15

« I’m Better Than This »: A Qualitative Analysis of The Turning Points Leading to Exiting Inceldom
Scholars are at the beginning stages of understanding the trajectory of incels’ deradicalization process. This study aims at gaining insight into the trajectories of individuals who have left or expressed a desire to leave inceldom, by focussing on the turning points that propel incels to deradicalize from the misogynistic ideology associated with inceldom. To achieve this, 28 threads related to the process of exiting inceldom were extracted from r/IncelExit, a subreddit which caters to incels seeking support and guidance in said process. A reflexive thematic analysis allowed for the identification of three distinct stages in the process of exiting inceldom: 1) pursuing dating, 2) attempting to change ideology, and 3) struggling to leave the incel ideology. Our findings show that, initially, the prospect of entering a romantic relationship was perceived as the primary means of leaving inceldom. However, after experiencing a few attempts at dating, a turning point was reached when individuals recognized the importance of changing their ideology. This stemmed from the realization that the incels’ ideology had a detrimental impact on their overall well-being. Consequently, they turned to their peers on the subreddit for strategies for ideological transformation. Various courses of action were proposed, with particular emphasis on the importance of addressing fundamental needs through self-care practices. Simultaneously, participants reported a range of challenges encountered during the process of leaving inceldom. These findings underscore the requirement for interventions adapted to this clientele’s needs to accompany them through their deradicalization journey. The clinical implications of these findings are discussed.
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Sexual inactivity during young adulthood is on the rise in recent generations (Twenge et al., 2017). Young adults have also been found to have higher rates of singlehood (Apostolou et al., 2023). For some, this status is voluntary and based on a desire to focus on oneself, whereas others consider their status to be involuntary and resulting from difficulties starting and/or maintaining relationships with intimate partners (Apostolou et al., 2023). Incels, short for involuntary celibates, are men who self-identify as unable to engage in romantic or sexual relationships with women; their status is described as inceldom (Brzuszkiewicz, 2020). Central to their beliefs is the notion of a gender and attractiveness-based hierarchy, which advantages women and physically attractive individuals, while disadvantaging men – particularly those who do not conform to prevailing beauty standards – in forming romantic and sexual relationships (Baele et al., 2021). Incels are part of the broader online community known as “the manosphere”, who share the belief that genetic determinism explains disparities in sexual behavior between men and women (Ging, 2019). Another common belief within the incel population is that women’s rejection and high expectations of men are responsible for their involuntary celibacy and its consequences (i.e., loneliness and isolation; Maxwell et al., 2020). Many incels consider that women are sexual gatekeepers, resulting in less attractive men’s impeded access to sex (O’Malley et al., 2022). Consequently, they perpetuate patriarchal beliefs by attributing negative traits to women while perceiving themselves as victims of this dynamic (Furl, 2022). In this context, these incels perceive themselves as oppressed, primarily due to their perceived biological subordination to hypermasculine men, referred to as Chads[footnoteRef:2] (Heritage & Koller, 2020). This fatalistic ideology prevents many incels from considering changing their behaviors or beliefs as they attribute their difficulties to external entities, such as women or society, or believe that certain aspects of themselves, such as their physical appearance or neurodivergent traits, are immutable (Boislard et al., n.d.). This contributes to a lack of accountability and a feeling of helplessness among incels (Helm et al., 2022). The online setting of these groups, coupled with algorithmic echo chamber dynamics (i.e., a narrow cultural and linguistic framework designed to promote adherence to a specific worldview and ideology; Baele et al., 2021), has contributed to the rapid dissemination and homogenization of their beliefs across various social media platforms (Ging, 2019). [2:  Chads are seen as men who are highly desirable to women and, consequently, have unlimited sexual access to them (Menzie, 2022).] 

[bookmark: _Toc133687138]This line of thinking can lead to negative individual and societal consequences. While participating in online discussions with fellow incels may provide a sense of belonging and understanding (Daly & Laskovtsov, 2022), this sense of companionship does not lead to overcoming symptoms of depression, anxiety, loneliness, and suicidality that are highly prevalent because of the potential confirmation and validation of their fatalistic beliefs in these discussions (Costello et al., 2022; Speckhard et al., 2021; Speckhard & Ellenberg, 2022). Furthermore, most participants in these discussions have misogynistic discourses, which may manifest as anger and incline individuals toward violent attitudes and behaviors (Halpin et al., 2023; Speckhard et al., 2021). Considering that there have been 56 documented murders attributed to nine separate incel-related attacks, as well as many people harmed physically and psychologically by incels, the violence perpetrated by some of the individuals that adhere to this ideology is obvious (Anti-Defamation League, 2023; Hoffman et al., 2020; Tomkinson et al., 2020). In fact, incels have been classified as a male supremacist hate group in the United States (Southern Poverty Law Center, 2019) and an ideologically motivated violent extremism and emerging domestic terrorism threat by Canadian authorities (Canadian Security Intelligence Service, 2020). Recently, an attack resulting in multiple murders committed by a self-proclaimed incel in 2020 was ruled as “incel-ideologically motivated terrorist activity” by Ontario’s Superior Court (CBC News, 2023). However, the classification of incels as a terrorist movement is not unanimous. In the Independent review of the UK’s Counter-Terrorism Prevent Strategy, Shawcross (2023) notes that the violent acts committed by incels against women should be considered a hate crime, but not an act of terrorism because they are not used to further their ideology. Cottee (2020) agrees that incel violence should not be classified as terrorism, arguing that the prevailing sentiment among incels is apathy, not a duty to enact violence to bring about political or societal change. In fact, only a small portion of users on incel forums endorse violence and are responsible for most of the hate speech on these platforms (Jaki et al., 2019; Moskalenko et al., 2022). However, a lot of incel online activity can be considered extremist, because of its conspiratorial narrative and essentialist categorization of society in which women are deemed as unfairly privileged and incels are seen as victims (Baele et al., 2021; 2023; Hart & Huber, 2023). Additionally, the violent extremist language used on incel forums has been found to have increased in recent years (Baele et al., 2023), which is important to take into consideration, even if holding these extremist views does not equate to engaging in violent actions (Hart & Huber, 2023). 
Incels Radicalization
[bookmark: _Toc133687139]Radicalization into an extremist group is a complex process wherein an individual develops extremist beliefs, emotions, and behaviors (Trip et al., 2019). According to Kruglanski et al. (2014), radicalization can be conceptualized as an interactive process among three main elements: (1) the goal, which is a quest for personal significance, (2) the means, which is the violence that the ideology promotes as the path to significance, and (3) the social process of networking and group dynamics that facilitate the adoption of the goal and the means. These components are influenced by a range of factors including personality traits, cultural context, and situational variables, all of which may contribute to either radicalization or deradicalization (Kruglanski et al., 2014). Specifically concerning incels, Maxwell et al. (2020) describe their radicalization process as a cycle. This cycle begins with incels attempting to attract a sexual partner, resulting in romantic rejection. This rejection is often construed as confirmation that they do not meet the masculine ideals sought by women. Subsequently, this rejection can either lead to a negative view of oneself, and/or to anger towards women for not fulfilling their sexual and intimate desires. Ultimately, this cycle leads to feelings of loneliness and social isolation, compelling them to seek support in online incel communities. Similarly, O’Malley and Helm (2022) identified perceptions of injustice and a need for esteem as common drivers of incel membership. Perceptions of injustice often stem from past personal experiences of rejection by women and a perceived marginalization from traditional notions of masculinity due to factors such as physical appearance, perceived low agency, a sense of being off time with societal expectations, and limited social competency. Additionally, the need for esteem, encompassing aspects like agency, self-worth, validation, and comfort, can lead individuals to embrace the incel ideology as a means of alleviating distress through identification with the incel community and receiving social support (O’Malley & Helm, 2022). Furthermore, Broyd et al. (2022) identified multiple factors influencing the extent of indoctrination into inceldom. This includes a triad of risk factors that involve blaming women for their frustrations, focusing on their lack of sexual experiences, and endorsing cognitive distortions, such as overgeneralizations and a lack of empathy. Additionally, symptoms of depression and hopelessness, along with difficulties in social interactions and literal thinking, appear to contribute to the degree of indoctrination into the incel ideology (Broyd et al., 2022).
