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Virgin young adult men (VYAM) are often stigmatized for deviating from the social clock. Despite the importance of media in young adults’ lives, few studies have examined media representations of VYAM, and none have yet examined the numerous memes about virgin adults. Memes are sets of visual and cultural elements diffused and replicated on the internet. An increasing number of studies reveal the importance of memes in youth identity construction through the memorable messages they often convey. This is especially prominent for communities whose values or behaviors (or, in the case of VYAM, lack thereof) diverge from mainstream tendencies, such as the social clock. While memes are abundant online discursive tools, they tend to reproduce stereotypes and misrepresent marginalized groups. The objective of the present exploratory study was to describe the memetic representations of virgin young adult men (VYAM) published on the platform 9GAG, which is particularly popular among VYAM. Our hybrid analytical strategy combined content analysis, textual analysis, and tenets of dialectical team-coding, taking inspiration from a past study on media representations of VYA – both men and women – in films and TV series. A sample of 47 memes showed the emergence of three categories grouping 10 VYAM profiles: 1) virginity as a mark of belonging (the integrated and the notorious virgin), 2) virginity as a subjective experience (the voluntary, the sublimated, the naive, and the subversive virgin), and 3) virginity as a burden (the stigmatized, the resigned, the anxious, and the gender double standard-affected virgin). The different profiles support stigma and self-determination discourses relative to virginity experiences. This study sheds light on the stigma surrounding sexual inexperience in adulthood in the memetic culture.
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Representations of Virgin Young Adult Men in Internet Macro Memes
This qualitative exploratory research focuses on representations of virgin young adult men (VYAM) in Internet macro memes circulated on the 9GAG platform. Representations of VYAM are understudied, and the few past studies that exist have solely focused on films and television productions (Boislard et al., 2022; Carpenter, 2009), which examined representations of VYAM from an outsider’s point of view. To date, we know virtually nothing about how virgin adults represent themselves. Since memes are created by and for Internet platform users, the examination of memes may provide a better understanding of VYAMs’ self-representations. Memes are a set of visual and cultural elements that are intentionally diffused, imitated, and transformed by internet users. Memes are often recognizable by their common format, content, and positioning (Seiffert-Brockmann et al., 2018; Shifman, 2013b). The macro image (or “macro meme”), an image to which text is added according to stylistic rules, is the most common meme format, particularly since it encompasses several subtypes (i.e., Davison, 2012; Drakett et al., 2018). This type of medium is prevalent on most social media platforms (Denisova, 2019; Meikle, 2016), and is especially salient in ‘politically incorrect’ humor (Greene, 2019; Topinka, 2018) and far-right digital spheres that perpetuate white, heteronormative, and male supremacist ideologies (Andreasen, 2021; Drakett et al., 2018; Milner, 2016; Trillo & Shifman, 2021). Specifically, memes can be used to promote gender-based bonding between men through the construction and policing of hegemonic masculinity (Dundes, 2023). Recent studies that have analyzed memes pertaining to discussions around sexuality have found that they predominantly center men’s views on subjects such as sexual violence (Andreasen, 2021; 2022) and relationships with women (Dundes, 2023).
Further, memes have also been identified as an important source of sex education for young people (Herbenick et al., 2022). Memes are part of the many messages that circulate about sexuality and in turn which regulate sexual norms, including those about non-sexuality (Cooke-Jackson et al., 2015; Johnson et al., 2014; Palit & Allen, 2016). For example, in the representation of virginity in adulthood, the “Virgin”–“Chad” dichotomy are recurring meme characters used to represent in group and out group members, while usually being an indication of a poster’s right-wing politics (Stall et al., 2022). These memes often represent virginity in adulthood negatively and as a weakness, even in realms outside of sexuality.
The use of humor in memes facilitates discussions around sensitive topics and offensive viewpoints (Drakett et al., 2018; Herbenick et al., 2022). The omnipresence of Internet memes (Shifman, 2013b) and the growing evidence of their influence on identity construction (DeCook, 2018, Drakett et al., 2018) support the argument that they could register as memorable messages (Cooke-Jackson et al., 2015). Memorable messages are short narratives that mark individuals in their life trajectory (Cooke-Jackson et al., 2015), convey different information from various sources (media, peers, family, religion), and influence one’s perceptions and behaviors (Cooke-Jackson et al., 2015; Johnson et al., 2014). The perspective of memorable messages offers a lens through which to examine the ideas conveyed in Internet macro memes about virgin adults.
[bookmark: The_Memes]There is no consensus on a scientific definition of an Internet meme (Denisova, 2019; Seiffert-Brockmann et al., 2018; Shifman, 2013b). Shifman (2013b) proposes to view memes not as single ideas or elements, but as recognizable wholes with three modulable components, namely, content, form, and posture. Content refers to the ideas or ideals conveyed by the meme, while form refers to the tangible, visual, or auditory manifestation of its message. As for posture, it refers to the diffusion of the meme itself, and includes communication structures (who participates in its creation and dissemination, and how), tone and style, and function (Shifman, 2013b). Thiéblemont-Dollet’s (2003) analysis of Joly’s work on image interpretation suggests that we can study memes without considering all contextual elements of their use, especially the creator’s intention. Indeed, even if the interpretation of the image out of its context is subjective, the initial intention remains nevertheless perceptible and understandable (Thiéblemont-Dollet, 2003). Internet users quickly appropriated the term meme to refer to a specific idea in the form of a text, image, or another cultural element that is rapidly spread (e.g., jokes, videos). This common use of the concept of memes, however, refers to short-lived virality rather than to the memetic character of reappropriation through alterations of the cultural element with more longevity (Shifman, 2013a, 2013b). Thus, the malleable and dynamic quality of memes is central to their definition (Dawkins, 2006; Taecharungroj & Nueangjamnong, 2015; Meikle, 2016). Memes are appropriated and transformed by Internet users, as opposed to simply being copied and shared (Meikle, 2016; Shifman, 2013b). The internet meme is also characterized by remixed, iterated messages that can be rapidly diffused by members of participatory digital culture for the purpose of satire, parody, critique, or other discursive activity (Wiggins, 2019). Furthermore, Shifman (2013b) points out that memes are a way to express one’s individuality while simultaneously connecting to others. Indeed, memes can be understood as “expressive repertoires that simultaneously enable and limit expression” (Nissenbaum & Shifman, 2018). Understanding memes requires a certain amount of media literacy – and shared values – and remains subject to the interpretation of the audience (Davison, 2012; Shifman, 2013). This interpretation is dependent both on the emotional connotation of the meme and the emotions of the person viewing the meme (Nissenbaum & Shifman, 2018). Thus, memes allow for the expression of shared ideas within a community, in addition to generating an affective consensus on those ideas (Ging, 2017; Miltner, 2014). Trillo and Shifman (2021) have recently shed light on another function of memes, that is “the negotiation between two contrasting sets of values”. For instance, memes can be a way to distance oneself from the mainstream ideologies by creating content reflecting a subculture’s posture. Given the stigma often surrounding virginity in adulthood (Boislard et al., 2022; Fuller et al., 2019; Leroux & Boislard, 2023), one might expect VYAM to find creative ways to represent themselves through memes. 
