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Abstract

Internet memes increase in popularity every year as more people join social media platforms.
This has not gone unnoticed by companies that are growing marketing communications in the
relatively new field of meme marketing. The purpose of this thesis is to analyze and evaluate
company-posted memes with the content, form, and stance framework to identify common
elements used by posts that have a high degree of consumer engagement. The method used for
this study was netnography, hence the study is a qualitative study used for analyzing data on
social media. The data was collected by using established criteria, following this, a qualitative
and interpretive analysis was used to identify common elements within the content, form, and
stance framework, which the findings are based upon.

The main findings of the empirical research were that Internet memes successfully generate
consumer engagement by using varied and unique content that is enjoyable to users. Using
video or picture format, along with sounds, captions, and preexisting meme templates. The
findings regarding the stance of posts were that Internet memes positively affect consumer
engagement by being comedic, relatable, or ironic, utilizing unserious tones and context-based
communication. Internet memes that generate high degrees of consumer engagement have
connections to the company's product offering, this final element was observed in every

Internet meme collected for this study.
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1. Introduction
1.1 Background

The word meme has been around since the 1970s being coined by biologist Richard Dawkins.
Dawkins described memes as cultural drivers of evolution as opposed to genes that are more
synonymous with human evolution (Dawkins, 2016). The original concept of memetics has not
been without opposition. Several researchers have noted that the meme concept lacks both
empirical research and real application to prove it as a theory (Gill, 2012; O’Mahoney, 2007).
Despite this, with the widespread use of the internet and social media, memes have taken a new
meaning in the form of “Internet memes”. The definition of Internet memes varies greatly in
different situations or depending on who is asked (Shifman, 2013). Briefly, Internet memes can
be defined as jokes, rumors, and videos that are created by one person that are shared and reach
multiple people. Following, they are cultural information that is passed on to be imitated and
altered, and if relevance and popularity are established it can attain the status of an Internet
meme (Shifman, 2013; Benaim, 2018). These are commonplace on social media and upon
visiting a social media platform it is difficult not to encounter any memes.

This has not gone unnoticed by companies that have recently begun to increase the usage of
Internet memes for marketing communication and advertising purposes. Examples of
companies using this are Microsoft and its various subdivisions (Xbox, Bing, etc.), Opera GX,
Ryanair, and Duolingo to name a few. A recent example of a company utilizing meme
marketing was when Microsoft’s Bing account posted “Bing chilling”, as a joke alluding to a
popular video of John Cena speaking Chinese while eating ice cream. While meme marketing
usually falls within the broader area of digital marketing the format of marketing via memes is
not as standardized as other forms of digital marketing. A few years ago, TV as a channel was
one of the most popular places to advertise products and distribute marketing communication,
although, over the last few years, spending has been decreasing consistently (Majidi, 2024).
Another example of a traditional marketing channel decreasing in relevance is newspapers,
where advertising spending has declined expeditiously (Statista, n.d.). These are two examples
of traditional marketing channels that have been decreasing in relevance during the last decade.
Therefore, it is of utmost importance for companies to evaluate and rethink where marketing
and advertising is coming from and where it will be positioned in the future. Hence, the main

reason for the thesis is to identify common elements utilized by companies in Internet meme



marketing to explain how memes drive consumer engagement. The knowledge this provides is
an understanding of how successful meme marketing posts can be constructed to maximize
engagement on social media platforms.

To investigate the chosen topic the paper will include an extensive literature review covering
a variety of theories surrounding meme marketing and consumer engagement to establish a
definition for these in line with the research area. The empirical research will be a netnographic
investigation of branded Internet memes and how they position themselves to conclude how

meme marketing can create effective consumer engagement.

1.2 Problematization

With social media becoming a large factor in everyday life and as usage is increasing it is
important to understand aspects that in some regards are unique to the services. Internet memes
have historically in their currently short life span been made by users for other users. It is only
in the last decade that companies have started utilizing the trend for their own benefit. Since,
according to Kemp (2024), there are a staggering 5.04 billion social media users as of late
January, equating to roughly 62 percent of the global population. Further exemplified by an
American study from Morning Consult, 38 percent of Generation Z respondents reported
spending more than four hours on social media daily, nearly doubling the amount of time adults
of other generations spend (Dixon, 2023). Generation Z is one of the largest demographics on
social media with a high time investment in the services. On the topic of Generation Z
according to Liu et al. (2022), they have more new perspectives, ideas, needs, and expectations
than any other generation, paying greater attention to cost performance, personality, and
quality. The number of users that are currently engaged in the social media landscape and the
amount of time they are investing in the services signifies why knowledge about the service is
needed. Without this knowledge, mistakes are bound to happen. According to Fournier and
Avery, (2011) marketers no longer control the reach of their messages, if unsatisfied,
consumers can hijack brand messages, exposing companies’ weaknesses and shortcomings to
millions of others. One example of this is McDonald’s X (at the time Twitter) campaign
‘McDStories’ (Sharma, 2018). The desired effect was to get users to share positive memories
about Happy Meals, instead, users took control of the narrative by sharing bad publicity about
McDonald’s. Additionally, as noted by Arora et al. (2020), the rapid increase in competition

between social media marketers calls for further strategies, among others, where the analysis



of success factors from previously posted content is implemented. As noted by several
researchers in the field of Internet memes and social media marketing (Razzaq et al., 2023;
Ling et al., 2017; Ashley & Tuten, 2014; van Doorn et al., 2010; Lee et al., 2019; Yang, 2022)
there is a large focus on the connection between Internet memes and social media posts impact
on consumer engagement. Despite this being well documented there is a lack of information
surrounding why Internet memes are good conductors for consumer engagement. Hence, the
theoretical contribution of this thesis is to examine what elements can be observed in successful
cases of branded Internet memes to gather an understanding of how the format is proficient in
generating consumer engagement.

A vast majority of existing literature on meme marketing does not differentiate its effects on
consumer engagement juxtaposed with other types of social media marketing. Because social
media marketing spending is increasing every year, it is paramount to understand how the
spending can be utilized efficiently. With the present number of users on social media
platforms, acknowledging that Internet memes generate consumer engagement is no longer
enough, and unique aspects of memes deserve further development to justify their use for
marketing purposes. This is further exemplified that meme marketing can be a huge advantage
for companies, but because of its complexity and pitfalls can likewise cause major harm. Using
the content, form, and stance framework created by Shifman (2013) the theoretical contribution
of this empirical research will be to identify elements within the three dimensions that can help
explain why the cases of meme marketing collected have been successful in generating

consumer engagement.



1.3 Purpose

The purpose of this thesis is to examine companies’ posted Internet memes and understand
how aspects of chosen Internet memes generate consumer engagement. For this purpose,
Internet memes and how they position themselves are the main areas of examination that will

give information about how consumers react and interact with brands on social media. Given

this purpose, the following research question has been derived.

1.4 Research Question

o How do branded Internet memes generate consumer engagement through the

dimensions of content, form, and stance?



2. Literature Review

The following literature has been collected using a variety of keywords consisting of but not
limited to; ‘Memes’, ‘Meme Marketing’, ‘Internet Meme Marketing’, ‘Consumer
Engagement’, ‘Consumer Engagement Marketing’, ‘Social Media Marketing’, ‘EWOM’, and
‘Social Media Engagement’. These keywords have been utilized primarily on Primo, Google
Scholar, and Web of Science.

The criteria that were considered for inclusion within the literature review were that the articles
used had been peer-reviewed, and all literature outside of this perimeter was excluded from the
thesis. The ABS Journal List 2018 was also used to examine indexed journals and their given
ranking, to ensure the inclusion of quality literature. All literature deemed relevant for the study
was stored in Microsoft Excel and placed under appropriate codes relating to the key topics of
the thesis, to purposely sort the literature efficiently.

The first three of the above keywords were included in the initial search for research articles.
Many research articles did not meet the criteria of being peer-reviewed or lacked relevance to
the topic. Despite this, the keywords individually yielded approximately 20 research articles
that were relevant to the topic and thus met our criteria for inclusion within the literature
review. These were further expanded via secondary sources from the initial research articles,
many similarly met the criteria thus justifying inclusion. Subsequent keywords were utilized to
gain a wider understanding of topics included in the initial research papers. All subsequently
chosen literature was naturally kept to the same standards of upholding the previously
aforementioned criteria of relevance and being peer-reviewed. This literature collection method
generated enough relevant research articles to conduct the literature review and provide the

theoretical frameworks needed to guide further empirical research.

The paper introduced the meme concept largely from Dawkins’s (2016) definition of memetics.
From this point on all mentions of memes will refer to Internet memes unless explicitly stated

otherwise.



2.1 Meme Marketing

Meme marketing is a concept that utilizes the popularity of memes in Internet culture for
communication and advertising purposes (Razzaq et al., 2023). However, Since the format is
new, managers of traditional companies often lack the necessary understanding of how to
employ memes in marketing practice (Malodia et al., 2022). The memes are often in the form
of content that is created with the intent of being reshared and distributed to others (Shifman,
2013). Utilizing this as a communication strategy is often paired together with companies’
integration of brand elements such as logos, names, symbols, etcetera., to interact with users in
an organic way (Razzaq et al., 2024). This can also be exemplified in that Internet memes are
posted by an official channel on social media where the brand name and logo can be easily
visible. Understanding how Internet memes work can thus be a guideline for how culture
changes and what persists on the Internet, and acquiring this skill and knowledge can be more
successful in good execution compared to more traditional advertising (Williams, 2000). Using
Internet memes as marketing is very different from other channels. In a study conducted by
Lee et al. (2019), it was found that consumers enjoy Internet memes as a marketing channel
since the focus is not on utilitarian value but rather on hedonic value. Hence, the focus is not
on the products but rather on the enjoyability of Internet memes. This led to the conclusion that
marketing using memes is effective in generating consumer engagement. Yang (2022)
conducted a similar study and found interesting results, regarding the fact that Internet users
must have prior knowledge of the brand for meme marketing to be more effective than a serious
post. Following, users were more inclined to have a positive attitude toward an Internet meme
thus increasing shareability. Likewise, the study found that users are more likely to react and
interact with an Internet meme if other users perceive the post to be funny, thus higher likes
and reshares make the subject perceive a meme to be more humorous. However, Yang (2022)
found that Internet memes do not have the same degree of brand recall as serious posts. This
posits an interesting drawback of Internet memes in marketing communications. Furthermore,
Vardeman (2024) found that not all companies are suited for meme marketing communication,
noting companies that should ensure high security or professionalism. This reinforces that
meme marketing is more suitable for companies that can be more comical and do not require a
serious image. For example, companies with cheap products or companies that market their
services to a younger audience. However, notable in this study was that the focus group did not
appreciate using Internet memes for advertising purposes. This further makes Internet memes

as a form of marketing communication a difficult subject area.