Disengagement and Deradicalization
In the study of extremist disengagement and deradicalization, it is important to distinguish between these two processes, as they offer unique insights into individuals' journeys of leaving extremist groups. Disengagement denotes the act of departing from an extremist group, implying a shift in behavior without necessarily renouncing one's beliefs. Conversely, deradicalization refers to an individual's rejection of an extremist ideology and entails a change in core beliefs (Windisch et al., 2017). These processes can occur independently or simultaneously. Although there is no single trajectory of disengagement or deradicalization, common patterns of these processes throughout different extremist ideologies do exist (Bérubé et al., 2019).
Regarding disengagement, several common factors can motivate members of ideology-based groups to disassociate themselves from such groups. Disillusionment is one such factor, marked by a lack of contentment with one's current life circumstances, frustration with the group's dynamics, or dissatisfaction with its direction (Bubolz & Simi, 2015; Simi et al., 2019; Windisch et al., 2017). Additionally, social relationships can play a pivotal role, as isolation and detachment from others may propel individuals to join extremist groups in search of connections, while developing healthy relationships and a supportive social circle can positively influence the decision of former extremists to leave (Barrelle, 2015; Bérubé et al., 2019; Simi et al., 2019; Windisch et al., 2017). The presence of violence within the group is another significant factor, as intra-group violence can erode the legitimacy of the group and lead to member frustration. Furthermore, violence towards bystanders can exceed participants' “tolerance thresholds”, prompting their disengagement (Simi et al., 2019; Windisch et al., 2017). Also, former members of right-wing extremist groups frequently express exhaustion from the hate, anger, and negativity prevalent in such groups, which serves as a catalyst for their withdrawal (Bérubé et al., 2019). 
Concerning deradicalization, Aarten et al. (2018) emphasize the concept of “entitlement to retaliation” for past experiences, perceptions, and narratives of victimization that underlie many radicals' narrative identities. They found that, in the process of deradicalization, the (former) radical must understand the negative experiences in their past that influenced their violence while recognizing that the violence they utilized was unwarranted. During this process, it seems beneficial for radicals who wish to leave their extremist group to exchange with former radicals acting as living examples of a counternarrative. Such interactions provide credibility and foster open dialogue, allowing radicals to reconsider their beliefs. Similarly, Bubolz and Simi's (2015) findings reveal that some members of white supremacist groups left the movement alongside one or more other individuals due to shared expressions of doubt, which facilitated their departure.
Leaving Inceldom
While certain factors leading to disengagement and deradicalization are common across various extremist groups, incels present a distinctive set of challenges due to the specific ideology and dynamics within their subculture. It is important to note that, contrary to their portrayal in mainstream media, incels do not seem to be more politically right-wing or white than similarly aged male non-incels (Costello et al., 2022; Whittaker et al., 2024). However, they are more likely to be living with mental health issues, to be NEET (not in education, employment, or training), and to still be living with their parents (Costello et al. 2022; Whittaker et al., 2024). These demographic variables are important in understanding that incels may have similarities with other extremist groups in terms of their rigid attitudes toward the outside world (Baele et al., 2019), but they also display differences, lacking a common utopia to strive for and frequently harbouring a sense of self-contempt (Pelzer et al., 2021). Their rhetoric mainly centers around hate towards women, themselves, and other forum users (Pelzer et al., 2021). This distinct profile may contribute to lower levels of violent actions compared to other extremist groups (Costello & Buss, 2023), making the process of leaving inceldom both similar to other radicalized ideologies, but also unique.
Disengagement from inceldom has been explored throughout a few studies that have identified it as a difficult and isolating process that necessitates a change in beliefs. One study found that many incels reported needing ‘a lot of reprogramming’ to disengage (Regehr, 2020), while another added that their disengagement was fear-inducing because of their social isolation outside of incel groups (Osuna, 2023). Moreover, the hegemonic masculinity that underlies the incel ideology seems to influence incel’s perceptions of the ways of leaving inceldom (Daly & Reed, 2022).  Their feeling of inadequacy in meeting social standards of manhood, particularly regarding attractiveness and intimate relationships with women compared to the hegemonic class of men (e.g., Chads), incites them to want to raise their status in the hegemonic structure (i.e., by being more manly) to be able to “ascend” inceldom (Daly & Reed, 2022). These efforts can be seen through changing their appearance to better conform to the standards of masculine attractiveness (e.g., by getting plastic surgery), engaging in sexual and intimate relationships, or even “shit-posting”[footnoteRef:3]  as a form of asserting hegemonic masculinity (Daly & Nichols, 2023; Daly & Reed, 2022). However, these attempts at leaving inceldom all involve reinforcing hegemonic masculinity and consequently do little to amend incel's perceived subjugation, which could more effectively be reformed through trying to find success in their own identity (Daly & Reed, 2022). [3:  “Shit-posting” is the action of posting shocking memes or comments that can be used by incels to provoke other members of society while also exposing their ideology (Daly & Reed, 2022).] 

Three studies have specifically investigated disengagement among incels. Two previous studies have respectively investigated the behaviors and values leading to exiting inceldom by analyzing content on r/IncelExit (Osuna, 2023; Gheorghe & Yuzva Clement, 2023). Another study (Hintz and Baker, 2021) analyzed a post from r/AskReddit asking how people who used to consider themselves incels but have since had sex feel about their former identity. In all three studies, disillusionment with inceldom or disrupting incel rhetoric (i.e., questioning the beliefs and attitudes that the incel ideology upholds) were identified as key elements that seemed to push incels to decide to change their mindset (Gheorghe & Yuzva Clement, 2023; Hintz & Baker, 2021; Osuna, 2023). This questioning could arise from interacting with women and realizing that they also have insecurities and could be sexually inexperienced (Osuna, 2023) or from being confronted by the violence that the ideology can lead to (e.g., one self’s violent inner discourse or becoming aware of murders committed by incels; Hintz & Baker, 2021). Another prevalent strategy used to leave inceldom was self-improvement and self-care (Gheorghe & Yuzva Clement, 2023; Hintz & Baker, 2021). This included improving one’s physical and mental health, implementing lifestyle changes, and developing new hobbies (Gheorghe & Yuzva Clement, 2023). These actions were suggested as avenues towards self-betterment and self-contentedness that should be prioritized over dating (Gheorghe & Yuzva Clement, 2023). Community support was also found to be an essential part of the exiting process, with current incels often seeking advice and resources from former incels who would in turn offer encouragement and motivation (Gheorghe & Yuzva Clement, 2023; Osuna, 2023). Community involvement (e.g., making new friends, attending events, joining campus clubs, and volunteering) was another strategy that was recommended to provide a sense of belonging in healthier groups and to help develop more positive narratives about women (Gheorghe & Yuzva Clement, 2023). Tiredness from the self-deprecation and negativity that inceldom generates was a further motivation some named as inciting them to leave (Osuna, 2023). Realizations about their sexual orientation or gender identity (e.g., realizing that they are asexual, gay or trans+), or resulting from substance use motives (e.g., using alcohol as a means to be more comfortable when interacting with women) were also identified as events that led some incels to begin questioning their inceldom (Hintz & Baker, 2021). Finally, the non-linearity of exiting was seen in certain users through their negotiation between wanting to leave inceldom while still maintaining certain incel attitudes or beliefs (Gheorghe & Yuzva Clement, 2023; Osuna, 2023).  These previous works have paved the way to better understanding the process of leaving inceldom. However, the unique ideology and dynamics within the incel subculture necessitate a more tailored understanding of their disengagement and deradicalization processes. This study bridges this gap by investigating these processes through the lens of life course theory. Additionally, it proposes a novel insight by delineating an observed trajectory of the steps involved in the process of leaving inceldom.
