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Abstract

Incels (i.e., involuntary celibates) perceive rejection by women as the main source of their romantic and sexual distress. Research has identified three recurring types of comments in the incelosphere: Hope, Cope and Rope, but little is known about what is distinctive to each one. This study examined the manifestations and constructs potentially conceptually related to each type of comment. A content analysis was conducted on 167 threads (3,234 comments) sampled from Incels.is, Incels.net and r/IncelExit forums using keywords related to Hope (e.g., lifefuel), Cope (e.g., venting) and Rope (e.g., suicidefuel). Hopeful (hope) comments showed optimism (n = 284) and action-oriented self-improvement (n = 617). Mood-management (cope) comments involved avoidance (n = 242) and venting (n = 472). Fatalistic (rope) comments featured pessimism (n = 514), perceived disempowerment (n = 261) and suicidal ideation (n = 115). Positive self-image (n = 160) emerged as a construct potentially related to hopeful comments, whereas negative self-image (n = 381), lack of connection with others (n = 155) and cognitive biases (n = 287) constituted construct potentially related to mood-management and fatalistic comments. This study highlights the heterogeneity of comments observed in the incelosphere and shows that optimism exist, despite common perceptions of uniformly negative or fatalistic comments. Clinical implications of these findings are discussed.
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Public Significance Statements: Incel comments are more nuanced than often assumed. While many express despair, others still display signs of hope. Promoting real-life connections and addressing cognitive biases may help foster greater resilience.
Hope, Cope or Rope? A Qualitative Content Analysis of What Distinguishes Incels Comments on Online Forums
The pioneering study by Donnelly and colleagues (2001) defined involuntary celibacy as the inability to find a willing partner, despite a desire to have sex. Involuntary celibacy has been studied in married, chronically ill and elderly male and female. In recent years incels (abbreviation of involuntary and celibates) have emerged as a new group (Jaki et al., 2019). The term “incel” was first used in 1997 to describe members of an online support forum created to help people struggling with romantic relationships (Gheorghe & Yuzva Clement, 2023). Initially supportive and gender inclusive, the incel community became male-dominated and centered on misogyny and grievance (Czerwinsky, 2023; Ellenberg et al., 2024). Incels attribute their involuntary celibacy to being rejected by women and to their physical, psychological, and emotional characteristics, which they see as barriers to intimate relationships (Bratich & Banet-Weiser, 2019). Hence, incels forums serve as spaces where members discuss their difficulties forming romantic or sexual relationships and seek social validation from others in similar situations (Aiolfi et al., 2024). While some participants use these forums for support, the dynamics has been shown to reinforce feelings of victimization and hostile attitudes toward women (Aiolfi et al., 2024). 

Although demographic information is rarely reported on these anonymous platforms, research on self-identified incels suggests that most are between 18 and 50 years old, with an average age in the mid-20s (Costello et al., 2025; Ellenberg et al., 2024; Moskalenko et al., 2022). Across available samples, the majority self-identified as Caucasian (approximately 60%), with smaller proportions identifying as Black/African American (10–15%), Hispanic (5–7%), Asian (approximately 10%), or Middle Eastern (5–7%; Costello et al., 2025; Ellenberg et al., 2024; Moskalenko et al., 2022). Most also reported being from middle or lower-middle socioeconomic backgrounds (Costello et al., 2025).
Since the 2010s, incels have attracted far more attention from both media and scholarly discussions than other populations of involuntarily celibate individuals (e.g., women known as femcels). This heightened attention stems from the hateful, aggressive, and misogynistic language prevalent in their forums, as well as their involvement in violent acts such as femicides in North America (Ellenberg et al., 2024; Hoffman et al., 2020; Bratich & Banet-Weiser, 2019). Research suggest that involuntary celibacy is a gendered reality with different outcomes (Lucas et al., 2024). Specifically, this study found that men who reported being late virgins had high symptoms of depression and reported hostility, a finding that was not replicated among the late virgins' women in this sample. The growing scientific literature on incels shows that they experience a strong desire for romantic and sexual connection, which they feel entitled to. This desire is accompanied by significant distress related to its lack of fulfillment, including anxiety, self-hatred, and suicidality. A survey conducted for and by incels on one of their main discussion forums indicated that many report suffering from distress, depression, anxiety, deep trauma, and other mental health issues (Hoffman et al., 2020). Although this distress is increasingly documented, our knowledge of it remains limited.
Social norms around masculinity and male desirability influence incels’ experience of involuntary celibacy (Ging, 2019).  Hegemonic masculinity can be understood as a set of practices and behaviors that is culturally valorized as the “ideal” way of being a man within a particular context and in contrast to other masculinities (Wedgwood et al., 2023). These practices also reinforce societal structures that sustain women’s subordination (Wedgwood et al., 2023). Incels often interpret their exclusion from romantic and sexual relationships as evidence of personal failure relative to societal standards concerning attributes considered attractive in men, reinforcing feelings of inadequacy and marginalization (Ging, 2019). These culturally valorized set of practices and behaviors also influence what is considered attainable in the dating market, which contributes to the adoption of pill-based ideologies (Ging, 2019).

The Black pill ideology is central to the incels worldview and stems from the concepts of Blue pill and Red pill from the science fiction film The Matrix (Ging, 2019). A person who adhere to the Red pill is disillusioned about society (as opposed to the Blue pill representing a world of illusion; Hoffman et al., 2020; Ging, 2019). In the incels’ ecosystems, there seem to be two ideologies: Black pill and White pill. The Black pill reveals a harsher reality, where men who lack specific physical characteristics have no chance of being accepted by women or society (Hoffman et al., 2020). The adherence to the Black pill mentality has been linked to pessimism and fatalism, stemming from the perceived lack of agency inherent in this worldview (Daly & Reed, 2022; Gheorghe & Yuzva Clement, 2023; Sparks et al., 2022). Pessimism is discussed as central to incels' discussions and associated with terms like LDAR (Lay Down and Rot) and suicide (Ali & Zannettou, 2024). However, studies have shown variability in the Black pill experience among incels (Daly & Reed, 2022; Cottee, 2021; Jaki et al., 2019). In interviews with ten incels (ages 20-31), some reported a negative experience, as the Black pill was associated with a sense of lack of control over their situation (Daly & Reed, 2022). However, others reported being mixed, not having given up completely, and still having hope for recovery (Daly & Reed, 2022). This latter discourse is sometimes referred to as White pill, the idea that inceldom can be temporary and overcome by improving one's appearance through clothing, physical training, and other means (Ellenberg et al., 2024). The White pill would thus leave room for hope, unlike the Black pill which would lead to despair. 
These heterogeneous experiences are reflected in the Hope, Cope, and Rope trilemma, reported simultaneously in two studies (Fernquist et al., 2020; Zimmermann, 2022) and separately in others (Daly & Laskovtsov, 2022; Daly & Reed, 2022; Heritage & Koller, 2020). Although these types of comments have been identified among incels, research has not examined what distinguishes them, meaning important information that improve understanding and support may be overlooked. To our knowledge, no study has explored what characterizes incels who express hope. Investigating this group is a key source of information for identifying constructs potentially related to hopeful comments. Given the high prevalence of despair and suicidal ideation in incel discussions, clarifying the differences between the Hope, Cope, and Rope comments—and their potentially conceptually related constructs—is essential to inform tailored prevention and intervention efforts.

