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Abstract

Internet memes have become a popular format for expressing individual political opinions in social media.
Based on a quantitative online survey of political Internet meme users from fringe web communities
and sharing platforms (n=482), this study examines the factors related to political expression in Internet
memes. The analysis reveals that political Internet meme usage depends on users’ political interest and
the intensity of social media prosumption. Political Internet meme usage is also positively related to users’
motivations for political engagement and internal political efficacy. Moreover, the use of Internet memes for
the expression of political opinions is related to users’ online and offline political participation. This study rep-
resents the first empirical exploration of users who create and share political Internet memes. The results
contribute to the body of knowledge on changing and elusive participatory practices in social media and shift

the focus from general social media usage to a specific type of content.
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1 Introduction

The US presidential elections in Novem-
ber 2020 mobilized a record number of
American voters. In addition to polling
places being crowded, the social web
was flooded with user-generated Internet
memes commenting on one of the most
important political events worldwide.
Several months earlier, media outlets had
already noted that “[m]emes are infiltrat-
ing the 2020 presidential election” (Cilliz-
za, 2020). Examples like this show that In-
ternet memes have become a widespread
format through which social media users
can express individual political opinions.
Overall, political culture is becoming
more individualized and has tended to
involve more ad hoc forms of expression
(Ekstrom & Shehata, 2018). Among the
great variety of possibilities for political
expression on social media, political Inter-
net memes (PIMs) have emerged as a pop-
ular form of participatory culture (Ross &
Rivers, 2017; Shifman, 2014). Internet

ooce

meme is an umbrella term for a heteroge-
neous class of different digital items (e. g.,
phrases, image macros, GIFs, videos, etc.).
These digital items share “(a) [...] common
characteristics of content, form, and / or
stance, which (b) were created with aware-
ness of each other, and (c) were circulat-
ed, imitated, and / or transformed via the
Internet by many users” (Shifman, 2014,
p. 41). Internet memes are political when
they refer to societal interests or conflicts,
political actors, representative acts, or po-
litical decisions (Johann & Biilow, 2019).
Relying on forms of “juxtaposition, brico-
lage, pastiche, parody, and remix” (Hun-
tington, 2019, p. 195), Internet memes are
a specific form of appropriative and inter-
textual practices in computer-mediated
communication (Shifman, 2014).
Generally, the interactive character of
the social web has brought about new op-
portunities for civic participation. Access
to political information has become much
easier than before (Bode, 2016; Hoffman,
Jones, & Young, 2013), as information that
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used to be provided solely by the mass me-
dia can now be easily accessed by every-
one on the Internet (Xenos & Moy, 2007).
Furthermore, social media platforms allow
users to not only consume political infor-
mation passively but to actively produce
it. Consequently, political information can
be shared with an unlimited audience.
Research indicates that social media rep-
resents an increasingly important pillar of
citizens’ political participation, both on-
line and offline (Knoll, Matthes, & Heiss,
2020). Moreover, the democratic poten-
tial of the Internet is reflected in globally
emerging political movements (Ekstrém &
Shehata, 2018). Such grassroots move-
ments are rapidly gaining in popularity
due to the rapid dissemination of informa-
tion on social media, which has the poten-
tial to accelerate political change (Howard
etal., 2011).

The influence of social media on pol-
itics and society is a widely studied phe-
nomenon (Boulianne, 2015). However,
new technical possibilities and the emer-
gence of new communicative dynamics
require further research. Social media
platforms are increasingly dominated by
visual, user-generated content, such as
videos, GIFs, photos, or Internet memes
(Highfield & Leaver, 2016). As technology
advances and new forms of political ex-
pression emerge on social media, oppor-
tunities for political participation change
as well.

Although Internet memes, rather than
simply being humorous nonsense, are
a creative form of political participation
(Ross & Rivers, 2019), empirical studies of
Internet meme usage and its relations to
political participation are rare. More spe-
cifically, the literature has largely neglect-
ed the Internet users’ perspectives on In-
ternet memes (Huntington, 2019).

This study aims to close this research
gap by empirically examining Internet
memes in the context of changing political
participation practices among increasing-
ly networked social media users. Based on
a review of related research, I conducted
a quantitative online survey of PIM users.
This study contributes to a deeper under-
standing of ongoing participation process-

es in social media. By investigating factors
related to PIM usage as a form of political
expression in social media, this study pro-
vides a holistic and empirical perspective
on modern political expression practices.
The study further advances political par-
ticipation research by shifting the focus
toward specific types of content on social
media. Consequently, the study extends
the existing body of research on digital and
political communication.

2 Explaining political participation
through political expression via
Internet memes

This section sheds light on the interrelat-
edness of politics and Internet memes and
provides evidence that PIMs function as a
means of political expression that fosters
digitally networked participation practic-
es. Based on different theoretical founda-
tions and models of political participation
as well as a literature review, I present a set
of hypotheses and pose a research ques-
tion.