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Life course theory serves as a comprehensive framework aimed at elucidating the different factors that shape an individual's life trajectory by examining their development within the specific cultural and historical context that envelops them (Elder, 1998; Hutchison, 2017). Within this framework, life trajectories are defined as sequences of roles and experiences made up of transitions (i.e., changes in role or state; Elder et al., 2003). It asserts that human development is an ongoing and lifelong process, wherein fundamental changes can occur at any age (Mortimer & Shanahan, 2003). It underscores the idea that individuals are agents in their own development, making decisions and taking actions that shape their life course, albeit within the constraints of their circumstances (Mortimer & Shanahan, 2003). Additionally, the timing of life events, the chronological/biological, psychological, or social age at which specific life events and transitions occur, constitutes another central tenet of the life course approach (Hutchison, 2017). This timing in an individual's life can be compared to age norms, which define the societal, historical, and demographic expectations regarding the roles one should fulfill at a given age (Hutchison, 2017). When an individual's life trajectory becomes asynchronous in relation to same-age peer norms and is (self-)perceived as “off-time” (Mortimer & Shanahan, 2003), both stigma and distress can arise (Boislard et al., 2022; Fuller et al., 2019; Leroux & Boislard, 2023). For instance, there is a growing body of research suggesting that the trajectories of sexually inexperienced adults are marked by missed developmental milestones including peer popularity in late childhood, mixed gendered groups of peers in middle adolescence, romantic opportunities in late adolescence and sexual opportunities in emerging adulthood (Lucas et al., 2019). Some of these sexually inexperienced adults perceive their celibacy as involuntary and feel “off-time” in comparison with their peers (Lamoureux & Boislard, 2023), which was found to have a detrimental impact on their self-confidence and to lead to a sense of despair (Donnelly et al., 2001). Notably, the antecedents and consequences of transitions vary depending on their timing within an individual’s life. 
[bookmark: _Toc133687143]Turning point
Consequently, transitions can be considered turning points depending on their timing as well as their sequence and their context in one’s life course (Wheaton & Gotlib, 1997). Sequence pertains to the normative order of these transitions, characterized by the age at which they typically occur and the societal significance they hold. Contextual factors encompass multiple dimensions, such as: role context (i.e., the contrast between new and former situations or roles), life history context (i.e., the story leading to the transition or whether its initial occurrence was expected), social context (i.e., the social circumstances in which the transition occurs, including the availability of psychosocial resources), and historical context (i.e., the way historical events can influence how a life transition is experienced; Wheaton & Gotlib, 1997). 
Specifically, Wheaton and Gotlib (1997) define a turning point as a change in direction in an individual’s life course, leading to an alternate destination and representing a significant inflection point in their trajectory. Identifying a turning point necessitates the passage of time, stability in the new direction, and a clear baseline for comparison. It can only be recognized retroactively, as it is more than a temporary detour, having lasting effects on the individual's life. A turning point can be discerned by the presence of certain elements: (1) the new direction is stable across life transitions, (2) there is the presence of resistance to re-establishing the former trajectory, (3) the new direction transforms the person’s identity, and (4) there is an indication of a role commitment inherent to the new trajectory. A turning point can be conceived as either a shift from an individual's prior stable life trajectory, as an event in reference to social or historical normative life transitions (e.g., graduating, becoming a parent), or as a means of compensating for a deviation from the original trajectory, subsequently realigning the individual's life course. Therefore, turning points have the potential to steer lives “off track” or facilitate a return “on track”.
Limitations of Previous Research and the Current Study
The echo-chamber dynamics prevalent within incel forums (Baele et al., 2021) have been identified as barriers discouraging members from considering leaving inceldom. These dynamics inhibit interactions with 'outsiders,' ex-incels, and 'normies' (individuals outside the incel community; Regehr, 2020). The rare individuals who testified to have managed to leave inceldom expressed concerns about its “toxic” ideology and its detrimental impact on their self-confidence and social engagement (Maxwell et al., 2020). However, these former incels are often confronted with anger and perceived as never having been “real” incels within incel spaces (Maxwell et al., 2020). Given the adverse consequences associated with adherence to the incel ideology, investigating the turning points (i.e., the change in direction in an individual’s life course; Wheaton & Gotlib, 1997) that lead incels to leave inceldom would allow for a better understanding of the protective factors within their trajectories. Research is at the beginning stages of understanding the trajectory of incels deradicalization process and, to our knowledge, this study is the first to explore the turning points that lead incels to leave inceldom by analyzing their online discussions. Prior research (Gheorghe & Yuzva Clement, 2023; Hintz & Baker, 2021; Osuna, 2023) have significantly contributed to our understanding of the strategies used to leave inceldom and called for future research to investigate the reasons for incels leaving the “incelosphere” and explore strategies to support them in this process (Osuna, 2023). However, none have yet focused on threads that specifically discuss the process of leaving inceldom, nor on the sequence leading to the departure from inceldom. As such, the current study aims at gaining insight on the experiences and trajectories of incels who have either left or expressed a desire to leave inceldom, by specifically focussing on the turning points that propel incels to deradicalize from the misogynistic ideology associated with inceldom.
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For the purpose of this research, the target population consists of incels who have either left inceldom or have expressed a desire to do so. As a result, data collection was exclusively conducted within the r/IncelExit subreddit. This subreddit was chosen due to its specific objective of “help[ing] people find a way to get back on track” (IncelExit, n.d.) which in turn targets incels who want to leave inceldom and are looking for support in doing so. It was the only forum identified during the lurking[footnoteRef:4] process that aligned with our research objective. [4:  Lurking is complete unobtrusive observation of online group discussions (Garcia et al., 2009).] 

To identify relevant threads[footnoteRef:5] within r/IncelExit, a search was conducted using keywords associated with leaving inceldom (i.e., exit, leaving, left, quit, got out of, and escape). Each search result was thoroughly examined to determine if the original post met the following inclusion criteria: (1) the author had left inceldom and was recounting his experience leaving, (2) the author was asking for advice on how to exit inceldom, or (3) the author had the intention of leaving inceldom and explained his process. Initially, only the first inclusion criterion was applied to identify experiences that closely aligned with the main elements of a turning point (i.e., a change in direction in the life course and lasting effects; Wheaton & Gotlib, 1997). However, due to the limited number of corresponding threads, the inclusion criteria were broadened to encompass individuals who were in the early stages of departing from inceldom. Threads and comments written by people who stated never being an incel or being a woman were excluded from the sample. Additionally, only posts within a one-year timeframe since their original publication were considered to ensure the collection of current data. The initial data collection phase spanned from September to November 2022, resulting in an initial sample of 20 threads. A subsequent extraction in February 2023 expanded the final sample to encompass 28 threads. Constructing a comprehensive demographic profile of the sample proved challenging due to the public nature of the subreddit, the absence of disclosed demographic information within the threads, and the community description that encourages advice and support from anyone (IncelExit, n.d.). However, the sample presumably consists of men who have formerly or currently identified as incels considering the inclusion and exclusion criteria employed in this study.  [5:  A thread is defined as a post and all the comments that reply to it (Aragón et al., 2017). However, the comments that were below the second level (i.e., responding to a comment’s comment) and therefore were not visible on the initial page of the thread were not considered in the data because they often did not refer to users’ firsthand experiences (Hintz & Baker, 2021). ] 

Procedure
This study was conducted within a constructivist paradigm (Santiago-Delefosse & Del Rio Carral, 2017) as its objective is to gain a deeper understanding of the common experiences in trajectories of incels who have either left or expressed a desire to leave inceldom through a reflexive interpretation of their discussions online. To begin, between September 2020 and January 2021, a non-participant observation was conducted by lurking on the two most active incel forums at the time (Incels.is and r/IncelsWithoutHate). This initial step aligns with the principles of virtual ethnographic research and was instrumental in acquiring insights into the dynamics characterizing these forums, thereby enriching the dataset ("data-thickening" process; Latzko-Toth et al., 2016). 
Data Analysis
An inductive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2012) was used to gain insight into the shared experience of incels leaving inceldom. The lurking phase was followed by an initial coding period aimed at describing the content of the dataset[footnoteRef:6]. The QSR NVivo version 12 software was used by the first author to code, generate themes and map thematic relationships in the data between November 2022 and February 2023. Part of the data was analysed with the help of another researcher, with the intention of gaining a richer and more nuanced reading of the data (Braun & Clarke, 2019). Subsequently, the codes were sorted into themes and subthemes that best encapsulated discernible patterns within the dataset. This process was iterative, meaning the themes were revised and refined multiple times and the analytical stage continued until we deemed that our final sample permitted us to draw rich and complex results (Braun & Clarke, 2012, 2021).  [6:  A code represents a segment that conveys a single idea, which can group one or multiple words or sentences (Braun & Clarke, 2012). Titles and text were coded, but usernames and non-textual elements were not.] 
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Ethical considerations surrounding the analysis of data from the r/IncelExit subreddit did not necessitate formal ethical certification. This is because the subreddit’s threads are public material, meaning that they are accessible to anyone without the need for a membership. However, out of respect for the privacy and confidentiality of the users who posted the content analyzed in this study, measures were taken to maintain their anonymity. Since these individuals did not explicitly provide consent for their contributions to be used in the study, their identities have been kept anonymous to prevent potential tracing (Beninger, 2016). To make the quotes provided untraceable, they have been altered by rewording (using synonyms) and combining very similar excerpts into “ideal-types” (Schnapper, 2012). Despite these alterations, the original meaning and significance of the quotes were retained (Barnes, 2004).