Meme marketing is often confused with viral marketing, E-WOM, and digital marketing
(Razzaq et al., 2023). Although there is some overlap between the different constructs, they are
still different topics. Digital marketing is a larger umbrella term that encompasses most if not
all different marketing activities on digital platforms (Kannan & Li, 2017). Digital marketing
includes factors that are not only tied to social media, for example, Search Engine
Optimization. EWOM is positive or negative feedback about a company online (Hennig-
Thurau et al., 2004). This is a pivotal aspect of consumer engagement and is further expanded
in a later section. Viral marketing is marketing campaigns that have high shareability and wide
distribution and are meant to increase awareness about a brand (Ferguson, 2008; Ho &
Dempsey, 2010; Reichstein & Brusch, 2019). The most well-known example of viral marketing
might be the ALS Ice Bucket Challenge, which encouraged users and celebrities to pour a
bucket of ice water over them and tag other users to challenge them, all to increase awareness
of ALS neuron disease. While it is possibly true that all meme marketing strives to attain viral
marketing status that in turn could maximize engagement. Social media as a platform is built
on relationships and communication with other people, and according to Razzaq et al. (2023)
this helps facilitate the creation and sharing of Internet memes because social media is built on
inherent participatory culture. Since marketing via memes as a communication strategy has
emerged the engagement generated is high through the platform (Razzaq et al., 2024).
Conversely, Internet memes do not have to generate interaction but can be used as a mediator
to publicize common interests and self-identity (Arvidsson & Caliandro, 2016). For example,
this could entail users resharing certain posts to visually express certain values to their

followers.

2.2 Meme Definition

Because of the previously established confusion regarding Internet meme marketing a clear
definition is needed for further empirical research. This paper will follow Shifman’s (2013)
definition of memes and her accompanying framework for analyzing digital content. According
to Shifman (2013), there are three attributes of memes that can be attributed to the larger digital
culture, which are passed along information, imitation, and competition through selection.
Information that is passed along relates to the idea that memes spread quickly throughout the

Internet and can become popular content in a short amount of time. The imitation aspects



largely deal with the aspect of the Internet that consists of redistribution, linking, or copying
by other users. This is an important factor in meme marketing, Razzaq et al. (2023) found in
their study that 60 percent of meme marketing utilizes preexisting meme templates. Shifman
(2013) posits that ‘mimicry and remix’ are the most prevalent imitation aspects on the Internet.
Mimicry in this regard refers to impersonating others on the Internet while remixing alludes to
reworking and distributing this content forward on the web. The third and final attribute of
Internet memes according to Shifman (2013) is competition and selection. This area is
interesting since this alludes to what types of memes are suited for widespread popularity and
mainstream appeal, along with how and why they are chosen and become popular vehicles for
further distribution. This can be defined as users on the Internet taking an active role in
selecting memes that are in line with user preferences, ideologies, and interpretations (Conte,

2000; as referenced by Shifman, 2013).

2.3 Content, Form, and Stance Framework

In Shifman’s (2013) article, the attributes of memes contributed to her definition of what a
meme encompasses by dividing it into three characteristics “Content, form, and stance”. In this
definition, the imitation aspect is the primary focal point. Content in this definition refers to
what the text in a meme specifically says and what ideas and ideologies are forwarded within
the text. Form in this instance refers to how the message is constructed and how other users
perceive it through both visual, audio, and text. Hence, this is how content is expressed and
could for instance be the usage of video or written text. The final characteristic in Shifman’s
(2013) definition is stance which is the most complicated aspect of a meme. This is the
communication-oriented dimension of the framework and refers to what information is
presented through a meme’s communication. This means how ideas are expressed and how the
creators of Internet memes are positioned relative to what the text more explicitly states. This
refers specifically to different forms of subtexts within Internet memes which could include
underlying or obvious forms of cynicism or sarcasm among other aspects. Shifman (2013)
further breaks down ‘stance’ into three subdimensions which include ‘participation structures’,
who can participate and how, ‘keying’, communication style and tone, and communicative
functions. Communicative functions include six communication functions (Jakobson, 1960, as
cited in Shifman, 2013). ‘Referential communication’ which is context orientation. ‘Emotive’

is the orientation from the sender of a message. ‘Conative’ is the orientation towards the



receiver of a message and options to reply to a message. ‘Phatic’ which entails starting,
extending, or ending communication. ‘Metalingual’ refers to a common ground between the
sender and receiver. The sixth and final subdimension is ‘poetic’ which includes how the

message is constructed and expressed and the creative aspects within it.

The characteristics of content, form, and stance are the basis for analyzing Internet memes
which the study in this paper utilizes. The subdimensions of stance will also be utilized to better
analyze the primary characteristic. More information on how the framework will be used in

relation to the analysis will be described in the methodology chapter.

2.4 Consumer Engagement

According to Hutton and Fosdick (2011), consumers are online for three main reasons, mainly
to promote themselves, to share information with others, and recreational activities. However,
these motives vary depending on social media platforms. People are also more likely to
communicate in person and online to people when they are invested in the product being
offered or the brand behind it (Mangold & Faulds, 2009). This is paired with that users
generally engage in discussion about things that are perceived to be shocking. The factors
required for engagement are needs, motivations, and goals while marketers running the
accounts are advised to post frequently to create dialogue, and unique content to have a

presence on social media (van Doorn et al., 2010).

Traditional forms of advertising like out-of-home advertising or TV advertising are usually
one-way communication. Thus, a message is delivered to a potential consumer that might or
might not have the intended and desired effect that the advertiser hopes for. Likewise, the
marketer does not know what the reaction is. However, through the Internet, companies can
create unique and frequent content to generate increased consumer participation (Ling et al.,
2017). This is positive since social media marketing is cheaper than traditional advertising
which helps companies achieve a higher return on investment compared to other channels
(Devereux et al., 2019). Through the widespread usage of the Internet and social media,
companies have more ways to engage consumers than ever before (van Doorn et al., 2010).
Utilizing key features that are only present on social media and with a larger reach than other

marketing channels.



However, there is a lack of information available to companies on how to create social content
in a way that maximizes consumer engagement (Ashley & Tuten, 2014). Van Doorn et al.
(2010) posit that when utilizing channels to create consumer engagement companies should set
short-term and long-term goals and potential consequences of engagement through the channel.
Involving consumers is not risk-free, they can affect companies both positively and negatively
in the long term, through factors such as recognition and reputation (van Doorn et al., 2010;
Mangold & Faulds, 2009). These issues could for example stem from a failure to recognize the
difference between talking with consumers compared to talking at them.

Further, three factors that affect consumer engagement are customer-based, firm-based, and
context-based factors and all of these can interact with each other (van Doorn et al., 2010). All
of these possess both positive and negative levels of consumer engagement. Customer-based
aspects can have positive engagement such as helping other users and helping brands with
promotion by for example reposting/resharing. Juxtaposed with negative engagement which
could include negative word-of-mouth and negative reviews. Firm-based consumer
engagement largely deals with factors relating to the brand, such as brand commitment and
attachment. This can also be firms facilitating consumer engagement by for example having a
social media page where consumers can engage with the company and other consumers.
Context-based engagement occurs in a societal aspect where competitive advertising or news

coverage can contribute towards either creating negative or positive consumer engagement.

According to Keller (2009) engaging customers increases versatility in communications and
positively impacts all aspects of brands. This similarity can also be found in Ashley and Tuten
(2014) who propose that when marketers embrace an engagement-focused communication
strategy, communications shift from transactional towards interactional. Thus, the brand can
become part of a consumer’s identity more easily.

There was a study conducted in 2009 by a prominent digital media consultancy firm Altimeter
Group titled Engagementdb: Ranking the Top 100 Brands (Engagementdb, 2009, as cited in
Ashley & Tuten, 2014). The study aimed to rank the successful brands correlating to their level
of activity on social media by frequency of posts, replying to others, and updating profiles
among other aspects. These brands were subsequently categorized depending on their
frequency of engagement and the number of channels they were using. Where the top of the
report’s highest performing brands was engaging frequently across a multitude of social media
channels compared to lower ranking ones. This included the conclusion that a higher degree of

consumer engagement correlates to higher profits for brands. Despite this evidence, one should
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be wary of this correlation as it could be false where more profitable companies have access to
more resources and human capital to be able to be more efficient in creating consumer
engagement. In Rather’s (2018) research it was found that consumer engagement has a large

impact on the satisfaction, loyalty, commitment, and trust of consumers.

Since consumer engagement is different on social media compared to engagement in other
channels a clear definition is needed. This paper will utilize the Barger et al. (2016) definition
of consumer engagement and their conceptual framework of what consumer engagement
consists of in social media. While the framework is wider with aspects of “antecedents and
consequences” included, the focal points included will be the factors from the framework that
are classified as consumer engagement. These include “reacting to content”, “commenting on
content”, “sharing content with others”, and “posting user-generated content”. To avoid
widening the scope of the thesis the final factor “posting user-generated content” will be
omitted since the focus of this paper is to examine company generated Internet memes and how
they generate consumer engagement. Likes are not included in the definition provided by
Barger et al. (2016), however, since likes are users directly engaging with an original poster
the researchers consider this to be a vital part of engagement on social media. Using this
framework the thesis classifies comments, reactions, reshares, and likes as consumer

engagement on social media.