While we still know very little about the values conveyed in memes, recent work from Shifman (2018, 2019) has identified some core communicative values associated with memetic expression (e.g., authenticity, creativity, communal loyalty, freedom of information, and expressive egalitarianism), thus providing additional support to the proposition that memes could help illustrate a subculture on its own by providing memorable messages that distance a community from current mainstream values. The increasing presence of memes in participatory web culture reveal that they are concrete elements of online discourses that should be empirically studied (Huntington, 2013; Seiffert-Brockmann et al., 2018; Shifman, 2013b). U.S. data show that 84% of 18- to 29-year-olds use at least one social media outlet (Pew Research Center, 2019). Thus, memes are an integral part of the media landscape, as they reflect the interactive spirit of the participatory web. Memes allow individuals to easily create humorous, sarcastic, ironic, or political messages (Davison, 2012; Shifman, 2013b; Taecharungroj & Nueangjamnong, 2015). Because the existence of a meme is dependent on its diffusion and its appropriation by the target audience, it cannot exist without its message resonating with individuals (Denisova, 2019).
[bookmark: Virginity_in_Adulthood]Virginity in adulthood
Virginity is mostly defined as never having had penile-vaginal intercourse (Gupta, 2015; Hans & Kimberly, 2011; Humphreys, 2013). The transition to active sexuality is considered a developmental task (Boislard, 2014) that typically occurs between the ages of 16 and 19 for most youth (Boislard et al., 2016; Lambert et al., 2017; Zimmer-Gembeck & Helfand, 2008). Beyond this age, a probabilistic survey conducted in Quebec shows that 25% of men and 18% of women between the ages of 17 and 20, as well as 11% of men and 7% of women between the ages of 21 and 29, have not had any sexual partners (Lambert et al., 2017). Comparable data have been observed in the U.S., where approximately 15% of adults report never having had sex (Haydon et al., 2014; Landor & Gordon, 2019). Recent cohort trends show that sexual inexperience in youth has been increasing, with many college-aged youths remaining virgins (Twenge et al., 2017, 2019). Nevertheless, virginity in adulthood, whether voluntary or involuntary, continues to be considered outside of the norm (Gesselman et al., 2017; Gupta, 2015) and is subject to stigma (Fuller et al., 2019), given its continuation beyond a normative developmental window (Rook et al., 1989).
The derogatory perception of adult virginity makes it an invisible stigma (Fuller et al., 2019; Gesselman et al., 2017). This stigma is often internalized by virgin young adults and reinforced by social discourses that maintain the assumption that all adults are sexually active (Fuller et al., 2019; Gupta, 2015). Thus, for the adult virgin, disclosing or concealing one’s virginity often becomes a concern in a variety of anxiety-provoking contexts. Making the choice to disclose one’s virginity status requires gauging the potential reaction of the audience or confidant to avoid stigma (after disclosure) or internal feelings of inauthenticity (after concealment; Fuller et al., 2019; Kaufmann et al., 2015).
The invisibility of virginity in adulthood also leaves many virgin adults feeling alone in their experience (Fuller et al., 2019; Leroux & Boislard, 2023). Studies show that sexual lateness is associated with lower subjective well-being and sexual self-esteem (Fuller et al., 2019; Haase et al., 2012; Rossi et al., 2021). Many virgin adults had poor social networks as children and have difficulties developing friendships and romantic and sexual intimacy (Haase et al., 2012; Lucas et al., 2020; Rossi et al., 2021). They are often perceived as less desirable potential partners, and many report rejection following the disclosure of their virginity (Fuller et al., 2019; Gesselman et al., 2017). 
Carpenter (2009) argues that representations of virgin adults in audiovisual productions (e.g., films, television series) could compensate for this invisibility, particularly by modulating social perceptions. Thus, virgin adults may benefit from exposure to films about virginity loss by creating cues for their sexuality, learning about first sex, and making sense of their experiences. However, television products tend to address virginity in adolescent rather than adult contexts and mostly focus on virginity loss (Carpenter, 2009; Kelly, 2010). When adult virginity is scripted, the narrative tends to support the idea that it is non-normative (Boislard et al., 2022), negative, and worthy of mockery (Caron & Hinman, 2013).
Theoretical framework
This study relies on complementary theories about psychosexual development and virginity, notably: compulsory sexuality (Gupta, 2015), virginity scripts (Eriksson & Humphreys, 2014; Carpenter (2001), and social clock theory (Lehnart et al., 2010; Rook et al., 1989). In contemporary Western societies, the paradigm of compulsory sexuality — the injunction that all adults are sexually active — is strongly conveyed (Gupta, 2015). In that context, virginity in adulthood, whether voluntary or involuntary, is often perceived as negative (Gupta, 2015). Heterosexual virgin adults, that is, those who have never experienced penile-vaginal intercourse, deviate from the normative sexual trajectory (Gupta, 2015; Hans & Kimberly, 2011), and are consequently subject to stigma (Barnett et al., 2021; Boislard, 2014; Fleming & Davis, 2018; Fuller et al., 2019). This often leads virgin adults to choose between concealing their virginity, which can result in a sense of inauthenticity, or revealing it, which is subject to various negative reactions from confidants – including hostility (Fuller et al., 2019). In either case, their psycho-emotional well-being may be affected (Fuller et al., 2019; Haase et al., 2012).