Textual revision
[bookmark: _Toc133687150]In the final steps prior to submission, the entire text was revised using ChatGPT, an AI-powered language mode (OpenAI, n.d.)[footnoteRef:7]. The following prompt was used: “Could you make my writing style better, make the text clearer and refine my English with a scientific style? The readers of the text are sexologists and social science researchers”. Each paragraph was submitted one at a time to ChatGPT, and subsequently, each sentence was meticulously reviewed to ensure that the final formulation of the sentence was clear and used words commonly seen in academic research, all the while keeping its original meaning. During this process, some sentences were slightly modified in accordance with ChatGPT's suggestions, while others retained their original structure. [7:  ChatGPT was only used to enhance the form of the text, not the content. It was used in the same way that a linguistic reviser has been used in past manuscripts. Instead of mentioning a linguistic reviser in the acknowledgments, we decided to mention ChatGPT in this part of the Methods section to be transparent about our usage of a Large Language Model as suggested by Sage Publications (2023).] 

Results
During the inductive analysis of the threads extracted from the r/IncelExit subreddit, similarities between the exit pattern of different users were observed. Users would often begin their journey with a strong desire to date women to be able to leave inceldom. At this stage, they would often attempt different strategies to meet with women and have sexual or romantic relationships. However, a common realization emerged: solely getting into a relationship did not address their underlying mindset, limiting progress in leaving inceldom. This led to introspection about the negative consequences of maintaining an incel ideology and the necessary actions for ideological change. Those who had successfully left inceldom shared their experiences and recommended strategies, such as engaging in self-care and socializing. This process was marked by various struggles that were also discussed among users. These patterns served as a guideline for the development of overarching themes that encapsulate the distinct steps and stages involved in the process of exiting inceldom. Subsequently, these themes were further structured into subthemes and sub-subthemes, each categorized based on their relevance to specific steps in the exit process (see Table 1). In the following sections, each of these themes, subthemes, and sub-subthemes will be elaborated upon and discussed.
---- Insert Table 1 here ----
Pursuing dating
The first theme that was observed during the analysis, signifying the first step towards leaving inceldom, revolves around the process of pursuing dating. At this stage, users expressed a strong desire to establish relationships with women. This contrasts with the isolation promoted by the incel ideology, emphasizing a shift in their outlook and priorities. This step aligns with the disengagement process that also includes the act of joining the r/IncelExit subreddit itself, as this subreddit's primary aim is to facilitate connections between incels seeking to exit inceldom and individuals who offer outside perspectives and support. The subthemes that were identified elucidate the elements pertinent to pursuing dating: building confidence, attempting to meet women, and dating experiences. 
[bookmark: _Toc133687152]Building Confidence
Within the subtheme of building confidence, users discussed several approaches to becoming more confident with the goal of being more attractive to women and more comfortable when approaching them or when attempting to connect with people more generally. Specifically, three main approaches to building confidence were discussed: being attractive to certain women, training, and using drugs. 
Being attractive to certain women. The most common approach to building confidence came from realizing that, while they may not be conventionally attractive to most women, certain women can be attracted to them. For instance, the following altered quote demonstrates this revelation: “I know I’m not every girl’s type, but a few find me good looking”. This realisation could spur from recognizing that the incel ideology “focuses on perfection” in terms of physical attractiveness, that their personality was an important part of their attractiveness or that they have had positive interactions in which some women had manifested their attraction to them. This led to an increased confidence in their dating abilities. 
Training. Another avenue towards building confidence that was touched on throughout different discussions was training. Certain users highlighted the positive impact that training had had on their overall well-being and physical appearance. They expressed that training had led them to “finally looking in good shape”, having “better dating chances”, and improving their mental health. One user shared the benefits training had on his social life: “Exercise has helped to ease my anxiety and give me a boost of confidence which has led to me better connecting with others.” 
Using drugs. As for using drugs, one user viewed it as a way of boosting his confidence and in turn getting out of inceldom: “I think drug use is the key to leaving inceldom and entering the dating scene because it gives me the confidence to approach women.” This was the topic of an entire thread. However, it is important to note that most of the people who replied to this user did not endorse this approach and expressed concerns about the use of drugs as a strategy to leave inceldom. They highlighted the risk of addiction, health consequences and negative impacts on others as well as their use as a “crutch” that has limited effects and does not help build confidence on the long term.
Attempting to meet women
Once they had built a certain level of confidence, users began more actively seeking interactions with women. This was a significant aspect of users' discussions on r/IncelExit, driven by the belief that such interactions could serve as a means to exit inceldom. This desire led to attempts to meet women through using dating applications and engaging in new activities all the while being confronted with having difficulties approaching women. Meeting women was seen as a path to leave inceldom because of the change in status that this experience could provide, from being an involuntary celibate to being sexually active and/or in a romantic relationship. 
Using dating applications. Dating applications are one of the places that users mentioned multiple times, but usually did not endorse, to meet women: “For me, the issue with dating apps is that they condition people to have unrealistic expectations while putting in very low effort.”  Indeed, dating applications were mostly used as a passive way of dating and as a supplement to meeting people in real life. Reasons for not prioritizing dating on applications included the perceived pressure they create, difficulty in finding compatible people, and skepticism about the effectiveness of their algorithms in facilitating meaningful connections.
[bookmark: _Toc133687153]Having difficulties approaching women. A few users expressed the difficulties they encountered when attempting to approach women. Fear of rejection played a significant role in this obstacle, with one user articulating his apprehension: “I’m afraid to talk to women because I’m scared they won’t like me so I don’t approach them.” These difficulties contributed to their sexual and romantic inexperience, shaped by “cultural norms that imply that heterosexual men need to actively approach in dating settings”. This inexperience, in turn, upheld their fear of rejection as they perceived themselves as uninteresting partners to women.
Engaging in new activities. Engaging in new activities where women could potentially be present was identified as a proactive approach to meeting them. Some users discussed their efforts to participate in settings such as hobby clubs, bars, and game nights as ways to interact with women and increase their chances of forming connections. These occasions could lead to meeting women who were open to being approached and who had similar interests, making them potential candidates to ask out on dates.
Dating experiences
Over time, a subset of users successfully connected with women, establishing relationships through the confidence they had cultivated and the strategies they had employed to engage with women. This resulted in some users having sexual experiences and/or entering romantic relationships. However, others – seemingly most of them – continued to encounter challenges in developing long-term relationships.
Engaging in sexual experiences. For some users, their primary focus was on having sexual experiences with women to exit inceldom. They openly discussed their desires for sexual intimacy, shared their own sexual experiences (or lack thereof), and reflected on the consequences of these encounters. An illustrative example showcases how one individual initially perceived sex as a way to escape inceldom: “Initially, I thought that if I lost my virginity, all my issues would go away.” However, this perception often shifted once users had sexual experiences and realized that it did not have the profound effect they believed it would. For a small number of users, having sex helped build confidence by reducing self-consciousness and gaining validation. However, it could also lead to mistreatment of partners and the realization that their underlying issues and pain persisted if they had not yet shed the incel ideology. As one user expressed: “It’s rarely actually about having sex.”
Being unable to develop a long-term relationship. While certain users found success in forming friendships or engaging in casual sexual encounters with women, many expressed difficulties in establishing long-term romantic relationships: “My main issue is not being able to have a romantic relationship. I want a girlfriend that I can call mine.” These individuals faced obstacles in meeting women with whom they could cultivate such relationships, or experienced rejection from women they approached. For many, these challenges were attributed to concerns about their appearance: “I’ve taken steps to better myself to compensate for my looks, but I’m still having issues finding a date.” At this point, users continued to focus on searching for the key element they needed to become an appealing partner.
[bookmark: _Toc133687155]Being in a romantic relationship. A few users got into a romantic relationship as they progressed towards leaving inceldom. They shared their experiences, providing updates to their peers on the platform and offering encouragement by demonstrating that such progress was attainable. For example, one user shared the story of how he met his girlfriend: “I met my girlfriend when I started working at a bar and we have been healthily and happily dating ever since.” For some, entering a relationship seemingly played a crucial role in their departure from inceldom, with one stating: “She helped me deradicalize from the destructive incel mindset.”  However, it's noteworthy that others pointed out that entering a relationship did not resolve all their problems, and some openly acknowledged having problematic behaviors within those relationships. This nuanced perspective emphasizes that leaving inceldom extends beyond relationship status.
