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‘Stroppy Bitches Who Just Need to Learn How to Settle’? Young Single Women and Norms of 

Femininity and Heterosexuality 

Chelsea Pickens and Virginia Braun 

 

Abstract: The (older) single woman has evoked numerous negative sociocultural stereotypes in 

recent (western) history, with ‘being single’ a fraught position for (heterosexual) women. Have shifts 

towards gendered equality changed this? We interviewed to 21 young heterosexual women in 

Aotearoa (New Zealand) about their experiences of being single. We focused on young adulthood 

(25-35), a time when having children might be a particularly salient concern. Women’s experiences 

of being single were inextricable from their wider experiences of heterosexuality and pressures to 

enact a ‘desirable’ femininity. A thematic analysis identified four patterned sets of pressures, which 

we conceptualised as ‘rules’ that govern hetero-relating: 1) pressures and expectations surrounding 

beauty standards; 2) (allowing for) aspects of male control and ‘superiority’; 3) 

acceptable/unacceptable gendered standards of sexuality; and 4) eventual and mandatory 

(heterosexual) coupling (by a ‘certain’ age). Participants remained largely subject to traditional ideas 

around heterosexual gender roles, with identifiable punishments for ‘unfeminine’ behaviour. Many 

women did articulate resistance and critique, even as most also expressed complicity. In this 

context, singledom was constructed as a ‘defective’ state – even if desired, suggesting it remains a 

complex and precarious position to occupy. 

Keywords: Gender roles; Sex roles; Relationships; Sexuality; Gender identity; Hetero-relationality  
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Introduction 

In Western societies, heteronormative ideals of coupling and childbearing remain an 

organising (and often eventual) feature of gender relations and heterosexual relationships. 

Remaining single, often past a ‘certain age’, can be met with societal questioning and disapproval, 

and considered an act of going against the norm (Reynolds & Wetherell, 2003). Constructions of 

women who remain single, are frequently particularly negative. Women, in this context, may find 

their femininity and desirability called into question as a result of, or in relation to, their single 

status. Women’s experiences of remaining single within common childbearing ages is the focus of 

the current study. This focus is particularly relevant for the changing demographics of contemporary 

New Zealand society (and many parts of the Westernised world alike), which has steadily seen lower 

birth rates and a higher average age of marriage than ever before, along with rapidly increasing 

numbers of single-person households (Statistics New Zealand, 2013) – meaning more single 

women/women who stay single for longer. Negative constructions of the modern single woman as 

going against the norm represents what DePaulo and Morris (2006) have termed a ‘cultural lag’ (p. 

253) between what is expected of women and what women are actually doing (e.g. women are 

expected to couple, while large numbers are not) – providing a unique opportunity for analytic 

insight that has potential relevance beyond the New Zealand context.  

Contemporary (Western) femininity 

Within traditional and contemporary gender roles, heteronormativity has remained the 

organizing feature. Here, heterosexuality is promoted as the normal and preferred sexual 

orientation (Frohlick & Migliardi, 2011), and the ‘opposite’ sexes (male and female) are treated as, 

and assumed to be, dichotomous and naturally complementary (Scharff, 2010), despite the gender 

and sexual diversity of contemporary (Western) societies. Traditional Western (heteronormative) 

femininity has long been associated with the domestic sphere and motherhood, placing value with 

attributes such as agreeableness, passivity and selflessness. Both neoliberalism and feminism have 
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been credited with contributing to a new form of femininity which allows for and emphasises 

attributes traditionally associated with masculinity, such as independence, autonomy and 

confidence (Budgeon, 2015). However, while this new form of femininity appears to offer women a 

range of options and more liberated identities, heteronormative gender norms (Budgeon, 2015), 

remain an organising feature of femininity, offering choice that is not entirely free or unconstrained.  

For contemporary Western women, participating in the public/work space is now depicted 

as normative. Rhetoric of equal opportunities for women permeate the Western world, yet the 

reality is far from equal (Hoffnung, 2004). A persistent gendered pay gap exists in most countries 

(Grimley, 2015; Neate, 2016; Wade, 2016), and women face barriers in rising to more powerful 

positions across almost all sectors of the workplace, resulting in men continuing to dominate the top 

professional positions, both in actual numbers and perceptions (Grimley, 2015; Ministry for Women, 

2015).  Beyond this, the expectations of ‘new femininity’ appear linked to traditional notions – 

women in male-dominated professions have often described needing to adopt traditionally male 

ways of behaving (e.g. competitiveness) to succeed, yet experience criticism and hostility for 

appearing ‘unfeminine’ in doing so (see Butler, 2013). Women can often feel pressured into, or feel 

more comfortable accepting, subordinate positions where they will feel less criticised, and/or into 

behaviour in which they remain ‘reassuringly (traditionally) feminine’ (e.g. agreeableness, sexiness) 

(McRobbie, 2007). Thus, the working woman is required to ‘manage masculinity’ without 

‘compromising femininity’ (Walkerdine, 2006), in order to implicitly maintain patriarchal privilege, 

illustrating that traditional aspects of femininity (e.g. subordination) are still inherently expected and 

encouraged for women.  

Keeping pace with the changing opportunities for women, typical family structure has 

undergone vast changes in modern times (Khimm, 2015). In New Zealand, single-person households 

are the second most common (after one-family households), and the fastest growing type of 

household (Statistics New Zealand, 2013) – demographics which parallel trends for the UK (Budgeon, 
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2008; Gill, 2007) and the US (Miller, 2005). As marriage has ceased to be an imperative necessity, 

women can now become financially independent and (potentially) sustain a positive self-identity 

based around their career (and/or other pursuits) (Budgeon, 2015). Thus, family formations have 

changed and family size has reduced to the lowest on record, and only 46% of (American) children 

now live with married heterosexual parents (Khimm, 2015). People in Western countries are now 

choosing to have children later in life, and are having fewer (or no) children (Medical News Today, 

2005). Additionally, with societal norms opening (slightly) around heterosexual commitment, single 

Americans (male and female) now outnumber married at 50.2% of the population (Bureau of Labour 

Statistics, 2014, cited by Bolick, 2015), and divorce rates in the Western world continue to rise 

(Frohlick & Migliardi, 2011).   

Although women’s opportunities have expanded beyond marriage and motherhood, and 

family structure has changed drastically, traditional ideas surrounding what constitutes a legitimate 

and valued feminine identity seem to persist. Current research shows somewhat limited identity 

positions available for single women during and after common (Western) childbearing ages (e.g. 

women who are 30 years plus, (Lahad & Hazan, 2014)). While single women in some studies describe 

elements of independence and choice as contributing to the construction of positive identities of the 

single self (see Addie & Brownlow, 2014; Reynolds & Wetherell, 2003), they also describe the 

general and overarching positioning of single women in society as negative. Noticeably, there 

appears to be a tension between these self-identified positive aspects of being single and negative 

societal perceptions, as women attempt to construct identities of the single self. Even once/if a 

woman has succeeded in heterosexual coupling, successful femininity can still be additionally 

perceived as contingent on motherhood and nurturing, as women are constantly reminded of the 

‘ticking clock’ dilemma – the imperative to reproduce before the biological end of her childbearing 

years (Jaffe, 2015).  
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Still it seems, a woman’s value is primarily based on her ability to please/take care of her 

male counterpart and provide him with children, dedicating her life to partnership and childrearing 

(Budgeon, 2015). This underlying traditional patterning of gender roles has historically been so 

entrenched, that it was viewed as the ‘natural’ life course (Budgeon, 2008), based on the premise 

that heterosexual sex is biologically (and therefore ‘naturally’) central to procreation – childrearing 

through coupledom becoming a ‘natural’ extension of this (Little, 2003). Within post 

structuralist/queer theory, however, heterosexuality and gender can be seen not as natural or set, 

but brought into being through the following of social norms and institutions (Budgeon, 2015). Here, 

gender is conceptualised as something that someone achieves through ‘doing’, or ‘performing’ social 

norms correctly (Yep, 2003; West and Zimmerman, 1987).  Foucault (1976/2008), theorized that 

norms around relationships and sexuality are produced through dominant discourse within society, 

which reflect/reproduce wider power relations that control and regulate society. Particular roles are 

made available for men and women to occupy, and these reinforce the interests of the power at 

hand (e.g. the interests of the state, where historically heterosexual relations resulting in children 

were more economically advantageous in terms of population expansion, creating more workers for 

production), making hetero-gendered relationships ‘normal’. Certain consequences fall upon those 

who deviate from norms, such as societal disapproval or pathology. Individuals in turn become self-

governing to avoid such consequences (an effect of disciplinary power), and the approved social 

practices become the taken-for-granted norm, gaining power over time by becoming invisible and 

unquestioned (Gavey, 2005). This framework offers a way to understand how traditional gendered 

roles, such as that of the feminine ‘homemaker/wife/mother’, have become entrenched and 

naturalized, and persist today despite drastic changes in society. 

Contemporary (Western, female) sexuality  

The story of sexuality for women appears equally problematic, as ‘new femininity’ has 

become infused with changing ideas about sexuality. The ‘sexual revolution’ of the 1960s can be 
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credited with lifting some of the traditional notions and limitations of female sexuality, contributing 

to a ‘permissive turn’ in which women were allowed into sex outside of marriage (Gavey, 2005). 

