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The rise and demise of a meme 

A study on what a meme is and why 

people are spreading them 

Abstract 

Social media content, as well as how it is being used and the impact it has on the society, 
have underwent significant transformations and nowadays they are quite different from 
what they were when social media just came around. Analysing the transformations is 
important for understanding both the current state and further development of the 
technology that stands behind social media. One of the most noticeable aspects of today’s 
social media is the phenomenon of “internet memes”. An internet meme can be roughly 
defined as “a piece of culture, typically a joke, which gains influence through online 
transmission” (Davison, 2012). While memes play a substantial role in the use of social 
media and there has been growing interest in exploiting their potential for marketing and, 
more generally, conveying various types of messages, there has been a lack of HCI (Human 
Computer Interaction) research on memes. The understanding of how memes are perceived 
by social media users and how memes spread on social media is currently rather limited. 
The study reported in this thesis addresses the limitation of existing HCI research by 
presenting empirical evidence for the definition of memes, as well as memes' spreadability. 
Three online surveys (the total number of respondents:3161), targeting the users of the 
social media platforms Reddit and Facebook, were developed within the study. The social 
media platform Reddit was selected because it is a platform where memes are often created 
and also where they are moved to other platforms, like YouTube and Instagram. The study 
adopted a mixed method approach, combining the analysis of both quantitative and 
qualitative data. It is shown that memes are shared because they are found funny and that 
they are shared within the community or with friends. But if a meme spreads and becomes 
popular outside this original community, the meme loses its value to the original users. 
Some contents, like character memes, are much easier to spread, but just as soon as they 
become popular, they disappear.  
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1. Introduction 

Richard Dawkins established the word meme in 1976. Dawkins (2006) used the word meme 

for defining culture that is not in our DNA. Memes are a way to explain how non-genetic 

culture is spreading, like fashion and religion. As of today, the word meme is mostly known 

as internet memes. These are memes that are spread online. Today the world's biggest 

independent Youtuber is PewDiePie with more than 90 million followers. Once a week 

PewDiePie reviews internet memes. Everything from silly videos to amusing pictures 

reflecting on society. Memes are based on copies on original memes (Dawkins, 2006) and 

most times they are remixes of these original memes (Knobel and Lankshear, 2007). Memes 

are duplicated and remixed into new memes and this is what defines a meme. It can be small 
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changes like the change of colours or bigger changes that could result in that only one word 

is kept in the remix (Knobel et al., 2007). 

In the American election of 2016 memes played a big part by promoting Donald Trump as 

the new president and Hillary Clinton as a villain (Marwick and Lewis, 2017). Memes were 

used to spread these messages fast through social media platforms and it became hard to tell 

what was true and what was fictitious information. It did not just influence the social media 

but also the mainstream news which ended up focusing more on conspiracy theories 

surrounding Clinton instead of Trump's scandals surrounding his possible connections to 

the Russians and his involvement in sex scandals (Marwick et al., 2017). In this presidential 

election a meme called Pepe the frog become a symbol for the alt-right movements (Know 

Your Meme, 2016; Marwick et al., 2017). This meme was a character in Matt Furies’ book 

Boy’s Club from the beginning. The character believed to have become Pepe the frog in 2008 

on the social media platform 4chan. Before Pepe the frog was associated with the Alt-Right 

movements, it was a meme symbolized with self-pity (Know Your Meme, 2016). Matt Furies 

asked people to stop to associate his character with the alt-right movements since there is no 

connection between them. The OK symbol did also become associated with an alt-right 

movement after the 2016 presidential election. Today some people even refer to the OK 

symbol as a sign for white power (Know Your Meme, 2017). An argument can be made that 

memes often start off as inside jokes but in some cases people without prior knowledge of 

memes interpret them as something negative when they are connected to something 

controversial.  

Since memes are shared and spread, they can be described as spreadable media. 

Spreadable media refers to how easy it is to share content between users often through social 

media. Henry Jenkins coined the word spreadability as a way to emphasizes how a lot of the 

content today is produced in easy-to-share formats. This results in content that no longer 

needs to be produced by broadcast companies and can instead be produced and shared by 

anyone. But just because anyone can produce and share content it does not mean everyone 

does it (Jenkins, Ford, & Green, 2018).  

1.1 Purpose & research questions 

It is easy to think of HCI a as field focusing on usability and designing useful tools. HCI is 

about experience in general (Forlizzi and Battarbee, 2004; Hassenzahl, 2013), and can even 

include an existential inquiry (Kaptelinin, 2018). Based on this perspective in HCI, 

researching the internet meme is a relevant and timely object of study. Theoretical 

frameworks such as the framework PACT (People, Activity, Context and Technology) is a 

framework for designing interactive systems (Benyon, 2014) and it is related to co-

experience, identity, and values. HCI should also focus on empirical evidence regarding 

user’s activities, emotions and perceptions. This is a great starting point for the analysis of 

internet memes. As memes are a relatively new subject however, there is currently minimal 

research where internet memes are the primary focus, within the field of HCI. The aim of 

this study is to contribute to a foundation for memes in the HCI field. 

Since the definition of memes is about spreading culture (Dawkins, 2006) it is important 

to ask the people that are a part of the meme culture (people using memes). In the same way 
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that one would ask the practitioner of a specific religion when researching that religion, 

rather than someone practicing a different religion. 

By gaining empirical evidence from social media users’, their reflections and perceptions 

on internet memes, this thesis aims to address this gap in the HCI research. 

Therefore, my question in this research study is the following: What is a meme and what 

influences users' decision to share them, resulting in their spread? 

There are limited attempts to do research on memes by asking people that are frequently 

using memes. Therefore, a big focus in this study has been to find the users with an interest 

in and knowledge about memes. 

1.2 Delimitations 

Throughout this thesis I will use the terms spread, spreadable, and spreadability as an 

umbrella-term for everything that gives online content more exposure. This could be 

anything from likes and views to people posting links. People can spread content for their 

own interest as well as against their wishes, for example because of the terms and conditions 

of different online platforms. 

Meanwhile, the term “share” will refer to the act of taking content from one platform and 

actively putting it somewhere else, either it be via a chat message or a forum post. If a lot of 

people share the same meme it would result in the meme being spread on a bigger scale. 

This study will also look at respondents from one main social media platform, which is 

Reddit. The reason this study will focus on Reddit is also a result from the pre-study 

questionnaire, Reddit was the platform where people claimed they found memes. Reddit has 

also shown to be the social media where most memes are first posted before they move on to 

other social media platforms. 

This study will be focusing on internet memes. An internet meme is a meme that spreads 

online. With the results of the pre-study questionnaire (29 answers) that was sent out on 

Facebook, it was decided that the main focus would be on pictures with text, sometimes 

referred to as image macros. So, the memes that are being studied and are being referred to 

as memes throughout this thesis are pictures with text. 

Since memes are based on content that are circulating on the internet it is almost 

impossible to track the original sources, therefor the webpage Know Your Meme will be used 

as a way to get a more understanding of specific memes. This is also a source that other 

relevant research have used. Know Your Meme is a webpage that collect information about 

memes. 

2. Related research 

2.1 What is a meme? 

The word meme was established in 1976 by Richard Dawkins. He compared it to genes 

because both are self-created and are based on the same characteristics. Those 

characteristics are that memes contain the same information as it passes from person to 

person. Another characteristic is that memes have the power to induce copies of themselves. 
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The last characteristic Dawkins (2006) referred to is that the longer a meme survives the 

bigger chance it has to become a new copy. Dawkins (2006) acknowledges that a lot of 

human behaviour is not in our genes but in our culture. With this statement he likes to label 

non-genetic behaviour as a meme. Memes in this case could be anything from fashion and 

sport to language and religion. 