2.5 Electronic Word of Mouth

Electronic Word-of-Mouth (eWOM) plays a key role in contemporary marketing and consumer
behavior, distinctly differing from traditional "Word of Mouth" (WOM) in terms of scale,
scope, and influence (King et al., 2014). The predecessor of eWOM being WOM, is defined
as “informal communications, directed at other consumers, about ownership, usage, or
characteristics about particular goods and services and/or their producers/sellers, which
concerns evaluations of goods and services between consumers who are not commercially
motivated” (Srivastava and Sharma, 2017). Hennig-Thurau et al. (2004) define Electronic
Word-of-Mouth (eWOM) as any positive or negative statement made by former, current, or
potential customers about a product or company via the Internet, which is available to a broad

audience. Contrasting with traditional Word-of-Mouth (WOM), which typically takes place in
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personal, intimate environments. The main difference between the two concepts is that the
exchange of information between consumers occurs over the Internet, which overcomes
geographic barriers, facilitating a wide and often anonymous sharing of views on diverse online
platforms (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004; Dwivedi, 2023). As a result, the shift from traditional
WOM to eWOM has broadened the channels through which opinions are spread and accessed.

King et al. (2014) notes that the transition from WOM to eWOM provides both communicators
and consumers with an unprecedented range of options for exchanging and obtaining views,
which directly impacts awareness and subsequently affects sales. The scope and magnitude of
eWOM are unparalleled with Liu (2006) emphasizing the link between the volume of WOM
and consumer awareness often leading to increased sales. However, the dispersion of eWOM
across the Internet introduces difficulties in how to analyze and capitalize on these digital
discussions. King et al. (2014) describe dispersion as the extent to which discussions about
products take place over the Internet, acknowledging the difficulties it presents in effectively
measuring and impacting eWOM. Several traditional communication theories attempt to
explain its impact in the digital age. The Information Adoption Model, for example, illustrates
how the adoption of eWOM is influenced by the perceived quality and credibility of the
message. This model is vital for marketers as it helps them understand how to effectively craft

messages that consumers are more likely to trust and act upon (Mathews et al., 2022).

The essence of eWOM is rooted in self-interested consumers who primarily post their feedback
online (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004). De Valck et al. (2009) highlight the importance of online
platforms in creating consumer communities that are not bound by geography, allowing users
to exchange experiences and advice beyond simply expressing grievances. However, these
interactions are further complicated by the nature of consumer relationships; Sohn (2009)
found that people are more likely to share messages with close contacts, whereas negative
feedback often spreads more widely to acquaintances with weaker ties. Chu and Kim (2015)
also emphasize the role of relationship strength in eWOM activities, noting that consumers
tend to write reviews after particularly positive or negative experiences and are also influenced
by differences in opinions among other critics. These dynamics exhibit the influence of

collective action in molding consumer opinions and behaviors.

Effective eWOM possesses certain key characteristics that resonate with consumers (Mathews
et al.,, 2022). Among these are Source credibility which ensures the trustworthiness of the

information, message relevance which connects the content with the consumers’ needs and
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interests, and emotional resonance which helps in creating a personal connection with the
audience. These elements are crucial in enhancing the persuasive power of eWOM, generating

deeper consumer engagement, and fostering brand loyalty (Gvili & Levy, 2018).

As noted, eWOM contributions are not just individual endeavors but are part of a wider,
cooperative process that builds communities (Dellarocas, 2003). Simonton (1999) highlights
the role of these consumer collectives in fostering creativity and innovation through social
interactions. Despite these insights, marketers encounter considerable challenges in effectively
leveraging eWOM. Godes and Mayzlin (2004) identify challenges such as under-reporting
bias, where typically only the most extreme opinions are shared online, distorting the perceived
quality of products or services. Therefore, there is a necessity for strategies that encourage
balanced, genuine feedback and better engagement with eWOM contributors, aiming to bridge

the existing gaps in both research and practice.

In the context of social media platforms, establishing eWOM as a specific form of consumer
engagement is of special interest because these platforms facilitate immediate and virtually
costless engagement activities (Gvili & Levy, 2018). EWOM within itself can be seen as a
form of consumer engagement as at its core, it involves consumers actively engaging through
exchanging opinions and sharing feedback about certain products or brands over the Internet.
Hence, eWOM is a crucial component that serves to strengthen the previous definition of
consumer engagement on social media platforms as comments, reactions, reshares, and likes
(Barger et al., 2016). Hence a particular focal point of eWOM is the focus on comments and
reshares as vital aspects of redistribution and disseminating information across social media

(Gvili & Levy, 2018; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004).

Various digital platforms, particularly social media, are instrumental in facilitating eWOM.
These platforms provide the necessary tools such as likes, shares, and comments, which help
disseminate eWOM content and encourage interaction and engagement among consumers. The
expansive reach and interactive nature of these platforms allow eWOM to flourish,

significantly impacting consumer behavior and market trends (Bonifazi et al., 2023).

For companies, understanding and strategically leveraging eWOM is essential to enhance
market presence and consumer engagement. Effective management of eWOM involves not just
monitoring feedback but also actively responding and engaging with consumers. This strategic

approach helps brands use positive eWOM to their advantage and mitigate the impact of
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negative feedback, thereby improving their reputation and customer loyalty (Fahmy & Ragab,
2022). Companies that effectively harness and manage eWOM can achieve significant
competitive advantages, highlighting the power of electronic word-of-mouth in today’s

marketing landscape (Alhamad, 2022).

As discussed by Albogami et al. (2015), certain characteristics such as humor, relatability, and
visual appeal make memes particularly effective for retweeting and favoriting, which are key
actions in eWOM dynamics on platforms like Twitter. Thus, memes that resonate more with
the audience are shared more frequently, effectively outcompeting those that do not catch on.
This natural selection of memes is driven by the community’s reception of the humor and
relatability of the content, thereby influencing which memes become popular and which do
not. The competitive aspect of memes in social media connects to the market dynamics of
products, where the ‘fittest” meme survives and propagates (Cheung & Thadani, 2012).
Srivastava and Sivaramakrishnan (2020) explored the impact of eWOM on consumer brand
engagement, noting that enhanced interaction with eWOM, such as sharing and discussing
memes, correlates with increased consumer brand engagement (CBE), impacting customer
loyalty and satisfaction across different product types. This relationship underscores the
strategic value of memes in maintaining a continuous and integrative consumer interaction with

brands.

Overall, utilizing eWOM theory to examine meme marketing reveals how memes act as
powerful tools for enhancing consumer engagement on social media. The attributes of memes
such as humor, relatability, and shareability align well with the drivers of eWOM, making them
effective tools for building social capital, trust, and ultimately, consumer engagement. By
understanding these mechanisms, marketers can craft meme content that resonates with
audiences and amplifies brand messages effectively, thereby utilizing memes not just as

entertaining content but as strategic marketing tools in digital environments.

2.6 Summarization of Theoretical Frameworks

The previous sections of the literature review include the different theories and frameworks
that are included in the theoretical framework. These have been used to guide the empirical
research and how it is interpreted. Memes will be defined as information distribution, altered

content, and competition through selection (Shifman, 2013). The aspects of distribution and
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competition are important characteristics that are explained within consumer engagement and
eWOM. Since consumer engagement on social media is defined as likes, comments, and
reshares in line with Barger et al. (2016) these explain how certain company-posted memes are
chosen through competition and thus gain popularity. EWOM further expands on the reshares
and comments aspect of consumer engagement and how memes are distributed to other users.
Hence, these will be used as a focal point in data collection and in interpretations of data.
Furthermore, Shifman’s (2013) framework of content, form, and stance is of considerable note.
This framework was created to analyze memes efficiently to be able to identify what aspects
within the dimensions make a meme popular. Thus, it will be used for the same purpose in

empirical research.
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3. Methodology

3.1 Research Philosophy

The research philosophy guiding the thesis is rooted in interpretivism. Pulla and Carter (2018)
define interpretivism as a qualitative research paradigm that seeks to understand human
behavior, interactions, and society by investigating the meanings individuals attribute to their
experiences. Hence, interpretivism is particularly effective for exploring phenomena where
perceptions, interactions, and interpretations are focal.

The rationality behind the philosophical paradigm is chosen due to its strong alignment with
the study's purpose of investigating how aspects of company meme posts in social media
marketing drive consumer engagement, a purpose rooted in understanding subjective
experiences through the exploration of how consumers perceive, interact, and interpret these
posts.

Interpretivism guides the research in that reality is constructed through social processes and
interactions, making it highly suitable for examining how different individuals might perceive
and engage the dynamic and culturally rooted landscape of social media memes. Unlike
positivist approaches that seek objective truths through quantitative measures, interpretivism
allows for a deeper exploration of how individuals interpret and engage with memes (Garrick,
1999). This study investigates how meme marketing posts lead to consumers engaging with
them, necessitating an approach that can capture the subjective and context-dependent nature
of these interactions.

Memes are passed along information, imitation, and competition through selection (Shifman,
2013). Given the wide variety and complexity of meme content, which often includes layers of
humor, irony, and cultural references, interpretivism is optimal in dissecting these layers for
understanding how consumers interpret and respond to marketing efforts on social media

platforms (Hang, 2023).

3.2 Research Approach

The approach for this study will be qualitative in nature but more specifically embodied by a
netnographic and inductive approach. With memes in social media marketing, the inductive
and netnographic approach provides the necessary framework to deeply explore and understand

the intricacies of how memes influence consumer engagement.
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Netnography is a qualitative research method derived from ethnographic research techniques
that focuses on the study of cultures and communities emerging through online-mediated
communications (Kozinets, 2002). Netnography utilizes publicly available information such as
comments and discussions from online forums to identify and understand the needs and
decision influences of relevant online consumer groups.

