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Abstract
Incels (involuntary celibates) have advocated for and even enacted violence against women. We explored two mechanisms
that may underly incels’ actions: identity fusion and self-verification. Study | (n = 155) revealed stronger identity fusion
(deep alignment) with the ingroup among men active in online incel communities compared to men active in other male-
dominated groups. Study 2 (n = |13) showed that feeling self-verified by other incels predicted fusion with incels; fusion,

in turn, predicted endorsement of past and future violence toward women. Study 3 (n = 283; preregistered) replicated the
indirect effects from Study 2 and extended them by linking fusion to online harassment of women. All indirect effects were
particularly strong among self-identified incels high in narcissism. We discuss the synergistic links between self-verification

and identity fusion in fostering extreme behaviors and identify directions for future research.
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Incels (short for “involuntary celibates™) are an online com-
munity of men who claim that their desires for sexual and
romantic relationships are frustrated by repeated rejection
from women (Ging, 2019). The group has gained notoriety as
members have translated their violent misogyny (Glace et al.,
2021; Ribeiro et al., 2020) into heinous crimes including
mass murder (Hoffman et al., 2020). In this report, we seek to
identify the psychological mechanisms that motivate incels.
We suggest that men join incel groups seeking verification of
their self-views. The self-verification they receive from group
members fosters feelings of identity fusion (i.e., deep align-
ment) with the group. Feelings of fusion, in turn, foster
endorsement of the misogynistic values held by the group,
including justifying violence against women. We tested these
ideas in several empirical investigations of men who self-
identified as incels. To put our analysis in context, we begin
with a brief overview of incels and their dominant ideology.

Incels, the Blackpill Ideology, and
Misogyny
Incels’ guiding worldview, the Blackpill ideology, proposes

that women as a group control access to status, power, and
resources (Hoffman et al., 2020), but abuse their dominant

position by embracing superficial values. In particular, in
choosing romantic and/or sexual partners, heterosexual
women putatively weigh physical attractiveness more heav-
ily than personality, income, education, and/or occupation
(Cottee, 2020). Women'’s shallow preoccupation with men’s
physical attractiveness ostensibly consigns incels, along with
any man who does not live up to women’s flawed standards,
to lives of celibacy or cuckoldry.

The Blackpill ideology further contends that men’s right-
ful (i.e., higher) status in the gender hierarchy has been
unjustly usurped by women, especially feminists. This con-
viction encourages a strict embrace of masculinity norms
(Ging, 2019; Glace et al., 2021) and routine denigration of
women in incels’ online discussion forums (CCDH Quant
Lab, 2022). For example, one popular incel website consis-
tently features posts advocating the sexual assault of women
to maintain social order and enforce male superiority, with
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30% of posts rated as explicitly misogynistic and expressing
hatred of women (Jaki et al., 2019). Chillingly, some incels
translate misogynistic beliefs into real-world violence. For
example, in 2014, self-identified incel Elliot Rodger killed
seven people, including himself, as an act of revenge on
women who rejected him (Nagourney et al., 2014). Inspired
by Rodger, self-identified incels have since been responsible
for the murders of more than 60 people in North America and
Europe (Hoffman et al., 2020).

Research on incels has been largely limited to archival
textual analyses of incel forums and social media posts
(e.g., Brooks et al., 2022; Ging, 2019), and examinations of
mental health concerns among self-identified incels (e.g.,
Moskalenko, Gonzalez, etal., 2022; Speckhard & Ellenberg,
2022). This work provides instructive insights into phe-
nomena such as: the geospatial locations of incel activity
(Brooks et al., 2022); how the Blackpill ideology differs
from more traditional misogynist ideologies (Ging, 2019);
the psychological traumas and mental health concerns
prevalent among incels (Costello et al., 2022; Moskalenko,
Gonzalez, et al., 2022); and the reluctance of members of
incel communities to seek help for mental health issues
(Speckhard & Ellenberg, 2022).

Together, the foregoing investigations provide insight into
key aspects of incels’ behavior, experiences, and beliefs.
Nevertheless, to date, researchers have stopped short of sys-
tematically examining the processes that motivate incels.
Our research is designed to fill this gap by considering how
two identity-related processes—self-verification and identity
fusion—may help to explain incels’ embrace of an extremist
ideology that promotes violence against women.

Incels, Self-Verification, and Identity
Fusion

When people enter relationships, one of their key priorities
is feeling known and understood or “self-verified” (Swann,
1983,2012). Evidence of a desire for self-verification comes
from dozens of studies indicating that people prefer and
seek evaluations that confirm both negative and positive
self-views (Bosson & Swann, 1999; Swann et al., 1990).
Moreover, people desire verification of both their global
characteristics (“I am a worthwhile person”) and their spe-
cific characteristics (“I am stubborn”; Swann et al., 1989;
for reviews see (Kwang & Swann, 2010; Swann, 2012).
Furthermore, people are not only more inclined to remain in
relationships in which partners verify their self-views (De
La Ronde & Swann, 1998; Neff & Karney, 2005; Swann
et al., 1992), they are also more committed to, and produc-
tive within, work groups and settings in which they receive
self-verification (Swann et al., 2000, 2003; Wiesenfeld
et al., 2007).

We suggest that potential incels may be particularly inter-
ested in self-verification from incel communities. Consider
that self-identified incels often feel loathed by the wider

society (Daly & Reed, 2022). Such feelings are decidedly
nonverifying for most people. Starved for self-verification
and suffused with anxiety and depression (Costello et al.,
2022), incels may be eager to align themselves with any
group that seems to understand them. The Blackpill ideology
fits the bill because it offers a face-saving explanation for the
perceived plight of incels—that is, incels are merely victims
of the wiles of women and their shallow mate preferences.
For these reasons, budding incels may seek and find verifica-
tion from online incel communities.

Once potential incels begin affiliating with the group,
the self-verification they receive will likely encourage
them to develop strong, family-like ties to other group
members. Eventually they may develop a powerful form of
alignment with the incel group called identity fusion (e.g.,
Swann et al., 2009). When identity fusion occurs, the
boundaries between the individual’s personal and group
identities become so porous that people experience a sense
of oneness with the group. These porous boundaries allow
the individual to maintain a sense of personal agency while
simultaneously experiencing a deep, familial connection to
the group.

The sense of familial connectedness that incels develop
toward the group can have profound consequences. For the
fused person, the welfare of the group becomes every bit as
important as their own personal welfare. This motivates
fused individuals to enact behaviors that are compatible with
the group’s goals and values (Swann et al., 2009, 2012;
Whitehouse et al., 2014), including even violence, self-sacri-
fice, and retribution against outgroup members (Fredman
et al., 2015; Swann et al., 2014). Fusion is therefore an
exceptionally strong predictor of violent pro-group behavior,
consistently out-predicting rival variables such as group
identification (for reviews, see Goémez et al., 2020; Rousis,
2022; Swann & Buhrmester, 2015) and sacred values and
moral convictions (Martel et al., 2021). In the case of incels,
fusion should motivate incels to marinate themselves in the
Blackpill ideology and endorse its violent misogyny.