2.1 Political Internet memes and
memeified politics

Political opinions are increasingly ex-
pressed, disseminated, and negotiat-
ed through social media (Gil de Zuniga,
Molyneux, & Zheng, 2014; Literat & Kligler-
Vilenchik, 2019). Among the great variety
of formats and content on social media,
PIMs have emerged as a relatively new
form of political expression. Although, at
the beginning of their evolution, Internet
memes were characterized by humor, in
recent years, many scholars have pointed
out that memes have become increasing-
ly politicized (e.g., Johann & Biilow, 2019;
Shifman, 2014). In fact, a growing body of
research on memeified politics has em-
phasized that politics and the use of Inter-
net memes are interconnected (Shifman,
2014), and PIMs have been investigated in
the context of major political events, such
as elections (e. g., Ross & Rivers, 2017), geo-
political topics (e.g., Dynel, 2021), and po-
litical activism (e.g., Milner, 2013). More-
over, many scholars have underscored the
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importance of Internet memes for indi-
vidual identities and social critique (e.g.,
Brantner, Lobinger, & Stehling, 2020).

As Internet memes have increasingly
come to rely on sharable captioned im-
ages, the so-called image macros have
emerged as the best-known meme genre.
Image macros usually consist of a static
background image and a verbal message
or caption. Such images, which typically
originate from pop culture, everyday life,
or politics, are typically de- or re-contex-
tualized using verbal structures. Shifman
(2014) identified three basic functions
of PIMs in general and of political image
macros in particular: persuasion or polit-
ical advocacy (the top-down perspective),
grassroots actions (the bottom-up per-
spective), and different modes of individ-
ual expression and public discussion (the
user perspective). Previous studies have
mainly been single case studies that have
investigated PIMs using content analysis
or (multimodal) discourse analysis ap-
proaches from the top-down (e.g., Ross &
Rivers, 2017) and bottom-up (e.g., Wil-
liams, 2020) perspectives. Consequently,
users’ roles in creating and sharing Inter-
net meme adaptations have been largely
neglected. Among the few studies con-
ducted from the user perspective (e.g.,
Huntington, 2019; Zhang & Pinto, 2021),
PIMs’ significance for participatory prac-
tices and individual expressions of polit-
ical opinions has not been holistically re-
searched.

2.2 Political expression via Internet
memes

Internet memes are closely entangled with
politics and offer “an opportunity for po-
litical expression, engagement and partic-
ipation” (Ross & Rivers, 2017, p. 1). Gen-
erally, democratic systems require their
citizens to actively participate and take po-
litical stances (Verba, Schlozman, & Brady,
1995). Political participation encompasses
all forms of political engagement in which
the members of a society express their
opinions and/or communicate them to
political decision-makers (Vissers & Stolle,
2014). In participatory cultures, citizens
can express their opinions and acquire

shared skills of media production and dis-
semination, form communities, and es-
tablish repertoires of common meanings
and collective practices to achieve political
goals (Jenkins et al., 2017). In this sense,
PIMs can be seen as a collective practice of
political expression performed by Internet
users who engage in de- und re-contextu-
alization of political content.

Scholars have argued that traditional
forms of political participation (e.g., sign-
ing offline petitions, contacting officials by
letter, or participating in elections) are los-
ing their significance, especially in West-
ern cultures (Best & Krueger, 2005). How-
ever, this development is not rooted in a
general decline in political interest; rather,
it is the result of changing information
sources and the emergence of new prac-
tices for participating in political discours-
es (Wolfsfeld, Yarchi, & Samuel-Azran,
2016). Especially digital communication
technologies have influenced the ways in
which increasingly networked citizens en-
gage in politics. Consequently, new forms
of online political participation (e.g., sign-
ing online petitions, contacting officials
on social media platforms, or participating
in online political discussions) have led to
a kind of “lifestyle” politics, particularly
for young citizens engaged in social media
use (Vissers & Stolle, 2014).

Therefore, it is not surprising that
PIMs have often been associated with a
certain degree of democratic potential.
Scholars have argued that PIMs serve as a
“legitimate avenue to political participa-
tion” (Ross & Rivers, 2019, p. 976), which
reflects the normative ideal of the meme-
sphere as a “polyvocal public discourse”
(Milner, 2013, p. 2357). Moreover, schol-
ars have repeatedly claimed that politi-
cal communication on social media plat-
forms in general (e.g., Kim & Chen, 2016;
Valenzuela, Arriagada, & Scherman, 2012),
especially when Internet memes are used
(e.g., Ross & Rivers, 2017; Shifman, 2014),
has a significant impact on participatory
democracy. At the same time, due to the
lower participation threshold in online
contexts, the boundaries between politi-
cal and non-political actions have become
blurred, and scholars have questioned the
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connection between social media and po-
litical participation (e. g., Boulianne, 2015,
2019; Ekstrom & Shehata, 2018; Jenkins
et al., 2017). Drawing on a meta-analy-
sis of 133 studies on the effects of social
media use on participation, Boulianne
(2019) claimed that the rise of social me-
dia has enriched the way in which users
can express, disseminate, and negotiate
political opinions. Although neither social
media nor Internet memes have managed
to completely revolutionize political dis-
course, it can be assumed that PIMs serve
as an additional outlet for expressing po-
litical opinions and contributing to online
political discussions. However, it is im-
portant to note that “political expression is
conceptually distinct from political partic-
ipation in the way that political talk is dis-
tinct from political action” (Gil de Zuniga
et al., 2014, p. 614). Therefore, this article
argues that political expression via PIMs
is a conceptual precondition for political
participation or is at least closely related
to participatory activities. In general, the
extent to which expressing political opin-
ions via PIMs is linked to participatory
online and offline practices has not been
sufficiently examined. This study aims to
fill this research gap.

