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Abstract 

Mating represents a suite of fundamental adaptive problems for humans. Yet a community of 

men, called incels (involuntary celibates), forge their identity around their perceived inability to 

solve these problems. Many incels engage in misogynistic online-hostility, and there are 

concerns about violence stemming from the community. Despite significant media speculation 

about the potential mating psychology of incels, this has yet to be formally investigated in the 

scientific literature. In the first formal investigation of incel mating psychology, we compared a 

sample (n = 151) of self-identified male incels with non-incel single males (n = 149). Findings 

reveal that incels have a lower sense of self-perceived mate-value and a greater external locus of 

control regarding their singlehood. Contrary to mainstream media narratives, incels also reported 

lower minimum standards for mate-preferences than non-incels. Incels (and non-incel single 

men) significantly overestimated the importance of physical-attractiveness and financial 

prospects to women, and underestimated the importance of intelligence, kindness, and humor. 

Furthermore, incels underestimated women’s overall minimum mate preference standards. Our 

findings suggest that incels should be targeted for interventions to challenge cognitive distortions 

around female mate preferences. Implications for incels’ mental health and misogynistic attitudes 

are discussed, as well as directions for future research. 
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“Women seem wicked when you're unwanted.” 

-        Jim Morrison (The Doors) 

 Introduction 

Finding and retaining a mate represent persistent adaptive problems for humans and form 

the basis of two of the seven most fundamental of humanity’s social motives (Neel et al., 2016). 

Modern humans descend from an unbroken evolutionary chain of ancestors who successfully 

solved these problems. Achieving mating goals is so important to humans that it impacts 

physical and mental health, financial success, and even functions as a social signal of status 

(Antonovics & Town, 2014; Braithwaite et al., 2010; Robles et al., 2014; Winegard et al., 2017). 

Indicative of how preoccupied humans are with attracting mates, is the fact that billion-dollar 

industries are built around it in the form of dating apps (Curry, 2021). Humans have evolved a 

suite of psychological mechanisms to address those adaptive mating challenges, such as forming 

mate preferences, assessing ones’ own mate value, ascertaining what members of the opposite 

sex value in a mate, and deciding on which targets to concentrate finite mating efforts relative to 

ones’ own mate value. It seems somewhat paradoxical, therefore, that there is a growing 

community of men who strongly identify with their perceived inability to solve these adaptive 

problems – incels (involuntary celibates). 

Incels 

Incels are a primarily online sub-culture community of men who forge a sense of identity 

around their perceived inability to form sexual or romantic relationships. The incel community 

operates almost exclusively online, providing an outlet to express misogynistic-hostility, 
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frustration and blame toward society for a perceived failure to include them (Speckhard et al., 

2021). Reports now number incel membership in the United States from around 40,000 

(Beauchamp, 2019) to hundreds of thousands (Kutchinsky, 2019), and at the time of writing 

there are ~20,000 active users from around the world in the main forum Incels.is. 

There is some debate about the definition of, and criteria for, inceldom. Incels were 

originally defined in the literature as all adults who fail to find a sexual partner for six months or 

more, despite their desire to do so (Donnelly et al., 2001). However, we suggest that any 

definition based on a metric of time is too broad and does not reflect the incel social identity 

(Costello, 2023). Due to the subjective nature of involuntary celibacy (i.e., it is impossible to 

prove that an individual objectively can’t form sexual or romantic relationships), the identity 

requires an individual to embrace it and integrate it into their sense of self (Rousis et al., 2023). 

Incels have significantly poorer mental health compared to similar samples of single men, 

putting them at increased risk of self-harm (Costello et al., 2022; Moskalenko et al., 2022; 

Sparks et al., 2022;2023; Speckhard & Ellenberg, 2022). Incels’ mating difficulties and poor 

mental health may influence one another in a bidirectional fashion consistent with reciprocal 

causation (Whisman et al., 2021).  

Many incels engage in misogynistic online hostility (Jaki et al., 2019), and a small 

proportion of incels have committed acts of violence (Costello & Buss, 2023). An estimated 59 

people have been killed by incels worldwide (Hoffman et al., 2020). Unwanted celibacy is a 

subjective psychological experience characteristic of, but not exclusive to, incels, and is 

associated with misogynistic attitudes among men (Granau et al., 2022). Similarly to their poor 
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mental health, incel misogyny may also be influenced bidirectionally by lack of mating success. 

People rarely seek relationships with those who hold hostile attitudes about them. 

Despite the incel community being focused almost entirely on their perceived difficulties 

in mating, and the significant media speculation about the potential sexual and mating 

psychology of incels (Bates, 2021; Srinivasan, 2021), incel mating psychology has yet to be 

formally investigated in the scientific literature. In fact, there exists a relative dearth of primary 

data collected from self-identified incels in general, likely due to incels being a hard-to-reach 

group who are suspicious of the motives of academic researchers (Costello et al., 2022). Our 

research constitutes the first formal investigation of incel mating psychology. We make 

predictions about incels perceived reasons for their singlehood, self-perceived mate value, 

minimum standards for mate preferences, and perceptions of female mate preferences (i.e., cross-

sex mind reading ability).  

Given that research shows that unwanted celibacy is associated with misogynistic 

attitudes among men (Granau et al., 2022), elucidating on incels’ mating psychology is an 

important first step toward designing interventions to improve incels’ mating acumen. In doing 

so, these interventions could potentially improve incels wellbeing, and reduce their harmful 

misogynistic attitudes. 

Prior Research on Sexlessness and Singlehood 

Although incel research is in its infancy, some information can be inferred about incels 

from the literature on sexlessness and singlehood. Particularly relevant are the findings that 

romantic loneliness is associated with lower wellbeing and negative emotions (Gómez-López et 
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al., 2019). This effect is higher among individuals who perceive themselves to be involuntarily 

single (Adamczyk, 2016). 

The topics of both voluntary and involuntary singlehood (a circumstance that is distinct 

from the aforementioned social identity of incel) have also been studied from an evolutionary 

perspective. In a Greek sample (n = 1,682), approximately half of the participants were 

involuntarily single, and participants who scored low in flirting capacity (i.e., the capacity to 

perceive signals of interest and mating effort), were more likely to be involuntarily single 

(Apostolou et al., 2019). 

