding on
all members and also contains compliance arrangements and sanc ons
that members must adhere to. Alongside the Code, the ODA has also
produced consumer guidance on how to enjoy da ng services safely.
The ODA’s work is crucial in an industry that is not regulated by a single
body. By self-regula ng, ODA members pre-empt and prevent harm,
as well as the need for interven on wherever possible. The ODA is the
first example of the online da ng industry coming together to set and
maintain standards anywhere in the world.

Inline Policy is a pioneering poli cal consultancy that helps innova ve
organisa ons with regulatory issues in the UK and across Europe. Inline’s
mission is to support and guide new, upcoming industries, and to change
minds and policies through be er understanding, be er communica on
and be er educa on.
One of the areas in which Inline specialises is the poli cal and regulatory
environment that the online da ng industry operates within. In light of its
sector exper se, Inline partnered with the ODA to produce this report.
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1. Execu ve Summary
•

The purpose of this report is to explain how
the online da ng industry is evolving and how
consumers are benefi ng from the shi to
mobile da ng; to explore the benefits and
challenges that have arisen for the sector as a
result of this shi ; and to outline what the ODA is
currently doing to address these challenges, and
what it intends to do in the future.

•

Online da ng is becoming more popular,
especially via mobile devices. The industry
con nues to innovate and has found new ways
of delivering its services to consumers, thus
enriching their da ng experience.

•

Online and mobile da ng services are becoming
more diverse. One of the consequences of this is
that the dis nc on between social networking
and da ng is becoming increasingly blurred.

•

Mobile da ng brings both opportuni es and
challenges. On the one hand, opportuni es
include the ease of accessing services and
engaging with other users at any me and place;
the ability to share audio-visual content safely
and securely; and the ability, in certain cases,
to validate users’ iden es and profiles. On
the other hand, there are concerns over issues
such as fraud and scams and the threat to users’
physical safety, which may increase as a result of
the shi to mobile da ng.

•

Both tradi onal desktop and mobile da ng
services share a set of core consumer concerns or
preferences: the need for clarity on what type of
service is on oﬀer and its cost; the delivery of an
eﬃcient and accessible service; the protec on of
personal data; and robust measures to prevent
fraud and scams.

•

To retain consumer trust and ensure the
con nued growth of mobile da ng, it is
impera ve for companies individually and for the
sector as a whole to work together to address
a range of new challenges that have arisen as a
result of the shi to mobile.

•

The online da ng industry now operates in a
more complex environment, as diﬀerent market
actors have an impact on how its services are
delivered. This means that certain challenges
cannot be addressed in isola on.
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•

The ODA (Online Da ng Associa on) was created
to set and maintain standards to ensure that the
public is protected from poten al threats. This
will remain the ODA’s core role going forward.

•

The ODA’s value in a rapidly changing
environment will be based on its ability to engage
with the wide array of diﬀerent business models
and businesses that now operate in the sector.
The ODA should embrace new da ng apps
and social networking providers (with a da ng
element), in order to set broad standards that
apply across a range of providers.

•

Broad membership should not be based on any
lowering of standards or expecta ons on ODA
members. The ODA logo should con nue to
represent a kite mark, which the public can trust.

•

In light of this changing environment,
the ODA will:
1. Review and apply broadly-applicable criteria
for deciding whether to include new business
models within its membership.
2. Remain engaged with ini a ves around age
verifica on and access to services as part of its
public protec on ac vi es.
3. Explore how mobile applica ons and device
technologies can give users greater confidence
over the iden ty of the people they are
engaging with online, whilst protec ng their
privacy.
4. Review the ways in which its members can
deliver advice and guidance to new users
given the diﬀerent user demographics and the
complexity of providing useful guidance in a
small-screen environment.
5. Review the ODA’s Code of Prac ce and assess
whether it is necessary to amend it to address
new issues thrown up by mobile da ng and
social networking apps, new service oﬀerings
and new ways in which services can be
accessed.

2. Introduc on
The online da ng industry is in transi on as a result
of the growing use of mobile da ng apps. This trend
presents both challenges and opportuni es for the
sector.
The purpose of this report is to:
•

Outline how the industry is evolving and how
consumers are benefi ng from the shi to
mobile da ng.

•

Explore what challenges have arisen for the
sector in light of the shi towards da ng services
being delivered across a range of mobile devices.

•

Outline what the ODA is already doing to address
these challenges.

•

Set out what more the ODA intends to do to
address these challenges.

To inform this report, the ODA, in partnership with
Inline Policy, conducted a survey of ODA members
and a series of one-to-one interviews. We also
consulted a range of secondary sources and external
stakeholders.

