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Incels' (Involuntary Celibates) forums are easily accessible and increasingly receiving attention from media, scholars, and non-incels, mostly for their troubling content against women. This study aimed to 1) qualitatively describe the different impressions of visitors and 2) quantitively examine the sociodemographic characteristics associated with the prevalence of each category of impressions. The sample comprised 390 adults (43% women; 2.56% self-identified incels; Mage = 26.86) who have visited incels’ forums at least once. They completed an online questionnaire on sexual inexperience in adulthood and described their impressions of incels’ forums in an open-ended question. An inductive content analysis (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008) revealed that impressions of incels’ forums were positioned on a continuum ranging from threat (39.53%) to shelter (11.90%) with four intermediate categories: incels’ forums as testimonies of dysfunctional thoughts (20.04%), incels’ forums perceived as odd (11.02%), ambivalent impressions (3.45%), and incels’ forums as gatherings of individuals with difficulties (14.14%). Chi square analyses revealed that, among participants who perceive incels’ forums as a threat, women, other genders individuals and non-incels were overrepresented compared to men and incels, who were more likely to perceive incels’ forums as a shelter. T-test analyses revealed that participants who perceived incels’ forums as a shelter were older at first sexual intercourse. These results suggest that incels’ forums are not perceived as dangerous by all outsiders, and that those who have more positive impressions (i.e., men, late sexual starters) are those most likely to relate to them. The implications for future research and professional practice are discussed.
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“I Found These Places to Be Toxic”: A Mixed Methods Content Analysis of Visitors’ Impressions of Incels’ Forums
Incels forums have been attracting media attention and have reached a large segment of the population in North America in recent years. Incels (abbreviation of "involuntary" and "celibate"; Jaki et al., 2019) represent mainly self-identified cis-gendered heterosexual men who feel entitled to sexual and romantic connections and blame women for their celibacy (Bratich & Banet-Weiser, 2019; Jaki et al., 2019). According to the media, incels are “one of the internet’s most dangerous subcultures” (Beauchamp, 2019). Incels’ misogynistic and violent comments on their forums and responsibility for some femicides in North America have been exposed by the media to highlight their dangerousness (Zimmerman et al., 2018; Byerly, 2020). Because the media often focus on those incels who are responsible for extremist acts of violence, they often draw associations between inceldom and extremist ideologies (Ostermann, 2020), which may not be the case for all incels. Although the violent acts of some incels reported by the media are of crucial importance, the lack of nuance can misinform the public (Ostermann, 2020). The media are an important source for individuals to assess public opinion; they become the barometer of our own opinion on a given topic or event (e.g., see Huang et al., 2021; Van Der Klashorst & Safarikova, 2018). Notably, the Internet has changed the way public opinion is formed and expressed by creating a new distribution of power among the media and public (Debatin, 2008). Media coverage has a great influence on public opinion and can give the impression of a greater danger by using more extreme photographs or descriptions (Kepplinger, 2008). Incels are therefore mainly known to the public for their misogyny and hatred (Byerly, 2020; Maxwell et al., 2020). 
Scientific Data on Incels
Scientific literature has recently examined incels and corroborates incels forums as misogynist and toxic (Bratich & Banet-Weiser, 2019; Scaptura & Boyle, 2020; Tranchese & Sugiura, 2021). Several studies affirm that incels forums are a vehicle for radicalization towards extremist and antifeminist beliefs, feelings, and behaviors (Baele et al., 2021; O’Malley et al., 2020). However, evidence suggests that incels forums’ posts threatening explicit violence and incels that are likely to engage in violent behavior represent a rather tiny proportion (Jaki et al., 2019; Cottee, 2020). Some incels also attempt to dissociate themselves from the toxic community by prohibiting violence in some incels forums (Scaptura & Boyle, 2020), for example, the former r/IncelsWithoutHate. Although it was a subreddit for self-professed non-violent incels, it was banned for violating Reddit's terms of service related to hate speech and bullying (Baele et al., 2023; Farrell et al., 2019).
Aside from studies on incels' extremist beliefs and actions, some studies are more nuanced and focus on incels’ distress (Jaki et al., 2019; Gallagher, 2020). These studies have identified issues related to stigma, unpopularity with women, sexual shame, social anxiety, self-depreciation, body dissatisfaction, and self-destructive behaviors (Bratich & Banet-Weiser, 2019; Jaki et al., 2019; Maxwell et al., 2020). One study also revealed that a significant number of messages on incels forums contained references to psychological distress, suicidal ideation, and depressive and anxiety symptoms (Jaki et al., 2019). Moreover, members of the incels forums tend to question the credibility of certain individuals who comment on the forums, going so far as to ban them if they don't seem to belong (Labbaf, 2019). It is known that incels forums are especially closed to outsiders’ opinions, such as “normies”[footnoteRef:1], “Chads”[footnoteRef:2], women and ex-incels (Engholm, 2021). This makes it difficult to get the opinion of non-members and even members who failed to prove their belonging, contributing to the lack of knowledge about visitors. The impressions of the visitors of the incels’ forums are important to gather, especially in the current context where the discussions about alpha males’ “awakening”, the manosphere, masculinism, and gender-based violence are often covered in main journals, and highly present on platforms like TikTok and other social media popular with youth (e. g., Masculinism, 2023; Washington, 2022). [1:  Men who are within social norms of attractiveness (Maxwell et al., 2020)]  [2:  Men who correspond to “the male ideal with robust features, looming stature, and financial
resources” (Maxwell et al., 2020). ] 

