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‘‘Help Me Please, I Need Practical Advice’’: A Qualitative Exploration of Social Support Dynamics among Incels on Online Forums
Abstract
The incel population comprises men experiencing involuntary celibacy, who mingle based on their challenges in establishing romantic connections. Despite the current issues plaguing incel forums (e.g., violent content), they were originally conceived as platforms for social support to alleviate loneliness among sexually inexperienced individuals. However, documentation of support types within these forums is limited. The aim of this study is to document the exchange of social support within incel forums, utilizing Braithwaite et al.'s (1999) adaptation of Cutrona and Suhr's (1992) social support typology (informational, emotional, esteem, network, and tangible support) to analyze the forms of support exchanged within incels forums. Thematic analyses of 37 threads from r/IncelExit (i.e., users seeking to leave inceldom) and Incels.is (i.e., users deeply entrenched in inceldom) reveal a prevalence of informational support, followed by emotional support. These findings align with existing literature positing that informational support is the prevailing type in online interactions on forums between strangers, where anonymity also facilitates the intimate exchanges characteristic of emotional support. Notable distinctions emerge between the two forums: r/IncelExit favored informational support (prioritized when the problem is perceived as controllable) to suggest concrete actions to resolve the problem, while Incels.is emphasized emotional support (prioritized when the problem is perceived as uncontrollable) to show empathy and understanding of the situation. Our findings also reveal that antisocial support (i.e. encouraging self-destructive behaviors instead of providing genuine support) was sometimes present, especially on Incels.is. This study provides an initial exploration of support dynamics in incels forums, with implications for interventions.


‘‘Help Me Please, I Need Practical Advice’’: A Qualitative Exploration of Social Support Dynamics among Incels on Online Forums
Incels, a portmanteau of ‘involuntary’ and ‘celibate’, are men who self-identify as being celibate against their wishes and who experience significant distress related to their lack of sexual and romantic connections (Pelzer et al., 2021; Regehr, 2022; Sugiura, 2021). Several studies, particularly since 2019, have focused on the incel population, with a primary focus on exploring their misogynistic ideologies (Bratich & Banet-Weiser, 2019; Byerly, 2020; Chang, 2022; Jaki et al., 2019; Lindsay, 2020; Prażmo, 2020; Tranchese and Sugiura, 2021; Witt, 2020) and the manifestation of violence within this population (Baele et al., 2021; Brzuszkiewicz, 2020; Cottee, 2021; Jaki et al., 2019; O'Malley et al., 2022; Verza, 2019).
Incels rationalize their lack of sexual experience with women by postulating the existence of a 'sexual market' controlled by women, where they believe women exclusively choose 'alphas' or 'Chads', men who exhibit hypermasculine traits, dominance, confidence, and high erotic capital (Lindsay, 2020; Witt, 2020; Young, 2019). Conversely, men classified as ‘betas’ are depicted as possessing lesser physical attractiveness, as more submissive and conforming to societal norms. Incels believe that ‘beta males’ consequently, experience less sexual success compared to ‘alpha males’ (Incel wiki, n.d.). Within this hierarchical framework, incels position themselves beneath the 'Betas', feeling entirely excluded from the 'sexual market' and overlooked by women (Costello, 2021; Lindsay, 2020). Incels perceive themselves as a marginalized and victimized group, emphasizing their lower social standing and perceived lack of sexual appeal (Witt, 2020). 
Self-Victimization and Mental Health Issues among Incels
A culture of entitlement (Aarten et al., 2018) towards sexuality and women's bodies constitutes the core ethos of the incel population. Notably, misogynistic incels harbor the perception that sexual gratification is an entitlement owed to them (Bratich & Banet-Weiser, 2019; Witt, 2020), leading to a pervasive sense of victimhood. This victimization is attributed to a perceived systemic exclusion based on three primary factors: (1) their genetic predispositions, (2) women’s (unrealistic) standards for a romantic and sexual partner, and (3) societal biases such as ‘lookism’ (discrimination against non-attractive individuals) and ‘classism’ (oppression against those of low socio-economic status; Baele et al., 2021; Brzuszkiewicz, 2020; Cottee, 2021; Fowler, 2021; Sugiura, 2021). Within this framework, incels interpret their social and sexual marginalization as a substantial disadvantage, rendering them powerless in their circumstances. 
A study conducted by Moskalenko et al. (2022) surveyed 274 self-identified adult incels and compared those results to data from a representative national survey of about 9 000 American adults. This study revealed a heightened prevalence of depression and anxiety among incels compared to the general population. Most remarkably, an overwhelming majority of incels self-assessed as experiencing depression and/or anxiety, compared to about a third of the general population self-assessing in this way (Moskalenko et al., 2022). Other studies using questionnaires with clinical thresholds have found that incels report high clinical levels of depression and anxious symptoms (for example, see Ciocca et al. 2022). Incel ideology appears to resonate particularly with individuals who are already experiencing these mental health challenges, potentially due to the reinforcing nature of the community. This perceived powerlessness often manifests as an external locus of control, wherein incels attribute their celibacy to external forces beyond their control, such as unattainable societal beauty standards (Boislard et al., 2023; Brzuszkiewicz, 2020). Such external attributions foster a belief in their incapacity to effect change, cultivating a sense of learned helplessness—a psychological phenomenon wherein individuals, following repeated failures despite concerted efforts, learn to perceive their life outcomes as independent of their actions (Kamen & Seligman, 1987). Consequently, this learned helplessness often translates into a abandonment of the pursuit of intimacy with women, sometimes leading to a complete avoidance of interactions to evade potential rejection (Cottee, 2021). 
Incels Online Forums
To find social support, a sense of belonging, validation and help, incels often turn to online forums where they can be in touch with individuals who share similar experiences (Speckhard et al., 2021). This inclination to seek support from peers aligns with the principle of behavioral homophily, reflecting a preference for individuals with shared characteristics (McPherson et al., 2001). However, this homophily contributes to the "echo chamber" phenomenon, where only opinions reinforcing existing beliefs are affirmed, intensifying ideological polarization, and impeding the consideration of alternative perspectives (Baele et al., 2021; Regehr, 2022; Sugiura, 2021; Verza, 2019). This phenomenon is conspicuous in misogynistic incels forums, where shared attitudes and positions are reinforced (Cottee, 2021; Jaki et al., 2019). Many misogynistic incel forums have evolved into violent echo-chambers (Byerly, 2020) where discourses often seem to amplify the distress and even valorise despair (Cottee, 2021) and enhance loneliness (Lindsay, 2020). Users often share introspective narratives about their journey into and out of the manosphere. Misogynistic incel forums often harbor deep-seated resentment and hatred towards women, viewing them as inferior or as objects to be controlled or dominated. These attitudes are evident in the language used and the discussions that take place, often including derogatory terms and hostile rhetoric towards women (Bratich & Banet-Weiser, 2019).
However, it is important to recognize that not all incel spaces approve misogynistic discourses, and that not all men who engage in incels’ forums identify as such. In fact, there are peripheral communities that discuss involuntary celibacy while distancing themselves from the term incel and its associated violence (Czerwinsky, 2023). External pressure also prompted the incel ecosystems to adopt stricter boundaries, stifling dissent and genuine attempts to address misogyny (Gillett & Suzor, 2022). Forums like the subreddit r/IncelExit actively prohibit misogynistic incel ideology and welcome non-violent individuals who identify as involuntarily celibate.  Ultimately, incel forums were driven off the platform not due to significant cultural change, but because of the threat of escalating sanctions for policy breaches. Although, according to Gheorghe and Yuzva Clement (2023), r/IncelExit, users exhibited conflicted behavior, where they claimed a desire to leave the incelosphere but continued to hold onto incel beliefs. Despite the forum's rule against misogyny, some users still used derogatory terms for women and adhered to black pill ideology, sometimes under the guise of self-improvement. While some reported positive interactions with women that challenged their previous beliefs, they still harbored sexist views about female privilege. This struggle to fully leave incels’ ideology behind has been recently brought to light by a study focussing specifically on incels wishing to exit inceldom discourses on r/IncelExit (Burns & Boislard, 2024), even after experiencing the turning point of the realization that inceldom is detrimental for their wellbeing. According to Burns and Boislard (2024), several r/IncelExit users, acknowledging the harmful impact of online incels' forums, emphasized the importance of separating themselves from such groups. They highlighted the significance of stepping away from these forums in their efforts to exit inceldom, as continuous exposure to them served as a constant reminder of their struggles, impeding their progress.
[bookmark: _Hlk176670689]Nevertheless, r/IncelExit users often share introspective narratives about their journey in and out of the manosphere. According to Thorburn (2023), these stories provide valuable insights into the radicalization process and highlight the emotional struggles associated with these beliefs. Some users express remorse and describe how their previous views led to harmful behaviors, such as emotional abuse and cheating, reflecting the forums' success in challenging misogynistic beliefs. Other forums for incels or lonely adults may prioritize constructive dialogue, mutual support, and empathy. While members may share their frustrations and struggles, there's a greater emphasis on helping each other overcome challenges in a positive and respectful manner. According to Czerwinsky (2023), focusing solely on incels as misogynistic men in literature excludes more peripheral spaces that discuss involuntary celibacy, leading to a misrepresentation of the broader incelosphere and obscuring the experiences of those who identify as involuntarily celibate but do not share the misogynistic views associated with incels. However, even if the reality of misogynistic incels’ forums is that it often degenerates into violent discourses, it is understandable that individuals who have experienced repeated romantic and sexual rejections would seek social support among other individuals who share their concerns, struggles and feelings of romantic loneliness and lack on intimacy. Other forums for incels or lonely adults may also discuss frustrations with relationships or dating, but they typically do not espouse outright hatred or misogyny. Instead, they may focus on seeking support, advice, or understanding from others who share similar experiences. Virtual spaces are seen as particularly good for this purpose given the anonymity they typically provide: they are sometimes referred to as “safe spaces” by users (Pelzer et al., 2021) and can even be perceived as a refuge (Laplante et al., in press). The context of social isolation, coupled with a sense of being misunderstood by women and non-incels, positions forums, with their guarantee of anonymity, as ideal spaces for self-disclosure, the articulation of difficulties, and for the pursuit of social support. Incels frequently gravitate towards online forums in pursuit of comfort and a sense of belonging with people sharing comparable circumstances and ideologies (Byerly, 2020; Prażmo, 2020). In fact, the inception of the first incel forum aimed to cultivate a communal spirit and address emotional needs (Brzuszkiewicz, 2020). These forums serve as confessional spaces where incels seek and often receive social support and validation for their thoughts and actions, an endorsement that may be lacking elsewhere (Brzuszkiewicz, 2020; Prażmo, 2020; O'Malley et al., 2022). In circumstances where a group such as incels perceives oppression or threat from an outgroup (e.g., women), shared distress cultivates solidarity within the group, simultaneously leading to a polarization of opinions (Lindsay, 2020). 
The anonymity afforded by forums facilitates exchanges of private information: shielded from identification, users are less apprehensive about external judgment and consequently exhibit greater disclosure (Ma et al., 2016; McKenna et al., 2002). Additionally, online interactions exhibit a diminished tendency to conform to societal norms, as anonymity disassociates identity from conveyed expressions (Goldsmith & Brewer, 2015). Moreover, the spatial independence of these forums, transcending geographical barriers (Sugiura, 2021), often becomes pivotal in the absence of offline connections (Moskalenko et al., 2022). For incels, struggling with social isolation (Costello et al., 2022), forums likely serve as the primary spaces for confidential self-expression, contributing to heightened self-disclosure. The shared challenges and issues within incel forums create an environment where members feel compelled to reveal analogous experiences to underscore mutual understanding and empathy, and to seek and provide social support.