 In cross-cultural data from 14 countries, 25% of participants showed poor mating 

performance, with 13% being involuntarily single (Apostolou et al., 2023). Given the 

predominantly online nature of the incel community, of note is an analysis of the internet site 

Reddit, finding that the most frequent reasons that men indicated for being single included poor 

flirting skills, low self-confidence, poor looks, shyness, low effort, and bad experience from 

previous relationships (Apostolou, 2019).  

Furthermore, people who indicated poor mating performance and involuntary singlehood 

experience more negative emotions such as sadness and loneliness, and fewer positive emotions 

such as happiness (Apostolou et al., 2019). These findings dovetail with several studies finding 

extremely poor mental wellbeing among incels (Costello et al., 2022; Moskalenko et al., 2022; 

Sparks et al., 2022;2023; Speckhard & Ellenberg, 2022). 

Prior Incel Research 

Empirical data on incels is scant, with virtually no scholarly literature before 2014 

(Stijelja & Mishara, 2022). However, comprehensive literature reviews on what sparse literature 
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exists provide us with some understanding of the general outlook of incels (Sparks et al., 2022). 

Incels purport that genetic factors, evolved mate preferences, and inequitable social structures 

restrict their access to sexual relationships with women (Brooks et al., 2022). They believe that 

most women are attracted to a small number of men (who they refer to as Chads), who 

monopolize sexual encounters, while the “genetically inferior” incels are excluded from the gene 

pool (Baselice, 2023; Blake & Brooks, 2022; Lindner, 2023).  

Incels have a significant tendency for victimhood (Costello et al., 2022). The tendency 

for interpersonal victimhood describes an ongoing feeling that the self is a victim, which 

becomes central to one’s identity (Gabay et al., 2020). One dimension of the incel tendency for 

interpersonal victimhood is the need for recognition (i.e., a preoccupation with having the 

legitimacy of grievances acknowledged). Those with a perpetual victimhood-mindset also tend to 

have an external locus of control regarding their life. Incels take an external locus of control to 

the extreme in perceptions of the way they relate to women (Brzuszkiewicz, 2020). Indicative of 

this mindset is the fact that ~95% of incels subscribe to a worldview known as the black-pill 

(Speckhard et al., 2021). Taking the black-pill is a derivative of the concept of taking the red-pill, 

from the movie The Matrix, which denotes a willingness to “see the world as it really is”, as 

opposed to the “blissful ignorance” of taking the blue-pill (Wachowski & Wachowski, 1999). 

The black-pill describes a particularly bleak “truth” to swallow; the belief that sexual-attraction 

is mostly fixed and there is nothing that incels can do to improve their romantic-prospects (Glace 

et al., 2021). 

Incels also share several characteristics with adult-virgins, including a significant fear of 

having irretrievably “missed out” on meaningful life experiences (Stijelja & Mishara, 2022). In 

recent years, research on incels has grown, examining a range of topics including textual analysis 
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of misogyny (Jaki et al., 2019), and experiences using dating apps (Sparks et al., 2022). 

However, the bulk of prior incel research employs secondary analysis, which is informative but 

limited because many incels use bravado and exaggeration in order to engage in what they 

describe as “trolling” (Daly & Nichols, 2023). Many incels perceive that society hates them 

(Daly & Reed, 2022), and may subsequently prefer and seek evaluations that confirm this 

negative self-view (Rousis et al., 2023). Incels’ tendency to engineering criticism, which then 

verifies perceived victimization by society at large, is consistent with self-verification theory 

(Bosson & Swann, 1999; Costello, 2020; Swann et al., 1990). 

More recently, larger primary quantitative studies have started to emerge, focusing on 

incel experiences, grievances, ideology, and prevalence of mental health diagnoses (e.g., 

Costello et al., 2022; Moskalenko et al., 2022; Speckhard et al., 2021). At the same time, 

qualitative interviews have found that incels perceive themselves as marginalized or treated as 

“subhumans” due to their appearance, and as a result, experience negative emotions related to 

their inceldom. This in turn affects their misogynistic online hostility (Daly & Reed, 2022). 

Although larger empirical studies have started to emerge, incel research is still in its 

infancy (there are currently only 4 studies with sample sizes exceeding 150) and stands to benefit 

from more primary data. Particularly, there is need for data on incels’ mating psychology. As 

such, we introduce the following predictions. 

Prediction 1: Incels will endorse more internal and external reasons for being single than 

non-incel single men. 

In the singlehood literature, some of the most popular reasons for being single fall within 

an internal locus of control (e.g., “poor flirting skills”; Apostolou et al., 2021). Alternatively, 



11 
 

some of the other reasons people mention in the research can be classified as being within an 

external locus of control (e.g., “online dating has made it too hard on the mating-market”). Incel 

online rhetoric is simultaneously characterized by their blaming external-forces such as feminism 

(Lindsay, 2022) and dating apps (Sparks et al., 2022) for their lack of romantic-prospects, as 

much as their expressions of self-loathing (Labbaf, 2019). With respect to romantic rejection 

specifically, incels appear to engage in more self-critical rumination (Sparks et al., 2023).  

Thus, altogether, incels can be expected to endorse more external and internal reasons for 

their being single than non-incel single men. This study constitutes the first research to explicitly 

include primary responses from incels regarding their perceived reasons for singlehood. The 

specific endorsement of incels’ perceived reasons for being single provides detail to the 

complexion of their beliefs. This detail can inform potential future intervention design. 

Prediction 2: Incels will score lower in self-perceived mate-value than non-incels. 

