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Abstract. We studied Indian matrimonial websites that facilitate arranged mar-
riages, focusing on how they are designed to foster safety and inclusivity. We
conducted 20 interviews with marriage seekers and parents to understand how
they use the sites. We examined government policy, technical affordances, hu-
man services, and the presence of the social network. We contrast matrimonial
sites to dating websites in the Indian context. Matrimonial websites’ affordances
suggest ways we might make other kinds of sites safer.
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1 Introduction

90% of all Indian marriages are arranged marriages [59, 83]. Indian matrimonial web-
sites offer what we refer to as a “safe space” by helping family members stay involved
in and watching over the matrimonial process. They promote inclusivity by facilitating
spousal search for persons from marginalized groups including the disabled, widowed,
divorced, and HIV positive.

Meeting someone online in any context is fraught with dangers—from physical
safety to fraudulent financial dealings to deceptions of greater and lesser magnitude [26,
58]. The perils of dating websites are well known (see [14, 22, 86]). Vulnerable individ-
uals operating more or less solo are often taken advantage of [45].

Such vulnerability has not historically been a problem In India, where people have
lived in co-located joint families of three to four generations taking part in shared ac-
tivities [16, 69]. These activities include arranging marriages; the extended family and
friends participate in all stages of the matrimonial process, from spousal search to the
wedding, and even beyond as the couple adjusts to a new life. However, urbanization
and influences from other cultures have transformed Indian family structure, with a de-
creasing number of joint families and an increasing number of nuclear families [69]. As
families engage in less daily interaction, there are fewer opportunities for the extended
family to take part in the matrimonial process [4, 69]. Matrimonial websites open the
pool of potential spouses to those beyond the family’s immediate social network, a net-
work that shrinks as the Indian diaspora grows.

We use the concept of safe space from the work of Scheuerman et al. [67] who stud-
ied safe spaces for transgender people. They defined a safe space as a “conceptual space



... to denote safety from any emotional harm and othering (being treated as abnormal or
alien)”. We use the work of Karusala and Kumar [38] who studied women’s safety in
India. They emphasized the role of the social network in providing safety by observing
that women felt safe when family or friends were present and concerned about their
safety [38]. These broad concepts of safety go beyond the specific populations these
authors studied.

Safety and inclusivity are related: if a person is excluded from a social space, online
or offline, the absence of like-minded others reduces the chances of finding help in
unsafe situations and in preventing unsafe situations from arising in the first place.
The presence of social support creates an inclusive space, providing safety to form
relationships. For example, the internet affords a safe space for queer people to explore
their sexuality in the presence of sympathetic others [11, 67]. We define a safe space as
an environment where the presence of a social network has the capacity to create safety,
both social and psychological.

A key motivation for our study is to respond to Al-Dawood et al.’s [5] point that
“[The] HCI literature has chiefly focused on how technology is used in cultures where
premarital relationships ... such as dating, flirting, and mixed-gender gatherings are the
norms and accepted.” Indian matrimonial websites were introduced in the 1990s, and
have been used extensively [53], yet they have not been studied very much. For ex-
ample, since 2006, over 26 million people made use of Matrimony.com [81], but HCI
research scarcely touches on these websites. To the best of our knowledge, this paper
is the first HCI study to explore the features and services of matrimonial sites and how
they operate as a safe space. We ask the following research questions:

RQ1: How do matrimonial websites foster safety and inclusivity?
RQ2: How to foster safety and inclusivity on social networking and dating sites?

We discuss how Indian matrimonial websites build on traditional cultural values
of Indian arranged marriages rather than disrupting them. We explore how tradition
and history can be values in design. Blevis et al. [12] note that, “As designers we are
up against a culture of planned obsolescence...that [fails to] recall and sustain history—
sometimes very ancient history.” We investigate safety and inclusivity through an em-
pirical examination of matrimonial sites and analysis of interviews with users. This
paper has multiple contributions: (a) to understand how digital technology supports a
widely practiced form of marriage; (b) to understand how matrimonial websites have
carefully designed technical affordances and social supports for promoting safety that
may be useful in other contexts; and, (c) to promote reflective HCI that critiques the
way we conduct and approach research impacting people globally (see [21, 78]).

2 Related Work

We discuss research related to safe spaces in three topical areas: children’s use of the
internet, online queer communities, and online dating.



2.1 Online Platforms for Children

The increase in children’s use of the internet has raised questions regarding safety, and
the literature has provided foundational work that informs our own. The HCI com-
munity has studied parents’ concerns and involvement in sharing their children’s in-
formation online [7, 19, 29,48, 87]. Online safety measures for children include regu-
lar communication between parents and children [27], direct parental participation in
children’s internet use [32], blocking software and filters [19], and community educa-
tion [77]. Ammari et al. [7] note that parents follow preventive strategies such as telling
family members their preferences for sharing their children’s content, and creating sep-
arate profiles for the children. Parents use corrective strategies such as insisting others
remove content related to their children [7] and parental disclosure management such
as deciding with their partner what child-related content to share online [7]. However,
parents may post about their children’s behavior, development, and appearance [48].
It is not always clear when parents freely share and when they attempt to limit their
children’s online exposure.