“Educa on for the public, for the media
and across ins tu ons is central to our
industry’s growth. The con nuing need
for understanding – via studies such as
this; innova on and leadership across
key areas such as trust and safety plus
mobile and user experience go hand in
hand – they live side by side with our
customer placed firmly at the centre and
are the building blocks of our industry’s
future.”
ROMAIN BERTRAND,
UK COUNTRY MANAGER
AT EHARMONY

Industry in Transi on & the
Rise of Mobile
Online da ng has now become part of everyday life
for millions of people around the world. A recent
study into the UK’s online da ng market has shown
that 27% of new rela onships now start via a mee ng
facilitated by a da ng website, or a mobile da ng
app.1 The value of the UK’s online da ng market was
£165 million in 2013 and is predicted to grow by
36.4%, up to £225 million, by 2019.2
According to Ofcom, 93% of UK adults in Q1 2015
possessed a mobile phone. Of this group, 71% were
smartphone owners. This has increased by 27% since
2012. Younger age groups are the most likely to have
a smartphone with 90% of 16-24 year olds and 87%
of 25-34 year olds now having one. The increase in
the adop on of smartphones is mirrored in the rise
in popularity of tablet devices, which similarly act as
a way for users to access da ng services. Over half
(54%) of UK households had a tablet in early 2015,
increasing from 44% in Q1 2014, according to Ofcom
sta s cs.3
Smartphones have become the most widely owned
internet-enabled device, alongside laptops. In
Q1 2015 both smartphones and laptops could be
found in more than two-thirds of UK households.
The average amount of me spent online per user
on smartphones exceeds that spent browsing on
desktops and laptops. Almost three-quarters (72%)
of the me spent using a smartphone is to undertake
communica ons ac vi es including text messages,
email, social networking, instant messaging and
making calls (voice or video).4
As a result of this uptake in mobile devices, new
da ng apps have been created. More established and
tradi onal online da ng providers have also made
their own apps available, or have created new mobile
versions of their websites. The growth in mobile
da ng can also be a ributed to the growth of free
loca on-based mobile apps such as Tinder, Grindr, or
Happn,5 whose popularity has risen exponen ally in
recent years. Tinder, for example, has reportedly been
downloaded more than 40 million mes globally, and
its users collec vely swipe profiles over 1 billion mes
per day.6

1. Mintel Group, ‘Online Da ng - UK - January 2014’, London: Mintel Group Ltd, 2015. Print
2. Ibid
3. Stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk, ‘The Communica ons Market Report: United Kingdom’. N.p., 2015. Web. 6 Aug. 2015.
4. Stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk, ‘The Communica ons Market Report: United Kingdom’. N.p., 2015. Web. 6 Aug. 2015
5. Tinder, Grindr, and Happn are loca on-based mobile da ng apps that enable users to view and communicate with other users based on certain characteris cs.
6. TheStreet, ‘Why IAC Is ‘Perfectly Happy’ Ignoring Tinder’s ‘Faux’ Billion-Dollar Value’. N.p., 2015. Web. 29 May 2015.

Dating on the Move 5

Note: This report has largely focused on smartphones due to the considerable amount of data and informa on
available regarding this specific technology. However, the findings of this report also apply to other ‘mobile’ devices
which are used to access online da ng services, including tablets and wearable technology devices.

Since 2014, apps such as Tinder and Grindr have
begun oﬀering users a premium service which incurs
a subscrip on fee. It remains to be seen whether
this shi towards mone sa on of once completely
free apps will posi vely, or adversely, aﬀect growth
in the sector. It may also increase the expecta ons
that users have of such services. With a younger
demographic, a mobile environment in which “pay
as you go” is widely understood and where single
purchase paymens for apps are also established, it
is unclear whether da ng services using monthly or
longer-term subscrip on models will need to develop
alterna ve or hybrid arrangements.
Our survey of ODA members demonstrates that:
•

The majority of members’ services are now
accessible via mobile apps and websites.

•

A quarter of members’ users s ll access services
solely through a desktop computer which
suggests that some consumers s ll only feel
comfortable accessing services in more
tradi onal ways.

•

However, half of members’ users only access
services via mobile smartphone apps or other
mobile devices.

•

60% of members expect the number of users
who access their services through their mobile
app, or mobile website, to increase in 2015, when
compared to 2014.

•

A quarter of members expect the number of
users who access their services through their
mobile app, or mobile website, to stay the same
when compared to 2014.

Via our survey and in interviews, a majority of
members said that their users find new mobile
services a rac ve because they are o en more
accessible, convenient to use and have an easy
sign-up process. Other advantages are that mobile
services are o en free and targeted to a diﬀerent
user base (especially to a younger audience) when
compared to more tradi onal online da ng services.
This data is only a snapshot of the industry, but
we are confident that the findings are broadly
representa ve and reflect the views of the ODA
membership, which is made up of the leading online
da ng providers in the UK.
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Blurring Boundaries
The industry and its supplier community is growing,
as is the user base which now encompasses a broader
range of demographic groups. The rapid uptake of
mobile devices enables customers to access services
on the go and there is an increasing blurring of the
lines between online da ng and social networking
services. Users are increasingly moving away from
accessing online services solely via their desktop,
towards accessing services across a range of devices.
Our survey also showed that ODA members broadly
believe that online da ng and social networking are
dis nct ac vi es. However, their opinions on how
this will evolve in the future diﬀer. Around half of
respondents believe that these two ac vi es will
become more indis nguishable, whereas a quarter
think that they will become increasingly dis nct. The
remaining quarter either believe that they will remain
as they currently are, or do not know.
The sector operates within a complex ecosystem
of actors, whether it be internet service providers,
app stores or mobile operators, who all act as
gatekeepers to online da ng services. As a result of
this, the sector faces a number of unique poli cal
and regulatory challenges. With these challenges also
come opportuni es for services to be delivered in a
much more accessible, flexible and safer way. This is
undoubtedly a me of great innova on within the
sector.