Visitors' Perception of Incels
With the growing presence of incels in the media and scientific literature, incels forums have caught visitors’ interest. Visitors can be contributors (i.e., individuals who actively participate in content creation) or lurkers (i.e., individuals who do not contribute to online content but consume its content silently; e.g., by observing dynamics or reading content; Aristeidou et al., 2017; Gong et al., 2015; Sun et al., 2014). While the literature on online environments states that a majority as high as 90% of their visitors are lurkers (Arthur, 2006; van Mierlo, 2014; Vuorio & Horne, 2023), there is little information on how incels’ forums specifically are perceived by lurkers, whether they might identify as incels or not. 
Several studies have investigated why some people prefer to lurk rather than participate. Studies have found that a large percentage of Internet users do not add comments or content for various reasons, such as they are still learning about the group, they do not feel the need to post, they want to preserve their safety and privacy, or they do not feel comfortable sharing their feelings or concerns (Küçük, 2010; Nonnecke & Preece, 2001; Nonnecke et al., 2004; Schneider et al., 2013; Sun et al., 2014). Also, individuals with imposter syndrome may be more likely to lurk than contribute (Brunton et al., 2022). Moreover, lurkers and contributors have been found to have different motivations. Lurkers are more likely to use the forums to receive hope and reassurance, whereas contributors are more likely to use them for empathetic and emotional support (Malik & Coulson, 2011). While many lurkers seem to feel included and identify as members of the community simply by observing, others have felt significantly less satisfied and empowered compared to posters (Maloney-Krichmar & Preece, 2005; Nonnecke et al., 2006; Nonnecke & Preece, 2001; van Uden-Kraan et al., 2009). 
Because incels tend to distrust outsiders and may be unwelcoming to new members (Labbaf, 2019), visitors who can relate to their struggles, such as sexually inexperienced adults with a trajectory of social withdraw, lack of intimacy and isolation (Lamoureux & Boislard, 2023; Leroux & Boislard, 2023; Lucas et al., 2020; Lucas et al., in press; Millette & Boislard, 2023) or other involuntary celibates with low self-esteem, may hesitate to participate in discussions, leading to a higher number of lurkers than contributors. Incels forums' visitors may also lurk to learn about the incel community while preserving their security and anonymity. Even if they do not express their opinions, lurkers learn and interpret the information they encounter in these online environments (Bozkurt et al., 2020). Not only is the opinion of lurkers important because of the rich insights they might have from an observational point of view, but it also represents the voice of a silent majority (Gong et al., 2021). As such, their perception is highly valuable as it can represent a general impression not shared publicly. “Failing to account for lurkers could therefore lead to misjudgment of overall population-level [perceptions]” (Gong et al., 2021) especially if only media depiction of incels contribute to public discourses. 
To our knowledge, Ostermann's (2020) study is the only one that investigated how different portrayals of incels influence the public's perception of them. In this study, participants were randomly assigned to one of the two conditions. In the first condition, a text-based stimulus accentuating the violence and extreme views of incels was presented whereas in the second condition, a more nuanced stimulus including some of the difficulties experienced by incels was presented. Participants were then asked to answer different questionnaires measuring their empathic concerns for incels and the motives they attributed to them. The author found that incels who were represented in a violent or extremist manner elicited less empathy than those who were represented in a nuanced manner. The results of this study also indicated that there was no difference in empathy towards incels between female and male participants. The author concludes with the importance to shed light on the difficulties and vulnerabilities expressed in incels communities, and on public perception of them, to improve our ability to understand them and provide them with the help they need. However, this quasi-experimental study focused on the way that two different portrayals of incels shaped the public's perception but did not examine the actual incels forum visitor's perception of them.
One study by Daly and Nichols (2023) looked at incels' perceptions of the often-hateful content found on incel forums, such as "shit-posting". During their interviews, some incels mentioned that they occasionally consulted the forums to satisfy their curiosity, to have a laugh, or to read about stories that confirmed the blackpill knowledge. In addition, some incels said they did not visit the forums often because of the low quality of the content (Daly & Nichols, 2023). Nonetheless, the study did not look at overall impressions of the forums, but rather on negative behavior in online incel spaces, also highlighted by the media. Our study aims to fill this gap by providing a better understanding of the impressions of incels’ forums by visitors (i.e., contributors and lurkers).
The Present Study
While media portrayals of incels are exclusively negative, emphasizing the violence and misogyny of the most extreme members, the recent scientific literature’s description of incels is a little more nuanced, corroborating the violent content exchanged in their forums, but also shedding light on their distress and mental health problems (Gallagher, 2020; Jaki et al., 2019; Ostermann, 2020). Even though empirical research on incels is blooming, this is the first study, to our knowledge, to explore the different impressions held by visitors of incels forums. More precisely, this mixed methods study aims to 1) qualitatively describe the different impressions of visitors and 2) quantitatively examine the sociodemographic characteristics associated with the prevalence of each category of impressions. In this study, visitors include people who have visited the forums, with or without having contributed to content, as well as people who identified themselves as non-incels, incels or did not know. 
Method
This study is part of a larger project named “VisaJe” that explored the experiences of sexually inexperienced adults and others’ perceptions of them. This research was approved by the Institutional Committee on the Ethics of Research Involving Humans of the Université du Québec à Montréal.
Participants
 To participate, participants had to be 18 years of age or older and speak French or English. VisaJe’s project sample comprised 3,237 participants with or without sexual experience (47.05% women; aged 15.51–74.23 years old, M = 27.43, S.D. = 8.21). The vast majority (82.70%) completed the questionnaire in English, 22.92% people reported being part of a racial, ethnic, or minority group, 46.90% indicated they had completed undergraduate studies, 2.56% identified themselves as incels and 6.61% indicated that they have never had sexual experience.