Within this permissive discourse (Hollway, 1984), women’s (hetero)sexuality was assumed as equally 

natural and desiring as a man’s, and sex became more detached from commitment. Farvid and 

Braun (2014) described the modern ‘sassy’ (heterosexual) woman who, influenced by this turn, is 

“assertive, independent and sexually liberated” (p. 126), an equal contender with men in the pursuit 

and practice of casual (uncommitted) sex. Gill (2007) identified the same “confident, sexually 

assertive women” (p. 74) as dominating popular media representations of women in the 21st 

century. Yet, despite this new ‘liberation’, where women have been offered “some form of sexual 

agency” (Farvid & Braun, 2006, p. 306), sexual double standards persist, with women’s sexuality 

invariably controlled and judged much harsher than men’s (Farvid & Braun, 2006; Gavey, 2005; 

Marks & Fraley, 2006). Responses (from women and men) towards sexual so-claimed ‘promiscuity’ 

in women include hostility and sexist attitudes (Fowers & Fowers, 2010; Lai & Hynie, 2011) – such 

studies continually lacked reporting on ‘promiscuity’ in men, which appeared markedly less 

scrutinised (or not scrutinised at all). Though women are no longer constrained sexually by marriage, 

it seems that casual sex is still less accepted for women, as the woman who practises casual or ‘fast’ 

sex is still labelled as sexually excessive and deviant, while the woman who ‘waits’ for sex with 

heterosexual commitment, albeit not necessarily marriage, is valued and accepted (see Budgeon, 

2015; Greene & Faulkner, 2005; Taylor, 2011). Thus, while this discourse allows for the ‘sexually 

empowered’ woman, in reality this empowerment is still largely limited and constrained through 

societal disapproval of sexuality for women, indicative of a discourse where just because the 

contemporary woman is able to make more liberated choices around sexuality, it doesn’t mean she 

should.  

As heterosexual desirability for women has become increasingly and more openly associated 

with “certain levels of apparent sexuality” (Farvid & Braun, 2006, p. 301), modern media has become 

saturated with images of the sexualised, physically flawless woman, contributing to unattainable and 
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hypersexualised beauty standards for the ‘everyday’ woman (Christoforou, 2015; Gill, 2007). 

Feminist gains in other areas have arguably contributed to a post-feminist atmosphere, presenting 

women as “autonomous agents no longer constrained by inequalities or power imbalances” (Gill, 

2007, p. 360) – or, in short, an understanding that feminism has already restored equality to women 

and is no longer needed. Some argue that as a result of women being increasingly treated as equal in 

society (through political and legal means), sexism towards women in less formalised and visible 

areas, such as in beauty standards, becomes heightened (Gill, 2007). Through this logic, beauty 

standards can arguably be seen as working to essentially ‘put women back in their place’ through 

lack of other means: “the more legal and material hindrances women have broken through, the 

more strictly and heavily and cruelly images of female beauty have come to weigh upon us” (Wolf, 

1991, p. 10). Through this position, beauty standards become increasingly relevant and punishing in 

modern femininity, as another way to ensure that women remain ‘reassuringly feminine’ in a culture 

(theoretically) closing the gaps of gender inequality (McRobbie, 2007).  

This overall context in which we conducted this study appeared one of tension and 

contradiction between the modern or ‘liberated’ ideals of ‘new’ femininity, and the actual 

expectations and pressures of lived femininity, which retains strong notions of traditional femininity 

at the core, centring around sexual ‘purity’, beauty standards, coupling and childbearing. As 

described by Budgeon (2015), “women are increasingly ‘free’ yet called upon to monitor their 

choices, so they are consistent with the heteronormative ideology of marriage and family” (p. 13), 

contributing to a social climate where women appear required to achieve an often impossible and 

very particular balance between new and traditional aspects of femininity, in order to achieve the 

perception of heterosexual desirability – desirability that is particularly poignant for the single (and 

looking) woman at risk of being judged against these standards by her heterosexual counterpart. 

Such ideas seem particularly relevant to the New Zealand context, where an apparent 

unprecedented ‘man drought’ in urban areas, (apparently) resulting in high numbers of single 

women, is reported by the media with a similar sense of urgency of that of a natural disaster (see 
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August, 2015, Reid, 2014; Russell, 2011). Similar claims of unsettling ‘man droughts’ have also been 

made in urban centres such as New York (see Gollayan, 2016), in Sydney (see Hansen, 2015), and in 

the UK in general (see Kevelighan, 2016) – yet there appears to be little academic interest around 

this specific issue and what it might mean for hetero-feminine sexual subjectivity. This study sought 

to find out how women negotiated this terrain in New Zealand, while in the already ‘risky’ identity 

position of ‘late’ (hetero)singlehood – a position which appeared to amplify or make women 

particularly vulnerable to these expectations or ‘rules’ of femininity. 

Method 

We utilised a semi-structured individual-interview design to talk to (mostly) heterosexual 

single women about how they understand, make sense of and report acting in relation to being 

single, with a focus on heterosexuality. Ethical approval was granted by [removed for review].  

Participants 

The population was conceptualised around the following parameters: heterosexual and 

currently single women aged 25-35, living in [removed for review] and having resided in New 

Zealand for more than two years (to locate the study within the local sociocultural context), who 

spoke fluent English. This age bracket captures ‘typical’ and ‘common’ childbearing years (Krajchir, 

2014; Lahad & Hazan, 2014), and a time when women may start to feel heightened scrutiny or 

pressure surrounding their single status. Regularly articulated medical narratives tell a popular story 

that female fertility will rapidly decline after the mid-thirties (Baird et al., 2005). We initially 

recruited via convenience sampling, along with snowballing (Braun & Clarke, 2013): the project was 

advertised on the University website and shared via social media (e.g., Facebook), but most 

participants were recruited following a media release, which was widely taken up and posted on 

several popular online news sites. Others who expressed interest had heard about the study via 

word of mouth, including from other participants. 
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Following approximately 130 expressions of interest, we adopted a diversity-sampling 

principle (Patton, 1990), to try and hear stories from women who had a range of relational, life and 

identity positions. We invited 21 women to participate in an interview, and all agreed. The 21 

participants were chosen due to a range of factors, such as availability, location (many expressions of 

interest were from outside our wider location), and diversity in demographics such as age, ethnicity 

and occupation. Participants appeared to represent a variety of socio-political views – some 

reported being passionate about social and/or feminist issues, while others appeared less or not 

engaged in such issues.  No renumeration was advertised or offered. 

Procedure 

Each participant was interviewed individually, face to face, by [first author], who introduced 

herself as a heterosexual (cis) woman, in her late twenties, without children and single for an 

extended period until recently. A semi-structured design was used to enable a fluid method of data 

collection allowing for flexibility when responding to in-depth personal accounts, generating detailed 

and potentially rich qualitative data (Willig, 2013). The interview guide began with the question, 

“Please tell me why you were interested in participating in this study”. Subsequent questions 

covered topics around experiences of being single (e.g. “Tell me about what’s good/difficult about 

being a single woman”, “How do you think others perceive you when they know you are single”), 

and societal expectations of femininity (e.g. “How do you think single (straight) women are perceived 

in our society?”, “As a single woman, do you feel our current society gives you messages about right 

ways to behave?”), (for full interview guide see Appendix 1). 

The finishing section of each interview focused on representations of single women in the 

media, beginning with the question “How are single women represented in general (e.g. in media)?” 

Participants were then prompted to discuss the popular and then-newly-showing NZ version of TV 

dating show The Bachelor (http://www.tv3.co.nz/THE-BACHELOR-NZ-Season-1-Ep-

14/tabid/3692/articleID/111570/MCat/4352/Default.aspx), as an example of single women in the 

http://www.tv3.co.nz/THE-BACHELOR-NZ-Season-1-Ep-14/tabid/3692/articleID/111570/MCat/4352/Default.aspx
http://www.tv3.co.nz/THE-BACHELOR-NZ-Season-1-Ep-14/tabid/3692/articleID/111570/MCat/4352/Default.aspx
http://www.tv3.co.nz/THE-BACHELOR-NZ-Season-1-Ep-14/tabid/3692/articleID/111570/MCat/4352/Default.aspx
http://www.tv3.co.nz/THE-BACHELOR-NZ-Season-1-Ep-14/tabid/3692/articleID/111570/MCat/4352/Default.aspx
http://www.tv3.co.nz/THE-BACHELOR-NZ-Season-1-Ep-14/tabid/3692/articleID/111570/MCat/4352/Default.aspx
http://www.tv3.co.nz/THE-BACHELOR-NZ-Season-1-Ep-14/tabid/3692/articleID/111570/MCat/4352/Default.aspx
http://www.tv3.co.nz/THE-BACHELOR-NZ-Season-1-Ep-14/tabid/3692/articleID/111570/MCat/4352/Default.aspx
http://www.tv3.co.nz/THE-BACHELOR-NZ-Season-1-Ep-14/tabid/3692/articleID/111570/MCat/4352/Default.aspx
http://www.tv3.co.nz/THE-BACHELOR-NZ-Season-1-Ep-14/tabid/3692/articleID/111570/MCat/4352/Default.aspx
http://www.tv3.co.nz/THE-BACHELOR-NZ-Season-1-Ep-14/tabid/3692/articleID/111570/MCat/4352/Default.aspx
http://www.tv3.co.nz/THE-BACHELOR-NZ-Season-1-Ep-14/tabid/3692/articleID/111570/MCat/4352/Default.aspx
http://www.tv3.co.nz/THE-BACHELOR-NZ-Season-1-Ep-14/tabid/3692/articleID/111570/MCat/4352/Default.aspx
http://www.tv3.co.nz/THE-BACHELOR-NZ-Season-1-Ep-14/tabid/3692/articleID/111570/MCat/4352/Default.aspx
http://www.tv3.co.nz/THE-BACHELOR-NZ-Season-1-Ep-14/tabid/3692/articleID/111570/MCat/4352/Default.aspx
http://www.tv3.co.nz/THE-BACHELOR-NZ-Season-1-Ep-14/tabid/3692/articleID/111570/MCat/4352/Default.aspx
http://www.tv3.co.nz/THE-BACHELOR-NZ-Season-1-Ep-14/tabid/3692/articleID/111570/MCat/4352/Default.aspx
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media. All participants were familiar with the show to some extent, but women who had not 

watched the show regularly were shown a brief clip of the show on an iPad (the opening scene of 

episode 13, https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCoxEIScslR7BL34mKskRdbA). This clip was chosen 

as it offered a synopsis of previous episodes and profiles of specific contestants. First aired in the US 

in 2002, The Bachelor was one of the first ‘reality’ TV shows focused on romance, and remains one of 

the longest running, popular and lucrative reality shows (Dubrofsky, 2009; Taylor, 2011), airing an 

average of two seasons per year in the US, with a 22nd (US) season announced for 2018 (Bonner, 