“Broadening the ODA community to
involve da ng app providers ma ers.
The ODA Code and member commitments
to standards are key to user protec on.
It took some me for the main players
to make a reality of working together to
protect our users and our markets and
build wider understanding of just how
much online da ng is part of how people
live and find love. I hope this understanding
and sense of shared purpose can extend
into the mobile app market quickly.”
DUNCAN CUNNINGHAM,
ODA CHAIRMAN & DIRECTOR
AT THE DATING LAB

3. Mobile Da ng – Benefits and Challenges
There are numerous benefits of online and mobile
da ng services for consumers, such as:
•

Accessibility - the ability to engage with other
users at any me and place in an accessible way.

•

An enhanced user experience - the ability for
users to share audio-visual content and find out
more about each other’s mutual interests safely
and securely oﬀers a much more comprehensive
and engaging user experience.

•

Valida on - the ability to validate users’
iden es/profiles. For example, ODA Member,
Would Like To Meet, verifies the iden ty of every
new user by requiring the user to record a private
10 second video, which they then compare their
picture(s) to. Such processes make it harder
for scammers to create fake profiles and for
anyone below the age limit to gain access to
inappropriate content.

Whilst there are numerous benefits for consumers,
and companies are now able to oﬀer their services
in diﬀerent and unique ways, a number of challenges
have arisen as a result of the shi to mobile.
Members iden fied a number of challenges in our
survey and in a series of one-on-one interviews.
The two core challenges cited were how to protect
users from fraudulent ac vity and scams and how
to protect the physical safety of users. Whilst issues
rela ng to fraud have existed within the online da ng
sector for a number of years, the challenge has been
accentuated by the advance of mobile technology
and the use of new mobile da ng apps.
What in your view are the biggest challenges
for the sector brought by the use of mobile?7
Fraud and scams

50%

(e.g. Fake profiles)

Children’s use of
mobile devices

“The phenomenal rise in mobile app
usage across the da ng industry is first
and foremost great for the end user;
we live in an age of instant connec vity
and da ng should not fall outside of
this. With the right technology and user
experience we can provide our users
with a much richer digital experience.
With this comes obvious challenges;
tackling mispercep ons, ensuring our
users safety, standing out in a crowded
market, paid vs free, balancing new
gamifica on elements with tradi onal
online da ng behaviours, etc. The ODA
has an opportunity to become the
leading voice championing and guiding
the online da ng community as a whole
through the major issues we face now
and moving forward.”
JASON LEONARD,
HEAD OF ECOMMERCE
AT GUARDIAN SOULMATES

12.50%

Physical safety

37.50%

All of the above

12.50%

Not sure

12.50%

Other

25%
0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

What in your view concerns the public about
the use of mobile for da ng purposes?8
Fraud and scams

50%

(e.g. Fake profiles)

Children’s use of
mobile devices

37.50%

Physical safety

50%

Privacy and data
protec on

12.50%

Cost of service

12.50%

Payment method

37.50%

Nega ve aspects of
using mobile devices

37.50%

(e.g. Low speed or
roaming charges)

12.50%

Not sure
0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

7. Respondents to the survey could select more than one op on.
8. Ibid.
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These consumer concerns are also evident in other
industry reports. Recent research from YouGov9 has,
for example, shown that there are concerns about
costs and profile security:
•

58% said that data security (i.e. that their
informa on would not be shared with third
par es) would be an important factor to consider
before da ng online.

•

52% said that it is important for them to have
privacy in rela on to who can view their profile.

•

38% said that they would want background
checks of users to be conducted.

Concerns about data security have grown in recent
weeks as a result of the recent Ashley Madison

incident, in which the website’s database of
members, as well as a huge amount of corporate
data, were allegedly hacked.
Evidence of these issues can also be seen in na onal
sta s cal data. The Na onal Fraud Inves ga on
Bureau (NFIB), through Ac on Fraud receives around
20,000 reported frauds each month. Between 200
and 250 of these relate to some form of online da ng
fraud through social networking pla orms or da ng
sites. On this basis, da ng scams account for between
one and two per cent of reports received.10 Whilst
this is sta s cally small, it does illustrate that there
are issues which need to be tackled collec vely by
the industry. The ODA has already taken a number of
ac ons to address these issues. An overview of these
ac vi es can be seen in sec on four.