            Participants were asked whether: 1) they identified as incels, 2) they had ever visited incel forums, and if so, 3) what were their impressions of these forums. In line with the present study, only participants who reported having visited incels’ forums and described their impressions of these forums were included in our analyses (n = 423; 43% women; Mage = 26.86, S.D. = 7.01). Compared to the excluded participants (i.e., participants who did not visit any incels forums or who left the impressions box blank; n = 2814), our subsample of participants who have visited the forums was more likely to be men (χ2 = 64.1, p  .001) and to identify as incels (χ2 = 65.73, p =  .001). No subsequent differences were found in study variables (i.e., sexual experience, education, racial, ethnic, or minority group) between our subsample and the initial sample. Our subsample included 6.10% of participants who identified themselves as incels (73.08% male, 23.08% women, and 3.84% others) and 5.20% who reported they don’t know (50.00% male, 40.90% women, 9.10% others). The majority of participants (91.30%) completed the questionnaire in English and had a high level of education (58.90% completed undergraduate studies and 21.00% graduate studies). A minority of participants (28.70%) reported being part of a racial, ethnic, or minority group and indicated that they had never had sexual experience (8.60%). Concerning this last variable, those who identified as incels or did not know were more likely to report having no sexual experience than those who did not identify as incels (χ2 = 9.33, p = .009). 
Procedure
Data collection took place from October 2020 to June 2021. Participants were recruited using a variety of effective strategies, such as (a) extensive dissemination of posts on multiple social media platforms, websites, mailing lists, and personal networks of the research team (e.g., Reddit, Facebook); (b) announcements in targeted university classrooms; and (c) snowball sampling techniques, where participants were encouraged to refer other eligible individuals. Participants completed a 30-minute online survey on the Qualtrics platform, hosted on the University's online infrastructure. Participants could complete the survey in English or French. Participants were first presented with the consent form and a list of resources. Those who agreed to participate filled out the survey at their desired pace and their progress was recorded up to one month after they started the survey. Upon completion, participants were asked if they wanted to be included in the prize draw of one iPad mini and multiple CAN$100 electronic Amazon gift cards. The number of entries in the draw was proportional to the number of questions answered, up to a maximum of three entries for those who answered all six sections of the survey. The six sections of the survey were: (1) primary socio-demographic data, (2) secondary socio-demographic data, (3) sexuality-related scales (e.g., beliefs about virginity), (4) well-being, (5) correlates of sexual inexperience, and (6) prize draw. The order of presentation of these sections and the number of questions assigned to each participant varied according to their personal characteristics, including sexual experience. Section 1 always came first, and Section 6 always came last; however, Sections 2 to 5 were counterbalanced between participants.
Measures
	Participants completed a brief sociodemographic questionnaire inquiring about their age, gender, level of education, and other characteristics related to sexual inexperience. The variables specifically examined in this study are described below.
Gender identity
	Participants were asked: "What is your gender or gender identity?". Response options were: "man/male", "woman/female", "two-spirit", "non-binary, gender fluid, or something else (e.g. genderqueer)", and "none of the above". For our analyses and due to cell sizes, the last three categories were combined into a single category labeled “other genders individuals”.  
Incels self-identification
The question "Do you identify as incel?" was asked to participants and they had to answer with the following choices: "Yes", "No", or “I don’t know”.
Virgin self-identification
Participants were asked: “are you a virgin?” and had to answer “yes” or “no”. 
Age
Participants answered the following questions: "What is your birth month" and "What is your birth year". Age at the date of completion was then computed.
Age at first sexual intercourse
For participants who reported they were no longer virgins, the question “How old were you when you first had sex?” was asked, in years. 
Qualitative Data Analyses
An inductive content analysis was used (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008) to describe and identify patterns in participants’ impressions of incels forums. Content analysis has three main phases: preparation, organizing and reporting (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008). In our preparation phase, we tried to make sense of the data and decided that the unit of analysis was a unit of meaning, which could consist of one word or several words. As an impression could contain more than one unit of meaning, whether it consisted of a single sentence or several, an impression could contain more than one code. In the organizing phase, we used Nvivo12 software to store, analyze, and codify the qualitative data. Before coding the entire dataset, the first 43 impressions (10% of the data) were simultaneously and independently coded by the first two authors and subjected to an inter-rater reliability test (kappa coefficient = 84.36%). This procedure is similar to other qualitative studies (Fuller et al., 2019; Leroux & Boislard, 2023) and consistent with content analysis (Neuendorf, 2017). Concurrently, we developed a codebook (see supplemental materials), in which we grouped codes into sub-categories, then into categories. As such, a tree structure was created. The rest of the impressions were coded by the first two authors together. 
In the early phase of analyses, we analyzed the data based on three groups: participants who identified as incels, participants who did not identify as incels, and participants who did not know. However, we found that similar categories emerged from our corpus, regardless of incel's self-identification. Many people who did not know if they identify as incels and some who did identify as incels find the forums threatening while some who did not identify as incels had a positive opinion of the forums. For this reason, we decided to not separate the results and present them by indicating the frequency of participants in each group for each category. 
In line with the reporting phase, during our analysis, subcategories seemed to position themselves on two continua: from threat to shelter and from emotional to rational (see Figure 1). Subcategories were placed on the continuum from threat to shelter according to the presence of elements referring to the impression of dangerousness or a safe space. In contrast, subcategories were placed on the continuum from emotional to rational according to the presence or absence of feelings (i.e., describing only facts, observations, or characteristics) about the subject. Thus, the results of this study are organized on two-axis continua with four quadrants: threatening emotional, threatening rational, shelter emotional, and shelter rational, in decreasing order of importance (see Figure 1).
--Insert Figure 1 from Appendix A here--
Quantitative Data Analyses
Chi-square analyses were performed to compare participants according to the presence or absence of each of the categories in their impressions by gender identity, incels self-identification and virgin self-identification (see Table 1 for a summary of categories and subcategories, as well as their frequency according to incel's self-identification, gender and virgin self-identification). T-test analyses were performed to compare participants according to the presence or absence of each of the categories in their impressions by age and age at first sexual intercourse. As the participants' impressions could fall into more than one category, six variables representing each category were created. When the category was present, a "1" was indicated, while when it was absent, a "0" was indicated. 
Positionality of the Research Team
