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alling rates of smoking and a growing
preference for smoke-free public
spaces1 and homes2 have been docu-

mented. There are also numerous, less obvi-
ous indications of society’s reduced
tolerance for tobacco smoke and smoking.
In 1992, Sydney share accommodation
advertisers named non-smoking as the most
sought after attribute in prospective flat-
mates, even ahead of requests specifying a
person’s sex.3 In the United States4 and the
United Kingdom, smoking can significantly
reduce the sale price of houses. Smoking
smells and stains were named by 30% of
London home buyers as the leading “turn
off” when inspecting a home, reducing the
average price by an estimated £16 000.5

Smoking status is also an important factor in
other than real estate: on 6 July 2004,
advertisements on the online auction site
<www.eBay.com>, which auctions anything
from cars to collectibles, mentioned one of
the following words “non-smoking, non
smoking, nonsmoking, smokefree, smoke
free” in 368 323.

Here, we report an investigation into an
unexplored, unobtrusive measure of the
changing face of smoking in the community:
the smoking status of people advertising
themselves on a major dating website. We
used the search function of Australia’s largest
o n l i ne  s i ng l e s  w eb s i t e s ,  “ R S V P”
<www.rsvp.com.au>, to test two hypothe-
ses: (i) there would be more smokers among
those seeking partners or dates than in the
general population;6 and (ii) the most attrac-
tive or appealing advertisers (judged by the
frequency of their photos prompting people
browsing the site to view their ads) would
less often be smokers than all advertisers on
the site.

METHODS
The RSVP website permits searching for
people advertising on their site by specify-
ing or excluding various characteristics,

including a compulsory self-reported smok-
ing status field (don’t smoke/trying to quit/
occasional/regular). We compared the dis-
tribution of non-smokers and smokers in
the RSVP advertising population on a ran-
dom day with data on Australian smoking
prevalence.6

The website displays advertisers’ photos,
and browsers may click on any of the photos
to read about the person advertising. The
“Top 100” feature of the website allows
visitors to inspect the 100 men and 100
women whose advertisements are accessed
most often by site visitors. This allowed us
to compare the smoking status of these
people with that of the other advertisers on
the site. (The “Top 100” feature is now
available in each age category, but, at the
time we did our research, these 100 male
and 100 female advertisers were drawn from

the whole site and, coincidentally, were all
aged 20–29 years).

Our study did not require ethical
approval, and was unfunded.

RESULTS

On 10 February 2004, the RSVP site had
350 942 members, including 132 176 who
had posted advertisements for themselves
on the site. These numbers change on a
daily basis as new advertisers join and oth-
ers withdraw.

We compared the proportion of advertis-
ers on the RSVP website who were smokers
with the proportion of smokers in the most
recent national study of adult Australian
smoking.6 Our results are summarised in
the Box. For all age groups of women and
for men aged 50 years and older, a higher
proportion of advertisers were smokers
compared with the proportion in the general
population. Among men aged 30–49 years,
there was no difference in smoking preva-
lence between advertisers and the general
population. However, for the youngest age
group of men (20–29 years), advertisers
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were less likely to be smokers than their
counterparts in the general population. For
all age groups, the proportion of people
describing themselves as “occasional” smok-
ers was significantly higher among advertis-
ers than in the general population. For
example, among women aged 20–29 years,
5.5% of the general population were occa-
sional smokers compared with 22.1% of the
advertisers (χ2 = 151.40; P < 0.0001), and
among men the corresponding proportions
were 8.4% and 20.3% (χ2 = 163.57;
P < 0.0001). (Data on smoking status by age
are available from the corresponding
author.)

There was a higher proportion of non-
smokers in the “Top 100” advertisers (82%)
compared with all RSVP advertisers aged
20–29 years (67%; χ2 = 50.73, P < 0.001):
85% of the men and 78% of the women in
the “Top 100” advertisers reported being
non-smokers, and 2% of both sexes were
regular smokers (the others describing
themselves as “occasional” or “trying to
quit”).