The Mobile Ecosystem
When exploring the challenges brought by the shi to mobile da ng, it is necessary to understand the complex
environment in which the sector operates. As shown in the graphic below, diﬀerent market actors have an
impact on how online da ng services are delivered to consumers.11

MOBILE APPS

App stores (e.g. Apple App
Store, Google Play) may
act as gatekeepers if users
access via a mobile app
Provides
services via

MOBILE BROWSERS
INDUSTRY

Mobile Network Operators
(e.g. Vodafone, O2) may
act as gatekeepers if users
access via browser (e.g.
Safari, Chrome)

WIRELESS NETWORKS

Internet Service Providers
may act as gatekeepers
if users access mobile
services via public or
private wireless
networks (Wi-Fi)

9. Ben Tobin ‘Yougov | Online Da ng Services’. YouGov: What the world thinks. N.p., 2014. Web. 29 May 2015.
10. NFIB & ODA workshop, April 2015.
11. Graphic designed by Inline Policy.

8 Dating on the Move

Mobile apps,
mobile browsers,
and wireless
networks, grant
or deny access to

USERS

This graphic helps to demonstrate that there are
several external challenges that cannot be tackled
by the online da ng industry alone, as they arise
as a result of the ac vity of a complex and diverse
ecosystem of diﬀerent actors. Three of the most
cri cal challenges are as follows:
1) The exposure of users’ geographical loca on:
enabling users to share their geographical
loca on with other users may add new scope and
opportunity for posi ve da ng experiences and
for richer services, but it could also pose a threat
to a user’s physical safety. This issue is not in the
least unique to the da ng and social networking
communi es, but is an important issue to
address.
2) Children’s access to mobile devices, content
filters and age verifica on: Mobile Network
Operators, app stores, and Internet Service
Providers are able, to a degree, to block certain
content that users (usually parents) may consider
as “not suitable” for those under 18 years old.
They may also get involved in the age verifica on
process, which determines whether users are
able to access certain services.
3) Privacy and data protec on: Privacy watchdogs
around the world are becoming increasingly
interested in the informa on that is collected by
apps targeted at children. The challenge for the
industry is to find new ways to restrict children’s
access to certain mobile apps, whilst collec ng
the minimum amount of personal informa on
required. Another challenge the industry faces is
how to prevent data breaches, as companies have
a responsibility to protect any sensi ve personal
informa on of their users.
In light of the above, it is evident that the sector must
con nue to work with other stakeholders to ensure
that online da ng services are enjoyed safely and
securely by consumers.
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4. Industry Rising to the Challenge
Since its crea on, the ODA has constantly sought to improve consumer percep ons of online da ng and it
ac vely educates users about how to date safely. On the ODA’s website, there is a specific area which provides
advice to consumers on how to date safely.12 This proac ve approach is reflected by ac ons from organisa ons
such as Get Safe Online,13 which has recommended that users check whether their online da ng provider is a
member of the ODA. The Metropolitan Police has also highlighted the important role of the ODA in its ‘Li le
Book of Big Scams.’14 The table below outlines what other ac vi es the ODA has undertaken.

Member guidance and informa on sharing

Stakeholder engagement

• A cross membership alerts system is being
created to enable members to be made aware
of individuals who may pose a serious risk.

• An open room session with industry members
and the Na onal Fraud Inves ga on Bureau
(NFIB) was held to discuss what more can be
done to reduce fraud and online scams.

• Guidance has been issued to members
on how their users can report poten al
fraudsters.
• Guidance has been provided to members on
how their users can set or manage access
filters to allow some, or full access, to da ng
or social networking whilst preven ng
exposure to ‘extreme’ content.
• New infographic material has been designed
to get simple Date Safe messages across to
users.
• The ODA hosted an industry “scammer
summit” to iden fy evolving risks and how
to address them and has set up an industry
discussion group specifically on this topic.
• Guidance has been issued to members on
data protec on law and data security.

• The ODA has met with the Na onal Crime
Agency (NCA) to help it develop deterrent
messages to individuals who may carry out
physical or sexual a acks, and provided
preventa ve advice to reduce the risk of
this happening. The ODA is also providing its
members with advice on how to report such
incidents.
• The ODA has supported the steps being
taken by the Digital Policy Alliance (DPA)
to develop robust age verifica on checks
for people visi ng websites with content
that is inappropriate for children. Although
ODA members’ sites do not contain explicit
or harmful content, the ODA supports age
verifica on tools and filters, as they allow its
members to apply age restric on rules as they
see fit.
• The ODA engages proac vely with Internet
Service Providers and Mobile Network
Operators regarding access control (filter)
tools.
• The ODA engages proac vely with social
networking sites such as Facebook to provide
their users informa on on how to date safely.