Overview

We propose that men join incel communities seeking self-
verification that adherents of the Blackpill ideology are
uniquely able to provide. Once they marinate themselves in
incel groups, the self-verification that men receive should
encourage them to fuse to the group. Identity fusion, in turn,
should predict endorsement of radical acts on behalf of the
group, including violence against, and online harassment of,
women. To the best of our knowledge, we are the first to
examine the interplay between these identity-related pro-
cesses, and one of the first systematic investigations of the
motives of self-identified incels.

In our empirical research, we considered participants
incels if they (1) self-identified as members of this group
and (2) were knowledgeable regarding key beliefs of this
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Table I. Correlations and Descriptive Statistics for Study | Variables.

Variable Frequency Agreement Hostile sexism Identity fusion
Frequency — 513k —.041 4240k
Agreement — .365%** .703%k*
Hostile sexism — .355%k*
Identity fusion —

n 155 155 121 130

o — .859 942 979

M 5.174 4219 3416 3.352

SD 3.136 1.362 1.091 1.834

Skew -0.061 -0.650 -0.235 0.231

Kurtosis -1.657 -0.055 -0.209 -1.185
iy <001,

group. Prior to testing our theoretical ideas, we conducted a
preliminary study (Study 1) in which we asked if men active
in incel communities exhibited stronger identity fusion than
active members of other male-dominated online communi-
ties, including other gender-based groups (Men’s Rights
Movement [MRM] communities; Hodapp, 2017) and an
apolitical control group (New England Patriots fans).

Study |

Relative to other male-centric online communities (e.g.,
MRMs, football fan groups), incels are distinguished by high
levels of violent rhetoric against women (Hoffman et al.,
2020; Ribeiro et al., 2020). Given these data and the associa-
tion between identity fusion and extreme behavior (Swann
etal., 2012), in Study 1, we expected that men active in incel
communities would score higher on identify fusion than both
nonincel men known to espouse misogyny online (i.e., MRM
members), and male members of a non—gender-based com-
munity (New England Patriots fans) that is nonetheless male
dominated. As control variables, we also measured hostile
sexism, frequency of website visitation, and agreement with
group worldviews.

Method

Participants. Participants were 155 men, recruited from
Reddit (n = 74) or MTurk (n = 81), who indicated being
currently active in one of three online communities: incels
(n = 40; 11 from Reddit, 29 from MTurk), MRMs (n = 52;
all from MTurk), or Patriots fans (n = 63; all from Reddit).
The MTurk sample consisted entirely of men from the
United States; we do not have data on the nationality of
the participants from Reddit. The sample size afforded .80
power (o = .05) to observe a medium or larger group effect
(f= .25; Faul et al., 2009). Reddit volunteers followed links
on two subreddits (r/MensRights, r/Patriots) and received
no compensation; those recruited from MTurk answered
questions about incels and MRMs embedded in a larger

survey in exchange for $0.50. Men ranged in age from 18 to
51 (Md = 30) and were White (77.7%), Black (12.4%),
Asian (5.8%), Indigenous (3.3%), “other” (2.5%), and
Latino (9.4%). Most reported some college education
(78.7%) and were employed (87.3%), with a median income
of US$50,000 to US$59,999.

Procedure. All procedures (in this and subsequent studies)
were institutional review board (IRB)-approved and met
ethical and legal requirements of the study country. The
survey was hosted online on Qualtrics. After giving
informed consent, men read descriptions of incel, MRM, or
New England Patriots fan communities and indicated
whether they were “an active member on one or more” spe-
cific community websites (we only analyzed data of those
answering “yes”). Participants completed the scales below;
those recruited from MTurk first completed scales about
status and sexism (see https://osf.io/sg3wt/).

Measures. Items below referencing “[group]” were matched
to the participant’s group (“the Men’s Rights Movement,”
“incels,” “Patriots fans”). See the Supplemental Materials
document (Section 1) for the full text of the measures below.
Here and in subsequent studies, all scale scores were aver-
aged. Table 1 shows Cronbach’s alphas, correlations, and
descriptive statistics.

Frequency. On a scale of 1 (never) to 9 (more than once
per day), participants answered “How often do you visit any
websites associated with [group]?”

Agreement. On scales of 1 (not at all) to 7 (completely),
participants rated “How much do you tend to agree with the
opinions expressed by members of these [group] communi-
ties?” and “How much do you feel you relate to the world-
views communicated on these [group] sites?”

Hostile Sexism. The 11-item hostile sexism subscale of
Glick and Fiske’s (1996) Ambivalent Sexism Inventory
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Table 2. One-Way ANOVA and ANCOVA Output Comparing Incels, MRMs, and Patriots Fans, Study |.

Group mean (SE)

Variable Incels MRMs Patriots F test npz [90% Cl]
Hostile sexism 4.04 (0.16)* 3.42 (0.13)° 2.64 (0.17)¢ F(2, 118) = 18.17%** 235 [.124, .330]
Identity fusion 436 (1.91) 2.49 (1.57)° 3.52 (1.56)* F(2, 127) = 13.96*** .180 [.082, .269]
Frequency 4.58 (0.26)* 1.98 (0.22)° 8.19 (0.20)¢ F(2, 152) = 214.28%** .738 [.679, .777]
Agreement 4.50 (0.20)* 3.58 (0.18)° 4.57 (0.16)* F(2, 152) = 9.73%** 114 [.041, .189]
Identity fusion (controlling frequency, 4.04 (0.21) 3.24 (0.27)° 2.85 (0.37)° F(2, 124) = 7.04%F* .102 [.027, .182]
agreement, and sample)

Hostile sexism (controlling frequency, 4.00 (0.14) 3.92 (0.17)* 1.86 (0.28)° F(2, 115) = 21.02%** 268 [.151, .363]

agreement, and sample)

Note. Differing dfs across analyses reflect missing data. Different superscripts (a, b, c) within the same row indicate means that differ significantly based on
Tamhane’s (1979) post hoc tests. Cl = confidence interval. ANOVA = analyses of variance; ANCOVA = analysis of covariance; MRM = Men’s Rights

Movement.
Ry < .001.

measures angry, insulting beliefs about women (e.g., “Women
seek to gain power by getting control over men”). Items are
rated on scales of 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree).

Identity Fusion. The 7-item identity fusion scale (Gomez
et al., 2011) measures feelings of fusion with the group (e.g.,
“I am one with [group],” “I’ll make [group] strong”). Items
are rated on scales of 1 (totally disagree) to 7 (totally agree).

