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Incels: What We Know and 
What We Need to Know

Brandon Sparks
Kingston University

What’s in a 
Name?

Incel
=

Involuntary Celibate

History of 
Incel Label

• Alana’s Involuntary Celibacy 
Project

• Online forum for 
individuals who were 
struggling to form 
romantic and sexual 
relationships

• Included discussion 
forums, mailing lists, 
article sharing, and 
resources

• Open to all genders
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Incels in the 
Media

• Focuses on sensational 
crimes

• Isla Vista attack (Elliot 
Rodger)

• Toronto Van Attack (Alek 
Minassian)

• Plymouth Shooting (Jake 
Davidson)

• Equates incels with 
violence, terrorism

Who are Incels?
Anyone that experiences sufficient psychological difficulty around 

forming sexual/romantic relationships that it comes to form a part of 
their identity, such that they believe they can't do so. It requires self-

identification with the "condition."

Incel
Ideology

• Society operates along a 
looks-based social hierarchy

• Women are manipulative and 
shallow, but still sought after

• Taking the “redpill” 
“blackpill”

• Looksmaxxing and
gymmaxxing

• From pessimism to 
nihilism
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What Do We Know?

Qualitative Quantitative

Incel Forum Research

• Content is highly misogynistic
• Paints feminism as an evil
• Endorses violence against women
• Women are “hypergamous whores”
• Women are subhuman
• Desire to return to enforced monogamy

• Masculinity and male oppression
• Heavy emphasis on importance of male 

traits/characteristics
• View themselves as victims of feminism

CCDH 
Report

• 2.6 million views/month
• Every 29 minutes, a post is 

made about rape
• 89% of posters support rape
• 53% support “pedophilia”
• CCDH petitioning social 

media networks to crack 
down on incels:
“young men sucked into the incel 

forums are often set down a path of 
despair, hatred, and further 

radicalization towards a male 
supremacist ideology, which can end in 

deadly real-world consequences.”
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Incel Research: 
Violence

• Low levels of admiration for Elliott 
Rodger, Alek Minassian, & Chris Harper-
Mercer

• Modest degree of violent fantasies
• Low endorsement of sexual assault
• Incels self-report as benign, low in 

dangerousness
• Misogynistic attitudes predict violent 

ideations, willingness to commit sexual 
assault, and incels’ self-rated 
dangerousness

Incel Research: 
Psychological 

Characteristics
• 95% of incels have self-diagnosed 

depression
• 38% have received formal diagnosis

• 93% of incels have self-diagnosed anxiety
• 38% have received formal diagnosis

• Low rates of self-esteem; self-esteem 
contingent on relationship status

• More sensitive to rejection, more fearful of 
singlehood

• 74% of incels have self-diagnosed ASD
• 18% have received formal diagnosis

Incel Research: Social 
Connections and 

Coping
• Low attachment security

• Higher anxious & avoidant styles

• Report receiving little support from friends, 
family

• Higher rates of loneliness

• Utilize more detrimental coping 
mechanisms

• Incels less likely to seek emotional 
support, engage in positive reframing

• Higher degree of self-critical rumination
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Summary of Incel 
Characteristics

• High rates of:
• Depression
• Anxiety/Dating anxiety
• Autism Spectrum Disorder
• Rejection sensitivity
• Fear of being single

• Low rates of:
• Self-esteem/Perceived worth
• Social connections
• Attachment security
• Healthy coping strategies
• Violent attitudes

What Do We Need to Know?

Incels and Forum 
Impact

• Large volume of misogynistic and 
violent posts

• Does that influence incels’ attitudes?
• Does this radicalize incels?

• Exposure to and engagement with 
nihilistic worldviews

• Does this impact incels’ well-being?

• Engagement with group of individuals 
with like experiences/concerns

• Does this promote camaraderie?
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Incels and Autism 
Spectrum Disorder
• Rate of ASD in incels is X times 

general population
• 2 key elements:

• Social difficulties
• May make it more difficult to attract 

others (especially when in 
competition)

• May make it more difficult to 
establish friendships

• Fixations/rigidity in thinking
• Obsession with incel/single status?
• Unwillingness to abandon Blackpill?

Appearance Issues
• Being deemed as too unattractive to 

date/mate is central to being an incel
• Are these incels as hideous as they view 

themselves? 
• Is this a clinical deficit?

Incel Well-
Being and 
Therapy

• Roughly one-half have 
engaged with therapy

• 6% felt better
• 47% felt the same
• 15% felt worse

• What are the clinician’s 
goals; what are incels’ 
goals?

• Are clinicians aware of 
complex array of issues?

• Where to start?
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De-celeration & 
Radicalization

• How do you “de-cel” someone 
(aside from the obvious)?

• Can we help them detach their 
experience from the label?

• How do we identify what incels may 
be at risk of radicalization or 
violence?

• Many theories of 
radicalization/violence apply to incels 
as a collective, yet only a few engage in 
these acts

Thank You
b.sparks@kingston.ac.uk

@Brandon__Sparks Brandon-Sparks-4
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