2.3 Factors related to political Internet
meme usage

Participatory practices, such as the use of
Internet memes to express political opin-
ions, are facilitated by increasingly “po-
rous boundaries” (Ekstrom & Shehata,
2018, p. 743) between non-political and
political activities. Therefore, participa-
tion research has continuously investigat-
ed, from various theoretical and empirical
perspectives, the factors driving political
participation. One factor that has been re-
peatedly linked to political expression and
participation is political interest. In their
mediation hypothesis, Blais and Labbé
St-Vincent (2011) proposed that person-
ality indirectly predicts participatory out-
comes. The empirical validation of their
model confirmed the significance of per-
sonality traits for political interest direct-
ly related to participation. Additionally,
in their widely adopted resource model of
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political participation, Brady, Verba, and
Schlozman (1995) showed that political
interest serves as both an antecedent and
a consequence of political activity.

Politically interested people not only
consume political content but also in-
tegrate into their media repertoires oth-
er sources than traditional mass media
(Boulianne, 2011; Wolfsfeld et al., 2016).
For example, the social media political
participation model (Knoll et al., 2020)
emphasized the significance of intentional
and incidental exposure to political con-
tent on social media platforms on users’
reception and behavioral processes. As
PIMs are shared on almost all social me-
dia platforms, scholars have assumed that
social media usage is associated with the
intentional and incidental consumption
of Internet memes (Huntington, 2019).
Research has shown that particularly
young people who consume political in-
formation on social media platforms of-
ten become producers of political content
(Penney, 2019). Consequently, production
and consumption routines are increasing-
ly intertwined, which is reflected in the
concept of the prosumer (Toffler, 1980)
or, more recently, in the concept of social
media prosumption (Yamamoto, Nah, &
Bae, 2020). With regard to the convergence
production and consumption practices,
people tend to spend more time and cog-
nitive skills on issues related to their in-
terests (Bode, 2016). Users’ social media
prosumption and political interest are ex-
pected to be crucial factors for individual
political expression in PIMs (referred to as
PIM usage). The first two hypotheses are
as follows:

H1: Social media prosumption is posi-
tively related to PIM usage.

H2: Political interest is positively relat-
ed to PIM usage.

Social media usage is closely linked to
specific motives and goals (Park, Kee, &
Valenzuela, 2009). Accordingly, based on
the propositions of the social media politi-
cal participation model (Knoll et al., 2020),
users’ motivational states are key during
the early stages of participation. In their
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meta-analytic review, Skoric, Zhu, Goh
and Pang (2016, p. 1826) found that “most
studies suggest a positive relationship be-
tween informational, relational, political,
and expressive uses of social media and
political participation,” which strengthens
the assumption that motivated use of so-
cial media is a driving force in participato-
ry outcomes (Knoll et al., 2020). Therefore,
the creation and sharing of PIMs on social
media platforms can be seen as a reaction
to specific needs and motivations, which
can be explained by the uses and gratifica-
tion approach (Lu & Fan, 2018). Previous
studies have identified the following three
major motivations for political participa-
tion and for sharing political information
on social media: political engagement, re-
lationship maintenance, and self-promo-
tion (Lane et al., 2019). While relationship
maintenance is a core motivation (Bode,
2016), the search for like-minded people
with whom one can exchange political
opinions plays an increasingly important
role for social media use (Anderson, Toor,
Rainie, & Smith, 2018). Moreover, young
people are particularly prone to using so-
cial media for self-promotion (Penney,
2019). These assumptions regarding social
media usage and users’ motives led to the
following hypothesis:

H3: The motivation for (a) political
engagement, (b) relationship mainte-
nance, and (c) self-promotion on so-
cial media is positively related to PIM
usage.

Internet memes are amalgamations of in-
dividual and collective identities and have
the potential to incite collective action and
participation (Bennett & Segerberg, 2012;
Shifman, 2014). The proposed and vali-
dated social identity model of collective ac-
tion by van Zomeren, Postmes and Spears
(2008) indicated that perceived political
efficacy is a key factor in the political par-
ticipation of collectives driven by percep-
tions of injustice. Moreover, the mediation
hypothesis (Blais & Labbé St-Vincent, 2011)
has proven political efficacy to be the main
predictor of participatory outcomes. Polit-
ical efficacy can be understood as an indi-

vidual’s perceived ability to participate in
and influence a political system (Yeich &
Levine, 1994). Political efficacy has three
relevant sub-dimensions: internal efficacy,
external efficacy, and collective efficacy.