Demographics. Participants indicated their age, race, eth-
nicity, education, employment status, and household income.

Results

Did men active in incel communities differ from the com-
parison groups on identity fusion, hostile sexism, and rela-
tionship to their online communities? One-way analyses of
variance (ANOVAs) on identity fusion, hostile sexism, fre-
quency, and agreement yielded large to very-large effects of
group on all dependent measures (see Table 2). Tamhane’s
(1979) post hoc tests revealed that men active in incel com-
munities were more identity fused than MRMs (p < .001,
95% confidence interval (CI): [0.941, 2.796]), although they
did not differ from Patriots fans (p = .110, 95% CI [-0.132,
1.808]). Men active in incel communities were also higher in
hostile sexism than MRMs (p = .006, 95% CI [0.148, 1.094])
and Patriots fans (p < .001, 95% CI [0.827, 1.981]); they
visited group websites more frequently than MRMs (p <
.001,95% CI[1.486,3.703]) and less frequently than Patriots
fans (p < .001, 95% CI [-4.694, -2.537]); and they agreed
with their group’s worldviews more than MRMs (p = .019,
95% CI [0.121, 1.725]) and comparably to Patriots fans
(p = .992,95% CI [-0.770, 0.627]).

Because men were recruited from two different plat-
forms—Reddit and MTurk—we conducted #-tests to deter-
mine if these samples differed meaningfully on any variables
(differing dfs across tests reflect missing data from Reddit

participants). Reddit and MTurk samples did not differ sig-
nificantly on hostile sexism, #(56.81) = —1.82, p = .074, but
Reddit (vs. MTurk) participants reported higher levels of
identity fusion, #(111.78) = 2.19, p = .030, d = 0.38, 95%
CI [0.026, 0.741], much more frequent website visits,
1(144.43) = 22.41, p < .001, d = 3.55, 95% CI [3.040,
4.055], and stronger agreement with their group’s world-
views, #(132.64) = 4.01, p < .001, d = 1.30, 95% CI [0.307,
0.941]. Note that these findings largely reflect differences
between Patriots fans (all recruited from Reddit) and MRMs
(all recruited from MTurk), as group and sample were
entirely confounded for these individuals.

Given these sample differences, we conducted additional
analyses of covariance (ANCOVAs; see Table 2) that con-
trolled for sample (Reddit vs. MTurk), as well as for group
differences in website visitation frequency and agreement
with the group’s worldviews, both of which might plausibly
explain some of the variance in fusion and hostile sexism
levels. The ANCOVA on identity fusion revealed that men
active in incel communities had higher identity fusion than
both MRMs (p = .011, 95% CI [0.183, 1.403]) and Patriots
fans (p < .012, 95% CI [0.263, 2.113]). The ANCOVA on
hostile sexism revealed that men active in incel communities
were higher in hostile sexism than Patriots fans (p < .001,
95% CI [1.476, 2.793]), whereas they did not differ from
MRMs (p = .723, 95% CI [-0.348, 0.500]).

Together, these findings make several important points.
First, men active in incel communities—Ilike men active in
other MRM communities—endorse relatively high levels of
hostile sexism. Second, men active in incel communities dis-
play notably higher levels of identity fusion than men in
other groups. Third, these patterns emerge when controlling
for differences in website visitation frequency, agreement
with the group’s worldviews, and sample (Reddit vs. MTurk),
indicating that the heightened identity fusion of men active
in incel communities does not merely reflect more frequent
exposure to, or agreement with, the group’s worldviews.
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Given the high levels of identity fusion apparent in online
incel communities, we view these communities as suitable
populations for testing our model.

Study 2

In Study 2, we tested our theoretical model (self-verification
from the group predicts pro-group violence endorsement,
indirectly via fusion to the group) on self-identified incels
who were sampled using stringent eligibility criteria and
rigorous recruitment strategies (see below). To establish
generalizability, we used two different measures of self-ver-
ification from other incels and we examined two violence-
related outcomes: Endorsement of future violence against
women and endorsement of Elliot Rodgers’ past violence on
behalf of incels.

Method

Participants and Procedure. Participants, recruited from
MTurk, were eligible if they were men, U.S. residents, self-
identified as incels, and correctly answered several screener
questions about incel culture (e.g., “What is the name of the
incel worldview?”). They received $0.05 to take a screen-
ing survey and $1.20 for completing the full survey. We
took several steps to validate respondents’ incel status and
prevent fraudulent responses; see Supplemental Materials
(section 2) for full details. Nonetheless, we acknowledge
that defining “true incel” status is challenging, even for
incels themselves, who often debate their defining criteria
on their forums (Kim, 2022). For instance, not all incels
conform to elements of the Blackpill ideology that discour-
age attempts to improve one’s relationship success via
financial or social accomplishments (Klee, 2022). More-
over, some “ethnicels” (incels who belong to a minority
race or ethnicity) consider racism a key element that, in
addition to their physical unattractiveness, makes women
unwilling to date them (Kesvani, 2019). To circumvent
these issues, we took a social identity approach by allowing
individuals to define their own social group membership
(Tajfel & Turner, 1979).

The final sample (n = 113) afforded us .90 power
(a0 = .05) to detect statistically significant indirect effects
of self-verification on violence endorsement via identity
fusion (Schoemann et al., 2017; see Supplementary Material,
Section 3). Participants ranged in age from 18 to 51 (Md =
30), and were White (35.4%), Black (54.9%), Asian (2.7%),
Indigenous (2.7%), “other” (4.4%), and Latino (62.8%).
(Note that although some samples of incels are majority
White [e.g., Moskalenko, Gonzalez, et al., 2022], other sam-
ples are more racially diverse [e.g., Hoiland, 2019].) About
half of participants reported a college degree (53.1%)
and were employed (96.5%), with a median socioeconomic
status (Md = 3.00) corresponding to “middle class.” They

completed the scales below (and several additional scales;
see https://osf.io/sg3wt/) online via Qualtrics.

Measures. Identity fusion and agreement were measured
identically to Study 1. See Table 3 for Cronbach’s alphas,
correlations, and descriptive statistics. We transformed non-
normal variables (see Supplementary Material, Section 4).

Self-Views. Pelham and Swann’s (1989) Self-Attributes
Questionnaire (SAQ) measures self-views on 10 traits (intel-
lectual/academic, social, artistic/musical, sports, physical
attractiveness, leadership, common sense, emotional stabil-
ity, luck, discipline). Respondents rate themselves on each
trait “relative to other men in the U.S. the same age as you”
on scales of 0% (better than 0%) to 100% (better than 99%).