2016; Heldman, 2017). The show is premised on ‘finding love’, positioning one single man as an 

‘ideal’ and ‘eligible’ bachelor, with 25 female contestants competing for dates with him. Generally, 

one (or more) woman is eliminated in each show until the bachelor is left with one final contestant 

(who he is presented as desiring a committed relationship with) (Taylor, 2011). We chose to 

incorporate discussion of this show, as the much hyped and ‘highly anticipated’ (Mediaworks, 2015), 

first season of the show in New Zealand provided a relevant contemporary example of some of the 

issues we wished to explore – e.g. salient cultural narratives around coupling, including how 

singleness is treated as ‘a problem’ within popular media; and how the solving of this problem is 

often presented as dependent on successful performances of desirable femininity. The elimination 

of contestants is generally justified (implicitly and explicitly) by an absence or excess of the desirable 

(amount of) feminine attributes and behaviours (Dubrofsky, 2009), offering ideas around norms of 

desirability. While offering a stimulus is more common in focus groups (Braun & Clarke, 2013), we 

choose to use a stimulus in our interviews as a way to prompt different discussion around the issues 

we were exploring. 

 Safety, comfort and convenience were considered in selecting interview location: 16 were 

conducted in rooms at the University and five at a local public café chosen by the participant. The 

interviews lasted between 30 minutes and two hours, with an average length of 60 minutes. 

Participants were given an opportunity at the end of the interview to ask any questions or provide 

additional information. Following informed consent processes, interviews were audio recorded. All 

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCoxEIScslR7BL34mKskRdbA
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCoxEIScslR7BL34mKskRdbA
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interviews were then transcribed verbatim in an orthographic manner, omitting minor speech 

hesitations to facilitate readability (Braun & Clarke, 2013). In quoted extracts, non-relevant parts of 

the data have been omitted – depicted by (…). Potentially identifying details were changed or 

omitted, and all participants were given pseudonyms to ensure confidentiality and anonymity.    

Analysis 

Data were analysed thematically, using the approach developed by Braun and Clarke (2006). 

This version of thematic analysis offers flexibility and variability in theoretical and analytic scope.  

We utilised a critical realist framework to locate and make sense of the women’s descriptions of 

their experiences of being single. Critical realism contains elements of both realist and 

constructionist schools of thought by acknowledging the perspectival and located nature of 

knowledge, theorising an independent truth as possible but unreachable due to each individual’s 

different locatedness and perspectives (Braun & Clarke, 2013; Chouliaraki, 2002; Kuhn & Westwell, 

2012). Due to this foundation of ‘truth’, critical realism has become widely used in social sciences as 

it gives discourse the weight to acknowledge injustice as real, which presents an easier route and 

justification towards social change (Hepburn, 2003). This approach meant we treated participant 

experiences as real and true to them, yet inextricably as mediated and (socially) shaped at the 

intersections of cultural context and by different aspects such as age, ethnicity, class, gender, 

sexuality and other individual experiences.  

The process of analysis shifts though data familiarisation, extensive coding, into theme 

development and review. Coding, which focused on both semantic and latent meaning, was 

undertaken by the first author, and reviewed with the second author. Codes included positive and 

negative aspects of being single, various pressures and expectations to couple (e.g. from family, 

friends, media), stigma related to singleness, and perceived aspects of ‘attractiveness’ or 

‘desirability’ for women. Theme development, which was led by the first author, in consultation with 

the second, initially scoped singleness and femininity as potential themes. During the analytic 
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process, we used a flexible and open coding system, which allowed for open engagement with the 

data and literature. This allowed us to analyse the ‘surface’ sematic data content to produce latent 

patterns and themes in our analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2013). The review process resulted in a final 

analytic structure of four themes, each with two subthemes. 

Results: Four rules to rule them all 

Women from a variety of backgrounds (see Table 1) expressed a clearly articulated and 

patterned set of ideas about what is right and wrong or desirable/undesirable within heterosexual 

femininity. Many participants explicitly identified different types of expectations they felt were 

placed on women (which they might themselves sometimes resist). They also discussed such 

expectations around behaviour in more implicit ways, articulated as accepted social norms, or 

indeed through the logics that underpinned their accounts. We have theorised these themes as 

‘rules’ (see Table 2), to capture the way participants described certain behaviours as (almost) 

mandatory for acceptable/desirable (hetero) femininity and hetero-singledom, with negative social 

consequences for breaches or resistance. Constructions of undesirable femininity often incorporated 

negative images of the single woman, with singledom an (ultimately) undesirable and hence fraught 

position to occupy. 

“There’s loads of pressure on fashion and being well groomed and looking after yourself”: women 

must be beautiful but not ‘girly’  

Rule 1 focuses on the ‘right’ appearance, a tension between ‘feminine girliness’ and beauty, 

and the (hiding of the) work involved in conformity.   

Participants were asked to talk about their own femininity, leading to many reflections 

about beauty standards as being widespread, reinforced by the media and as essentially mandatory 

for a desirable femininity. Appearances here are not natural, but produced under expectation, with 

“body work in order to meet normative feminine beauty ideals” (Riley & Scharff, 2013, p. 218). 
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Stacey described expectations stemming directly from men themselves, but also evoked a general 

societal sense of expectation – that females are generally ‘encouraged’ into such practices for males:  

If I was going on a date I would definitely make a massive effort with my appearance 

um I feel like guys expect a certain level to be made on a first date like but a guy 

could turn up in shorts and jandals and yet girls are expected to be like wearing 

makeup and hair done nicely, clothes appropriate for the situation um (...) yeah and 

I think females are sort of encouraged to dress more feminine particularly at the 

beginning like if you’re trying to attract a guy (Stacey) 

An underpinning logic here is that succeeding in these beauty practices will result in female 

desirability – an idea echoed by Scharff’s (2010) young British and German participants, who defined 

a successful feminine appearance as being attractive to males.  Grace similarly explained, ‘‘I’m not 

going to turn up to you know an event looking like a slob smelling like shit and expect somebody to 

you know be attracted to me” (Grace), setting up a severe dichotomy where a woman is either ‘done 

up’ or alternatively looking like a ‘slob’ – allowing no neutral middle ground for feminine display. In 

Grace’s equation, women are left with little choice if they wish to be considered desirable; to not 

‘put the effort in’ is framed as inherently or extremely undesirable.  

Grace also mentioned that she wouldn’t expect somebody to be attracted to her in absence 

of these beauty practices/standards, positioning women as responsible for gaining male attention 

through attention to her appearance. Men’s attraction to women who meet these standards is 

positioned as something natural and ingrained, reflecting and reiterating a narrative that men will 

always have a biological attraction to visually attractive or ‘sexy’ women (Farvid & Braun, 2006). 

Amanda used the phrase ‘looking after yourself’ in regards to feminine beauty standards. Through 

this construct, certain beauty ‘standards’ become something every woman ought to achieve – to not 

engage in ‘grooming’ and beauty standards would be to not look after oneself, invoking notions of 

irresponsibility and disorder through deregulated bodies (Black & Sharma, 2001). It is implied that to 
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not ‘look after’ one’s self in the socially sanctioned ways may result in being considered unattractive, 

an outcome which would be the woman’s own fault for not ‘looking after’ or policing her own body 

to socially accepted standards of femininity (Bartky, 1990; Black & Sharma, 2001). This 

conceptualisation is the antithesis of both feminine notions of (aesthetic) care and a neoliberal 

ideology, where the ideal citizen is responsible for their own self-improvement through free and 

rational choice (Rose, 1990), here resulting in mandatory aesthetic labour and self ‘transformation’ 

through consumption of beauty products (Elias, Gill & Scharff, 2017).  Through such articulation, 

beauty standards and practices can be analysed as an inescapable and deeply engrained 

heterosexual rule, something ‘you’ve got to’ do to be visually desirable. 

