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In Hard to Get: Twenty-Something Women and the Paradox of Sexual Freedom, sociologist
Leslie C. Bell provides an interesting and intimate look into the personal lives of women
during their 20s, a developmental stage often described as emerging adulthood. The concept
of emerging adulthood developed over time because of historical shifts in the number of
young adults seeking higher education and women entering the professional world, as well
as the rise in the average age of first marriage from the early to the late 20s. No longer
expected to secure a stable job and establish a family immediately following graduation,
many young adults now face a transitional period in which they are able to focus on personal
development and exploration prior to making any long-term commitments.

Bell notes that this period of emerging adulthood may be particularly challenging for
young women to negotiate, given the lingering impact of traditional gender norms as well as
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contradictory messages they are likely to receive regarding priorities. Whereas traditional
femininity is defined through relationships, family roles, and connection to others, young
women are often advised to avoid becoming tied down during their 20s and instead to focus
on becoming self-reliant, independent, and strong. Often the implicit message they receive is
that prioritizing relationships over education, career, and professional development during
this time is a sign of weakness and vulnerability and something to be avoided. Add into the
mix that by delaying marriage and avoiding commitment, women no longer have a clearly
sanctioned path to explore their sexuality, and they are left with little guidance regarding the
way in which they should navigate dating and relationships during their 20s.

As conveyed in the book’s title by “the paradox of sexual freedom,” Bell argues that
although young women experience greater sexual freedom than ever, mixed messages and a
lack of guidance often leave women feeling ill equipped to balance their relational desires
and self-development in a healthy, self-affirming way. On the basis of her extensive
qualitative research and psychotherapy practice, Bell describes three strategies used by
young women to maintain personal control and safety while also exploring sexuality and
relationships. Two of these strategies rely on what Bell refers to as defensive splitting,
described as an unconscious way in which young women separate important aspects of their
self-identity. Bell argues that women engaged in splitting seek to protect themselves, albeit
ineffectively, from the inherent vulnerability and risk associated with close, intimate
relationships.

The first strategy occurs when women separate their desire for relationships from their
personal identity, career goals, or sexuality. For these women, needing another person is
seen as a sign of weakness and a loss of control, as well as a threat to their sense of self,
independence, and personal development. By pursuing only short-term, casual relationships
and remaining emotionally distant, these women strive to protect themselves from the
vulnerability and identity loss that they associate with commitment and long-term
relationships.

The second strategy of splitting occurs when women see their sexuality as being
mutually exclusive with a sense of safety and stability. For these women, safety is
maintained by denying their sexuality through a “good girl” strategy or accepting stable yet
passionless relationships as their best option for achieving a secure and lasting relationship.
In the third strategy, which is the one that Bell suggests, women do not split defensively, but
rather accept the inherent risks associated with relationships and perceive their relational
desires as being as equally central to their sense of self as their need for independence and
personal strength.

In Hard to Get, Bell provides extensive detail from interviews with nine women, each
of whom exemplifies one of these three strategies. One of the greatest strengths of Hard to
Get is the diversity of the women selected for these interviews. Bell intentionally
oversampled women of color and minorities in her research as a way to incorporate the
voices of those who have been underrepresented in past research. The nine women



interviewed differ in fundamental ways from one another, including in their ethnic
background, religious perspectives, sexual orientation, and family composition.

As a result of this demographic diversity, readers hear the voices of women coming
from very different backgrounds yet sharing similar concerns about the way in which they
can balance personal development and strength with their sexuality and emotional ties to
others. This book is ideal for opening a conversation among traditional undergraduate
students who are likely struggling with the same questions themselves; unlike other
developmental topics covered in gender studies and psychology courses, this is a topic of
immediate relevance for many students and one in which they are likely to become very
engaged.

One theme that emerges throughout Hard to Get is the extent to which young
women’s strategies are often connected to their early family experiences and a desire to
distance themselves from the ways in which their own family members, most frequently
their mothers, navigated these issues. Coming from more traditional childhood homes,
women may perceive that prioritizing relationships and family is too costly in terms of their
own achievement. In less traditional or impoverished homes, women may have learned from
family members overburdened by single parenting, divorce, or poverty that stability and
safety should be prioritized above all else.

For women who experienced extreme trauma through sexual assault or domestic
violence, seeking safety in stable relationships, or alternatively through emotional
detachment, may also be a defensive strategy. Interestingly, however, as documented by
Bell, the life stories of women who did not engage in defensive splitting often included
similar life experiences. What seemed to make the difference for these women was the
extent to which they had a positive role model and experience with mutually caring,
nonexploitative relationship partners.

Clearly, Bell’s findings are limited to a particular subset of the 20-something
population of women within the United States. These women were all highly educated and
achievement oriented, and all had moved beyond circumstances in which economic realities
limited their possibilities for personal development. Surveying this population, however,
Bell provides tremendous depth and detail about the women she interviewed and critical
insight about this unique developmental period.

In the same way that The Second Shift: Working Families and the Revolution at Home
by Arlie Hochschild and Anne Machung (2012) documented the experiences of American
women struggling to balance family, career, and marriage, Bell opens the conversation
related to the balancing act of women in their 20s who struggle to balance personal
accomplishment and their desire for meaningful relationships. Read in succession, these two
books would provide a developmental perspective on the progression of women’s lives from
early adulthood into, and perhaps out of, marriage.

Additionally, Hard to Get provides a treasure trove of ideas for quantitative
researchers interested in gender, relationships, and family dynamics. Using a significantly
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larger sample of women, researchers could test predictors and pathways leading to each of
the three strategies outlined by Bell, as well as their outcomes. Longitudinal research
connecting the relationship strategies of women in their 20s to the use of adulthood
strategies for balancing family and career identified by Hochschild and Machung (2012)
would be particularly interesting and insightful.

Overall, Hard to Get provides an intriguing look into the period of emerging
adulthood for well-educated American women who receive conflicting societal messages
regarding the importance of relationships versus the importance of personal development.
Bell suggests that American society’s relatively new emphasis on “radical independence” (p.
27) for young women may ultimately set women up to fail by encouraging them to value
personal achievement over relationships, and suggesting that one cannot have both at the
same time.

Ideally, young women should learn to develop a holistic sense of self as someone who
can balance multiple desires including personal strength and independence, as well as
physical and emotional connection to others. Through Hard to Get, Bell brings implicit
societal messages and their attendant consequences to light and challenges us to provide
healthier models of success and achievement for young women.
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