With regards to answering the research questions, netnography provides an optimal
methodology for tackling the unique and dynamic landscape of memes and social media while
also providing a more authentic insight into natural interactions in response to meme marketing
content (Kozinets, 2020). Through the utilization of netnography, an increased access to a
wealth of data including what the meaning and characteristics of company-generated memes
are, the number of likes, comments, and shares, are obtained and offer a deeper insight into the
attitudes towards meme marketing. Furthermore, the ability to delve first-handedly into social
media platforms enables a comprehensive understanding of the aspects driving consumer
engagement, for instance, the types of memes that resonate most strongly with consumers, the
type of emotions evoked, and the levels of interaction they generate.

One of the main strengths of netnography lies in its adaptability and speed compared to
traditional ethnographic research (Kozinets, 2020). It is specifically designed for the online
environment, making it an efficient tool for capturing the rapid dynamics of internet culture
and consumer behaviors online. This adaptability is crucial when examining the short-lived
and viral nature of Internet memes in marketing. Kozinets (2002) emphasis on using
netnography for online communities’ marketing research and Alavi's (2015) discussion on
netnography as an Internet-optimized ethnographic technique, further exemplifies the method's
capacity to deliver nuanced, in-depth insights into consumer engagement strategies and the

effectiveness of Internet memes.

In line with the Netnographic approach, the study employs an inductive research approach. The
primary rationale behind the choice of an inductive approach stems from the need to understand
the different aspects of memes and consumer engagement in a naturalistic setting without
imposing or interfering with previous models that fail to capture the holistic view. Hence, the
inductive approach is optimal in achieving this as theories instead emerge from the systematic
collection and analysis of qualitative data, rather than relying on existing theories to form
hypotheses at the outset (Thomas, 2006). Social media is a rapidly evolving platform for

marketing communications. It presents a unique environment where consumer interactions
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with content can be spontaneous and influenced by current cultural, social, and media trends.
The inductive approach allows for a flexible exploration of these interactions, particularly in
how consumers engage with memes, which are inherently informal and culturally driven
media.

Its capacity for data analysis and theory development is grounded in empirical observations
and is well-suited to identify and understand patterns, themes, and categories emerging directly
from the data (Patton, 2002). In the context of this study, it facilitates the identification of
specific characteristics of memes that drive engagement such as humor, emotions, and
relatability, enabling the development of enhanced insights into the strategies that marketers

can employ to drive consumer engagement.

3.3 Research Design

The research design of this empirical study utilizes netnography to analyze memes posted by
company accounts. The focus will be on considering how the companies express themselves
through memes and what is implied to generate engagement by consumers. This is a qualitative
study that will go in-depth in analyzing these posts according to Shifman’s (2013) framework
of content, form, and stance. By examining memes with the framework, the study aims to
observe what common elements of popular memes can be interpreted, thus deepening the
understanding of how meme marketing can generate consumer engagement. The findings will
give companies relevant information about the components of memes to be able to craft their
own memes with the highest possibility of succeeding in generating a high degree of consumer

engagement.

Internet memes are based on the wider Internet culture and are mainly present on web-based
platforms. Hence, netnography is a suitable research method to be able to analyze findings
within the social media landscape. The empirical research has been designed with the following
four parts in mind, outlined by Kozinets (2020). The first part is initiation-oriented, which
includes preparing and gaining knowledge to understand the research focus, conduct the
empirical research smoothly, and acquire the best data possible. This preparation was covered
by extensive previous interest and knowledge of meme culture. Additionally, through

conducting the literature review, as well as reading and consulting Kozinet’s (2020) book:
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Netnography, The Essential Guide to Qualitative Social Media Research, and further

information gathering within the data collection process which is outlined in section 3.4.

Second is the data collection operations where the research design utilizes investigation where
social media will be explored to find suitable spaces of Internet culture and explore the data
available that could be chosen for analysis (Kozinets, 2020). Google, TikTok, Instagram, and
X, are the search engines used, where key phrases such as ‘meme marketing’ and ‘company
memes’ guide the researchers to the appropriate spaces where data can be found. The third step
includes data analysis and due to the qualitative nature of the research, thematic analysis is
utilized as it seamlessly encompasses the operations of both data analysis and interpretation in
netnographic studies (Kozinets, 2020). In this research, it is imperative that data is analyzed
comprehensively to make sure that the elements interpreted are deciphered accurately and that
nothing is unaccounted for. Hence, if aspects are unknown to the researchers, to get a
comprehensive understanding, further immersion into subject areas such as the context of
memes, are necessary. After the analysis and interpretation, the research presentation
operations follow (Kozinets, 2020). This includes the presentation of the findings, where the
main focus is the communication of what elements are interpreted and that the discussion of

the findings are well-formulated and easy to understand.

3.4 Collection of Data

The design for the collection of data followed the five operations of netnographic data
collection outlined by Kozinets (2020). The five operations can work in sequence or out of
sequence, flexible and adaptable to the research needs and contexts. The initial stage of
investigation focuses on the research questions it seeks to answer so this was the focus when
pursuing the following steps (Kozinets, 2020). The steps and sequence of the operations used

in this thesis are highlighted below.

The first operation of data collection consists of “Simplifying”, which involves exhibiting the
essential elements of the research question and developing them into a consistent set of search
terms that can be entered into search engines (Kozinets, 2020). The research question of this

thesis was dissected to the search terms which were ‘company memes’ and ‘meme marketing’.
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The second operation involves “Searching” whereby the search terms and their variations
established from the first step are entered into the desired search engines (Kozinets, 2020). This
step utilized the search engines; Google, X, Instagram, and TikTok. Google was utilized to get
an overview of the topic while the social media platforms were chosen due to their large user
base, and the ability to examine the given number of likes, comments, and shares that a post
has received, indicating consumer engagement. The choice of more than one social media
platform was rationalized as this would provide a more authentic insight into the entirety of
social media meme marketing as individual platform users might differ from one another and
the researchers wanted a holistic view. The first search term, consisting of ‘company memes’,
yielded nine hundred million hits on Google. The second search term, consisting of ‘Meme
marketing’ also yielded approximately nine hundred million hits. The search engines of the

three social media platforms did not display the amount of hits netted from the search terms.

The scouting stage follows which involves exploring and scouting the plethora of content,
including sites, threads, images, podcasts, videos, and more, that emerge from search engines
while tapping into the wealth of information available. Scouting operations serve as the initial
filter to refine the selection of data sources from which to choose (Kozinets, 2020).

Upon scouting the content resulting from the established search terms, it was quickly realized
that they were largely inefficient in generating the appropriate data desired. The first search
term, consisting of ‘company memes’, yielded no relevant posts on social media engines,
consisting of either ‘company’ or ‘memes’, but no combination of the two. Google’s results
consisted of websites, threads, and images of memes joking about company culture, irrelevant
to the study. The search term ‘Meme marketing’ resulted in the same difficulties from the social
media search engines as the previous term. The results on Google consisted of websites and
forums highlighting the phenomena of meme marketing, and upon scouting the content of these
sites, it was noted that many examples of companies that utilize social media meme marketing
were listed. Factoring in the difficulties of attaining the desired type of data from the original
set of search terms, the researchers decided it would be necessary to reorganize them by instead
utilizing the companies listed as examples, in the search engines of TikTok, Instagram, and X.
The companies chosen as search terms were Dominos, Netflix, Duolingo, Opera GX, Xbox,
Wendy’s, G Fuel, KFC, Ryanair, and McDonald’s. These were not the only examples of
companies but were chosen due to their recurrence on several of the websites and community

forums scouted. Additionally, they were chosen due to their size and familiarity, assumed to
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generate more consumer engagement and a more accurate view of what elements of memes

generate consumer engagement.

The fourth operation is to “Select”, consisting of the judgment of data being collected. The
judgment during the selection stage is where the data decided to be saved into the investigative
dataset is chosen (Kozinets, 2020). Once the different company names had been entered into
all three social media platforms and the company accounts had been scouted, all memes posted
by the companies between February 18" 2024, to April 28™ 2024, were up for consideration
(10 weeks). The selection criteria consisted of choosing the meme with the highest number of
shares, likes, and comments, out of all the memes meant for marketing, a company had posted.
To maintain the holistic view and to use three social media platforms, what platform to evaluate
the company from was decided on a case-by-case basis by the researchers. Four memes were
chosen from both TikTok and X respectively and two from Instagram. The two Instagram
memes did not include visible share numbers and will thus not be stated in the analysis of those
two memes. Although the selection criteria have been outlined, in a few cases, posts with a
higher degree of consumer engagement have not been selected. These include factors such as
explicit language or pictures. Further, some cases have been omitted due to the researcher’s
inability to completely determine if a post is a meme or not. Since numbers constantly fluctuate

on social media, the researchers acknowledge that the degree of human error could be high.

The fifth and final step of the data collection is to “Save” the data selected. There are several
options for this, including capture, cut and paste, and scraping. The data saved in this way
constitutes the investigative dataset of the netnography. That data will then be studied and
interpreted in integrative data analysis operations (Kozinets, 2020).

The fifth step was conducted by utilizing print screen and screen recording features. This allows
the number of reshares, likes, and comments to be defined to a specific date for archiving
purposes. Furthermore, this allows analysis to be conducted safely with the ability to view the
meme consecutive times, even if the original poster deletes the post. The researchers have

stored all of these in an Excel file.
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3.5 Data Analysis

The following data analysis includes a thematic analysis using the framework by Shifman
(2013). Thematic analysis is the process of identifying key features in a dataset (Nowell, 2017).
However, this study incorporates a somewhat altered version of thematic analysis through the
framework provided by Shifman (2013). Instead of developing new codes; content, form, and
stance, serve as predetermined codes for each subset of memes for which they are analyzed.
This allows the researchers to identify common themes across the data collected, which will
serve as the elements attributed to how memes generate consumer engagement. This analysis
is particularly suitable since all data collected will be evaluated against the same criteria. It is
important to note that since this is an interpretive study, the elements identified are subjective
interpretations by the researchers. To avoid misinterpretation, the researchers conducted the
analysis together on each meme collected and consulted the website Know Your Meme to get
background information to decrease the likelihood of misinterpretation. For the initial analysis
stage, tables were created influenced by Shifman’s (2013) own visual representation for
analysis using the framework and accompanying definitions. The columns included dimension,
definition, and demonstration, and the rows were each attributed to one of the three dimensions.
When analysis was conducted both researchers analyzed the meme together and interpreted
observations within each dimension. These observations were written down in the
corresponding demonstration section for each dimension. This same method was used for every
meme and upon completion, each element was further interpreted in written form to delve

deeper into why and how the demonstrations might be observed.