Women seen as not conforming to beauty standards can be subject to explicit criticism from 

others (Bartky, 1990; Fahs, 2011). Grace described an encounter she had with a stranger while she 

was ‘out’. Within a drinking context or bar, the site of many heterosexual ‘pick-ups’ (Matt, 2012), a 

male stranger apparently felt entitled to explicitly describe her failings within contemporary beauty 

standards around body size:  

One night it was 2 in the morning this guy sat next to me and you know people when 

they’re drinking they just be really honest and he said you know I’m not going to lie 

you’re really you know pretty but you’re really really big (Grace) 

In this reported encounter, the man discounts aspects of her appearance where she has 

conformed to certain beauty standards (prettiness) through criticising her body size – which is 

reportedly constructed as ‘extreme’ through the use of a double emphasis “really really big”. The 

use of the word ‘but’ implies Grace’s judged high level of prettiness (“really you know pretty”) 

counts for little if she fails to conform to the prescribed body size. This constructs being ‘big’ and 

‘pretty’ as antithetical. Male judgment, particularly over female size, was similarly expressed by 

Camille: “You hear guys saying oh well she’d be more attractive if she lost 20 kilos” (Camille). Such 

anecdotes reinforce a socio-cultural positioning where not only is female appearance for men, but 
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men are situated as the judges of this appearance. Relatedly, Sharp and Keyton (2016) found in their 

sample of college women that the higher women valued traditional heteronormative 

romance/relationship ideologies, the more they measured as preoccupied with thinness and beauty 

standards, which was in turn related to higher rates of disordered eating. Thus, men’s patriarchal 

power gets (re)articulated through criticism and objectification – which further establishes these 

beauty rules as real and consequential for women within heterosexual relating (Forbes et al., 2007).  

Though (hyper)feminine or ‘girly’ beauty standards were described as a clear 

rule/expectation in the heterosexual marketplace, behaviours explicitly deemed feminine or ‘girly’ 

were largely devalued and discouraged. Over half the women described themselves as removed 

from, or in opposition to, behaviours deemed ‘girly’. ‘Girly’ interests were talked about in opposition 

to outdoors or active/practical pursuits, which many participants described positively, and identified 

as their own interests. A few identified with being a ‘tomboy’, describing this as a female with 

‘boyish’ and ‘outdoorsy’ interests (e.g. “I climbed trees I wore track pants,” Stacey). In the data, 

then, desirable/accepted femininity appeared to involve maintaining a feminine appearance while 

pursuing active/outdoor interests – interests which have traditionally been considered more 

masculine (Aston & Vasquez, 2013). This pattern is consistent with Jackson and Lyon’s (2013) 

theorising of a ‘new’ femininity in New Zealand, where young women rejected hyper-feminine or 

‘girly’ interests (such as fashion and shopping), and instead celebrated educational and sporting 

pursuits. This association with masculine pursuits evokes a longstanding cultural valuing of traits 

associated with masculinity (such as rationality, aggression, strength) over those considered more 

feminine (such as passivity and caring traits), traits often then associated with weakness (Budgeon, 

2015; Coney, 1990).  

In line with this, and despite the fact all participants reported engaging in ‘girly’ beauty 

practices to some extent, many identified clear limits to how much interest/commitment to beauty 

standards was acceptable (“that’s just a small part of life,” Brooke). Some participants talked about a 
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value in ‘natural’ beauty in opposition to hyper-feminine beauty practices; however, what ‘natural 

beauty’ is, is not identified – and in beauty discourse this refers often to a look rather than no 

makeup (Gill, 2007). The problematic nature of the concept of ‘natural beauty’ was articulated by 

Brittany:  

You know a lot of guys they say ‘oh you don’t need to wear all that makeup’ it’s like 

when you take it off when you don’t wear any makeup it’s ‘oh my god are you sick’ 

(Brittany) 

Brittany described a paradox: men explicitly devalue beauty practices, but still implicitly 

expect the result gained from using them. This paradox appears central in the women’s accounts 

around femininity – to conform to current beauty standards which require beauty practices, without 

appearing to engage in such ‘girly’ practices. Here, being seen to be doing the beauty work required 

for desirability (or too much) can undermine a woman’s competencies through aligning her with 

superficial interests, and/or a naturally flawed body, which (unlike men’s) requires work to be 

perceived as acceptable/desirable (Forbes et al., 2007; Scott, 1997) – making the correct balance of 

desirable femininity near impossible. These expectations of beauty, yet a devaluing of ‘girliness’, 

present heterosexuality as a precarious and unstable place for women, where the ‘right’ appearance 

can often contradict the ‘right’ behaviour for women. 

“You’ve gotta be a bit more submissive I think for the general male populace”: men must be in 

control and superior  

Rule 2 focuses on women’s positioning within heteronormative relating as agreeable and 

acquiescent to men, both within dating relationships and the workplace. 

One of the most fundamental rules of heterosexuality articulated was that men must be, or 

must appear to be, in control and superior, particularly within dating relationships. Some 

participants reflected on this control/dominance explicitly and identified it as problematic, while 
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some indirectly spoke about aspects of male control, as something desired and expected (“the man’s 

job,” Hayley), particularly in the beginning of a relationship. Allowing men to direct a romantic 

interaction appeared to have the result of desirability: 

I waited for him to send me a friend request um and I waited for him to text me his 

number I didn’t offer mine up first I definitely played it cool (…) I waited for him to 

initiate the ‘ok let’s catch up on Sunday’ (…) I deliberately stepped back and said I’m 

going to give him the power to put the ball in his court to progress things because I 

don’t want to seem too keen (…) I thought that would be more attractive to him and 

it seemed to work well (Stacey) 

Male power and female passivity were positioned as a winning formula in the heterosexual 

marketplace, with a relationship as the prize. This account replicates what has long been articulated 

through social research, that (stereotypically masculine) characteristics such as leadership, decision-

making and ‘assertiveness’ are rated as more attractive traits for men to possess rather than 

women, who have alternatively been rated as more attractive for embodying ‘passive’ and ‘yielding’ 

traits (Auster & Ohm, 2000; Bem, 1981; Harris, 1994). A cultural acceptance of aspects of male 

control in dating was strongly evident in our data. Even some participants who were elsewhere 

critical of aspects of such gendered inequalities reported that they still expected and desired men to 

make ‘the first move’; “I would like a guy to make the first move and I don’t think it should be our 

job to go around chasing guys I think they should take the initiative” (Jess). Jess used quite different 

language to describe the actions of initiating romantic contact for each gender: for men, this contact 

is described as a neutral ‘first move’. For women, the same activity is described as ‘chasing’, evoking 

an over-the-top, desperate or inappropriate behaviour – implying that women who ‘chase’ are 

attempting to catch someone who is ahead or trying to get away (the male). To be desirable within 

femininity is positioned as not having to make the first move/take control – the woman’s desirability 

should irresistibly lure men to initiate. 
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To ask questions or enquire about the status of a forming relationship while dating (e.g. to 

ask if a relationship is ‘official’) was described as a troubled act. Men were depicted as controlling 

both the direction of a (forming) relationship, and how much knowledge a woman is afforded of the 

relationship ‘status’. Women were “expected not to ask questions” (Sonia) or be ‘assertive’ around 

communication about the relationship. To do so implicitly risked the woman’s relationship and her 

perceived desirability, through being perceived as “clingy” or “needy” (Sonia). The ‘safest’ course of 

action for women during the dating process, to ensure the relationship continued, was to be 

responsive and unquestioning. Some participants described instances where they had ‘transgressed’ 

feminine ideals of passivity, such as through asking questions about the relationship, and had been 

met with very negative responses:  

I dated a guy once like the smallest little thing like even just asking a question about 

what specifically he’s wanting from me it was like cut, ‘I don’t want to talk to you 

anymore’ like it’s almost like you have to tip toe around them and they make the 

rules (Hayley) 

These consequences suggest clear limits to gendered equality and female entitlement to 

‘assertiveness’ within (some) hetero-relating (Bem, 1981). The experience of hostility towards 

women who were seen as oppositional or opinionated (and therefore unfeminine) extended from 

the heterosexual ‘marketplace’ to the workplace.  

I’ve seen some bullying in my own experience by males in the bank if you don’t 

conform to their idea of what a woman should be like (…) so if you’re assertive 

they’ll take that as you being aggressive um or like I’m bossy type thing (…) men 

expect you to take the minutes because you’re a female yeah that happens a lot um 

yeah and just that you should be nice to everybody whereas your male colleagues 

can be as grumpy as they want and people are fine with it  (Nicole) 
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Here gendered norms of behaviour, where women are expected to be the supporters and 

carers for others (Budgeon, 2015), meant that women were relegated to supportive/submissive 

roles in their workplaces, or may face bullying and hostility following the transgressing of ‘compliant’ 

femininity norms (see Butler, 2013).  Linked with this was the idea that to be ‘too’ independent or 

self-sufficient (e.g. a ‘career woman’) was outside the norms of desirable femininity. Indeed, men in 

contemporary Western societies report feeling ‘intimidated’ by intelligent/competent women, and 

despite rating intelligence as attractive in hypothetical scenarios, have been found to rate 

intelligence traits as less attractive in real-life situations (Anka, 2015). Articles circulating in popular 

online media (e.g. Elite Daily) warn women of the perils of intelligence through headlines such as 

“Ladies, the Smarter You Are, the More Likely You Are to Be Single” (Martin, 2014), and evidence 

such claims by citing studies in which men reported perceiving intelligent women as more likely to 

cause problems within a relationship and less likely to prioritise her male partner. That same article 

simultaneously reported that men do not want a woman who is perceived as ‘dumb’ – just not 

intelligent to the point of prioritising other pursuits before him (Martin, 2014). This tension or 

paradox was echoed by our participants:  

Guys want a smart girl but not too smart like not smarter than them ‘cause god 

forbid you’re telling them things that they don’t already know you know (…) so when 

you’re a highly educated woman who’s also physically capable of looking after 

herself and you know that’s not it’s like generally not attractive to most guys 

(Rachel) 

Thus, desirable femininity can be seen to require a careful blend of intelligence without 

compromising sexiness or normative femininity (Jackson & Lyons, 2013), illustrating again how 

precarious the balance of desirable femininity can be. Women in our study identified submissiveness 

or a lack of control over a forming relationship as the least risky path to heterosexual desirability, 

and likewise a similar conformity to feminine passivity as most valued in a workplace context – 
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indicating that traditional expectations of feminine behaviour may exist more strongly than 

commonly thought within both heterosexual and professional relating (Gill, 2007). 