2.2 Online Queer Communities

Members of the queer community face challenges offline including social exclusion [64],
bullying [57], harassment [57,90], threats [57], verbal taunts [90], and mental dis-
tress [64]. They may be subjected to disapproval and derogation [41]. Thus, many turn
to the internet for a measure of safety. Sometimes anonymity allows them to explore
and discuss their sexuality [55]. The self-selected nature of online communities allows
queer people to find others who will be accepting [67]. Woodland [88] observes the
formation of virtual queer spaces to “provide safe(r) spaces for queer folk to gather.”
Fraser [28] notes that “Websites designed by or for queer youth ... [provide a] safe space
devoid of homophobia ... [to] explore sexuality, find information, and make friends.”
Roy [65] observes that the internet has become an essential part of the Indian queer
movement, noting that in the 1990s, the internet provided a safe space when offline
contact among members was impossible [47]. Bhattacharjya and Ganesh [11] argue that
the internet helps the Indian queer community by buttressing transnational queer rights
movements [11], noting that “the need for [a] safe space is probably the single most
important factor that underlies the formation of digital queer spaces” [11]. The presence
of peer support in queer communities is a crucial part of safety, and we build on this
observation in our formulation of space spaces with respect to arranged marriage.

2.3 Online Dating

The most obvious comparison to matrimonial sites is dating websites, so we review
the literature on this topic. Dating websites enable people to meet without implying
that marriage will be of interest [6]. Philips and Morrissey [58] wryly observe: “[T]he
online world is not [entirely] a safe place and the internet is not necessarily a super-
highway to love.” Anonymity allows people to behave differently than they would in
real life [25, 34]. They may create an “ideal self”” which is not authentic [24, 30]. They
may misrepresent information about physical appearance, age, criminal history, and



marital status [25, 34, 84]. Serious misrepresentations reduce safety, giving rise to ha-
rassment [45], romance scams [14], and identity fraud [86]. Online dating may result
in financial loss, blackmailing, and exploitation of a participant’s vulnerable emotional
state [22].

Masden and Edwards [45] note that harassment is a common issue. Smith and Dug-
gan [73] report that 42% of female participants and 17% of male participants expe-
rienced harassment on dating websites. Witty [86] highlights identity fraud including
creating profiles with stolen pictures, declaring love at a very early stage, and requesting
to move the relationship offline in order to financially deceive. Safety in online dating is
a complex and evolving concern [60]. Daters are aware of at least some of the pitfalls.
They may try to overcome them by reading signals and deconstructing cues [82] such
as email addresses [20], personal homepage links [40], and the messages’ timing [85].
Ellison et al. [24] underline the importance of even small cues in assessing a potential
date, such as spelling and the way messages are presented.

3 Background

To understand the context of this paper, basic information about practices of Indian
arranged marriage and the working of matrimonial sites is needed. Much of this infor-
mation may be unfamiliar to many of our readers and will be useful in interpreting our
findings.

3.1 Arranged Marriage in India

Historically, the process of finding a spouse in India involved long discussions between
family members that eventuated in unanimous agreement [17]. This pattern still holds
and has not changed despite many other changes in Indian society [59]. Marriage is not
merely the union of two individuals [69], but an alliance between two families [8]. Mar-
riage thus has a huge impact on families’ everyday lives, and its arrangement requires
meticulous attention [63]. Marriage seekers’ relatives and neighbors discreetly (even
secretly), perform background checks on potential spouses and the potential spouse’s
family, examining matters such as infidelity and criminal activity.

If both families find a potential match desirable, they move ahead with the next stage
in which the marriage seekers meet, talk, and exchange life histories, goals, and de-
sires [69]. These meetings take place in a formal setting, in the families’ presence [59].
If the potential spouses like each other, they confirm their consent to marry. An ex-
change of gifts between the families then marks the commencement of the new rela-
tionship, followed by the marriage ceremony [59].

Xiaohe and Whyte [89] note that arranged marriages may be misconceived as forced
marriages. However, arranged marriage typically requires the informed consent of the
future spouses [79]. In South Asian countries including India, Pakistan, Indonesia, and
Bangladesh [50, 56, 59], as well as most Middle Eastern countries [5, 56], arranged mar-
riages are the most common means of finding a spouse. Penn [56] remarks that arranged
marriages, “[practiced by] half of the world’s population ... will become more pervasive
in the future since they predominate in countries with high rates of population growth.”



3.2 Indian Matrimonial Websites

Most users of matrimonial websites in India utilize three websites: Shaadi.com, Bharat-
matrimony.com, and Jeevansathi.com [83]. Business has grown dramatically as the sites
provide efficient spousal search when conventional methods of locating a spouse are not
working [37]. They allow users to create profiles within regional, religious, community-
specific, and linguistic sub-sites [83]. For instance, a marriage seeker can create a profile
on Shaadi.com’s regional sub-site, Tamilmatrimony.com.

Create profile for * Self Son Daughter Brother

Fig. 1. Profile creation on Shaadi.com

Matrimonial websites allow the marriage seeker and friends and family to create and
contribute to an extensive online profile with rich information about the potential spouse
(Fig. 1). Such information is consistent with typical Indian practices of thoroughly eval-
uating potential spouses. For example, the mother of a marriage seeker might begin a
search by setting up an online profile for her son. She specifies his personal information
such as age, weight, and marital status, as well as his preferences for food, alcohol,
and smoking. Profiles specify caste, geographic location, native language, the num-
ber of siblings, parents’ occupations, and time and place of the marriage seeker’s birth
for horoscope matching [76]. Profiles include education and career-related information
such as the marriage seeker’s salary and employer, hobbies and photos [76]. The profile
shows the profile creator and the marriage seeker’s relationship (Fig. 2). The profile
creator examines the profiles of potential spouses and shortlists them based on com-
patibility with the marriage seeker. Everyone involved, including the marriage seeker,
discusses the profiles to further narrow down the selection. Once everyone approves the
profiles, the profile creator sends connection requests to potential spouses. A connection
request is similar to a friend request on Facebook, with a brief personal note including
a greeting and contact information. Although there are a few Indian-produced dating
websites for casual dating, people use only matrimonial websites when there is a seri-
ous intent of marrying.