Hope

Snyder (2000) defines hope as the cognitive ability to perceive both the motivation and capacity to achieve one's goals (agentic thinking) and the ability to identify strategies or pathways to reach these goals (pathways thinking). Pathways thinking can occur with or without the presence of obstacles, which, when encountered, prompt the search for new alternatives or paths to the goal (Snyder, 2000). Hope is the sum of these two components; one alone is insufficient to propel an individual toward a goal (Snyder, 2000). Individuals with high hope tend to clearly define their goals, anticipate setbacks, and remain confident in their ability to succeed (Snyder, 1996). Those with low hope are often vague about their goals and uncertain about how to reach them (Snyder, 1996). Research shows that high hope is linked to greater self-worth, lower depression, better well-being, and more adaptive coping (Snyder, 2000; Rand & Cheavens, 2009). In contrast, low hope is associated with avoidance, rumination, and poorer psychological adjustment over time (Snyder, 1999; Rand & Cheavens, 2009). Although avoidance may provide short-term relief, it is linked to poorer long-term psychological adjustment (Snyder, 2000). It also hinders learning from experience and can contribute to a cycle of failure (Rand & Cheavens, 2009).

The presence of hope in incels has been scarcely documented to date. Incels’ hope has been defined as the belief that men who see themselves as genetically disadvantaged can overcome these limitations through efforts at self-improvement, including practices such as moneymaxxing (i.e., earning money) or petmaxxing (i.e., getting a pet, Zimmermann, 2022; Fernquist et al., 2020; Ellenberg et al., 2024). Ellenberg and colleagues (2024) have quantitatively identified a group of hopers among incels, characterized by low levels of suicidal and violent ideation and a belief that their situation is temporary. O'Malley and colleagues (2020) identified the term Lifefuel indicating discussions that fueled incels' joy and hope. Halpin (2022) noted that while some incels used positive reframing to view their inceldom more favorably, others saw this hope as a form of false consciousness preventing acceptance of the Black pill ideology. Thus, the scarce literature suggests that some incels (still) express a sense of hope, despite the majority's tendency to adopt more pessimistic views.
Cope

According to the transactional theory of stress and coping (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984), coping is a dynamic process involving cognitive and behavioral efforts to manage demands perceived as exceeding one’s resources (e.g., a stressor). A stressor is a biological, environmental, social or psychological demand that necessitates an adjustment from an individual usual patterns of behavior (Carr & Umberson, 2013). One understudied stressor is the absence of expected life events, such as first sexual intercourse, marriage (Carr & Umberson, 2013). One example is the absence of long-term romantic relationships, particularly when peers have experienced them, as seen among incels. These non-events have been linked to detrimental effects on mental health (Carlson, 2010). Growing evidence also highlights the stigma and developmental impact of being off-time in sexorelational milestones (Leroux & Boislard, 2023).

Coping strategies aim to manage the stimuli directly (problem-focused coping strategies) or to manage the emotions generated by the stressful event (emotion-focused coping strategies; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Problem-focused coping strategies have been associated with lower levels of psychological disorders (Billings & Moos, 1981). Emotion-focused coping strategies have been associated with high levels of distress and hopelessness (Billings & Moos, 1981). The coping strategies used in response to stress partly depend on perceived coping resources—personal or social factors that help manage stress (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Carr & Umberson, 2013). 

The term cope in incel language refers to the various strategies used to temporarily feel better or distract themselves, while maintaining the belief that inceldom is unchangeable (Zimmerman, 2022). In this sense, cope does not fully correspond to conventional psychological definitions of coping, but rather captures efforts aimed at modulating affect without challenging the underlying condition. In contrast, hope refers to strategies oriented toward changing one’s situation. Studies have shown that a few users report coping with their situation, for example, by working out physically (also known as gymcels), by keeping themselves busy with their jobs or studies or distracting themselves with internet and video games (Jaki et al., 2019; Daly & Laskovtsov, 2022). Evidence suggests incels are more likely to resort to self-destructive coping strategies, such as substance use (Daly & Laskovtsov, 2022; Daly & Reed, 2022; Jaki et al., 2019). Daly and Laskovtsov (2022) showed that incels’ coping strategies, though framed as alternatives to suicide, were often ineffective and did not address core issues. For example, gymcels attempts to improve their physical appearance may be a way to align with norms rooted in hegemonic masculinity (Daly & Laskovtsov, 2022; Spendelow & Seidler, 2020). This pressure to conform to these norms has been suggested as a possible contributor to suicidal behavior (Emslie et al., 2006).
Rope

According to Wenzel and Beck's (2008) cognitive model of suicidal behavior, a person is in suicidal crisis when they have suicidal ideations—cognitions such as images, thoughts, or beliefs about ending their life—or engage in behaviors reflecting an intention to do so. It is postulated that during a stressful situation, a suicide cognitive schema may be activated, triggering negative thoughts and leading to biased thinking, such as seeing the situation as unbearable (Wenzel & Beck, 2008). Cognitive schemas represent internal, stable structures where information is stored and organized in meaningful ways that influence how phenomena are perceived and conceptualized (Wenzel & Beck, 2008). When an individual's suicide schema is activated, their likelihood of experiencing hopelessness increases, especially during prolonged stress and adversity. Heightened hopelessness during stress increases the risk of suicidal thoughts, reflecting its central role in suicidal intentions (Wenzel & Beck, 2008). Hopelessness refers to the expectation that positive events will not happen, negative events will occur, and nothing can prevent them (Abramson et al., 1989). Suicidal acts are thought to occur when individuals can no longer tolerate the distress arising from the cognitions and emotions of a suicidal crisis (Wenzel & Beck, 2008).
The term rope in the incels language refers to suicide (Daly & Laskovtsov, 2022; Heritage & Koller, 2020). Fernquist and colleagues (2020) noted that many incels discussions talked about suicide. It is portrayed as a brave and intelligent way for those without hope to escape the Black pill worldview (Fernquist et al., 2020). Other terms are also used to designate methods of self-harm like “sui” (substitute for suicide), “ering” and “rot” (Ali & Zannettou, 2024). Jaki and colleagues (2019)’s study showed that approximately 25% of forum threads addressed incels lack of hope for escaping from their situation, using the term “it's over”.  Jaki and colleagues (2019)’s study also denoted the presence of hopelessness and suicidal talk among some incels, including their use of the term suicidefuel (i.e., talk that fuels suicidality; Jaki et al., 2019). Some studies have reported that the most commonly mentioned methods of suicide were ingestion of lethal chemicals or pills (Ali & Zannettou, 2024; Daly & Laskovtsov, 2022). These findings illustrate the profound distress felt by some incels, and the importance of understanding it.
The present study