Social Support in Incels’ Forums
Humans have an inherent psychological and emotional requirement to establish a sense of belongingness to individuals and entities they cherish (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Maslow, 1970). The imperative to belong is rooted in the motivational human need to foster interpersonal relationships and cultivate positive social bonds, thereby playing a crucial role in our development and well-being (Libbey, 2004). Understanding the pursuit of social support becomes particularly crucial for individuals experiencing isolation, exclusion, and a sense of being misunderstood or socially deprived, as observed in groups such as incels (Costello et al., 2022; Speckhard et al., 2021). Compared to non-incels, incels report higher levels of loneliness and fewer social supports (Sparks et al., 2024).
While it is crucial to remind ourselves that only a fraction of sexually or romantically inexperienced individuals will identify as incels, a parallel can be drawn between incels and sexually inexperienced adults in their shared distress regarding the absence of romantic relationships and the yearning for sexual activity (Leroux & Boislard, 2022; Millette & Boislard, 2023). Both cohorts articulate a pronounced need for social connection, encounter stigma associated with their sexual inexperience (Fuller et al., 2019) and exhibit a tendency to infrequently seek professional psychotherapeutic support (Leroux & Boislard, 2023). A recent investigation into sexually inexperienced adults (Fuller et al., 2019) further illuminate a predisposition among this group to seek support and understanding within online forums rather than resorting to professional assistance. This tendency is, at least in part, motivated by a fear of potential judgment. Notably, this study highlights the restricted awareness among sexually inexperienced adults regarding available and accessible resources, along with their hesitance to interact with professionals. In fact, being honest about sexual and romantic inexperience while remaining anonymous has been reported as the main reason for preference for experiential expertise from online peers over professional expertise (Leroux & Boislard, 2022; Millette & Boislard, 2023). Another study from Speckhard et al. (2021) corroborated that incels, too, generally exhibit reluctance to seek professional psychological assistance, and harbor negative views of psychotherapy and psychotherapists. 
This reluctance among most incels and their preference for seeking assistance and social support from their peers rather than professionals (Bratich & Banet-Weiser, 2019) makes it all the more pertinent to investigate the types of social support exchanged within the incel group.
Conceptualisation of Social Support
[bookmark: _Hlk176695565]Cutrona and Suhr’s (1992) classic taxonomy identifies five distinct forms of social support: informational, emotional, esteem, network and tangible support, each comprising various subtypes. This classification has been adapted to the sociodigital space by Braithwaite and colleagues (1999), serving as both the conceptual and analytical framework for the present study. In the socio-digital context, informational support entails providing advice, sharing lessons, offering referrals to external sources of assistance (such as experts), or shedding light on new perspectives regarding a specific situation. Emotional support encompasses the demonstration of empathy and understanding towards an individual's predicament, manifesting through expressions of encouragement, prayers, or even virtual gestures like sending a hug or employing heart emojis (Millette & Boislard, 2023). Esteem support is conveyed through compliments, validation, or an expressed intent to alleviate culpability. Network support entails references to others undergoing similar circumstances or extending an offer to engage in private discussions about the individual's situation. Tangible support, the final category, involves tangible actions such as undertaking tasks on behalf of the person or actively making oneself available to provide practical assistance.
[bookmark: _Hlk157267272]However, while there is evidence that many incels use online forums in search of social support from peers (Brzuszkiewicz, 2020; Prażmo, 2020; O'Malley et al., 2022), some authors have argued that, instead of cultivating social support, interactions among incels in such online spaces may rather exhibit antisocial support (Bratich & Banet-Weiser, 2019). Antisocial support involves individuals encouraging self-destructive behaviors among one another. However, this hypothesis requires empirical validation, emphasizing the imperative to examine the manifestations of social support within incels forums, while remaining open to manifestation of antisocial support as well. 
The Current Study
[bookmark: _Hlk176696657]The predominant focus in existing incel studies has been on scrutinizing the issues and deficiencies apparent in their discourse, rather than delving into the underlying motivations that might drive them to these forums. Studying these motivations is especially relevant because the first incel forum was created to offer a space for building a sense of community among users with shared interests, challenges, or life experiences (Brzuszkiewicz, 2020). These forums also provided secure anonymity, which further facilitated this feeling  of being in a “safe space”. Hence, the current study employs comments on incels forums as the unit of analysis. To our knowledge, this study stands as the first to document the exchange of social support within incel forums, employing a classic analytical framework adapted to sociocultural digital spaces.
Understanding these social dynamics is essential for several reasons: it fosters empathy, facilitates constructive dialogue, and helps develop solutions that promote well-being while reducing the potential risks associated with online groups like incels. Exploring social support exchanges among incels can contribute to the broader understanding of the complex interplay between social factors, mental health, and sexuality within this specific online ecosystem. This study aims to explore the following research questions: (1) What types of social support are most frequently sought and provided within incel population on forums? (2) How do the dynamics of social support differ between the r/IncelExit and Incels.is forums?
Method
Analytical Strategy
In our study, we adopted a constructivist paradigm, asserting that reality is subjective and varies among individuals, rather than being perceived as objective and uniform (Hansen, 2004). Due to the absence of direct interaction with incels on the sampled forums, we engaged in a co-construction of meaning with the incels sharing their experiences. As we are both women-identifying researchers, we engaged in a reflexive interpretation of the statements, acknowledging the inherent subjectivity in the construction of meaning. Throughout the research process, we held regular meetings to discuss coding and ensure that our approach, characterized by a commitment to understanding incels rather than judging or condemning them, remained consistent even when confronted with difficult or unsettling content. 
To enhance the credibility of our findings and strengthen the rigor of our analyses, we incorporated an additional layer of analysis. We enlisted a researcher who identifies as a man, a practice adopted by other women researchers studying incels (e.g., Maxwell et al., 2020), and who possessed expertise in the incels literature and could relate to some of the romantic and sexual challenges these individuals face. This researcher meticulously reviewed the manuscript prior to submission and provided insights into our data interpretation. His feedback primarily aimed to ensure that our interpretation of the results was not overly subjective, and that we remained faithful to our role as observers without judgment of the incel population.
Finally, we conducted a linguistic review using the ChatGPT[footnoteRef:2] platform, specifically version 3.5 (OpenAI, n.d.) to enhance the scientific writing, refine formulation clarity, and improve overall conciseness in this manuscript using the prompt "Could you make my writing style better, make the text clearer and refine my English with a scientific style?" We submitted each paragraph individually to ChatGPT to undergo a refinement process aimed at enhancing the quality of our scientific writing. We incorporated some alterations while dismissing others, with the preservation of the original form. [2:  Before engaging ChatGPT for this purpose, there was a tradition in the research laboratory where this article was conducted to seek the services of a language reviser before submitting manuscripts in English. This was done to ensure that the form and language proficiency were appropriate, especially when none of the authors had English as their first language. The use of ChatGPT in this context served precisely the same purpose. Instead of acknowledging the name of a language reviser in the acknowledgments, for the sake of transparency, we have chosen to specify at the end of our methodology the use of ChatGPT, strictly limited to form and not content.] 