Here is a typical marriage seeking scenario taken from the “Marriage Success Sto-
ries” section of Jeevansathi.com. Vasudha, a 31-year-old woman, describes her matri-
monial experience:

When [my family and I were searching for a potential spouse] I received a request from
[a] Delhi guy named Gauray ... [Our] parents spoke to each other and found it fine to
take [the relationship] forward ... We spoke on calls for around two months and then we
met ... After around 6 months our parents met, everybody was fine to take it forward ...
We got engaged on 26th Nov 2017 and finally married on 11th Dec 2017.



In June 2016, the Ministry of Communication and Information Technology mandated
that matrimonial websites authenticate users with proof of identity and address [80].
It is compulsory that “Service providers should make a declaration that the website is
strictly for matrimonial purposes and not a dating website and should not be used for
posting obscene material” [49]. The government requires records of IP addresses: “Mat-
rimonial websites should store the IP address of the profile creator for one year from the
date of activation” [49]. The mandate advised matrimonial websites to prominently and
regularly display their safety measures and to “[caution] users against possible fraud-
sters who asks for favors, money, etc.” [80].

About Jayaram A

and determination in achieving his goals

Fig. 2. Profile creator and marriage seeker’s relationship shown on Shaadi.com

The government requires that matrimonial websites not allow login until the com-
pany has verified the phone number and email address of the profile creator. Verifi-
cation is performed through One-Time Password, valid for one login. Then the web-
site staff screens the profile before it goes live. After an initial screening, every time
the user updates the profile, the staff screens again. The websites explicitly state on
their homepages that they provide services only to marriage seekers. For example, Jee-
vansathi.com says: “Jeevansathi is only meant for users with a bonafide [sic] intent to
enter into a matrimonial alliance and is not meant for users interested in dating only.”
Once documents are uploaded and verified, the websites provide trust badges. For ex-
ample, Bharatmatrimony.com provides five trust badges: an identity badge that requires
uploading a government-issued ID, a professional badge to upload certificates of edu-
cation, a social badge to link Facebook or LinkedIn profiles, a reference badge to add
personal or professional references, and an employment badge to upload a pay slip or
proof of employment.

Matrimonial websites take verification very seriously. Staff verify the marriage
seeker’s identity and address by checking public documents such as the driver’s license
and passport. Because the websites are supervised by a government agency, the Cy-
ber Crime Investigation Cell, the sites have access to official records. Jeevansathi.com
checks the credibility of a profile by an in-person visit to the marriage seeker’s address.
A “relationship executive” phones within 48 hours of profile creation and schedules a
visit, collecting copies of the official documents to confirm the date of birth, address,
highest educational qualification, occupation, income, and marital status. In case of a



discrepancy between the information on the profile and the documents, the websites
suspend the profile until clarifications can be obtained.

The websites also provide easy reporting of threats to the security team. For exam-
ple, here are few threats that a marriage seeker can report on Shaadi.com:

1. “Fake/Misleading profile: incorrect profile information, the phone number is incor-
rect/unreachable, more than one profile, photo belongs to someone else.”

2. “Member is already married/engaged: I know this person, told by a member over
chat/phone, found through social media/acquaintance.”

Some matrimonial websites are responsive to diverse life circumstances as people
seek suitable marriage prospects. For example, they provide services to the divorced
and widowed, and people whose marriages have been annulled. The marriage seeker
selects the marital statuses acceptable to him or her while creating a profile. For ex-
ample, Jeevansathi.com has these statuses: “Never Married”, “Awaiting Divorce”, “Di-
vorced”, “Widowed”, and “Annulled”. Once the marriage seeker creates the profile, the
website does not allow a change in the marital status in order to protect the integrity
of the information. Other sites have branched out to other demographics, e.g., 40plus-
matrimony.com caters to those over 40. Matrimonial websites reach out to people who
are not English literate, who do not have access to digital services, or who may not be
digitally literate enough to use such services. The websites have “matrimony bureaus”,
which are local agencies with human mediators to assist in the online process [54]. A
relationship executive meets with the marriage seeker and helps set up a profile. The
executive navigates through potential spouses’ profiles and describes the profile infor-
mation to the marriage seeker who notes the details of profiles they like. Later the
marriage seeker shares the information with the family for shortlisting. The executive
continues to be available until the last stage of marriage.

4 Methods

We interviewed 20 people including eight men and 12 women. Participants ranged in
age from 25 to 60. We interviewed two parents, three siblings, a married couple, 11
prospective spouses, and two matrimony bureau personnel. 15 participants were living
in India, one in Canada, and four in the United States at the time of the interviews. The
families of those in the U.S. and Canada and their potential spouses were living in India.
Participants were from the Hindu religious community which comprises 80% of India’s
population [36]. We recruited participants using personal contacts, snowball sampling,
and by posting recruiting messages on social media. Recruiting and interviewing took
place from February—April 2018.