It is not clear whether incels’ online-expressions of self-degradation are performative, or 

reflective of sincerely held perceptions of mate-value. Some research has even found that incels 

report higher self-esteem and a higher sense of self perceived mate value than other men (Rousis 

et al., 2023). However, apart from these findings, incels generally report low levels of wellbeing 

(Costello et al., 2022; Moskalenko et al., 2022; Speckhard & Ellenberg, 2022) and self-esteem 

(Sparks et al., 2022). Because self-perceived mate value is negatively correlated with depressive 

symptoms (Kirsner et al., 2003) and some research shows that self-esteem can be taken as a 

direct proxy for mate value (Brase & Dillon, 2022), it stands to reason that incels will generally 

score low on both.  
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Additionally, men are most inclined toward misogyny when they doubt their appeal to 

female partners. While men high in self-perceived-mate-value endorse hostile and benevolent-

sexism linearly across the attitude-range, low mate-value men exhibit curvilinear-sexism, with 

benevolence decreasing as hostility increases. If low mate-value men doubt their abilities to 

protect and provide (needed for benevolent-sexism), they may not embrace the benevolent-

sexism that can offset hostility and facilitate romantic-attraction (Bosson et al., 2021; Gul & 

Kupfer, 2019). Much of incels’ online rhetoric can be considered misogynistic (Jaki et al., 2019) 

and we know that unwanted celibacy is a predictor of misogyny in men (Granau et al., 2022). 

The misogyny that pervades the incel community may be indicative of a low sense of self 

perceived mate value that exists within individual incels. As such, we expect to replicate findings 

that incels have a lower sense of self perceived mate value (Sparks et al., 2023).  

Prediction 3: Incels will report lower minimum mate-preferences than non-incels. 

A significant narrative in the mainstream media suggests that incels are not interested in 

less-attractive women, and rather feel aggrieved that their sense-of-entitlement to attractive 

women is thwarted (Srinivasan, 2021). However, individuals evaluate several variables when 

integrating their mate-preferences, including market-constraints such as rival competition and 

likelihood of securing mutual-attraction. From an evolutionary psychology perspective, it would 

not make sense for low mate-value males to concentrate their mating-efforts on competing with 

high-value males for high-value mates. Male ancestors who invested their time and energy 

fruitlessly pursuing such mates would have had less reproductive success (Conroy-Beam, 2021). 

Instead, it is more likely that our evolved-psychological-mechanisms are attuned to adaptive-

self-assessment (Buss, 2009). Those who see themselves as less-attractive might even be willing 

to reject more-attractive partners as a protective-strategy, and there is evidence for associations 
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between romantic-rejection and flexibility of mate-preference standards (Harper et al., 2021; 

Charlot et al., 2019). Thus, rather than being picky for one or two mate qualities, we expect the 

mate preferences of incel men to be calibrated to their personal condition, translating to lower 

minimum mate preferences overall. Some previous research has also found that incels adopt 

more liberal dating app strategies, such as swiping right on more prospective female partners 

(Sparks et al., 2023). This is indicative that incels do not have overly high standards. As such, we 

make the prediction that incels will report lower minimum standards for mate preferences than 

non incel single men.   

Prediction 4: Incels will overestimate women’s minimum standards for mate-preferences. 

They will also overemphasize the importance of physical-attractiveness and financial 

prospects and under emphasize the importance of kindness, intelligence, and humor.  

Mating intelligence is a constellation of mental adaptations that generate adaptive 

strategies in human mating (Geher et al., 2016). Incels, who by definition fail to achieve their 

mating goals, can be assumed to adopt some ineffective mating strategies. One component of 

mating intelligence is that of cross-sex mindreading, or theory of mind applied to the mating 

domain (Geher et al., 2016). This includes the ability to accurately ascertain what traits members 

of the opposite sex value in a potential mate. This is a potential area where incels err. 

Incels’ online-rhetoric is characterized by hyperbolic caricatures of hypergamy: the 

tendency for women to mate upwards in status-hierarchies (Neyt et al., 2020) and they often 

bemoan what they perceive as women’s “overly high standards” (Chang, 2022). Furthermore, 

popular in incel parlance is the idea of Looks, Money, Status (LMS) as the generally accepted 

theory of how female sexuality operates. LMS is so central to the incel worldview that it even 
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warrants an entire section of the incel wiki site (IncelsWiki, 2023). LMS denies personality and 

intelligence as significant factors, despite the robust evidence for the importance of these traits 

that is consistently found in the evolutionary psychology literature (Buss, 1989; Walter et al., 

2020).  

Incels appear to be more focused on sex than forming relationships, as indicated by their 

higher sociosexual desire (Costello et al., 2022) and preoccupation with physical attractiveness 

(Ünes, 2020). Incels lionize “Chad” as the fictional caricature of what they consider to be the 

prototypical attractive man who monopolizes female sexual attention. Chad is depicted as being 

extremely physically attractive, but often lacking in other qualities such as intelligence, loyalty, 

or humor, which incels perceive doesn’t matter to women and that “Chad always wins” because 

of his physical attractiveness (Furl, 2022). 

Incels sometimes selectively co-opt findings from evolutionary psychology to advance 

the idea that women prioritize looks over all other factors. Incels also score highly on the Belief 

in Female Sexual Deceptiveness scale (Rogers et al., 2015; Sparks et al., 2023), which includes 

items such as “women marry wealthy husbands, but cheat with younger, better-looking men”. 

This is known in the evolutionary psychology literature as the Dual Mating (or Good Genes) 

Hypothesis (Gangestad & Haselton, 2015). However, evidence from evolutionary psychology 

now appears to favor the Mate Switching Hypothesis (i.e., women typically leave their mate in 

order to form a relationship with a new one) rather than the dual mating hypothesis (Buss et al., 

2017; Buss & Schmitt, 2019).  
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Together, this research suggests that incels will err in their cross-sex mind reading by 

assuming that women will be pickier than they are, and are particularly picky for short-term traits 

(e.g., physical attractiveness) compared to long-term ones (e.g., kindness). 

Method 

Participants 

Participants were recruited using social media snowball-sampling on the following social 

media sites, Twitter and Facebook. Additionally, the lead author appeared on the popular Incel 

podcast in order to advertise the study. The study was also picked up by the moderator of the 

popular incel forum Incels.co and shared with users of the forum. The study was advertised as 

“Exploring attitudes and behaviours around sexuality, well-being and identity.” No compensation 

was offered for participation.  