Rushkoff (1994) does not agree with Dawkins’ idea to view memes as a gene. Rushkoff 

(1994) rather looks at memes as a virus. He claims that people with weak” immune systems” 

risk falling for the hidden message and to spread it to other people. Also, Marwick and Lewis 

(2017) have concerns about how memes can be used as a propaganda. They are referring to 

the fact that memes have anonymous creators and that memes are spreading fast. 

Today the term meme is often seen as a joke that is spread online (Davison, 2012) and is a 

way to express one's values, often surrounding society. Miller and Sinanan (2017) claims that 

humour is a way to prevent having to talk seriously about morals. 

Davison (2012) expresses that there are a lot of non- scientific explanations to what the 

word meme stands for today but there is no academic definition, so he defines it as 

following: “An Internet meme is a piece of culture, typically a joke, which gains influence 

through online transmission.“ (Davison, 2012, p.122)  

Knobel et al. (2007) agree to some extent with Dawkins’ definition of a meme, but they 

add that a meme is not just a copy or a replica, it is in many cases a remix of the original. 

They claim that many successful memes are remixed in the form of small changes like colour 

changes, zoom-ins and adding other material like a picture to the original. Taylor-Smith, 

Smith and Smyth (2018) give examples of five common characteristics for an internet meme 

and how they are being used. The characteristics can be identified as the following: 

• Memes are a way to identify social groups that a person psychologically identifies 

oneself with. 

• Memes are a way to share values for individuals and/or communities. 

• A meme has spreadability and people are sharing the meme, so it becomes viral. 

• Memes are recognisable and based on what is happening in the world. 

• A meme is often based on an image with text that gives context to the meme. 

In HCI, Dix (2010) claims that memes can be viewed as knowledge (how the members of 

the community communicate) Dix (2010) point out that a meme is not like passing on a 

book, there is a richer process going on. A relationship forming between the people sharing 

the memes. But as stated previously there are no studies primarily focused on memes in the 

field of HCI.  

Miller et al. (2017) explains in their article that memes are like moral police of the 

internet. They claim that memes are a way to share and dismiss values in a less austere way. 

Memes are in other words a way of sugar coating one's opinion and values. Miller et al. 

(2017) suggest that memes are a tool for people with limited self-confidence to express 

themselves in imagery and in that way explain their values and emotions in certain situations 

without the need of using their own words. 

Both Costa (2016) and Taylor-Smith et al. (2018) state that the Internet meme is a way for 

people to express their values. With the help of memes, it would be possible to see a person's 

political stand and a lot of their personality. Marwick et al. (2017) also agree that memes are 
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a way to share values. Marwick et al. (2017) have studied neo-Nazi groups’ use of memes and 

claim that “deeply racist” memes are easily spread amongst these groups and that the 

“slightly” racist memes are a gateway for the alt-right ideology. Jenkins, Li, Krauskopf, and 

Green (2009) claim that a meme “dies” or will be forgotten if it reaches people or 

communities with different interests or values. Jiang, Fiesler and Brubaker (2018) finds in 

their study about GIFs that respondents do not prefer to share meme GIFs if they feel that 

the person receiving the meme would not understand it. They state: “P04 would not send 

meme GIFs to this friend because she did not feel confident that her friend would 

understand the memes, and anticipated miscommunication if she sent such GIFs (Jiang et 

al., 2018, P.91). 

Costa (2016) believes that a meme often carries some kinds of morals. Miller et al. (2017) 

also agrees with Costa (2016) and claims that the combination of humour, morals and “the 

truth” are the memes way to highlight wrongdoings. Miller et al. (2017) also point out the 

issue with moral order. They give the example that humour against Muslims, Jews or other 

groups in many cases can be seen as racism, but humour that are insults towards Christians 

are not usually seen as offensive. 

All memes do not need to be jokes but the attribute of a meme compared to a joke in real 

life is that the meme is easily spread. Davison (2012) explains that telling a joke requires the 

people who the joke is told to remember it and then also tell others the same joke. A meme 

does not require any need for human memory it just exists on the internet for anyone to take 

part in. A meme is preserved by internet as a medium, not a memory. 

This study focuses on memes in the form of image macros. Image macros are memes 

based on pictures with text. Marwick et al. (2017) suggest that image macros is a way to be 

spreading propaganda. Many of the image macros are created with similar messages and are 

spread in the same network of people. This would give image macros the same effectiveness 

as propaganda according to Marwick et al. (2017). A meme is defined as something that is 

reproducing and therefore spreading fast (Dawkins, 2006) could result in an effective tool 

for propaganda (Marwick et al., 2017)  

On the contrary, there are lots of non-academic definitions of what a meme is and how 

they are being used. However, none of the studies found while researching for this study 

have asked the people that are actually using memes how they define and spread memes. Do 

the people that use memes do it in a specific context so that the memes are being spread, is it 

for propaganda, to share values or a way to highlight wrongdoings? Since the meme users 

are the ones that are spreading the memes and usually the ones creating them, it is 

important to understand what drives them to do this. That is why the participants are going 

to explain what they define as a meme, by answering a questionnaire.  

2.2 Spreadable media 

Because of social media it has become easier to create spreadable media. Spreadable media is 

based on two parts. First part is the engagement, the way people are commenting, sharing 

and remaking the original content. The other part is the creators/producers understanding 

for the demands the people have to engage in content. This two-part structure is a result of 

the HCI research presented by Becker, Gambaro and Ramos (2017). An example of this is 
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when Elon Musk joined PewDiePie in his show meme review on YouTube.  Since the creator, 

PewDiePie posted it on YouTube it was easy for the viewers to engage in this clip by 

commenting, sharing and download the video. This video resulted in a meme called Elon 

Musk Laughing at Dead Deer (Know Your Meme, 2019). People started to create remixes of 

the clip in different formats, one of the most famous memes that came out of it was a remix 

by the Reddit user Anything_butDat. Anything_butDat gained more than 28,500 upvotes in 

only three days on Reddit (Know Your Meme, 2019). 

Figure 1: Elon Musk Laughing at Dead Deer meme. 

There is no way to tell what makes spreadable media easily spread. Becker, et al. (2017) 

claim that it is based on the people getting involved, emotionally, economically and/or 

socially  and that is why the producer needs to think of the users as humans and the audience 

as a collective of individuals since they engage in media based on what they believe will 

communicate something about themselves.  

Spreadability is a word founded by Henry Jenkins. The definition of spreadability is that 

media content (text, visuals, audio) is being shared between people (Becker et al., 2017). The 

content does not need to be the original version, it could also be a remix of the original 

content. The idea of spreadability is that people are sharing content between each other so 

that the content eventually will be spreading to a bigger audience. Just as the Elon Musk 

Laughing at Dead Deer meme, a video that was turned into news articles and memes. What 

Henry Jenkins did was to create a word for how the consumers are turning into the creators 

and producers. Today’s media content can be created by anyone and have just as big or even 

bigger influence than many broadcast media have (Jenkins et al., 2018).   

Jenkins, et al. (2018) refers to spreadability as a way to tell if the content can gain 

economically when it is spread. The content gives an opportunity to share one’s values and 

the content can be spread between platforms that will have an interest of the content. For 

example, a person writes an article that will not cost anything for anyone to spread online. 