Internal efficacy concerns “the per-
ceived capacity to influence the political
system” (Halpern, Valenzuela, & Katz,
2017, p. 322). Citizens who use both online
and traditional media to search for and ex-
change information feel more capable of
influencing the political system, which is
reflected in higher political participation
(Halpern et al., 2017; Wolfsfeld et al., 2016).

External efficacy refers to “citizens’
perceptions of the responsiveness of gov-
ernment to citizens’ demands” (Gil de
Zuiiga, Diehl, & Ardévol-Abreu, 2017,
p- 576). In online contexts, external effi-
cacy concerns the perceived relationship
between users and the government as
well as users’ perceptions that the gov-
ernment is responsive to the users’ needs
in its political decisions. According to the
social identity model of collective action
(van Zomeren et al., 2008), one may ex-
pect low external efficacy to lead to higher
levels of participation to reduce perceived
injustice. However, for external efficacy’s
influence to manifest itself fully, political
outcomes need to match individual ex-
pectations (Iyengar, 1980). Similarly, Knoll
et al. (2020) pointed out that users usually
appraise the relevance of online content
before cognitively processing such con-
tent.

Collective efficacy refers to the per-
ceived effectiveness of a group with which
an individual identifies. Collective efficacy
can be defined as a “group’s shared belief
in its conjoint capabilities to organize and
execute the courses of action required for
producing given levels of attainments”
(Bandura, 1997, p. 477). In this context,
social media can be seen as a space for
collective activism in which perceived col-
lective efficacy shapes individual and col-
lective political participation (Bennett &
Segerberg, 2012).

Various studies have shown that inter-
nal efficacy and collective efficacy influ-
ence political participation on social me-
dia (Halpern et al., 2017), while the impact
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of external efficacy has not been empiri-
cally clarified (Gil de Zuiga et al., 2017).
Therefore, the following hypotheses and
research question are proposed:

H4a: Perceived internal political effica-
cy is positively related to PIM usage.
H4b: Perceived collective political effi-
cacy is positively related to PIM usage.
RQ1: How is perceived external politi-
cal efficacy related to PIM usage?

The popularity of Internet memes shows
that citizens transfer everyday life com-
munication routines from apolitical to
political contexts. Expressing and sharing
thoughts and opinions on politics via In-
ternet memes may, therefore, be an essen-
tial factor in online and offline political
participation (Ekstrom & Shehata, 2018;
Zhu, Chan, & Chou, 2019). Again, it must
be emphasized that political expression
and political participation are distinct
concepts (Gil de Zuiiga et al., 2014). In
this context, Kushin and Yamamto (2010)
found that college students’ online expres-
sion was significantly related to situational
political involvement. According to Kim
and Chen (2016) as well as Gil de Zuhiga
et al. (2014), the use of social media for
sharing political content is positively re-
lated to users’ online political participa-
tion. There is also evidence that sharing
political information on social media is
linked to offline political participation (Gil
de Zufiga et al., 2014; Lane et al., 2019).
Empirical evidence on the online political
expression of young Internet users also
suggests that creative use of social me-
dia, such as creating and sharing Internet
memes, is positively related to online and
offline political participation (Zhu et al,,
2019). Consequently, the following hy-
potheses were derived:

H5: PIM usage is positively related to
online political participation.
H6: PIM usage is positively related to
offline political participation.

3 Method

To test the hypotheses and to answer the
research question, I conducted a quantita-
tive online survey from July 14 to July 26,
2020. The online survey was created using
the SoSci Survey software (Leiner, 2019)
and was distributed among Internet us-
ers who create and share PIMs on social
media platforms with frequent Internet
meme appearances. As Internet memes
often originate from fringe web commu-
nities (Zannettou et al., 2018), political
sub-forums as well as sub-communities
on Imgflip (e.g., https://imgflip.com/m/
politics), Imgur (e.g., https://imgur.
com/t/politics), and Reddit (e.g., https://
www.reddit.com/r/PoliticalMemes) were
included in the sampling process. In ad-
dition, the most important sharing plat-
forms Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram
were included as well. Users who created
or shared PIMs on these platforms during
the selected period were invited to partic-
ipate in the survey by directly contacting
them or by posting the survey link in the
comment sections. In sum, 1679 users
clicked on the survey link, and 482 users
completed the survey, which represents a
response rate of 29 percent.

3.1 Sample

In total, 402 male (83.40 %) and 66 female
(13.69%) meme wusers completed the
survey. Twelve users (2.49%) identified
themselves as non-binary. Two respon-
dents (0.41%) did not provide gender
information. The respondents’ average
age was M=22.75 years (SD=9.96), rang-
ing from 12 to 75 years. The respondents
were mainly located in North and Central
America (n=300; 62.24%) and Europe
(n=118; 24.48%). Fewer users came from
Asia (n=19; 3.94 %), South America (n=12;
2.49%), Australia (n=7; 1.45%), and oth-
er regions (n=9; 1.87%). Seventeen per-
sons (3.53 %) preferred not to reveal their
locations. An 11-point scale was used to
measure the meme users’ left-right polit-
ical orientation (Kroh, 2007). In total, the
sample exhibited a middle-left political
orientation (M=4.52; SD=3.11).


https://imgflip.com/m/politics
https://imgflip.com/m/politics
https://imgur.com/t/politics
https://imgur.com/t/politics
https://www.reddit.com/r/PoliticalMemes
https://www.reddit.com/r/PoliticalMemes

Johann / Studies in Communication Sciences 22.1 (2022), pp. 149-164 155

3.2 Measures

The questionnaire and its operationaliza-
tion were based on previous research in
the context of online and offline political
participation, with a special focus on PIM
usage.