The first author interviewed people over the phone in English, one of the official
languages of India and spoken widely [9]. We chose telephone interviews because par-
ticipants were living in various locations. Each interview took between 45-60 minutes
and was audio-recorded. All participants were anonymized in transcripts. We have in-
cluded grammatical errors in interview segments quoted in the Findings. We asked par-
ticipants about their online matrimony process, for reflections on their experiences, and
what they think of the safety measures that matrimonial websites provide.



We studied Shaadi.com, Bharatmatrimony.com, and Jeevansathi.com, analyzing their
affordances and some user posts. We created dummy profiles because profiles were
not accessible without registration. We did not personally contact anyone on the sites.
Names used in the paper are pseudonyms. We followed a grounded theory approach [18]
to analyze interviews. The authors met weekly for five months, first reading through the
data and performing coding at the sentence level, iterating multiple times. We used
codes such as “social network presence”, “government involvement”, “policy imple-
mentation”, and “technical affordances”. Then we grouped the codes into higher level
categories such as “inclusivity”, “safety”, “trust”, “empowerment”, and “credibility”.
Out of these, we formed higher-level themes. We then found quotes in which partici-
pants’ thoughts clearly expressed their ideas and feelings on the topics we present in
Findings. The different stakeholders’ perspectives—marriage seekers, parents, siblings,

and matrimony bureau personnel-were all considered to provide validity to our work.

5 Findings

We discuss how matrimonial websites provide safety to marriage seekers. Our partic-
ipants compared dating websites to their use of matrimonial websites. We discovered
that matrimonial websites not only provide measures of safety to all who use them
but also open new marital possibilities of inclusion for people with disabilities and for
inter-caste marriages.

5.1 Alternatives to Dating Websites

We found three principal features of Indian matrimonial sites that foster safety: (1)
They support the involvement of family and friends in the search for a spouse; (2) They
provide detailed information for selecting a spouse, integral to the process of finding
a spouse in an arranged marriage; and, (3) They perform careful profile verification to
protect users from deception and shady practices. These three features stand in con-
trast to dating websites which do not provide detailed information, do not support the
family’s participation, and do not provide information verification.

Our interview participants reported that on dating websites a person cannot be sure
about another person’s intentions. For example, Aarti, a 27-year-old woman working as
a software engineer in Bangalore, said:

“I have been on Tinder, but my motive to be on Tinder was definitely not to find a life
partner. I used Tinder because I moved to a new city where I did not know anyone. So, [
thought that it would be a good way to connect with new people and to get to know the
city a little better. But I personally have never thought about these dating websites as
an avenue for exploring [and searching] life partner. I think it is the general perception
around these dating websites. Obviously, people also have very different motives on
these dating websites. Due to such things, one does not consider them [for searching
spouse] ... [A matrimonial website] I think is a formal platform and you know that there
will be high chances that only people who are interested to get married would be present
on the platform ... [because it is] only dedicated to the purpose where guys and girls
meet so that they can get married.”



Aarti told us that on matrimonial websites if she feels unsafe or if someone threatens her
“I can at least ... contact the website administrators. I can report the issue [or threat].”
She mentioned that on dating websites “[Y]ou cannot do this ... you have nowhere [and
no one] to reach out [in case of a threat].”

Interviewees stressed that matrimonial sites facilitate the involvement of family and
friends unlike the complete lack of such involvement on dating sites. Simran, a 29-
year-old with a business degree, worked in human resources at Fidelity Investments in
Bangalore. Her parents lived near New Delhi. She told us that “/My] parents created
[my] profile on Jeevansathi.com, Shaadi.com, and Bharatmatrimony.com ... [My par-
ents and I] were active on these websites. If someone has shown interest in [my] profile,
I would go and check the profile. If I like it ... I will discuss it with my parents. Simi-
larly, if my parents like a profile, they will tell me about it and I would go through [the
profile].” She mentioned that “I started using [matrimonial websites] around 2013 ...
It took [me] two and a half year to find [a] spouse ... So, everything was finalized in
2015 ... Before that, I met at least 20-25 [prospective spouses].” She ended up meet-
ing her husband on Jeevansathi.com. After the marriage, Simran moved to Connecticut
with her husband who works at Infosys as a software engineer. Simran compared dating
sites and matrimonial sites:

“[W]hen your family is out of the scene, deep down you know it is a bit dicey and
you cannot rely on [a dating website] ... if I meet someone through Tinder, I don’t
know whether to trust that person. In matrimonial websites, generally, my parents would
contact a prospective mate’s parents. So, they would have spoken to each other. We have
the parents’ number and the potential mate’s number. So, if something does not go well,
we know where to contact the parents.”

Simran further added that dating websites do not provide crucial details required for
arranging a marriage: ‘ ‘In India, there is a lot of emotions around marriage ... [Through
dating websites] I might know just one side of [the person]. It is not possible that 1
would know about his parents, siblings, background, how [he] behaves at home, with
[his] parents or with the extended family members.”

Yashika, a 25-year-old studying for a Ph.D. in Economics in New Zealand, ex-
plained how her sister had found her husband through a family member, emphasizing
the importance of the social network. She said “We knew my brother-in-law’s uncle. He
was a close family friend ... [M]y brother-in-law’s mom is a relative of my Aunt ... [M]y
mom and dad went to my brother-in-law’s house [and] they liked the family. They liked
him. After a few meetings, they said the family is cultured and educated and then we
went ahead with the proposal.” She noted the presence and involvement of her parents
and family when her sister was seeking a spouse. At the time of the interview, Yashika’s
family was searching for a spouse for her on matrimonial websites as she had not sim-
ilarly met anyone in her family’s social network. She told us that in India, “Marriage
is between two families not between two individuals.” Therefore, the family’s presence
and involvement throughout the process is essential. She added:

“I am seeking for seriousness in the relationship, rather than just dating or being in a
relationship ... I feel that dating websites are more or less for a time pass [because your
SJamily is not involved]. It’s like no strings attached kind of policy on dating websites.”