Corpus Selection and Refinement
The corpus for this study comprises discussion threads extracted from two public incels forums: r/IncelExit (https://reddit.com/r/IncelExit/) and Incels.is (https://incels.is). Our corpus selection process was conducted in two distinct steps: forum selection and thread selection. In the first step, we selected these two forums based on their inclusion of the term “Incel” in their names, as we aimed to investigate whether the quest for social support that initiated the creation of the first incel forum more than two decades ago is still relevant in today’s forums. Additionally, we chose these forums because they represent distinct subcultures within the incel community. One forum, Incels.is, targets individuals who deeply adhere to misogynistic ideology, while r/IncelExit caters to those who are more "exit-curious" and express a desire to transition out of inceldom (Czerwinsky, 2023). At the time of publication, Incels.is has over 24,000 members, while r/IncelExit, a subreddit on Reddit, has a membership of more than 18,000.
 In the second step, we confirmed the relevance of these forums to our study on social support by extracting discussion threads with titles that included keywords related to the active solicitation of social support. During a one-month period, from August 13 to September 13, 2022, we collected an initial corpus consisting of 62 discussion threads (41 from IncelExit and 21 from Incels.is). After we filtered all threads located within help-related categories (e.g., looking for comfort, asking for help), we excluded twenty-two threads following a redefinition of inclusion criteria to encompass only posts that actually aligned with the search for social support. We retained all threads with titles including keywords related to the active solicitation of social support. We identified these keywords during the initial observation phase and organized thematically, encompassing requests or advice proposals ("advice," "recommendation," "How... deal," "How did you," "How can I"), appeals for help in developing coping strategies ("cope," "coping"), requests for feedback on emotional expression ("feel like," "feeling"), calls for support ("help," "questions"), and sharing of concerns ("concerns," "struggling," "worries"). Notably, none of the discussion thread titles within the specified one-month timeframe included the phrase "social support." We refined the selection of keywords to precisely target the research topic (see Figure 1). 
[bookmark: _Hlk168151186]We conducted a screening phase to ensure that the identified threads contained relevant data related to social support. We excluded three threads from the corpus because the comments: (a) exclusively discriminated against ethnic groups; (b) pertained to a public figure known to incels. Within the remaining 40 threads, we excluded three comments from analysis if they were: (a) nested under another comment, only accessible by clicking on a hyperlink; (b) deleted by moderators at the time of data extraction; (c) by automated moderators; and (d) memes. The final corpus consists of 37 discussion threads (29 on r/IncelExit and 8 on Incels.is) including comments independently of the authors. Our corpus size and period covered aligns with some previous studies about Incels, which have smaller corpus sizes and longer periods covered (Burns & Boislard, 2024; Chang, 2022). We have collected and analyzed data until empirical saturation was reached, which took one month on both forums for our research question.
---insert Figure 1 here---
Analyses
We extracted the chosen discussion threads and conducted coding in QSR NVivo 12 software. We focused solely on coding content within these threads. Our approach involved a qualitative method employing a mixed thematic analysis that encompassed both inductive and deductive methodologies (Branthonne & Waldispuehl, 2019; Braun & Clarke, 2012; Graebner et al., 2012). Because the phenomenon under study is emerging, we initially utilized an inductive approach to discern significant ideas from the corpus and highlight commonly reported experiences (Skjott Linneberg & Korsgaard, 2019). The inductive phase adhered to the six steps proposed by Braun and Clarke (2012): (1) becoming familiar with the data through multiple readings and note-taking; (2) generating initial codes based on pertinent data; (3) identifying potential themes relevant to the study; (4) examining the relationship between coded themes and the dataset; (5) naming the themes and defining their specific features for precise delineation; and (6) presenting a written report of the analysis results. We engaged with the data by reading textual posts and making notes accordingly to reveal possible meanings. 
During coding, we created segments of meaning to succinctly encapsulate the essence of expressed ideas, facilitating a more nuanced exploration of the data (Skjott Linneberg & Korsgaard, 2019).  However, acknowledging the pre-existence of a classification of social support types in the literature (Braithwaite et al., 1999; Cutrona & Suhr, 1992), we concurrently applied a deductive approach to the data. This involved utilizing predetermined codes derived from Cutrona and Suhr's (1992) and Braithwaite and colleagues' (1999) theoretical framework of social support types in the socio-digital space. We created a total of twenty-nine codes, representing the five categories of social support and the twenty-three subtypes (see Table 1), and antisocial support. Similar inductive and deductive hybrid coding grids emerging from both theory and empirical data have successfully been used in the past (Boislard et al., 2022). Next, we conducted an inter-judge agreement in two phases. Initially, the focus was on ensuring a mutual understanding of the employed taxonomy. To achieve this, the first author and a graduate research assistant also working on incels, independently coded 10% of the data as either "relevant" or "irrelevant" to reach an acceptable inter-rater agreement coefficient (k = .8163). Subsequently, the "relevant" data underwent independent coding into each social support category and subtype by the same two researchers. Any discrepancies in categories and subthemes were deliberated upon until a mature coding grid was established, ensuring a shared understanding of each subtype (see Figure 1). 
Ethical Considerations
After verification with the institutional ethical board, we determined that this research did not require ethical certification since the data analyzed were publicly accessible without registration or deception on both forums. However, we ensured users’ anonymity and privacy by using altered pseudonyms and reformulated quotes (type idéal; Schnapper, 2010) to preserve the essential message while preventing the identification of the original publication through online searches (Proulx & Latzko-Toth, 2016). 
Results
---Insert Table 1---
To document the exchange of social support within incel forums, we observed that the type of support offered to incels depended on the culture and objectives of each forum. Within the r/IncelExit corpus, our analysis revealed a prevalence of informational support (74.7%)[footnoteRef:3], followed by emotional (17.6%) and esteem supports (5.6%). Instances of network (0.9%) and tangible support (0.8%) were very marginal, with few manifestations of antisocial support (0.4%). The portrait differed on Incels.is forum: emotional support was dominant (55.8%), followed by informational support (32.7%). We found no instances of esteem, tangible or network supports, but we observed a presence of antisocial support (11.5%).  [3:  The percentages found within each type of social support denote their proportion within each of the forums.] 