The above-mentioned studies highlight the heterogeneity in the incelosphere, and the presence of hope, cope and rope comments. While addressing incels’ radicalization, misogyny, and hatred is important, there remains a lack of empirical research on what differentiates members within this community, meaning potentially crucial information for understanding and supporting them may be overlooked. This study aimed to explore and describe both the manifestations and the constructs potentially conceptually related to hope, cope and rope comments within the incelosphere. By clarifying these distinctions, we sought to better understand why some incels express hope, adopt coping strategies, or display suicidal ideation. While the findings may have relevance for future applied work, the study is exploratory and descriptive and does not aim to offer immediate recommendations for intervention or practice.
Method

Data set

The dataset is composed of 167 threads (3,234 comments) from three incel forums with large numbers of subscribers and interactions. These forums are Incels.is (15,000 members), Incels.net (member count unavailable, but with rich daily activity), and r/IncelExit (9,100 members; nested on the Reddit platform). They were selected because of their accessibility and popularity, as well as the richness and diversity of their content. In particular, the Incels.is and Incels.net forums are intended for incels and tend to promote misogynistic ideologies. Whereas the r/IncelExit forum is intended for incels seeking help or support in order to get out of inceldom
. As we sought to document hope comments, this forum seemed a rich source of material. The three forums were public and did not require a membership application to read the threads. They also had moderators who answer users' questions and monitor the content of posted messages. Some comments were likely removed, and members may have been banned if they violated the forum rules. These forums were anonymous and information about users were limited to what they had shared publicly.
Ethical considerations

As the data were collected from publicly accessible forums, formal ethical approval was not necessary for this study. However, ethical concerns such as informed consent and user anonymity are still debated in online research (Smedley & Coulson, 2018). Verbatim excerpts were retained to preserve the users’ own language, enabling deeper insight into the lived experience and stylistic nuances of the incelosphere. To minimize the risk of identifying users, we carefully assessed each excerpt to ensure that it could not be easily traced back to its original source.
Procedure

The Incels.net and r/IncelExit forums both had a keyword search bar. The Incels.is forum worked with pre-determined filters. Each thread was associated with a filter representing the main topic being discussed. Keywords and filters were identified from Incels.wiki, a free-access web page featuring an encyclopedia of incel culture. This included several terms created or used by incels, along with their definitions (see Table S1 in the supplementary materials for selected keywords and filters and their definitions). The information on the incels wiki can be modified by anyone, within explicit guidelines; verification is done sporadically by the administrator. Thirteen keywords for Incels.net and r/IncelExit and 8 filters for Incels.is were selected because they evoke either hope, cope or rope (see Figure 1 for the flowchart diagram illustrating exclusion criteria). The selection of keywords and filters was validated by another team member who made an independent selection using the same criteria. The results of the two processes were then compared, and discrepancies were discussed until agreement was reached.

For each keyword or filter, the five threads generating the most comments and meeting the selection criteria were systematically selected from each forum in May and June 2022. This approach, consistent with previous studies on incel forums (Glace et al., 2021; Heritage & Koller, 2020), ensured that posts with highest engagement were included, resulting in a rich data corpus. During the analysis of the 2022 corpus, it became evident that threads containing “rope”-related content were considerably underrepresented compared with “hope” and “cope” threads. To densify the rope content and ensure it was sufficiently representative for analysis, a second extraction phase was conducted in July 2024. Since the Incels.net forum no longer existed at that point, threads were extracted only from Incels.is and r/IncelExit. For Incels.is, the keywords used for this second phase were: it's over, suicidefuel and LDAR. For r/IncelExit, the keywords were initially: it's over, suicidefuel, LDAR and rope. However, as searches for the keywords suicidefuel and LDAR gave no results in r/IncelExit, they were replaced by “suicide” and “die”. To ensure sufficient data, the first 20 threads were extracted for each keyword (see Figure 1 for exclusion criteria and final number of threads retained). Each selected thread was extracted into a PDF format and then imported into NVivo R (release 1.7.2) software (institutional license) for coding. An important methodological decision involved the exclusion of comments posted by non-incels (i.e., comments in which the commenter explicitly identified as a woman, a married man or not an incel; n = 415 out of 5,961). Most non-incel comments originated from r/IncelExit (only three were from Incels.net), a forum aimed at supporting incels seeking to disengage from the ideology. Because this study focused on analyzing incels’ comments, they were removed from the corpus. No further threads were extracted, as conceptual saturation was reached. This occurs when themes and categories become repetitive and the collection no longer yields sufficiently new or different information (Fortin & Gagnon, 2016). Notably, saturation for the hope and cope threads had already been reached in the 2022 corpus. Moreover, no new codes emerged in the 2024 corpus, indicating consistency in the discursive content across both extraction phases.
-- Insert Figure 1 here --
Analytical Strategy

A combined deductive–inductive content analysis (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008) was conducted to describe and identify patterns in incels’ comments. This approach followed the three typical phases of preparation, organizing, and reporting. During the preparation phase, the corpus was read thoroughly, and the unit of analysis was defined as a core of meaning, which could include one or more sentences. In the organizing phase, coding proceeded first inductively, with codes freely generated from the data (original posts and comments; see Table S2 in the supplementary materials) and grouped into subcategories. To assess coding reliability, 10% of the dataset was double coded by two researchers. This process yielded a strong inter-rater agreement (κ = 83.64%), after which the first author coded the remaining material. These subcategories were then organized deductively according to the three pre-identified type of comments (hope, cope, and rope). The inclusion and exclusion criteria, as well as the final classification, were validated by the research team and discussed until consensus was reached. In the reporting phase, the resulting categories are defined and illustrated in the following section.
Results

The hopeful (hope), mood-management (cope), and fatalistic (rope) comments are presented below. These new labels were chosen because they more accurately reflect the nature of the type of comments. The results are divided into two sections, namely (1) the manifestations of the type of comments, and (2) the constructs potentially conceptually related to each type of comments.
Manifestation of the type of comments


Table 1 presents the categories, sub-categories, and codes illustrating the manifestations of hopeful, mood-management, and fatalistic comments.

-- Insert Table 1 here --

Hopeful (i.e. Hope)
The hopeful comments among incels were long-term oriented and spoke of envisioning the possibility of getting out of inceldom, and about the pathways to do so (e.g., self-improvement [maxxing]). The analysis revealed 1) optimism (n = 284) and 2) action-oriented self-improvement (n =617) as manifestations of hopeful comments. They were mainly found in r/IncelExit forum discussions (51.83%; Incels.is: 19.09%; Incels.net: 29.08%). 