12. ODA, ‘Guidance for Consumers,’ Onlineda ngassocia on.org.uk. N.p., 2015. Web. 29 May 2015.
13. Getsafeonline.org, ‘Online Da ng | Get Safe Online’. N.p., 2015. Web. 29 May 2015.
14. Metropolitan Police. ‘Fraud Alert - Metropolitan Police Service’. Page 43. Content.met.police.uk. N.p., 2015. Web. 29 May 2015.
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“The online da ng industry needs to
con nue to innovate and adapt to the
mul screen world in which we now
live our lives. It’s not just about mobile
phones and desktop computers, but a
whole array of diﬀerent screen sizes
being used throughout our members’
daily lives: tablets, smart watches,
TVs and everything in between. The
challenge is double: first crea ng an
enjoyable, appropriate and useful user
experience across all of these screens but
also ensuring that our members receive
the same level of protec on, advice and
informa on they expect from us as a
responsible digital consumer service and
as an ODA member.”
LAURENCE HOLLOWAY,
CO FOUNDER AND CTO
AT LOVESTRUCK

In spite of this proac ve engagement the ODA and
Inline Policy have iden fied several areas in which
more could be done. Adap ng to the rapidly evolving
nature of the sector in this way will help to ensure
that the ODA remains relevant and is able to con nue
to speak authorita vely on behalf of the industry.
With this is mind, there are range of commitments
that the ODA will undertake. There are also a range of
issues where further considera on is required.

1) Widening of membership base
The dis nc on between social ac vi es, such as
social networking or social discovery, and da ng, is
becoming increasingly blurred. Some new mobile
da ng apps already include the poten al for users to
interact socially based on mutual interests, whilst also
giving them the possibility to date. An example of this
is Badoo, which describes itself as a “da ng-focused
social networking service.” Half of the respondents
to our survey said that the ODA should only welcome
new members that exclusively provide da ng

services; 38% were in favour of including both da ngonly services as well as social networking services
(with a da ng element); and 13% said that only those
that provide social networking services (with a da ng
element) should be eligible to join.
The ODA has members that operate on a free basis
and, generally, via an adver sing-funded model.
Other services are free at me of launch, but they
introduce payments when they feel that they have
cri cal mass and a good value-proposi on, such
as Tinder. Free services are not subject to the ODA
Code’s rules rela ng to payments and cancella ons.
However, the ODA believes that they should s ll be
expected to operate to the same standard as other
paid services, i.e. provide advice and guidance to
users, do not create or allow the crea on of fake
profiles, ensure data security and comply with data
protec on regula ons.
A broader membership would enable the ODA to
communicate that it speaks with authority on behalf
of the core of the market. In addi on, it will ensure
that the standards that the ODA enforces are being
followed by more da ng providers, which will drive
up industry standards and improve user welfare. But
broad membership, and the embracing of mobilebased services in par cular, cannot be at the expense
of an abandonment of standards that are seen
as cri cal to public trust. The ODA’s membership
criteria must have regard to both objec ves and
ODA membership must con nue to be a meaningful
assurance to users that they are using a service where
standards are valued and applied. Free services
might involve reduced customer service and a lower
level of monitoring, but the public should s ll be
confident that age rules apply, that services do not try
to mislead or deceive users, and that safety advice,
guidance and support is available.
Based on our analysis and member feedback, it is
very likely that new business models will con nue
to flourish. As a result the ODA will develop some
broadly-applicable criteria for deciding whether to
include these models and such companies within
its membership. As a first step to broadening its
community, the ODA has set up arrangements
allowing companies who do not oﬀer da ng services
but who do have a direct and significant commercial
interest in the sector to become “ODA Associates,”
involving them in membership events, briefings and
consulta ons.
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2) Age verifica on

3) Physical safety

The ODA Code currently states that ODA members
“must not market their services to target children and
must take all reasonable steps to ensure that children
do not use their services.” ODA members have ac ve
systems in place to ensure that their respec ve users
are not underage. However, with a whole plethora
of new providers entering the marketplace and
with users able to access services across a range of
diﬀerent devices, there remains much to do to ensure
that the sector and other providers such as social
networking pla orms have robust measures in place.
These pla orms, in par cular, may have diﬀerent age
thresholds for users, which presents a challenge.

Physical safety, which in this context means a threat
to a user’s wellbeing when using mobile da ng
services, is not explicitly men oned in the ODA Code,
but members “must have easily accessible safety
informa on for users explaining the poten al risks
with online da ng and providing appropriate advice
and guidance.” All member sites carry advice and
guidance, par cularly in rela on to scam preven on
and safety when communica ng and mee ng with
strangers.

The ODA will remain engaged with ini a ves
around age verifica on, not because it talks for
adult services – which it does not – but because
it rightly sees age requirements as part of a suite
of public protec on ac vi es. The ODA will also
consult with other actors, such as social networking
sites and Mobile Network Operators, to understand
where there is a case for age verifica on or consent
arrangements and how these can be delivered in
ways that protect those who need this and allow
consumers to enjoy da ng services without barriers
and delay.