	In line with other research on incels (Daly & Laskovstov, 2021; Maxwell et al., 2020), we believe it is relevant to mention the composition and perspective of the research team's members, as this could have influenced the coding and interpretation of the results (McCorkel & Meyers, 2003; Naples, 2003). The research team is made up of three female researchers who are aware of the various issues present in the incels community (e.g., misogyny, violence, relational difficulties, distress, suicidal ideation). We neither support nor condone the violent acts and words of incels but believe it's important to focus on them in a way that paints a fair picture, neither focused solely on violence nor on distress. We understand that the actions and words of this population can elicit different reactions, hence the aim of this study to obtain a comprehensive overview based on empirical data.
Collaborative Team Coding
We used collaborative team research (Weston et al., 2001) to enhance consensual validation and data reliability, complete coding and generate richer, more complex interpretations of our data (Boislard et al., 2022). The team meetings led to the two-axis continua matrix. Thereafter, the first two authors met again and redefined the categories, the subcategories, the codebook, and the two-axis continua. Finally, an iterative process between the three authors led to the final results as described in the following section.
Results
Qualitative analyses
In this section, the results of the inductive qualitative content analysis, which aimed to address the primary study objective of qualitatively describing the varied impressions of visitors, are presented. The results are grouped by six main categories, presented in order according to their position on the threat-shelter continuum, from the threat end to the shelter end : (1) incels’ forums perceived as a threat, (2) incels’ forums as testimonies of dysfunctional thoughts (3) incels’ forums perceived as odd, (4) ambivalent impressions, (5) incels’ forums as gatherings of individuals with difficulties (6) incels’ forums perceived as a shelter. Each category and its subcategories are described and illustrated in this section with relevant quotes.
Incels’ Forums Perceived as a Threat
This first category refers to participants' impressions of the incels forums as a dangerous environment, made up of threatening individuals. It includes characteristics associated with the aggressiveness of members and the toxic environment of the forums, as well as negative emotions elicited by reading the comments. 
Aggressiveness. Participants expressed that incels’ forum members were showing signs of aggressiveness by using terms like “hateful”, “angry”, “frustrated”, “bitter”, “hostile”, “violent” and “resentful”. Hate was the most frequent code for this subcategory (n = 35), whether directed at women, non-incels, or incels themselves (self-hatred). Participants' impressions painted incels forums’ members as particularly nasty and spiteful people. The impressions coded under this subcategory reflected emotions, as opposed to mere description, illustrated by participants' strong-meaning formulations with greater expressive value (i.e., "insane levels of anger", "[...] filled with violent projections"). 
Toxic Environment. Incels’ forums were perceived as a toxic environment by some participants, as they depicted them as “harmful”, “negative”, “destructive”, “dangerous” and “radicalizing”. For example, some impressions also portrayed incels’ forums as an "echo chamber" or a vicious cycle: "They are getting deeper and deeper into false beliefs about their situation because everyone else on the forum is confirming those beliefs and adding onto them" (F, 23 y.o., non-incel, virgin).  Forums were thus viewed as an environment that reinforces false beliefs, bad attitudes, and dangerous behavior (e.g., encouraging others), detrimental to both incels and the general population. 
Negative Feelings Elicited by Incels’ Forums. Several participants expressed disgust, discomfort, anger, fear, and worry towards the forums. The words used by the participants had a high expressive value illustrating the intensity of the emotion experienced (e.g., "repulsed", "terrifying", and "very upsetting"). The nature of the emotions evoked within this subcategory suggested that incels forums represented a threat. Accordingly, the negative emotions expressed reflected a distancing from the forums, such as a desire to establish disapproval and distance oneself from any possible association.
Incels’ Forums as Testimonies of Dysfunctional Thoughts 
Participants noted that incels possessed dysfunctional thinking exemplified by prejudices, distorted cognitive processes, and unfruitful habit patterns, as evidenced by their discourse on their forums. According to participants, these thoughts were harmful not only to outsiders but also to incels, reinforcing their sense of belonging to the community and thereby limiting their chances of getting out.
Prejudices. Some participants perceived that the content on incels forums promoted negative attitudes towards LGBTQ people (e.g., “homophobic”, “transphobic”), women (“sexist”, “misogynistic”), non-White (“racist”) and disabled people (e.g., “ableist”). The misogyny code was widely present (n = 55) in participants' impressions of the forums. This subcategory presented more emotional content than the others within this category, given the high expressive value that seemed to accompany the impressions (e.g., “incredibly offensive and dehumanizing”, “a bunch of sexists”). 
Distorted Cognitive Processes.  Incels forums’ visitors perceived that members had biased thinking, for example, by having a “false way of thinking” and being “trapped […] by their own mindset”. Participants also expressed that forum members were behaving childlike by being immature, ignorant, and whiny. In that vein, several participants noted that forum members tended to blame their problems on others instead of taking responsibility for them. Mainly, forum members seemed to lack reflection and perspective (e.g., “they are very out of touch with reality”), focusing solely on themselves, for example, by claiming to be entitled to sexual relations. 
Unfruitful Habit Patterns. Some impressions related to the presence of unfruitful habit patterns as the participants expressed that incels’ forums were “unproductive” and “unsupportive” instead of being helpful for members. According to the participants, the forums also showed the use of maladaptive coping mechanisms (e.g., “humor and commiseration”). Moreover, self-sabotage was mentioned in some participants' impressions: “I think their attitude is hurting their chances of finding someone to even start any form of relationship […]” (F, 25 y.o., non-incel, virgin).
Incels’ Forums Perceived as Odd 
Participants perceived incels’ forums as odd, seeing them as a strange, funny, and interesting phenomenon. In other words, the forums were perceived as unreal or incongruent with participants' experiences, values, or beliefs. This category was more in the emotional pole of the continuum, except for the unrelatable subcategory, which was neutral. 
Unbelievable. Some incels forums’ visitors perceived them as strange, intriguing, fascinating, informative, and surprising: "At first, I thought they were joking. But then doing more research on incels I realized this was what they actually believed” (F, 22 y.o., non-incel, sexually experienced).  The impressions showed that the incels forums had aroused participants’ curiosity and interest.
Amusing. Incels’ forums were viewed as entertaining and humorous by some participants. For example, a participant wrote: “I visit them because they are a good laugh” (M, 20 y.o., non-incel, sexually experienced). Participants made fun of the forums, seeing them as ridiculous (e.g., "idiotic", "silly", "foolish", "pathetic", and "dumb"). 