3.6 Reliability and Validity

Netnography is a qualitative research method and since this study uses interpretivism as a
research paradigm, reliability and validity should be outlined. Since the memes are collected
during a specific timeframe the memes will remain on accounts given that the original poster
does not delete the posts. The memes are collected from multiple social media services, thus
making the findings more applicable. Despite this, the users of social media services might not
reflect other consumer populations (Kozinets, 2020). Therefore, the conclusions presented only
reflect the social media services analyzed and application should be conducted carefully.

Since the memes are analyzed against a previously outlined framework, the method for data

analysis is more reliable as it has been conducted previously. Because of the extensive outline
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in the research design and data collection sections, a similar study is easy to replicate. Despite
this, it might not yield the same results unless the memes analyzed are identical. However,
similar elements will likely be found, since analyzing ten memes has yielded similar elements.
Since this is an interpretivism-oriented study themes identified through analysis will be based
on interpretation, and other researchers are encouraged to analyze the memes against the
content, form, and stance framework to ensure themes are valid. The research phase has
included a vast amount of time to understand meme marketing and its various factors, and this
will inform the interpretations through the analysis to derive conclusions of value to the field

of meme marketing.

3.7 Ethics

Although a suitable methodology for delving into the social media landscape, netnography's
application does not come without limitations. The methodology faces significant ethical
considerations, particularly concerning the privacy and anonymity of online community
members. Ethical netnographic practice requires researchers to navigate the complexities of
informed consent and the public versus private nature of online spaces (Kozinets, 2020). For
this reason, the qualitative examination of this study will not include any usernames or other
factors that could breach the anonymity of the individuals since they have not been able to give
their consent. However, the companies and institutions along with their usernames will be
stated since they are public organizations, and no anonymity of a single individual will be
breached. The ethical landscape of netnography becomes even more complicated when
researching marketing strategies involving memes, as the spontaneous and user-generated
content characteristic of memes blurs the lines between commercial and personal
communication. These concerns were originally outlined by Kozinets (1998), emphasizing the

need for rigorous ethical standards in netnographic research.
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4. Empirical Findings

4.1 Dominos Meme

Table 1
¥sad| ax(S?jtlfag-ts:(

Figure 1.1
(Dominos, 2024)

theyJcaniigetis0% off b
el menu—pricéi?pizzas
orderedonlineithisjweeks

butsatieast you can @
Figure 1.2
(Dominos, 2024)

communication.

Dimension Definition Demonstration
What a meme specifically Axolotl unable to partake
Content says and what ideas and in discounts, informs
ideologies are forwarded consumers about discount,
within the text. encourages consumers to
utilize discount
The formulation of the Somber background music,
Form message and how users with image of axolotl and
interpret it through either caption above.
visual, audio, and text. Second slide: with tears
under eye and pizzas
around the axolotl and
caption above and below.
Information presented Ironic, relatable, somber,
Stance through a meme’s emotive, highlights product

offering.
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4.2 Netflix Meme

Table 2
imagine Ifthis happened
during the sola eclipse
Figure 2
(Netflix, 2024)
Dimension Definition Demonstration
What a meme specifically says and | Referencing a recent Solar
Content what ideas and ideologies are eclipse event. Playing on
forwarded within the text. conspiracy theories,
everything is not what it
seems like.
The formulation of the message and | Two persons, looking at
Form how users interpret it through either | the sky, sky is flashing,
visual, audio, and text. lingering shot, eerie
sounds, dialogue between
the individuals, another
person running up a set of
stairs, cuts to another
conversation with two new
characters, reacting and
discussing the same event.
Information presented through a Relatable, serious tone,
Stance meme’s communication. displays product offering,

referential communication.
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4.3 Duolingo Meme

Table 3

Figure 3.1
(Duolingo, 2024)

“FRENCH OR THE
TRENCH”™

you:

,c:‘; it ]
Figure 3.2
(Duolingo, 2024)

communication.

Dimension Definition Demonstration
What a meme specifically | Remember to practice
Content says and what ideas and language using Duolingo
ideologies are forwarded service, Duolingo mascot is
within the text. extremely demanding
regarding language practice.
The formulation of the First slide contains Duolingo
Form message and how users mascot, close-up, red
interpret it through either overlay, caption above.
visual, audio, and text. Second slide contains cat
wearing beret, holding
baguette, drawn Eifel tower,
white background, caption
next to cat.
Information presented Comedic, aggressive tone,
Stance through a meme’s ironic, relatable, referential

communication, highlights

product offering.
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4.4 Opera GX Meme

Table 4
(D \N“ W Tmesm
@ VA‘.M@T@-E%%Eiu-nu" TERKOU
(Opera GX, 2024)
Dimension Definition Demonstration
What a meme specifically says and Mocking gamer
Content what ideas and ideologies are demographic, furthering
forwarded within the text. stereotypes, gamers are
unhygienic.
The formulation of the message and | Various game logos, white
Form how users interpret it through either | background, text bubble
visual, audio, and text. under logos, message of
article meant inside of text
bubble.
Information presented through a Comedic, mocking tone,
Stance meme’s communication. self-mocking, ironic,
relatability, referential
communication, alludes to
product offering.
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4.5 Xbox Meme

Table 5
Figure 5
(Xbox, 2024)
Dimension Definition Demonstration
What a meme specifically says and | References the Fallout TV
Content what ideas and ideologies are show, strap works for

forwarded within the text.

carrying severed head.

The formulation of the message and

White background, person

Form how users interpret it through either | wearing black jeans, head
visual, audio, and text. attached to a strap, red
circle around the strap.
Information presented through a Comedic, ironic, unserious
Stance meme’s communication. tone, referential

communication, alludes to

product offering.
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4.6 Wendy’s Meme

Table 6

found it
.'/‘9!)

Figure 6
(Wendy’s, 2024)

Dimension Definition Demonstration

What a meme specifically says and | Response to news article
Content what ideas and ideologies are about lost super bowl ring
forwarded within the text. in pool of chili, Wendy’s
claiming it is found in

their chili.

The formulation of the message and | White background, text at

Form how users interpret it through either | the top, Wendy’s chili cup,
visual, audio, and text. Super Bowl ring inside the
cup.
Information presented through a Comedic, unserious tone,
Stance meme’s communication. referential communication,

displays product offering.
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4.7 G-Fuel Meme

Table 7
when the game is loading
i et B e
Figure 7
(G FUEL, 2024)
Dimension Definition Demonstration
What a meme specifically says and | Viewers are not alone in
Content what ideas and ideologies are the situation of seeing
forwarded within the text. one’s unpleasant reflection
when tv screen goes dark,
the given situation is
applicable for gamers.
The formulation of the message and | Image of man, exaggerated
Form how users interpret it through either | expression, caption above.
visual, audio, and text.
Information presented through a Comedic, lightly mocking
Stance meme’s communication. tone, relatability,

referential communication,
context of product

offering.
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4.8 Kentucky Fried Chicken Espafia Meme

Table 8
Figu."S
(KFC Espaiia, 2024)
Dimension Definition Demonstration
What a meme specifically says and | Chicken wing dancing in a
Content what ideas and ideologies are Kentucky Fried Chicken

forwarded within the text.

Restaurant, Replicability
with KFC products.

The formulation of the message and

KFC restaurant

Form how users interpret it through either | background, three chicken
visual, audio, and text. wings, cartoon face drawn
on the wing, wings
moving indicating
dancing, song playing in
the video.
Information presented through a Comedic, ironic, unserious
Stance meme’s communication. tone, referential

communication,
connection to product

offering.
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4.9 Ryanair Meme

Table 9
Figure 9
(Ryanair, 2024)
Dimension Definition Demonstration
What a meme specifically says and | Customers make irrational
Content what ideas and ideologies are choices causing

forwarded within the text. Inconvenience, customers
don’t comprehend/see
same issues as Ryanair,
tendency of Ryanair to
overreact, fuels existing
banter occurring between
the two parties on social
media.

The formulation of the message and | Two men, one screaming

Form how users interpret it through either | hysterically other remains

visual, audio, and text. calm. Cropped in front of
suitcase, logo on first
individual, caption placed
on second individual,
longer caption above.

Information presented through a Comedic, self-mocking,

Stance meme’s communication. relatable, referential

communication, aligns
with context of product

offering.
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4.10 McDonald’s Meme

Table 10
Figure 10
(McDonald’s, 2024)
Dimension Definition Demonstration
What a meme specifically says and | Joke about the date 4/20
Content what ideas and ideologies are which is a common meme.
forwarded within the text. Referring to weed
consumption holiday.
The formulation of message and Picture of a person holding
Form how users interpret it through either | a receipt, order number
visual, audio, and text. 420, food order, caption
attached to the post.
Information presented through a Comedic, unserious tone,
Stance meme’s communication. referential communication,
connection to product
offering.
Table 10
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5. Interpretations

5.1 Interpretation of Domino’s Meme

This meme was posted by Domino's on the social media platform TikTok, targeting an audience
familiar with Internet culture and memes. The "Sad Axolot]" meme leverages a blend of
emotion and humor to effectively communicate the promotional message. The meme aligns
with the aforementioned criteria of selection and at present writing accumulated 170 thousand
likes, 2789 comments, and 26 thousand shares, highlighting its significance in generating
consumer engagement. The observations within the content, form, and stance framework for

this meme can be found in Table 1.