“With the UK online da ng market
growing by 70% in the last five years it’s
become increasingly important to oﬀer
an entertaining user experience as well
as a safe and trusted pla orm for our
members. We all take a diﬀerent view
point on what these two goals look like,
but ul mately a happy and safe online
dater is the best marke ng any of us can
have, outstripping paid for adver sing
or any social media campaign. The
ODA and its members understand the
challenges and obstacles of online
da ng, but as a combined force we have
found the best way to overcome them.
Long may we all con nue to do so.”
EDEN BLACKMAN,
FOUNDER AT
WOULD LIKE TO MEET
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Mobile devices enable users to share their
geographical loca on with other users, which could
expose them to situa ons in which their safety is
compromised. As the previous sec on of this report
has shown, app stores do not require users to confirm
that they understand that their loca on may be
shared with other users. One-on-one interviews with
ODA members have also shown that some members
require users to confirm that they understand that
their loca on needs to be enabled in order to use
the app, which is a posi ve step towards raising
awareness about the poten al implica ons of
loca on services.
The ODA will look at how mobile applica ons and
device technologies, most obviously in-device
cameras and video capabili es, can give users
greater confidence over the iden ty of the people
they are engaging with online whilst protec ng their
privacy. The ODA will also review the ways in which
its members can deliver advice and guidance to new
users given the diﬀerent user demographics and the
complexity of providing useful guidance in a smallscreen environment.

4) Amendment of ODA Code of Prac ce
The ODA Code of Prac ce and the Associa on have
only been in existence for two years. However, as
this report has shown, the industry is going through
a period of disrup ve change. For the ODA to
remain relevant and representa ve, it must remain
flexible, looking regularly at what can be done to
address issues around age and iden ty verifica on,
physical safety and fraud and scams. The ODA might
need, for example, to decide whether its Code rule
that services can only be used by those of 18 and
above should be more flexible and outcomes-based.
This might be necessary to allow membership for
mobile apps such as Tinder with a significant social
networking aspect and a younger audience.

That said, the ODA Code is outcome-based and
remains relevant to current and future members,
as it requires that members:15
•

provide appropriate advice and guidance to users,
including a link and/or contact op on to enable
them to report any cases of abuse and/or harm
caused by other users;

•

to have policies and arrangements to prevent
misuse or inappropriate use of their service; and

•

to ensure all user profiles are checked and to
detect and remove any fraudulent or misleading
profiles from their sites as soon as possible.

Making changes to the ODA Code is supported by the
majority of respondents to the member survey.
Generally, the responsibili es on ODA members are
as relevant and applicable to mobile-based services
as they are to established online providers. However,
in par cular in the mobile space, paid-for apps
and membership cancella on are two aspects that
the ODA will explore and test thoroughly before
deciding whether the Code requires amending.

15. For more informa on on the provisions of the ODA Code, please see page 21 in the Appendix.
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Appendix
1) Survey data
Sample size: over half of ODA membership. Survey conducted between 16th of March and 1st of April 2015.
Figure 1: How do the majority of your users currently access your services?
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Figure 2: What percentage of users (both registered users and paying subscribers, if applicable)
accessed your services through your website in January 2014?
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Figure 3: What percentage of users (both registered users and paying subscribers, if applicable)
accessed your services through your website in January 2015?
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Figure 4: What percentage of users (both registered users and paying subscribers, if applicable)
accessed your services through your mobile website/app in January 2014?
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Figure 5: What percentage of users (both registered users and paying subscribers, if applicable)
accessed your services through your mobile website/app in January 2015?
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Figure 6: Do you expect the number of users (both registered users and paying subscribers, if applicable)
who access your services through your mobile app/ mobile website to increase in 2015?
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Figure 7: What in your view are the biggest challenges for the sector brought by the use of mobile?16
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Figure 8: What in your view concerns the public about the use of mobile for da ng purposes?17
Fraud and scams
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(e.g. Fake profiles)

Children’s use of mobile devices
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Physical safety
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Figure 9: What do you think most a racts the public about the use of mobile?18
Accessibility and convenience

100%

Easy sign-up process
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16. Respondents could select more than one op on.
17. Ibid.
18. Ibid.