Rule 3. “There’s got to be a balance between being too much of a prude you know and also being 

a bit more free”: women must be sexy but not sexual  

Rule 3 focuses on ‘sexiness’ and sexuality, presenting sexual interactions as necessary for 

obtaining and maintaining heterosexual commitment, yet also potentially dangerous to feminine 

desirability. 

Participants talked about strong implicit rules around the expression and enactment of 

sexuality. These largely echoed historical notions of acceptable female heterosexuality, namely that 

women should not appear sexual, especially outside of heterosexual commitment (Crawford & 

Popp, 2003). Female (but not male) sexuality was often discussed in casually negative terms, 

reproducing punishing discourses that appear to remain culturally embedded and powerful (Greene 

& Faulkner, 2005). Even participants who were critical of sexual double standards in one 

conversation could often articulate such double standards elsewhere – even if very subtly – showing 

these rules of sexuality to be complex, elusive and often very socially ingrained. This ‘inescapable’ 

sexual double standard has similarly been documented by Farvid, Braun and Rowney (2016), who 

described such sexism as ‘seeping’ into the accounts of women who were otherwise explicitly critical 

of sexual double standards in reference to casual sexual encounters.  

Finding the balance between not being a ‘slut’ or a ‘prude’ appeared a necessary task for 

women in our study to consider. Consequences were evidenced for women who visibly enacted 

sexuality or failed to find the elusive sexual ‘middle ground’: 

I’ve heard pretty much every guy that I know talk about you know women they’ve 

taken home on the first date none of them respect them (…) they straight up say 

they don’t respect them or um you know ‘oh I thought she was a nice girl but it turns 
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out she was just good for a good time not a long time’ kind of thing ‘if she would’ve 

held out for another couple of days then I might’ve stayed with her’ (Brittany) 

The narrative articulated here positions women as expected to value relational aspects of 

sex, while men are conversely encouraged to value, and always be in pursuit of, the physical 

pleasures of sex (Budgeon, 2015; Hollway, 1984). The woman’s role is to act as ‘gate-keeper’ (Clark 

& Hatfield, 1989) against men who are assumed to be constantly trying to ‘get’ sex. A woman’s 

worth relies on how she responds to this. Brittany described that the length of time a woman 

withholds sex (e.g. “another couple of days” after the first date) as explicitly linked to whether a man 

will stay romantically involved with her. Here, men are understood as effectively policing female 

sexuality by withholding heterosexual relationships as a consequence of women stepping outside 

prescribed boundaries of sexuality – especially during the initial ‘first date’. The men in this extract 

separate being ‘nice’ from having sex on the first date (i.e. a woman cannot be nice and have sex on 

a first date), essentially linking feminine sexuality with deviance. They consequentially judge these 

women as not worthy of further romantic pursuit – while male sexuality appears a given, 

unmentioned and as such irreproachable. However, while women were expected to withhold sex 

initially to increase their value in the dating marketplace, to withhold for too long was similarly 

punishable by the same loss of male interest in commitment. 

I went out for dinner with my flatmates and I’d seen the ex twice and I was like 

‘what is the rule guys tell me the rule’ (…) and my flatmate was like ‘third date is the 

rule when you sleep with them’ (…) he was like ‘well my friend she went on all these 

Tinder dates with all these guys (…) and they all went really well and she could never 

get a date after the third date yeah because she wouldn’t sleep with them’ (…) we 

did sleep together on the third night because I felt this huge pressure (…) like of 

course I wanted to but like yeah I was I was quite scared that I wouldn’t get another 

date out of it if I didn’t (Stacey)  
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In this account, the third date is when the sexually available and desiring woman is expected 

to have sex – to not ‘want to’ or not do it risks rendering her as ‘cold’ and ‘frigid’ – as undateable 

(Morris, 2007). Given this narrative, it becomes difficult to interpret Stacey’s decision to have sex as 

based on her own genuine, uncompromised desire, in a context where she felt pressured and scared 

of losing male interest if she didn’t have sex. This ‘third date rule’ appeared to leave very little room 

for deviation and furthermore, little room for women to consider their own desires about when to 

have sex with a new potential sexual partner, illustrating that the balance of desirable femininity 

appears (again) to rest on male judgment and desire. This third date rule appeared as one 

manifestation of traditional notions of the sexually chaste, virginal ‘lady’ (Crawford & Popp, 2003), as 

co-existing with more recent, claimed-to-be ‘empowered’ notions of the ‘sassy’ woman (Farvid & 

Braun, 2014) – the sexually active and liberated modern single woman, someone who is ‘a bit more 

free’. In our data, this appeared to create an almost unattainable balance where one is required to 

be “sexual but not too sexual” (Rachel). This ‘balance’, or idealised enactment of female sexuality, 

seemed to require a ‘middle ground’ between two versions of feminine heterosexuality, or a space 

that combines them – a space ‘tricky’ to distinguish. This balance did not just apply to engaging in 

sexual acts (e.g. coitus) or not, but to a broader ‘sexuality’ as displayed and enacted, with women’s 

behaviours interpreted at two ends of a dichotomy – frigid or sexually interested.  

If you’re not flirty (...) and like overtly showing your interest then you’re frigid or a 

bitch oh my god it drives me up the wall or if a guy is showing interest and 

particularly you know when they like whistle or touch you and you’re like no or you 

just don’t react or you’re like stop and then you’re frigid or you’re a bitch (Rachel)   

Here, rejecting or even simply not ‘reacting’ to uninvited sexualised touching or whistling is 

met with hostility from men. Here, a patriarchal masculine power (where men feel superior and in 

control of women), to sexualise and assert sexuality onto (potentially unwilling) women, is affirmed 

through overt criticism of any woman not adhering to men’s sexual advances. This creates a world 
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where it is difficult for women to say no (Gavey, 2005). Women who enacted the other end of the 

dichotomy and expressed sexual interest were also understood as negatively positioned (e.g. 

“people do view promiscuous women negatively,” Grace). This provides a very powerless position 

for women in a ‘damned if you do, damned if you don’t’ type of environment. Some participants 

talked about ways they negotiated this balance: “I mean you know be discreet but I’m not saying 

that I’m promiscuous but yeah I’ve had a couple of lovers” (Grace). For Grace, the way to make 

female sexuality accepted was to make it invisible, to enact a deniability that escapes the label 

promiscuous. This position echoes Penny’s (2013) comment regarding female sexuality: “you can 

play with power as long as you never claim it” (p. 21), or challenge male control over sex by making 

female sexuality visible. This label of promiscuous is used here to describe a sexual female in 

opposition to Grace’s ‘couple of lovers’ – evoking the idea that a woman with more than a couple of 

sexual partners is actually promiscuous, re-inscribing the very label. The idea of making female 

sexuality invisible in order to make it acceptable, while still imposing some constraint over numbers 

(of sexual partners), may contribute to women under-reporting or denying their sexual experiences 

– a trend that has been noted as more common for women than men (Brown & Sinclair, 1999). 

Women in our study appeared caught in a very particular (and very punishing) bind of just how 

sexual to be or appear, with harsh consequences awaiting either end of the spectrum. This made the 

correct or desirable balance of sexuality vital but tricky to distinguish and achieve within 

heterosexuality. 

“Oh well don’t you want to settle down?”: women must be happy with singleness but not single 

A pressure ‘to couple’ has been evident through the three rules already discussed. These 

rules of heterosexuality align with a common goal of making a woman more desirable to a man, with 

the implicit (or explicit) message that the point of desirability is to obtain male interest for 

heterosexual commitment, (something he will presumably provide in exchange for sex and her 

perceived sexual desirability) (Hollway, 1984). These rules of heterosexuality were positioned as 
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particularly significant to single women still ‘playing’ the heterosexual courting game – where a 

pleasing performance may result in relieving oneself of singleness – singleness which ‘by a certain 

age’ becomes under societal interrogation and questioning (Reynolds & Wetherell, 2003). Rule 4 

focuses on singleness as a fraught identity for women, and how women negotiate this space through 

expressions of ‘positivity’. 