From the dimension of content, the meme advertises a discount and engages consumers through
a narrative that is both amusing and saddening. The axolotl, depicted as being excluded from
enjoying the discounts available to consumers, serves as a sympathetic figure whose sorrow is
humorously exaggerated to highlight the availability and exclusivity of the offer to humans
(see Figure 1.2). This approach cleverly humanizes the promotion, making the discount more
memorable by tying it to the emotional appeal of the axolotl's sad expression. The meme taps
into the tendency of viewers to attribute human feelings to animals, thereby enhancing the

emotional resonance of the message.

About form, the meme is coordinated to maximize emotional and ironic impact. The inclusion
of somber background music with the captions “sad axolotl facts” and “they can’t get 50% of
all menu-priced pizzas ordered online this week but at least you can”, sets a mood that contrasts
with the inherently humorous concept of an axolotl crying over pizza discounts. The visual
progression of the slides from a regular axolotl (see Figure 1.1) to the one crying surrounded
by pizzas (see Figure 1.2), for which the discount applies, serves to connect the emotional
response to the product offering directly. The progression of slides ensures that the viewer is
drawn into the narrative, building a connection before being presented with the actual

promotion, thus deepening the impact of the message.
The stance of the meme is intentionally emotive and uses irony to engage consumers. The irony

arises from the absurdity of an axolotl feeling sad about not being able to use a pizza discount,

a situation that is unrealistic yet presented in a context that mimics genuine emotional appeals
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often seen in more serious advertising. This ironic stance invites viewers to engage with the
meme on a level that transcends the simple transmission of a discount offer, it becomes a shared
joke between the brand and its audience. This shared humor is effective in fostering a
community feeling among consumers, who are likely to share the meme, thereby increasing
the overall reach of the advertising message and brand.

By presenting the promotional information within a narrative that viewers find relatable and

entertaining, Domino's ensures that the message is received, remembered, and acted upon.

5.2 Interpretation of Netflix Meme

The meme was posted by Netflix on the platform TikTok. At the time of analysis, it has
accumulated, 659 comments, 2 605 shares, and 74.2 thousand likes. This shows the post has
generated a high degree of consumer engagement to be analyzed. The observations within the

content, form, and stance framework for this meme can be found in Table 2.

Analyzing this post’s content, the meme refers to the solar eclipse event which was current at
the time of the post’s release. The framing of the post, text, and short video clip is meant to
create an amusing linkage to conspiracy theories. This is further reinforced by the clip from the

show that has a similar connotation because of its inclusion in the Science Fiction genre.

Analyzing the form dimension of the Internet meme it includes an accompanying video of
actors from the show staring at the sky in which stars are blinking like a lightbulb that needs to
be renewed (see Figure 2). The clip starts with the actors’ reactions being the focal point and
slowly pans out to show the sky. During the video clip, the audio sounds can be described as
eerie, the characters say “What is that? - It’s a code- What does it say?”’, and more dialogue
follows throughout the entire video. The camera switches perspective and introduces a new
character running up a set of stairs to get a better view of what is happening, this presents yet
another character and they enter dialogue about the same phenomenon the previous two

characters were discussing.

Analyzing the stance of Netflix’s post, the meme alludes to conspiracy theories, which have
been discussed heavily in recent years, thus the meme can be considered relatable. The nature

of these theories often focuses on “unnerving truths” or similar subject areas, hence, the serious
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tone reflects this. The Internet meme posted utilizes referential communication since the
message of the meme places the clip from the show in a different context, referencing current
events but also referencing the TV show. This Internet meme alludes to the company’s product
offering since the clip is from a Netflix-produced show that is available through the service on

offer.

5.3 Interpretation of Duolingo Meme

The “French or The Trench” meme was posted by Duolingo on Instagram, targeting an
audience familiar with Internet meme culture and the brand's recurring theme of aggressively
promoting daily language practice. The meme taps into the popular joke within the community
that the Duolingo mascot can be excessively demanding, enhancing engagement through a
blend of humor and a mock-serious threat. The meme aligns with the criteria of selection and
has at the time of writing accumulated 951 thousand likes and 7093 comments, highlighting its
significance in generating consumer engagement. The observations within the content, form,

and stance framework for this meme can be found in Table 3.

In analyzing the meme content, it serves multiple functions through promoting the importance
of regular language practice via Duolingo, reinforcing the brand's quirky persona, and engaging
users with a humorous exaggeration of the consequences of not following the mascot's
demands. The meme suggests that failing to practice French could lead to an absurdly drastic
consequence of ending up in a war trench. This overstated scenario captures the attention of
the audience, but also plays into the longstanding internet joke about the Duolingo mascot's
relentless nature, highlighting the ability to further engage back and forth with its existing
audience (Matt, 2017).

Under the form dimension, the meme is designed to capture and hold the audience's attention.
The initial imagery of an evil/aggressive Duolingo mascot stating, “FRENCH OR THE
TRENCH” (see Figure 3.1) presents a striking contrast to the subsequent depiction of an
innocent, enthusiastic French-learning cat depicted as “you” (see Figure 3.2). The transition
between slides enhances the comedic element and visually narrates the ‘consequence’ of not
adhering to regular practice. The stark difference in visuals between the threatening mascot

and the cute cat effectively leverages visual storytelling to make the message memorable.
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The meme adopts a stance that is comedic yet aggressive, using irony to engage consumers.
The meme's tone acknowledges the absurdity of its premise, inviting viewers to laugh at the
exaggerated stakes associated with missing a language lesson. This ironic approach is relatable
to users familiar with Duolingo's reminders and notifications, and it highlights the product
offering by emphasizing the importance of consistent practice in a memorable way. The
meme’s aggressive tone is curbed by its comedic context, making it engaging without being
off-putting. By balancing humor with a mock threat, Duolingo fosters a sense of urgency about
language learning and ensures that the message is received in good nature. This strategy is
effective in encouraging users to engage with the app more frequently, driven by both the

humor of the meme and the underlying reminder of the importance of regular practice.

5.4 Interpretation of Opera GX Meme

This Internet meme was posted by Opera GX on X (formerly Twitter), this is a company that
offers a browser extension for Google Chrome that is specifically created for gamers, hence
that is their target demographic. The post itself is successful since it has accumulated at the
time of writing; 425 comments, four thousand reposts, and 60 thousand likes. Following the
previously outlined definition of social media consumer engagement, this post has generated a
high degree of it. The observations within the content, form, and stance framework for this

meme can be found in Table 4.

Analyzing the content dimension of the framework, this meme is a response to a New York
Post article that wrote in the headline that daily showers do not offer any health benefits. In the
response, Opera GX posted a picture including several symbols and logos of popular video
game franchises (Skyrim, Fortnite, League of Legends, etcetera), under the logos is a partial
text bubble (see Figure 4). It is apparent that Opera GX is mocking these video game
communities through an ironic post indicating that this is something players of these games
would say. Hence, making fun of the primary target demographic in a comedic way. The Opera
GX logo is present as well which facilitates self-mocking and positions the joke as lighthearted.
One of the focal points of the joke is the furthering of Internet stereotypes, one that is present

across social media and the greater Internet culture in that gamers are unhygienic.
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The form aspect includes how the Internet meme is constructed; in this case, it is a picture with
multiple gaming logos above a cartoon text box. The corresponding textbox is positioned
toward the bottom of the picture which is where the New York Post article is positioned (see

Figure 4).

Analyzing the post according to the stance dimension the main takeaways are highlighted. The
Internet meme is positioned with the intent to be comedic, and it achieves this by being both
ironic and mocking the audience. This can be interpreted in two main ways; users who are
playing these games can find it amusing in a way of self-reflection, or users who do not play
these games can find it funny joking about other video game communities. In both instances,
it can be seen as relatable. In the meme posted by Opera GX, the brand is using referential
communication through the Internet meme, since the post generates a new context surrounding
the original article. Further, if a user does not possess knowledge about video games the context
and the meme would not be understood. The last element of the stance variable is that it subtly
has a connection to the company's product offering. Since Opera GX’s target demographic is

video game players, it might benefit from posting memes that concern video games.

5.5 Interpretation of Xbox Meme

Microsoft’s gaming subdivision Xbox posted this meme on its X account. The Internet meme
has amassed 21 thousand likes, one thousand reposts, and 272 comments, indicating a high
degree of consumer engagement. The observations within the content, form, and stance

framework for this meme can be found in Table 5.

The content of this meme is a response to a popular X post where a picture of a pair of jeans
with straps attached has a circle drawn around the straps raising the question of what they are
used for. The Xbox account responded to the posts with a picture of a head attached to the
strap, stating that they “never leave the house without it”. This is supposed to be a comedic
reference to the Fallout TV show, as in the show the main character is carrying a severed head
from point A to point B. Additionally, the severed head in the meme posted is the same severed
head that is displayed in the TV show (see Figure 5). Hence, this is a clever way to respond to

a widely known post and uses remixing to change the context of the original picture. By doing
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s0, Xbox connects its brand with the creativity and unique storytelling of the "Fallout" series,

enhancing its appeal to fans and gamers, hence generating more engagement with the post.

Through the form dimension, the meme is composed by responding to a preexisting picture. In
the meme generated by Xbox, there is a white background, and a person wearing black jeans
with a strap attached to the side and a red circle around the strap. Within the circle, there is a
head inserted from one of the actors from the Fallout TV show (see Figure 5). The simplistic
form of the meme ensures that the viewer’s focus is drawn directly to the image and the
absurdity of the concept. This simplicity in design makes the meme easily digestible and
shareable, ideal for social media engagement where quick, visual content can capture the

attention of the audience.

Through the stance dimension, Xbox adopts a comedic and ironic positioning along with an
unserious tone. This is highlighted through that the straps are meant for a severed head and it
being an essential everyday object, which it clearly is not. These characteristics appeal to the
gaming community that often appreciates and engages with humor about their favorite games.
The stance is used to communicate a light-hearted connection to the "Fallout" series, which
was originally a video game, making the brand seem more relatable and engaged with its
consumer base. The referential communication related to the Fallout series, alludes to its
content and showcases Xbox's broader product offerings, such as its role in gaming
entertainment and related media. This strategy increases the meme's appeal and serves to
promote Xbox's association with adaptations of video game franchises, reinforcing its position

in the entertainment industry.