Self-Verification. We measured global and specific self-
verification. Global self-verification reflects a generalized,
felt sense of being verified. To measure this, participants used
7-point scales to answer “To what extent do other incels see
you as you see yourself?” (endpoints = not at all the same
and exactly the same), and “To what extent do other incels
agree with you about how you rate your personality?” and
“To what extent do other incels agree with you about how
you rate your looks?” (endpoints = disagree completely and
agree completely). We averaged these three items. Specific
self-verification, in contrast, quantifies perceived verification
at the level of specific self-views. To measure this, partici-
pants viewed the 10 SAQ traits described above and rated, for
each trait, “how other incels see you relative to other men
your own age” on scales of 0% (better than 0%) to 100% (bet-
ter than 99%). We took the absolute values of 10 difference
scores (self-views minus other incels’ appraisals) and aver-
aged them, so higher scores indicated lower self-verification.

Group Identification. Ellemers et al.’s (1999) 6-item scale
measures group identification (e.g., “I identify with other
incels”). Items are rated on scales of 1 (not at all) to 7 (very
much). We reverse-coded relevant items, and dropped one
item that reduced alpha.

Endorsement of Violence Against Women. We measured
endorsement of future violence against women (future vio-
lence for short) with five items modified from Ascher (1986),
e.g., “Incels can only take so much abuse from women—
then it is psychologically impossible not to retaliate” and
“If incels’ rebellion requires violence against women, then
violence is necessary.” We measured endorsement of past
violence against women (past violence for short) by describ-
ing Elliot Rodgers’ actions (“He killed 7 people . . . motivated
by romantic rejection”) and assessing agreement with four
statements (e.g., “Elliot Rodger was a hero,” “More incels
should do what Elliot Rodger did”) on scales of 1 (strongly
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).
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Table 3. Correlations and Descriptive Statistics for Study 2 Variables.

Global Specific Identity Group Future Past
Variable Self-views N N fusion ident. violence violence  Frequency Agreement Length
Self-views — 432wk QT HE 33| wkE 2967 4507k 530%FF — |91* .204* .105
Global self-verification — —.243%* 769%¥* 535k 627 545k 161 766%F* —-.034
Specific self-verification — —233*% —264%* —.190%* —.306%%* .046 -078 —-.076
Identity fusion — 787+k* 674%F* 6527k 390k .825Hk .030
Group identification — A26%F* A2455% A34rE 654HFF .160
Future violence — .904##k .064 562%%* .066
Past violence — —-.006 449rx .150
Frequency — A32wwE .055
Agreement — -.039
Length —
o 921 .753 812 910 .645 .858 932 664 .803 —
M 76.238 5.478 9.373 5.368 4.864 5.276 5.049 5.155 5.522 37.035
sD 13.188 0.950 6.012 1.059 0.801 1.181 1.545 1.676 0.978 30.408
Skew -0.714 -1.120 1.362 —-1.592 —-1.527 —-1.393 -1.607 0.059 —1.453 1.868
Kurtosis -0.099 1.539 2.228 3.870 6.863 1.811 1.803 0.338 3.526 5.480
Skew (transformed) — -0.547 0.160 —-0.666 0.123 -0.748 -0.912 -0.632 0.252
Kurt. (transformed) — -0.077 0.873 0.192 3.712 —-0.138 0.020 0.202 0.727

Note. Length is in months. Skew and kurtosis (transformed) were calculated after squaring negatively skewed variables and square root transforming
positively skewed variables. SV = self-verification; Group ident. = group identification; Kurt. = Kurtosis.

p < .05.%*p < 0. *Fp < 001.

Frequency, Length. Participants indicated how often they
visited and posted on incel websites (1 [never] to 9 [more
than once per day]) and how long (years, months, weeks)
they had been active in incel communities.

Attention Checks, Additional Screeners. Two attention check
items were placed throughout the survey; all participants
passed these. Toward the end of the survey, participants
answered (“yes”/“no”) whether they identified as an incel
and as a man (after reassurance they would receive payment
regardless). We only retained data of incel-identified men.

COVID and BLM Anxiety. Data collection ran from Decem-
ber, 2019; through July, 2020 which spanned both the spread
of COVID-19 and the widely publicized Black Lives Matter
(BLM) protests. We thought it is possible that anxiety related
to these events might influence participants’ responses to our
survey and thus we added five items related to each event
midway through data collection (e.g., “I had trouble falling
or staying asleep because I was thinking about the coronavi-
rus [BLM protests]”; Lee, 2020). Items were rated on scales
of 0 (not at all) to 4 (nearly every day) and we averaged them
(COVID: a = .82; BLM: a = .84) for use as covariates in
analyses.

Demographics. Participants indicated age, race, ethnicity,
education, employment status, and socioeconomic status.

Results

Do self-identified incels report negative self-views, espe-
cially on physical attractiveness? No. Figure 1 shows mean
percentile ratings above the 70th percentile on all 10 traits.

Thus, we found evidence of an above-average effect (Zell
et al., 2020) among self-identified incels.

Given the strong correlations between global self-verifi-
cation and identity fusion in this and the next study (see
Tables 3 and 4), we used confirmatory factor analyses (CFAs)
to establish that these are separate constructs. In both studies,
a two-factor model treating global self-verification and iden-
tity fusion as separate factors was a significantly better fit to
the data than a single-factor model, indicating that these are
distinct constructs (Study 2: ¥?[1] = 8.04, p = .005; Study 3:
y[1] = 36.05, p < .001; see Supplementary Material,
Section 5, Table S4.)

Does self-verification from other incels predict endorse-
ment of future and past violence, indirectly through identity
fusion? We used Hayes’s (2022) PROCESS macro (Model
4), with 10,000 bootstrapped samples, to answer this. Note
that we used P,,, the ratio of the completely standardized
indirect effect to the completely standardized total effect, to
assess the magnitude of indirect effects (Alwin & Hauser,
1975; MacKinnon & Dwyer, 1993; Wen & Fan, 2015).
Although criticized for sometimes providing misleading
practical estimates (see Preacher & Kelley, 2011), P,, allows
for meaningful evaluation of the magnitude of the indirect
effect when considered in the context of the total effect
(Wen & Fan, 2015). Because we transformed certain vari-
ables, in the main text and figures, for all statistically signifi-
cant indirect effects, we report the completely standardized
regression coefficients, the unstandardized and completely
standardized indirect effects, the completely standardized
total effect, and P,;. We report the unstandardized regression
coefficients, their standard errors, and confidence intervals
in the Supplemental Materials (see Supplementary Material,
Section 6, Table S5 for Study 2, and Table S6 for Study 3).
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Figure |. Mean Self-View Percentile Ratings on 10 Traits, Study 2.
Table 4. Correlations and Descriptive Statistics for Study 3 Variables.
Identity Group Future Past Harass.
Variable Self-views  Narciss. Global SV fusion ident. violence  violence  women Freq. Agree. Length
Self-views — 398k 436 347wk 340k A7 4rx A478rx A402% — 004 415% - — 108
Narcissism 5807 596k 557k 634k 520k 564k 147 6107 — 044
Global self-verification — 7| 5 L6307 6467 579k 507 2| 7 694 .008
Identity fusion — 795k 669 649 .584#x .188%* .668%FF .012
Group identification — 6| [FEE .61 0% 55k 293%kk 679%F% 011
Future violence — T6|HE .708%** .135% 7077 .028
Past violence — 674 137+ 568+ 011
Harassment of women — 264 6148 —036
Frequency — 3 .123*
Agreement — .042
Length —
o 915 .750 774 .896 .608 .835 .940 .860 .664 .788 —
M 71.069 3.866 5.360 5.328 4.802 5.121 4,980 3.216 5.306 5.461 39.432
sD 16.483 0717 1.015 1.023 0.978 1117 1.545 1.094 1.732 1.021 31.209
Skew —0.965 -0.988 -0.741 -1.179 —-0.489 -0.768 —-1.295 -0.939 0.099 -0.876 1.670
Kurtosis 1.251 1.665 0.457 2.546 1.407 0.978 1.187 0.943 -0.565 1.282 2.892
Skew (trans.) — — -0.278 — — —0.452 — — — 0.479
Kurt. (trans.) — — 0.279 — — -0.329 — — — 0.663