A sense of pressure, drive or desire to obtain a heterosexual relationship was spoken about 

by all participants – only one stated that she was happy with remaining single long term. All other 

participants expressed a desire to be in a heterosexual relationship, either at point of interview or in 

the future – often by a certain ‘scary’ age (e.g. “I don’t really want to be 50 and still by myself,” 

Moana). This evoked a type of life trajectory for a woman which generally involved an acceptable 

time period for a woman to be single – notably while still a young adult – but that as she gets older, 

her singleness becomes less accepted, or less ‘sexy’:  

I think 30 is probably that age where it sort of swaps yeah you can tell when 

someone’s over 30 then the message does change slightly yeah (...) it starts to 

become not as sexy or not as alright (to be single) (Amanda) 

The third decade of a woman’s life has typically been constructed as a time for childbearing, 

a time when fertility is depicted as ‘in decline’ in popular media narratives (see Krajchir, 2014; 

Medical News Today, 2005). To not have coupled by this age may result in the perception that a 

woman has ‘lost her chance’ at biologically reproducing and following the promoted and accepted 

life course (of heterosexual commitment and children), which most women in the study desired 

(Addie & Brownlow, 2014; Lahad & Hazan, 2014). As such, 30 becomes an age where a woman must 

begin to ‘settle down’ and start to focus on these goals to be able to have them established at the 

appropriate time, while a women’s twenties have alternatively and increasingly become understood 

as a time to be single, date, travel and study (Nancarrow, 2014) – depicting young singleness as 

more of an accepted phase, rather than an identity. Not committing to a discursively standardised 
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heterosexual life course once one is older is treated as abnormal and a cause for public questioning 

– despite the fact that in America and Australia, for example, close to half of all adult women identify 

as single (Addie & Brownlow, 2014; Wallace, 2014) – illustrating the difference between discursive 

reality and reality as material.  

Many participants spoke about gender differences within this message to couple, identifying 

that women in general are encouraged to prioritise heterosexual relationships, while men are 

encouraged to follow more individual desires and freedoms: “guys are told that you know play the 

field don’t settle down too early rahrahrah but women are told well you know clock’s ticking you 

gotta nab them” (Camille). Feminine sexuality is again presumed to be contained to a single 

heterosexual commitment, while males are encouraged to pursue multiple sexual partners, to ‘play 

the field’ while they have the chance (with no/little judgment for doing so, unlike for women). What 

underlies this statement is the assumption that heterosexual commitment is the desirable thing for a 

female to achieve, but an unfortunate, undesired (yet presumably inevitable) disruption to a male’s 

sexual freedom – reproducing the culturally held narrative that “marriage is a ‘trap’ for a man” 

(Hollway, 1984; Lai et al., 2015, p. 1566). 

Guys that are hooked up with somebody it’s sort of like ‘oh poor them’ and girls that 

are hooked up with somebody it’s like ‘aww good for her she’s getting her shit 

sorted’ (Cassie)   

Analysis of women’s magazines have similarly identified this idea as a common discourse 

offered to readers, that men enter relationships “almost beside themselves and their better 

judgment”, while relationships are positioned as “the ultimate purpose of women’s existence” 

(Farvid & Braun, 2006, p. 307). This supports a patriarchal system which inherently devalues women, 

implying that they are a burden/unimportant in a fundamental way to men, and a woman should be 

both lucky and happy to have managed to ‘nab them’, while he, in contrast, stoically sacrifices his 

freedom (Budgeon, 2015).  
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With the heterosexual relationship positioned as so central to women, it is perhaps 

unsurprising that participants reported perceptions of single women as overwhelmingly negative in 

society. The idea of single women being inevitably described as ‘cat ladies’ was a common 

observation, where a single/childless woman is assumed to be somebody who “sits home, with her 

cats, depressed and lonely” (Wallace, 2014, p. 1). This ‘cat lady’ narrative appears a new twist on the 

‘old maid’ cultural trope, cautioning young women into coupledom, and therefore normative social 

order (Bolick, 2015; Lahad & Hazan, 2014). It appears that despite continuing and drastic changes to 

family structure (Bolick, 2015), and the increasing number of single people in Western society 

(Budgeon, 2008; Gill, 2007), the story of the single woman as undesirable and as a failure in 

femininity persists (Lahad & Hazan, 2014). Among these negative constructions of women who are 

at risk of, or have ‘failed’ to obtain a heterosexual commitment during or by a certain age, were also 

common ascriptions of loneliness, desperation and general ‘craziness’: “if they’ve been single for a 

long time people just start to think that what’s wrong with them are they crazy” (Grace); “you’re 

perceived to be a loner as well if you’re a single female for too long” (Brooke).  Here, an (older) 

woman’s singleness (past the time period of a ‘phase’) is evidence of defectiveness. Such negative 

societal accounts rely on assumptions that singleness is not chosen by the female but is instead a 

result of her problematic and undesirable femininity (e.g. she is single because she is ‘crazy’). To be a 

single woman within this age group appeared a difficult identity to occupy. Women reported one 

way of combating these negative constructions involved acting or appearing ‘happy’ or ‘confident’ 

about one’s singleness. To openly express a desire for a relationship or to appear unhappy about 

being single was constructed as something “people don’t want to hear” (Grace), another negative 

and risky identity position that women needed to negotiate and resist – that of the ‘desperate’ 

single (i.e. desperately seeking a partner):  

I think if you do say that you’re not happy being single people take that as a 

desperation um so yeah to make yourself not seem desperate you’re like ‘nooo 

single’s great’ (Camille) 
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Failing heterosexual coupling by a ‘certain age’, there appears only one legitimate choice: to 

enact the most ‘desirable’ form of singleness possible – that is, to appear “happy on their own” 

(Grace). The woman visibly ‘in want of a relationship’ is negatively constructed as ‘desperate’ and 

undisciplined – to fail in this happiness she has failed at both being a neo-liberal citizen and being 

desirable, which effectively takes away her right to speak of it (Binkley, 2015; Rose, 1990). Thus, it 

appears that single women are caught in a double bind – they are expected to desire a relationship 

and become coupled, but they are also expected to enjoy singleness and appear happy ‘on their 

own’. Gill (2007) similarly identified this bind while discussing representations of this ‘desperate’ 

single woman in the media, stating “their most important achievement is supposed to be finding a 

husband, yet their greatest fault is in attempting to do so” (p. 222). This desired figure of the 

positive-yet-wanting single appears yet another version of the ever-valued agreeable female, who 

won’t complain and will follow male cues towards a relationship, a role necessary for ‘acceptable’ 

heterosexual relations, where the male remains the active initiator while the female remains passive 

(and powerless) (Budgeon, 2015; Gavey, 2005).  Brittany contrasted a broader societal expectation 

of positive neoliberal singledom with her experiential reality of unhappiness: 

Obviously we’re expected to get rid of our singleness as early as possible but then 

it’s that whole thing of we’re also expected to you know basically be Sex and the City 

you know just like enjoying it just going out and having fun and it’s like well actually I 

do enjoy a lot about being single but I’m actually just really fucking lonely a lot of the 

time and it’s shit and I don’t see many representations of how shit it can feel 

(Brittany) 

Echoing Brittany’s critique, “any sense of the loneliness, anxiety or hurt that might 

accompany being single” (Gill, 2009, p. 353) was identified as notably absent from the UK’s best-

selling women’s magazine (Glamour) – highlighting the sociocultural absence around negative 

emotions or expressions of unhappiness within a single woman’s experience. Yet, being a single 
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woman is clearly difficult in the cultural context this analysis has identified. Such single women have 

been described as fighting against “a triple disfranchisement based on their age, gender and single 

status” (Lahad & Hazan, 2014, p. 127), resulting in a constant need to re-establish one’s identity as 

positive – despite the personal difficulties this disfranchisement might cause. In our study, women 

described singleness as changing from an accepted youthful or temporary ‘phase’, to a difficult and 

fraught identity as women get older, which they negotiated through enacting a ‘positive’ or ‘happy’ 

singleness – demonstrating the effects societal expectations can have on women’s enacting of 

singleness. 

Discussion 

Our currently single, (heterosexual) women participants articulated a highly constrained 

context that required careful navigation and complicity with certain rules. Four distinct but 

interconnected rules governing hetero femininity were expressed including: punishing beauty 

standards yet a devaluing of interests deemed ‘feminine’, allowing for certain aspects of male 

control (particularly while dating and in the workplace), maintaining a perfect balance of sexuality, 

and securing a heterosexual commitment by a ‘certain age’, (and enacting the ‘happy’ single in this 

process).   

One of the most striking features of these rules was that they required strict conformity, yet 

simultaneously appeared elusive and difficult to define and/or enact. This appeared to create a 

situation of both knowing and unknowing for women, as they navigated heterosexuality and 

relationships. Each rule involved some type of balance or perfect mix of different behaviours, which 

often contradicted each other or co-existed uneasily, creating a type of precarious “tightrope of 

femininity” (Farvid & Braun, 2006, p. 301) for women. Given the complexities and contradictions 

around ‘expected’ behaviours, women appear to be at constant risk of doing femininity wrong. 

Indeed, single women already effectively stood accused of ‘doing’ femininity wrong, through the lack 

of a heterosexual partnership, leaving them with particularly limited and difficult identity positions 
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through which to navigate heterosexual practice (see Addie & Brownlow, 2014; Frohlick & Migliardi, 

2011; Moore & Radtke, 2015; Reynolds & Wetherell, 2003; Sandfield & Percy, 2003).  

Our participants described heterosexuality as an extremely limiting and constrained 

experience for women, structured by punishing, yet somewhat elusive and unclear, rules around 

beauty standards, male control, sexuality and singleness. Despite an effective complicity in 

expressing and enacting these rules (often due to the described social consequences which await 

those who falter), many of the women critically discussed expectations of heterosexuality, and often 

talked about their displeasure or frustration with aspects of feminine desirability – suggesting the 

critical awareness vital for personal resistance and for potential cultural shifts and change (Ringrose 

& Renold, 2012).  