Optimism. Optimism was conveyed in incels' comments in various ways: inspirational examples, feeling connected, positive thinking, and eagerness to take action directed toward personal change and self-improvement. Some comments mentioned inspirational examples (n = 77) from acquaintances, friends, or the commenters themselves. These examples illustrated success stories with women, sometimes contradicting incel ideology, and were intended to give hope to others. For example: 
I was roommates with an extremely short Indian guy in college named Pradeep and he was constantly bringing girls home because he was fun to be around. He made women feel safe and seen and happy and cared for. He wasn’t focused on what they could do for him, he was interested in what he could do for them. (IncelExit)
Some comments (n = 28) referred to the feeling of being connected through close friendships, encountering people with similar experiences, and the ability to express themselves fully and freely. Several individuals' comments illustrated positive thinking (n = 147), by placing more emphasis on the positive aspects or envisioning possibilities, despite current or envisioned difficulties, as conveyed in this comment: “My life will be better, sadly with my face and short stature my life is still going to suck regardless BUT IT WILL SUCK LESS” (Incels.is).
In some cases, positive thinking discussed the possibility of finding a girlfriend through self-directed efforts, without any reference to violence or harm. Descriptively, this served as a source of hope for some participants, but we do not imply that sexual or romantic success is inherently positive or desirable. Several comments (n = 32) reflected an eagerness to take action directed toward personal change and self-improvement. It referred to a renewed motivation to invest effort in oneself, such as improving well-being, seeking social connection, or modifying daily habits. A sense of urgency was conveyed in statements suggesting that inaction had become intolerable, or that passivity was no longer an option. Importantly, in our corpus, this eagerness to act was exclusively expressed through self-directed and non-violent goals, without references to harming others or endorsing misogynistic or extremist actions. One example is the following excerpt: “I need to fucking do this. I need to be with a woman who I like. Fuck excuses, it’s going to be NoFap, working out and learning different skills.” (IncelExit).
Action-oriented self-improvement. Action-oriented self-improvement was identified in discussions in terms of attentional and perceptual adjustment, problem solving and seeking social support. Attentional and perceptual adjustment (n = 268) showed a change in priorities, worldview, or perception of a situation, specifically oriented toward self-betterment, self-care, or developing a more nuanced perspective to regain hope. Some comments reflected a reappraisal of inceldom itself, redirecting focus from external blame toward personal effort and mutual support, as illustrated in this comment: 

[…] there is something that Inceldom lacks and is purpose. I mean, it is pointless of still complaining about foids and how unfair our life has been and even more pointless to spread hate toward them […]. What we should do is help each other to reach a better life. (Incels.net)

Problem-solving (n = 276) referred to concrete, self-directed strategies aimed at improving personal well-being or life circumstances (e.g., self-care, health-related changes, or building social connections), as well as to efforts already underway. These comments reflected active attempts to improve daily functioning or reduce personal distress. For example, one comment was:

 I started working out at the end of last December so I am yet to see any improvement. I weigh over 200 lbs. and I ’d like to get thinner and ﬁtter. I wanna do it for my health though. I don’t believe it’ll attract any females. (Incels.net)

Some comments also referred to the use of escorts as a way to address loneliness or sexual frustration. However, this should not be interpreted as a positive or encouraged strategy. Seeking social support (n = 73) either mentioned that they had support from those around them or asked for support from other forum members. These people made use of the support available from others.
Mood-management (i.e. Cope)
The mood-management comments were short to medium-term oriented and consisted of behavioral and cognitive strategies aimed at modulating affect, while maintaining the belief that their inceldom is permanent. These strategies are often problematic and do not necessarily reflect adaptive coping, as they only provide temporary relief without addressing the issue. The manifestations of this type of comments were 1) avoidance (n = 242) and 2) venting (n = 420). Mood-management comments were found in approximately the same proportion across the forums (IncelExit: 25.83%; Incels.is: 36.86%; Incels.net: 37.31%).
Avoidance. Avoidance represented efforts to flee or refrain from dealing with a stressor (e.g., an emotion, thought or situation) as an attempt of protecting oneself from the difficulties that the stressor may present. Avoidance was present in the form of engagement in distracting activities, social withdrawal as well as mockery. Distracting activities were predominant (n = 141) and consisted mainly of video games, alcohol and drug use (e.g., marijuana, Xanax, MDMA and heroine), pornography use and gym. Other comments referred to work, escorts and incel forums as a distraction. A few talked about daydreaming (i.e., thinking about different scenarios), music, food, reading, walking and spirituality. For example, one comment said: “Video games, movies, and day dreaming is the only copes I have left.” (Incels.net). These distractions helped participants avoid dwelling on their loneliness or inability to have a girlfriend, but they were considered potentially problematic because they offered only temporary relief without addressing the underlying issues. Social withdrawal (n = 18) consisted of ignoring people or thoughts and not going places. This subcategory involved the deliberate absence of action or disengagement for the purpose of self-protection. For example: 

There are times I get so bothered by seeing couple and people happily together I just have to live and spend the rest of the day in bed crying. I have to structure my grocery shopping times to avoid this stuff as much as possible. (IncelExit)
Mockery (n = 83) frequently appeared in the discussions, often serving to avoid emotional vulnerability by downplaying the seriousness of statements or by making light of situations. Several comments were aimed at ridiculing either the other people commenting on the discussions or outsiders (e.g., normies). For example, one comment stated:
"Your problem is that you think 50% of the world’s population is evil, actually if you changed your hateful attitude you might get a woman in your life"... DEEP LULZ in real life. If only it was that simple. Shit we would all be hooked up by year end. I am genuinely laughing my ass off. Brah (Incels.net)

Venting. Many comments illustrated venting, which involved expressing strong emotions to release tension. Some comments explicitly referred to a need to vent and a feeling of relief or well-being afterward. The emotions expressed were hatred, resentment, sorrow and worry. Hatred (n = 108) represented strong negative emotion expressing dislike and was often articulated through misogynistic or dehumanizing comments. In many cases, venting did not merely involve expressing distress but took the form of hostility toward women, often portraying them as manipulative, or deserving of punishment. These comments also targeted other groups (e.g., Chad
, normies
, or other forum members), but women remained the most recurrent object of hate. Misogynistic venting sometimes included violent or explicitly harmful language, blurring the boundary between emotional expression and the normalization of aggression, such as: 
This is why I always preach about not aiding women in need. Whether there being attacked, raped, kidnapped or even stuck on the side of the road. Let them call their chad to help them. Think about all the foids
 that treated you badly or looked at you with disgust in their eyes. Would saving any of them change their opinion of you? Doubtful. (Incels.net)