The person who shares it wants to tell others of their preferences regarding the news article. 

An online article is easy to share in the form of a link between online platforms and 
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communities. This, in turn, would hopefully result in someone else spreading it to new 

platforms and communities and a circle is created. 

Scott Gould (2010) compares spreadability with scattering seeds. He claims that 

scattering is a volume game, the more you scatter the bigger chance you have to get a payoff. 

The problem is that we do not know who the person spreading the content will be. Just 

because you reach people with an interest for the subject it does not automatically mean they 

will spread it. Gould (2010) gives an example of Twitter, where he explains that creating a 

tweet that reaches a hundred people it does not necessarily mean it will spread further. One 

should be planting seeds carefully instead of scattering them all over the place in order to 

gain the most spreadability (Gould, 2010). Jenkins et al. (2009) refer to a sci-fi book called 

Snow Crash (Stephenson, 1992) as having a good explanation to how humans take part in 

making something become viral. 

“We are all susceptible to the pull of viral ideas. Like mass hysteria. Or a tune 

that gets into your head that you keep on humming all day until you spread it to 

someone else. Jokes. Urban Legends. Crackpot religions. Marxism. No matter 

how smart we get, there is always this deep irrational part that makes us 

potential hosts for self-replicating information.” (Neal Stephenson, Snow Crash, 

1992, p.399) 

Jenkins et al. (2009) further explain that what makes content go viral is not as easily 

explained. Some people believe that if the message is strong enough it will spread to people 

like a virus and therefore go viral. Others claim that it is in the hands of the consumer to 

decide what happens to the message as the consumers will generally send what they think 

might amuse their friends and that is the meaning of viralness (Jenkins et al., 2009). 

Something many people do agree on is that two of the most important elements to make 

something go viral is that it should be easy to spread and that it has to be spread to 

communities that share the value of the content (Jenkins et al., 2009). For example, a 

picture of a cute dog will probably be easily forgotten if it is spread to a forum about food.  

The I-sharing theory has shown that sharing more personal experiences lead to a closer 

bond between people, as opposed to sharing objective aspects (Kaptelinin, 2018; 

(Pyszczynski, Greenberg and Koole, 2014). For example, a person will feel a closer 

connection to someone they can laugh with rather than a person that grew up in the same 

city. The study “The Perfect One”: Understanding Communication Practices and Challenges 

with Animated GIFs (2018) is about the use of GIFs as a communication tool. They state that 

memes, just as GIFs, are being used in different ways by specific groups. The meaning of the 

meme will most likely change depending on the group using the meme. Pepe the frog is a 

clear example, in some communities it is a symbol for self-pity and in other communities it is 

a symbol for the alt-right movement.  

A spreadable model is focusing on users sharing videos, pictures and webpages between 

platforms (Jenkins et al., 2018), for example posting a meme found on Instagram on your 

Facebook profile. Spreadable models are built on the theory that everything with a value will 

be spread by the users, so in that case the combination of a strong message and the 

consumers’ willingness to share what they find amusing is what could be seen as viralness. 
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In contrast to the spreadable model, the stickiness model is focused on luring consumers 

to companies. The stickiness model is intended to create content that always leads back to 

the company. The Spreadable model erases the roles of the producer, marketer and 

audience. In models of stickiness the producer and marketer have a more important role and 

need to maintain the message’s “purity” to avoid the message getting lost when it reaches 

consumers (Jenkins et al., 2009).  

3. Method 

3.1 Questionnaire 

For this study, three questionnaires were conducted. Questionnaires are the most common 

quantitative method (Boeren, 2017). Questionnaires are preferred for gathering large 

amounts of quantifiable data (Benyon, 2014). Since memes are a global phenomenon and the 

aim of this study is to reach people who uses memes frequently and all over the world, 

questionnaires are being used. The aim was to get a clearer picture of what a meme is and to 

understand why memes are shared. Questionnaires are preferred over interviews since 

memes primarily are to be found on the internet and the people using memes are from all 

over the world. Since memes are a relatively unexplored subject in HCI, my aim was to get a 

broader picture of memes and a better understanding of this global phenomenon. The risk of 

using interviews is that they might create a limitation in the data if it turns out that the 

people who are interviewed do not know enough about memes to answer the questions 

reliably. To reach the people that have an understanding and knowledge about memes it is 

necessary to find the people who have sufficient knowledge and therefor can express 

themselves better in the subject area. Since they know about memes it would mean that the 

respondents can explain themselves easier. That will mean that it will be easier to find 

patterns in how they use memes as well as understanding what motivates them to share 

memes. But since it is a questionnaire, I have no control of the people that are responding 

and whether they are trustworthy or can be viewed as experts. To identify if the respondents 

could be interpreted as experts or if they had a general interest in memes the book 

Psychology and Language: An Introduction to Psycholinguistics (Clark and Clark, 1977) 

was used as a guideline. The word expert needed a definition in this case since memes are a 

rarely explored subject and an understanding of which self-appointed experts could actually 

pass as real experts had to be established. Clark et al. (1977) presents different studies 

regarding the psychology behind languages. They present a study made by Roger Brown in 

1958 where he states that most objects have more than one name, but humans often refer to 

one name as the “right” name. They give the example of an apple, which could also be called 

a fruit, an object or a Golden Delicious apple. People use the word apple because most 

humans understand what someone means when they say apple. Clark et al. (1977) claim that 

the more expertise a person has in the subject the more concrete word he or she will use. In 

this case it means that if the respondent was to use a more concrete word of a meme, they 

have bigger interests in the subject or could be considered experts of memes in the extent of 

this study. An expert is able to define more levels and categories. This is important to know 
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since this study focuses on the people that are using memes often and have great interests in 

them.  

3.1.1 Pre-study Questionnaire 

The pre-study questionnaire was sent to three different Facebook groups with interests in 

memes. The focus of the questionnaire was on the definition of a meme and where to find 

people who have a great interest in memes. This because memes have no academic definition 

and that studies often focus on the phenomenon and do not let the users describe what a 

meme is themselves. This could mean that the users might describe memes in another way 

than earlier studies have described memes. The questionnaire consisted of seven questions 

and answers from 29 respondents were received. This questionnaire was mostly based on 

open questions about memes and respondents could also add extra comments about memes 

at the end of the questionnaire. 

All respondents were a mix of ages and genders. All respondents were somehow 

connected to Umeå university, everything from staff, alumni to first year students. These 

groups were picked because I personally know that memes are often shared in these groups. 

The groups are also primarily well-educated and active internet users. The reasoning behind 

the groups chosen being connected to Umeå university was because I believed that would 

generate sincere answers since this study is conducted at Umeå university. Only one group 

had students from different countries and most of these students came from Europe. The 

questionnaire was in English and Benyon (2014) points out that cultural differences can 

affect the answers of a questionnaire. Some words could be interpreted in different ways. 

That is why Frías and Angel (2012) recommend using the respondents first language to avoid 

miscommunication. Therefore, my decision was to use three questionnaires to correct any 

misunderstandings that appeared. 

The first questionnaire was open for answers in one week on Facebook. The respondents 

told in their answers that they often used Reddit as a platform to find new memes and it was 

on Reddit, they found the memes they thought were entertaining. Because it is important for 

this study to find respondents that have a general interest in memes a second questionnaire 

published on Reddit would be a good way to reach respondents that are not able to meet up 

for interviews (Benyon, 2014). It was also possible to tell from the first questionnaire that 

memes have three characteristics and purposes, and are the following: 

• Relatable memes, which are somehow based on self-reflection. 