16 Dating on the Move

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Figure 10: In the future, do you think that online da ng and social networking will…?
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Figure 11: Do you believe that in the future there will be a move away from
mobile da ng apps being free towards a subscrip on-based model?
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Figure 12: Do you consider social networking (i.e. the use of dedicated websites and
applica ons to interact with other users or find people with similar interests to one’s own)
to be a similar ac vity to da ng, or are they dis nct?
No, online da ng and social
networking are diﬀerent services
and cannot be compared
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Figure 13: Do you believe that the ODA should ac vely broaden its membership
to include mobile apps/websites?
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Figure 14: Given the shi to mobile and the possibility of new forms of service emerging,
do you believe that the ODA’s current Code of Prac ce should:
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Not sure

Other
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2) ODA Code of Prac ce
The Online Da ng Associa on (“ODA”) was set up in 2013 to ensure high standards of behaviour by da ng
service providers serving UK users.
The Online Da ng Associa on Code of Prac ce (“ODA Code”) is binding on members of the Associa on. It sets
out what is expected of members under a series of key headings:
•

General Rules

•

Honest and clear communica ons

•

Protec on of the user

•

Delivering to meet user needs

•

Protec ng data and privacy

The Code also sets out compliance arrangements and sanc ons.
The Code is “outcome-based”. Wherever possible it sets out the posi ve outcome it is seeking to achieve or
the nega ve outcome it is seeking to prevent. The ODA Code does not seek to prescribe how ODA Members
go about their business in order to comply. The Code gives ODA Members scope to decide how they go about
mee ng these requirements in ways that best suit them and their users.
Members of the ODA must make available full details of the Code to users, on request, and without charge or
obstruc on.
Providers of online da ng services wishing to join the ODA will be asked to give an undertaking of compliance
with the Code and to explain the arrangements they have in place in achieve this compliance.

The Online Da ng Associa on Code of Prac ce
Sec on 1. General Rules
1.1 ODA Members must comply with all legal and
regulatory requirements applying to their
business including, but not limited to, any
legisla on, regula ons and guidelines rela ng
to the protec on of personal data, privacy,
adver sing & broadcas ng, company and
commercial prac ces and e-commerce.
1.2 ODA Members must act in a fair and reasonable
manner and meet the commitments they make
to their Users.
1.3 ODA Members must not act in ways that bring
the online industry or the ODA into disrepute.

1.4 ODA Members are accountable for any
ac on (including the content of commercial
communica ons) taken on their behalf by their
staﬀ, their sales agents, their partners, aﬃliates,
agencies and sub-contractors in the context of
the ODA Code.
1.5 ODA Members must display the ODA logo
and any other logo and any other informa on
properly required by the ODA from me to me
by means that should ensure user awareness.
1.6 ODA Members must give Users ready, clear
online access to the ODA and its website and
give Users clear informa on as to how they can
make a complaint or report a concern to the
ODA.
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1.7 ODA Members must not display the ODA logo or
any other logo or content in connec on with the
ODA or make reference to ODA membership on
sites of an adult or “casual” nature or any site
not registered with the ODA.
Sec on 2. Honest and Clear Communica ons
2.1 ODA Members must ensure their services
and their marke ng content does not mislead
through exaggera on, omission or by any other
means.
2.2 ODA Members must provide Users with clear
and easily accessible informa on about their
service and website, including but not limited
to:
a) Contact details for those with responsibility
for the site.
b) The rela onship between the site owner or
promoter and any other agent or third party
including any rela onship with any other
ODA Members who have a responsibility for
managing the site or service.
c) A regularly monitored ac ve online contact
form, link or email address through which
Users can get help, report problems or make
a complaint.
d) The site operator’s privacy policy.
e) Terms and condi ons of membership or use
of a site or service.
f) A statement of the ODA Member’s right to
terminate a User’s membership or a User’s
registra on with immediate eﬀect and the
grounds on which the ODA Member could
invoke such termina on.
2.3 ODA Members must advise prospec ve Users
in advance if registra on, membership or use
of a service is based on being included in a pool
of Users that goes beyond the user base of the
service they are being invited to join. A list of
those par cipa ng sites must be accessible
through the website the User joined.
2.4 ODA Members who operate services based
on pooling of Users should have regard to the
appropriateness of the pools operated.
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2.5 ODA Members must provide Users with clear
informa on about the diﬀerent forms of
membership and how to cancel membership. In
par cular, and before Users make any financial
payments, the ODA Member must clearly
specify the following:
a) the services oﬀered for the payment
b) the dura on of any services oﬀered for
the payment including any minimum
subscrip on period resul ng from the
payment
c) any element of automa c renewal and how
this would happen
d) any other key membership condi ons or
requirements that may aﬀect the User during
membership or the User’s use of the service
2.6 ODA Members must clearly state the terms,
dura on and limita ons on any free services
it oﬀers to Users and must make clear if any
on-going commitments, including any financial
commitments, arise or are applied as a
consequence of accep ng such an oﬀer.
Sec on 3. Protec on of the User
3.1 ODA Members must have easily accessible
safety informa on for Users explaining the
poten al risks with online da ng and providing
appropriate advice and guidance.
3.2 ODA Members must provide Users with easily
accessible guidance on what cons tutes
unacceptable behaviour.
3.3 ODA Members must provide Users with a link
and/or contact op on to enable them to report
any cases of abuse and/or harm caused by other
Users. Any such reports should be acted on
appropriately by the ODA Member.
3.4 ODA Members must have policies and
arrangements to prevent misuse or
inappropriate use of their services.
3.5 ODA Members must ensure all User profiles are
checked and that appropriate arrangements
exist to detect fraudulent or misleading Profiles
and inappropriate content and to remove any
such Profiles from the site as soon as possible.