Note. Length is in months. Skew and kurtosis (transformed) were calculated after squaring negatively skewed variables and square root transforming
positively skewed variables. Narciss. = Narcissism; SV = Self-verification; Group ident. = Group identification; Harass. women = Harassment of women;
Freq. = Frequency; Agree. = Agreement; Skew (trans.) = Skew (transformed); Kurt. (trans.) = Kurtosis (transformed).

p < .05.%kp < .01, *Fkp < 001,

Looking first at global self-verification, Figure 2 shows
that global self-verification predicted identity fusion, iden-
tity fusion predicted future violence endorsement (Figure 2,
Panel A) and past violence endorsement (Figure 2, Panel B),
and the indirect effects of global self-verification on both
violence endorsement measures through identity fusion were
significant (confidence intervals did not straddle 0).

Turning next to specific self-verification, however, the
findings were weaker. Specific self-verification did not
significantly predict identity fusion, B = —0.174, SE =
0.093, 95% CI [-0.360, 0.011]; and although identity

fusion significantly predicted both future violence endorse-
ment, § = 0.714, SE = 0.067, 95% CI [0.582, 0.846], and
past violence endorsement, 3 = 0.682, SE = 0.067, 95%
CI [0.549, 0.814], neither indirect effect reached signifi-
cance, p = —0.125, SE = 0.094, 95% CI [—0.317, 0.057],
P,, = 0.701; B = —0.119, SE = 0.090, 95% CI [-0.297,
0.059], P,, = 0.441, respectively. Interestingly, the indi-
rect effects of specific self-verification on endorsement of
future and past violence against women reached signifi-
cance when analyzing the nontransformed data (see
Supplementary Material, Section 4, Table S2). Nonetheless,
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A Model R? = 0.539, F(2, 110) = 64.379%%**
Indirect Effect: B= 0.500, SE = 0.117, 95% CI [0.274, 0.736]
Standardized Indirect Effect: B = 0.443, SE = 0.097, 95% CI [0.255, 0.634]
Py = 0.663

Identity Fusion

B =0.824*** SE =0.054,
95% CI[0.718, 0.931]

B=0.538*** SE=0.114,
95% CI[0.311, 0.764]

B=0.225,SE=0.114,
95% CI [-0.002, 0.451
Global Self- o Cll J .
. . Future Violence
Verification B=0.668*** SE=0.071,
95% CI[0.528, 0.808]
B Model R? = 0.507, F(2, 110) = 56.584 %

Indirect Effect: B= 0.625, SE =0.132, 95% CI [0.348, 0.881]
Standardized Indirect Effect: = 0.491, SE = 0.100, 95% CI [0.297, 0.684]
Py =0.782

Identity Fusion

B =0.824*** SE =0.054,
95% CI [0.718, 0.931]

Global Self-

B=0.137, SE=0.118,
95% CI [-0.097, 0.371]

B =0.595%** SE=0.118,
95% CI [0.361, 0.829]

Verification

Note. ***p < 001

B =0.627*%*%* SE=0.074,
95% CI [0.481, 0.774]

Past Violence

Figure 2. Global Self-Verification Indirectly Predicts Future Violence (Panel A) and Past Violence (Panel B) Via Identity Fusion in Study 2.

Note. Cl = confidence interval.
kD < .001.

global self-verification robustly outperformed specific
self-verification in these analyses.

Additional analyses (see Supplementary Material,
Section 7, Table S7) showed that the indirect effects of
global self-verification on violence endorsement via iden-
tity fusion were robust to various controls, which we entered
one at a time in separate models. Specifically, the indirect
effects emerged when controlling for: group identification,
positivity of self-views, frequency of website visitation,
agreement with worldviews, length of incel membership,
COVID anxiety, and BLM anxiety (see Supplementary
Material, Section 7, Table S8 for covariate analyses with
specific self-verification).

Furthermore, in alternate models, we tested indirect
effects of identity fusion on violence endorsement via global
self-verification. The indirect effect on future violence via
global self-verification was not significant (B = 0.202, SE =
0.116,95% CI[-0.019, 0.435], B = 0.185, SE = 0.105, 95%
CI [-0.018, 0.389], P,; = 0.256), nor was the indirect effect
on past violence via global self-verification (B = 0.139,
SE =0.129,95% CI[-0.102, 0.404], 3 = 0.113, SE = 0.102,
95% CI [-0.084, 0.317], P,; = 0.159). Thus, our theoretical
model fit the data better than alternate models that reversed
the roles of global self-verification and identity fusion (see
Supplementary Material, Section 8, for alternate models with
specific self-verification).
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To ensure that the key effect was not driven primarily
by self-enhancement strivings (i.e., men with especially
positive self-views seeking positive appraisals), we used
Hayes’s (2022) PROCESS macro (Model 7) to test moder-
ated (statistical) mediation effects, entering self-views as
a moderator. We found no evidence that the indirect effect
of global self-verification on violence endorsement via
fusion was moderated by self-views, whether predicting
future violence (B = 0.002, SE = 0.003, 95% CI [-0.003,
0.010]) or past violence (B = 0.003, SE = 0.004, 95% CI
[-0.004, 0.011]; see Supplementary Material, Section 7,
for output from models using specific self-verification).
Thus, the indirect effect of global self-verification on vio-
lence endorsement via identity fusion was similarly strong
among self-identified incels across the entire range of
self-views.