Such comments illustrate how venting in these spaces can reproduce and reinforce gendered hostility rather than serve solely as a mood-management strategy. Resentment (n = 88) reflected perceived injustice, offense or harm, often directed at couples, “genetically lucky” people, or the way they felt treated by others. Sorrow (n = 143) conveyed deep distress, sadness, disappointment or regret, especially in relation to insecurities, loneliness or missed opportunities. Worry (n = 81) was expressed as doubts or fears of failure, judgment or falling behind others. The comments tended to dwell on past events associated with a feeling of shame, or to anxiously anticipate events in the future: “I’m just worried that it won’t work out. I’ve halfassed a lot of things so I’m nervous about giving 100% but still failing.” (IncelExit).
Fatalistic (i.e. Rope)
The fatalistic comments reflected a very negative view of life, as well as a feeling of having no control over one's feelings and life circumstances, with no mention of strategies to improve one's affects or situation. These comments manifested through 1) pessimism (n = 514), 2) perceived disempowerment (n = 261), and 3) suicidal ideation (n = 115). Like the mood-management comments, these comments were found similarly across the forums (IncelExit: 36.41%; Incels.is: 28.20%; Incels.net: 35.39%).
Pessimism. Pessimism reflected the tendency to expect negative outcomes and believe that situations are unlikely to improve. Pessimism was observed via discouragement and negative thinking. Discouragement (n = 226) referred to a lack of progress with or without efforts to improve evoking diminished motivation, confidence or hope. Some comments indicated deterioration, notably in mental health or physical appearance. Others reflected stagnation in social contacts despite efforts, or feelings of hopelessness (e.g., “Yeah, what’s even the point, now. I’m too damn bitter and jaded at this point in my life to enjoy ascension, if it ever happens by some literal miracle.”; Incels.is). Negative thinking was predominant (n = 288), manifesting as imagining the worst, disregarding positive aspects, and focusing on the negative. The comments tended to depict an “all black” picture. For example, they anticipated rejection, expected to fail at making friends, feared dying alone, believed that everything in their lives or society was bad, and thought that self-improvement wouldn't really help.
Perceived disempowerment. The incels' comments reflected a perceived disempowerment, defined as a perceived loss of agency or control over their feelings or life circumstances. It manifested through apathy, anhedonia, helplessness, and resignation. Comments evoked apathy (n = 34) via a lack of motivation, indifference or boredom. Comments addressed the feeling that life had no purpose, required too much effort or had nothing to offer: “I just don’t have anything. No interests or motivation or meaning I feel like a robot.” (IncelExit). Anhedonia (n = 24) referred to the inability to feel pleasure or enjoy something that was previously gratifying. Comments mentioned that nothing brought them joy or happiness, as if they were numb and void. Although some activities were carried out, they brought no satisfaction and were done passively or mechanically. Helplessness (n = 138) referred to the feeling that a person has no control over the outcome of a situation. Comments expressed a feeling of powerlessness of getting out of their inceldom or the absence of real choices or alternatives. 
It’s just so fucking frustrating. If we were born just a little different we would be like the normies that slay and shit. After years of this I ’ve come to the conclusion that life is ultimately just a meaningless circle of coincidences. (Incels.is)

These comments emphasized the immutability of their situation, often attributing it to genetic factors like height or DNA, and conveying a sense of being stuck or doomed. Resignation (n = 65) represented a state of acceptance of an unpleasant or difficult situation without any thought or attempt to change it. Comments spoke of having accepted the permanence of their situation, stopped trying or given up. Other comments expressed an unwillingness to make efforts for nothing, suggesting that they anticipated to fail regardless of their efforts.

Suicidal ideation. Among the fatalistic comments, some illustrated suicidal ideation. Expressions of suicidal thoughts (n = 115) reflected thoughts about not wanting to live or about wanting to die. Suicidal ideations ranged from passing thoughts (“I’ve been considering suicide every day for over four years.”; IncelExit) to concrete plans (“Nembutal Going out like the foid Marilyn Monroe”; Incels.is). Methods envisioned varied from ingesting allergenic foods, breathing helium, self-mutilation to jumping in front of a passing train. Comments often suggested that suicidal thoughts had been present for a long time and were lingering. In some cases, the comments suggested a crisis point, a testimony that the distress had become beyond bearable. Sometimes, a close encounter with death was associated with a change of perspective and a greater desire to live. However, some comments indicated shame and no intention to prevent a future death.
Constructs potentially conceptually related to each type of comment 

Table 2 presents the categories, sub-categories, and codes corresponding to the constructs potentially conceptually related with hopeful, mood-management, and fatalistic comments.

-- Insert Table 2 here --

Construct potentially conceptually related to hopeful comments

Positive self-image (n = 160) was identified as a construct potentially conceptually related with hopeful comments. In fact, some comments expressed positive qualities, skills or self-perception. The proportions were similar across the forums (IncelExit: 46.87%; Incels.is: 31.25%; Incels.net: 21.88%).
Positive self-image. Some comments suggested a positive self-image through a feeling of competence, an apparent good self-esteem, an assertiveness and favorable comparisons. Feeling of competence (n = 51) reflected individuals who gave themselves credit for the actions they undertook, who recognized their competence in activities (e.g., outdoors activities) or who demonstrated a certain pride (e.g., “I do have hobbies and interests, I can cook, fix anything on a car or house, own a few cars, own tools, etc.”; IncelExit). Individuals with apparent good self-esteem (n = 34) mentioned appreciating their physical appearance or specific features of it. They also discussed their personal qualities, expressed self-appreciation, or acknowledged their own value. Individuals’ comments expressed assertiveness (n = 17) by affirming their convictions or rights and staying true to their opinions or beliefs.

I try to convey that I can ask out whoever I want out, as long as they are a grown woman. And they have a right to reject me. That is being a confident man. And, honestly, at this point I don’t care what they think. (IncelExit)

Some comments included favorable comparisons (n = 58), either to women, to non-incels (e.g., normie, Chad), or to other forum members. Overall, comments tended to highlight that others' positions were not preferable to their own, or that people with more advantages were not necessarily more successful.
Constructs potentially conceptually related to mood-management and fatalistic comments


Negative self-image (n = 385), lack of connection with others (n = 155) and cognitive biases (n = 292) were identified as constructs potentially conceptually related to mood-management and fatalistic comments. Proportions of these potentially conceptually related constructs were similar across the forums (IncelExit: 46.88%; Incels.is: 25.84%; Incels.net: 27.28%)
Negative self-image. Some incels expressed a negative self-image through comments illustrating apparent low self-esteem, lack of self-confidence and negative comparisons. Apparent low self-esteem (n = 164) was reflected in demeaning physical descriptions, self-loathing, a perception of being inadequate or that others thought badly of them: “If you feel like you are the only truecel, you’ve never seen me. I am only 5’1". I weigh 205 pounds with giant moobs. My face is so ugly you would lose your appetite if you saw me.” (Incels.net). Lack of self-confidence (n = 54) expressed a lack of ability or skills, particularly their relational difficulties: “My evidence in the field is that I can’t connect with others, have only a few shallow friendships, am unable to form any kind of relationship with anyone, and struggle with fitting into groups.” (IncelExit). Comments frequently featured negative comparisons (n = 167), i.e. comparisons that placed the commenter in an inferior or unfavorable position. The comments seemed to widen the gap between the ideal and the current state, sometimes associated with frustration, discouragement and sadness.

