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Dating Services have long served the shy, the picky, and the busy. These days,
they’re increasingly specialized, too.

Naiomi KooritzKky, owner of Options, an introduction service for gays, lesbians, and HIV+
people, says her client base is neglected by most matchmakers.

Howard McDonough will be celebrating Valentine's Day with his partner of more than a
year, the first person he met after deciding to join a local dating service. McDonough
considers himself fortunate to have found someone so quickly—and someone who can
understand what he's been through over the past several years.

"I'm HIV+," McDonough, 49, a minister who lives in Gaithersburg, says, "and to try to find a
partner who's HIV+ is not all that easy."

McDonough found out he had the virus—and AIDS itself—in 1989. At the time, he was
seriously ill (he retired in 1991 and has lived on disability assistance since), and while it
was certainly not his most urgent concern, he was convinced that he would never again
find anyone to love. "I really felt for three years or so that this is the end of the road," he
says. "l was sick and I even thought, 'm not ever going to have a good day again, 'm just
going to feel sick all the time."

When his health began to improve, McDonough found his HIV+ status a constant burden
when meeting new people. Not only did he worry about accidentally infecting a new
partner with the virus, but he also struggled to figure out the rules of disclosure. "When do
[ tell them?" he asks. "On the first date? On the second? There's the fear of rejection.”

He decided to try to find someone who understood his dilemma—another HIV+ man. In the
past, he'd used personal ads in local gay papers, but had no luck. "You have no idea who'll
show up at the door, even if you're just meeting for coffee," he says. "They say they're 35
and it turns out they're 65." In addition to age, he found that people he met through
personal ads most often lied about their education and employment, even their race, which
particularly surprised and disappointed him: "I was looking for someone who was African
American."

In 1994, he decided to try Options, a young company based in Virginia that has four offices
on the East Coast, including one in Baltimore. Options, founded by former Together dating
service employee Naiomi Kooritzky, is a matching service targeted at gay, lesbian, and HIV+
singles. "The cost blew me away a little bit," he says; he was charged $1,000 for six
introductions. "But I thought, this is an investment in my future.”

The Options counselors warned him it could take three or four months to find a match.
About three months later, in December of 1994, he was introduced to another HIV+ man, a



minister who works in the Baltimore/Washington, D.C,, area. "And we've been together
ever since," McDonough says proudly. The couple moved in together last May; McDonough
is feeling well enough these days to be founding a ministry for persons with AIDS in
Washington, D.C.

Not everyone who buys a membership at a dating or introduction service has such an
immediate or rewarding return on the investment, which can range from less than $50 up
into the thousands. But the services, which began to gain popularity in the 1970s, are
thriving in the 1990s. What's more, there's an ever-increasing crop of specialized
matchmakers—for everyone from HIV+ gay men to young Jewish professionals to classical-
music lovers to Ivy League grads—fixing up America’s unmatched masses.

The number of unmarried people in the United Sates over 25—including divorced,
widowed, and never-wed folks—totals 49 million, about one in five Americans, according
to the 1990 census. The singles population has jumped 85 percent since the 1970 census:
by contrast, the number of married people has grown only 19 percent. The surge in singles
is attributable to several factors, including the increased divorce rate, a trend toward
marrying later then previous generations did, less pressure from society to marry at all,
and the fact that the entire massive Baby Boom generation has reached “marriageable” age
since 1970.

The total number of unattached Americans is deceptive, though, and many of these legally
“single” people are in fact not sitting by the phone on Saturday nights. Some might have a
lover—or several—and cohabit; more than 2.7million American households, according to
1993 census figures, include an unmarried couple in which the head of the household is at
least 25 years old. Some—anywhere from one to 10 percent of the U.S. population,
depending on which estimate you believe—are gay and lesbian, and thus their
relationships go uncounted by the government. Some simply prefer to remain unattached.
But anyway the demographic pie is sliced it still contains plenty of people—of any age or
sexual orientation—who are not single by choice.

Brad and Diane Megahan, president and vice-president, respectively, of Together dating
services franchises in the Baltimore/Washington. D.C., area and in the Carolinas, know just
how big that pie is. “We attract less than one percent of the single population,” Brad 41,
says. “There’s a pretty big market out there.”

The couple—who did not, incidentally meet through a dating service—started their branch
of Together, the oldest and largest of the introduction services, in 1982 in Timonium, when
they were newlyweds. (The Together chain started in 1974 in Boston, and now boasts 172
offices world-wide.) The Megahans are planning to introduce the service, which uses
personality profiles to match potentially compatible members, to the Australian singles
market.



Today, their Baltimore-area operation has 7,000 active and inactive members, and its
counselors create 150 matches (or introductions) per week. They get about 30 new clients
a week in Baltimore, and boast 1.5 engagements of Together members per week.

“I'd never thought of [trying a dating service] when I was single,” Brad says. “But times
have changed.” He thinks dating services have grown in reputation since their first
appearance two decades ago: “dating services are now where health clubs used to be.”

The typical Together member is in his or her 30s, Diane says, and the company aims at
reaching singles between the ages of 25 and 49. The Megahans estimate their overall
membership is at 55 percent male and 45 percent female, with an abundance of men in
their 20s and women over age 50 (because many are widowed).

Perhaps surprisingly, a lot of men in their 20s try dating services because “it’s easier for
them,” Brad says. “There’s less pressure to meet women.” In fact, so many young men flock
to Together to escape the pressure of chatting up girls in bars that the company has
instituted a minimum age of 25 for male clients. Brad says, “We just don’t attract enough
young girls.”