Unrelatable. Several participants expressed the incapacity of seeing themselves in the content presented on incels forums: “I didn’t relate to what they were saying” (F, 38 y.o., non-incel, sexually experienced). Others simply disagreed with the beliefs, perceptions, attitudes, and behaviors conveyed on the forums (e.g., "I disapprove of everything").
Ambivalent Impressions
Among participants, some had impressions with both positive and negative aspects, hence the neutral placement of this category on the threat-shelter continuum. More precisely, the impressions were conflicting in that they presented two opposing viewpoints.
Empathy, but Also Disagreement. Among ambivalent impressions, some participants expressed empathy by relating to incels, by understanding or by pitying them, but also that they disagreed at some point or saw them as a threat: “I think it's understandable that they're frustrated about certain, but I also disagree with some of their ideas” (M, 21 y.o., non-incel, virgin). The negative aspects of the forums limited these participants' ability to empathize fully with members.
Forums are Helpful, but Harmful in the Long Term. Some participants expressed that incels forums were helping in a way, but were also toxic: “Forming a community with men who had similar experiences may temporarily alleviate the pain, but it only makes their emotional issues worse in the long run” (F, 21 y.o., non-incel, sexually experienced). In other words, incels' forums were initially seen as a supportive resource for incels, but excessive and prolonged use of these forums were thought to have detrimental effects.
There are Some Truths, but Also Misconceptions. Some impressions pointed out that the incels forums presented relevant and true arguments about society and relationships, but that these sometimes went too far, or that the information was partial, omitting important elements. One participant said: “These forums assume that women are hateful, and they promote hateful messages against women. However, they do contain some truth about sexual attraction and relationships but it's more like 'half-truth'” (M, 21 y.o., non-incel, virgin).
Incels’ Forums as Gatherings of Individuals with Difficulties
Many visitors to incels forums have mentioned that these forums gathered individuals with a range of difficulties, from emotional distress, through psychological and social difficulties, to stigmatization. This category is located approximately halfway between the center and the shelter end of the threat-shelter continuum, as impressions revealed a more empathetic or understanding stance on what leads forum members to think or act in this way.
Emotional Distress. Participants had the impression that incels were hopeless, “sad” and “deeply hurt”. For instance, a participant mentioned: "They were clearly genuinely suffering" (M, 30 y.o., non-incel, sexually experienced). Several participants noted that incels have many insecurities like self-esteem and self-confidence issues. The loneliness and isolation of the members were also mentioned multiple times, as well as the impression that they were looking for comfort and wanting to belong. 
Social and Psychological Difficulties. Members of the incel forums were perceived as having unmet needs (e.g., affection, and good role models) and as needing help. Participants described incels as being “mentally unwell”, notably “depressed”. Difficulties with social relations were also raised in the participants' impressions, referring to incels as “socially inept” and “antisocials”. A few participants noted that some incels have physical or psychological disabilities that could adversely affect their well-being or social interactions: “[...] seems like there are disproportionately high rates of autism spectrum” (F, 27 y.o., non-incel, sexually experienced). Moreover, some of the members' difficulties were perceived by a few participants as caused by their environment (i.e., family, society). 
Stigma. Some participants had the impression that incels are stigmatized because they are all associated with extremist ideologies and violence due to the words and actions of some, whereas they are a heterogeneous population. For example, a participant indicated that “Male incels […] have a stigmatized, negative reputation due to incel-inspired mass killers” (F, 26 y.o., incel, virgin). 
Incels’ Forums Perceived as a Shelter
Incels forums were perceived by some participants as a safe haven where you can find people with similar experiences and shared ways of seeing the world and as a place with a positive impact on its members. Some participants said they could relate to incels' discourse. The subcategory sensitivity to the expressed messages was particularly predominant within this category (n= 76).
Sensitivity to the Expressed Messages. Incels' discourses did resonate with some forums' visitors and generated empathy, understanding, or pity. One participant said: “I pitied them, and could relate to feeling undesirable and not understanding why I'm undesirable.” (F, 19 y.o., don’t know if incel, sexually experienced). The impressions of these participants show a closeness to the subject, and an attempt to put oneself in a more egalitarian position to understand the incels' point of view as well as the causes of their thoughts, beliefs, and behaviors.
Meaningful Experience. A few participants mentioned that they had a good experience on incels’ forums or that they were a safe space to express oneself, to get support, or to get help. As an example, a participant indicated: “They are the only people who understand me” (M, 45 y.o., incel, virgin). For these participants, the incels forums have filled a need or brought them something positive.
Quantitative analyses
	The results of the quantitative analyses conducted to answer the second objective, i.e. to examine the sociodemographic characteristics associated with the prevalence of each category of impressions, are presented below according to the sociodemographic characteristic studied.
Gender identity
The only significant differences in gender identification were in the category incels' forums perceived as a threat and incels' forums perceived as a shelter. Women (68.6%) and other genders individuals (73.3%) were significantly more likely than men (49.5%, χ2 = 17.42, p < .001) to perceive incels’ forums as a threat. Accordingly, men (30.8%) were significantly more likely than women (15.7%, χ2 = 13.30, p = .001) to perceive incels’ forums as a shelter. No other differences were found between the groups.
Incels self-identification
	The only significant differences in incels self-identification were in the category incels' forums perceived as a threat and incels' forums perceived as a shelter. Non-incels (62.1%) were significantly more likely than incels (30.8%, χ2 = 10.82, p = .004) to perceive incels’ forums as a threat. Incels (53.8%) were significantly more likely than non-incels (20.3%, χ2 = 17.67, p < .001) to perceive incels’ forums as a shelter. No other differences were found between the groups.
Virgin self-identification
No difference was found between participants who identified themselves as virgins or non-virgins across all the categories.
Age 
	The only category for which there was a significant age difference among participants was ambivalent impressions. Participants who had ambivalent impressions were significantly younger (M = 24.23) than participants who did not have ambivalent impressions (M = 26.79, t(420) = 2.55, p = .015).
Age at first sexual intercourse
	The only category for which there was a difference in age at first sexual intercourse among participants was incels' forums perceived as a shelter. Participants who perceived incels’ forums as a shelter were significantly older when they had their first sexual intercourse (M = 19.51) than participants who did not perceived incels’ forums as a shelter (M = 17.92, t(224) = -2.65, p = .009).
--Insert Table 1 from Appendix A here--
Discussion