DISCUSSION

Compared with members of the general
population, women and older men advertis-
ing on the RSVP dating website were more
likely to be smokers; and those aged 20–29
years whose photos were judged most
attractive by visitors to the site were signifi-
cantly less likely to be smokers than all
advertisers in that age group. The very large
numbers of advertisers on the site (and
presumably a similarly large number of visi-
tors) provide high confidence that these
phenomena are real.

That smoking makes it more difficult to
attract responses to dating advertisements is
supported by anecdotal evidence from the
largest dating service in the United King-
dom, Dateline, which reported: “Often, if
one of our clients queries that they haven’t
received many responses from potential
partners, we can trace it back to the fact they
admitted on their ‘compatibility’ form to
being a heavy smoker. It’s amazing how
many smokers then call us back a week later
to inform us that they’ve now decided to
kick the habit!”.8

Our data also indicate that smoking may
be an added impediment to advertisers’
overall “presentation of self” if they hope to
attract a partner. The sex differences we
found suggest that women and older men
who smoke may find themselves more “des-
perate and dateless” than younger men who
smoke.

Percentage of current smokers in the Australian population* compared with the 
percentage of self-declared smokers among advertisers on a dating website (RSVP)† 
(n=132176), and among the “Top 100” male and female advertisers (n=200)

Males
(n = 79 544)

Females
(n = 52 632)

20–29 years

Number of advertisers 27 507 14 739

National smoking prevalence 36.9%‡ 29.2%‡

Smoking prevalence among RSVP advertisers 31.1% 35.5%

Smoking prevalence among “Top 100” male and 
female advertisers

15.0%§ 22.0%§

30–39 years

Number of advertisers 27 643 16 929

National smoking prevalence 32.9% 27.8%¶

Smoking prevalence among RSVP advertisers 29.0% 32.0%

40–49 years 

Number of advertisers 16 857 13 311

National smoking prevalence 27.2% 23.1%¶

Smoking prevalence among RSVP advertisers 30.2% 28.1%

� 50 years 

Number of advertisers 7 537 7 653

National smoking prevalence** 16.1%‡ 11.7%‡

Smoking prevalence among RSVP advertisers 21.2% 17.3%

* Current smokers include daily, weekly and less than weekly smokers from the 2001 National Drug Strategy 
Household Survey.6

† Current smokers include self-declared smokers trying to quit, occasional smokers and regular smokers.
‡ P < 0.01 for χ2 analyses of differences between national smoking prevalence and smoking prevalence in 
RSVP advertisers.
§ P < 0.01 for χ2 analyses of differences between smoking prevalence in total RSVP advertisers aged 20–29 
years and the “Top 100” male and female RSVP advertisers (all aged 20–29 years).
¶ P < 0.05 for χ2 analyses of differences between national smoking prevalence and smoking prevalence in 
RSVP advertisers.
** National smoking prevalence estimates for those aged � 50 years were calculated directly from the 
National Drug Strategy Household Survey 2001 data,7 as the report of the 2001 National Drug Strategy 
Household Survey6 did not include the age category � 50 years.
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Previous research has suggested that
smoking may be associated with increased
facial wrinkling9,10 and hair loss.11 Further,
among a group of people, about half of those
who had smoked for 10 years or more were
able to be identified from facial features
associated with smoking.12

People “clicking on” the photographs of
advertisers do not know the person’s smok-
ing status before they view the information
supplied. Thus, the “Top 100” men and
women are chosen for their looks. That only
2% of these 200 people were regular smok-
ers suggests that smoking may be associated
with less attractive looks.

It is likely that our conclusions are con-
servative, as there was a higher proportion
of self-assigned occasional smokers (18%)
and a lower proportion of regular smokers
among advertisers compared with national
data (4.5% occasional smokers),6 indicating
a possible bias in self-reported smoking
status. It may be that the increasing social
unacceptability of smoking caused some
purposive misclassification bias in self-
reporting smoking status: regular smokers
may be more likely to report themselves as
occasional smokers or as smokers attempt-
ing to quit than for these two groups to
misreport that they are regular smokers.

Thus, as well as suggesting that female
and older male smokers are more likely to
use a dating website, our study provides
some evidence that smokers on such a web-
site are perceived as less attractive than
those who do not smoke. Such information
might provide some smokers with addi-
tional motivation to quit.
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