Informational Support
Informational support serves the purpose of offering information on concepts related to the problem or suggesting ways to cope with the situation. Within the r/IncelExit forum, we observed all subtypes of informational support: suggestion and advice (42.5%)[footnoteRef:4], teaching (29.0%) and situation appraisal (26.3%). On Incels.is, we observed the subtypes teaching (18.9%), situation appraisal (24.3%) and suggestion and advice (56.8%). This aligns with analogous studies, comparing the social support types provided by men and women (Goldsmith & Dunn, 1997), among undergraduate students (Horowitz et al., 2001) and among sexually inexperienced adults (Millette & Boislard, 2023), where the utilization of the suggestion and advice subtype was commonplace in aiding individuals who disclose their problems. From an outsider's perspective, relying on these subtypes, which fall under informational support, seems logical as they focus on the shared situation and require minimal information about the person being helped. This inclination may stem from a reluctance to deeply engage in the emotional experience of an unknown individual while still contributing to the conversation. [4:  The percentages of each subtype among all of the subtypes in one type of social support.] 

Suggestion and Advice
The suggestion and advice subtype (30.4%)[footnoteRef:5] involves providing ideas and recommending actions to address the problem. For instance, on r/IncelExit, user Pivot236 suggested: "I suggest you write down ten things that have improved in your life, whether related to women or not". This recommendation reflected a constructive approach, encouraging the individual to focus on positive aspects of their life beyond relationships. Pivot236's suggestion aimed to promote self-reflection and gratitude by offering a practical step towards fostering a healthier mindset. Conversely, on Incels.is, user Glenn_9's advice took on a more controversial and potentially harmful tone: "To help you stop putting women on a pedestal, I suggest you buy yourself an escort". Unlike the supportive guidance seen in r/IncelExit, Glenn_9's statement promoted the objectification of women and suggested a transactional approach to intimacy. This recommendation not only perpetuated harmful stereotypes but also failed to address the underlying issues contributing to the individual's struggles with relationships. [5:  The percentages found within each subtype of social support represent the proportion of that subtype within the corpus.] 