Attempting to change ideology
[bookmark: _Toc133687156]After some time in the dating world, many users reached a significant realization: their inceldom was not defined by their relationship status, but rather by their adherence to the incel ideology. This conclusion prompted a reflection on the negative consequences associated with maintaining this ideology, motivating users to consider the necessity of an ideological change to foster a healthy relationship with themselves and, ultimately, with a romantic partner. For most, this is the first concrete step towards deradicalization because users are simultaneously in the process of leaving incel spaces as well as changing their ideology. This led the users to attempt different actions in the hopes that they would help them leave the incel ideology, such as engaging in self-care, socializing, staying busy, investing less energy on dating, disconnecting from online groups focussing on incel’s ideology, treating women with respect, and no longer carrying labels.
Realizing the negative consequences of the incel ideology 
Within the context of leaving inceldom, the users in this study underwent an ideological transformation that necessitated a critical re-evaluation of their existing incel beliefs and the resultant adverse implications. This subtheme encompasses three distinct sub-subthemes: desiring better for oneself, addressing internalized racism, and reading the Isla Vista killer’s manifesto. 
Desiring better for oneself. A few users addressed their desire for better for themselves, specifically by letting go of the incel ideology that they were beginning to perceive as toxic: “I need to escape this poisonous mentality, I’m better than this.” They acknowledged the detrimental impacts of the ideology on their mental well-being, such as cognitive distortions, dehumanization of women, self-depreciation, and disrupted sleep patterns. Some pinpointed a specific moment of realization, recognizing the necessity to alter their mindset for improved mental health: “I decided enough was enough, I couldn’t keep wasting my energy on all the negative thoughts.” This reflects a conscious effort among users to distance themselves from harmful ideologies for the sake of personal growth and well-being.
Addressing internalized racism. One participant began a thread by acknowledging that confronting internalized racism played a pivotal role in prompting a re-evaluation of his convictions. He noted: “I realised that I have always tried to gain approval from white women who held racist beliefs. This led me to developing misogynistic beliefs which negatively affect my interactions with women, but I want to change.” Other users replied with empathy and understanding, a few recognizing they had been through the same journey and others encouraging the participant to continue his progress. This sub-subtheme sheds light on the racialized identity of certain incels and the consequential impact on their experience of leaving inceldom.
Reading the Isla Vista killer’s manifesto[footnoteRef:8]. Additionally, when asked about what made them decide to leave the incel ideology, a couple users cited the act of reading the Isla Vista killer’s manifesto. This act served as a catalyst for their introspection on incel beliefs, driven by a growing apprehension of radicalization and potential violence: [8:  Isla Vista killer, Elliot Rodger, killed 6 people (including himself) and injured 14 people in 2014, leaving behind an autobiographical manifesto signifying his loneliness and misogynistic beliefs (Witt, 2020).] 

When I read the Isla Vista killer’s manifesto, it was a turning point. I feared I would become like him if I continued down the path I was going on and realised that I had to rethink my beliefs and fight to get out of this ideology.
[bookmark: _Toc133687159][bookmark: _Toc133687157]Taking actions to help leave the Incel ideology 
Upon recognizing the necessity of undergoing an ideological transformation to depart from inceldom, users actively sought, experimented with, and suggested various actions that were instrumental to them in this transformative process. This subtheme is the most expansive, reflecting the diversity of actions discussed as social and psychological strategies for leaving the incel ideology. Seven distinct actions emerged from the participants' narratives:
Engaging in self-care. The concept of self-care was the most prevalent code and therefore a significant strategy that helped multiple users escape inceldom. Self-care encompassed activities aimed at prioritizing personal well-being and self-love. As one participant described: “I started by loving myself. I made it a habit of taking care of myself by limiting my time doing activities that drain my energy and focusing on validating and comforting myself instead of searching for that in someone else.” Specifically, taking care of one’s mental health came up often: “The most important thing for me was taking care of my mental health. Going to therapy helped me gain insight on my needs and identify my intrusive thoughts.” 
Socializing. Various forms of socialization were identified as essential strategies for departing from inceldom. One participant emphasized the significance of social engagement, stating: “I need to work on my social life. Isolation isn’t good for anyone, and I want to make friends to be able to make memories with them.” Participants mentioned joining clubs to explore interests while making new friends: “Clubs create opportunities to meet people and have fun.” Others found success in expanding their social circles through existing friend’s groups and relying on established networks of social support. Nevertheless, some users acknowledged the challenges they encountered in forming social connections, citing introversion, difficulty approaching others, and the busyness of people their age as impediments.
Staying busy. A general recommendation was to stay busy to keep their mind off their difficulties: “Doesn’t matter with what but stay busy. Find anything that will keep your mind off dating, that you will enjoy and that will help you spend time with others.” There were also more specific ways to stay busy that were discussed. For example, the positive repercussions of getting a job were reflected in conversations between users: “When I got a job, I lost most of my insecurities. It has helped me gain confidence, a sense of purpose and money which have helped me tremendously.” Developing hobbies was also suggested as a way to spend time doing things that bring joy: “I really enjoy my time playing baseball even though it doesn’t help me meet women because it helps me feel stronger and it’s fun.” 
Investing less energy on dating. Originally, many users’ main focus to exit inceldom was to date and meet women, but at this stage, the realisation that they must accept their single status and focus on changing for themselves instead of searching for - and changing for - potential partners seemed to arise. The following example demonstrates this outlook: “If your objective is to get into a relationship, nothing is going to work. I’m telling you as someone who was in the same place as you, make changes for yourself and no one else.” This reinforced the notion that their lack of sexual and romantic relationships was not the fundamental cause of their distress. Instead, navigating societal pressures to be in these relationships and addressing past trauma that brought them to seek comfort on incel forums were identified as crucial aspects that had to be addressed for them to be able to leave inceldom. 
Disconnecting from online groups focussing on incel’s ideology. Recognizing the detrimental influence of online incels’ forums, a number of participants stressed the importance of distancing themselves from such groups. As one participant noted: “Get off any kind of incel or dating focused forums. You’re trying to change your ideology, and these will bring you down. Time away from them makes me feel like I’m more in the real world.” Stepping away from these forums was perceived as crucial in their journey of exiting inceldom, as the continuous presence in such spaces served as a constant reminder of their struggles, impeding progress. A couple users even stated having stepped away from r/IncelExit for a certain period to mitigate this challenge.
Treating women with respect. Learning to treat women with respect was also mentioned as a means to change ideology throughout a few conversations: “I learned that women are human. They also feel pressured to correspond to gender norms. There are women who are horrible people, but that doesn’t mean they all are. Respecting women is the bare minimum.” This shift marks a departure from the dehumanizing tendencies within the incel ideology, signaling a move towards humanization and empathy towards women. Importantly, users articulated the need to get rid of the perception of women as a “monolith” prevalent in discussions on incel forums. Their commitment to “learning about the struggles” experienced by women represents an important stride in stepping away from the restrictive beliefs of the incel ideology.
[bookmark: _Toc133687158]No longer carrying labels. Finally, a few users talked about how no longer carrying labels helped them accept who they are: “I no longer carry labels. I am not an incel, I’m simply a single guy who fears being alone.” They recognized that they were using these labels to deal with their fears and made a conscious choice to directly confront and embrace them instead. This intentional shift reflects a significant step in fostering self-acceptance and signifies a departure from the constraints imposed by predefined labels.
Struggling to leave the incel ideology
Although most users were optimistic about their exit in the beginning of disengaging with incel content, some were confronted with the struggle to deradicalize and/or the struggle to see progress during their deradicalization process. For some, these difficulties were encountered in the process of deprioritizing dating in their lives whereas for others they pertained to letting go of engrained beliefs from the incel ideology. These struggles highlight the ongoing internal battles that individuals leaving inceldom may face and emphasize the importance of sustained support and perseverance to navigate such challenges effectively.
[bookmark: _Toc133687160]Struggling to deradicalize
Multiple users shared their fear of relapsing into the incel ideology while they were in the process of deradicalization, as well as their difficulties in letting go of certain beliefs tied to the incel ideology, specifically focusing on their perceived physical unattractiveness, and focusing on their sexual inexperience. These struggles would often come up during difficult moments as a way of “transferring negative emotions” from oneself to others. 