3.2.1 Political Internet meme usage

An adapted version of the social media po-
litical expression scale (Gil de Zufiga et al.,
2014) was used to measure PIM usage. The
respondents were asked to rate on a five-
point scale (“1 — never” to “5 - frequent-
ly”) how often they were “posting memes
referring to a political advocate or politi-
cian,” “posting or sharing thoughts about
politics in memes,” “forwarding someone
else’s political memes to other people,”
“posting or sharing images about poli-
tics in memes,” and “posting memes with
personal experiences related to politics
or campaigning” during a regular week
(0=.86).

3.2.2 Social media prosumption

The intensity of social media prosumption
was measured using the social media pro-
sumption scale (Yamamoto et al., 2020).
As Internet users can both produce and
consume various content on social media,
the respondents were asked to rate on a
seven-point scale (“1 — never” to “7 — fre-
quently”) how often they were “comment-
ing or rating content on social networking
sites and microblogging services,” (CR)
“browsing content on social networking
sites and microblogging services,” (BR)
“sharing content with others on social net-
working sites and microblogging services,”
(SH) and “contributing original content to
social networking sites and microblogging
services” (CC). Based on these routines, an
index for social media prosumption was
calculated (VBRxCC ++/BRx CR ++BRx SH.
The formula followed the operationaliza-
tion proposed by Yamamoto et al. (2020)
and considered different prosumption
terms with browsing as a constant rou-
tine. Multiplying the routines and square
rooting the terms ensured that browsing
as a low-threshold consumption routine
did not increase social media prosump-
tion unless browsing was combined with a

production routine. The final index ranged
between a minimum value of 3 and a max-
imum value of 21 (o = .76).

3.2.3 Political interest

Political interest was measured using the
scale proposed by Ekstrom and Shehata
(2018). The questions “How interested are
you in politics?” and “How interested are
you in what is happening in society?” had
to be rated on a five-point scale (“1 —not at
all interested” to “5 - very interested”). The
Spearman-Brown estimate was used to as-
sess the scale’s reliability, as the estimate is
less biased when calculating the reliability
of two-item scales than Cronbach’s o (Eis-
inga, Grotenhuis, & Pelzer, 2013). With a
value of .75, the political interest measure
was reliable.

3.2.4 Social media motives

The motivations for using social media
were operationalized based on Lane et al.
(2019). Regarding their motivation for po-
litical engagement, the respondents were
asked to rate on a six-point scale (“1 —
strongly disagree” to “6 — strongly agree”)
whether they were using social media to
“exchange information on public affairs
and politics,” “to discuss news and pub-
lic affairs,” “to increase awareness about
important issues,” and “to advocate for a
social cause” (a=.90). The motivation for
relationship maintenance was similarly
measured using the items “to stay in touch
with others” and “to maintain relation-
ships with others in my network” (Spear-
man-Brown =.83). Finally, the motivation
for self-promotion was assessed using the
items “to impress others with my personal
feats or hidden talent” and “to keep people
updated on my public accomplishments”
(Spearman-Brown=.72).

3.2.5 Political efficacy

Political efficacy was conceptualized using
three sub-dimensions: internal efficacy,
collective efficacy, and external efficacy
(Halpern et al., 2017). The respondents
were asked to rate on a five-point scale
(“1 — strongly disagree” to “5 — strongly
agree”) the following statements: “I con-
sider myself well qualified to participate
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in politics,” “I feel that I have a pretty good
understanding of the important political
issues facing our country,” “I feel I could
do as good a job in public office as most
other people,” and “I think that I am better
informed about politics and government
than most people.” These items measured
internal efficacy (a=.75). Collective effica-
cy was measured by the items “The collec-
tive action of people has a huge influence
on public affairs,” “The collective action of
people can improve society,” “Politicians
would respond to the needs of citizens if
enough people demand change,” “Orga-
nized groups of citizens can have enough
impact on the political policies of this
country,” and “If enough citizens got orga-
nized and demanded change, politicians
would take steps to end their problems”
(0=.78). External efficacy was measured
using the items “I think public officials
care much what people like me think”
and “Generally speaking, most govern-
ment officials try to serve the interest of
citizens like me” (Spearman-Brown=.65).
Although the scale exhibited rather low
reliability, it was decided to include it in
further analysis, as lower scores are not
uncommon for two-item measures. Some
scholars have even pointed out that psy-
chological constructs can be measured
using items whose reliability scores are
below .70 (Kline, 1999). Nevertheless, the
low reliability value represented a meth-
odological limitation of the study.