The dominant social context also influences how virginity will be internalized and experienced (i.e., interpretations, decision-making about first coitus, sexual health concerns; Eriksson & Humphreys, 2014; Gesselman et al., 2017). Carpenter (2001) proposes three virginity scripts for understanding attributed meanings to virginity and virginity loss: (1) gift (characterized by valuing one’s virginity and a desire to offer it to a carefully chosen partner), (2) stigma (characterized by a negative view of virginity, and a desire to get rid of it), and (3) process (characterized by the idea that virginity is a milestone between adolescence and adulthood and represents a normative developmental event). Thus, late virginity may be voluntary and a matter of choice (Fuller et al., 2019; Sprecher & Treger, 2015), or involuntary and associated with a lack of opportunity (Palit & Allen, 2016; Sprecher & Treger, 2015). 
On top of being experienced differently when it is intentional as opposed to involuntary, virginity is also perceived differently depending on gender, particularly due to the sexual double standard (Fleming & Davis, 2018; Lucas et al., under review; Palit & Allen, 2016). Given that gender norms tend to define sexual activity as a condition of masculinity (Fleming & Davis, 2018), it is still socially expected for men to be more sexually (pro)active than women. Thus, male virginity is socially judged as more shameful than female virginity (Fleming & Davis, 2018; Humphreys, 2013). Research has traditionally found that women are more likely to identify with the gift script, and men, with the stigma script (Carpenter, 2001; Humphreys, 2013), even though recent studies have revealed that both men and women virgin adults experience stigma and difficulties related to their deviation from sexual norms and the social clock (Leroux & Boislard, 2023; Fuller et al., 2019).
Social clock theory suggests that individuals’ developmental trajectories are marked by social expectations and norms (Lehnart et al., 2010), which prescribe an ideal sequence and timing for important developmental milestones, including the transition to active sexuality (Boislard et al., 2022; Fuller et al., 2019; Rook et al., 1989; Rossi et al., 2021). This system of expectations establishes a latent and ongoing comparison between the self and others relative to expected trajectories to determine whether one’s trajectory is normative, early, or late (Lehnart, et al., 2010). In modern Western culture, the paradigm of compulsory sexuality tends to marginalize or pathologize any form of non-sexuality (Gupta, 2015; Przybylo, 2011). Accordingly, Gupta (2015) argues that compulsory sexuality constitutes a system of norms pressuring all individuals––both those who seek active sexuality and those who do not. As such, our corpus of macro memes depicting representations of VYAM were analyzed through a conceptual framework constructed on compulsory sexuality, social clock and virginity scripts theories.
[bookmark: Limitations_of_Previous_and_Present_Stud]Limitations of previous studies, and the present research 
Through their strong presence and tendency to perpetuate dominant discourses and the stigmatization of marginalized identities, memes are highly influential in identity formation (DeCook, 2018; Drakett et al., 2018; Milner, 2012). They therefore have great potential to influence how virgin adults are viewed by themselves and by others. Because a meme’s creator is not explicitly stated, the impression of anonymity allows for freedom of expression without the risk of censorship (Davison, 2012; Denisova, 2019; DeCook, 2018). Additionally, humor, which can buffer members of stigmatized groups against the negative effects of prejudice (e.g., sexually diverse youth; Dorais, 2015), is an important feature of memes (Taecharungroj & Nueangjamnong, 2015). 
[bookmark: Methodology]Nevertheless, representations of virgin adults are understudied and have focused on films and television productions only (e.g., Boislard et al., 2022; Carpenter, 2009). Memes as discursive, textual, and visual tools (DeCook, 2018; Drakett et al., 2018; Milner, 2012) offer representations of adult virginity-related ideas in virtual spaces, but little is known about the content of virginity memes. Moreover, studies do not address how virgin adults represent themselves. Since memes are created by and for platform users, their examination allows for a better understanding of self-representations. Furthermore, given the stigma often surrounding virginity in adulthood (Boislard et al., 2022; Fuller et al., 2019; Leroux & Boislard, 2023), one might expect VYAM to find creative ways to represent themselves through memes. To our knowledge, the present exploratory study is the first to describe the memetic representations of VYAM.
Methods
[bookmark: Data_Source]Data source
The international content-sharing (e.g., images and short videos) entertainment website 9GAG allows people with a variety of sociodemographic characteristics to share content on diverse subjects (Wagener, 2014). However, even considering this wide outreach, the website’s content centralizes an English white heterosexual male perspective (Andreasen, 2021; Wagener, 2014). Sociodemographic data from a 9GAG publication (Joromatu, 2015) indicates that over half of its users are male (57%), and that 41% of users are between 18 and 24 years of age. The 9GAG platform hosts primarily user-generated memes that can be endlessly scrolled through by users from the home page or by search category (Andreasen, 2021). This forma emphasizes 9GAG users’ productions and content, rather than the relationships between users, as seen on other social media platforms (Wagener, 2014). According to its website, 9GAG is the largest meme community on the internet, making it a prime location to collect data for this study. Despite its saliency in the memetic culture research on the 9GAG platform is still in its infancy (Andreasen, 2021). Furthermore, the Alexa Ranking Index—a website traffic analysis tool used by Nissenbaum and Shifman (2018)—shows that content published on 9GAG receives more mentions on related platforms (e.g., Twitter, Reddit) than content sourced from sites other than 9GAG. Thus, content on 9GAG appears to resonate beyond the uses of its community.