Fear of relapsing into the incel ideology. A few users discussed their apprehension of reverting to incel beliefs, particularly when facing challenging life circumstances linked to their prior experiences of inceldom. For example, two users spoke about this fear emerging from an intensifying feeling of loneliness. One expressed this internal struggle: “I see myself slipping back into old habits and it scares me.” Another user expressed a similar fear, rooted in the apprehension of entering a relationship before having undergone a complete deradicalization process: “How long is it going to take me to ruin everything?”
Focusing on their perceived physical unattractiveness. While striving to distance themselves from incel ideology, a few participants remained preoccupied with their perceived physical unattractiveness and its anticipated significance in the realm of dating: “I wish I could escape, but the truth is that I’m too short and unattractive to be loved.” Persistent preoccupation with height and physical appearance as impediments to establishing relationships with women underscores a self-perception among incels that they may not "deserve love" or that "attractiveness always comes first" in women's selection of potential partners. This fixation on physical attributes signifies an entrenched belief system that contributes to a negative self-image and may perpetuate a cycle of perceived inadequacy in the realm of romantic relationships.
Focusing on their sexual inexperience. Likewise, certain users kept focusing on their sexual inexperience as a hurdle to their dating prospects, expressing sentiments such as: “Why would anyone want to date a [age] year old virgin loser like me?” This fixation reflects a sense of “not feeling normal” and harboring the belief that sexual inexperience is unattractive to potential partners.
Struggling to see progress
Another struggle that was brought up by certain users was their difficulty in perceiving tangible progress at various stages of their journey out of inceldom, leading to a sense of frustration and disillusionment. However, others offered strategies that helped them maintain hope during such trying times.
Feeling like their attempts at progress have failed. A subset of users grappled with the feeling that their attempts at progress had failed amidst their exit journeys. One user voiced this sentiment: “It’s getting difficult to believe that anything will ever work. It seems like despite all the changes I’m making, things stay the same.” These individuals remained focused on the aspiration to meet and date women, grappling with the perception that a "missing element" hindered their ability to become more appealing as potential partners.
Finding ways to maintain hope. Despite the struggles to see progress, some users shared strategies to maintain hope. As one individual advised: “The best thing to do is to focus on the future and on the small victories instead of the past and the desire for big changes.” The recommendations commonly emphasized perceiving the departure from inceldom as a "gradual process" requiring both time and perseverance. These shared strategies underscore the importance of cultivating a hopeful mindset and acknowledging incremental successes as pivotal elements in the transformative process of leaving inceldom.
Based upon the patterns observed throughout the excerpts analysed, a general trajectory of exiting inceldom has been drawn up (see Figure 1). 
---- Insert Figure 1 here ----
[bookmark: _Toc133687161][bookmark: _Toc133687165]Discussion
This study’s objective was to gain a deeper understanding of the experiences and trajectories of incels who have either left or expressed a desire to leave inceldom through a reflexive interpretation of their discussions online. Specifically, it focussed on the turning points that propel incels to deradicalize from the misogynistic ideology associated with inceldom, and on the strategies adopted by incels in their efforts to deradicalize from this detrimental ideology. Given that most contributors on the r/IncelExit subreddit had already initiated interactions outside incel spaces, the data collected in our study serves as a testament to their initial steps towards withdrawing themselves, albeit only partially at this point, from the echo-chamber dynamics commonly observed in forums exclusively dedicated to incels (Regehr, 2020). In this context, they have begun the process of disengagement (Windisch et al., 2017) from the radical beliefs prevalent on incel forums such as Incels.is. In line with this first step of disengagement, the first theme identified in the trajectory of leaving inceldom was pursuing dating. This pursuit was identified through the three subthemes of building confidence, attempting to meet women, and dating experiences. Nevertheless, it is important to emphasize that disengaging from these online spaces does not equate to deradicalization and a complete departure from inceldom, particularly without undergoing the transformative process of ideological change. This is where the r/IncelExit subreddit serves as a valuable resource for individuals seeking assistance in departing from this ideology (i.e. deradicalizing; Windisch et al., 2017). There, they can solicit guidance from individuals who harbor optimism about their potential for change, many of whom have navigated similar experiences (Osuna, 2023). Consequently, our analysis underscores that, after a period of trial and error within the dating world, the majority of incels arrive at the realization that leaving inceldom hinges not on engaging in sexual encounters or forming romantic relationships but rather on the alteration of their ideological framework. This insight is encapsulated within the second theme (attempting to change ideology) with its two subthemes: realizing the negative consequences of the incel ideology and taking actions to help leave the incel ideology. Lastly, the third theme identified in this study (struggling to leave the incel ideology) highlights the inherent complexities in the trajectory of leaving inceldom. It is a process characterized by non-linearity and intricacy, composed of struggling to deradicalize and/or struggling to see progress for several individuals. This intricate process seemingly culminates in their departure from inceldom.
The primary motivation for individuals seeking to depart from inceldom often centered on the desire to initiate relationships with women. We found that this step precedes deradicalization, which could explain why it has not been investigated in other studies interested in the distancing from inceldom, and that it is an integral part in beginning the process of leaving inceldom for many incels. This observation underscores our first theme, which revolves around pursuing dating. This inclination aligns with incel beliefs that frame the exit from inceldom as contingent upon sexual or romantic experiences, perpetuating a hyperfocus on their sexual inexperience (Broyd et al., 2022). This step also corresponds with the cycle observed within the incel radicalization process, starting with attempts to attract sexual or romantic partners and culminating in feelings of loneliness and social isolation resulting from unsuccessful pursuits (Maxwell et al., 2020). However, our study discerned evidence of an emerging disengagement process from the incel ideology within this pursuit. Specifically, r/IncelExit users have a sincere desire to get dating advice from ex-incels or others that are on the same inceldom exit journey as they are (Aarten et al., 2018). A certain level of self-esteem was also observed through the subtheme building confidence, indicating a reduced dependence on appreciation from women (O’Malley & Helm, 2022). Even if their focus remains being attractive to certain women and using drugs to feel more confident approaching women, some progress can be seen through the fact that they are no longer seeking validation from all women and that they are also developing their confidence through training. These strategies remain in line with the coping strategies commonly employed by incels, including solitary (training) and concerning (using drugs) practices (Sparks et al., 2022). However, the fact that drug use was discouraged by all who reacted to the original user’s suggestion and that reframing their perceived level of attractiveness was the most common approach to building confidence points to them beginning to develop healthier coping mechanisms at this stage (Sparks et al., 2024). In the context of endeavors to enhance attractiveness and the pursuit of sexual and intimate relationships, some users exhibit an alignment with the reinforcement of hegemonic masculinity (Daly & Reed, 2022). However, others prioritized the development of their personality traits and their mental well-being which indicates a redefinition of their success and, accordingly, their departure from rigid adherence to hegemonic masculinity. The users’ attempts to meet women as well as their dating experiences also point to an evolution in their beliefs. Interestingly, users' attitudes towards dating applications undergo a transformation. Originally seeking relationships through these platforms, they adopt a more passive approach due to the negative attributes associated with low success rates encountered from their usage, such as increased depressive symptoms, fear of being single, and dating anxiety (Sparks et al., 2023). The shift towards engaging in new activities as an alternative approach reflects an acknowledgment of environmental factors and a more proactive stance in their pursuit of relationships. The evolution in beliefs is further underscored by a departure from perceiving women as exclusive sexual gatekeepers (O’Malley et al., 2022). Users increasingly assumed responsibility for their own challenges and successes in the realm of dating. Throughout these dating experiences, there was a general realization that engaging in sexual experiences and being in a romantic relationship was not the solution to their suffering, even if these experiences could help build their confidence and be perceived in a positive way. Regarding the difficulties faced by users in approaching women and developing long-term relationships, they highlight underlying fears of rejection, often linked to perceived unattractiveness and sexual inexperience. The users' perceptions align with broader societal trends, wherein men tend to overestimate the importance of physical attractiveness and financial prospects while underestimating the importance of qualities like loyalty, dependability, kindness, and emotional maturity in women's preferences (Costello et al., 2023). Furthermore, men’s unwanted celibacy and perceived low “mate value” (attributes that they believe women desire in a partner) have been positively associated with misogynistic attitudes (i.e., hostility towards women, sexual objectification, and rape myths; Bosson et al., 2022; Grunau et al., 2022). This sheds light on potential deterrents that might impact women's willingness to engage in relationships with these men.