3.2.6 Political participation

The scales for online and offline political
participation were derived from Wolfs-
feld et al. (2016). Using a five-point scale
(“1 — never” to “5 — frequently”), the re-
spondents had the possibility of rating the
frequency of their offline activities using
the following items: “Participating in a po-
litical meeting,” “Signing a petition (not
online),” “Working with others in the com-
munity to resolve problems,” “Involvement
in a political campaign,” and “Participat-
ing in a demonstration” (a=.90). Similarly,
they evaluated the following online activi-
ties: “Sharing political information posted
on social networks,” “Expressing political
opinions online,” “Participating in an on-

” o«

line political discussion,” “Signing an on-
line petition,” “Posting political informa-
tion in social networks,” “Responding to
political information posted on social net-
works,” “Participating in an online politi-
cal discussion with friends,” “Adding links
to political posting,” and “‘Liking’ political
information posted on social networks”
(0.=.85).

4 Results

The data analysis was conducted using
block-wise regression analysis for H1 to
H4b and RQ1. Two additional block-wise
regression analyses were used to test H5
and H6. All models included dummy-cod-
ed gender variables (female, other), age,
education, income, and political orienta-
tion (left/right) as control variables. The
regression models were calculated using
bootstrapping based on 1000 bootstrap
samples. As the preconditions of variable
homoscedasticity and the normal distri-
bution of the error values were not fulfilled
for some items, the bootstrapping method
ensured a more robust estimation of the
regression models (Field, 2018).

4.1 Descriptive statistics

Overall, the respondents used PIMs to post
or share images about politics (M=3.84;
SD=1.32) and to post or share thoughts
about politics (M=3.82; SD=1.29), for-
warded someone else’s PIMs to other
people (M=3.64; SD=1.40), and posted
memes referring to a political advocate or
a politician (M=3.26; SD=1.42). Posting
memes about personal experiences re-
lated to politics or campaigning was less
common (M=2.71; SD=1.42).

Table 1 provides the descriptive sta-
tistics for the main variables. The respon-
dents reported rather high levels of social
media prosumption and political inter-
est. Regarding the motives, relationship
maintenance and political engagement
were the most pronounced motives, while
self-promotion played a minor role. More-
over, the respondents indicated increased
levels of internal and collective political
efficacy, while external efficacy was rated



Johann / Studies in Communication Sciences 22.1 (2022), pp. 149-164 157

Table 1:  Descriptive statistics for the main variables
Variable M SD Skewness Kurtosis
Political Internet meme usage 3.45 1.10 -0.52 -0.61
Social media prosumption 16.21 3.94 -1 113
Political interest 459 0.66 -2.02 463
Political engagement 4.04 1.49 -0.43 -0.85
Relationship maintenance 410 1.54 -0.52 -0.82
Self-promotion 213 1.20 1.05 0.45
Internal political efficacy 3.88 0.75 —0.57 0.10
Collective political efficacy 3.84 0.76 -0.57 0.14
External political efficacy 2.06 0.83 0.53 —0.28
Online political participation 3.70 1.01 -0.67 -0.45
Offline political participation 2.27 1.04 0.62 -0.49
Table 2:  Block-wise regression analysis explaining PIM usage
Variables b 95% Cl [§ p
Block 1: Control variables

Gender (female) 0.06 [-19, 31] 0.02 643

Gender (other) 0.20 [-22, 671 0.03 .356

Age —0.004 [-.02, .01] —0.04 422

Education 0.05 [-.02, .01] 0.08 157

Income -0.004 [-.04, 03] -0.01 808

Political orientation (left/right) 0.04 [01, .07] 0.12 012
Block 2: Prosumption

Social media prosumption 0.08 [.05, .11] 0.29 <.001
Block 3: Political interest

Political interest 0.20 [.03, .37] 0.12 .020
Block 4: Motives

Political engagement 0.26 [17, 34] 037 <001

Relationship maintenance 0.01 [-.05, .08] 0.02 .656

Self-promation 0.05 [-02, .13] 0.06 156
Block 5: Perceived efficacy

Internal political efficacy 0.13 [.01, .26] 0.10 .040

Collective political efficacy 0.06 [-.08, .19] 0.04 419

External political efficacy -0.17 [-.28, —.07] -0.14 <.001

Note. Adjusted R2=.50, n=312 after the list-wise deletion of cases with missing values, Cl=Confidence Interval for b, based on 1000 boot-

strap samples.

lower. Regarding political participation,
the respondents mainly participated on-
line. Offline political participation was less
pronounced, which may be explained by
the respondents being rather young (me-
dian age was 20 years). Most respondents
might not have had the possibility to en-
gage in offline politics or might not have
reached the legal age for signing petitions.
The data indicated that offline political
participation increased in importance

as one aged (F(1, 472)=25.12, p<.001,
R2=.05; B=.02,95% CI [.01, .04]).

4.2 Hypotheses

The results of the block-wise regression
analysis explaining PIM usage are shown
in Table 2. H1 stated that the intensity of
social media prosumption is positively re-
lated to PIM usage. The regression analysis
supported this hypothesis. Social media
prosumption was related to PIM usage.