[bookmark: Preliminary_Observations]Preliminary observations
Before sampling, an exploratory stage was first conducted to familiarize ourselves with the 9GAG’s culture. This non-participatory observation phase, known as lurking and inspired by ethnographic methods, allowed us to become familiar with 9GAG, without claiming a mastery of its culture or codes (Myles, 2020). It was observed that opinionated content on 9GAG was often influenced by current events and the broader United States culture. In addition, heteronormativity was salient in such content, especially in dating-related memes. It should also be noted that the idea of 9GAG users being virgins is a discourse that is often conveyed in 9GAG posts and maintained among 9GAG members. 
[bookmark: Constitution_of_the_Corpus]Sample
This study’s unit of analysis is the macro meme, which is increasingly studied due to its accessibility and pragmatism (Nissenbaum & Shifman, 2018). Additionally, the text surrounding the macro meme’s post, such as its title and related keywords (which serve as categorization tools similarly to hashtags), often contextualize the meme’s message (Sloan & Quan-Haase, 2017). This textual content was therefore considered an integral part of the macro meme and were included in analyses. The sampling of memes was performed on 9GAG using a semantic keyword search on virginity. Memes were manually extracted, screenshot, and saved until thematic saturation was reached[footnoteRef:2] according to the following inclusion criteria: (1) be a macro meme; (2) be in English; and (3) directly and explicitly mention virginity. From the initial selection (n = 125), the corpus was then refined in relation to the research object, and additional exclusions were made in an iterative revision process involving discussions among the researchers to homogenize the final corpus. Figure 1 details the sampling and selection process.  [2:  In qualitative research, saturation is considered to be reached when no new themes emerge during the data sampling and collection process (Silverman, 2013) and when fresh insight has been exhausted (Upadhyay, 2021).] 

--- Insert Figure 1 here ---
[bookmark: Memes_(n=31)_that_addressed_virginity,_b]During the sampling process, it was noted that some words or sentences in the memes’ textual content were neologisms or vernacular. The use of Urban dictionary (https://www.urbandictionary.com/), an online open-source collaborative dictionary, helped to improve our understanding of the ideas communicated through the memes. The definitions found there are subjective, but the possibility for several people to offer definitions of a single word provides insight into the shifting vocabulary of subcultures. Similarly, understanding memes requires media literacy (i.e., the ability to mobilize multimodal skills for message reception or production; Lacelle, Lerun, & Boutin, 2012), including an understanding of the rules that govern certain memetic formats (Davison, 2012; Shifman, 2013b). The Know Your Meme website (https://knowyourmeme.com/), a popular reference for memes (Milner, 2012; Shifman, 2013a), provided a context for meme selection and a better understanding of their suggested postures during analyses.
[bookmark: Analytical_Approach]Memes that mentioned virginity while having a different central idea (n = 31) were removed from the sample to prevent biasing the representation of virgin adults with discourses that were not directly associated with virginity. Similarly, memes that used the “Virgin vs. Chad”[footnoteRef:3] format (n = 11) were removed, because this memetic format is transposed to a multitude of themes, including many non-sexual ones, to contrast what is considered negative or inferior with something positive or valued. Memes that did not appear to adopt a posture for and by virgin adults (e.g., written in the second or third person to insult or mock adult virgins) (n = 17) were removed. Because online spaces are prone to the presence of “trolls”, (i.e., people who intentionally disrupt discussions or who adopt a negative or controversial posture in online spaces; Cheng et al., 2017), excluding these latter memes reduced the likelihood of including troll material in the corpus. Finally, memes that supported the idea or hypothesis of non-virginity (i.e., those that addressed the loss of virginity and the feelings related to this experience, as well as memes reporting poor sexual skills or performance due to sexual inexperience) were also removed from the corpus (n = 11) because they addressed sexual activity rather than the complete absence of sexual experience. However, those mentioning sexual activities while also explicitly referencing virginity were retained. [3:  The primary idea of this memetic format is to contrast the characteristics of the insecure virgin (Virgin) with “Chad”, who is an attractive man sexually successful with women (“Virgin vs Chad”, Know Your Memes, 2017).
] 

Analytical Strategy
Content analysis was conducted across all memes in the final corpus. The content analysis approach allows researchers to analyze discourses and ideas conveyed in both textual and visual media (Sabourin, 2009), which is consistent with the constitution of macro memes. As representations of virgin adults in memes are rarely studied, there was little literature to guide the production of a coding grid. We started with the virginity script theory. In our first round of analysis, each meme was assessed to determine which virginity script they best depicted (Carpenter, 2001, 2002, 2005; Humphreys, 2013). However, while useful for a first assessment of the data, it rapidly became obvious that the three scripts (i.e., process, stigma, gift) were not equally represented, with the stigma script being salient, and the gift script, nearly absent. This theory was insufficient to encompass the diversity and the richness of representations of adult virginity inherent to our source material. Consequently, our analytical strategy combined content analysis (Sabourin, 2009), textual analysis (a qualitative approach focusing “on issues of form, content and representation”; Creeber 2006, p. 6) and tenets of dialectical team-coding (Weston et al., 2001). A similar analytical approach has been used successfully in a past study on the representations of sexually inexperienced emerging adults in film and television, allowing for a deeper, interdisciplinary interpretation of the complexity and variability within each script (Boislard et al., 2022). 
This inductive approach used in our hybrid analysis allowed us to describe the representations of virgin adults in memes by focusing on the meme itself, instead of forcing a categorization unsuited to the study objective or applying virginity script theory where it was not relevant. The memes were then categorized based on convergent or distinctive elements (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005; Sabourin, 2009). These categories reflected the different types of representations observed in the adult virginity macro memes found on 9GAG.