In total, 783 people responded to the survey, with varying degrees of completion. Because 

the incel community is almost exclusively male and single, and our study focused on incel vs non-

incel group differences in mating psychology, only biological males who also reported being single 

and completed the incel identification item were kept for analyses. Participants who were 

biologically female, did not self-identify as incels, and reported being heterosexual were kept as a 

reference point for Prediction 4. The final sample consisted of 409 participants, of which 319 were 

male (Mage = 29, SDage = 8.03) and 90 were female (Mage = 31.50, SDage = 9.29). 151 male 

participants identified as incel (involuntary celibate) (Mage = 27.94, SDage = 7.26) and 149 indicated 

that they were single but did not identify as incel (Mage = 27.38, SDage = 6.38). Regarding ethnicity 

69.68% of participants identified as White/Caucasian. The majority of participants lived in the US 

(37.16%) or the UK and Ireland (26.65%). Regarding the ethnicities for male incel participants, 
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63.58% were white and 36.42% were BIPOC (Black, Indigenous or a Person of Color). Regarding 

the ethnicities of male participants who were single but did not identify as incel, 92.62% indicated 

that they were White and 7.38% indicated that they were BIPOC. Of the female participants, 

86.66% were White and 13.34% indicated that they were BIPOC.    

Measures 

Reasons for Being Single 

 A checklist of reasons for being single was adapted from Apostolou. (2019). Participants 

could select multiple answers for why they were single. Participants’ reasons were not ranked. 

Participants simply ticked which options they felt applied to them rather than indicating the 

extent to which they felt that reason contributed to their singlehood. Of these, 9 items 

corresponded to external reasons (e.g., “Online dating makes it too difficult on the mating 

market”; α = 0.7) and 28 items corresponded to internal reasons (e.g., “I fear rejection”, “I am 

too overweight”; α = 0.9).  

Mate Value Scale 

The Mate Value Scale (Edlund & Sagarin, 2014) is a four-item scale assessing 

participants’ opinions of their general attractiveness as mates (e.g., “Overall how good of a catch 

are you?”). It uses a 1-7 Likert scale, ranging from 1 = extremely undesirable to 7 = extremely 

desirable and, based on current data, the scale showed excellent reliability (α = .93). 

Minimum Standards in Mate Preferences 

Adapted from the mate-preferences questionnaire in Buss (1989), participants indicated 

the minimum score from 0 to 10 that a person would need to meet across 15 traits for them to 
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consider this person as a potential long-term romantic partner. Some sample traits included facial 

attractiveness, sense of humor, and intelligence. Minimum standards were used to avoid the 

ceiling effects associated with asking participants about ideal standards. We also averaged scores 

across all 15 traits to obtain a composite score. Participants also repeated the exercise from the 

perspective of a woman, a form of “minimum mate preference” mind-reading. 

Other Measures 

 A single yes-no choice item (“do you identify as incel (involuntarily celibate)?”) assessed 

whether participants self-identified as incel. Participants were also asked various demographic 

questions including age, sexual orientation, education, and employment status. 

Procedure 

 Participants gave full informed consent prior to participating in the study. Demographic 

information was asked first, followed by reasons for being single, the mate value scale, minimum 

standards in mate preferences, and perceptions of women’s minimum standards in mate 

preferences. Finally, participants were given a full debrief. The study took approximately 25 

minutes to complete and was approved by Brunel University ethics committee. 

Results 

Sensitivity analysis  

Sensitivity analysis revealed that an independent samples t-test with 114 incels and 144 

non-incels would be sensitive to effects of Cohen’s d = 0.41 with 90% power (alpha = .05, two-

tailed). This means the study would not be able to reliably detect effects smaller than Cohen’s d 

= 0.41. 
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Reasons for being single. 

 We added how many items participants selected for external reasons for being single and 

how many they selected for internal reasons (see Table S1). Two t-tests were conducted to 

compare incels and non incel single men on external and internal reasons for being single. The 

results showed that the incels had a significantly higher number of external reasons (M = 2.26, 

SD = 1.77) than non-incel single men (M = 1.29, SD = 1.41), t(258.32) = 5.28, p < .001, d = .60, 

finding support for Prediction 1 (See Table S1).  

Additionally, a second t-test was conducted to compare incels and non incels on internal 

reasons for being single. The results showed that incels (M = 8.37, SD = 4.32) had a significantly 

higher number of internal reasons than did non-incel single men (M = 6.32, SD = 4.50), t(317) = 

4.11, p < .001, d = .46 (See Table S1).  

Self-Perceived mate value 

In line with Prediction 2, incels had a significantly lower sense of self perceived mate 

value than non incel single men. Incels (M = 3.02, SD = 1.25, n = 113) had a lower self-

perceived mate value than non-incel single men did (M = 3.69, SD = 1.49, n = 149), t(254.21) = -

4.06, p < .001, d = -.50 (See Table S1). 

Minimum standards in mate preferences 

 Finding support for Prediction 3, incels showed lower minimum mate preferences than 

single men who do not identify as incel for 12 of 15 traits and the composite (see Table 1 and 

Figure 1). Only differences in Kind and understanding, Loyal and dependable, and Good 



19 
 

cook/homemaker were non-significant. The effect size across the composite score was d = -.71. 

Holm-Bonferroni corrections were used to account for the multitude of comparisons. 

Perceptions of women’s minimum standards in mate preferences 

 To test if incels exaggerate estimations of women’s minimum preferences we computed 

the mean scores for heterosexual women’s minimum mate preferences across all 15 traits and a 

mean total and then computed difference scores for all single male participants. A positive score 

meant a participant overestimated women’s minimum threshold on that trait (i.e., the participant 

believed the average woman to be more selective), whereas a negative score meant a participant 

underestimated women’s minimum (i.e., the participant believed the average woman to be less 

selective on that trait). Figure 2 and Table 2 compares incel and non-incel men's perceptions of 

female mate preferences. In line with our prediction, incels did overestimate the value women 

place on physical attractiveness and financial resources, although so did non-incel single men. 

Observing the 95% confidence intervals in Figure 2 we can see that all traits are all significantly 

different from 0 in the predicted directions. The only traits that were not significantly different 

from zero were ones we did not make predictions about, sexually skillful, sociability, and 

exciting personality. Incels (and non incel single men) accurately ascertain the importance of 

those traits to women.  