The second theme of attempting to change ideology seems to be the main turning point in the users exit trajectory (Wheaton & Gotlib, 1997). This finding aligns with the importance of disillusionment that other studies have noted (Gheorghe & Yuzva Clement, 2023; Hintz & Baker, 2021; Osuna, 2023). The incel forum users’ well-established trajectory would be to continue radicalizing into the incel ideology. However, when they decide to change ideology, they undergo a change in direction in their life course that transforms their identity and can have lasting effects. This decision also entails a resistance to returning to the former trajectory and implies a commitment to the new trajectory, reflecting the notion of role commitment inherent to this transformative process (Wheaton & Gotlib, 1997). Indeed, this decision aligns with the very essence of deradicalization (Windisch et al., 2017). This change of ideology is based on realizing the negative consequences of the incel ideology and taking actions to help leave the incel ideology. 
Realizing the negative consequences of the incel ideology acts as a catalyst propelling individuals toward deradicalization (Windisch et al., 2017). Notably, reading the Isla Vista killer’s manifesto appears to have surpassed certain users’ threshold of tolerance for violence leading them towards disengagement (Hintz & Baker, 2021; Simi et al., 2019; Windisch et al., 2017). Simultaneously, desiring better for oneself suggests a sense of disillusionment rooted in dissatisfaction with one’s current life circumstances (Bubolz & Simi, 2015; Simi et al., 2019; Windisch et al., 2017). This finding coincides with the tiredness from the negativity generated by inceldom that Osuna (2023) identified in her study. Furthermore, the sub-subtheme of addressing internalized racism introduces an element previously unexplored in studies of incels' deradicalization. This element aligns with the prevalence of internalized racism observed through toxic language on incel forums (Pelzer et al., 2021) and the whiteness hegemony in the dating sphere perceived by incels (Gheorghe, 2023). In this context, the user who shared his experience with internalized racism - that he attributed to a desire for approval from white women - began to question this belief, recognizing its detrimental impact on his relationships, both with others and with himself. During this realization step of the exit process, the users not only decided to change their ideology but actively seek ways to accomplish this transformation.
The second subtheme of taking actions to help leave the incel ideology encompasses two actions that contribute to disengagement: socializing and disconnecting from online groups focussing on incel’s ideology (Barrelle, 2015; Bérubé et al., 2019; Simi et al., 2019; Windisch et al., 2017). These actions also hold the potential for deradicalization by leading individuals away from the echo-chamber dynamics prevalent in incel forums and facilitating interactions with people outside incel spaces, thereby fostering a shift away from the fixation on dating difficulties and reducing the reinforcement and radicalization of their ideology (Regehr, 2020). The idea of socializing bears resemblance to the community involvement that Ghoerghe and Yuzva Clement (2023) found in their study. Establishing in-person connections beyond incel groups emerges as a crucial step in transcending inceldom, albeit one that is challenging due to prior and ongoing social isolation and to the difficulties articulated by individuals in forging meaningful social connections (Ghoerghe & Yuzva Clement, 2023; Osuna, 2023). These difficulties often are the same that had led them into joining incel online groups to find social support from sexually and romantically inexperienced male peers in the first place (Leite-Mendonca & Boislard, 2024). The sub-subthemes of no longer carrying labels and treating women with respect also come into contradiction with their prior misogynistic beliefs, as well as with their quest for personal significance through the adoption of the incel label and the membership in the incel community, both of which were part of their prior radicalization process (Furl, 2022; Kruglanski et al., 2014). Moreover, the bidirectional relationship that Whittaker et al. (2024) found between incels’ narrative constructs (e.g., shared incel worldview and seeing feminists, women, the political left, and wider society as enemies) and mental health (e.g., loneliness, anxiety, and depression) aligns with our observation that these two variables play significant roles in the departure from inceldom. In fact, prioritizing mental health was presented as a central component of users’ deradicalization journeys.  Engaging in self-care had already been identified as an essential part of exiting inceldom in other studies (Gheorghe & Yuzva Clement, 2023; Hintz & Baker, 2021); it being the most prevalent code in our corpus further confirms its significance. Its presence underscores the importance of prioritizing one’s fundamental needs (Maslow et al., 1987). For instance, some users emphasized the importance of a proper nutrition and adequate sleep, highlighting the neglect of basic physiological needs experienced by certain incels before engaging in their exiting journey. The need for love and belongingness is central within the incel discourse, which makes sense given that men often rely more on romantic partners for social support, resulting in potential lower social well-being and greater loneliness among single men in comparison to women (Girme et al., 2022). However, during the transition away from inceldom, the approach to fulfilling this need shifts towards socializing, including making new friends and seeking social support. The need for esteem can be interpreted through the action of staying busy which involves securing employment and cultivating hobbies to experience a sense of accomplishment. Finally, engaging in self-care as a part of self-love seems to contribute to self-actualization (Henschke & Sedlmeier, 2021). Whereas the needs mentioned previously focus outwardly and necessitate interactions with others, self-care turns the focus on oneself to develop one’s full potential with the goal of self-actualization. In accordance with this, Barrelle (2015) states that self-care is “necessary for an individual to move from surviving to thriving in society” (p. 140), especially for former extremists because it can contribute to and even accelerate their disengagement. As for the sub-subtheme of focusing less energy on dating, the widespread societal belief that everyone desires to be in a romantic relationship and that people in these relationships are happier and more fulfilled than those who are not (DePaulo & Morris, 2005), seems to have contributed, for some forum users, to turning to inceldom, in that it pressures people to want to be in a romantic relationship and to see not being in one in a negative light. This likely reinforces their original desire to date because they belive that getting into a relationship will solve their problems, increase their status, and make them feel better. However, by focusing less energy on dating through accepting being single and making changes for themselves, the users defy this belief by redefining what being single means to them. Instead of continuing to consider that someone else is at fault for their lack of sexual and romantic involvement and that being in a relationship would be the solution to their problems, they begin to see that they have a certain amount of control over their relationship status and that they should focus on other aspects of their life to feel better. Consequently, increasing their satisfaction with their current relationship status could lead to lowered psychological distress and higher life satisfaction (Lehmann et al., 2015). 
The final theme of struggling to leave the incel ideology exemplifies the need for ‘a lot of reprogramming’ that incels brought up in Regehr's (2020) study. It acts as evidence of the challenges associated with disengaging and deradicalizing from an extremist ideology and shows that the process of leaving inceldom is non-linear. Letting go of the ideology is difficult because it demands a transformation of one’s narrative identity (Aarten et al., 2018; McAdams & McLean, 2013), as well as a major and lasting change in one’s life course trajectory (Wheaton & Gotlib, 1997). As Gheorghe and Yuzva Clement (2023) and Osuna (2023) also observed, this non-linearity is marked by the negotiation between desiring to leave inceldom and maintaining a number of incel beliefs such as continuing to focus on their perceived physical unattractiveness and on their sexual inexperience as barriers to meeting partners. Moreover, this study reveals that an additional significant obstacle is the ability to perceive progress and maintain the correct course of action, by avoiding relapsing into the incel ideology, particularly when efforts at progress falter or when confronting adversities such as the loss of a significant relationship, which may trigger the resurgence of negative thoughts. The sub-subtheme of finding ways to maintain hope brings up the importance of hope and perseverance during the exit process. It underscores the importance of resilience to persist despite setbacks and ultimately complete the deradicalization process.
An essential observation from the threads analyzed off r/IncelExit is the significant prevalence of community support, aligning with findings from other studies in the fields of both inceldom and sexual inexperience in adulthood (Gheorghe & Yuzva Clement, 2023; Leite-Mendonca & Boislard, 2024; Osuna, 2023). There was a recurring presence of users extending advice and encouragement to one another at various stages of the process – whether it be navigating the dating scene, grappling with ideological shifts, or contending with the challenges of leaving the incel ideology. Despite the notable presence of community support in the analyzed data, it is relevant to highlight that this aspect was not integrated into our results. This exclusion was a deliberate adherence to our inclusion criteria, which prioritized information specifically pertinent to elucidating the lived experiences of users departing from inceldom. While community support is a crucial dimension of the online discourse, our focus remained on extracting insights directly contributing to understanding the intricate trajectories of individuals transitioning away from the incel ideology.