Typically, in arranged marriage, the marriage seeker’s family employs multiple methods
for assessing the credibility of a potential spouse’s information. Though marriage seek-
ers may now use matrimonial websites, they still cross-verify the information offline.
Matrimonial websites have eased the cross-checking. For example, Aarti said:

“On matrimonial websites, you have information about the family, ... the educational,
professional background of the family and the potential spouse, ... the place where the
[potential spouse] works or the field in which this person works, how much he earns,
and where he lives. So, it’s much more credible because you want to run an [offline]
background check which becomes...easier.

Sheila, a 52-year-old mother in Chennai, found her daughter-in-law through a website.
Her son worked as a civil engineer in a construction firm in Los Angles. The daughter-
in-law was employed at a software firm in Bangalore. After the marriage, she moved
with her husband to California and found a job as a software engineer. Sheila explained
how the process of verifying the potential spouse’s information worked:

“[For my son, ] after we selected the [potential spouse’s] profile, we told our relatives
who were living in the same area to check [her] background. If everything is fine, then
only we [will proceed] ... [We found that] her father [was] related to my nephew. We
contacted [my nephew], and he said it is a very good family and everything is fine. Then
we moved ahead [with] the process.”

Abhishek, a 32-year-old managing an IT firm in Hyderabad, met his wife through Jee-
vansathi.com. He used the website for two and a half years. He told us:

“[When] things got serious, I tried to do some background verification through my own
links. Someone I know in that particular city. It is not difficult to find someone who can
probably help you to figure out if a person is the same as what the person claims to be.”

Abhishek himself searched for his spouse. He told us he did not involve his parents until
he conducted a background check and was sure the profile was authentic. He empha-
sized that the detailed information on matrimonial websites is very important because
“[MJarriage is about whether another person can fit into your family.” The information
helps in assessing the spouses’ compatibility compared to, as he said, “a dating website
where a person is writing about hobbies, life’s motto.”

Sheila and Abhishek’s accounts indicate the importance of human verification for
assessing the credibility of the potential spouse’s information. Building on this under-
standing, matrimonial websites provide an in-person verification service through the re-
lationship executive. Raghav, a 31-year-old with an MBA working in human resources
in an IT firm in New Delhi, explained:

“[The officials from a matrimonial website ] will visit your house ... [and] check whether
you are a real person who has registered with that website. Once they visit and check
then they put an authentication badge that this profile has been verified by us.”

Sheila told us:

“In my brother’s case, actually he appointed some person [for profile verification] ...
He told me [that] if you want, that service can be provided by the matrimony website
itself. He used this service and he got all the information [verified].



Matrimonial websites perform thorough verification technically and through human
mediators. The detailed information generated, and involvement of family, create a safe
space to marriage seekers as they perform a matrimonial search.

5.2 Safe Spaces for People with Disabilities

Matrimonial websites offer a socially and psychologically safe space for people with
disabilities. This safety is a social breakthrough in India because people with disabili-
ties face antipathy and social rejection offline [2, 3]. A person with a disability is often
shunned from social gatherings [3, 72]. People fear that a disabled person might become
a burden on the family [2, 3] if they cannot perform household chores and because they
often seek practical and/or financial assistance [2]. Disabled persons are often perceived
as asexual [46], sexually deviant [2], infertile [3], incompetent to raise children [3], and
unsuitable for marriage [74]. Such stereotypes reduce marital prospects [2]. Sivanan-
dan [72] comments that parents feel pressure about their disabled child’s future settle-
ment, security, and care.

Ashok, a 37-year-old man with a physical disability and a singer by profession,
whom we interviewed, told us:

“[D]isability reduces your market value to a drastic extent [offline]. If I did not have a
disability I would be, probably, worth more ... You think a guy walking with a crutch,
living a low life can approach a girl and say hi? ... There is no freaking way I would ever
stand a chance to go approach some random girl or her parents and say I am interested
in your daughter. That would have never worked out at all. People consciously avoid
[me] in the social gatherings.”

For disabilities that are not immediately visible, such as infertility, the family tries to
hide the marriage seeker’s condition to the extent possible [2, 72]. Though the Hindu
Marriage Act permits the annulment of a marriage when a spouse’s disability is con-
cealed before marriage, such concealment still occurs [2,72]. Even though these mar-
riages usually result in annulment [72], parents may still act out of desperation and
hope that in their child’s case, the marriage will succeed. For visible disabilities such as
impaired mobility, a woman may marry a much older or divorced man [2], while a man
usually marries a woman from a poorer community or from a lower caste [2].

The affordances of matrimonial websites improve the situation a great deal. Dis-
abled persons do not have to conceal impairments. When a potential spouse accepts a
connection request, the disability has already been made known because it is part of the
information in the profile. For instance, Ashok told us:

“[Matrimonial websites] have opened up that minuscule window of opportunity that a
man or a woman who has created his own profile can now connect to [profiles across]
the country and maybe they meet someone there, who knows.”

Ashok began by creating matrimonial profiles for his cousin, which then encouraged
him to create his own profile. He explained:

“A couple of years ago I reached out to one girl through the matrimonial website. She
was working in IT. Her parents were unbelievably good. They responded to my request.