[bookmark: Results]Results
[bookmark: Preliminary_analysis]Preliminary analyses
The memetic components (i.e., content, format, and posture; Shifman, 2013b) of each meme were observed to identify general patterns. First, the memes’ content often showed representations from Western popular media (e.g., movies, cartoons, video games), in which people of Caucasian appearance are predominantly represented. Some memes also adopt memetic formats that, when regularly repeated in memetic culture, become representations of a coded language, and direct the posture or narrative tone. As for posture, the use of humor (i.e., irony, self-derision, sarcasm) was observed as a common feature of many memes, transcending most of the corpus. Lastly, distinctive elements, including a polarized (positive or negative) perception of virginity and the notion of community, were quickly found in the narrative framework of the memes’ content.
[bookmark: Content_Analysis]Content analysis
The memes’ complexity˗˗notably the interaction of the three memetic components and the use of humor – necessitated several levels of analysis and rendered it impossible to clearly delineate mutually exclusive categories, as they overlapped to a certain degree. Nonetheless, the results suggest three broad categories of VYAM representations comprised of a total of 10 profiles. The first category, virginity as a mark of belonging (n = 10) is comprised of the integrated virgin (n = 6) and the notorious virgin (n = 4) profiles. The second category, virginity as a subjective experience (n = 16) is composed of four profiles: the voluntary virgin (n = 6), the sublimated virgin (n = 2), the naive virgin (n = 4), and the subversive virgin (n = 4). Lastly, the third category, virginity as a burden (n = 21) also includes four profiles: the stigmatized virgin (n = 5), the resigned virgin (n = 8), the anxious virgin (n = 3), and the virgin affected by gender double standards (n = 5).
[bookmark: 1._Virginity_as_a_Mark_of_Belonging_(n=1]Virginity as a mark of belonging (n=10)
The virginity as a mark of belonging category, which includes the integrated virgin (n = 6) and the notorious virgin (n = 4) profiles, is characterized by a positive representation of VYAM evolving within a social network – at least virtually – that offers support and creates a sense of community. Although this category is the least prevalent of the three, the integrated virgin profile’s frequency is similar to that of the stigmatized virgin profile (n = 5) in the virginity as a burden category. 
The integrated virgin adult has broken the sense of isolation that virginity can generate in adulthood. The content of this category’s memes appeals to other virgin 9GAG users, or to a shared understanding of symbols, much like how old friends may gather to reminisce. Here, the posture suggests that a degree of complicity has been developed between 9GAG members. These VYAM feel supported within the 9GAG community, particularly through the sharing of a common reality. This allows them to reappropriate their virginity, which is often stigmatized outside of this space. This representation reveals a positive posture through a call to rally together and to share a common story, where virginity insults have no impact.
--- Insert Figure 2 here ---
	The notorious virgin, through their late virginity, gains a special status; an identity that is shared and valued. From this perspective, the VYAM gains access to higher ranks (e.g., super virgin, wizard, lieutenant general) and receives increased respect within the 9GAG community. The posture mobilized in these memes underlies the idea that, over time, the VYAM would gain wisdom and understanding in how to live out their virginity more serenely. In particular, the notion of the “wizard” suggests that someone (almost always men) who remains a virgin past the age of 30 gains special powers (Samekichi Kiseki, 2015). Consequently, through access to a community or the acquisition of status, the notorious adult virgin is recognized and is no longer invisible. 
[bookmark: 2._Virginity_as_a_Subjective_Experience_]--- Insert Figure 3 here ---
Virginity as a subjective experience (n=16)
The second category is comprised of representations of the adult virgin who, through an individual journey, has developed a positive self-perception of their virgin identity. Profiles in this category take on an affirmative and declarative posture regarding the motivations or contexts surrounding virginity in adulthood, and virginity is disclosed. Four profiles can be identified in this category, each showing a form of reappropriation of virginity in adulthood: the voluntary virgin (n = 6), the sublimated virgin (n = 2), the naive virgin (n = 4) and the subversive virgin (n = 4). Interestingly, the voluntary virgin is the most common profile in this category. 
For the voluntary virgin, virginity is a deliberate choice. It seems to be valued and perhaps preserved to be offered to a special person or out of respect for women. Even if a sexual opportunity presented itself, these VYAM would prefer to keep their virginity, perhaps even to “preserve their purity”. The motivations underlying virginity are an important component of this profile’s meme content.
--- Insert Figure 4 here ---
	The sublimated virgin conveys the idea that other life domains besides sexuality can be invested in to have a positive image of oneself and of one’s accomplishments. This is done through a process of identification with a successful model (for example, recognized scientists such as Isaac Newton and Nikola Tesla, who are presumed to have been virgins their entire lives). A detachment from virginity is observed here; virginity does not define an individual and their value within society. 
--- Insert Figure 5 here ---
	The naive virgin is characterized by the recognition of their lack of sexual knowledge. Here, meme content is comprised of sexual references (e.g., sexual positions such as “reverse cowgirl” or “doggy style”) to which the caption “I don’t know, I’m a virgin” is systematically added. The virgin shares their lack of sexual knowledge without fear of judgment˗˗with amusement, even.
--- Insert Figure 6 here ---
	The subversive virgin attempts to reverse the negative image associated with virginity in adulthood through humor. In addition to disclosing one’s virginity, this profile adopts a posture characterized by a strong use of self-irony. The mobilized jokes or puns are intended to convey a positive message about virginity rather than focus on the associated stigma.
[bookmark: 3._Virginity_as_a_Burden_(n=21)]--- Insert Figure 7 here ---
Virginity as a burden (n=21)
The third category is characterized by negative representations of adult virginity. It is experienced as a burden, though how it is perceived varies, as illustrated by the four profiles that comprise this category: the stigmatized virgin (n = 5), the resigned virgin (n = 8), the anxious virgin (n = 3), and the virgin affected by the gender double standard (n = 5). Notably, this category contains the largest number of memes; over twice the amount documented in the virginity as a mark of belonging category.
	The stigmatized virgin is marked by the judgment of others about one’s late virginity and one’s inability to remedy it. Most memes in this profile evoke “not wanting to die a virgin”, which is recurrently depicted as a dramatic ending. These memes depict a VYAM attempting to lose their virginity, without success. Furthermore, these attempts are sometimes pointed out and mocked by others. The posture of this profile focuses both on the urgency to be sexually active and on the perceived view of others about being a late virgin. Thus, the idea of having to shed the stigma of virginity, or at least to conceal one’s virgin status, is prevalent in this profile’s content.