5.6 Interpretation of Wendy’s Meme

Wendy’s posted this meme in the middle of April on its X account. At the time of writing, the
meme has gathered a significant degree of consumer engagement where the meme has seven
thousand likes, 527 reposts, and 175 comments. The observations within the content, form, and

stance framework for this meme can be found in Table 6.

Interpreting the content dimension, the meme posted is a response to a news article stating that

the athlete Jason Kelce lost his Super Bowl Ring in a pool of chili. Wendy’s responded to the
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unusual occurrence by posting a picture of a Super Bowl ring in a Wendy’s chili (see Figure
6). Essentially, the meme directly references a humorous and bizarre news story, while
adapting it to promote Wendy’s chili. By claiming that the lost Super Bowl ring was found in
their chili, Wendy’s draws attention to their product in a manner that is memorable and worthy
of sharing the post further. This approach utilizes the odd situation of the news story to create
a playful narrative that resonates with the audience's desire for quirky and humorous content.
It's a strategic move that enhances product visibility while also engaging customers in an

amusing conversation about the brand.

Through the form dimension, the meme inserts a post from a news article as it is needed to
understand the context of the meme. Wendy’s created meme is a picture of a Wendy’s chili
cup with a Super Bowl ring edited inside the cup, all in front of a white background. There is
a caption over the chili cup stating, “Found it” (see Figure 6). The minimalist design of the
meme focuses the viewer’s attention on the chili and the ring, reinforcing the connection
between the narrative of the lost item and the product. The visual simplicity of the meme
ensures that the message is clear and effective, making it ideal for quick consumption and

shareability on social media.

Interpreting the meme according to the stance dimension, this meme utilizes a comedic and
unserious stance which is consistent with the brand's well-known social media strategy of
engaging with current events and pop culture in a playful manner (Adam, 2017). This is
exemplified through the unrealistic, poorly edited image, indicating that it is a joke in an
unserious manner. The unserious stance aids in positioning Wendy's as a brand that is not only
aware of but also capable of engaging with broader social narratives humorously.

The meme utilizes referential communication by connecting a widely reported incident with
its product, which enhances the relevance of the meme, making it more engaging and relatable

to the audience.

Through embedding its product in a comedic way, Wendy's effectively uses the meme to both
entertain and advertise. This can be interpreted as the key to the meme’s success, as it both
encourages sharing and engagement but also subtly promotes the chili, reminding customers

of the product in a context that may lead to more visits and orders.
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5.7 Interpretation of G-Fuel Meme

This meme was posted by G-Fuel (Gamer fuel) on Instagram, targeting an audience
predominantly composed of gamers, a key demographic for the brand. The "TV Reflection"
meme taps into common gaming experiences to engage its audience with humor and a shared
understanding of gaming moments. The meme aligns with the aforementioned criteria of
selection and has at the present time of writing accumulated 61.6 thousand likes, and 283
comments, highlighting its significance in generating consumer engagement. The observations

within the content, form, and stance framework for this meme can be found in Table 7.

Through the dimension of content, the meme communicates a universally relatable moment for
gamers: seeing one’s reflection on the TV screen during game loading screens (see Figure 7).
By depicting an exaggerated, unflattering reflection, the meme resonates with viewers by
reflecting a common, somewhat vulnerable experience. This shared moment is used by G-Fuel
to engage viewers and create a sense of community among them, reinforcing that they are part
of a broader group who share similar experiences. Through using humor by directly addressing
the viewer, the interaction becomes personal and more impactful. This direct address helps the
meme strike a chord with its audience, as it mirrors a private moment publicly, allowing for a

communal laugh at one’s own expense.

The form of the meme is simple yet effective. It features an image of an ugly, scary-looking
man, which serves as an exaggerated representation of how one might see themselves on the
glossy black screen of a TV during a game's loading time. The caption above the image, states

“when the game is loading and you see your reflection in the TV” (see Figure 7).

From the stance aspect, G Fuel adopts a comedic and lightly mocking tone, which is crucial in
making the meme relatable without being offensive. The humor comes from the exaggeration
and the shared understanding that nobody truly looks their best in such a reflection, yet
everyone occasionally catches a glimpse of themselves this way. The meme is inclusive,
drawing in the viewer with humor while also subtly referencing the context in which G Fuel’s
products are typically consumed - during gaming sessions.

Leveraging this shared gaming moment, G Fuel enhances its brand relatability and keeps the

product relevant without making a direct sales pitch. This approach of using referential humor
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tied to specific consumer experiences is effective in fostering brand loyalty and encouraging

social sharing, which in turn amplifies the meme's reach and engagement.

5.8 Interpretation of KFC Espafia Meme

This meme was posted by Kentucky Fried Chicken Espaiia on TikTok and has successfully
reached a high degree of consumer engagement. At the time of writing the meme has amassed
404 thousand likes, 52.9 thousand shares, and 7654 comments. The observations within the

content, form, and stance framework for this meme can be found in Table 8.

Analyzing the meme through the content dimension, it is intended as a comedic video
displaying chicken wings as characters that are dancing to a song playing. This makes a
connection to the viewer that the chicken wings are more than just food and are instead living
objects with humanlike behavior, rendering the product as a source of entertainment, and
enhancing the product's appeal. The choice to animate the chicken wings in this manner makes
the meme more engaging and gives it a playful character that is likely to appeal to both children
and adults. This not only highlights the company’s product offering but also implies a sense of

joy and fun associated with consuming KFC food.

Through its form, the video has a KFC restaurant setting as the background where three
enlarged chicken wings have been inserted. The wings all have the same face, which resembles
a smug cartoon expression (see Figure 8). Throughout the entire duration of the video, a song
plays which is a parody sound clip of the song Cotton Eye Joe made by the band Rednex. The
video also includes a caption that reads “gegagedigedago [poultry leg emoji]”.

During the video, the faces of the chickens are moving which gives the illusion that they are
dancing and singing along to the song playing. The integration of movement and music in the
meme makes it highly engaging and suitable for sharing on social media, where animated
content tends to perform well. The visual and auditory elements are designed to capture
attention quickly and make a lasting impression, reinforcing brand recognition and product

desirability.

Examining the stance of the meme, KFC adopts a comedic, ironic, and unserious tone, which

aids well in diminishing the commercial aspect of the message, making the intent feel less
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intrusive and more enjoyable. The use of referential communication where the chicken wings
are dancing to a popular song known to many, further enhances the meme’s relevance and
relatability to a broader audience. Additionally, the fact that the KFC meme is an altered
version of an ‘original’ meme where a chicken nugget with the same face from the Roblox
video game, sings along and dances to a rendition of “Cotton Eye Joe”, also alludes to the
relevance and relatability of a wider audience (Hamilton, 2024).

By associating its product with a former meme, shaping it as positive and fun, KFC positioned
the brand as enjoyable and youthful while still targeting it as a promotion. This strategic use of
humor and entertainment serves to engage customers, allowing them to spread the message and

encourage the audience to associate KFC with positive emotions and experiences.

5.9 Interpretation of Ryanair Meme

This meme was posted by Ryanair on TikTok, targeting an audience familiar with the airline's
strict baggage policies. The meme cleverly engages with common customer grievances and the
airline's public image regarding its reaction to baggage issues, using humor to foster a more
approachable brand persona. The meme aligns with the aforementioned criteria of selection
and has at the present time of writing accumulated 125 thousand likes, 713 comments, and 13
thousand shares, highlighting its significance in generating consumer engagement. The
observations within the content, form, and stance framework for this meme can be found in

Table 9.

Examining the meme’s content, it directly addresses the often-disputed issue of baggage
allowance, a frequent pain point for Ryanair customers. Ryanair is portrayed as overreacting
to customers who bring luggage that exceeds the stipulated policies (see Figure 9). By
characterizing the airline's response as irrational and aligning it with the hysterical man in the
video, the meme self-mockingly acknowledges the public's perception of Ryanair as overly
strict. This acknowledgment serves to humanize the brand and soften its image by showing a
willingness to engage in the back-and-forth banter that customers often partake in on Ryanair’s

social media accounts regarding its policies.

The form of the meme is portrayed through a video format featuring two men. One going into

a fit of rage and reacting hysterically represented as Ryanair, and the customer is represented
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as the second man who remains calm and states “It’s not that big of a deal”. This dynamic
effectively illustrates the perceived difference between the airline's strict policy enforcement
and customers' more relaxed attitudes toward baggage rules. The use of a humorous interaction
between Internet celebrities KSI and IShowSpeed, familiar to many from social media,
enhances the meme's relatability and shareability. The juxtaposition of the characters inserted
in front of the suitcase background with captions of Ryanair’s logo above the hysteric man,
“passenger” above the calm man, and “our reaction when we see the size of people’s 10 kg
bag” above both men, help frame the situation and convey the message in a visually engaging

and direct manner (see Figure 9).

Ryanair adopts a comedic and self-mocking stance, which is critical in making the meme
relatable without alienating customers. The meme's tone acknowledges the frustrations that
both parties experience through the comical outrage on display, inviting viewers to laugh at the
absurdity of the situation. This approach allows the audience to lower their guard and invites
empathy through an understanding from customers who might have felt antagonized by
previous encounters with the airline's policies. The self-mockery of Ryanair helps diffuse
tension around a sensitive topic and creates a sense of shared humor and understanding.

By aligning itself with the context of its product offering, air travel, Ryanair uses the meme to
subtly remind customers of the importance of complying with baggage policies while also
showing that it can engage in self-criticism. This enhances customer relations and promotes a

more friendly and customer-oriented image.

5.10 Interpretation of McDonald’s Meme

McDonald’s X account posted this meme on April 20". The meme successfully generates
consumer engagement since it has accumulated at the time of writing, 22 thousand likes, 2
thousand reshares, and one thousand comments. The observations within the content, form,

and stance framework for this meme can be found in Table 10.