Sarah*, 37, a South Baltimore woman and Together client, agrees that the service has
plenty of men to go around. She found that she was getting more bachelors for the buck
than originally advertised. “Women get introductions every two weeks, and men every
month,” she says. There are too many men in the system.” It rapidly became a case of too
many swains, too little time. “My eldest daughter is a senior in high school, and she was
laughing because I kept getting those calls from men,” Sarah says. “It was kind of fun for a
while, but then it got to be too much. I'd just tell them I'd met somebody already.”

The company uses personality profiles and a questionnaire, generated by client interviews,
to spell out the member's requirements for a future mate, including preferred age range,
height, religion, and whether he or she would consider someone with kids or a smoking
habit. (Another giant of the industry, Great Expectations, which was founded in 1976 and
boasts more than 45 franchises, produces videos of clients and allows members to make
their own choices from the tapes they view.)

Together counselors match the profiles and criteria by hand, without the benefit of
computers, and send the matches each other's names and phone numbers. The next step is
up to them. The Megahans estimate that 12 to 18 introductions are the average for
Together clients; Brad says the company's membership fees range from $1,595 for six
introductions to $3,995 for 36 introductions and other perks.

Although that cost may seem excessive and prohibitive, some Together clients believe it
helps keep out the riffraff. Sarah, who joined Together after separating from her husband—
and found her current boyfriend after four or five introductions—felt the service was a
safer option than trying the personal ads. "Any Tom, Dick, or Harry could send an ad into



the paper," she says. "But the dating service is not cheap. If someone's willing to put out
that kind of money, they're probably sincere."

Others balk at the high prices, and at the hard sell some services use. Tom*, 39, a
Baltimorean who looked into a local video-introduction service while divorcing his wife, is
still angry about his treatment at the company he visited. He'd filled out a mailed
questionnaire and decided to check out the service, mostly out of curiosity. The intended
brief office visit evolved into a three-hour ordeal, and the prices he was quoted reached
$3,000.

“It’s like going to buy a car,” he says. “You know those salesmen they call 'cold closers,' the
ones car dealerships use to get money out of you right there, that night?" His "cold closer,"
he says, was a young woman with a short skirt and no sense of humor. She not only failed
to laugh at his quips, but unleashed a couple of zingers herself: "Were you like this with
your wife? Maybe this was where some of your problems came from."

"They made me feel so small, throwing my personal life in my face," he says. He responded
by insulting her male supervisor, who futilely attempted to close the deal by bragging that
he'd dated 55 women in the past year. Six months later, the "cold closer" called Tom to
follow up. "Apparently,” he says, "my performance wasn't enough to wipe me from their
data base."

Some potential Together clients don't make the cut. The company has no introduction
service for homosexuals. It rejects married people, and the Megahans say they don't bother
with folks who are more interested in a hot time than a relationship. "If someone calls up
just interested in sex," Brad says, "we figure that out pretty quickly."

He takes pains to mention that his company "is not a detective agency," and the Megahans
are vague on the topic of how exactly client's backgrounds are verified. "If someone has a
criminal record as a rapist—and sometimes they tell you they do—obviously they're not
going to be allowed to join," Diane says. But "there's no hard and fast rule" about people's
legal pasts, Brad says; a client with a long-ago nonviolent conviction, for example, might not
be automatically rejected.

Also a member’s medical history might prove an obstacle to membership. “If someone says
they're HIV+," Diane says, "we have to divulge that to the person we match them to." Brad
adds, "There's a question of whether the company would be liable" if a HIV+ client infected
another Together client. He says they don't have an official policy regarding HIV+
customers, but "that issue doesn't come up frequently."

But it does come up, Naiomi KooritzKky says, and that's why she founded Options, the
introduction service McDonough used to find his partner, two years ago. "Naiomi's a smart
person,"” Brad says, adding with a chuckle, "Of course she is—she worked for us!



Kooritzky, 35, started Options primarily for people with HIV. "l worked at Together for 10
months, and we would turn away people who were HIV+," she says. With an HIV+ family
member, she says, "l know a lot about the disease, and [ know that they need love too."
Kooritzky notes that many dating services reject HIV+ clients of any sexual orientation, and
many of the major services do not match gays and lesbians.

Options' Baltimore office, open since April, currently has about 700 clients in the area.
Although her business is thriving—Options just opened an office in Philadelphia, and
Kooritzky hopes to offer national franchises in a year—she is frank about the problems of
marketing to a niche that faces discrimination. "The numbers [of possible clients] are small.
It's been a struggle.” She buys mailing lists from gay-oriented businesses and magazines,
and mails out questionnaires to prospective customers. “People won’t sell me mailing lists
when they find out what I do.” She says. “I've seen doors close in my face. But I'm half-
Korean, half-Russian, and ['ve been fighting discrimination since I was born."

She modeled Options' matching service after Together’'s—both use interviews and
questionnaires to determine members' common interests and personal traits that might
ensure compatibility. Both services reject the use of videos to showcase their members'
charms. "Unless you're attractive and come across great on video," you're at a
disadvantage, she says.

Interviews reveal what members want from a potential partner. "It's a screening process,"
Kooritzky says. "If someone's 50 or 60 and only wants to date 20-year-olds, we nip that in
the bud." Like Together’s Brad Megahan, Kooritzky is vague about how client information is
verified. Members are quizzed about their backgrounds, and they are asked to produce
several forms of identification.

Options does reject some potential clients for reasons not related to substance abuse or
criminality. "We've caught some married men," she says. Single bisexuals, for example,
might also be rejected by Options. "Some men say they're bisexual, but they're really
straight men looking for women," she says. "They want to buy a 'present’ for their wives."
Some also are what personal-ad placers call "bi-curious," wanting to "try out"
homosexuality, and she's hesitant to introduce them to members who are comfortable with
being gay. Not all take rejection lightly: "I have all sorts of requests.”