• Contemporary and a reflection of today's society 

• Dumb and pointless, just a funny joke. 

This will help me limit the definition of a meme since there is no academic definition at 

the moment. But since the pre-study questionnaire will be sent out on Facebook and anyone 

can take part an open mind-set is needed as the definition of a meme might be different for 

the participants throughout this study. That is why all questionnaires in this study have also 

given the participants the option to write how they define a meme, opposed to checking any 

of the given options. This was important since the options given were based on the pre-

study. There is also an option to write comments at the end of each questionnaire if a 

participant wanted to add anything. Despite the ability of the respondent to answer with 

their own words, the risk of being pointed in the wrong direction had to be consider. 
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3.1.2 Pilot questionnaire 

The second questionnaire was a pilot and sent out to ten respondents that had knowledge 

about memes. These ten respondents were chosen since they all claimed that they spent a lot 

of time on Reddit or because they expressed that they often shared specific memes. The 

respondents were aware of how they used memes but also how people acted on Reddit. This 

was important to know since I had no history on Reddit myself and did not know how a 

questionnaire would be received on the platform. 

Out of this pilot questionnaire nine answers were received. One of the questions dealt 

with the understanding of the questions and if there was anything missing in the 

questionnaire. The feedback that came up pointed out that they wanted fewer writing 

options and more questions based on using checkboxes. Checkboxes is a good way to narrow 

down the way people answer, making the analysing easier by for example only having two 

options (Preece, Sharp, & Rogers, 2015). Therefore, more questions with checkboxes were 

added. More options for these questions were also added since all of the respondents in the 

pilot expressed a need for this.  

3.1.3 Final questionnaire 

After the pilot questionnaire was conducted and the changes were made, the final 

questionnaire was sent out on Reddit. This questionnaire was refined for two weeks before 

being posted since it was important that all the questions were relevant for the study. Most 

meme forums did not allow other things than pictures (image macro memes) be uploaded. 

That meant that in this case it was not possible to post the questionnaire. By contacting the 

moderators on the subreddit r/Dankmemes the questionnaire was allowed to bypass their 

rules. r/Dankmemes did have demands if the questionnaire was to be posted on their forum. 

Requirements such as that I needed to prove that this was a study by a student and that it 

was for an actual university.  

There is always a risk that people responding to a questionnaire are not being sincere, by 

having the moderators post the questionnaire as a sticky this was mitigated to some extent. 

A sticky post is post that is locked to the top of the forum’s feed and usually takes the form of 

an important message or rules of the forums. As this can only be done by moderators it gives 

the post some legitimacy, hopefully making the two million subscribers take it seriously. 

The questionnaire was split into three parts (See Appendix 1): 

First part: Seven general questions about memes. These questions dealt with what the 

respondents find important in a meme and why they would share it. 

Second part: Eighteen examples of memes. The respondents were asked to rate if the 

memes were entertaining, relatable and if they would share them. These were memes picked 

either from Facebook or Reddit and had a high rating of likes that day. The memes were 

divided into three groups: relatable, contemporary or the meme just being a joke. After 

rating each group of memes, the respondents were asked to answer why they would share 

these kinds of memes. This was done just to see whether the category had any correlation to 

the likeliness of the meme being shared. These categories were based on the answers in the 

pre-study questionnaire where the respondent named relatable, contemporary and just 

simple jokes to be three characteristics and purposes of a meme. 
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Figure 2: First group with examples of memes, these are relatable memes. 

The first set of memes was five memes chosen for being relatable. The sixth meme was 

thrown in just to make sure that the respondents did not just click the same on everything. 

The sixth meme was based on being a pointless joke. 

 

Figure 3: Second group of memes, that was reflecting over society. 

The second groups of memes were all relatable to issues in society and the idea was to get an 

understanding if the respondents would share these memes to show what they value in the 

world. Meme number three was from Facebook and thrown in the group to see if respondent 

reacted differently on memes that was not from Reddit. 
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Figure 4: The third group of memes was simple jokes. 

The last set of memes were in the category pointless and funny jokes. In this group there was 

a mix of old and new memes. Some memes were more of an inside joke while others were 

comprehensible even if it was the first time a person saw it. 

Third part: Last part of the questionnaire was to map the user. The questionnaire was 

anonymous, but the user did answer questions like gender, age, time spent online and 

occupation. 

By using a questionnaire there is a big risk that it will generate a low amount of responses. 

Beynon (2014) claims that only ten percent of the people who see the questionnaire will 

respond by participating in the study. The reason of the low response is because people 

sometimes feel that they have nothing to gain or contribute to the study by participating. 

That is why posting on forums where people with an interest of memes could generate a 

higher rate of respondents since they believe that they have something to contribute to the 

research. 

The questionnaire was public on Reddit for four days, two of these days it was pinned to 

the top of the page of the forum r/Dankmemes. This meant that a lot of people with different 

languages could see the questionnaire and hopefully take part in it. Frias et al. (2012) and 

Benyon (2014) alert researchers about not using first language as mentioned earlier, and to 

be aware of the miscommunication that may occur. That is why r/Dankmemes, an English 

based forum, would allure people that are already prepared to read and write in English. 

This means that the questionnaire, being in English, would not be a surprise for the 

respondents since this is the language, they were prepared to use on Reddit anyway. Of 

course, some misunderstandings could still occur, but these are people that have sufficient 

understanding of the English language since they are able to navigate an English based 

forum. 

No questions were obligatory to answer in order not to risk losing respondents as a result 

of someone not wanting to answer a specific question. The questionnaire got 3123 responses, 
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but not all respondents answered all of the questions. The lowest amount of answers was 

given on the last question. That question asked if there were anything the respondents 

wanted to add; this question only received 1639 answers. 

3.1.4 Reddit 

Reddit is a social media platform where the users contribute and share new material. The 

users upvote or downvote the material on the platform to show what they believe is 

“valuable” material. Reddit is a point-based system (Jenkins et al., 2018) where the user 

receives points for contributing and voting on material on the platform. The user also 

receives rewards when someone upvotes the user’s posts or comments. The idea is to 

motivate users to engage with others. By up-/down-voting, the less engaged users are 

communicating by publicly recording their preferences on the platform (Jenkins et al., 

2018). 

3.2 Data analysis  

For this study three programs were used to analyse the answers in the questionnaire. Since 

this is a mixed method, a combination of both quantitative and qualitative data, there is a 

need to analyse the data in different programs. The first tool was Google forms’ own 

statistics for the answers in the questionnaire, this was a way to get an overview of the 

quantitative data. Google forms is a part of Google's online apps suite. Google forms is an 

online program that can be used to create online surveys. This program analyses the data in 

real time by creating diagrams of the answers. The results gave an overview of the answers 

that were similar. For example, in the case where questions could be the only answer by 

using checkboxes, it was easy to tell the percentage of the different options. The second tool 

was Excel, into which all answers were moved after they had been analysed in Google forms. 

By using Excel, it was possible to get a wider picture of the answers and to find similar words 

that were being used. This helped, for example, to categorize why people thought a meme 

would die out. Many respondents used the word “mainstream” and by using Excel it was 

possible to see how many respondents used the same word when they gave their answer on 

how a meme died. In order to find if respondents answered similarly on multiple choice 

questions the program Atlas.ti was used. This is a program for qualitative research and the 

amount of answers made it hard to use the desired tools within the program. Atlas.ti did 

categorize all answers which made it possible to see not just the most popular answers but 

the most popular combinations. For example, it was possible to see that almost all answers 

that expressed a definition of what a meme is, were combined with the word “funny”. Atlas.ti 

was therefore a useful tool when it came to finding combinations of the answers.  

