
• H1: Brand posts are perceived to be more humorous when they use memes (vs. no memes).

• H2: Brands produce higher consumer engagement when memes are present than when they are absent because of the perceived humor

associated with the memes.

• H3: The positive effect of memes on consumer engagement is sequentially mediated by perceived humor and consumer interest in 

products/services in this order.
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Introduction and Theoretical 
Background

• The word “meme” is coined by 

Richard Dawkins in 1976 in the 

book “The Selfish Gene,” and 

defined as “a natural human 

spreading, replication, and 

modification of ideas and culture” 

(Bury 2016; Tomaž and 

Walanchalee 2020).

• Memes are largely reliant on

humorous punchlines to draw 

attention and can only have 

desired outcomes when they are 

understood in the same context as 

the ones in which they are posted 

(Lee et al. 2019).

• As social media becomes a 

dominant vehicle for 

communication, memes have been 

identified as a pathway to get ideas 

to a wider audience in a short span 

of time (Ajayi 2020) and to facilitate 

the transmission of information on 

social media platforms (Shifman

2013).

• Memes on social media tend to 

persist in the minds of people 

(Hecker 2020).

Research Questions

• When brands post memes on their 

social media, does it lead to 

increased perceived humor?

• What are the downstream effects 

of perceived humor of memes 

posted by brands on social media?
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Hypotheses

STUDY 1A:

• Study 1A examined whether consumers increased perceived humor when exposed to memes (H1). Participants (217 MTurkers; Mage = 43.4) 

were presented with a Twitter post by a fictitious brand of bags and randomly assigned to either a meme, image-only, or phrase-only 

condition. Next, we measured perceived humor (Zhang, 1996) with five items (α = .60) on a 7-point scale (7 = strongly agree). We also 

controlled for brand familiarity (7 = extremely familiar) and current mood (1 = bad, unpleasant, sad, negative, 7 = good, pleasant, happy, 

positive; α = .96). As predicted, there were significant differences across conditions (F (2, 212) = 5.73, p < 0.01). The meme was perceived as 

more humorous (M = 4.22) than the image-only (M = 3.58) and phrase-only (M = 3.68) conditions. 

STUDY 1B:

• Study 1B replicated the findings of Study 1A using actual tweets collected over a month from Netflix. We recruited 238 participants (Mage = 

39.46; 52.1% women) from MTurk to rate perceived humor on each tweet. Participants were presented with each tweet and indicated whether 

it was perceived as funny (Alden et al., 2000) on a 7-point scale (7 = strongly agree). There was a significant difference across conditions (F 

(2,198) = 33.06, p < .001). The participants perceived the meme post as more humorous (M = 3.47) than the image (M = 2.65) and phrase-

only posts (M = 2.78). 

STUDY 2:

Study 2 aimed to establish the effect of perceived humor on consumer engagement (H2). Participants (138 MTurkers; Mage = 41.6) were 

presented with a Twitter post by a fictitious brand of potato chips and randomly assigned to either a meme or phrase-only condition. For 

consumer engagement, participants indicated their likelihood to put a like and retweet the post on 7-point scales (Pishko, 2019;7 = extremely 

likely), which were combined to form a composite scale of engagement (α = .90). The participants then completed measure of perceived humor 

(7 = extremely likely) (Alden et al., 2000) and as in Study 1, we controlled for perceived familiarity and current mood (α = .98). Hayes (2017) 

Model 4 revealed that the indirect effect model excluded zero (b = .27, SE = 0.15, 95% CI [.0313 to .6410]), displaying a significant mediation 

effect. 

STUDY 3:

Study 3 examined the sequential mediation model (H3). Participants (200 MTurkers; Mage = 42.3) were presented with a Facebook post by a 

fictitious brand of a streaming service and randomly assigned to either a meme or image-only condition. For engagement, participants indicated 

their likelihood to put a like on the post, visit the page, and share the post on 7-point scales (7 = extremely likely), which were combined to form 

a composite scale of engagement (α = .66). We measured perceived humor as in Study 2 and participants’ interests in the service using three 

items (α = .92) on a 7-point scale (Hamilton et al, 2011). As in our previous studies, we controlled for perceived familiarity and current mood (α = 

.96). Hayes (2017) Model 6 revealed that the indirect effect model excluded zero (b = .38, SE = 0.08, 95% CI [.2212 to .5702]), displaying a 

significant serial mediation effect. 
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Implications

• Our findings provide theoretical contributions to consumer engagement and perceived humor, and practical implications for managers by 

outlining the effectiveness of the popular trend of using memes.

Methodology & Findings
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