--- Insert Figure 8 here ---
	The anxious virgin has worries about both their virginity status and their lack of sexual experience. Here, the main message revolves around any questions and concerns a VYAM may have on the transition to sexual activity. For example, one can be concerned about the risk of pregnancy through touching hands or being in any sexual context. The memes show frightened or panicked characters, although it is understood that this is an exaggeration for humorous purposes. Nevertheless, because these worries are not shown as externalized, but merely as ruminated, it can lead one to feel anxious in situations that could lead to physical or sexual contact. This profile shows unexpressed feelings and questionings and exposes the conversation that the VYAM has with themselves. Virginity in this profile is not necessarily seen as permanent. However, the anxiety makes the prospect of a sexual encounter difficult, if not impossible.
--- Insert Figure 9 here ---
	The resigned virgin conveys the idea that virginity is not temporary but permanent, and that nothing can interfere with it. Although they accept this status and do not attempt to alter it, they experience it as a burden. The memes suggest a posture of confidence regarding one’s virginity, but it is nonetheless expressed with embarrassment, self-pity or desolation. Such memes show situations in which the VYAM is confronted with the absence of sexuality in their life and is a spectator of others’ sexual opportunities (e.g., seeing a couple kiss). This is the most prevalent profile in the whole corpus. 
--- Insert Figure 10 here ---
	The virgin affected by gender double standards is faced with the pressure of masculinity and femininity norms, both in terms of appearance and of sexual expectations. The content and format of these memes show constant comparisons between the sexual experiences and opportunities of men and women. Women’s virginity is depicted as valuable; virgin women are perceived as attractive and desirable. In contrast, virgin men are portrayed as unattractive or having to justify their virginity. In our corpus, virginity is painted as elevating women’s femininity while challenging men’s masculinity.
--- Insert Figure 11 here ---
[bookmark: Discussion]Discussion
This study examined representations of virgin adults in macro memes on the content exchange platform 9GAG. Several virginity representations and VYAM profiles emerged from our analyses. These were grouped into three categories, each characterized by the specific type of connection individuals have with their virginity and how they experience it: virginity as (1) a mark of belonging (i.e., integrated, notorious); (2) a subjective experience (i.e., voluntary, sublimated, naive, subversive); and (3) a burden (i.e., stigmatized, anxious, resigned, affected by gender double standards). Each category is further discussed in the following sections. 
[bookmark: Virginity_as_a_Mark_of_Belonging]Virginity as a mark of belonging
Identifying with a community is characteristic of VYAM representations in 9GAG macro memes. Memes in the belonging category depict virgin adults who seem to detach themselves from the stigma of late virginity through the protective effect of a shared reality. The community offers VYAM the means to move from experiences of stigma and invisibility to that of value and recognition. On the one hand, the prospect of not being alone and sharing one’s experiences with others lightens the burden of virginity in adulthood. Overall, these disclosures seem to be associated with positive affect. This echoes Fuller and colleagues’ (2019) study, which found that some participants said that their virginity disclosure sometimes prompted the same disclosure on the part of the other person, which lessened feelings of loneliness. Likewise, a recent study from Leroux and Boislard (2023) has revealed that, relative to the difficulties VYAM report experiencing with regards to being sexually “late”, their most salient needs included being accepted as they are and having a sense of belonging. As suggested by Shifman (2013b), memes can therefore foster individuals’ existence (i.e., revealing oneself as a virgin) by creating an affiliation with a group (i.e., other adult virgins). Aronson and Jaffal (2021) also pointed out that memes allow groups to represent a shared reality, notably through humor. 
On the other hand, the use of the wizard figure suggests a reappropriation of one’s virginity through the acquisition of community status and the will for self-determination. This discourse tends to support a desire to preserve one’s virginity or to attribute an a posteriori meaning and added value to an experience that was initially lived unintentionally to maintain a positive relationship with one’s virginity. This process is akin to the reappropriation of slurs by certain marginalized groups (Croom, 2011; Lorenzi, 2017). Future research would benefit from further examining what the wizard figure represents to VYAM.
[bookmark: Virginity_as_a_Subjective_Experience]Virginity as a subjective experience
Similar to the previous category’s distancing from virginity-related stigma, the profiles representing virginity as a subjective experience involve breaking free from the compulsory sexuality paradigm (Gupta, 2015). Distancing oneself from sexuality or choosing to remain a virgin in adulthood underlies the idea that there is no obligation to be sexually active. Notably, the subversive virgins tend to also distance themselves from the sexual injunction that creates virginity stigma and ridicules the adult virgin. Not transitioning to an active sex life in accordance with the normative trajectory dictated by the social clock is therefore not shown as limiting fulfillment. On the other hand, the diversity of profiles that cluster in this category suggests that it is up to each person to decide virginity’s place and meaning in their trajectory, or how to explain or justify their virginity. This category of memes reflects Palit and Allen’s (2016) findings, which suggest virginity to be multidimensional, and its ascribed meanings to be heterogeneous (Bény, 2020). In the same vein, the diversity of observed virginity-related contexts and motives in the voluntary virgin and sublimated virgin profiles, which argue for investment in other spheres of life, are consistent with other research findings. For instance, participants in Sprecher and Treger’s (2015) study spoke of a plurality of reasons underlying their virginity, as well as of a diversity of emotions they associated with it. Furthermore, the narratives documented in the virginity as a subjective experience category’s profiles (i.e., voluntary, sublimated, naive, subversive) were not negative, and underpinned psychosocial adjustment and positive subjective well-being. This is consistent with Fuller and colleagues’ (2019) findings, which showed that some participants explained that, despite the typical association between late virginity and lower subjective well-being, not all VYAM are suffering from being late virgins. The present research follows this line of study by reiterating the importance of individual trajectories in the meaning given to virginity. Variations in one’s identity construction as a virgin influences subjective well-being in important ways. At the same time, some of the sampled memes featured women pretending to be virgins, suggesting that female virginity may be valued in a certain segment of the population. However, the male predominance on 9GAG suggests that the memes carrying this message are produced by men and tend to promote the ideals of sexual ‘purity’ for women. 