Lack of connection with others. Many comments indicated a lack of connection with others, evidenced by loneliness, isolation from others, lack of understanding from others, and low levels of female attention or contact. Loneliness (n = 62) consisted of a feeling of being alone or a desire for companionship that was not fulfilled: “I’m very capable of being alone, but this is starting to feel very excessive. this is like even worse than inceldom, I can’t even get human acknowledgement from anybody.” (IncelExit). Isolation (n = 41) was noted through descriptions of the absence of friends or social contacts. Compared to loneliness, isolation spoke of fact, not feeling. The lack of understanding from others (n = 23) was expressed in comments, which talked about how others couldn't relate to them, or that they couldn't understand them, partly because they didn't share the same experience. Lack of female attention or contact (n = 29) was reported in comments stating that they had never been given a chance, had never touched, kissed, or cuddled a girl, or received any attention from women (e.g., “Can’t remember the last time a foid spoke to me that wasn’t a family member.; Incels.net”).
Cognitive bias. Cognitive biases represented recurrent errors in the way information was processed and interpreted, influencing perception of reality. These reasoning or judgment errors have a neutral effect, but can lead to cognitive distortions with negative impacts, such as negative thinking. Three types of cognitive bias were found: confirmation bias, dichotomous thinking and rationalization. Confirmation bias was the most prevalent (n = 236). It reflected a tendency to favor information consistent with existing beliefs and experiences (e.g., Black pill philosophy or believing that having a girlfriend would solve all problems) while neglecting or rejecting opposing arguments. Some comments were drawn on personal experience or perception. Others supported their statements with scientific studies (e.g., “There are many studies confirming how unattractive my qualities are. Extremely short, balding, a minority alongside other conditions I haven’t disclosed.”; IncelExit). A few comments also included misogynistic statements, such as describing women as shallow tools. Dichotomous thinking (n = 25) represented comments composed of two extreme possibilities, without the presence of nuance, in the form of all or nothing. The comments referred to a vision of an idealized reality opposed to a pessimistic one, namely that one must be a Chad or agree to remain single forever. Some comments proposed solutions such as becoming wealthy or relocating to a country with more women perceived as having lower standards (geomaxxing) and framed these as the only alternative to death. Rationalization (n = 31) was manifested in comments by attempts to explain or justify one's behavior, actions or decisions in a way that portrayed them as logically reasonable or morally acceptable. The comments explained, for example, why the women weren't worth pursuing, or why the efforts made were not, or had not been successful. Overall, these comments attempted to explain a situation after it had occurred, portraying the person or situation in a more acceptable way.

Discussion

This study documented the manifestations of hopeful, mood-management and fatalistic comments. Overall, the deductive and inductive content analysis showed that hopeful comments were characterized by optimism and action-oriented self-improvement; mood-management comments by avoidance and venting; and fatalistic comments by pessimism, perceived disempowerment, and suicidal ideation.  Our results suggest that hopeful, mood-management and fatalistic comments can all be observed within the examined forums of the incelosphere, reflecting varying levels of distress and agency. Unsurprisingly, hopeful comments appeared more frequently on the IncelExit forum, a forum that was dedicated to those who wished to leave the incelosphere and as such, believed it was possible to change their situation (Burns & Boislard, 2026). This finding aligns with the focus of IncelExit, which is to provide guidance, support and resources for those looking to leave inceldom (Gheorghe & Yuzva Clement, 2023; Burns & Boislard, 2026; Leite-Mendonca & Boislard, 2024). The other two types of comments appeared in similar proportions across platforms. Importantly, hopeful, mood-management and fatalistic comments should not be understood as representing a linear or developmental sequence. Rather, they capture distinct but conceptually related discursive patterns that may co-occur within the community at a given point in time. These differences may reflect variations in perceived agency, self-efficacy, and coping capacities across comment types. Understanding these distinct discursive patterns may help inform future work aimed at addressing the differing needs expressed within the incelosphere. Our findings also revealed a construct potentially related to hopeful comments (i.e., a positive self-image), as well as constructs potentially related to mood-management and fatalistic comments (i.e., a negative self-image, lack of connection with others, and cognitive bias). These findings highlight the importance of positive self-image, social connection, and reduced cognitive bias, as these constructs seemed potentially differentially related to less distressing versus more fatalistic comments. The consistent occurrence of these types of comments and potentially related constructs across platforms also highlights how widespread they are among incels. 
Manifestations of hopeful, mood-management and fatalism comments
Some of the hopeful comment’s manifestations are in line with other studies that have documented hope in incels (Fernquist et al., 2020; Ellenberg et al., 2024; O’Malley et al., 2020; Halpin, 2022; Jaki et al., 2019). The results resonate with literature stating that hope in incels is linked to the idea that inceldom is a temporary state (Ellenberg et al., 2024) that can be surmounted (Fernquist et al., 2020; Zimmermann, 2022). For example, “positive thinking” and “inspirational examples” testify of the existing possibilities of overcoming one's difficulties or meeting a romantic partner. This is consistent with the concept of the White pill, which seems to sustain hopeful comments by promoting agency and the possibility of change. Our results suggest that expressions of hope can be observed alongside varying levels of distress, including in contexts otherwise marked by mood-management or fatalistic comments. For example, “feeling connected” reflected the experience of individuals who, upon discovering incel forums, felt a newfound sense of connection with others facing similar difficulties. Another example is “eagerness to take action directed toward personal change and self-improvement”, which reflected a pressing motivation to improve oneself after reaching the limit of tolerating inaction or suffering. Importantly, this eagerness should not be interpreted as ideological or moral change, but rather as a self-reported drive to reduce personal suffering through self-directed efforts. The fact that some incels perceive themselves as able to change their situation was a positive finding in itself because it is likely to involve taking action toward self-improvement, rather than staying in a "LDAR" (lay down and rot) desperate and hopeless mindset. The intention to leave inceldom has been found to be an early step in the deradicalization sequence (Burns & Boislard, 2026). The literature has documented incels’ search for social support and feelings of connection, particularly through forums (Daly & Reed, 2022; Helm et al., 2022; Leite-Mendonca & Boislard, 2024). However, the presence of problem-solving and its potential link to optimistic comments have not yet been established. Broader findings on optimism have shown that optimists tend to expect positive outcomes (Nes & Segerstrom, 2008). As a result, they are more likely to stay engaged in tasks and invest the necessary effort to achieve their goals, making greater use of problem-focused strategies such as planning and seeking instrumental support (Nes & Segerstrom, 2008). Our results support these research findings, suggesting that optimism among some incels may be linked to greater engagement in action-oriented self-improvement strategies. Our findings also align with Snyder (2000) and Rand and Cheavens (2009), who suggest that hopeful individuals see benefits in coping and maintain greater self-confidence and optimism.
Conversely, the work of Snyder (1999) points out that individuals with low levels of hope tend to focus more on their sense of helplessness and resort to avoidance strategies. This is consistent with mood-management comments within which incels have no hope of escaping inceldom but attempt to alleviate their distress through various strategies (i.e., venting and avoidance). On these forums, the term “cope” is often used in a nihilistic or dismissive manner, reflecting the rejection of hopeful or self-improvement perspectives. Our study aligns with prior research on incels, which has noted the central role of venting in their forums, particularly expressions of frustration, loneliness, and despair (Helm et al., 2022; Sparks et al., 2024). While some venting may serve therapeutic or connection purposes (Sparks et al., 2024), a substantial portion of these expressions target women or outsiders and take the form of deeply misogynistic and demeaning language. Research indicates that venting is not linked to mood improvement and tends to reinforce negative beliefs and rationalizations, rather than fostering constructive coping (Brown et al., 2005; Bushman, 2002). Venting may therefore undermine incels' motivation to pursue change and can perpetuate harmful gendered attitudes. Our findings on avoidance aligns with Scaffidi Abbate et al. (2024), who observed that incels tend to focus on immediate gratification over long-term goals, reflecting poor impulse control and avoidance coping. In the short term, avoidance can reduce unpleasant emotions, but long-term use prevents individuals from confronting the stressors causing their distress (Kashdan et al., 2006). Avoidance can also cause emotional numbing and disruptive avoidance behavior when there is an attempt to keep threatening thoughts or emotions out of consciousness (Roth & Cohen, 1986). Overall, avoidance may provide temporary emotional relief while contributing to the persistence of distress.