I mentioned that I have a disability and they said they know [because it was mentioned
on the matrimonial profile] but they don’t want to judge me on that basis. They gave me
the email address of their daughter and said talk to her and if you guys get along with
each other we will talk further.”

Although Ashok and the young woman did not end up together, the matrimonial site
provided an opportunity to find a desirable potential spouse and facilitated connection.
Ramesh, a 55-year-old man with a disabled daughter, shared his experience of
finding his daughter a spouse on Abilitymatrimony.com, a sub-site of Bharatmatri-
mony.com. Here is the fragment of what Ramesh wrote on Abilitymatrimony.com:

“One fine evening I was having my tea, a surprise call came from Delhi and the person
asked [whether he could marry my daughter]. I said yes but who are you and [what do
you do?] He detailed [that] he was [disabled] like my daughter and they [the marriage
seeker and his family] were from Bihar and the same caste [as ours]. I asked when
they can come to their village [as they were living somewhere else because] I would
like to meet [them]. Within a month they came. I visited their home, met with [the] boy
and we agreed about marriage ... Now both [my daughter and son-in-law] are [living
happily].”

None Physically - From b... REaYEeIEINIEN PN

Mentally - From birtn - Mentally-Due to a
Cripple Hearing Impaired Visually Impaired
HIV+ Yes No

Fig. 3. Representation of marriage seeker’s disability on Jeevansathi.com

Ashok, born with cerebral palsy, lived in Chennai. He used Tinder and OkCupid for
more than two years. He compared dating to matrimonial websites and discussed the
drawbacks of Tinder and OkCupid:

“In my opinion ... dating sites such as Tinder or OkCupid ... have [not] worked out to be
great [for me] ... Tinder kind of works, but it does not work for ordinary [and disabled]
people. It only works for highly attractive male and female [persons]... [On dating



websites] there were a lot of people that have reached out to me and were surprised
when I met them in person. So, after all of these years of having unpleasant surprises I
have made this explicitly clear to mention in the very first sentence of my description on
the profile that I have a physical disability ... I make sure that they know that they are
talking to a person with a disability.”

While dating websites provide free form text boxes for personal information, they have
not yet normalized the ability spectrum with fields to mention and categorize disability.
It thus becomes a somewhat awkward burden and marginalizing experience for the
disabled person to explain.

While parents may try to hide a marriage seeker’s disability, the matrimonial web-
sites normalize disability through the affordances of the user interface. Fig. 3 shows a
typical example. Jeevansathi.com has five options to categorize disability: “Physically-
From birth”, “Physically-Due to accident”, “Mentally-From birth”, “Mentally-Due to
accident”, and “None”. A marriage seeker can select the nature of disability: “Crip-
ple”, “Speech Impaired”, “Hearing Impaired”, “Visually Impaired”, and “Others”. The
website also provides options to represent HIV status (Fig. 3). These categories bring
disability into the open, indicating that it is merely part of a profile like education, per-
sonal preferences, or occupation.

5.3 Safe Spaces for Inter-caste Marriage

Matrimonial websites foster safe spaces for inter-caste marriage. In India, around 1200
BC [23], caste, i.e., social distinctions based on occupations [10, 66], originated as part
of the social order. People preferred marrying within the caste because of similar cul-
ture and economic interests [8]. However, over time, caste grew into a rigid hierarchy
that has led to social exclusion [8]. Even now, many people feel they want to marry
within their caste [8, 37]. But some have started to accept inter-caste marriage because
of growing egalitarian perspectives owing to social and demographic changes such as
education, reduction in gender segregation, changing work patterns, and the rising age
of marriage [39].

In the interviews, participants noted that though they would be open to inter-caste
marriage, offline it is difficult to connect to potential spouses outside one’s caste because
usually people from different castes do not socialize. For example, Ashok belonged to
an orthodox Brahmin family but was open to inter-caste marriage. He said:

“[1]f you reach out to people [offline] outside your caste, the response rate from not
belonging to your caste, regardless of [whether] they are from the higher or lower class,
seems to be poor. Even if there is a response, culturally [and] lifestyle-wise you [both]
don’t seem to kind of get along or go along that well ... I have engaged with people
outside of my caste [offline] ... [and] things have never worked out.”

However, Ashok noted that the potential spouses he contacted offline were still seeking
intra-caste marriages. The matrimonial sites open up a bigger, different pool of potential
spouses by including those who are open to inter-caste marriage. Raghav, who met his
wife through a matrimonial website, emphasized the importance of the wider pool:



“I frankly wanted to register to these websites because I wanted to keep my options
open. I was not inclined to selecting only a girl [from my caste]. So, finally, I married a
girl [from outside my caste] ... So, it has been an inter-caste arranged marriage for me.
So, I never wanted to focus on a specific [caste] which happens [in an offline search].
I wanted to be open and meet a person whom I like not [necessarily in] the [caste] ...
[These websites] have [provided] a very helpful platform in terms of formalizing the
process [and] giving you more options.”

Aarti, Raghav’s wife, told us that both the families were open to inter-caste marriage.
Her mother saw Raghav’s profile and sent a connection request. Raghav liked Aarti’s
profile and accepted the request. Raghav lived with his parents in Delhi. Aarti’s parents
lived in Delhi, but she lived in Bangalore. Both sets of parents first talked over the
phone. The families met and liked each other. Raghav then visited Aarti. They liked
each other. Then they got married. Both well-educated families were unconcerned about
a potential spouse’s caste. Aarti said:

“We did not have any filter based on the [caste] as such. In fact, my husband is not
Jrom my own [caste] and it is an arranged marriage through [a matrimonial website]
... Both, my husband and I were not fixated on the [caste] part. I am sure there are
people who think this way that they can find [a potential mate] from their own [caste].
But we did not have any such filter.”