Incels, compared to non-incel single men, particularly underestimated women’s 

minimum preferences for loyalty and dependability, kindness, and emotional maturity and 

stability, providing partial support for Prediction 4. However, contrary to our prediction that 

incels would overestimate women’s overall minimum mate preferences, we found that both 

incels and non-incels underestimated women’s overall minimum mate preferences. This effect 
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was largely driven by the stark underestimating of women’s preferences for loyalty and 

dependability, kindness, and emotional maturity. Holm-Bonferroni corrections were used to 

account for the multitude of comparisons. 
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Table 1. Incel and non-incel differences in minimum mate preferences 
 

 Incel men 
(n = 116) 

Non-incel men 
 (n = 149) 

     

Trait M (SD) M (SD) ∆ t df padj d(CI) 
Total 4.66 (1.62) 5.71 (1.36) -1.05 -5.73 263 < .001 -0.71 (-0.96, -0.46) 
Facial attractiveness 5.00 (2.05) 6.15 (1.62) -1.15 -4.98 216.09 < .001 -0.63 (-0.88, -0.38) 
Body attractiveness 4.96 (2.02) 5.79 (1.65) -0.83 -3.67 263 0.002 -0.46 (-0.7, -0.21) 
Fashion sense 2.69 (2.16) 3.78 (2.30) -1.09 -3.93 263 0.001 -0.49 (-0.73, -0.24) 
Good job/financial prospects 2.84 (2.52) 4.21 (2.54) -1.37 -4.36 263 <. 001 -0.54 (-0.79, -0.29) 
Kind and understanding 7.13 (2.22) 7.64 (1.72) -0.51 -2.04 212.33 0.13 -0.26 (-0.5, -0.02) 
Loyal and dependable 7.59 (2.39) 7.96 (1.62) -0.37 -1.41 192.94 0.32 -0.19 (-0.43, 0.06) 
Emotional stability and maturity 6.16 (2.55) 7.19 (1.92) -1.03 -3.63 207.93 0.002 -0.46 (-0.71, -0.22) 
Sociability 3.65 (2.62) 4.97 (2.20) -1.32 -4.38 223.62 < .001 -0.55 (-0.8, -0.3) 
Exciting personality 3.82 (2.52) 5.33 (2.30) -1.51 -5.1 263 < .001 -0.63 (-0.88, -0.38) 
Sense of humour 5.02 (2.81) 6.46 (2.12) -1.44 -4.56 207.76 < . 001 -0.59 (-0.83, -0.34) 
Intelligence 5.65 (2.58) 6.97 (1.59) -1.32 -4.84 180.64 < .001 -0.63 (-0.88, -0.38) 
Attractive political beliefs 4.34 (2.63) 5.30 (2.58) -0.96 -3.05 263 0.01 -0.37 (-0.61, -0.12) 
Similar interests 4.61 (2.53) 5.76 (2.20) -1.15 -3.88 228.42 0.001 -0.49 (-0.73, -0.24) 
Sexually skilful 2.92 (2.65) 4.18 (2.82) -1.26 -3.7 263 0.002 -0.46 (-0.7, -0.21) 
Good cook/homemaker 3.58 (2.74) 4.01 (2.68) -0.43 -1.3 263 0.32 -0.16 (-0.4, 0.08) 

Note: Holm-Bonferroni corrections were applied to account for the number of comparisons. ∆ = Difference between incel and non-incel 
men. CI = Bootstrapped 95% confidence intervals for effect size. Degrees of freedom are adjusted in light of significant Levene’s tests. 
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Figure 1. The minimum mate preferences for incel and non-incel single men. Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals 
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Table 2. Incel and non-incel differences in perceptions of women’s minimum mate preferences 
 Incel men 

(n = 116) 
Non-incel men 

 (n = 149) 
     

Trait M (SD) M (SD) ∆ t df padj d(CI) 
Total 4.66 (1.62) 5.71 (1.36) -1.05 -5.73 263 < .001 -0.71 (-0.96, -0.46) 
Facial attractiveness 5.00 (2.05) 6.15 (1.62) -1.15 -4.98 216.09 < .001 -0.63 (-0.88, -0.38) 
Body attractiveness 4.96 (2.02) 5.79 (1.65) -0.83 -3.67 263 0.002 -0.46 (-0.7, -0.21) 
Fashion sense 2.69 (2.16) 3.78 (2.30) -1.09 -3.93 263 0.001 -0.49 (-0.73, -0.24) 
Good job/financial prospects 2.84 (2.52) 4.21 (2.54) -1.37 -4.36 263 <. 001 -0.54 (-0.79, -0.29) 
Kind and understanding 7.13 (2.22) 7.64 (1.72) -0.51 -2.04 212.33 0.13 -0.26 (-0.5, -0.02) 
Loyal and dependable 7.59 (2.39) 7.96 (1.62) -0.37 -1.41 192.94 0.32 -0.19 (-0.43, 0.06) 
Emotional stability and maturity 6.16 (2.55) 7.19 (1.92) -1.03 -3.63 207.93 0.002 -0.46 (-0.71, -0.22) 
Sociability 3.65 (2.62) 4.97 (2.20) -1.32 -4.38 223.62 < .001 -0.55 (-0.8, -0.3) 
Exciting personality 3.82 (2.52) 5.33 (2.30) -1.51 -5.1 263 < .001 -0.63 (-0.88, -0.38) 
Sense of humour 5.02 (2.81) 6.46 (2.12) -1.44 -4.56 207.76 < . 001 -0.59 (-0.83, -0.34) 
Intelligence 5.65 (2.58) 6.97 (1.59) -1.32 -4.84 180.64 < .001 -0.63 (-0.88, -0.38) 
Attractive political beliefs 4.34 (2.63) 5.30 (2.58) -0.96 -3.05 263 0.01 -0.37 (-0.61, -0.12) 
Similar interests 4.61 (2.53) 5.76 (2.20) -1.15 -3.88 228.42 0.001 -0.49 (-0.73, -0.24) 
Sexually skilful 2.92 (2.65) 4.18 (2.82) -1.26 -3.7 263 0.002 -0.46 (-0.7, -0.21) 
Good cook/homemaker 3.58 (2.74) 4.01 (2.68) -0.43 -1.3 263 0.32 -0.16 (-0.4, 0.08) 