Some respondents did not answer sincerely, but through the possibility to analyse the 

qualitative data in Excel and Atlas.ti it was easy to find these respondents. If a respondent's 

answer was found as not sincere it was counted in the result of the question. The 

respondents that did not answer sincerely was not removed from the data since some 

answers were still found as relevant, a large number of respondents answered in a similar 

insincere way. For example, the word Reeeeeee was used 34 times. Respondent 1118 did only 

answer two questions and those answers were with the word Reeeeeee. Respondent 1394 

used the word Reeeeeee to express how he felt about a specific meme. R1394: “Uganda 
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knuckles is a dead meme reeeeeeeee”. The word Reeeeeee is an onomatopoetic expression of 

frustration or rage (Know Your Meme, 2015). These answers which were dismissed for not 

being sincere enough still contributed with insight of a community with a unique language. 

3.3 Ethical Considerations 

By using a questionnaire, it can be hard to know if people are sincere in their answers. So, by 

explaining what the questionnaire would be used for, it could lead to better understanding of 

the questionnaires purpose. It is important to give information about the reason and topic of 

the study being conducted and how the information will be used (Benyon, 2014). 

Since it is anonymous it will give people the opportunity to answer as they please. For 

example, one of the questions was what makes a good meme. Some answered that they liked 

memes that had dark humour, like racist and sexist jokes. These kinds of answers would 

probably be less likely to receive from interviewees, where people are not anonymous. The 

respondents in this questionnaire are anonymous and cannot be traced. The third part of the 

questionnaire asked more personal questions like age and gender, but if the respondent felt 

that it was too personal, he or she did not need to answer anything in that part. The 

respondents were anyway told that it was anonymous. 

4. Results and analysis 

The risk that the pre-study would have led the rest of the study in the wrong direction was as 

previously stated considered. The direction was found to be Reddit and its subreddits as well 

as users that are dedicated to memes. This resulted in 3123 respondents, indicating that the 

direction was correct. Benyon (2014) points out that the people that participate in 

questionnaires are generally only people that feel that they either can gain something by 

participating or have something to add to the subject. 

4.1 Result of the pre-study 

As stated earlier, people in the pre-study claimed that a good meme is Relatable, 

Contemporary and/or a dumb and pointless joke. 

From the first questionnaire it was also possible to see that the 29 respondents preferred 

memes to be in an image format. That is why this study is focusing on those types of memes. 

Image based memes with text was the most popular with over 60% of the respondents 

agreeing on that. 

When the respondents were asked what made them forward a meme and how often they 

did it, 17,2% answered that they never forward memes and 17,2 % said that they rarely 

shared memes. The rest of the respondents said they shared between twice a month and 

twice a day. In the pre-study the respondents said they forward memes if they found them 

funny or if they felt that if a friend could recognize themselves in the meme. 

31% said that if they wanted to find new memes, they used Reddit. 24% said they took to 

Instagram to find new memes and 24% found new memes on Facebook. Another 10% said 

they found memes on 9gag. 
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The respondents were asked if they had any favourite memes, here 21% of respondents 

stated that they had no favourite memes. 14% used the word classic or traditional memes to 

describe memes they liked. The respondents that used the word classic or traditional also 

said they used either 9gag or Reddit to find new memes. 

In the pre-study it was possible to see that people saw memes as funny. 93.1% said they 

found memes to be funny. 44.8% thought memes were silly. 41.4% thought memes were a 

way to connect with other people.  

4.2 Demographics of the respondents 

From the final questionnaire it was possible to find three main genders. 86,6% were male, 

7% women and 1,4% were apache attack helicopters. The other 5% were either people that 

did not want to answer or did not identify themselves as a man, woman or apache attack 

helicopter. The question was structured in such a way that if the respondent did not choose 

male or female, they could write their own answer, this is where 44 people wrote that they 

identify themselves as apache attack helicopters. Some of the respondents that identify 

themselves as apache attack helicopters did also say they were male in parentheses. R675:” 

Apache Attack Helicopter ( but actually male)”, R1518:” Attack Helicopter (You know I had 

too, I'm actually male)”. To identify oneself as an apache attack helicopter is a meme from 

2015. Know your meme (2015) describes the term apache attack helicopter as following: “It 

parodies absurd gender and sexual identification posts often found on forums and blogging 

sites, most notably Tumblr; exploring the topic by including references to social justice terms 

like check your privilege.” 

Just like the genders, the respondents that took part in the questionnaire were mainly 

three groups in terms of age (Figure 5). 31% were between 12-15 years old, 51% were between 

16-20 years old and 13,5% were between 21-25 years old. 

Figure 5: The respondents age. 
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The respondents spent between 30 minutes to five hours on social media on an average day. 

Most of the respondents believed that they spent one to two hours every day.  

Figure 6: Time the respondents spent on social media. 

On the question asking what device people used when they log in to social media it was 

possible to pick several devices. 92% of the respondents said they used their phone when 

they were connected to social media. The second most popular was computer with 68,9%. 

But just like the question about gender, people could write their own answers and it turned 

out that 71 people used their Samsung smart fridge. Both the answer “apache attack 

helicopter” and “Samsung smart fridge” are names of memes (Know Your Meme, 2019; 

Know Your Meme, 2015). This shows that the respondents do have a general interest in 

memes. Even if these answers show that few respondents had an easy going attitude towards 

the questionnaire, there were still over 3000 respondents that took part in the study. This 

means that the percentage of people giving the same answer gives an indication of how 

sincere people where. For example, 86,6% said they were male, if they did not tell the truth it 

would more likely be less than 2% as in the other insincere case. 

Around 60% of the respondents answered that they created their own memes. Mostly 

memes in the categories, deep fried memes, surreal memes and dank memes. 

4.3 Result of the 18 meme examples 

In the second part of the final questionnaire the respondents were asked to rate the 18 

memes. This was asked in order to quantify the respondents’ attitude toward different 

memes and if the respondent’s answers from the first part of the questionnaire matched up 

to what they claimed they would share and why they would share it. It was also asked in 

order to find patterns in how the respondents felt about a meme and their reason to spread 

them. For example, if a meme was found entertaining, would it be shared just because it was 

funny?  
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In the third part of the questionnaire the respondents were asked to rate the memes used 

in the questionnaire, as a whole, in regard to their offensiveness. The scale was set between 1 

and 5, where a 1 meant the memes were family friendly and a 5 meant the memes were 

offensive. It turned out that the respondents felt that the memes were neither too ”offensive” 

nor too ”gentle”. The result show that respondents from Reddit do not regard the eighteen 

memes provided as something that offends them. 

 

 

Figure 7: The respondents rated how they felt about the memes in the questionnaire, where 

a 1 meant the memes were family friendly and a 5 meant the memes were offensive. 

As mentioned previously, the memes that were presented to the respondents in the 

questionnaire were divided into three groups, relatable memes, contemporary memes and 

pointless memes. The respondents were not aware of the categories, they were only asked to 

write why they found them funny or why they would share them. 

As predicted the majority of the respondents found the memes in the group of relatable 

memes to be relatable and would therefore share them. The second group of memes had 

focus on modern events and this was also the reason the respondents found them funny. 