While both examples fell under the suggestion and advice subtype, their approaches and implications diverged significantly. r/IncelExit exemplified a supportive and constructive approach, aimed at empowering individuals to reflect on their personal growth and well-being. In contrast, Incels.is demonstrated a more problematic use of this subtype, promoting harmful attitudes and behaviors that undermine healthy relationships and perpetuate negative stereotypes.
Teaching 
The teaching subtype (20.0%) is utilized when the supporter shares information or facts related to the other person's issue, drawing on their personal knowledge. On IncelExit,we found an example of this subtype in the response from user Clive_Bixby, who replied to a post expressing concern about being a burden on friends to whom he confided a lot: “Evacuating your emotions means expressing them while being aware of the listener's emotional state, whereas unloading your emotions means expressing them without considering the listener's emotional state (we see this a lot here)”. This comment aimed to educate the original contributor about the distinction between two types of emotional expression. By clarifying this difference, Clive_Bixby helped the contributor understand how to manage their emotions in a way that is considerate of others, potentially alleviating their concern about being a burden. The tone is informative and empathetic, offering a constructive perspective that encourages emotional awareness and sensitivity towards others. The contrasting example of the teaching subtype of social support from Incels.is features a quote from user Heisenberg discussing women’s behavior in the context of dating. Heisenberg stated, “It’s natural for women to be whores since they have unlimited dating options, unlike us.” This statement is presented as a factual observation intended to inform or teach other members about perceived gender dynamics. However, it sought to explain or excuse feelings of frustration and resentment among forum members by attributing women's dating behavior to inherent tendencies. The tone is derogatory and reflects a misogynistic attitude, reinforcing negative stereotypes about women rather than offering constructive support.
Situation Appraisal
The situation appraisal subtype (18.4%) involves redefining the situation from a different perspective than the one presented by the person seeking support. On r/IncelExit, we saw an example of this in Furguson.MJB's response to the author who questioned if a woman had lied to him when she claimed to be in a relationship in response to his advances: "If they lie to you, it's because women have learned at a very young age that some men, specifically strangers who are interested in them, are only going to leave them alone if they think they 'belong' to another man".
This response reframed the situation by contextualizing the woman's actions within broader societal dynamics. By encouraging the individual to consider factors beyond personal rejection, Furguson.MJB offered a more empathetic and understanding viewpoint, fostering insight rather than blame. Conversely, on Incels.is, the situation appraisal subtype took on a different tone. Shelby6 suggested: “Your parents manipulate you by saying that they have ‘sacrificed a lot for you”. They're the ones who chose to have children, you didn't ask for anything”. Here, the focus shifted from interpersonal dynamics to familial relationships. The quote challenged the individual's perception of parental sacrifice, framing it as manipulation rather than genuine care. While it offered a different perspective, the tone was confrontational and dismissive, potentially exacerbating rather than resolving the individual's concerns.
Emotional Support 
Emotional support involves expressing kindness towards others. Our observations on r/IncelExit revealed that the subtypes used for emotional support included understanding and empathy (59.3%), followed by encouragement (37.1%). On Incels.is, we identified subtypes such as understanding and empathy (93.7%) and encouragement (3.2%). 
Understanding and Empathy
The understanding and empathy subtype (14.8%) is evident when there is an effort to understand the other person's situation, often by sharing a similar personal experience or demonstrating the ability to put oneself in their shoes. On r/IncelExit, we found an example from ReadTheRoom that illustrated this subtype: "I'm in the same boat, it's true that it's frustrating to see men attract women without difficulty, it hits our self-esteem". In this context, the speaker from ReadTheRoom demonstrated empathy by expressing solidarity with the person they're addressing. They acknowledged shared feelings of frustration and a blow to self-esteem due to perceived disparities in romantic success between men and women. Conversely, on Incels.is, a quote from Demogorgon008 reflected a different approach to understanding and empathy: “A lot of incels like us have this issue, we’re not only ugly but we have also shitty parents. My mother also seems on another planet and never worked in her entire life, plus she doesn’t even clean the house”. Here, the speaker attempted to empathize with others in the online space by sharing their own struggles, specifically referencing family dynamics and upbringing. However, the tone was more confrontational and critical, focusing on blaming external factors such as parental shortcomings and societal standards rather than offering support or understanding.
Encouragement
Encouragement (6.0%) is characterized by the intention to instill hope and confidence in the other person regarding their problem. Surprisingly, we found that the encouragement subtype was widespread among incels, despite initial expectations based on a fatalistic outlook common in many. While it was assumed that individuals lacking hope might not seek encouragement, the results revealed a diversity within the incel ecosystem. For example, one forum focused on helping members transition out of inceldom, indicating varying levels of hope among its users. This suggests that while some incels may feel hopeless, those aiming to leave inceldom may be more open to encouragement. However, this trend was mainly observed on r/IncelExit, where 64 instances of encouragement were found compared to only 2 on Incels.is. This difference is attributed to the overall attitude of users on r/IncelExit, who are actively seeking change and hold hope for improvement, contrasting with the prevalent hopelessness on Incels.is. Thus, the scarcity of encouragement on Incels.is aligns with its culture of self-victimization and external locus of control (Costello et al., 2022).
On r/IncelExit, this subtype was exemplified in the quote from HalloweenHeist99: "You'll see, the people who really love you will accept you as you are. I believe in you, you'll overcome these obstacles, don't worry".  Similarly, on Incels.is, when the original poster expressed concern about acne caused by the steroids he was taking. When he specified that he would try testosterone replacement therapy, Re-Do3 responded: "You’ll be fine on testosterone therapy." The quote from HalloweenHeist99 reassured individuals that genuine love transcends imperfections, offering hope and confidence in overcoming challenges. It emphasized the importance of self-acceptance and the support of loved ones in navigating difficulties. Conversely, Re-Do3's response, while acknowledging the concern and reassuring the original poster, provided less substantive reassurance, lacking depth in support. While both quotes aimed to encourage individuals facing challenges, they differed in depth and effectiveness. HalloweenHeist99's quote offered profound emotional support and emphasizes the significance of self-acceptance and love from others. Conversely, Re-Do3's response provided a more superficial reassurance lacking substantive support or guidance. Despite this contrast, both quotes conveyed a message of hope and confidence, albeit with differing degrees of impact.
Antisocial Support
Although we primarily employed a deductive approach based on the existing social support framework for coding, the mixed (inductive and deductive) approach allowed new material to emerge that had not been included in Braithwaite and colleagues' (1999) classification. Antisocial support encompasses comments that seemed to harm, rather than support, other users. Within the corpus, we found 14 out of 18 instances of antisocial support codes on Incels.is (1.7% of the total corpus). On r/IncelExit, the user WhatWouldHarveyDo91 said: “ It’s something that's a piece of cake for me to sort out, but not necessarily for anyone else. Honestly, I just don't have the time or energy to keep at it anymore. At least be grateful you're not dealing with a chronic illness that messes up your life.” This excerpt redirected the focus away from the original poster's plight and onto the commenter's own perceived prowess, effectively invalidating the original poster's suffering by insinuating it could be worse. The tone appeared somewhat condescending and self-centered. The user's intention seemed to be to assert their own superiority or expertise, as they boast about finding solutions to their own problems effortlessly. Their objective appeared to be to downplay the original poster's struggles and redirect attention to their own perceived accomplishments. This quote reflected a dismissive attitude towards the original poster's plight and lacks genuine empathy or support. Similarly, on Incels.is, a user named Lil_Sebastian dismissed the distress expressed by the author of a post: "Why would you want to kill yourself if you're living the dream with millions of dollars? Anyway, if you decide to end your life, send me $100,000 first.". In this instance, Lil_Sebastian not only diminished the author's emotional distress by casting doubt on the legitimacy of their suffering in relation to their wealth but also demonstrated a lack of empathy by making a heartless request for money, adopting a more cynical and dismissive tone. The intention here seemed to be to mock or ridicule the author of the post expressing distress. Lil_Sebastian objective appeared to be to provoke a reaction or simply to entertain themselves at the expense of the original poster's suffering. Unlike the previous quote, this one not only diminished the seriousness of the author's emotional state but also added insult to injury by making a demand for money, further demonstrating a lack of empathy and understanding. Both quotes showcased instances where individuals fail to provide genuine support or empathy to those expressing distress. Instead, they either diverted attention to their own perceived successes or diminished the severity of the original poster's struggles. These examples underscored the prevalence of toxic behavior within online forums and highlight the need for greater empathy and understanding in online interactions.
Supplemental Materials
In order to provide a comprehensive overview of the various subcategories of social support identified in our analysis, we have included additional details on themes that, while not as prominent in the overall dataset, still contribute to a broader understanding of the dynamics within incel communities. These themes represented a relatively small portion of the total responses, and therefore were not emphasized in the main results section. However, their inclusion here allows for a more nuanced exploration of the diversity of social support behaviors observed in these forums, offering insights that may be valuable for more focused inquiries or future studies.
Informational Support
	Referral. Referral (1.4%) comes into play when recommending another source of help or suggesting consulting an expert to the person seeking support. We saw an instance of referral in the quote from RoseApothecary on r/IncelExit: "If being single makes you want to end it all, I suggest you see a therapist. Also, to regulate my emotions, I meditate using the Headspace app, but there are other similar free apps". This recommendation served as a referral, directing the person toward a more specialized source of support beyond what the speaker can offer. By sharing their personal experience and suggesting alternative resources like free meditation apps, they not only referred the individual to professional help but also provided additional support options that align with the theme of self-care and seeking assistance from various sources.
Emotional Support
	Sympathy. Sympathy (0.8%) refers to the expression of sadness for the situation or distress experienced by an individual confronting a problem. This emotional response acknowledges the suffering of others and conveys a sense of compassion and shared feeling. We found that LittleStitious's comment on r/IncelExit demonstrated this subtype: "I'm sorry you have to go through this, it's horrible.". This comment reflected a personal connection and empathy, indicating that the speaker was not only aware of but also affected by the other person's hardship. Similarly, on Incels.is, a user expressed sympathy with the comment: “I’m sorry that this happened to you by the way.”. This statement also showed an acknowledgment of another's distress and conveyed a sense of regret and compassion for the situation faced by the individual. 
While both quotes expressed sympathy, the r/IncelExit comment did so with a more personal and emotionally engaged tone, suggesting a deeper empathetic connection. The Incels.is comment, though sympathetic, carried a somewhat more detached tone, which might reflect different social norms or levels of emotional investment in the conversation.
	Listening. Listening (0.2%) entails support that emphasizes comments indicating attentiveness to what the other person is saying. On r/IncelExit, we found one of its occurrences from Fr00tL00ps511: "Based on what you said earlier, I can name three things that have improved". This excerpt illustrated how Fr00tL00ps511 actively listened to the original poster, noting specific points made previously and emphasizing them to show engagement and understanding. By referencing the earlier points made by the poster, Fr00tL00ps511 not only showed they have been paying attention but also reinforced a sense of validation and encouragement. This kind of attentive listening is crucial in fostering a supportive environment, as it may help the original poster feel heard and understood, which is essential for their emotional well-being.
Esteem Support
Esteem support is used to demonstrate confidence in the other person's abilities. On r/IncelExit, we identified that the subtypes of esteem support were relief of blame (45.3%), compliment (43.4%) and validation (11.3%). We did not find esteem support on Incels.is.
Relief of Blame. Relief of blame (2.3%) is present when an individual attempts to alleviate guilt in the other person. On r/IncelExit, we observed this subtype exemplified in the comment from Hurley481516 when the author of the post expressed shame about subscribing to multiple OnlyFans accounts:
OnlyFans[footnoteRef:6] offers a personalized experience that can fill a void. Millions of people use it, normal or not. I promise you're not the only one who turns to this platform to feel wanted, you don't have to feel bad about it. [6:  OnlyFans is a mainly sexual content creation platform accessible via paid monthly subscriptions fixed by content creators.] 