Note: Holm-Bonferroni corrections were applied to account for the number of comparisons. ∆ = Difference between incel and non-incel men. CI 
= Bootstrapped 95% confidence intervals for effect size. Degrees of freedom are adjusted in light of significant Levene’s tests. 
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Figure 2. Men’s (mis)Perception of Female Mate Preferences. Positive scores indicate over-perceiving true importance, whereas 
negative scores indicate under-perception. Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals. Confidence intervals which do not contain 0 
indicate statistically significant biases. 
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Discussion 

In this first examination of incel mating psychology using primary data, we found 

incels to have lower self-perceived mate value and to endorse both more internal and external 

reasons for their singlehood, than non-incels. While a popular narrative is that incels cannot 

find mates because they hold unrealistically high standards (Srinivasan, 2021), our findings 

suggest that incels possess lower minimum mate preference standards than non-incels do 

when considering someone as a potential partner – a medium to large effect size.  

One observation of interest was that, when ordering incels’ preferences in descending 

order (see Table 1), the traits they valued most followed almost the same order as that of non-

incel single men. Both groups shared the same order when it came to the first four traits: 

loyalty and dependability, kindness and understanding, emotional stability and maturity, and 

intelligence. Incel mate preferences appear to be different in terms of level, but not pattern. 

We predicted that incels would be more inaccurate than non-incels at estimating 

women’s minimum mate preferences. Specifically, we predicted that incels would 

overestimate the value women place on physical attractiveness and financial resources, while 

underestimating the importance women place on long term mating qualities like kindness. 

While incels did make mistakes in their assessment of the value women place on these traits, 

they did not do so significantly more than non-incel single men. That is, both incels and non-

incel single men alike significantly overestimated the importance women place on traits such 

as physical attractiveness and underestimate the importance women place on traits such as 

kindness (see Figure 2). 
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The importance of improving incels mating prospects 

Blake and Brooks (2022) make a compelling case for why society should not ignore 

its incel problem, outlining that there is robust evidence for what is referred to in the 

evolutionary psychology literature as the Young Male Syndrome (Wilson & Daly, 1985). The 

Young Male Syndrome refers to the tendency for surplus populations of unpartnered young 

men to disproportionately harm society and themselves, due to increased status seeking and 

risk taking in pursuit of mates (Edlund et al, 2013; Guttentag & Secord, 1983; Krahn et al., 

1986). There is also accumulating evidence from criminology for the sexual frustration 

theory of aggression, violence, and crime (Lankford, 2021). Research also shows that 

unwanted celibacy is associated with misogynistic attitudes among men (Granau et al., 2022). 

These lines of evidence should give us cause for concern about the problems incels face and 

represent in society and highlight the importance of planning appropriate interventions.  

Incel mating intelligence. 

There is reason to believe that some incels are motivated to engage with the mating 

market, e.g., roughly half of incel participants reported they are actively seeking a 

relationship (Costello et al., 2022). In the current study, we also found that incels do not 

report having disproportionately high minimum mate-preferences and endorsed “lack of 

flirting skills” as the most popular reason for being single (see Table S2). These findings, 

coupled with incels’ cognitive-distortions around female mate-preferences, suggest that 

potential interventions to improve incel mating-intelligence (Geher et al., 2016) should be 

investigated.  

Research has also shown that male mate value is dependent on much more malleable 

traits such as status and financial resources, than female mate value, which is more contingent 

on physical attractiveness and youth (Ben-Hamida et al., 1998). As such, incels mate value 
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could potentially be improved upon. There is some evidence that interventions designed to 

improve social confidence had real impacts on men’s prospects in speed-dating scenarios (Li 

et al., 2020). Such interventions could be appropriate for incels.  

Correcting cognitive-distortions (Gilbert, 1998) around female mate-preferences 

could be an avenue of exploration to improve incels’ mating-performance, and any 

subsequent mental health issues (Apostolou, 2019). Research shows that unwanted celibacy 

is associated with misogynistic attitudes among men (Granau et al., 2022). Thus, designing 

interventions to help incels achieve their mating goals could have the potential added benefit 

of reducing harmful instances of misogyny. Incel misogyny likely has a bidirectional 

relationship with their mating prospects. Interventions that prioritize reducing incel misogyny 

prior to, or alongside, improving their mating intelligence, could have more efficacy. 

Importantly, such interventions might also reduce the potentiality for harm towards women.  

One component of mating intelligence is that of cross-sex mindreading, which can be 

described as theory of mind applied in the mating domain. Mating intelligence includes the 

ability to accurately ascertain what traits members of the opposite sex value in a potential 

mate (Geher et al., 2016). We hypothesized that this is an area where incels mating 

intelligence errs. Consistent with our predictions, incels overestimated women’s preferences 

for physical attractiveness. However, they did not do so significantly more than non-incel 

single men (i.e., both incels and non-incel single men alike overestimated the importance of 

physical attractiveness to women). Additionally, both groups overestimated the importance of 

financial prospects to women.  

It is important to note the potential impact of social desirability bias (Edwards, 1957) 

in female participants' answers regarding their mate preferences. Female participants may not 

wish to indicate the true extent of their preference for financial prospects in a mate. 
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Furthermore, there is sometimes a disparity between participants stated and revealed 

preferences (Eastwick & Finkel, 2008). Relatedly, there is robust evidence that women do 

indeed value financial resources in a mate (Hopcroft, 2021; Parker et al., 2022, Walter et al., 

2020). Using cross-cultural behavioral data from 1.8 million online daters from 24 countries, 

Jonason and Thomas (2022) found that resource-acquisition ability (as indicated by education 

and income) improved the attention received for men by almost 2.5 times that of women. For 

incels, who are highly likely to be NEET (not in education employment or training) (Costello 

et al., 2022), improving financial prospects could indeed be an avenue for improving mating 

opportunities.  

Another significant finding in our study is that incels particularly underestimated 

women’s minimum preferences for loyalty and dependability, kindness, and emotional 

maturity and stability, which there is robust evidence for in the evolutionary psychology mate 

preference literature (Buss, 1989; Walter et al., 2020). Interventions which help incels to 

overcome their belief in female sexual deceptiveness (Sparks et al., 2022), and acknowledge 

the importance of these traits, could help with their mating prospects. Such interventions 

could also reduce the misogyny that pervades the incel community. 