158 Johann / Studies in Communication Sciences 22.1(2022), pp. 149-164

The more users are active on social media,
the more likely they are to create and share
PIMs.

H2 stated that political interest is re-
lated to PIM usage. The data supported
this hypothesis. Higher political interest
is linked to increased PIM usage. Overall,
political interest is an important factor in
explaining PIM usage.

H3 postulated that PIM usage de-
pends on specific motivations. It was ex-
pected that political engagement (H3a),
relationship management (H3b), and
self-promotion (H3c) would be related
to creating and sharing PIMs on social
media. The analysis supported only H3a.
While the motivation to engage in politics
is related to the intensity with which users
create and share PIMs, relationship man-
agement and self-promotion do not seem
to be linked to individual PIM usage. In ad-

dition to political interest, the motive for
political engagement is a crucial factor in
explaining PIM usage.

It was further expected that users’ per-
ceived political efficacy would be related
to PIM usage. H4a stated that perceived in-
ternal efficacy is positively related to PIM
usage. H4b postulated positive relations
between perceived collective efficacy and
PIM usage. The results of the block-wise
multiple regression analysis supported
H4a. Internal political efficacy explains
the intensity of PIM usage. By contrast,
H4b was not supported. The expression
of political opinions in PIMs is not signifi-
cantly explained by perceived collective
efficacy. RQ1 inquired about the relation-
ship between perceived external efficacy
and PIM usage. The regression analysis
results indicated a negative relationship
between these two variables. This could

Table 3:  Block-wise regression analysis explaining online political participation
Variables b 95% Cl B p
Block 1: Control variables
Gender (female) 0.06 [-.13, .25] 0.02 517
Gender (other) -0.03 [-45, 31] -0.01 883
Age 0.01 [.00, .02] 0.08 .051
Education -0.10 [-.15, —.05] -0.19 <.001
Income 0.02 [-.01, .09] 0.06 .205
Political orientation (left/right) -0.07 [-.09, —.05] -0.24 <.001
Block 2: PIM usage
PIM usage 0.64 [56, .71] 0.69 <001

Note. Adjusted R2=.59, n=312 after the list-wise deletion of cases with missing values, Cl=Confidence Interval for b, based on 1000 boot-

strap samples.

Table 4 Block-wise regression analysis explaining offline political participation
Variables b 95% Cl B p
Block 1: Control variables
Gender (female) 0.19 [-.10, 47] 0.06 205
Gender (other) 0.13 [-43, 77] 0.02 643
Age 0.003 [-.01, .02] 0.03 621
Education 0.05 [-.02, 12] 0.08 .158
Income 0.04 [-.01, .09] 0.11 110
Political orientation (left/right) -0.09 [-.13, —.05] -0.26 <.001
Block 2: PIM usage
PIM usage 0.44 [.34, 54] 0.43 <001

Note. Adjusted R2=.35, n=312 after the list-wise deletion of cases with missing values, Cl=Confidence Interval for b, based on 1000 boot-

strap samples.
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mean that PIMs are more likely to be cre-
ated and shared by users who believe that
politicians and the government do not suf-
ficiently respond to peoples’ demands.

The control variables indicated that
users’ political orientation, examined us-
ing an 11-point scale (“1 — left” to “11 —
right”), had a small but significant effect on
PIM usage. Users who identify themselves
as being on the right side of the political
spectrum tend to express their political
opinions via Internet memes more often.

H5 suggested that the intensity of cre-
ating and sharing PIMs on social media
would be positively related to the users’
online political participation. The data
supported this hypothesis (see Table 3).
PIM usage is positively linked to the in-
tensity of participatory online practices.
Based on the control variables, users’ ed-
ucation and political orientation play a
significant role in political expression via
Internet memes. In this sense, online po-
litical participation is slightly related to
lower levels of education and left-leaning
political views.

Finally, H6 proposed that PIM us-
age would be positively related to offline
political participation. The data analysis
supported this assumption (see Table 4).
The intensity of offline political participa-
tion can be explained by the expression of
political opinions via Internet memes. As
with online political participation, partic-
ipating in offline politics is also driven by
left-leaning political views.

5 Discussion and conclusion

The purpose of this study was to examine
Internet memes as a form of political ex-
pression in social media. By empirically
investigating users who create and share
PIMs on social media platforms, the study
was aimed at extending the existing body
of research on PIMs and political partici-
pation on social media. I suggested that
PIMs are a user-generated form for ex-
pressing individual political opinions re-
sulting from the participatory nature of
social media (Boulianne, 2019). Moreover,
by focusing on PIMs as a particular form

of expression, this study contributes to
the shift toward analyzing distinct types of
content in social media.