This study investigated the impressions of adults, whether they identified as incels or not, of incels’ forums through an open-ended question in a larger project that focused on sexually inexperienced adults. At a time when interest for incels has grown significantly both from the media and scholars, we aimed to 1) qualitatively describe the different impressions of visitors, and 2) quantitatively examine the socio-demographic data associated with the prevalence of each category of impression. As our corpus of men, women, other genders individuals, incels, and non-incels indicates, incels forums were indeed easily accessible and attracted the interest of diverse individuals. The results of our inductive qualitative content analysis showed that visitors' impressions can be grouped into six main categories that are positioned on a continuum from threat to refuge, and a continuum from emotional to rational: 1) incels’ forums perceived as a threat, (2) incels’ forums as testimonies of dysfunctional thoughts (3) incels’ forums perceived as odd, (4) ambivalent impressions, (5) incels’ forums as gatherings of individuals with difficulties (6) incels’ forums perceived as a shelter. As for quantitative analyses, chi-square showed that among participants who perceive incels’ forums as a threat, women, other genders individuals and non-incels were overrepresented compared to men and incels, who were more likely to perceive incels’ forums as a shelter. T-test analyses revealed that participants who perceived incels’ forums as a shelter were older at first sexual intercourse and that participants who had ambivalent impressions were younger.
The qualitative analysis revealed that participants' impressions contained similar categories regardless of incel's self-identification. This highlights the heterogeneity of perceptions of incels forums, and that we should not assume that all incels view forums positively, and vice versa. Notably, categories were positioned on a continuum from threat to shelter, and from emotional to rational. The subcategories on the threat side of the continuum all contained varying degrees of content relating to the dangerousness, toxicity, and weirdness of the forums. In contrast, the subcategories on the shelter side of the continuum all contained, to varying degrees, statements denoting understanding or empathy for the members of the forum, or the role played by the forum. As for the continuum from emotional to rational, at first, we thought that emotional impressions showed proximity related to the subject as opposed to the rational, which indicated distancing. However, further analysis revealed that it was the position on the threat and shelter continuum that best-indicated proximity to or distance from the forums (e.g., participants who expressed negative impressions distanced themselves rather than trying to understand). The emotional-to-rational continuum denoted the presence or absence of emotion in impressions. Since most forum impression categories fell within the emotional pole of the continuum, incels forums seemed more likely to elicit emotions in visitors rather than merely rational perceptions. 
	Analysis revealed that a preponderant proportion of participants’ impressions were on the threat side of the continuum by mentioning aggressiveness and the toxic environment in these forums, triggering for some fear and disgust. These results are consistent with media and several studies suggesting that community members on incels’ forums express their hatred and desire to commit violence against women and that incel ideology in online spaces creates a dangerous echo chamber, where extreme views are validated (Baele et al., 2021; Bratich & Banet-Weiser, 2019; Farrell et al., 2019; Scaptura & Boyle, 2020). It is possible that the information conveyed by the media and scientific literature, as well as the type of content participants were exposed to on the forums, influenced participants' impressions. Ostermann's (2020) study showed that the type of content (i.e., more negative vs. more neutral) influenced the level of empathy expressed by participants, with more negative content eliciting less empathy. Pelzer and colleagues (2021) have highlighted the varying levels of toxicity between the different incels forums. As a result, the type of forum visited, and the type of content observed may play a role in the formation of impressions.
Our results support previous research that has stated that some incels attempt to dissociate themselves from the community (Daly & Nichols, 2023; Daly & Reed, 2022; Halpin, 2022). The impressions of some of the self-identified incels participants contained comments indicating the negativity and toxicity of the forums, while others showed ambivalence between understanding and disagreeing with the community's beliefs. Ambivalent impressions represented a small proportion of overall impressions, and reflected a more nuanced perception of the incels forums, evoking both the negative and the positive. According to Breckler (2004), when there is a consensus on a clear social norm, having an ambivalent attitude may be seen as deviating from the socially valued attitude. As a result, it may be perceived less positively and expressed less frequently. Knowing that incels are generally poorly perceived by the general public, this can explain why fewer participants wrote nuanced impressions. Ambivalent attitudes have also been associated with the function of self-preservation when dealing with controversial issues (Pillaud et al., 2013). Ambivalent attitudes toward controversial issues would serve to present a socially valued self, thus generating a positive self-image (Pillaud et al., 2013). This may offer insight into the presence of ambivalence in our results, as the incels phenomenon can also be considered controversial. Moreover, younger participants were more likely to have ambivalent impressions. Studies generally show no effect of age on ambivalent attitudes (Pillaud et al., 2013; Sjöberg, 2010). We postulate that younger participants may have less crystallized attitudes as suggested by the literature (Sears & Funk, 1999), and therefore more flexibility in their impressions.
Subcategories on the shelter side of the continuum represented approximately one quarter of overall impressions. The scientific literature on incels mentions the role played by forums as a safe place and refuge for incels (Daly & Reed, 2022; Sparks et al., 2023). Not surprisingly, men and self-identified incels perceived incels forums as a refuge in greater proportion than women and non-incels who perceived incels’ forums as a threat in greater proportion. These results suggest that those who have a more positive impressions (i.e., men, incels, late sexual starters) are those most likely to relate to them by sharing similar characteristics. These findings align with prior literature, supporting that empathic response is higher for ingroup members compared to outgroup members (Hein et al., 2010), and that people who share similar past experiences have greater ease in taking that same person's perspective (Gerace et al., 2015). For example, scientific literature on virgins and sexually late starters found that many reported distress, stigmatization, a lack of opportunity to engage in sexual and romantic relationships, and difficulties with social acknowledgment and acceptance (Fuller et al., 2019; Leroux & Boislard, 2023; Lucas et al., 2020; Rossi et al., 2017), echoing the comments made by incels on their forums (Daly & Reed, 2022; Maxwell et al., 2020). Moreover, men tend to hide or avoid addressing their feelings, and if they do express or externalize them, it's often through anger, aggression, or hostility (Hoy, 2012). In fact, anger, aggression, and hostility are more socially acceptable forms of expression for men than emotional expression, consistent with the concept of hegemonic masculinity (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005). It is therefore conceivable that men and sexually late starters were better able to adopt the incels' perspective and understand what was expressed on their forums.
Ostermann's (2020) examined empathy towards incels, and his results did not show significant differences between female and male participants regarding the empathy towards incels. Although empirical researchers have shown that women have higher levels of empathy than men (Batson et al., 1996; Gault & Sabini, 2000; Macaskill et al., 2002; Schieman & Van Gundy, 2000), we postulate that women were less empathic toward incels because of the misogyny and violence observed on the forums, as well as the mass killings targeting women claimed by incels. It is, however, important to note that some non-incels and women had a positive or empathic impressions, demonstrating an ability to overcome toxic language and empathize or understand the needs and distress experienced by incels.
Strengths, Limitations, and Future Research
One of the strengths of our study is that compared with other studies that have focused on incels, we have a diverse sample of participants composed of incels and non-incels, including men, women as well as other genders individuals recruited through several sources (i.e., media platforms, university classrooms, and snowball sampling). Moreover, the open format of the question presented to participants enabled us to obtain impressions free of constraints and bias. Our diverse sample of participants and the open format of the question allowed us to get a more representative portrait of incels forums impressions, enhancing the external validity of our results. 
However, our study has limitations. First, we analyzed responses to a single open-ended question, which may limit the scope of the results. Moreover, participants were not asked about the type of content they were exposed to on incels forums (e.g., only misogynistic content). Osterman (2020) showed that individuals who were exposed to a violent/extremist depiction of incels tend to show less empathic concern towards incels than individuals who were exposed to a nuanced depiction. The type of content participants were exposed to could have influenced their perception of incels forums. Furthermore, participants were asked if they visited an incel forum, but not if they had ever posted on any of them. Thus, it is possible that some of our participants were also contributors, not all lurkers. We believe that contributors' impressions are just as relevant, but as a result, we could not assume that our corpus consists solely of lurkers, hence the use of the term visitors. Finally, our sample of participants was predominantly non-incels. Although we found similar trends in forum impressions between incels, non-incels, and participants who did not know if they identified as incels, the low representativeness of incels and unsure individuals in our sample limit the potential generalizability of the results to them. While the original study was not specifically on incels, the difficulty of recruiting incels has been highlighted in other studies (Daly, 2022; Sparks et al., 2023; Stickel, 2020).
Implications and Conclusion
	Our study is the first to explore the impressions of incels forums’ visitors despite the increasing scientific and media attention towards the Incels community. Our results illustrate that the incels forums are perceived in a non-homogeneous way among visitors. While a substantial portion of impressions revolves around concerns about the toxicity and potential dangers associated with these forums, a noteworthy proportion of impressions also reflect empathy and understanding towards the challenges faced by their members. These findings highlight the need to understand what lies in these online spaces that echoes men, incels, sexually late starters experiences rather than only condemning their existence. Additionally, some of the impressions were more nuanced, with a mix of positive and negative aspects. The diversified portrait of impressions may provide insights into understanding and anticipating people's attitudes towards incel forums. These insights may benefit professionals working with incels, individuals who share characteristics with this community, and those who find the content from this community distressing. Importantly, our findings reveal that this community is not solely associated with negativity; it also fosters an environment where individuals can express non majoritarian perspectives about incel forums. While there tends to be a clear distinction between incels and those who are not part of the community, our results suggest the existence of commonalities between incels and non-incels. 
	Accordingly, knowing that non-incels have empathy for incels could help reduce the latter's feelings of loneliness and hostility toward strangers. Incels tend to think they can't be understood by individuals outside the community including professionals (Maxwell et al., 2020; Justin et al., 2022), but our results support the opposite. The feeling of being misunderstood is often associated with distress and contributes to searching for and joining an online community where individuals share similar experiences (Robbins et al., 2016; Gaillard et al., 2009; Gauducheau, 2012). Consequently, disseminating that others understand incels could alleviate their distress and need to take refuge in forums.
At last, our study underlines the importance of representing the incel community’s heterogeneity and various impressions towards them for a more representative portrait of reality. It also contributes to the growing literature by demonstrating that incels forums are associated with toxic and dangerous environments, but also that their members have various difficulties, including significant distress that can be recognized by non-incels. Further research into the general population's perceptions of incels considering the content to which they have been exposed could contribute to a better understanding of the content to which people tend to be exposed and in turn their impressions of the community.
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Appendix A
Tables and figures
Figure 1
Graphic representation of subcategories on the two-axis continua 
[image: ]
Note. Each vertical alignment represents the subcategories of the same category.