Fatalism in incels is mentioned in several scientific writings (e.g., Aiolfi et al., 2024; Costello & Buss, 2023; Halpin, 2022), though it has not been documented in depth. Costello and Buss (2023) put forward that incels encourage each other to “Lay down and rot”, to accept that it's over and to take the Black pill. The Black pill embodies the belief of being inherently doomed and destined to fail, thus sustaining fatalistic and mood-management comments. Our fatalistic corpus echoed Costello and Buss’s (2023) depiction of the incelosphere as an echo chamber that discourages romantic pursuit and celebrates failure. Our analysis revealed that rope (i.e., suicidal ideation) was part of these comments, initially entitled rot and later renamed fatalistic. These comments reflected a negative outlook on life and a sense of powerlessness, including the presence of resignation, characterized by the acceptance of an unpleasant situation and the abandonment of efforts to change it. Costello & Buss (2023) have highlighted that the fear of rejection from other incels may further reinforce this mindset. Consistent with prior research on incel suicidal ideation (Ali & Zannettou, 2024; Daly & Laskovtsov, 2022; Fernquist et al., 2020; Heritage & Koller, 2020; Jaki et al., 2019), our results showed that some individuals with fatalistic comments viewed suicide as the only escape from their reality and referred to the ingestion of chemicals or pills. Our study highlights the discursive context in which suicidal ideation emerges, particularly as part of a broader fatalistic worldview marked by pessimism and perceived disempowerment.
Constructs potentially conceptually related to hopeful, mood-management and fatalist comments
Although the directionality - or even the empirical cooccurrence - of the results cannot be drawn due to the nature of our corpus, the analysis identified constructs potentially related to the different types of comments. Hope seemed to be related to a positive self-image, whereas mood-management and fatalism seemed to be related to a negative self-image, lack of connection with others, and cognitive biases. Incels often referred to a social hierarchy based on physical attractiveness, rooted in a hierarchy of masculinities, and reinforcing an in-group (i.e., low in this hierarchy) versus out-group (i.e., men successful with women) mindset (Heritage & Koller, 2020; Menzie, 2020). We observed numerous social comparisons among incels, and a link with either optimism when favorable or pessimism when unfavorable. By emphasizing their own qualities and achievements and devaluing out-group individuals, in-group members can feel improvements in their social identity and self-esteem (He, 2023). In our corpus, favorable comparisons appeared to enhance optimism, self-competence, and a positive self-view, promoting hope for improvement. Such hopeful discourses may be further supported by validation or a sense of competence in domains outside of romantic relationships, such as work, hobbies, or physical health. Research show that individuals can gain self‑esteem from accomplishments in valued domains, and positive experiences in these areas can support a positive self‑image (Crocker & Wolfe, 2001). As for unfavorable self-comparisons, they can foster feelings of inferiority and victimhood, and are often used as a legitimization tool for misogynist discourses, and to reinforce incel identity (Halpin, 2022). Unfavorable comparisons were linked to poorer self-image and have been found to contribute to social anxiety (Stein, 2015; Vogel et al., 2014). Social comparison, predominant in incel forum discussions, seems to represent a double-edged sword.

Heritage and Koller (2020) found that incels perceive themselves as non-normative in relation to heteronormative societal ideals. There is extensive literature highlighting the stigma and negative effects of being 'off-time' in the sexorelational trajectory, such as delayed entry into active partnered sexuality (e.g., Leroux & Boislard, 2023). While some individuals who identify as incels may be adolescents, research suggests that their average age is around mid-twenties (Costello et al., 2025; Ellenberg et al., 2024; Moskalenko et al., 2022). Limited sexual or romantic experience is developmentally normative in adolescence and increasingly normative in early emerging adulthood, a shift especially marked in Gen Z (for example, see Twenge & Park, 2019; Twenge et al., 2017). Yet, Leroux & Boislard's (2023) study on emerging adult virgins noted the challenges some faced with social inclusion, reflecting a sense of loneliness. Similarly, studies on incels have documented their loneliness (Costello et al., 2022; Sparks et al., 2024). Our results further support that the desire for connection is a central concern among incels. Many comments in our corpus mentioned a lack of friends and female attention or contact, but also that others could not understand what they were going through. Our findings suggest that perceived disconnection or isolation conveyed feelings of not belonging in society or of being unloved and unlikable, and seemed more commonly related with mood-management or fatalistic comments. 

Finally, cognitive biases have been identified as a construct potentially related to mood-management and fatalistic comments. While cognitive distortions in incels have documented in previous literature (Costello & Thomas, 2025; Costello et al., 2024), these studies did not specifically document confirmation bias, dichotomous thinking and rationalization. Confirmation bias involved favoring information that aligned with existing beliefs. Dichotomous thinking showed up as all-or-nothing views without nuance. Rationalization appeared as justifications of behaviors framed as logical or acceptable. Costello and Thomas (2025) have suggested that cognitive distortions, notably Black pill ideology, play a central role in the development of incels’ misperceptions about themselves and others. These distortions may also be shaped by the broader context of gender norms and culturally dominant ideals of masculinity, in which social status, financial privileges, and beauty are considered erotic capital (Hakim, 2011). For incels adhering to the Black pill ideology, this erotic capital is unequally distributed to “normies” and “Chads”, and because they consider their low ranking in the masculinity hegemony to be biologically determined, they perceive their inceldom has immutable and an essentialist misfortune. Other cognitive biases such as dichotomous thinking (e.g., successful versus excluded from “the sexual market”) and confirmation bias may reinforce rigid interpretations of the self as failing to meet culturally valued ideals of manhood, thereby exacerbating feelings of inadequacy and rejection. In our study, comments often showed inflexibility toward contradictory information and reinforced their pessimistic outlook.
Cognitive biases may be short-term adaptive, easing distress from emotional conflict or stressors and aiding decision-making (Brody & Costa, 2020; Oshio, 2009). Over time, cognitive biases can lead to misperceptions, low psychological functioning, problematic behavior, and poor emotional regulation (Brody & Costa, 2020; Oshio, 2009). These findings support our results, suggesting that cognitive bias in incels may be conceptually related with mood-management comments characterized by avoidance and venting, and to fatalistic comments marked by discouragement and resignation. They may also be understood in relation to broader gender norms of idealized masculinity perceived as unattainable, and that shape their perceptions of low self-worth, low desirability, and relational failure.
Strengths, limitations and future research