Hurley481516 reassured the original poster by normalizing their behavior and providing a broader context to diminish feelings of guilt. By stating that "millions of people use it," Hurley481516 implied that the behavior was widespread and not unusual. This normalization could help to alleviate the individual's feelings of shame by placing their actions within a larger, more socially accepted framework. Moreover, by acknowledging that OnlyFans can "fill a void" and provide a sense of being "wanted", Hurley481516 addressed the emotional needs that might drive someone to use the platform. This empathetic approach not only validates the individual's feelings but also offers a non-judgmental perspective that diminishes self-blame. This type of reassurance is crucial in online support groups, as it fosters a sense of understanding and acceptance among members, helping individuals to cope with their actions and emotions in a healthier manner.
Compliment. The compliment subtype (2.2%) involves emphasizing the other person's skills or making positive comments about them. On IncelExit, we observed this subtype in the remarks from LegendaryB83: "I find your contributions on Reddit are always beneficial and you seem very nice to me". This excerpt exemplified the compliment subtype by acknowledging the beneficial nature of the person's contributions and their pleasant demeanor. This type of positive reinforcement is crucial in online support groups as it serves to boost the recipient's self-esteem and motivation. Compliments like these can encourage continued participation and contribute to a positive and supportive environment. By emphasizing the value of the individual's input and their personal qualities, LegendaryB83 not only uplifted the recipient but also reinforced a culture of appreciation and encouragement.
Validation. Validation (0.6%) consists of expressing agreement with the other person's comments or opinions regarding their situation. On r/IncelExit, we observed this subtype exemplified in the comment from LighthouseTeddy: "You did the right thing by taking steps to get treatment for your mental health despite your parents' lack of support". Here, LighthouseTeddy was responding to someone who had shared their struggles with seeking mental health treatment in the face of unsupportive parents. LighthouseTeddy explicitly affirmed the person's decision to prioritize their mental health. This affirmation is crucial because it acknowledges the difficulty of the situation and provides positive reinforcement for the individual's actions. The comment not only supported the original poster’s decision but also implicitly acknowledged the courage and determination required to pursue treatment despite a lack of familial support. This is significant in a context where the individual might be feeling uncertain or guilty about going against their parents' wishes. By validating the person's actions, LighthouseTeddy provided emotional support and encouragement, reinforcing the idea that seeking help for mental health is a positive and commendable step. This type of feedback is essential in online support groups, as it helps individuals feel understood and justified in their decisions, thereby strengthening their resolve and self-confidence.
Network Support
Network support is used to refer the other person to people with similar issues, or to offer one's own presence. Again, we only observed this type of support on r/IncelExit, with the subtypes presence (77.8%) and companions (22.2%). 
Presence. The presence subtype (0.7%) involves making oneself available to the other person for any further help they may need or simply to spend time in their company. On r/IncelExit, we observed this subtype by user P4L, who offered his availability to provide further help via private messages to the author of the publication who's experiencing anxiety about his virginity: "If you have any doubts or questions, feel free to write to me, I'll be happy to answer!" Here, P4L responded to an individual expressing anxiety about their virginity by offering ongoing support. P4L opened a line of personal communication, indicating their readiness to provide further help or simply to listen. It showed that P4L was not just providing a one-time piece of advice or comfort but was also making themselves available for continued support. This ongoing availability may reassure the original poster that they have a reliable source of support whenever they need it. Moreover, P4L's willingness to answer any "doubts or questions" addressed the specific needs of the individual, showing a tailored and empathetic approach to support. This level of personal engagement may help to foster a deeper connection and trust between members . It also may ensure that individuals do not feel isolated in their struggles and know that they have someone to turn to.
Companions. The companions’ subtype (0.2%) is employed to prompt awareness of the presence and accessibility of individuals who share similar experiences, without explicitly referencing specific individuals. On r/IncelExit, we observed that HelloYou4 made use of this subtype when the author of the publication shared his concern about finding love because of his ADHD and autism: "People with mental health disorders or neurodivergence can have relationships. For that matter, women also suffer from ADHD and autism, as well as other mental health issues and neurodivergence". Here, HelloYou4 responded to the author's concern about finding love due to their ADHD and autism by highlighting that individuals with similar conditions do form relationships. By stating that "women also suffer from ADHD and autism," HelloYou4 normalized the experience and underscored that these conditions are not barriers to having successful relationships. This excerpt brought to light that the original poster was not alone in their experiences and that others with similar challenges can and do find love. This indirect reference to a broader ecosystem of individuals who share similar conditions may foster a sense of belonging and reduce feelings of isolation. It also may reassure the original poster that their concerns are shared by many and that there are others who understand what they are going through. By emphasizing that both men and women experience these issues, HelloYou4 broadened the scope of understanding and inclusivity. This inclusive perspective may help the original poster feel validated and understood regardless of their specific circumstances. 
Tangible Support
Tangible support is used to provide, or at least offer, a material good or service that can assist the other person in their situation. We observed only one subtype of tangible support in the corpus, which was willingness, exclusively found on the r/IncelExit forum. We noted the absence of active participation, loan, direct task, and indirect task subtypes. 
Willingness. Willingness (0.8%) is the expression of a desire to help others. We observed that user Smad2 sought additional information form the author of the publication to better understand his interests and offer tailored support: "What are your interests? I can probably suggest specific activities based on what you like". This approach demonstrated a proactive and personalized form of assistance. Smad2 responded to the author by expressing a genuine interest in understanding their preferences and interests. The user showed a readiness to invest time and effort to gather more information, which is essential for offering personalized and effective support. This excerpt demonstrated a proactive attitude towards helping others, moving beyond generic advice to offer tailored suggestions that align with the author's specific likes and needs. This personalized approach can be particularly meaningful for someone seeking guidance, as it showed that Smad2 was not just offering help for the sake of it but was genuinely interested in making a positive impact on the author's life. Smad2 implied that their support would be relevant and customized, which can be much more effective and encouraging for the author. This tailored support can help the author feel understood and valued, increasing the likelihood of them engaging in suggested activities and finding them beneficial.
Discussion
The objective of this study was to discern the types of social support mobilized on the r/IncelExit and Incels.is forums in a corpus made up of 37 discussion threads. Our results reveal the presence of the five types of social support identified by Cutrona and Suhr (1992) and revised by Braithwaite and colleagues (1999): informational, emotional, esteem, network and tangible, all of which are further divided into several subtypes of support. Each of the informational (suggestion and advice, teaching, situation appraisal, and referral) and esteem subtypes (relief of the blame, compliment, and validation) were present in our corpus, as well as some from the emotional (understanding and empathy, encouragement, sympathy, and listening), network (presence, and companions) and tangible (willingness) supports. Several subtypes of emotional (physical affection, confidentiality, prayer and relationship), network (access) and tangible (active participation, lending, direct task, indirect task) support were absent. Additionally, antisocial support was identified, even if it does not appear in the original reference classification. 
Present subtypes
Informational and emotional types of social support were the most prevalent in both forums. These results are consistent with Millette and Boislard (2023) study of social support on Reddit forums targeting sexually inexperienced emerging adults. It is imperative, however, to exercise caution when drawing parallels between sexually inexperienced emerging adults and individuals who identify as incels. Despite documented shared experiences (e.g. depressive symptoms, loneliness, lack of sexual and romantic experiences), individuals who identify as incels represent a small and radicalized fringe of sexually inexperienced adults (Millette and Boislard, 2023), and there is recent evidence of a high heterogeneity even within the incelosphere (Czerwinsky, 2023). Nevertheless, our findings indicate a propensity between both incels and other sexually inexperienced adults to seek social support through online platforms, potentially compensating for the absence of an intimate partner in their lives to confide to—a prominent challenge reported by adult virgins in their twenties (Leroux and Boislard, 2023). Notably, the tendency in the prioritization of informational and emotional support across these two populations implies a shared reliance on these modalities for fostering new perspectives and cultivating understanding, and sometimes empathy. Consequently, the sociodigital ecosystems could be particularly favorable environments to the mobilization of support in the form of imparting new information on the issue at hand and sharing communal personal experiences. In their original proposition of the different types of social support, Cutrona and Suhr (1992) have observed that the mobilization of emotional support takes precedence as a source of comfort when the person perceives little control over their distress and life experiences. As such, on Incels.is, where users tend to be more extreme and exhibit a more advanced sense of acquired resignation compared to users on r/IncelExit (Golbeck, 2024), emotional support is the most common social support type. Conversely, the activation of informational support is prioritized when the individual being assisted holds control over their situation. Bambina (2007) highlights that informational support tends to be more prevalent among individuals who lack pre-existing familiarity, aligning with the nature of forums where strangers engage in the exchange of information. These two trends are consistently reflected in both forums. On r/IncelExit, where users aspire to leave inceldom, informational support is the most prevalent, emphasizing proactive measures to address their difficulties. 
The tendency towards increased intimate disclosure in online environments compared to face-to-face interactions is bolstered by studies documenting heightened self-disclosure online, often marked by increased disinhibition (McKenna et al., 2002; Suler, 2005; Walther, 2007), a dynamic accentuated by the anonymity afforded by online platforms (Ma et al., 2016). The high self-disclosure observed in online interactions may be attributed to the diminished perception of vulnerability, as the online self is dissociated from the offline identity (Suler, 2005), thereby minimizing the risk of experiencing shame or rejection (McKenna et al., 2002). 
Absent Subtypes
In our analysis of 37 discussion threads across two forums, it's noteworthy that nine out of the 23 social support subtypes proposed by Braithwaite and colleagues (1999) were absent from our corpus: active participation, loan, direct and indirect tasks in the tangible support category; access in the network support category; and physical affection, confidentiality, prayer, and relationship in the emotional support category. The absence of tangible support is unsurprising, as the lack of physical proximity and familiarity among participants limits actions such as active participation, providing material goods, or direct problem-solving. For example, users cannot easily offer to play online together to counter loneliness, loan money, or collaborate on tasks, making such support difficult to manifest online.
However, the absence of the access subtype in network support, which facilitates connections between individuals in similar situations, is surprising given the digital space's inherent capacity to transcend geographical barriers and foster interactions. This absence may result from users finding network support internally within the forums, reducing the need to link with external sources (Braithwaite et al., 1999).
Regarding emotional support, symbolic gestures like "sending hugs" or heart emoticons, common in online spaces, are rare in the incelosphere, even in less radical forums like r/IncelExit. Confidentiality is also challenging due to the inherently public nature of forum exchanges (Braithwaite et al., 1999), and the listening subtype is infrequent as written exchanges lack indicators of attentive listening, such as visual or auditory cues. The absence of the prayer subtype is attributed to the lack of religious discussions, as our corpus focused on social support, not religious content. Lastly, the absence of the relationship subtype aligns with the incel population's focus on grievances and frustrations over perceived social exclusion and romantic rejection, overshadowing expressions of closeness or love.