3.6 ODA Members must not themselves create fake
Profiles or knowingly allow Users or any other
party to create and post fake Profiles. If ODA
Members create Profiles for tes ng or other
administra ve purposes this should be done in
ways that ensure Users are in no doubt over the
nature of such Profiles.
3.7 ODA Members must not market or allow the
marke ng of services to target Children.
3.8 ODA Members must take all reasonable steps to
ensure Children do not use services.
3.9 ODA Members must have regard to Users
who may be vulnerable by virtue of their
circumstances.
Sec on 4. Delivering and mee ng User needs
4.1 ODA Members must provide Users with clear
and easy to access informa on on the ODA
Members website se ng out:
a) what type of membership they hold
b) the dura on of the Users membership
c) what subscrip on rates are applicable to
their membership
d) what the future payment commitments
are should any on-going membership or
subscrip on renewal be applied
e) how to cancel their membership
f) any refund condi ons that apply in the event
of cancella on.
4.2 Users must be able to cancel memberships and/
or subscrip ons online within the service or by
e –mail.
4.3 ODA Members must process and confirm all
cancella ons instruc ons from Users promptly.
4.4 ODA Members opera ng paid-for services must
have an accessible and clear refund policy.
4.5 ODA Members must have appropriate and
eﬀec ve arrangements for handling online

complaints, queries or other User issues in a
mely manner.
Sec on 5. Protec ng Data and Privacy
5.1 ODA Members must have arrangements in place
to meet any User request that their Profile be
removed from public view.
5.2 ODA Members must inform Users should it
retain User informa on a er cancella on
or termina on of a User’s membership. Any
informa on retained by the ODA Member shall
be retained in line with laws and regula ons on
data protec on.
5.3 ODA Members oﬀering or opera ng forms of
mul ple mailing on behalf of Users must ensure
messages are clear as to their nature. They must
not misrepresent these or any system generated
messages as being personal in nature. Such
messages cannot be issued without the prior
express consent/agreement of a User in whose
name they are sent. These or similar messages
must be free to receive and read.
5.4 ODA Members must be fair and honest in the
purchase, sale and use of personal data and
shall ensure that they adhere to any consent
requirements as set out in any legisla on or
regula ons governing data protec on.
Sec on 6. Compliance arrangements
6.1 ODA Members must co-operate fully with
the ODA in any inves ga ve and adjudicatory
ma ers in rela on to their membership and the
ODA Code.
6.2 ODA Members found to be in breach of
the Code of Prac ce will be liable for the
administra ve costs incurred by the Associa on
in carrying out any formal inves ga on and in
reaching and implemen ng an adjudica on.
6.3 Subject to exercising any right to appeal a
decision of the ODA, Members must comply
with any direc on or sanc on set by the ODA,
including but not limited to complying with
an undertaking to review or amend internal
procedures or marke ng material and the
reimbursement of any payments made by the
User.

Dating on the Move 21

6.4 ODA Members who have had been found by
the ODA to have commi ed a serious breach
of the ODA Code may have their membership
terminated with immediate eﬀect or suspended
for a period that the ODA at its sole discre on
deems appropriate.
6.5 ODA Members who have had their membership
terminated or suspended must remove all logos,
links and any other content connected to the
ODA with immediate eﬀect.
6.6 Should the ODA have reason to believe that
any ODA Member is in breach of any laws
or regula ons, the ODA reserves the right at
its sole discre on to refer the ma er to the
appropriate statutory and regulatory bodies.

Annex 1
Defini ons
“ODA” shall mean the Online Da ng Associa on set
up in accordance with the Ar cles of Associa on of
29 November 2013.
“ODA Logo” shall mean the approved and oﬃcial logo
of the ODA as determined by the ODA from me to
me.
“ODA Members” shall mean the fully paid members
of the ODA.
“User” or “Users” shall mean the users of the
site, including but not limited to those Users who
have entered their personal details on the site and
shall include (but not be limited to) those who
have registered and/or subscribed to any service,
oﬀer, promo on and/or membership that the ODA
Member has made available on its website.
An adult or “casual” service is one based in oﬀering
sexual entertainment or arranging sexual encounters,
where this is typically reflected in marke ng material,
the content provided by the site operator and the
policy in terms of the visual and other content
allowed.
Profile or User profile means the personal
informa on submi ed by the User specifically to
represent themselves on the service, including
photographs, audio recordings and video recordings.
It does not include content contributed as part of
interac ng with other users, such as messages, blog
posts, forum posts or comments.
Children shall mean any person under the age of
eighteen.
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For any enquiries, please contact:
Ann Aus n, Secretary at the ODA: ann@onlineda ngassocia on.org.uk
Elena Magrina, Policy Analyst at Inline: elena.magrina@inlinepolicy.com