Study 3

In Study 2, self-identified incels who felt more verified by
other incels also endorsed more violence against women via
increased identity fusion. This effect emerged across two
measures of violence endorsement, stood up to multiple con-
trol variables, and was equally strong regardless of the posi-
tivity or negativity of incels’ self-views. However, the effect
only emerged robustly when we operationalized self-verifi-
cation as a global, felt sense of being verified; when self-
verification was defined at the level of specific self-views,
effects were substantially weaker, emerging as significant
only with the nontransformed data. Thus, in Study 3 (prereg-
istered: https://osf.io/efmx3), we restricted our analyses to
global self-verification. The goals of Study 3 were to repli-
cate Study 2’s findings and extend them by measuring par-
ticipants’ recent online harassment of women.

We also followed up on evidence in Study 2 that self-
identified incels displayed two qualities suggestive of nar-
cissism: very positive self-views, and a desire to retaliate in
response to perceived slights from women (Back et al.,
2013). In fact, the sheer positivity of self-views reported in
Study 2—by men presumably defined by their deficits of
attractiveness—seems consistent with the exalted but frag-
ile self-views of individuals high in narcissism (Morf &
Rhodewalt, 2001). To determine if narcissism plays a role
in the misogyny espoused by self-identified incels, we
assessed this variable in Study 3. We reasoned that self-
identified incels who are high in narcissism may be espe-
cially appreciative of self-verification insofar as chronic
rejection by women makes them feel misunderstood and
unfairly undervalued (Ging, 2019). For such individuals,
group membership may be particularly effective at verify-
ing the personal identities that make incels unique while
also verifying their collective identities as incels (Gomez
et al., 2009). If so, then incels high in narcissism may be
especially likely to fuse to the group and endorse its misog-
ynistic ideologies.

Method

Participants and Procedure. We recruited self-identified incel
men from MTurk using the same eligibility criteria and
recruitment strategies as in Study 2. Men received $0.05
to take the screener and $1.00 for completing the full sur-
vey. We deleted data from 23 men who failed an attention
check, leaving n = 283 men. This afforded us 0.99 power to
detect the hypothesized indirect effects (see Supplementary
Material, Section 3). Participants ranged in age from 18 to
51 (Md = 32), and were White (75.6%), Latino (27.3%),
Black (19.1%), Asian (4.2%), Indigenous (0.4%), multi-
racial (0.4%), “other” (0.4%). Most reported some college
education (56.9%) and were employed (92.9%), with a
median socioeconomic status (Md = 3.00) corresponding to
“middle class.” They completed the scales below (and sev-
eral additional scales; see https://osf.io/sg3wt/) online via
Qualtrics.

Measures. Most scales, items, and scoring procedures were
identical to those used in Study 2 and are only mentioned
here if they differed. We removed items assessing anxiety
about the BLM movement, given that media attention to this
movement had diminished by the time we collected data.
See Table 4 for Cronbach’s alphas, correlations, and descrip-
tive statistics. We transformed non-normal variables (see
Supplementary Material, Section 4), and as noted carlier,
used CFAs to establish that global self-verification and
identity fusion are distinct (see Supplementary Material,
Section 5, Table S4).

Group Identification. For brevity, we used only four group
identification items.

Recent Online Harassment of Women. We wrote four
items assessing recent online harassment of women. Three
asked “In the last month, how often have you shared, liked,
upvoted, or retweeted a post that [made fun of women/
expressed anger toward a woman (or toward women in
general)/promoted aggression toward a woman (or toward
women in general)]?” The fourth asked “In the last month,
how often have you sent provocative messages to a woman
online with the intention of making her uncomfortable?”
Items were rated on scales of 0 (not at all) to 5 (more than
once per day), and we averaged them.

Narcissism. Jonason and Webster’s (2010) four narcissism
items (e.g., “I tend to want others to admire me”) are rated on
scales of 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).

Results

As in Study 2, participants displayed an above-average
effect, with mean self-ratings at or above the 66th percentile
on all 10 traits.
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B =0.726%*%, SE=0.041,
95% CI [0.644, 0.806]

Global Self-
Verification

Model R? =0.510, F(2,280) = 145.682%%*
Indirect Effect: B= 0354, SE = 0.073, 95% CI [0.218, 0.507]
Standardized Indirect Effect: B = 0.322, SE = 0.066, 95% CI [0.201, 0.466]
Py = 0.499

Identity Fusion

B =0.443%**, SE = 0.608,
95% CI [0.324, 0.563]

B =0.324*%** SE=0.061,
95% CI[0.204, 0.443]
Future Violence

B=0.726***, SE = 0.041,
95% CI [0.644, 0.806]

Global Self-
Verification

B = 0.646%**, SE = 0.046,
95% CI[0.556, 0.735]

Model B> =0.501, F(2, 280) = 140,595%**
Indirect Effect: B = 4.580, SE = 0.955, 95% CI [2.820, 6.562]
Standardized Indirect Effect: = 0.367, SE = 0.076, 95% CI [0.220, 0.518]
Py = 0.596

Identity Fusion

B =0.506%**, SE = 0.061,
95% CI [0.386, 0.627]

p = 0.249%%%, SE = 0.061,
95% CI[0.128, 0.369]

Past Violence
B=0.616%%* SE=0.047,
95% CI[0.524, 0.709]

Model R? = 0.349, F(2, 280) = 75.026%%*
Indirect Effect: B= 0.343, SE = 0.085, 95% CI [0.179, 0.516]
Standardized Indirect Effect: f = 0.319, SE = 0.078, 95% CI [0.170, 0.478]
Py = 0.628

Identity Fusion

B =0.439%** SE = 0.070,

B =0.726%**, SE = 0.041,
95% CI[0.644, 0.806]

95% CI[0.302, 0.577]

Global Self-

Verification

f3=0.189**, SE = 0.070,
95% CI[0.051, 0.327]

B =0.508%** SE=0.051,
95% CI[0.406, 0.609]

Harassment of
‘Women

Note. ** p < 01, ***p < 001

Figure 3. Global Self-Verification Indirectly Predicts Future Violence (Panel A), Past Violence (Panel B), and Online Harassment of

Women (Panel C), Via Identity Fusion in Study 3.
Note. Cl = confidence interval.
Ep <01, FFp <001,

We used the analytic strategy described in Study 2 to
test whether global self-verification from incels predicted
endorsement of violence, and online harassment of women,
indirectly through identity fusion. Figure 3 shows that
global self-verification predicted identity fusion, identity
fusion predicted the three violence-related outcomes, and
the indirect effects through identity fusion were all signifi-
cant. All indirect effects remained significant when con-
trolling for group identification, self-views, frequency,
agreement, length, and COVID anxiety, entered one at a
time in separate models (see Supplementary Material,
Section 7, Table S9).