What is interpreted through the content dimension, is that the meme is a reference and joke
about the number 420, which is visible on the receipt (see Figure 10). The 420 number
significance as a meme is largely derived from its connection to the culture of cannabis

consumption (GanjaClaus, 2013). The meme was posted on the 20" of April (4/20), further
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emphasizing the reference. The linkage to the cannabis-related holiday draws a connection
between the date and increased appetite, which is often humorously attributed to cannabis use,
in a way that is playful and relates to the consumption of McDonald’s food. By engaging with
this cultural reference, McDonald’s enhances its relevance among younger audiences and those

familiar with the culture surrounding 4/20.

Through the form dimension, what can be observed is that the picture is taken in a McDonald's
restaurant, a person is holding a receipt composed of a description of food items and prices for
the items. The corresponding order number 420 is written at the top of the receipt and is
particularly in focus (see Figure 10). The post includes a caption from the McDonald’s account
stating “ur order is ready”. The simplicity of the image allows the message to be quickly
understood and shared, making it highly effective for generating engagement on social media

platforms.

Interpreting the meme through the stance dimension, McDonald's adopts a comedic and
unserious tone, which is ideal for the subject matter and the celebration it references. This
stance allows the brand to participate in a widespread cultural joke without coming off as trying
too hard or being out of touch. The use of referential communication strengthens the meme's
appeal, as it connects McDonald's product offering to a culturally significant event, enhancing
the brand's image as culturally aware and connected with its audience.

Additionally, by linking their food products to a day known for increased snacking,
McDonald's capitalizes on the playful aspect of 4/20 but also positions its menu as an ideal
choice for those who might be celebrating the day. This strategy engages the audience in a
moment of humor but also promotes McDonald's as fitting perfectly into the 4/20 celebrations,

potentially boosting sales.
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6. Summarization of Empirical Findings and

Interpretations

The previous analysis of all individual Internet memes has guided the summarization that will
follow. Interpretations from all collected data have been positioned in the dimensions of
content, form, and stance framework which have served as the codes for the thesis data analysis
which the themes have been drawn from. Regarding the content dimension, all interpretations
of the memes are unique. Largely because no single Internet meme describes the same
ideologies or ideas as any other collected. What can be observed is the higher focus on making
the content enjoyable for users compared to traditional marketing communications. This aspect
is in line with Lee et al., (2019) who found that meme marketing is effective in large part
because it shifts away from the practical value and instead focuses on hedonic value. According
to van Doorn et al. (2010), needs and motivations are required for effective engagement which
further makes the hedonic value applicable regarding consumer engagement. This is further
emphasized by Chu and Kim (2015) in that users tend to interact and further distribute memes
after positive emotions are evoked. This might be an important distinction in why many memes
are shared with other users. Another frequent observation in the content dimension is the
utilization of trends or recent events. This was observed in the memes posted by McDonald’s,
Wendy’s, Xbox, Opera GX, and Netflix. The memes by KFC Espafia, Dominos, and Ryanair,
utilized aspects from the broader Internet culture, like the Roblox face utilized in the KFC
meme video or the popular use of the axolotl animal. Prevalent throughout the content
dimension is the usage of absurd or shocking messages conveyed by the poster which could

explain the degree of consumer engagement in line with ideas by Mangold and Faulds (2009).

The form dimension has similar findings, where high variation is present. The format of the
memes was either pictures or videos. Since the criteria for selection of analysis was the most
popular meme posted by companies, either video format or picture format is the most
appropriate for branded Internet memes. Most of the collected memes included captions either
within the picture or video, but in most cases, it was attached to the post from the company.
Many unique aspects regarding form were found, the most prevalent elements observed
regarding form included the use of captions, photoshopped and edited existing pictures or
videos, and music or sounds being utilized, although this was only observed in the videos

collected. These observations were anticipated largely because of the prevalent use of remixing
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and imitation in Internet memes (Shifman, 2013; Razzaq, et al. 2023) which has been discussed

in previous literature.

The stance dimension reveals the most important and interesting findings since the variation is
small, hence this is the dimension where most similarities are noted. In the communicative
aspect, the most prevalent use is referential communication as indicated in nine out of ten of
the memes interpreted. This indicates that the idea posited by Yang (2022) concerning that
users should have prior knowledge about a brand for meme marketing to be effective is also
applicable to this study. However, the authors believe that this might be a twofold context,
where prior meme knowledge will assist in understanding certain memes. What was identified
in every meme collected was the connection to the company’s product offering however the
visibility of this was varied. For example, the Opera GX meme was quite subtle by making a
meme that was about gamers, but since Opera GX is a “browser for gamers” the connection is
still present. On the other hand, both the Domino’s and Wendy’s memes included products
from their respective offering making them highly visible. All the memes collected included
elements of either comedic, ironic, or relatable. These findings align with previously noted
characteristics that increase the shareability of memes in line with eWOM (Alboqgami et al.,

2015).

However, this raises the question if the content, form, and stance framework created by
Shifman (2013) is limited. The authors of this paper would argue that all three dimensions
impact one another. For example, a comedic stance along with the different aspects of the form
dimension is what creates the idea and makes the content enjoyable. Similarly, aspects of the
form dimension such as how the video is edited or what song is used make the stance comedic.
Thus, all three dimensions of the framework might be more intertwined than how it is presented
in previous literature and could require more research to be able to completely capture what
makes individual memes successful.

One final note that should be regarded on the topic of meme marketing is the previous notion
that the usage is not suitable for all companies (Vardeman, 2024). The data collected are largely
from companies that do not require a serious image. The companies whose memes were
analyzed could be grouped into inexpensive consumer products. Thus, meme marketing might
be the best fit for this type of company since it does not require a high degree of
professionalism. Therefore, they do not have that much to lose if meme marketing is deemed

unsuccessful.
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7. Conclusion

In answering the research question of this thesis, the conclusion is based on the previous
empirical findings chapter. The empirical findings show that the way branded Internet memes
generate a successful degree of consumer engagement is through a few key elements observed
through the content, form, and stance dimensions. The content and form dimensions are varied
on every single observation; hence, uniqueness is an important element of how memes are
constructed and what the content involves. However, regarding the content dimension, it should
capture the attention of the user. This can be done in a variety of ways, but the most common
observations in the data were either using absurd or enjoyable content.

The highlight of the findings is regarding the stance dimension where many common elements
were observed. Memes in marketing should be comedic, ironic, relatable, or any combination
of these three aspects. Memes by large use referential communication to get the message
across, meaning that it is context-based. The consumer should possess previously acquired
meme literacy of the Internet memes posted by the company or be familiar with the offering to
understand what the content of the meme specifically says.

Hence, a thorough understanding of the demographic a company is trying to reach is imperative
to make sure the context is understood and is not lost in translation. Every Internet meme
collected for this study has a connection to the product offering of the company, the difference
is how apparent this connection is. Thus, in creating meme marketing posts, the visibility of
the product offering has no direct impact on how effective it is in generating consumer
engagement. Keeping these findings in mind can help marketing managers and companies

create successful memes that will positively impact consumer engagement.
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8. Discussion

8.1 Theoretical Contribution

The findings presented within this thesis contribute insights into how meme marketing
generates consumer engagement. These insights add to existing research on the ability of
memes to generate consumer engagement, through establishing the reasoning behind the
relationship of the two. This was done by dissecting each meme based on its content, form, and
stance, to establish the key elements that could explain the reason for memes' ability to generate
consumer engagement. The key elements that were observed to explain this relationship, was
that all memes, either individually or combined, exhibited elements of comedy, irony, and
relatability, to get the message across. Additionally, the usage of referential communication
meaning that communication is context-based was a common observation within the data.
Likewise, all memes include a connection to the product offering even though this transparency
is highly varied in all memes analyzed in this study. These key elements that were observed
are the main theoretical contribution of the study to be able to further expand on the connection

between meme marketing and its linkage to consumer engagement.

8.2 Managerial Implications

The research findings can give marketing managers in organizations ample information on
important elements within meme marketing to be able to better construct memes that produce
consumer engagement. Hence, these elements can create a checklist of sorts consisting of
important building blocks within the creation of meme content. Further, the findings can also
serve as an evaluation tool for managers to give reasoning behind why certain memes succeed

or fail in attaining a desired amount of consumer engagement.
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8.3 Limitations

The main limitation of this study is the lack of inclusion of all social media platforms. The
usage of three platforms makes the findings applicable to more than one service however the
findings might not reflect meme marketing on other social media platforms such as Facebook,
YouTube, or Snapchat. Another limitation within the study is the use of interpretivism, since
the findings are largely subjectively based, this limits the factuality of the findings.
Furthermore, the research is conducted on social media since this is largely where memes are
present. However, because of the possibility of anonymity along with varied consumer
segments associated with social media platforms, the applicability of the findings may vary to

a large degree.

8.4 Future Research

This empirical research was conducted using netnography as the qualitative method, and
further research using the method is encouraged. Areas of note where similar studies can be
conducted could be evaluating comments under company-posted meme posts or discussions
on forums, to depict if responses towards meme marketing are positive or negative.
Additionally, a comparative study could be executed, comparing the consumers’ response to
meme marketing posts juxtaposed to regular marketing posts. Furthermore, future research
areas could consist of conducting a similar study to establish if the same elements observed

within this study are accurately represented.

Comparatively, meme marketing as a concept could benefit from the usage of other research
methods such as quantitative studies. This could focus on weighing consumer engagement
numbers and measuring the effects of increased traffic toward the company or other similar
effects. However, the researchers suspect this might be difficult and might necessitate gathering
of difficult to obtain numbers and statistics from companies. Which in turn could be considered
unethical and might require a deeper netnographic immersion within the field of meme
marketing. Despite this, further research in the area is highly encouraged to justify the findings

of this paper and likewise to contribute with more knowledge in the field of meme marketing.
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