Table 1
Summary of categories and subcategories and their frequency according to participants’ gender and Incels and virgin self-identification
	Categories and subcategories
	
	Incels self-identification
	Gender
	Virgin self-identification

	
	Total
	Non-Incels
	Incels
	Don’t know
	Male
	Female
	Other
	Non-virgin
	Virgin

	1. Incels’ forums perceived as a threat
	39.53
	36.53
	1.45
	1.56
	15,63
	20,95
	3,51
	28,65
	11,44

	1.1 Aggressiveness
	13.25
	11.92
	0.78
	0.56
	6,12
	6,80
	0,57
	9,40
	4,08

	1.2 Toxic environment
	11.02
	10.36
	0.22
	0.45
	4,53
	5,55
	1,02
	8,04
	3,06

	1.3 Negative feelings elicited by incels’ forums
	15.26
	14.25
	0.45
	0.56
	4,98
	8,61
	1,93
	11,21
	4,30

	2. Incels’ forums as testimonies of dysfunctional thoughts
	20.04
	17.59
	1.22
	1.22
	8,15
	10,08
	1,36
	13,02
	6,57

	2.1 Prejudices
	8.35
	7.46
	0.45
	0.45
	2,04
	6,00
	0,45
	6,34
	2,15

	2.2 Distorted cognitive processes
	9.69
	8.80
	0.33
	0.56
	4,87
	3,51
	0,68
	5,89
	3,17

	2.3 Unfruitful habit patterns
	2.00
	1.34
	0.45
	0.22
	1,25
	0,57
	0,23
	0,79
	1,25

	3. Incels’ forums perceived as odd
	11.02
	10.36
	0.33
	0.33
	5,66
	4,87
	0,79
	8,61
	2,72

	3.1 Unbelievable
	6.35
	5.79
	0.22
	0.33
	2,15
	3,96
	0,34
	4,64
	1,81

	3.2 Amusing
	3.67
	3.56
	0.11
	0.00
	2,60
	0,68
	0,45
	3,06
	0,68

	3.3 Unrelatable
	1.00
	1.00
	0.00
	0.00
	0,91
	0,23
	0,00
	0,91
	0,23

	4. Ambivalent impressions
	3.45
	2.90
	0.22
	0.33
	2,49
	0,91
	0,11
	1,81
	1,70

	4.1 Empathy, but also disagreement
	1.67
	1.34
	0.22
	0.11
	1,13
	0,57
	0,00
	1,02
	0,68

	4.2 Forums are helpful, but harmful in the long term
	0.89
	0.78
	0.00
	0.00
	0,57
	0,23
	0,11
	0,45
	0,45

	4.3 There are some truths, but also misconceptions
	0.89
	0.78
	0.00
	0.11
	0,79
	0,11
	0,00
	0,34
	0,57

	5. Incels’ forums as gatherings of individuals with difficulties
	14.14
	12.81
	0.78
	0.56
	6,57
	6,00
	1,02
	9,74
	3,85

	5.1 Emotional distress
	7.35
	6.90
	0.22
	0.22
	3,40
	3,06
	0,45
	5,10
	1,81

	5.2 Social and psychological difficulties
	6.35
	5.68
	0.33
	0.33
	2,83
	2,83
	0,57
	4,64
	1,59

	5.3 Stigma
	0.45
	0.22
	0.22
	0.00
	0,34
	0,11
	0,00
	0,00
	0,45

	6. Incels’ forums perceived as a shelter
	11.90
	9.13
	1.78
	0.89
	7,59
	3,74
	0,57
	8,27
	3,62

	6.1 Sensitivity to the expressed messages
	9.24
	8.46
	0.22
	0.56
	5,78
	3,17
	0,34
	6,80
	2,49

	6.2 Meaningful experience
	2.56
	0.67
	1.56
	0.33
	1,81
	0,57
	0,23
	1,47
	1,13



Note. All frequencies are expressed in percentages and represent the proportion of categories and subcategories occurrences out of all code occurrences.
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Appendix B
Supplemental materials
Codebook

	Categories, subcategories, and code
	Descriptions
	Examples of participants' quotes

	1. Incels’ forums perceived as a threat

	1.1 Aggressiveness

	1.1.1 Hate

	Presence of hate towards women, non-incels, and one-self
	“These people have turned hating themselves and others into a sport”

	1.1.2 Anger
	Presence of anger
	“Insane levels of anger”

	1.1.3 Resentment
	Presence of resentment, bitterness, and frustration
	 “My main impression is how bitter”

	1.1.4 Violence
	Presence of violence
	“I thought it was filled with violent projections.

	1.1.5 Spiteful
	Presence of hostile and malicious people 
	“Also, terrible people”

	1.2 Toxic environment

	1.2.1 Negative
	Forums are negative
	 “Largely negative both toward men and women.”

	1.2.2 Toxic
	Forums are toxic and harmful
	 “they are dangerous”

	1.2.3 Radicalization
	Forums are radicalizing individuals
	“a sad echo chamber”

	1.3 Negative feelings elicited by incels’ forums

	1.3.1 Disgust
	Participants' feelings of disgust toward forums
	“They are quite disgusting”

	1.3.2 Upsetting
	Participants feeling disturbed or worry 
	“They were very upsetting”, “troubling”

	1.3.3 Feeling anger
	Participants’ feelings of anger with the forums
	“Anger at the misogynistic comments.”

	1.3.4 Fear
	Participants’ feelings of fear towards the forum
	“Terrifying”, “scary”

	2. Incels’ forums as testimonies of dysfunctional thoughts

	2.1 Prejudices

	2.1.1 Misogyny
	Presence of misogyny
	“These men are misogynists”

	2.1.2 Prejudices towards LGBTQ people
	Presence of negative attitudes towards LGBTQ people
	“Homophobic”, “transphobic”

	2.1.3 Racism
	Presence of racism
	“Often racist”

	2.1.4 Prejudices towards disabled people
	Presence of negative attitudes toward disabled people
	“Ableist”

	2.2 Distorted cognitive processes

	2.2.1 Biased thinking
	Forum content shows extreme, distorted, and biased views
	“males with a warped/distorted view of themselves and females.”