[bookmark: Virginity_as_a_Burden]
Virginity as a burden
In line with Aronson and Jaffal’s (2021) findings, memes can refer to adversity under the guise of humor. Less positive representations of adult virginity relate the idea that one’s experience and perception of virginity can be influenced by the social environment (Eriksson & Humphreys, 2014; Gesselman et al., 2017; Sprecher & Treger, 2015), which conveys injunctions to be sexually active in adulthood (Gupta, 2015; Przybylo, 2011). Virginity is often viewed from a transient perspective; as a temporary stage or identity rather than a state that persists over time (Carpenter, 2001; Fuller et al., 2019; Hans & Kimberly, 2011; Mullaney, 2006; Palit & Allen, 2016). Thus, the internalization of stigma can increase as one moves further away from the age at which sexual onset is expected (Humphreys, 2013). Yet, this stigma was central to some representations’ discourses and was articulated as an urgency to shed one’s virginity status, which aligns with the stigma script identified by Carpenter (2001). This script involves taking actions to conceal one’s virginity and pretend to be sexually active (i.e., “passing”), as highlighted in previous studies examining adult virgins’ experiences (Boislard et al., 2022; Fleming & Davis, 2018; Fuller et al., 2019). This dilemma of constantly having to choose between ‘dealing with the burden of hiding one’s virginity’ and ‘dealing with the stigma of disclosing their virginity’ (Boislard et al., 2022; Fuller et al., 2019; Haase et al., 2012) is again highlighted in our unique corpus. Like in Fuller and colleagues’ (2019) study, while the initial focus of this study was not specifically on the representation of virginity stigma, it nonetheless emerged as a central topic in our analyses. In fact, virginity stigma appears to be intrinsically linked to the ideas constructed in the memes addressing virginity in adulthood, whether they addressed adult virgins’ lived experiences (Leroux & Boislard, 2023) or their self-distancing from the stigma. Consequently, and in line with Boislard et al.’s (2022) study on representations of VYA in television series and movies, stigma and the notion of the social clock are inevitable when examining VYA representations. 
In sum, the three overarching categories of representations of VYAM in macro memes show that, on the one hand, the perception of virginity as a burden remains in adult men, supporting the stigma virginity script found in previous research (Boislard et al., 2022; Carpenter, 2001, 2002, 2009; Eriksson & Humphreys, 2014). On the other hand, our corpus reveals an alternate tendency among some VYAM towards greater acceptance of late virginity through, for instance, a sense of belonging generated by such memes among 9GAG users. In addition, the extensive use of humor (e.g., self-derision, irony, sarcasm) could aim to either de-dramatize the experience of virginity in adulthood, diminish stigma, or search for others’ validation (Aronson & Jaffal, 2021). For instance, the statement “The sex: Yes, I do the sex” and its numerous variations were commonly observed in our corpus’s memes, which was interpreted as a strategy to mock a virgin’s claim of being sexually active (i.e., passing). The humorous speech used in memes often justified or defended late virginity. 
Considering that 9GAG mostly brings together men, that gender norms equate masculinity and sexual prowess (Fleming & Davis, 2018), and that male virginity is judged more negatively than female virginity (Humphreys, 2013), the sense of having to justify the absence of partnered sexuality is consistent with Palit and Allen’s (2016) finding that young men feet pressured to be sexually active. It is also possible that, like sexually diverse youth sometimes use humor to parody homophobic prejudice and to emotionally distance themselves from it (Dorais, 2015), humor in virginity memes shares the same purpose, as illustrated by the subversive virgin profile. 
[bookmark: Gendered_representations_and_masculiniza]Gendered representations and masculinization of the corpus
Representations of gender double standards were prevalent in the virgin affected by gender double standards memes, similar to those presented on television series and movies (Boislard et al., 2022; Carpenter, 2009; Kollath-Catano et al., 2018). In our macro memes corpus, virginity was perceived as out of the norm for adult men, and therefore, required justification. This finding is consistent with that of Palit and Allen’s (2016) study, which found many participants expressing distinct gender norms about virginity, with adult men’s virginity perceived as less acceptable. Similarly, Barnett et al. (2021) found that men are less likely than women to disclosure their virginity status. Fleming and Davis’ (2018) study describes men’s shame regarding their virginity, which is seen as non-conforming to masculinity norms and as a sign of their incapacity to pursue their sexual desires. However, research has found that when men’s virginity seems to be dependent on external factors, other men are more likely to be supportive (Fleming & Davis, 2018; Sprecher & Treger, 2015). 
In a recent study examining representations of sexually inexperienced young adults in fictional television series and movies, men characters’ inexperience was depicted as a by-product of extrinsic or uncontrollable factors (e.g., a medical condition), whereas female characters were held responsible for their inexperience and asked to “justify” it (Boislard et al., 2022). In fact, gender was the primary characteristic through which characters were represented, and superseded the place given to sexual inexperience in the narratives. Notably, some similarities with the rhetoric of certain masculinist and Incel discourses were observed in the virgin affected by gender double standards profile (see, for example, Maxwell et al., 2020). Discussions of gender double standards are indeed also strongly present in the manosphere (a conglomerate of predominantly Web-based misogynistic movements focused on specific interpretations of men’s issues; Horta Ribeiro et al., 2020), according to which sexual opportunities between men and women are unequal, favoring women (Horta Ribeiro et al., 2020). The presence of these representations also underlines the political character of memes previously pointed out by Shifman (2013b), as the sampled memes carry a critical message about Western sexual norms regarding male virginity.