Some active resistance against these rules was also articulated – though typically related to 

intelligence and career achievement norms (Rule 2), as many participants described fulfilling or 

ambitious work lives. Cassie, for example, discussed how she had chosen to prioritise her career and 

was unwilling to sacrifice this for a relationship, despite this resulting in her being perceived as a 

‘bad mate’.  Brooke similarly described her perception that her professional career was too much of 

a ‘challenge’ for men to ‘deal with’, often resulting in a loss of dates and male attention. Neither 

woman appeared willing to compromise their dedication to their careers for normative heterosexual 

desirability. It would be interesting to explore how such positionings (might) shift and change as 

women’s life experiences/situations change (e.g., being stably coupled and/or being a parent).  

Limitations and future research directions 

The age range of our participants (25-35) attempted to capture the experience of women 

who were potentially more likely to experience pressure to couple related to entering/being in 

common and encouraged childbearing ages (Jaffe, 2015; Baird et al., 2005). However, considerable 

pressures and societal expectations around coupling are still experienced by women, particularly in 
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older (post-childbearing) age ranges (see Frohlick & Migliardi, 2011; Moore & Radtke, 2015; 

Reynolds & Wetherell, 2003; Sandfield & Percy, 2003). Although our sample explores a particular 

decade (and context, and time), it hasn’t captured the experiences of a wider group of women, 

which potentially misses the ways these rules and expectations around heterosexuality and feminine 

ideals either develop, persist and/or are resisted in different ways across different ages –  or are 

experienced differently by women born in different times.  We must also be wary of reading this as a 

generalised account of New Zealand (heterosexual) women in this age group. Participants were 

restricted to New Zealand’s biggest urban centre, and it may be that the contexts and experiences 

women reported here partly reflect this urban context in ways not easily identified. It may be 

possible that the women in the study reflected more liberal or diverse understandings and 

experiences around gender and sexuality, as some research and narrative around gender and 

location indicates that (particularly young) people in urban centres, where the bulk of education 

institutes are based, hold and practice more liberal social ideologies, with those in more rural areas 

retaining more traditional ideas around gender (Jacobs, 2016; Messner, Greenberg, & Peretz, 2015). 

Including participants from other areas would have offered insights into possible intersections 

between location, meaning and practice, and in future study we would consider the use of virtual 

interview techniques to cover a more geographically diverse sample. This sample did, however, 

include a diverse mix of different cultures and ethnicities, allowing for some intersection of 

difference (Storr, 2000).  

Due to our focus specifically on heterosexual interactions and coupling, there was little space 

to talk about non-heterosexual experiences. Through using heterosexuality as a concrete and 

bounded term (e.g. women who were attracted to and had had/wanted relationships with men), we 

were able to theorise common gendered behaviour in relation to shared understandings of 

(hetero)sexuality. However, confining our study to only heterosexual experiences also resulted in 

knowingly limiting discussion and accounts, and implicitly reinforced the constructed 

heterosexual/non-heterosexual (as well as gender) binary, without acknowledging the potential 
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fluidity of sexual experience and identity (Budgeon, 2008). The study focused on heterosexual 

accounts and discussion, and any non-heterosexual experiences remained unsaid, even by the 

participant who identified as bisexual – a practice which risks implicitly reinforcing heteronormative 

boundaries of sexual practice and identity. In this way it was also impossible to gage any difference 

in responses from (potentially) non-heterosexual participants. The ways in which these rules and 

discourse and tension around hetero-femininity potentially play out within women’s accounts of 

sexuality beyond a narrow heterosexuality (e.g. see Crowder, 1998) is an area to potentially develop 

for future research.  

Finally, the way in which we recruited participants – publicly asking for women who wished 

to discuss singleness to volunteer themselves for participation – meant that the women who 

participated were generally women who were willing to talk about and had interest in such issues. 

As single women in this age group have generally been recognised as having identities already called 

into account (Reynolds & Wetherell, 2003), single women may have already thought 

considerably/critically about the issues facing single women in heterosexuality, including the women 

in this study. However, we were unable to ensure participation from women who may have less 

openly and enthusiastically responded to a public article, or perhaps those women who have 

thought less thoroughly or critically about such issues. It is also possible that the way in which we 

recruited may have resulted in a certain class of women who responded – i.e. women who had 

internet access, had the financial ability to travel to the university, and had spare time outside of 

employment/family responsibilities. Though class is not often used as a common, explicit identifier 

in New Zealand, it is worth acknowledging these possible barriers to participation as a limiting our 

sample. However, our study does give nods to intersectionality with diversity in our sample, though 

it is difficult to speculate on these issues as race/class was not explicitly brought up or mentioned by 

our participants. Some research however, has indicated that people considered part of lower 

economic/social classes may internalise and practice more traditional gender roles and stereotypes 

around sexuality and coupling, compared to middle classes (Sigusch & Schmidt, 1971). This research 
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is, nonetheless, useful for thinking about the possible specifics of our sample, and making sense of 

articulated experiences in a socioculturally contextualised way, prompting further thought towards 

the complexities of issues often assumed natural or simple (e.g. heterosexuality).  And as these 

women’s stories demonstrate, heterosexuality, femininity and hetero-relating remain fraught and 

complex issues.  

Practice implications 

Our study contributes to scholarly work investigating ideas and beliefs surrounding 

heterosexuality, femininity and gendered sexual and relational practice. Research focused on 

heterosexuality has illustrated that dominant social discourse and understandings of gendered 

sexuality can influence and impact individual sexual practice (Gavey, 2005; Meadows, 1997). 

Dissemination (e.g., media) of analyses such as ours, which identify and interrogate these norm, 

contribute to resistance to prescriptive gendered/sexist norms of heterosexuality. Based on the idea 

that discussing and interrogating such issues can have the potential of creating new understandings 

and subsequently new ways of being (e.g. that might be more positive or liberating), (Reger, 2004), 

this analysis can facilitate consciousness-raising. Individuals in the US who reported less traditional 

attitudes towards gender roles and sexuality indicated that they were more sexually open and 

assertive with their partners, which increased overall relationship satisfaction (Greene & Faulkner, 

2005). Consciousness-raising is also an integral component to organised resistance against 

collectively defined social injustices, and has been a key tool in the feminist belt for developing and 

progressing feminist action and change, historically and currently (Reger, 2004).  

There are also potential uses of our study in the classroom and in therapy in counselling. In 

the classroom, this provides a useful resource for identifying and interrogating (hetero) gendered 

role expectations, and for exploring the intersectional relevance of this analysis, especially in 

locations outside the New Zealand context. The paper may also be useful for exposing the 
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potentially contradictory tensions young (heterosexual) women are enmeshed in, who may seek 

counselling or therapy related to conflict or confusion around competing expectations.  

Conclusions 

Being a young single (heterosexual) woman is a complex and fraught position to occupy in 

New Zealand at present. The norms articulated by women (explicitly and implicitly) as the rules that 

govern hetero-femininity present a very traditionally gendered expectation of femininity, even as 

social shifts are incorporated into them (e.g., the expectation that women will have a career). Even 

women who resisted and challenged these strict and limiting social norms of (hetero) femininity 

were still subject to them, negotiating their sense of gendered personhood, and the present and 

future options available to them, in a remarkably restricted set of options. Nonetheless, critique and 

resistance were evident, which is a necessary precursor to full resistance and social change toward 

less limited and gendered imaginings of personhood. 
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Table 1: Participant demographics               

Pseudonym  Age  Sexual  

Identity1  

Ethnicity1  Disability  Been in 

relationship  

Current 

children  

Wants 

children1  

Hayley  27  Straight  White  n  y  n  y  

Rachael  32  Heterosexual  Pākehā2  n  y  n  possibly  

Amanda  31  Heterosexual  European (NZ)  n  y  y  N/A  

Brooke  33  Bisexual  European  n  y  n  y  

Amy  28  Female  European  n  n  n  y  

Brittany  29  Straight  European (NZ)  n  y  n  y  

Emma  35  Straight  New  

Zealander  

n  y  n  y  

Moana  34  Straight  Cook Island  

Māori  

n  y  y  N/A  

Stacey  26  Heterosexual  European (NZ)  n  y  n  y  

Sanda  25  Heterosexual  Burmese/  

Indian/Kiwi  

n  y  n  y  

Grace  32  Bisexual  Māori/Pākehā2 n  y  y  N/A  

Hannah  28  Straight  European  n  y  n  y  

Cassie  27  Straight  American    y  n  y  

Nicole  29  Straight  European  n  y  n  unsure  

Sharna  33  Heterosexual  Samoan  y  n  n  y  

Nancy  31  Heterosexual  European (NZ)  n  n  n  y  

Sonia  28  Straight  Asian  n  y  n  -  

Michelle  26  Heterosexual  European (NZ)  n  y  n  y  

Camille  27  Straight  European (NZ)  n  y  n  y  

Deshika  27  Straight  Sinhalese  n  y  n  not sure  

Jess   Heterosexual European (NZ) N y n maybe 

                                                           
1 Information provided in open ended format by participant 
2 ‘Māori is a term used for people indigenous to New Zealand, Pākehā usually refers to New Zealanders of European descent 
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Table 2: Themes table   

Theme Subtheme Description Example quotes 

Women must be 

beautiful but not 

'girly' 

Beauty standards 

as hyper-feminine 

An 'attractive' appearance 

is produced through self-

disciplined beauty 'work', 

and essential for 

heterosexual desirability 

You have to be skinnier you 

know um and and have to be 

quite attractive you know 

there’s a whole lot of um things 

aimed towards that you know 

Jenny Craig and all the diets and 

um you know buy this makeup 

and do your hair this way and all 

that sort of stuff (Hannah)                                                            

You've got to look like 

something that’s from a 

magazine (laughs) really uh to 

you know something like off the 

runway to really even get a 

guy’s attention (Nicole) 

  Women can't be 

too feminine in 

behaviour 

Despite being required to 

look feminine for 

attractiveness, behaviours 

deemed feminine were 

largely devalued (e.g. 

fashion and beauty 

interests) - resulting in 

beauty work often being 

'hidden' or capped at a 

certain 'level' 

I wouldn’t describe myself as 

overly feminine in terms of like 

being a girly girl or something 

like that (Rachel)                                                                            

I looked around at all these like 

young girls you know in their 

early 20s and there were the 

fake eyelashes you know the 

fake hair the fake tans like the 

um uhh what looked like 

professional makeup jobs (...) 