	2.2.2 Taking no responsibility
	Forum members don't take responsibility for their problems
	 “blame others for their own problems”

	2.2.3 Child-like
	Forum content shows immaturity and ignorance
	"They have the emotional maturity of teenagers […]"

	2.2.4 Lack of reflection and perspective
	Forum content shows a disconnect with reality and a lack of reflection and perspective
	“I thought the discussions sounded like they were scapegoating women without self-reflection”

	2.3 Unfruitful habit patterns

	2.3.1 Self-sabotage 
	Forum members seemed to sabotage themselves
	“I think their attitude is hurting their chances of finding someone […]”

	2.3.2 Unproductive
	Forums are unhelpful (e.g., lack of help and support)
	“They don't serve any purpose”

	2.3.3 Maladaptive coping
	Forum content shows the use of maladaptive coping
	“manifest that hurt into a misplaced wickedness to cope.”

	3. Incels’ forums perceived as odd

	3.1 Unbelievable

	3.1.1 Weird
	Forum content is weird, bizarre, strange
	“Weird”, “Strange”

	3.1.2 Astonishing
	Forum content is shocking, surprising
	“I couldn't believe that people actually held those beliefs about women”

	3.1.3 Intriguing
	Forum content is interesting, fascinating, informing
	 “it was intriguing », “Fascinating”

	3.2 Amusing
	
	

	3.2.1 Entertaining
	Forum content is entertaining
	“Entertaining”

	3.2.2 Funny
	Forum content makes participants laugh
	“I visit them because they are a good laugh”

	3.2.3 Ridiculous
	Forum content is silly, foolish, idiotic, and pathetic
	“There is also something absurd written in their strange "incel" language.”

	3.3 Unrelatable
	
	

	3.3.1 Didn’t see themselves in the comments
	Forum content does not resonate with participants
	“I didn’t relate to what they were saying.”, “felt like I didn't belong.”

	3.3.2 Disagreement with beliefs
	Participants’ disagreement with the comments on the forums
	“I think I am just not lucky because I am skinny, women in America do not like skinny men”

	4. Ambivalent impressions

	4.1 Empathy, but also disagreement

	4.1.1 Empathy, but against some of their comments
	Participants express empathy but object to certain comments
	“Too scathing in their remarks, but their despair echoed my own”

	4.1.2 Pity, but also negative feelings triggered by content
	Participants express pity, but also negative feelings (fear, anger, etc.)
	“I feel bad for the guys on those forums but I'm horrified at how they treat and think of women.”

	4.2 Forums are helpful, but harmful in the long term

	4.2.1 Temporarily soothing, but threat
	Comments expressing that forums can be a safe haven at first, but they are troubling and worsen the situation
	“Forming a community with men who had similar experiences may temporarily alleviate the pain, but it only makes their emotional issues worse in the long run.”

	4.2.3 Support, but toxic environment
	Comments expressing that forums can be helpful, but they can also be toxic
	“[…] Thinking women only like 'chads' helped me improve my body and start working out but negatively affected my interactions with them”

	4.3 There are some truths, but also misconceptions

	4.3.1 Presence of truth, but also falseness
	Forums contain truths, but also false statements form biased ways of thinking
	“[…] they do contain some truth about sexual attraction and relationships but it's more like 'half-truth'.”

	4.3.2 Presence of truth, but threat
	Forums contain truths, but it is sometimes taken to extremes; raising unpleasant feelings.
	 “They have good points but go way too far.”

	5. Incels’ forums as gatherings of individuals with difficulties

	5.1 Emotional distress
	
	

	5.1.1 Hopelessness
	Forum members express despair
	“People reach that level of despair.”, “hopeless”

	5.1.2 Sadness
	Forum members are sad
	“They were sad”, “sad people”

	5.1.3 Suffering
	Presence of suffering and distress in the forums
	“They were clearly genuinely suffering”

	5.1.4 Insecurities
	Members of the forums showed insecurities 
	“The people have many, many self-esteem issues”

	5.1.5 Loneliness
	Presence of lonely and isolated 
	“Found the members to be sad, isolated”

	5.2 Social and psychological difficulties

	5.2.1 Unmet needs
	Forum members have unmet needs and need help 
	“The people there need serious help.”

	5.2.2 Psychological difficulties
	Forum members showed mental health problems
	“The people seemed mentally ill (e.g., depression)”

	5.2.3 Social difficulties
	Members seem to have trouble with social contacts
	 “Socially inept males”

	5.2.4 Disabilities
	Forum members have physical handicaps
	“[…] people with severe issues (i.e., physical deformity or untreatable mental conditions)”

	5.3 Stigma

	5.3.1 Stigmatized population
	Forum members are stigmatized
	“Have a stigmatized, negative reputation due to incel-inspired mass killers.”

	5.3.2 Heterogeneous population
	Forum members are not all the same
	 "The forums on the incels.me website seemed quite toxic. However, the Reddit ones seemed more tame.”

	6. Incels’ forums perceived as a shelter

	6.1 Sensitivity to the expressed messages

	6.1.1 Empathy
	Ability to understand the feelings of incels on the forums
	 “I can relate to them somewhat.”

	6.1.2 Understanding
	Ability to understand incels’ point of view on the forums
	“Still can understand where their views come from.” 

	6.1.3 Pity
	Participants’ feelings of sadness or sympathy for incels 
	“Felt very sad for the people posting” 

	6.2 Meaningful experience
	
	

	6.2.1 Safe haven
	A place where you can find like-minded people, express yourself, and be understood.
	 “They are the only people who understand me”

	6.2.2 Positive
	Comments expressing a good experience on forums
	“Good experience”, “amazing”

	6.2.3 Helpful
	Comments saying forums are helpful and supportive
	 “Most of them are quite supportive.”
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