One component of incels’ mating intelligence that should not be overlooked are the 

high rates of autism spectrum disorder that exist within the incel community. The median 

estimated global prevalence of autism spectrum disorder is 0.62 percent (Elsabbagh et al., 

2012), yet Speckhard and Ellenberg (2022) found that 18.38 percent of incels in their sample 

reported having such a diagnosis, with a further 24.6 percent reporting the "presence of 

symptoms of autism spectrum disorder". Many people with autism spectrum disorder have a 

poorer theory of mind – they struggle to infer the emotions and desires of others (Baron-

Cohen, 1990). The failures of cross sex mind reading we found within incel participants may 
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be an artifact of the high levels of autism spectrum disorder that exist within the incel 

community. Future research should empirically investigate the rates of autism spectrum 

disorder in the incel community, using established measures, and any subsequent impact on 

their mating prospects. 

Alternatives to the mating-market for incels 

At least some of the grief and poor mental health of the incel community, it appears, 

may stem from their not accurately perceiving women’s mate preferences, especially under-

perceiving women’s desires for men who are intelligent, kind, funny, loyal, and dependable. 

To the degree that incel individuals can improve on these attributes, they might achieve better 

mating success and thereby improve their mental well-being (Kavanagh et al., 2010; Schmitt 

& Jonason, 2019). But what if they cannot improve their intelligence or their humor ability? 

For some members of the incel community, a better pathway to improved well-being 

may lie in coming to accept their ideals of romantic success are unlikely to be achieved and, 

instead, to try and experience gratitude for the many other aspects of their life that could 

already provide meaning and value—sources such as friends, family, and work success 

(Kenrick et al., 2010; Rotkirch et al., 2014). Sometimes called “wanting what you already 

have,” evolutionary psychologists have suggested that cultivating gratitude can increase well-

being in several ways (Geher & Wedberg, 2019; Miller, 1995). First, gratitude induces a 

positive mindset, helping you feel more optimistic and hopeful about the future (Emmons et 

al., 2019). Second, when you focus mainly on what you do not possess or what you want but 

cannot have, it can create stress and anxiety. When you focus on what you already have and 

appreciate it, however, gratitude helps to reduce stress and promotes relaxation (Wright, 

2017). Third, expressing gratitude and appreciation towards others can strengthen already-

existing relationships, increase feelings of social support, and foster more positive 
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interactions with new people (McCullough et al., 2008). Future research should investigate 

how incels can cultivate meaning outside of mating.  

In some sense, the values and structures of the incel community may be constraining 

their members’ ability for gratitude to only themselves within their group. Not unlike many 

other socio political and religious groups, this can fuse members’ identities and emotional 

health to the ingroup community and stem the development of other sources of social 

support. Identity fusion, that is, a visceral sense of oneness with a group, has been found to 

predict extreme beliefs/behaviors (e.g., extreme attitudes in gaming; Kowert et al., 2022). 

Incels display higher levels of identity fusion than other groups, and this predicted 

endorsement of violence and online harassment toward women (Rousis et al., 2023). 

Moreover, the particularly negative attitudes toward members working on building romantic 

relationships may reduce the capacity of incels to learn more accurate information about what 

potential mates want in relationship partners (Costello, 2023; Hinds, 2022). These 

misperceptions, then, remain unadjusted by experience and keep incels stuck in their mental 

tire tracks. Future research should investigate what impact (if any) disengaging with the 

community has on incels mating psychology, misogynistic attitudes, and wellbeing.  

Hope, Cope, or Rope: Incels’ problematic responses to celibacy 

An area of particular concern is how those incels who do not wish to engage with the 

mating market respond to their celibate situation. Three rhyming domains describe the variety 

of incel responses to their celibacy: hope, cope, and rope (Sparks et al., 2022). Rope refers to 

suicide, a theme which pervades incel forums (Daly & Laskovstov, 2022). In terms of coping 

strategies, incels appear to engage in either solitary (watching TV, lifting weights) or 

potentially more problematic practices (e.g., using drugs, excessive pornography use). 

Healthier coping mechanisms (e.g., positive reframing, seeking emotional support) were 
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more commonly practiced among non-incel men, while incels reported higher levels of 

problematic strategies such as behavioral disengagement and self-blame (Sparks et al., 2022). 

Relatedly, Sparks and colleagues. (2022) suggest that the term incel has resulted in an 

overemphasis on the sexual exclusion and frustration aspects of incel identity. They identify 

instead a more general social isolation as a key facet of inceldom, finding that incels reported 

more feelings of loneliness and less social support outlets than non-incel men. The high 

levels of loneliness among incels suggest that they may be missing a key buffer in sheltering 

them from the adverse effects of romantic rejection (Costello et al., 2022; Sparks et al., 

2022). Cultivating friendships more broadly could be an avenue to improving incels’ 

wellbeing, and, potentially indirectly, their mating prospects.  

Limitations  

One limitation of the study is that we relied upon incel self-identification rather than 

“incel-typical” behavior and cognition, leaving the possibility that some participants with 

incel-tendencies identified as non-incels. Future research should focus on developing and 

psychometrically validating a “level of inceldom” scale, so that studies need not rely on 

subjective self-identification. Taking into account the ever-evolving use of labels and 

descriptive terms within the incel community, such a scale could enhance longevity by 

focusing on the underlying cognitions and emotions behind inceldom, such as the feelings of 

dysphoria associated with their unwanted singlehood. 

In this study we provided evidence that incels do not have particularly high or 

unrealistic long-term mating standards. However, there is still some ambiguity in relation to 

short-term standards. It could be argued that many incels’ focus on sex and short-term mating 

could stem from bitterness about being excluded from the short-term mating market (where 

they perceive that so called “Chads and Stacy’s” reign at their exclusion). It may be that 
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incels have lower minimum mate-value standards for long-term partners, but that this is not 

what they want. Indeed, there is some evidence that incels are more unrestricted than non 

incel single men in sociosexual desire (Costello et al., 2022). It remains to be demonstrated 

whether incels’ frustration in the mating market stems from high standards for casual sexual 

encounters that they are nonetheless excluded from due to their lower mate-value. The 

question of whether incels are equally or more resentful about feeling excluded from the 

short-term or long-term mating market is an empirical one. Although this was beyond the 

scope of our study, we call on future work to test this. 