Raghav and Aarti told us that they liked each other because they shared common in-
terests and each had the attributes the other was looking for. Raghav said that for him
to select a spouse the “very important factor was that [I have] ... a basic level of lik-
ing,...[and] basic level of chemistry [with her] ... I was looking for someone who is
well-educated and comes from a decent family background ... I wanted to marry some-
one who is a little bit creative. So, [by] looking at the description of the profile I could
Jjudge that the person is creative.” He mentioned that he liked Aarti because “Her [pro-
file] description was a little bit different. So, that piqued my interest. So, then I contacted
her.” Matrimonial websites provide a place of inclusion to marriage seekers like Raghav
and Aarti seeking marital horizons beyond caste.

Doesn't Matter

Hegde
Intercaste
Jangam

Jat

Fig. 4. Drop-down menu showing castes that the marriage seeker can select

Rahul, a 30-year-old with an MBA, worked at Oracle in Canada. His parents lived
in India. His family conducted an extensive spousal search offline within their caste.
They wanted to find a spouse whose education was on par with Rahul’s but they could



not find a suitable match. The family belonged to the Barber caste which tends to have
a lower level of education. Rahul said:

“I come from a Barber [caste] which is a low caste in India ... there are not too many
girls [in this caste] who are that much educated. At least in our vicinity. My relatives
could not help me find a suitable match since three-four years”

Rahul’s family shifted to matrimonial websites for a bigger pool of spouses. At the time
of the interview, Rahul and his family were still searching. Rahul told us that through
matrimonial websites he was getting a bigger and better pool of potential spouses.

Fig. 4 shows the attribute to select acceptable castes. Marriage seekers can select
specific castes from the drop-down menu or select “Intercaste”. The default is “Does not
matter”. When a marriage seeker selects “Intercaste”, the search result shows potential
spouses from castes other than that of the marriage seeker. For “Does not matter” the
search shows potential spouses within and outside the marriage seeker’s caste.

6 Discussion

We discuss design implications to foster online safety and inclusivity broadly.

6.1 Designing for Online Safety

Dating websites, often rife with deception [25], would be more useful if they provided a
measure of safety. Obada-Obieh and Somayaji [52] emphasize that “[D]ating websites,
are not adequately served by standard security practices.” Our study found that, by
contrast, security practices are a key part of Indian matrimonial websites, with their
detailed information about prospective spouses, profile screening, easy reporting of
threats, links to social and professional media profiles, and human services of in-person
verification. Some of these services could be useful on dating websites. Obada-Obieh
and Somayaji [52] argue that dating websites such as Tinder, Match.com, and Plenty
of Fish should “verify the users they recommend” through means similar to credit card
verification or security clearances. They should conduct background checks of the users
to ensure profiles’ credibility [52].

An important means of ensuring safety on Indian matrimonial websites is the in-
volvement of the national government. This involvement was very important to our
participants. Shivam, a 29-year-old man who worked as an IT engineer told us:

“The rule that government imposed on matrimonial websites shows that the govern-
ment is interested in the citizens online safety and will take proper actions if our safety

is breached. This makes the matrimonial websites safer because we know if anything

wrong happens, we can easily report to the police without any second thought.”

Gray [31], an attorney, points out that American dating websites are subject to no laws
whatsoever to protect users from fraud and misrepresentation. If there is a problem, a
user must search on their own for the perpetrator, a difficult and often futile task [31].
We agree with Gray that a policy along the lines of what the Indian government im-
plemented could foster online safety. The government’s interest could help avoid the
problems that plague dating websites today.



Safety is one of the few truly universal values we can point to. The creation and
maintenance of safety (online and offline) require social and financial investments. If we
do not make such investments, how serious are we about safety? The HCI community
is slowly paying more attention to policy [33]. Shneiderman et al. [70] say that “[HCI]
can influence education, commerce, healthcare, and government.” We emphasize that
we can also influence policies regarding online safety. As the virtual world expands,
what policies should be implemented to foster safety? This is a big question and one we
hope the HCI community will continue to study.

We might reasonably ask how much of the safety of matrimonial websites is at-
tributable to Indian cultural values and how much to the design of the websites. Clearly,
it is some of both. Indian culture embeds safety in the matrimonial process through the
involvement of family and the social network. But the design of matrimonial websites
has also played a role through a carefully considered set of affordances and practices
such as verification.

While the sites build on the traditional safety of family involvement in the matrimo-
nial process, at the same time, matrimonial websites have challenged other traditional
Indian values through designs that foster safety for marginalized groups: the disabled,
divorced, widowed, HIV-positive. The government has gone even further than tradi-
tional culture in mandating safety as a value by making it legally actionable. This de-
velopment is especially important in the context of changing residential patterns where
nuclear families have less ready access to the resources of the extended family. If Indian
matrimonial websites can provide effective technical affordances and human services
to foster online safety, it seems likely that we can learn from them, and do a better job
at online safety in other venues.