In alternate models, we tested indirect effects of identity
fusion on violence endorsement and harassment via global
self-verification. In models predicting endorsement of future
and past violence, the indirect effects were significant but
smaller than in the hypothesized models (future violence:
B =0.027, SE = 0.008, 95% CI [0.011, 0.043], B = 0.235,
SE = 0.067, 95% CI [0.101, 0.363], P,, = 0.346, B, ., =
0.679; past violence: B = 0.232, SE = 0.091, 95% CI [0.056,
0.413],3 = 0.181, SE = 0.070, 95% CI[0.042,0.317], P, =
0.263, B,y = 0.687). In the model predicting harassment of
women, the indirect effect was not significant (B = 0.015,
SE = 0.009, 95% CI1[-0.001, 0.033], B = 0.137, SE = 0.077,
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Table 5. Indirect Effects of Self-Verification on Violence Endorsement Via Identity Fusion, at Low and High Narcissism (Study 3).
Future violence Past violence Harassment of women
Narcissism level B (SE) 95% Cl B (SE) 95% Cl B (SE) 95% Cl
Low narcissism 0.249* (0.058) [0.141, 0.366] 3.223%* (0.775) [1.778, 4.805] 0.242* (0.067) [0.115,0.380]
High narcissism 0.322* (0.074) [0.191, 0.483] 4.164* (0.958) [2.425, 6.210] 0.312* (0.083) [0.160, 0.486]
Controlling for self-views
Low narcissism 0.247* (0.051) [0.149, 0.349] 3.203* (0.719) [1.866, 4.691] 0.240* (0.063) [0.118, 0.367]
High narcissism 0.318* (0.063) [0.010, 0.108] 4.126* (0.864) [2.551, 5.934] 0.309* (0.077) [0.163, 0.465]

Note. Low and high levels of narcissism were *1 SD from the mean. Cl = confidence interval.

p < .05.

95% CI [-0.007, 0.290], P,, = 0.238). Thus, our theorized
model was most consistent with the data.

In exploratory analyses, we asked if these effects were
moderated by narcissism. When narcissism was entered as a
moderator, the index of moderated (statistical) mediation was
significant in models predicting future violence (B = 0.051,
SE = 0.027, 95% CI [0.011, 0.118]), past violence (B =
0.655, SE = 0.342, 95% CI [0.151, 1.491]), and harassment
of women (B = 0.049, SE = 0.026, 95% CI [0.010, 0.112]).
In all models, indirect effects (global self-verification predict-
ing violence via identity fusion) were stronger among those
high than low in narcissism (see Table 5), although indirect
effects were significant at both narcissism levels. Moreover,
these effects remained significant when controlling for self-
identified incels’ self-views (see Table 5).

As in Study 2, we also explored whether self-views (the
SAQ) moderated the indirect effects of global self-verifica-
tion on violence endorsement and harassment via identity
fusion. Although this moderated mediation effect was not
significant in Study 2, it was significant in Study 3 for all
three outcome variables (future violence endorsement: B =
0.004, SE = 0.002, 95% CI [0.001, 0.008]; past violence
endorsement: B = 0.06, SE = 0.02, 95% CI [0.017, 0.098];
harassment of women: B = 0.004, SE = 0.002, 95% CI
[0.001, 0.008]). In all models, the indirect effect was signifi-
cant across the entire range of self-views (all ps < .05), but it
was stronger among men with more favorable self-views.
Thus, the pattern with self-views mimicked that found when
narcissism was treated as a moderator. We suspect that this is
due to the moderately strong correlation (» = .40, p < .001)
between SAQ and narcissism scores.

General Discussion

Aggrieved by what they perceive to be an unjust lack of
access to romantic and sexual partners, incels are known to
advocate, and sometimes enact, violent retribution against
women. In this article, we show that several distinct social
psychological processes predict these activities. One such
process is the tendency for incels to become deeply aligned
(“fused”) with online incel communities. Indeed, self-identi-
fied incels reported higher levels of identity fusion with their

group than members of other male-dominated groups (Study
1). Follow-up studies traced the potential roots of these feel-
ings of fusion (Studies 2 and 3). Across two independent
samples of self-identified incels, feeling globally verified by
other incels predicted fusion with incels and fusion, in turn,
predicted endorsement of violence against, and harassment
of, women. Rival pathways provided a weaker fit to our data.

Our findings offer insight into the potential origins of the
venomous attitudes that self-identified incels tend to harbor
toward women. One source of such attitudes may be online
exposure to like-minded individuals who verify incels’ con-
ceptions of themselves and of social reality. Although the
evidence was somewhat mixed, on balance it appears that
verification of incels’ positive self-views was particularly
potent. That is, although the indirect association of self-veri-
fication and violence endorsement through identity fusion
was significant among participants with both positive and
negative self-views (in Studies 2 and 3), it was statistically
stronger among participants with positive self-views (in
Study 3). We conjecture that the lack of significant modera-
tion by self-views in Study 2 likely reflected low power due
to the smaller sample size (N = 113) relative to that in Study
3 (N = 283). Furthermore, in Study 3, the paths from self-
verification to violence endorsement and harassment of
women via identity fusion were strongest among highly nar-
cissistic individuals (who are known to have overly positive
but fragile self-views; see Morf & Rhodewalt, 2001). Note
also that in both Studies 2 and 3, self-identified incels’ self-
concepts were quite positive (above the 66th percentile),
including even their physical attractiveness self-views (the
75th percentile). Furthermore, most self-identified incels
(78%) in Studies 2 and 3 reported having sex within the past
month (see https://osf.io/sg3wt/).

From our perspective, overly positive, narcissistic self-
views can be problematic if they encourage a sense of entitle-
ment. Such entitlement may convince self-identified incels
that they deserve more romantic success and sexual activity
than they currently experience. Unfortunately, this conviction
may foster a sense of dissatisfaction that prevents self-identi-
fied incels from establishing and maintaining warm relation-
ships with female romantic partners. Forced to reconcile their
lack of success in the dating arena with their tentative beliefs
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that they are physically attractive and otherwise deserving of
women’s attention, would-be incels face a dilemma. The
Blackpill ideology, with its narrative about women’s shallow
values, may provide them with the answer they seek.

We acknowledge that the high rates of positive self-
views and sexual activity among self-identified incels in our
samples contradict many popular conceptions of incels.
Moreover, these findings also seem discrepant with research
indicating higher than average levels of depression, anxiety,
and autism-spectrum disorders among self-identified incels
(Costello et al., 2022; Moskalenko, Gonzalez, et al., 2022;
Speckhard & Ellenberg, 2022). We see two plausible expla-
nations for these contradictory pictures of incels. First,
different sampling methods may tap different subsets of self-
identified incels. At least some studies reporting high levels
of mental illness symptoms and psychiatric diagnoses among
self-reported incels have relied on convenience samples
drawn from incel forum websites (Moskalenko, Gonzélez,
et al., 2022; Speckhard & Ellenberg, 2022) or Twitter and
Facebook (Costello et al., 2022). In contrast, we screened for
self-identified incels using a much larger, more nationally
representative sample of adults (Burnham et al., 2018;
McCredie & Morey, 2019). Although both sampling meth-
ods are effective in identifying sizable samples of self-iden-
tified incels, they may nonetheless yield access to different
“types” of incels whose self-concepts and life experiences
differ in important ways.