Some of the comments on the second group of memes were, R25:“Topical, confirms my 

world view.”, R14:“It uses real events and makes them funny in a dark way” and R2990: 

“features common themes and stereotypes regarding countries, individuals and recent news 

and events”. 

Even if these were the memes that were categorised as social criticism it was the group 

least people would share to express their values. The last groups of memes were meant to be 

pointless but still somehow funny. Most of the comments surrounding these last six memes 

were that memes were just funny; some respondents even used the word nostalgia and 

inside joke as a reason to share them.  
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Figure 8: From left to right. Confused Mr. Krabs 2332 respondents found this meme 

relatable, Meme number four (America meme) from the group of contemporary memes, 

2628 of the respondents found it entertaining and would share for the joke, with 1941 votes. 

Meme number one from the first examples with 593 participates that would share to 

express them self. 

In the group of relatable memes, number four also called Confused Mr. Krabs was the most 

popular of those six memes since 1 991 respondents found the meme entertaining and 2332 

respondents found this meme relatable. The answers showed the meme Confused Mr. Krabs 

was the most relatable of the 18 memes. 1414 respondents would also share this meme 

because it was funny, and 503 respondents would share it to express oneself. The meme that 

the respondents found the most entertaining was meme number four from the group of 

contemporary memes. 2628 of the respondents found this America meme entertaining. This 

meme was also the one most respondents would share for the joke, with 1941 votes. The 

meme that most people would share to express them self is meme number one from the first 

examples with 593 respondents agreeing on that. 

2030 people did not like meme number three from the contemporary group, which makes 

it the most disliked meme out of these examples. This meme was also the only one of the 

examples sourced from Facebook. 711 respondents did not understand meme number one 

from the contemporary group, this is a meme built on three different memes, a Boottoobig 

meme, a Flat-Earth meme and the Cash Me Ousside/How Bow Dah meme. 



  

19 

 

Figure 9: Left to right. Meme number three from the contemporary group, was the most 

disliked. Meme number one from the contemporary group, was the meme least people 

understood.  

The most crucial aspect of a meme was that it needs to be funny. That was what more than 

90% of the respondents said. The second most important was that a meme needs to be 

relatable. This was what over 50% said. But in most of the cases of relatable memes the 

respondents found that a meme also needs to be funny, not just relatable. The third most 

popular aspect of a meme was that it was contemporary, but only if it was funny and 

relatable as well. About 30% thought that a meme should be purposeless but only if is funny 

and contemporary as well. Contemporary in this case was either that some specific 

characteristic of the meme is currently popular or that it is a joke about something currently 

happening in the world. The last of the important parts that respondents mentioned was that 

a meme needs dark humour. But if a meme were to be offensive it too needs to be funny and 

contemporary.  

 

Figure 10: Most crucial aspect of a meme is that it is funny. 
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4.4 Memes spreadability 

Jenkins et al. (2018) refers to spreadability as when content circulating, in particular when it 

moves outward from its origin. For example, a meme that is first posted on Reddit can be 

moved to other platforms where more people will participate in the spreading of the meme. 

So, when the respondents were asked how they used social media 21% said they used social 

media to share material between platforms. Most of the respondents said they used social 

media to communicate in private messages or to stay updated within communities. 

When it came to share the memes in regard to the 18 examples, it showed that very few 

people would share a meme to express oneself. The only time the respondents would share a 

meme to express themselves was if it was relatable enough. But if a meme was found funny 

the chances of it being shared was more than 50%. 

The respondents agreed that most memes die when they become big outside of the 

specific community or communities where they first gained traction. A meme becoming 

mainstream made it less appealing to the original community. The Reddit user did not like 

“their” material being spread. They felt as the memes they were creating for Reddit should 

not be posted on other social media platforms like Instagram and Facebook. Respondents 

1523 and 1554 both use the term “normies” when describing the people outside their 

community. R1523: ”A meme dies when it becomes overused and out of date. Or when 

Instagram normies steal our memes”, R1554: “When normies normify it”. The word normie 

is described by Know Your Meme (2015) as the following: “Normie is a slang pejorative label 

for an individual who is deemed to be boringly conventional or mainstream by those who 

identify themselves as nonconformists.”. 

The respondents also said that if they were to share a meme, they would either share it in 

private chat messages or by text messages. Of those who used a social media to share memes, 

over 50% of them used Reddit. The second most popular place to share memes was 

Instagram with less than 20% of the respondents sharing memes there.  

Only 1,3% said they shared memes for the karma points (Reddit's reward for upvotes) or 

for their own entertaining. On the question: Why do you share memes? did few respondents 

express that the upvotes were important when it came to sharing memes.  

R787: “To express myself, For the jokes, to get karma on Reddit”. R892: “While many 

people will not write this in, the underlying reason is to get recognition from others through 

likes or karma. We desire love”.  

50,8% of the respondents claimed that they share memes because they want to make a 

friend laugh. This means that people are more driven to share memes if they know it will 

make someone else happy. Respondents 1203 and 1506 did both claim that making someone 

smile was their reason to share memes. R1203:” If I knew me and my friends would both 

laugh at it”. R1506:” To make others laugh”.  
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5. Discussion 

This study has focused on defining memes and what makes them spread, this was done by 

identifying the people that are using memes and asking them why they are sharing them. 

Memes are a relatively unexplored subject within the field of HCI, but since HCI is dealing 

with human activity it is important to have an understanding of how content is received and 

being used.  

5.1 What is a meme? 

It is possible to see that a good meme needs to be funny. Both in the pre-study and in the 

final questionnaire it was clear that the respondents defined memes as something funny. If a 

meme was found entertaining, more than 50% of the respondents would share the meme. 

The respondents agreed that they share memes for the joke. What the respondents found 

funny is not as obvious. It seems that relatable and contemporary memes were very popular 

in this study, but also dark memes as they were mentioned several times. But just because 

something is funny does not mean that it is a meme. Dawkins’ did state that memes are 

spreading, and that one important characteristic is that they induce copies of themselves. 

This means that memes need to be reproduced. Knobel et al. (2007) develop this argument 

that memes do not just need to reproduce in the same shape and form but are often remixes 

of the original. This differentiates memes from other types of joke or funny pictures. A 

crucial aspect of a meme is that it is applicable, remixable and repeatable, often in more than 

one context.  

5.2 Sharing values 

It was also possible to see that the memes that were reflecting on today's society was not 

shared to show one's values. Respondents rather shared them because they are funny, which 

then means that they are making fun of the issue. Maybe people are tired of listening to 

complaints and therefore make fun of it. Once again looking at how people reacted when 

asked about their gender, where 44 people answered that they are a gender that is not the 

typical answer to that question is one way of seeing how a meme is spread over the internet. 

Once again, I will claim that this is a reaction on gender equality as this is also something 

that Jaroszewski, Lottridge, Haimson and Quehl (2018) see in their study about HCI’s 

responsibility in regard to gender questions. They also documented people claiming they 

were apache attack helicopters, which they claim was a parody of non-binary gender 

identities. 

The idea of I-sharing is that people feel as they belong to something because of similar 

experiences (Kaptelinin, 2018; Pyszczynski et al. 2014). This could be the reason that people 

are coming together and ridiculing the gender question. People feel as they belong to 

something when others also use the term apache attack helicopters to define their gender. 

That is a way people use memes, they want to dismiss these problems in a way that make 

like-minded people laugh.  



  

22 

 

Another effect that memes had in this community was to rebel against society. The 

respondents liked memes with dark humour. It also showed in the examples, that a rape 

meme was found funny by 63% of the respondents. Rape is not something many people joke 

about. But the respondents also agreed that if a meme was to be dark it needed to be funny. 