Throughout this work we refer to findings that unwanted celibacy is associated with 

misogynistic attitudes in men (incels and non incels alike; Granau et al., 2022). We also 

discuss the likely bidirectional relationship between incel misogyny and their lack of mating 

success, suggesting that interventions should focus on minimizing the incel belief in female 

sexual deceptiveness and correcting cognitive distortions incels hold about women. However, 

the next step for examining this bidirectional relationship is to consider how incel extreme 

attitudes and cross-sex mind reading co-develop over time as part of a longitudinal study. 

Conclusion 

The recurring problems of finding and retaining a mate represent fundamental 

adaptive problems for humans. Yet there is a growing community of men, incels (involuntary 

celibates), who strongly identify with their perceived inability to solve these problems. This 

study is the first formal investigation of incel mating psychology, exploring incels perceived 

reasons for their singlehood, self-perceived mate value, minimum standards for mate 

preferences, and perceptions of female mate preferences. 

We find that incels are characterized by low levels of self-perceived mate-value and a 

greater external locus of control regarding their perceived reasons for being single. Although 
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incels do not appear to have disproportionately high minimum mate-preferences in relation to 

their mate-value, many incels appear to have some cognitive-distortions around their 

perceptions of women’s mate-preferences. Most notably, incels underestimate the importance 

of intelligence, kindness and understanding, humor, and loyalty and dependability. 

Previous research suggests that incels represent a hard-to-reach and at-risk group, 

suitable for targeted mental-health interventions (Costello et al., 2022). Given the findings 

that a significant portion of the incel community express interest in participating in the 

mating market, we suggest that such interventions could include challenging some of the 

cognitive distortions that incels hold around female mate preferences in order to help improve 

their mating intelligence. 

Unwanted celibacy is associated with misogynistic attitudes among men, and surplus 

populations of unpartnered young men disproportionately harm society and themselves. Thus, 

designing interventions to help incels achieve their mating goals would have the added 

benefit of reducing harmful instances of misogyny and societal harm. 
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Supplementary materials. 

 

Table S1. Incel and non-incel differences in self-perceived mate value, and external and internal reasons for being single. 
  

Incel men Non-incel men    
 

 
  M (SD, n) M (SD, n) ∆ t df p d(CI) 
Self-perceived mate value 3.02 (1.25, 113) 3.69 (1.41, 149) -0.67 -4.06 254.21 < .001 -0.50 (-0.75, -0.25) 
External reasons for being single 2.26 (1.77, 139) 1.29 (1.41, 180) 0.97 5.28 258.32 < .001 0.62 (0.39, 0.84) 
Internal reasons for being single 8.37 (4.32, 139) 6.32 (4.50, 180) 2.05 4.11 317 < .001 0.46 (0.24, 0.69) 
Note: ∆ = Difference between incel and non-incel men. CI = Bootstrapped 95% confidence intervals for effect size. 
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Table S2. Frequencies for reasons for being single for incel and non-incel single men 

 

Reasons for being single Incel men 
(n = 151) 

Non-incel men  
(n = 149) 

I am not good at flirting 109 (72.19%) 89 (59.73%) 

I am too shy 77 (50.99%) 79 (53.02%) 

I am socially awkward 95 (62.91%) 87 (58.39%) 

I am too anxious around potential partners 83 (54.97%) 66 (44.30%) 

I lack confidence 89 (58.94%) 82 (55.03%) 

I fear rejection 74 (49.01%) 77 (51.68%) 

I am too boring 62 (41.06%) 65 (43.62%) 

I am too lazy 43 (28.48%) 46 (30.87%) 

I am not good looking enough 95 (62.91%) 59 (39.60%) 

I’m too short 44 (29.14%) 13 (8.72%) 

I’m too overweight 28 (18.54%) 38 (25.50%) 

I haven’t achieved enough in life to be considered attractive 72 (47.68%) 71 (47.65%) 

I am not rich enough 57 (37.75%) 49 (32.89%) 

I experience sexual difficulties e.g., erectile disfunction or 
performance anxiety 

22 (14.57%) 19 (12.75%) 

I value my freedom 21 (13.91%) 41 (27.52%) 

I have different priorities 13 (8.61%) 45 (30.20%) 

I want to be free to date around 0 (0%) 7 (10.43%) 
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Love scares me 4 (2.65%) 10 (6.71%) 

Commitment scares me 25 (16.56%) 20 (13.42%) 

I want to devote my attention to my children 22 (14.57%) 29 (19.46%) 

I haven’t gotten over an ex relationship 0 (0%) 1 (0.67%) 

I fear I will get hurt again 6 (3.97%) 12 (17.88%) 

Addictions inhibit potential relationships 22 (14.57) 21 (14.09%) 

A former partner interferes with potential new relationships 0 (0%) 1 (0.67%) 

Addictions inhibit potential relationships 8 (5.30%) 9 (6.04%) 

I am not free to express my sexuality 13 (8.61%) 12 (17.88%) 

I cannot have children and this inhibits potential relationships 2 (1.32%) 2 (1.34%) 

I move a lot 5 (3.31%) 9 (6.04%) 

Psychological issues inhibit potential relationship 44 (29.14%) 51 (34.23%) 

Health/Disability issues 25 (16.56%) 11 (7.38%) 

I am too picky 21 (13.91%) 45 (30.20%) 

Other people are too picky 51 (33.77%) 24 (16.11%) 

Online dating makes it too hard on the mating market 74 (49.01%) 53 (35.57%) 

Potential partners are unwilling to commit to long term 
relationships 

16 (10.60%) 6 (4.03%) 

There aren’t enough quality partners in my area 28 (18.54%) 31 (20.81%) 

There is too much competition for mates in my area 58 (3.41%) 25 (16.78%) 

There are no opportunities to meet potential partners in my area 69 (45.70%) 71 (47.65%) 
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