[bookmark: Limitations_and_Strengths_of_the_Study]Limitations and future research
While this qualitative research was the first to examine representations of virgin young adults in macro memes, some limitations need to be acknowledged. Firstly, whereas these findings bring new insights on the production and common use of macro memes, they do not provide knowledge on how these memes are received and interpreted by VYAM, and, more specifically, on how they may influence their identity construction as young adult virgins. Future research in this area could, for example, investigate VYAM’s intentions when creating these memes, as well as the possible effects of exposure to such memes on identity construction. Secondly, because the examined material was created anonymously, it was impossible to verify that their creators were virgin young adult men (Davison, 2012; Shifman, 2013b). However, because we excluded memes that did not appear to be for and by VYAM, it is plausible that the observed representations mostly speak to men VYAs experiences and were disseminated among the 9GAG community. While our initial intention was to also include memetic representations of virgin young adult women, it rapidly became obvious that they were underrepresented in the 9GAG community and that the memes on late virginity that circulated on 9GAG at the time of the study sampling were nearly exclusively representations of men’s experiences of being virgins in early adulthood. Future studies should investigate where virgin young adult women congregate on the Internet – if they do– and what medium they use, create, or mobilize to share their experience among themselves. Thirdly, when comparing our results with other late virginity research findings (see Barnett et al., 2021; Fleming & Davis, 2018; Fuller et al., 2019; Sprecher & Treger, 2015), it appears that our observed representations are rooted in previously identified and described adult virginity discourses, mostly on stigma rooted in the compulsory sexuality paradigm. Nevertheless, it was sometimes difficult to capture the intent of a meme’s author. For example, it was not always apparent whether a meme’s inherent humor was intended as stigma-perpetuating mockery or as a protective or de-dramatizing strategy. 
Fourthly, while we found sufficient redundancy in our sampling process and observed no new material emerging by the end of the process, and are confident that saturation was attained (Silverman, 2013; Upadhyay, 2021), our corpus was relatively small and only extracted from one platform (i.e., 9GAG). Despite the international nature of 9GAG, the present study’s results are limited to the specific subculture of this platform and its members. Future research should continue this work by including sourcing material from other content exchange platforms that mobilize virginity memes (e.g., Reddit, Imgur, 4chan). 
Fifthly, there were many variations on ‘the Virgin versus the Chad’ meme, which refers to the Incels’ culture more broadly. Even though some VYAM do identify as Incels, and despite the plausible presence of Incels on 9GAG, the amalgam of these two populations should be discouraged at this stage. No data currently exists regarding the proportion of VYAM who identify as Incels (both on 9GAG and more broadly in the population), nor about Incels’ participation in online forums beyond their own, such as 9GAG. Furthermore, Incels are a particularly misogynistic group of men (not all of which are virgins) within the manosphere. However, the current corpus does not showcase the level of hate evident on their forums and characteristic of Incels’ supremacist ideology, nor their distaste towards women. The simple presence of gendered double standards, for instance in memes depicting women’s sexual inexperience as more “pure” and less stigmatized than that of men, is more likely to be due to widespread double standards about men and women’s sexuality than to a budding Incel movement within 9GAG. 
Finally, because the observed representations were conveyed in posts that were created by different and anonymous authors, the identified categories do not allow us to trace the different developmental trajectories of adulthood virginity. Nevertheless, it is plausible that the observed representations of VYAM refer to different stages of acceptance (or lack thereof) of virginity. According to Aronson and Jaffal (2021), social media constitutes a space to share one’s developmental experiences. Further developmental research on this topic is needed.
[bookmark: _Hlk126578436]Memes are an abundant and rich source of qualitative data in virtual spaces, and are of great interest for the study of current late virginity and sexuality discourses, since they are likely embedded in VYAMs’ virtual environment as memorable messages (Cooke-Jackson et al., 2015). As such, this study highlights the different messages conveyed on the Internet that have the potential to influence experiences and perceptions of late virginity by registering as memorable messages. While doing this research, we were amazed by how fertile this new field of research could be. For instance, different recurring memetic symbols of late virginity are frequently mobilized to address virginity in adulthood, such as Virgin versus Chad[footnoteRef:4], the Wizard[footnoteRef:5] and the Socially awesome awkward penguin[footnoteRef:6]. In-depth analyses of their underlying postures would deepen our understanding of the different adult virginity discourses. Additionally, as humor is intrinsic to these memes, its function must be further investigated to understand its exact role in late virginity discourses.  [4:  In the Incels’ lingo, Chad is a socially constructed masculine identity and the archetype of an attractive, successful (but superficial), hypermasculine man, with robust features, looming stature, financial wealth, and “raised in a loving family”. Chad has access to all the resources that Incels covet (which they refer to as ‘privileges’), which mostly consists of young attractive women and a large social network (Fowler, 2021; Maxwell et al., 2020). The Chad figure is highly present in the manosphere, including in memes. ]  [5:  The Wizard refers to the idea that those who remain virgins past the age of 30 gain special powers (Know Your Meme, 2015).]  [6:  The Socially Awesome Awkward Penguin is a meme resulting from the combination of the Socially Awkward Penguin meme, which depicts a lack of social skills and self-esteem predisposing one to embarrassing life situations, and the Socially Awesome Penguin meme, a charismatic character. Thus, the Socially Awesome Awkward Penguin paradoxically exhibits both social awkwardness and success in a given social situation (Know Your Meme, 2009, 2011).
] 

[bookmark: Conclusion]Conclusion
This study offers a first exploration of representations of virgin adults in Internet macro memes, a ubiquitous type of material in the virtual environment. Overall, even though some of the messages communicated by the macro memes, as presented on 9GAG, portray adult virginity on a spectrum conveying positive messages and underlining self-determination in one’s experience of late virginity, they remain tainted by stigma. The heavy use of humor could reflect internalized stigma in individual experiences. Though memes have the potential to influence identity construction and experiences of virginity in adulthood, they are also derived from social discourses, and, like all cultural products, represent and reproduce these discourses. The macro memes analyzed are positioned in reaction to the social clock and the presumption that all adults are sexually active. 
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