6.2 Designing for Online Inclusion

Designing for inclusion consists of designing, building, and managing a common space
where people from varying communities participate [13]. Hourcade and Bullock-Rest [35]
note that “When designing [for diverse populations] there is a need to connect to peo-
ple’s needs, abilities, context, and daily realities.” This kind of design is not easy. How
can we cater to the needs and capabilities of certain communities, and in doing so not
exclude other communities? Ulrich and Eppinger [51] argue that inclusive design “[Is]
very difficult [as]...providing access to [a certain group of users]...can make the [design]
significantly more difficult to use by [general users].” Al-Dawood et al. [5] faced this
issue in designing a Saudi Arabian matrimonial website. They observe that their design
may not be applicable to all communities, and may favor certain value systems. They
ask, “How do we avoid marginalizing a group of users with design?”

Indian matrimonial websites address the question by providing services for as many
groups as possible, serving people with disabilities, the divorced or widowed, those with
annulled marriages, older adults, HIV positive persons, and those seeking inter-caste
marriages. The design fosters safety for various groups by reaching out to them in the
context of emerging values (and markets for matrimonial products) in Indian society.
It is no accident that the websites have made significant investments in understanding
safety, designing for inclusion, and taking some risks by including those who are often
excluded in traditional Indian society.



But matrimonial websites also leverage the shared traditional cultural value of In-
dian arranged marriage. In the West it is received wisdom that digital technology must
be “disruptive” [68], encouraging people to discard what they have and replace it with
something new. Industry manufactures products with the intent of having customers re-
place what they have just bought, and uses advertising to persuade consumers that their
current products are obsolete and outdated [15]. Blevis et al. [12] argue that “To serve
its own interests, our economic system produces incessant moments of disorder and
disruption rather than graceful performative luxury, and tells us this is a good thing.” In
Indian society, however, this pattern of consumption does not hold. People prefer and
know the value of repair and renewal [43]. Indian matrimonial websites have taken care
not to disrupt the whole culture. As we design technology, we should question the idea
that disruption is always the better outcome.

Matrimonial websites have been financially successful by honoring traditional cul-
tural values and disrupting only certain values. The sites’ annual growth is 130% com-
pared to 88% for dating websites [1]. Over 12 million Indians use matrimonial websites
each year to search for and connect to potential spouses [1]. Noticing the success of the
sites, major U.S. firms have invested in them, e.g., Yahoo and Venture Capital invested
$8.5 million in Bharatmatrimony.com [69]. The HCI community can take a cue from
these websites, building technologies that reinforce positive cultural values, and mak-
ing some calculated risks in replacing certain values with better counterparts, just as the
matrimonial websites have.

Indian matrimonial websites take inclusion seriously by providing in-person assis-
tance through human mediators. Such mediation is important in many places where
people have trouble using digital services for various reasons. In African and Asian
countries, with a combined population of 4.8 billion people, only 1 in 5 have access
to digital services [62]. In India, out of 1.3 billion people, only 50 million are English
literate [61], though most digital services are in the English language [44]. Matrimonial
websites overcome problems of access and language through human mediation, setting
a good example for all of us who want to take inclusion seriously.

Although arranged marriage may sound exotic or even backward to many in the
West, half of the world practices arranged marriage [56]. The many studies of dating
websites we have are interesting and useful, but they are not especially relevant to half
the world. We have a tendency in the HCI community to consider research in the West as
applicable to or representative of the global population. Kou et al. [42] argue that “[The
HCI community] favors the idea that studies conducted in Western countries such as
the U.S. and the U.K. are more likely to produce ‘normal’ and putatively universally
applicable knowledge ... [Whereas] studies of non-Western countries ... are expected
to produce exotic, highly contextualized knowledge that does not travel beyond their
borders.” Arranged marriage is not an exotic practice, and it is certain to become even
more prevalent because of the higher rates of population growth in the countries where
it is practiced [56].

Rastogi et al. [62] note that the next billion users of digital technology will come
from the Global South, especially from India and China. Srinivasan [75] highlights
that “[W]eb technologies [are usually] produced, designed, and built for Western audi-
ences.” He argues that “The digital world need not solely be conceived in Western, elite



terms, but instead can and should be re-envisioned as a space that empowers the values,
priorities, and ontologies held by global users from the ‘margins’, within the develop-
ing world [because these] users ... hold the potential to dramatically influence research
on digital cultures, particularly around the question of whose voices drive the archi-
tectures, algorithms, and languages of new media” [75]. We argue, with Al-Dawood et
al. [5], that HCI should normalize and encourage research in societies with different
cultural values and practices. Shneiderman and Hochheiser [71] note that “[D]iversity
promotes quality. The challenge of designing for experts and novices, English and non-
English speakers, low-motivated users, users with disabilities, elderly users or children
promotes creative thinking that leads to better solutions for all users.” We propose to
shift from how we better design for inclusion to how we approach research in a way
that honors inclusion more broadly. We hope to see more research that is itself inclusive
of varying cultures and societies.

7 Conclusion and Future Work

We presented a qualitative study of how Indian matrimonial websites foster online
safety and inclusivity. We argued the importance of the presence of the social network,
government involvement, technical affordances, and human services in promoting on-
line safety and inclusivity. We found that matrimonial websites have opened marital
possibilities for people in marginalized communities of India, and for inter-caste mar-
riages. Safety and inclusivity are broad and subjective values. Designing to foster these
values for a particular group, considering its needs and capabilities, may exclude other
groups. In our future work, we would like to explore contradictions that arise when the
needs of different groups are in play, and how we can manage them for fairness and
social good. We hope this study inspires prosocial work, creating and promoting safe
spaces for diverse communities that cater to positive cultural values.
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