Some people even wrote as a joke in the questionnaire that it was sexistic to only have female 

and male to pick from in the questionnaire and that it was discriminating that they had to 

write their own answer. Others wrote that they believed it to be enough to choose between 

female and male and therefore did not want to reply. Taylor-Smith et al. (2018) believed 

memes to be a way to spread one’s values but in this study, it showed that people did not 

care enough about sharing as a way to express their values. On the one hand the respondents 

did express a liking for those memes that were critical towards society. They would share 

them because they were funny, not because they wanted to express their values. On the other 

hand, the respondents showed their values by making fun of other people's values. This was 

shown in the answers when it came to gender and devices for social media. As a society we 

are trying to accept everybody no matter their gender, while at the same time stating that 

gender should not be of any relevance, our society is constantly coming up with new genders. 

That is why the Reddit community wants to be apache attack helicopters.  

Miller et al. (2017) referred to memes as moral police of the internet. A person does not 

need to use a meme to tell one’s value, but it could be a way to dismiss other values. In this 

case it could be that the respondents felt that society have gone too far with the gender 

debate. 

Miller et al. (2017) did also see memes as a way to communicate without words. Just as 

genders the respondents reacted to what devices they used by reflecting over how everything 

needs to be smart today by claiming they have a smart fridge or even some claim to have a 

smart toaster or toilet.  

Marwick et al. (2017) expressed concern over how memes could be used to share 

propaganda or spread negativity fast and on a large scale. This is of course possible because 

if a dark meme reaches a person who does not understand that it is a joke, the risk will be 

that it starts to spread for the wrong reason. If a dark meme is a way to acknowledge an issue 

in a society, in a fun way, but some believe them to be true it could become a problem. 

5.3 Reddit as a community 

Dawkins (2006) used the word meme as a way of explaining culture that is not in our genes, 

like fashion. Just as trends changes with times so do the memes. A trendsetter will start a 

trend and spread it by the same time it reaches the bigger audience the trendsetter will be on 

to the next trend. In this case the Reddit community is the trendsetter, with around 60% of 

the respondents stating that they are creating and posting their own memes. The 

respondents suggested that they created memes for other’s entertainment, with over 50% 

saying that they shared memes to make their friends laugh.  

Among the people that participated in this study, over 50% did say they would share 

memes on Reddit. The second most popular social media was far behind with less than 20%. 

But this was no surprise since more than 90% claim they used Reddit frequently. It is clear 

that the community in this case is the people using Reddit. The people participating were 
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mostly male, between 16 and 20 years old, so they did not just have their use of social media 

in common but were also parts of a specific demographic group. 

It was possible to see that if they created their own memes they would often be connected 

to the categories, deep fried memes, surreal memes and dank memes. This tells me that 

these people are the real experts in memes. Clark et al. (1977) claim that the more knowledge 

you have in a subject the more categories you can name. In the pre-study questionnaire from 

Facebook nobody mentioned these categories. 

In the pre-study only two of the nine respondents that said they used Reddit to find new 

memes, answered that they shared memes often. This means that the 78% of the Reddit 

users from the pre-study did not share memes on a regular basis. Also 60% of the 

respondents said they never share memes, whereas people that said they did also find new 

memes on Reddit. This tells me that even if the pre-study was conducted on Facebook, the 

respondents that used Reddit did not have an interest to share memes outside of their 

community.  

5.3.1 Memes die 

Many people also agreed that memes lose their humour the more “outside” people that 

understand or use the meme. I therefore argue that something being viral is not the same as 

something being a meme. About 50 % of the respondents did feel that a meme lost its value 

when it reaches the masses. This would mean that a meme circulating in the same group of 

people survives longer, like an inside joke. Taylor-Smith et al. (2018) claimed that a meme 

makes a person feel like they belong to a community. But it also means that a successful 

meme that reaches a bigger audience dies in the eyes of the original community or rather, 

that the community is moving on to the next meme. If somebody was to create and post a 

meme that they wanted to spread to the masses, the best course of action may not be to 

spread the meme through Facebook or Instagram as the first step. The meme stands a better 

chance of succeeding if it is first posted on Reddit and received as funny there, which in turn 

may result in it getting picked up by other platforms and spread to a bigger audience later 

on. On Google trends it is possible to see what has been searched on Google. It is possible to 

see that meme characters like Chungus, Shaggy memes and Bowsett (See memes in 

Appendix 2) became very popular in a just couple of days, but they drop in popularity just as 

fast. This means that just as the respondents claim, when memes become too big, they are 

not interesting to the original community anymore. But some people stated that not all 

memes drastically drop in popularity because of this. It seems that those are the memes that 

are based on a format of some sort.  

As an example, some of the respondents mentioned the Drake meme. This is a format where 

you are supposed to add text about something you do not like compared to what you do like. 

In this case it is a format rather than a character and it lives on since it always changes text, 

the most basic type of remix (Knobel et al., 2007). Almost 60% of the respondents created 

their own memes and that could be the reason that some formats do not “die”. In this study 

memes are created by Reddit users that mostly uses Reddit as a social media. This would 

result in formats that do not become mainstream like a character meme. A character meme 

is much easier to move between platforms since the character itself is the meme, but a 

format means that somebody needs to take their own time to create a meme out of that. This 



  

24 

 

would also be incorrect in terms of Jenkins (2018) who claims that content spreadability is 

based on how easy it is to move between platforms. If the community feels that a meme loses 

its value when it becomes too big, it means that is very easily spread.  

Figure 11: Google Trends show how the memes Bowsette, Chungus, Shaggy and Drake 

have been searched on between 4 of March 2018 to 27 of March 2019. 

6. Conclusion 

What is a meme and what influences users' decision to share them, resulting in their spread? 

A meme needs to be considered funny and also be able to be reproduced in the form of 

remixes of the original content, to be a meme. People share memes as a way to connect to a 

community and that is the reason memes are spreading.  

In this study people with an interest in memes was questioned about how they define and 

spread memes. This was done to get a clear picture of what a meme is as well as how people 

use and share them. This is important for HCI research since memes are shown to have an 

impact in how people are communicating online and not much is known about memes in the 

HCI field.  

By creating a questionnaire to reach the meme users themselves it was possible to get an 

understanding of what they found important in memes. This study focused on memes in the 

form of a picture because of the results of the pre-study and the questionnaire sent out on 

Facebook. This questionnaire was created to get an understanding of impactful memes and 

where to find them. Except from the first questionnaire, all of the focus has been on Reddit. 

By narrowing down the study to Reddit it was possible to reach people that have an interest 

for the subject. I believe this to be the reason for getting such a big response on my 

questionnaire. Benyon (2014) claim that in order for people to participate in a questionnaire 

they need to feel like they can contribute to the study by participating. It showed on Reddit 

that people have such a big interest in memes that it only took four days for the 

questionnaire to reach over 3000 answers. On Facebook a much shorter questionnaire only 

received 29 answers in a whole week. 
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Based on the answers on Reddit it was easy to tell that memes need to be funny to be 

categorised as a meme. Of course, humour is subjective and what kind of humour is used is 

not the focus of this study. It is possible to say that everything that is viral is not necessarily a 

meme in the Reddit users’ eyes. A picture of a cute dog is not a meme in this case. 