[bookmark: _Toc133687162]Implications for intervention
Situated within the broader scope of efforts to gain a deeper understanding of the needs and experiences of incels, and ultimately, to mitigate the negative individual and societal consequences of inceldom, the current study provides useful knowledge to facilitate the development of specific interventions for incels aiming to exit inceldom. First, it is obvious that initiating the process of deradicalization among incels requires an intrinsic desire to change one's ideology. To foster this desire, it is imperative to refrain from perpetuating the narrative that all incels are inherently dangerous individuals. While the misogynistic ideology and echo-chamber dynamics present in incel forums can indeed pose harm, Moskalenko et al. (2022) argue that stigmatizing and further traumatizing these individuals by categorizing them as potential terrorists may not be prudent, particularly when only a small fraction of them resort to violence. 
Second, in light of the challenges encountered by incels in accessing mental health resources – encompassing sentiments of shame, fear, and inadequate responses from healthcare professionals – the imperative for tailored interventions becomes obvious (Daly & Laskovtsov, 2022; Moskalenko et al., 2022). These difficulties, along with the sequential trajectory that emerged from our analyses, underscore the necessity of (1) crafting interventions attuned to the unique needs and sensitivities of the incel population, (2) acknowledging the nuanced psychological and emotional dimensions that may impede conventional approaches to mental health support, and (3) considering the stage they are at in the deradicalization process prior to exiting inceldom. 
Third, efforts to support incels’ deradicalization must be informed by a comprehensive understanding of the factors contributing to the reluctance or hindrance in seeking and receiving mental health assistance for incels. Since engaging in self-care is the most prevalent sub-theme, it seems judicious to lean on this desire to improve to get through to these individuals, especially considering that taking care of one’s mental health was one of the ways mentioned by users to do so. Multifaceted interventions should encompass several key components: addressing the negative experiences that led individuals to join incel forums and the needs they sought to fulfill through these memberships, educating them on the detrimental long term consequences of retaining misogynistic beliefs, highlighting the societal pressures that contribute to their distress, and helping them identify their motivations for leaving this ideology while providing strategies to enact this transition. 
Fourth, consistent with DeCook and Kelly’s work (2022), the results of this study underscore the necessity of addressing the misogynistic ideology prevalent among incel clients before supporting them in either enhancing their comfort with singlehood and helping them find advantages to their current relational status or accompanying them to feel more at ease in forming intimate relationships with women. Starting with relationship-building endeavors could inadvertently validate their sense of victimhood and potentially harm the women involved. However, it's noteworthy that the initial step towards leaving inceldom identified in this study involves interactions with women, underscoring the importance of navigating the client's deradicalization process sensitively and at their own pace during interventions. Reframing the needs that they are seeking to fulfill within these relationships and the social pressures that influence their perceptions of sexuality could be helpful interventions at this step in their deradicalization process. Yet, the improvement of their well-being seems to lie outside of these romantic and sexual pursuits, as multiple users in this study stated and as the trajectory of leaving inceldom that we identified upholds. The strategies aiding in deradicalization proposed by the users on r/IncelExit which were analysed in this study (engaging in self-care, socializing, staying busy, focusing less energy on dating, disconnecting from online groups focussing on incel’s ideology, treating women with respect, and no longer carrying labels), could serve as a solid building ground for intervention. These strategies have demonstrated positive outcomes and appear to be tailored to the specific needs of incels. Additionally, as suggested by Hastings et al. (2020), considering the favorable results seen in this study, joining incel forums that are based on peer support and self-improvement, like r/IncelExit, appears to be a constructive initial step leading towards exiting inceldom. 
In sum, our study provides empirical evidence for the need and the relevance of relationship skills building interventions, peer support, community support, professional psychological support, and professional accompaniment from practitioners specialized in deradicalization to assist incels wishing to exit inceldom. 
[bookmark: _Toc133687163]Study Limitations and Strengths
	Despite these contributions, certain limitations of this study warrant consideration. First and foremost, the analysis focused solely on one forum, r/IncelExit. Despite its substantial membership (14.3k members) and the fact that it is, to our knowledge, the only public forum dedicated to helping incels leave inceldom, limiting the analysis to a single social media platform restricts access to potential former incels sharing their exit experiences on other platforms and limits this transferability. Additionally, the study lacks insight into the motivations that prompted the users to leave other incel forums and join r/IncelExit. Consequently, the findings may not capture the full spectrum of experiences and perspectives of the individuals engaged in the trajectory of exiting inceldom and deradicalizing. The exit trajectory presented in this study is therefore not representative of the experiences of all former incels and has yet to be confirmed as being accurate by the population at hand for increased credibility. A further limitation is that the individuals whose posts were analyzed were primarily in the midst of their exit process. While a few users identified as former incels returning to offer guidance, others indicated a need to completely disconnect from the forum as part of their exit journey. This lack of post-process insights limits the temporal scope of the turning point theory, specifically whether the changes experienced have lasting effects and are recognized retrospectively. However, it is worth noting that the study's focus on users amid their exit process provided rich and prospective data on their lived experiences in the present, which may have been reconstructed and contaminated by recent experience in a retrospective study (McAdams & McLean, 2013). 
	Another limitation lies in the various users’ definitions of what it means to be an incel, which consequently influences the interpretation of leaving inceldom. While some perceive leaving inceldom as solely achieving a sexual or romantic relationship while retaining misogynistic beliefs, the exit process observed in this study primarily concentrated on the turning point of deradicalization due to its more positive outcomes. As a matter of fact, multiple users in our sample reported that getting into a relationship did not result in them leaving inceldom on its own and was not the answer to all their problems as they had previously hoped. Furthermore, entering a sexual or romantic relationship while still upholding the incels’ ideology can potentially harm their partners (DeCook & Kelly, 2022). 
	Lastly, the study acknowledges that the depth of insight provided by users' forum posts and comments may not match the level of depth attainable through interviews or focus groups. Yet, incels are known to be a difficult population to recruit for studies and for their skepticism against outsiders in general, and (female) scholars in particular. Nevertheless, analyzing data from an online forum offered the advantage of accessing a broader range of viewpoints and data than would typically be feasible through interviews with voluntaries. We have deliberately kept comments and threads that garnered less engagement in our final corpus, to have a variety of perspectives on the matter. Analyzing data from an online forum also provided insight into an unfiltered version of their discourse considering the anonymous context of the forums which allowed them to open up without directivity to people who have similar experiences – which, again, would have not been the case with interviews or focus groups. 
[bookmark: _Toc133687164]Future research
	In future studies, it is recommended to conduct interviews with individuals who identify as former incels. Such interviews would provide a more comprehensive understanding of their complete trajectory in leaving inceldom and allow for a step-by-step analysis of the process leading to their exit. This approach would also enable researchers to explore the experiences of incels who left inceldom without joining r/IncelExit, shedding light on potential differences in their trajectories compared to those who did utilize the forum. Additionally, it would offer insights into what initially led incels to join r/IncelExit and the potential challenges associated with relapses into the incel ideology during the exit process. 
Additionally, conducting large-scale surveys involving men who no longer identify as incels could further contribute to our understanding of common turning points in their efforts to leave inceldom, including whether these turning points result in lasting effects. A prospective longitudinal study could help verify the temporal aspect of the turning point theory, enhancing our knowledge of the deradicalization process over time. Furthermore, in line with the first theme concerning the desire to meet women, future research could investigate the trajectories of psychological well-being among incels or individuals beginning to leave inceldom in relation to their dating experiences. This would help determine whether success or lack thereof in dating tends to prompt the desire to change ideology more frequently or rapidly, or whether it nourishes their reported fear of relapsing into the incel ideology and their feelings that their attempts at progress have failed.
Conclusion
This study was the first to delineate a discernible trajectory outlining the deliberate steps leading to exiting inceldom. As such, it brought valuable insight for scholars, social workers, therapists, and stakeholders on the process of exiting inceldom, from the original desire to meet women to the turning point of deciding to change ideology and taking action, which entails deradicalization, as well as on the struggles that can be encountered along the way. Given the difficulty of even considering leaving inceldom due to the echo-chamber dynamics of these forums, often paired with lack of support outside the “incelosphere”, it is essential to approach individuals who are or want to engage in this process with empathy. The key realizations that drive the shift in ideology, as identified in this study, revolve around recognizing the negative consequences of the incel ideology in their lives and the necessity of taking actions to depart from it and deradicalize, particularly by addressing their fundamental needs (i.e., esteem, sense of belonging, support). Lastly, it is essential to acknowledge the struggles they may face in their exit journey, as the trajectory of a former incel is likely to be non-linear.
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