Like it felt like this whole other 

standard of beauty and 

expectation wow it’s just I’ve 

got to say there’s something to 

be said for natural like I just 

natural beauty (Grace) 

Men must be in 

control and superior 

Men to 

initiate/take 

control in 

relationships 

Traditional ideas around 

male dominance/control 

in heterosexual 

relationships appeared an 

important part of feminine 

desirability, particularly in 

initial interactions  

Like in bars you wait for guys to 

come up to you and that kind of 

thing and I think that there are 

just social rules about that and I 

think that’s kind of reinforced in 

the media and that you don’t 

own it you know what I mean 

you're not in ownership or 

control of how things go (Nancy) 
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  Women must not 

be too assertive or 

independent 

Women transgressing 

traditional 

supportive/submissive 

behaviours were often 

(actually, or perceived to 

be) subject to social 

consequences, both in the 

workplace or heterosexual 

relating 

 A friend of mine (..) first she 

told me I should settle and then 

she said you know why you're 

single she said you're too 

independent and self-sufficient 

what you need to do is trick 

them into thinking you need 

them (..) that wasn’t the first 

time I'd heard something along 

those lines you know like if 

you're too self-sufficient then 

you're emasculating the guy 

(Rachel)                                            

I'm very strong minded um 

especially in the work 

environment (...) that has 

caused a few problems in the 

past (Brooke) 

Women must be 

sexy but not sexual 

Women need a 

perfect balance of 

sexuality in dating 

‘Having sex’ with someone 

new, for women, is tightly 

circumscribed/constrained 

and requires careful 

judgement, if an ongoing 

relationship will be 

possible. 

It's the whole it’s that balance 

between you know if you really 

want a guy to like you don’t put 

out um you know you've got to 

play hard to get he’s gotta chase 

you um you know if it’s too easy 

he'll give up (Camille)                                                                                    

It seems to be like a big giant 

unspoken thing that you know 

you’re weird if you don’t sleep 

with someone at least in like the 

first 3 or 4 dates (Brittany) 

  Women can't 

appear to be either 

frigid or a slut  

Women, in general 

society, felt pressure to 

enact a sexuality of a 

certain a middle ground, 

escaping perceptions of 

being 'too' sexual, or not 

sexual enough. This 

related to both their 

responses to sexual 

advances from men and 

their general 'reputation' 

The guys almost like ohh don’t 

worry about those people 

they’re bitchy you know they’re 

all bitches they’re standoff 

chicks they don’t want to talk to 

you or something but it’s like 

well when we try to be nice just 

for the sake of being nice you 

guys think yeah we want to take 

you home when that’s actually 

not the case we just actually 

want to be nice (Moana)                                                                        

Yeah you can be seen as a prude 

or be seen as sorry for my 

language a cock tease (Nicole) 
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Women must be 

happy with 

singleness but not 

single 

‘Acceptable' 

singleness as 

dependent on age 

and gender 

While it appeared 

'acceptable' or 'normal' for 

young women to be single, 

as women entered typical 

childbearing ages (e.g. 

thirties), this became less 

acceptable. Men were not 

perceived as being subject 

to the same scrutiny 

If you're 35 and you're single 

and don’t have any children like 

they would think are you crazy 

(Hayley)                                                                                     

Yeah everyone just jokes about 

oh you're getting older you must 

be buying cats soon and no one 

ever jokes about that about 

guys there are plenty of single 

guys out there there's no crazy 

dog dickhead (Stacey) 

  Single women 

must not be seen 

as unhappy or 

'overly' desiring of 

a relationship  

To appear to desire a 

relationship was seen as a 

troubled act, and risked 

negative perceptions of 

being desperate/needy - 

regardless of whether 

women actually did want 

one. 

People don't want to hear you 

say oh I'm just so miserable that 

I'm single because then it 

implies that you aren't ok in 

yourself and that you're 

desperate and needy (Grace)                                                 

I guess you kind of need to be 

strong you don’t want to come 

across like weak so yeah like 

undesirable or whatever 

(Hayley) 
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Single women and femininity study -Interview guide 
 

(Open with a bit about self) –My name’s Chelsea, I’m 27, and was single for quite a while until a few 
months ago. I recently became interested in shows like The Bachelor and how they portray and 
engage with single women. This led me to think more deeply about some of the experiences I went 
through being a single women in my late twenties. So I decided to start a project that looked at both 
these representations of single women, what single women think about them, and the lived 
experiences that single women go through. My aim is to contribute to the conversation about being 
single and provide more substance from the point of view of those who are single, as there isn’t a lot 
of academic work in this area. 
(Check they have read and understood PIS, ask if they have any questions) 
(Give consent and demographics form; collect after completion) 
(Ask if it is ok to turn on audio recorder) 
 
Questions 
1. Please tell me why you were interested in participating in this study? 

 
2. What sort of woman would you describe yourself as?  
- e.g. Do you see yourself as a ‘feminine’ woman? (what does that mean? Is that important? 

Why/not?) 
- What sorts of things are important to you in your life? 
- What are your priorities now/future? 

 
3. For you, what counts as ‘being single’? 
- For you, what would count as ‘being in a relationship? 

 
4. Have you been in a relationship before? (elaborate) 

 
5. Are you interested in finding a relationship or dating? (currently/in the future?) 
- If looking, how/ where? Why are you looking?  
- If not, is there a reason or reasons that you’re not looking? (ask in way that doesn’t suggest one 

should be!) 
 
6. Do you know if you want to have children/do you want to?  

- How does this affect your feelings and choices surrounding being single? 
 

7. Tell me about what’s good about being a single woman 
 

8. Tell me about what’s difficult about being a single woman 
 

9. How do you feel about being single in general?  
- Have you always felt like this?  
- Do you sometimes feel differently about it?  
- How do you think you’d feel in the future, if you remain single? (discuss) 

 
 
 

10. How do you think others perceive you when they know you are single?  
- How do you feel about these perceptions? 
- How have you responded? 
- Do you get direct comments? How respond to those? 
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 (make sure to ask about positive AND negative if they only offer one) 
 

11.  Is your being single something you’re often aware of/think about? If so, what sorts of things 
make you aware of/think about it?  
- Do you think you are treated differently by people you know who are coupled, compared to 

those who are also single? (e.g. in social settings) 
- Do you think you act differently towards people you know who are coupled compared to 

people you know are single?  
 
12. Do you ever experience any pressure from anyone around you to ‘couple up’? (eg. 

Family/friends) 
- What sorts of things? 
- How do you feel? 
- How do you respond?  
- What ways does this impact you – and how do you react to it? 

 
13. Do you ever feel ‘pressure’ from society in general to ‘couple up’? (e.g. media, stereotypes,  

institutional benefits of coupling) 
 

14. How do you think single (straight) women are perceived in our society?  
 

15. As a single woman, do you feel our current society gives you messages about right ways to 
behave?  
- The ways single women should dress/look 
- The ways single women should engage with males and romantic interests? 
- The ways single women should talk/act sexually 
 
- What are the consequences if you do these things? 
- What are the consequences if you don’t do these things? 
Are there clear messages about wrong ways to behave?  
 

16. As a single woman, do you feel that our current society gives you messages about right ways to 
think and feel? (e.g. about being single) 
Does that fit with how you think and feel? What happens if you’re different to that? 
What about wrong ways?  
 

17. I’ve talked to some people who have said that they sometimes have trouble disclosing times 
when they have been unhappy about being single, and have felt like they must always act 
positive about being single. Is that something that resonates with you? 

 
18. How are single women represented in general? (e.g., in media).  

- Do these representations fit with your own experiences of being single? 
- Do you have any examples you’d like to show me and discuss? 
- Do you have any examples that you like? Discuss/explain why 
- Do you have any examples that you really don’t like? Discuss/explain why. 

 
I now want discuss a specific case of representation of single women: The Bachelor. Have you seen it 
here or overseas versions? Do you watch it regularly (or have you)? How would you consider 
yourself in relation to the show (a fan/a critic/disinterested)?  
 
Now I'll just play a clip which outlines the show 
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(Play Bachelor clips(s)) 
19. What do you think about the ways single women are represented in the bachelor? 

- What do you like/dislike about these? 
- How does this fit with your experiences as a single woman? 
- Do you see yourself in this at all? 
- How do you think other (straight) single woman might view this? 
- What do you see as the pros and cons of shows like this? 

 
 
Do you have any questions or anything else you would like to add? 
 

 