Antisocial Support
According to Bratich and Banet-Weiser (2019), who first hypothesized the existence of antisocial support within incel forums, antisocial support involves individuals encouraging self-destructive behaviors among one another, rather than providing genuine support. This hypothesis was partially validated in the present study, and manifested only in Incels.is. However, the low prevalence of antisocial support in our sample may be due to our reliance on public Clearnet data. Data from the Darknet, which evades surveillance and remains inaccessible to widely used search engines like Google (Chertoff & Simon, 2015), could offer a more "unfiltered" representation of the incelosphere. Without moderation, Darknet content may reflect more extreme behaviors, potentially accounting for the lower prevalence of antisocial support observed in our sample. The anonymity these forums offer, which disconnects identity from expressed views, diminishes adherence to societal norms in online interactions (Goldsmith & Brewer, 2015). Individuals may also be influenced by normative social pressure to seek approval from group members (Liu et al., 2022).
Within the Incels.is forum, discussions included highly degrading remarks about women, with users encouraging fantasies involving sexual assault as a way to address their unsatisfied desires. In another instance, users responded to someone expressing suicidal thoughts without alarm, even soliciting money in a likely sarcastic manner before the individual discussed taking their own life. These behaviors reflect the lack of empathy and mutual encouragement of self-destructive tendencies that define antisocial support as outlined by Bratich and Banet-Weiser (2019). However, this pattern was not observed on r/IncelExit. Consideration should also be given to adopting a more precise terminology, as the term 'antisocial support' inadequately captures the non-supportive nature of this category. While our study is a first step in exploring antisocial support in the incelosphere, further research is needed, particularly on more radical platforms to gain a comprehensive understanding.
Forums Cultures
Even though our analysis primarily focused on the manifestations of social support within these forums rather than delving into the intricacies of their respective subcultures, our findings suggest a noteworthy distinction in the nature of the social support both forums provide, above and beyond the presence of antisocial support on Incels.is only. On Incels.is, where registration requires identification as an incel and where women are excluded, it is possible to register deceptively. Thus, the study cannot definitively verify contributors' identities or genders, even if explicitly mentioned. Consequently, comments supporting incels may come from individuals outside the incel population. While these comments align with our study's objectives, we acknowledge the potential for external influence. Within Incels.is lies a culture of validation, albeit one that predominantly exists within the realm of thought rather than actively supporting individuals in their journey transitioning from “online” interactions to “offline” engagement. Moreover, manifestations of support on Incels.is generally do not focus on long-term assistance, perpetuating a cycle of negativity and reinforcement of entrenched beliefs instead, without fostering constructive dialogue, facilitating positive change or offering tangible pathways for personal growth nor societal integration. This is evident in the prevalence of affirmations of fixed ideas that do not contribute to the amelioration of individuals' circumstances (e.g., “Yeah, there are no options here”). In sum, while Incels.is provides a platform for individuals to express their views and seek validation and social support, it appears to fall short in facilitating meaningful change or offering constructive support for members aiming to transition away from the incelosphere. Discussions on Incels.is predominantly featured a consensus on victimization and shared self-pity, a phenomenon known as co-rumination, which, ultimately, enhance the negative emotions instead of diminishing them (Schwartz-Mette & Rose, 2012), with a notable absence of the proposal of new perspectives or potential solutions—a contrast observed more prominently in r/IncelExit. 
 In contrast, r/IncelExit users take a more proactive approach, offering practical suggestions to help individuals transition away from inceldom and highlighting potential pathways out of the incel mindset. This subreddit emphasizes understanding and empathy when addressing group concerns, fostering a positive and inclusive atmosphere where members can find encouragement and solidarity. Rather than promoting hostility or perpetuating harmful stereotypes, r/IncelExit promotes constructive dialogue and education. Members engage in discussions aimed at understanding broader societal dynamics and individual experiences, fostering empathy and sensitivity towards each other's perspectives. The r/IncelExit forum cultivates a culture of empowerment, going beyond mere validation to actively support individuals in transitioning from online interactions to real-world engagement (e.g. “I suggest you write down ten things that have improved in your life, whether related to women or not”). Furthermore, r/IncelExit rules emphasize respect and legality, fostering a supportive environment of respectful interactions and adherence to legal standards; it explicitly bans the promotion ofincel ideology (Reddit, n.d.). Conversely, while Incels.is includes a guideline against persecuting, harassing, or attacking others, its overall regulations are less inclusive and further encourages incel ideology (Incels.is, n.d.-b). Notably, Incels.is explicitly prohibits participation by women and LGBTQ+ individuals and restricts members from sharing personal romantic or sexual experiences. Unlike other forums like Incels.is, IncelExit prioritize long-term assistance, steering clear of perpetuating cycles of negativity or reinforcing entrenched beliefs. Discussions focus on challenging fixed mindsets and exploring positive alternatives, promoting personal growth and societal integration. Although forums like r/IncelExit explicitly state they are "for and by incels," they are accessible to all users. Consequently, there is a possibility that specific comments within the r/IncelExit corpus might have been written by individuals who do not identify as incels, and by women. It is important to acknowledge that while in minority in the incelosphere, incels can be women, as documented by Kay (2021) and Czerwinsky (2023). However, most involuntarily celibate women in the incelosphere identify as femcels, rather than incels. Recognizing this, we analyzed all comments without exclusion based on the gender or incel status of the authors, acknowledging the diverse voices present in the IncelExit ecosystems.
Limitations and Future Research
[bookmark: _Hlk168141659] Firstly, other qualitative studies on incels have used larger datasets (Cottee, 2021; Gheorghe, 2024; Gillett & Suzor, 2022; Jaki, 2019; Lindsay, 2020; Osuna, 2023; Tranchese & Sugiura, 2021). There are a few studies that match the dataset size and period covered in the present study (Burns & Boislard, 2024; Chang, 2022), ; we have collected and analyzed data until empirical saturation was reached, which took one month on both forums for our research question. The small sample size calls for caution in the transferability of our findings.
Secondly, another limitation of this study is the unknown  total number of posts made during the data extraction period across the forums analyzed, making the estimation of the prevalence of the posts focused on social support within the broader context of incel forum activity impossible. While our findings suggest that social support is present, the relative scarcity of such posts could imply that it is not a predominant function of these forums. However, it is also possible that users do not consistently use specific keywords when asking for help or seeking support, which may have led to an underestimation of the actual level of social support occurring within these spaces. This limitation highlights the complexity of analyzing forum content and suggests that social support might be more subtle and nuanced than our keyword-based approach could fully capture. Future research could delve into determining the proportion of content dedicated to requests or expressions of social support within various online forums, examining potential variations across platforms and temporal shifts throughout the year. Understanding these dynamics could provide insights into sample transferability across forums and temporal transferability over different periods.
Thirdly, our analysis was limited to two forums. However, it is important to acknowledge that one of these forums, r/IncelExit, explicitly prohibits misogynistic incel ideology and welcomes non-violent individuals who identify as involuntarily celibate. This oversight may have influenced our findings. 
Fourthly, although the study delineates the types of social support mobilized within r/IncelExit and Incels.is forums, the effects of such support on the well-being of incels remain unknown. Unfortunately, we were unable to observe the impact of social support on individuals seeking it, as extended conversations depicting its reception were lacking. Our study covered only a one-month period, thus highlighting the importance of future longitudinal investigations tracking continued interactions between users. In the same vein, the inaccessibility of private messages exchanged among forums users warrants future examination after ethical approval of participant observation, as these private messages may potentially contain more forms of social support, for instance tangible support or networking opportunities. Fourthly, due to the non-participant observational approach employed , direct questioning of incels was not envisioned. More research in this field is needed to replicate and expand these findings, ultimately through a multimethod research design, triangulating qualitative interviews with forum data to enhance the transferability of the findings (e.g., Daly & Reed, 2021).  It would be interesting to illuminate incels' perspectives on the significance of forums in their lives and their personal encounters with the social support offered within these platforms in individual interviews or focus groups. Exploring how social support in incels’ forums influences their psychological well-being could also provide valuable insights. Understanding their perspectives on the social support garnered from forums could contribute to the development of nuanced clinical applications.
Furthermore, it is essential to expand the scope of future research to encompass a broader range of forums beyond r/IncelExit and incels.is. For instance, exploring forums such as r/ForeverAlone, femcel groups, and r/ExRedPill could shed light on the potential relevance and overlap with r/IncelExit and incels.is to other forums for involuntary singles. 
Clinical Implications
The current study delved into an unexplored aspect of the incel ecosystems: understanding their social networks and online support systems, which they often turn to rather than professionals (Bratich & Banet-Weiser, 2019), is crucial from a clinical perspective. Insights into their beliefs, challenges, and biases can improve specialist training. Virtual forums like r/IncelExit offer spaces for positive interventions, including by non-incels and professionals, fostering prosocial interactions and support (Gheorghe & Yuzva Clement, 2023), ultimately leading to the resolution of difficulties and an associated increase in overall well-being (Chaloult et al., 2008).
Also, this knowledge may have implications for mental health professionals, policymakers, and social researchers aiming to address the challenges faced by incels. Additionally, insights into the support dynamics on forums may help inform strategies for promoting healthier online interactions and developing targeted interventions to address the unique needs of incels.
This study underscores the universal need for relational support in coping with unintentional sexual inexperience, regardless of social identities, and emphasizes the potential effectiveness of peer-based interventions or support groups in addressing the needs of individuals struggling with their involuntary celibacy. Such approaches can promote well-being and foster inclusive ecosystems where mutual support is freely given and received without fear of stigma or judgment.
Conclusion
The present study aimed to identify the predominant types of social support within r/IncelExit and Incels.is forums and to document the nature of social support exchanges among incels using Cutrona and Surh's (1992) taxonomy. A thematic analysis was conducted on a corpus of 37 threads. Despite the limited composition of our corpus—restricted in time (e.g., one-month period), scope (e.g., posts and comments on social support only), visibility (e.g., public forums on the clearweb), and breadth (e.g., two forums for self-identified incels)—the depth of our analysis enabled us to pinpoint three main findings: (1) the predominance of informational (e.g., suggestion, advice, teaching, and situation appraisal) and emotional support (e.g., understanding and empathy); (2) the coexistence of both social and antisocial support; and (3) the distinct cultures and support dynamics between r/IncelExit and Incels.is forums.
This study’s strength lies in its accessible and authentic conversations, mitigating biases linked to interviews or questionnaires. Directly gathering data from forums enables observing genuine dynamics within incel exchanges, even in virtual spaces. Researching in the sociodigital realm offers a pathway to nuanced insights compared to interviews, where distrust towards academia or reluctance to confide in female researchers may arise. This study contributes to a better understanding of the dynamics within this particular online population.
In conclusion, this study underscores the fundamental need for relational support and understanding among individuals struggling with romantic and sexual inexperience.
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Table 1. Pourcentage of categories and subtypes of social support, by forum
	Social support
	N (r/IncelExit)
	N (Incels.is)
	N (total)
	