From the questionnaire it was possible to see that the demographics of Reddit is mostly 

young males, primarily from Europe and North America. The respondents did primarily use 

Reddit as a social media and if they were to share memes on social media it would be on 

Reddit. The respondents did suggest that they share memes for other people's entertainment 

rather than likes, upvotes or karma. 

The Reddit user also confirmed once again that everything viral is not a meme by 

describing how a meme loses its value in the Reddit community. If a meme was seen as 

popular outside Reddit, it would not be long until the Reddit user moved on to another 

meme. This was confirmed by Google trends where it is possible to see which memes were 

trending and for how long. By picking three memes and looking at how popular they were it 

was possible to see that they quickly became popular and then disappeared almost just as 

fast. The three memes were character memes which means that they were very easy to 

spread, since it is the character itself that is the meme. Jenkins et al. (2018) do claim that the 

easier it is to share between platforms the bigger chance it has to become viral. Some people 

argued that not all memes die and compared a character meme (e.g. Shaggy) with a format 

meme (e.g. Drake). This was confirmed on Google trends as well. It was possible to see that 

the format meme never really had a rapid but short-lived rise in popularity like the other 

character memes. This meant that the format meme that is always changing is harder to 

share compared to the character meme and therefore never became as popular outside of 

Reddit. 

The key factor that made the respondents spread memes was that they found the memes 

funny and therefore sent it to a friend. 50,8% of the respondents shared memes to make 

other people smile. An important aspect when it came to spreading memes was that if too 

many people were spreading the meme outside of the original community, which is where 

the meme started becoming popular, it was no longer seen as interesting by the original 

community. Another factor that made people spread memes was that it was a way to share 

one’s values, often by dismissing other’s values. For example, claiming to be apache attack 

helicopter as a parody of people's different gender identities. 

6.1 Future research 

Reddit is a platform where new memes are created and around 60% of the respondents did 

create their own memes. It would be interesting to compare Reddit with other social media 

platforms, especially since the respondents did not like to see Reddit memes outside their 

community. It would also be interesting to see if the memes have different definitions and 

uses on other platforms. 

In this study it showed that one key factor for the Reddit user was that a meme needs to 

be found funny. With that criteria filled; it was possible to combine humour with other 

aspects. Berlin and Kay did in 1969 come up with something they called basic colour terms. 

This meant that there were eleven basic colours and they were based in a hierarchy. For 
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example, if a language only had two words for a colour it would be black and white. If there 

were three colours it would be black, white and red (Clark et al., 1977). It would be 

interesting to see if this would be the cases with a meme. From my study it is possible to see 

that a meme needs to be funny but within other online communities there may be other 

aspects that constitute a meme. Is it possible to create basic meme terms? This would be 

especially interesting since a meme does not seem to have an academic definition. 

It was shown in my study that some of the respondents liked dark memes, for example the 

second meme from the third group, which was a joke about rape. How would this kind of 

joke be received by Facebook or Instagram users? It would also be interesting to get a bigger 

understanding of the purpose of the dark meme, if there really is one. Is there something 

that is too offensive or can anything, as long as it contains a joke, be a Reddit meme? 

In the second group of memes there was one meme that was found on Facebook. This was 

also the least liked meme in the questionnaire, is this a coincidence or are the memes more 

or less fitting for different platforms? Does the way that a platform is built up have anything 

to do with how memes are received? Could there be an ultimate way to build a platform to 

get maximum spreadability, or is there any interest or meaning in doing it? If a meme “dies” 

when it leaves Reddit would there be any purpose for Reddit to make them easier to be 

spread? 

Are there any specific personality traits of those who share for themselves and those who 

shares for others? Are there any special demographics connected to spreading memes or the 

other way around? It would also be interesting to see if sharing for others makes a person 

share more memes than those who share only for themselves.  

Other possible studies could be if memes can be used as a basis for a political movement? 
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Appendix 1 

Fundamentals of memes 
This study is being conducted in the field of Informatics - Human Computer Interaction. The data 

collected is to be presented and analysed in a thesis for a master’s degree. 

  
The survey is anonymous and takes about 5-7 minutes. It is split into three parts: 

1. General questions about memes. 

2. Examples of memes. 

3. Mapping you as a user (still anonymous though). 

Part 1 
1. What are crucial aspects of a good meme?  

 Funny 

 Relatable 

 Purposeless 

 Contemporary (current events) 

Other:  

2. Why do you share memes? (If you do)  

 To express myself 

 To acknowledge current events 

 For the jokes 

 Because a friend would recognize it 

Other:  

3. Where do you share memes? 

 Chat messages 

 SMS/Text message 

 Reddit 

 Twitter 

 Facebook  

 Instagram  

Other:  
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4. Do you make and share your own memes? If so, 

what kind of memes are they? 

 
5. What would you define as a meme? 

 

 

7 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

  
Adding text to a random picture to 

 give it new meaning 
  

  

An established format 

    
Characters 

  

Celebrities getting "memed" 

  
 

Other:   

6 .

  

6. How/when does a meme die? 
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 Entertaining 
Don’t understand 

Meme 1 

Meme 2 

Meme 3 

Meme 4 

Meme 5 

Meme 6 

Part 2 Examples of memes  

  

8. What made these memes entertaining? (If any) 

 

 

9. What would make you share any of these memes? (If any) 

 

 

  
 

 

 

 

 

Would share it 

for the joke Relatable

  

Would share it to 

express myself 
Don’t like 
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 Entertaining 
Don’t understand 

Meme 1 

Meme 2 

Meme 3 

Meme 4 

Meme 5 

Meme 6 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

10. What made these memes entertaining? (If any) 

 

11. What would make you share any of these memes? (If any) 

 

 

  

Would share it 

for the joke Relatable

  

Would share it to 

express myself 
Don’t like 
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 Entertaining 
Don’t understand 

Meme 1 

Meme 2 

Meme 3 

Meme 4 

Meme 5 

Meme 6 

  

 

12. What made these memes entertaining? (If any) 

 

13. What would make you share any of these memes? (If any) 

 

 

  

Would share it 

for the joke Relatable

  

Would share it to 

express myself 
Don’t like 
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This is to categorize different types of users and you will still be anonymous 

16 Gender 

 Female 

 Male 

 Prefer not to say  

Other:  

17. Age 

 -11 

 12-15 

 16-20 

 21-25 

 26-30 

 31-40 

 41-60 

 61+ 

18. Occupation? 

 

19. What country are you from? 

 

20. One word that describes you? 

 

21. Which social media platforms do you frequently use?  

 Facebook 

 Twitter 

 YouTube 

 Instagram 

 Reddit 

 Snapchat 

 9gag 

 Tumblr  

Other:  

 

  

Part 3. Who you are 



Appendix 1: Final questionnaire 

6 

 

Family friendly Provocative 

22. How do you use social media?  

 Public communication 

 Private communication 

 Staying updated on friends and family 

 Staying updated in communities 

 Work 

 Self representation (Public posts about yourself) 

 Sharing between platforms  

Other:  

23. How much time do you spend on social media on a average day?  

 0-30 min 

 30-60 min 

 1-2 hours 

 3-5 hours 

 6-9 hours 

 +10 hours 

24. Which devices do you use for social media?  

 Phone 

 Computer 

 Tablet 

Other:  

25. How would you rate the memes used as examples in this survey?  

 1 2 3 4 5 

 

 

26. Are there any types of memes you feel are missing in this survey? If so, 

please specify. 

 
27 Is there anything you would like to add concerning memes? 
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Figure 1: Chungus  Figure 2: Shaggy meme        Figure3:Bowsett 