This study is the first, to our knowledge, to document in depth the manifestations as well as constructs potentially conceptually related to hopeful, mood-management and fatalistic comments. The optimistic comments—often dismissed by many incels—remains scarcely documented in the literature. This study provides a better understanding of how these hopeful comments are expressed in many incels, notably through optimism and action-oriented self-improvement. A key strength of this study lies in its detailed illustration of how the three types of comments manifest in the words of incels, and what distinguishes them. The findings shed light on the potential role of self-image, feelings of disconnection with others, and cognitive biases in shaping the type of comments. By identifying these constructs, the study contributes to a nuanced understanding of the psychological dynamics underlying incel mindset. Another strength is the corpus composed of 167 threads and 3,234 comments sourced from three popular incel forums. This broad dataset enhances the transferability of the findings, compared to studies relying on a limited number of comments or a single forum, and captures the heterogeneity of comments within the incelosphere. The iterative analysis process, which involved multiple back-and-forth between team members, also strengthened the credibility and rigor of the interpretations.
On the other hand, as the study is qualitative and cross-sectional, one important limitation is that the directionality of the results cannot be established. Future research should examine, using longitudinal or quasi-experimental designs, whether negative self-image, lack of connection with others, and cognitive bias are prospectively associated to mood-management or fatalistic comments in incels, and whether a positive self-image fosters hopeful comments. In the process of analyzing our data, the question of a potential sequence from hope, to cope, to rope was raised, for users bathing in the incelosphere for a long time, and as such, repeatedly exposed to fatalist expressions. While our data cannot answer this question directly, it would be interesting for future research to follow some contributors longitudinally to examine change in their trajectories and discourses over time. Notably, there appear to be divergences in how pill ideologies are interpreted, particularly regarding alternatives to the Blue and Black pill (e.g., the Red and White pill), and the potential sequential positioning of these alternatives relative to the Blue and Black pill remains unclear, warranting further investigation.
Furthermore, we removed comments from users who explicitly described themselves with non-incels characteristics (e.g., married men), primarily from r/IncelExit, a forum intended to help individuals leave the incel community. While the anonymity of forum users makes it impossible to ensure that all included comments came from self-identified incels, we considered posts on r/IncelExit, Incels.is, and Incels.net as originating from individuals identifying as incels, unless they explicitly stated otherwise. Given the large volume of data analyzed, the findings can be considered a reliable representation of the phenomena under study. Another limitation concerns our second sampling of threads featuring suicidal comments, which aimed to obtain equivalent corpus sizes for the three types of comments. Due to the closure of the Incels.net forum by the time we conducted our second wave of sampling, we were unable to include additional threads from this platform. This may have influenced the depth or representativeness of suicidal comments from that forum. However, the recurrence of similar suicidal comments across all three forums supports the transferability of these findings across platforms. Lastly, our analysis did not allow for a finer differentiation between constructs potentially related to mood-management and fatalistic comments. We hypothesize that fatalistic comments are associated with greater distress, loneliness, and cognitive bias, as well as lower self-esteem. Future research could build on these findings by using latent profile analysis to empirically identify mindset profiles among incels. This approach could then examine how these profiles differ, helping to validate and refine our understanding of the psychological dynamics underlying the incel mindset.
Implications and Conclusion

Our results highlight potential levers that may be relevant for future applied work, namely promoting a positive self-image, reducing cognitive bias, and increasing feelings of connection. These implications should be interpreted cautiously, as the present study was exploratory and descriptive rather than intervention-focused. Nevertheless, existing studies have noted that a certain level of self-esteem in incel may support disengagement from incel ideology by shifting their perspective on attractiveness and fostering healthier coping mechanisms (Burns & Boislard, 2026; Sparks et al., 2024). In line with this literature, our findings suggest that testimonials from men who once embraced the incel ideology, but report improved well-being after adopting a more optimistic outlook may help challenge negative beliefs and rigid worldviews. Gaining perspective—for example, through interactions with people outside online forums— may foster self-confidence and a more hopeful outlook. This aligns with Costello and Thomas (2025), who suggest that real-life connections may help counter incels' distortions by reducing their reliance on the online echo chamber that reinforces fatalism. Programs such as the online Friendship Enrichment Program (Bouwman et al., 2016), which combines social skills training with cognitive restructuring, illustrate how interventions targeting loneliness and maladaptive beliefs have been approached in other populations. Cognitive-behavioral therapy has also demonstrated efficacy in targeting cognitive biases more broadly (Hallion & Ruscio, 2011). Finally, research shows that adults with stronger friendships tend to report higher self-esteem (Kumar & Mondal, 2022), and that investing in close friendships predicts improved self-worth over time (Fisher et al., 2021). 

Furthermore, interventions could benefit from encouraging critical reflection on dominant ideals of masculinity and their consequences. Prior work has emphasized the importance of creating supportive spaces where men can explore alternative ways of relating to themselves and others, including greater openness to vulnerability, empathy, and interdependence (Jewkes et al., 2015; Duncanson, 2015). Such approaches may represent a complementary avenue for addressing the rigid beliefs and pessimistic outlooks observed in this population. For example, programs such as The Macho Factory have aimed to challenge restrictive masculine norms by fostering critical reflection and promoting more flexible and equitable understandings of masculinity (Jewkes et al., 2015). Together, these findings suggest that interventions targeting both social connections and the critical examination of gender norms may hold promises for improving self-image and fostering more adaptive perspectives among incels. Finally, a recent study has also brought to light that in their trajectory of leaving inceldom, a turning point is often encountered when incels realize that a shift in mindset will be necessary to fully exit inceldom, and that dating women, having sex or even having a girlfriend may not be sufficient to become fully deradicalized (Burns & Boislard,, 2026). However, such applications remain speculative in the context of the present study and should be empirically examined in future research.
In conclusion, this study contributes to the growing body of literature on incels, emphasizing both their difficulties and the diversity within the incelosphere. This study highlights the value of examining incels’ various types of comments to guide interventions tailored to their needs and prevent self-harm. Interventions targeting education in the creation and maintenance of real-life friendships outside discussion forums, as well as the reduction of cognitive biases, appear particularly promising. Importantly, existing literature suggests that identification with incel ideology is not fixed or linear, and that some individuals distance themselves from the incelosphere over time. An important takeaway is that while many incels express despair, some, albeit a minority, still hold on to hope and seek inspirational testimonies from others with whom they wish to relate. Future research should quantitatively investigate the protective and risk factors that lead to the different type of comments, and test the effectiveness of an intervention aimed at promoting real-life friendships and reducing cognitive bias among incels.
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� It is important to note that content on r/IncelExit is not necessarily representative of the broader incel ecosystem. While many forums, such as Incels.is and Incels.net, reinforce hostility and misogyny, r/IncelExit provides a space where members express a desire for change, seek advice, and share hope for improving their lives.


� In incel discourse, a “Chad” refers to a highly attractive and socially and financially successful man, who is perceived as highly desired by women (Maxwell et al., 2020).


� In incel discourse, “normies” refers to average men who maintain social lives and are generally able to find sexual partners, even if they are not as physically attractive as “Chads” (Zimmerman, 2022).


� In incel discourse, the term “foids” refers to women and is derived from “female humanoid organism” (Zimmerman, 2022).