Second, defining “true incel” status is intrinsically tricky.
Even within incel forums, there are disagreements about who
is a “real incel.” Incel members deemed insufficiently misan-
thropic or too sexually successful are sometimes pejoratively
labeled “volcels,” or voluntary celibates. This label implies
that such individuals’ lack of romantic success is voluntary,
rather than forced on them by immutable characteristics that
cause women to reject them (Moonshot, 2020). Unfortunately,
we are unable to establish the proportion of volcels in our
sample, nor can we comment on the legitimacy of this sub-
category of incels. Labeling another incel a “volcel” may be
a means of enforcing group boundaries and marginalizing
those whose group membership seems questionable. This
dynamic could be important, as there is independent evi-
dence that strongly fused individuals who are marginalized
by ingroup members may engage in compensatory activities
to prove their commitment, including being more willing to
fight and die for the group (Gomez et al., 2011). Hopefully,
future research will provide more information regarding the
criterial attributes of incels and the boundary conditions of
the incel phenomenon.

Nuances, Limitations, and Future Directions

One interesting nuance of our findings is that the measure of
global self-verification was a stronger statistical predictor
than the measure of specific self-verification. We suspect
that this may say more about the measures themselves than
the constructs they were designed to assess. Whereas the

global measure asks respondents to perform mental calcula-
tions themselves (“To what extent do other incels see you
as you see yourself?”), the specific measure requires the
researcher to compute difference scores. Aside from the
fact that difference scores are notoriously unreliable (e.g.,
Cronbach & Furby, 1970), being verified at a global level is
likely more important to people than receiving verification
of 10 distinct characteristics (e.g., artistic ability, emotional
stability, common sense), particularly since some of these
characteristics may be unimportant to some individuals.

Although our sampling method has strengths, it is also
limited in some respects. By recruiting self-identified incels
through MTurk, we may have unwittingly omitted those
incels who display especially high levels of antisocial or
dysfunctional tendencies. As such, it is unclear whether our
findings will generalize to the most deeply fused incels.
That said, we observed meaningfully high levels of endorse-
ment of past and future violence against women (means
above 5.0 on 7-point scales), as well as reports of recent
online harassment of women corresponding to rates of
“several times per week.” Insofar as our participants con-
fessed recent and regular online bullying of women, it is
important to learn more about such individuals—even if
they do not match popular conceptions of incels.

Our reliance on self-reported endorsement of violence
also warrants scrutiny. Holding radical beliefs and translat-
ing those beliefs into action are distinct processes (McCauley
& Moskalenko, 2017), and most people who hold extreme
views do not commit violent acts. Nevertheless, violent rhet-
oric is sometimes associated with violent acts, as in the case
of Alek Minassian, a self-identified incel who posted an
online message praising Elliot Rodger’s actions before he
murdered 10 people. Moreover, radicalization within extrem-
ist groups that endorse violence—even when one stops short
of committing violence—can have serious consequences
including interpersonal conflict and alienation from loved
ones (Moskalenko, Burton, et al., 2022). Thus, our finding of
strong attitudinal endorsement of violence against women is
itself important, even if such self-reports do not always
translate into real physical violence.

In a similar vein, the measure of online harassment of
women was an ad hoc scale designed by the authors for the
purposes of this study. As such, this scale did not undergo
rigorous construct validation tests, and these results should
therefore be interpreted with caution (see Flake & Fried,
2020; Flake et al., 2017). Note that we used this scale because
we could not locate a pre-existing scale measuring our pre-
cise outcome of interest: episodic recall of the frequency of
performing specific misogynistic behaviors online. Despite
the drawbacks of using ad hoc scales, we were heartened to
see that this scale demonstrated good internal consistency
(oo = .860) and convergent validity (i.e., s = .708 and .674
with endorsement of future and past violence against women,
respectively). Moreover, it was moderately correlated with
well-validated measures of self-views, narcissism, and iden-
tity fusion (rs = .402 to .584).
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Another limitation of this study is the cross-sectional, cor-
relational nature of our design. Given that such designs cannot
capture psychological processes that unfold over time (Fiedler
et al., 2018; O’Laughlin et al., 2018), we were only able to
assess statistical mediation. Furthermore, we acknowledge
recent criticisms of mediation analyses in general, such as the
inability to test all theoretically relevant mediators (Fiedler
et al., 2018), the difficulty of assessing whether the mediator
causes the dependent variable (MacKinnon & Pirlott, 2015),
and the biased estimates of indirect effects that result from
mediation analyses without manipulations of mediators
(Bullock et al., 2010). While our use of a cross-sectional
design precludes tests of true mediation, the findings reported
here are at least consistent with our theorizing that identity
fusion is a mechanism through which self-verification predicts
violence endorsement and harassment of women. Our find-
ings, though preliminary, can provide the proof of concept
needed to justify more resource- and time-intensive follow-up
studies using designs more suitable to testing causal media-
tion. We therefore encourage researchers to use experimental
and longitudinal methods to examine causal pathways among
these variables and test for true mediation.

Finally, researchers should examine the effectiveness of
interventions designed to reduce self-identified incels’ fusion
with toxic online communities. Our findings suggest two
possible points of intervention: one that addresses self-veri-
fication needs, and one that addresses fusion to the group.
Interventions targeting self-verification may focus on locat-
ing alternative, healthier sources of self-verification for at-
risk men who struggle to feel understood and valued. By
redirecting their self-verification strivings onto aspects of the
self that are associated with achievement and connections to
others, at-risk men may discover that they can achieve self-
verification without encroaching on others’ rights and safety.
Similarly, at-risk men can be encouraged to seek connections
to individuals or groups that are based on affirming positive
human qualities or activities. By fusing with such persons or
groups, men will be encouraged to develop their strengths
rather than lament their self-perceived shortcomings.

Conclusion

Besides illuminating the social and personality processes
that may underlie the misogyny of self-identified incels, our
findings break new theoretical ground by highlighting the
synergistic effects of self-verification and identity fusion.
Specifically, our findings indicate that self-verification sta-
tistically predicts the misogynistic impulses of self-identified
incels through heightened identity fusion with the incel
group. As such, self-verification and identity fusion may
work hand-in-hand to shape the misogynistic inclinations of
self-identified incels, and especially among those high in
narcissism. Conceivably, this work might point to strategies
for encouraging at-risk men to venture down more produc-
tive and socially beneficial paths.
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