	Informational support
Suggestion/Advice
Teaching
Situation appraisal
Referral
	74.7%
	32.7%
	70.2%

	
	42.5%
	56.8%
	30.4%
	

	
	29.0%
	18.9% 
	20.0%
	

	
	26.3%
	24.3%
	18.4%
	

	
	2.1%
	/

	1.4% 
	

	Emotional support
Understanding/Empathy
Encouragement
Sympathy
Listening
Relation
Prayer
Confidentiality
Physical affection
	17.6%
	55.8%
	21.6%
	

	
	59.3% 
	93.7% 
	14.8% 
	

	
	37.1% 
	3.2% 
	6.0% 
	

	
	2.4% 
	3.2% 
	0.8% 
	

	
	1.2% 
	/
	0.2% 
	

	
	/
	/
	/
	

	
	/
	/
	/
	

	
	/
	/
	/
	

	
	/
	/
	/
	

	Esteem support
Relief of the blame
Compliment
Validation
	5.6%
	/
	5.0%
	

	
	45.3% 
	/
	2.3% 
	

	
	43.4% 
	/
	2.2% 
	

	
	11.3% 
	/
	0.6% 
	

	Network support
Presence
Companions
Access
	0.9%
	/
	0.8%
	

	
	77.8% 
	/
	0.7%
	

	
	22.2%
	/
	0.2%
	

	
	/
	/
	/
	

	Tangible support
Willingness
Indirect task
Direct task
Loan
Active participation
	0.8% 
	/
	0.8%
	

	
	100%
	/
	0.8% 
	

	
	/
	/
	/
	

	
	/
	/
	/
	

	
	/
	/
	/
	

	
	/
	/
	/
	

	Antisocial support
	0.4%
	11.5%
	1.6%
	




Figure 1. Corpus selection flowchartInitial corpus
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