On the one hand, empirical evidence
has been lacking on the relationship be-
tween political expression via PIMs and
users’ offline and online political partici-
pation. Although several studies have in-
vestigated the link between social media
and political participation (for an overview,
see Boulianne, 2015, 2019), these studies
have largely neglected possible differences
in terms of heterogeneous communities,
content, formats, and platforms on social
media. Moreover, studies have shown that
social media can function as a political
mobilizer (e.g., Haciyakupoglu & Zhang,
2015) and have highlighted social media’s
potential for users’ online and offline po-
litical participation (e.g., Ekstrom & She-
hata, 2018; Gil de Zuniga et al., 2014; Lane
et al.,, 2019; Zhu et al., 2019). This study
supports the assumption that online po-
litical participation and the expression of
political opinions via Internet memes are,
indeed, intertwined (Chan, Chen, & Lee,
2017). As Internet memes are particular-
ly effective in enabling young citizens to
express themselves collectively (Literat &
Kligler-Vilenchik, 2019), PIMs may func-
tion as an effective driver of youth partic-
ipation. As the respondents in this study
were rather young, it can be concluded
that PIMs have participatory potential for
users who are not yet allowed to vote or to
sign petitions. Following Zhu et al. (2019),
the creative use of social media, as reflect-
ed in the appropriative practice of creating
and sharing Internet memes, can bridge
the gap between young citizens’ (lack of)
political efficacy and everyday politics.
From a theoretical and methodological
perspective, concepts such as creative par-
ticipation (Theocharis & de Moor, 2021)
can help researchers grasp the elusive and
constantly developing nature of political
participation.

On the other hand, the investigation
of political expression via PIMs through
the lens of the resource model of political
participation (Brady et al., 1995), the so-
cial media political participation model
(Knoll et al., 2020), and the social identity
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model of collective action (van Zomeren
et al., 2008) revealed that political interest
and social media prosumption are cru-
cial factors related to creating and shar-
ing PIMs on social media. This finding
not only supports the results of previous
studies on social media usage in general
(e.g., Wolfsfeld et al., 2016) but also high-
lights the potential of meme prosumption
for raising users’ awareness of political
topics or vice versa, as political interest
could be a precondition for PIM usage. In
this vein, Weeks, Ardevol-Abreu and Gil de
Zuiiga (2017) found that prosumers are
more likely to encourage other users to
participate politically. Therefore, it is un-
surprising that political engagement is the
main motivation for creating and sharing
PIMs on social media. By contrast, the re-
lation of PIM usage to self-promotion and
relationship maintenance could not be
confirmed. Consequently, this study con-
tributes to the empirical validation of the
social media political participation model
(Knoll et al., 2020) by providing evidence
that political engagement may be a main
driving force for PIM usage and lead to
participatory outcomes. Nevertheless, fu-
ture research should delve deeper into
PIM users’ specific motivational states. For
instance, qualitative interviews with PIM
users could provide insights into other
PIM uses and gratifications, such as enter-
tainment, linked to PIM production and
consumption routines.

The analysis of perceived political
efficacy confirmed the assumptions of
the mediation hypothesis (Blais & Labbé
St-Vincent, 2011) and the social identity
model of collective action (van Zomeren
et al., 2008) as well as previous research
results (Halpern et al., 2017). PIM usage
has been proven to be related to users’
perceptions of internal political efficacy.
However, the causal relationship may be
mutual: While creating and sharing PIMs
may strengthen users’ feelings of political
competence, internal efficacy itself could
be a driver of creative ways of expressing
political opinions on social media. By con-
trast, by indicating a negative relationship
between external efficacy and PIM usage,
this study contributes to efficacy research,

which has lacked a clear understanding
of the significance of external efficacy
for participatory practices (Gil de Zuniga
et al.,, 2017), suggesting that lower levels
of perceived external efficacy may lead to
alternative modes of expressing political
opinions, such as creating and sharing
PIMs. For instance, in settings in which
external efficacy may be low due to cen-
sorship, lack of freedom of speech, or fear
of isolation, PIMs may function as impor-
tant outlets for political opinions. An open
comment by an anonymous respondent
at the end of the questionnaire support-
ed these assumptions: “As a queer person
in the US, I do not feel safe. I feel like my
opinions are not listened to, and I don't
feel like I have a right to exist. So, memes
are how I express my feelings and thoughts
in a more digestible way.”

Based on these findings, PIMs’ mobili-
zation potential is clear, a finding that has
been previously researched in the context
of protest movements, such as Occupy
Wall Street (Milner, 2013; Shifman, 2014),
or campaigns against racism (Williams,
2020), sexism (Brantner et al., 2020), and
climate change (Ross & Rivers, 2019), as
well as far-right movements (Peters & Al-
lan, 2022). Concepts such as connective
action (Bennett & Segerberg, 2012), indi-
vidualized collective action (Micheletti,
2003), or social norms (Uski & Lampinen,
2016) can help future research shed more
light on the question of how PIMs mobilize
heterogeneous users. In addition, from a
methodological perspective, network-an-
alytical approaches can help to better
understand PIMs’ contagious effects by
considering both meme-related and user-
related aspects of meme diffusion.

This study had four major limitations
that were mainly rooted in its research de-
sign. First, the sample was not representa-
tive of the whole memesphere. Although
the sampling process included fringe web
communities and sharing platforms, the
study allowed drawing conclusions only
about the selected platforms. Second, the
sample consisted of self-selected respon-
dents who had actively decided to partic-
ipate, which further undermines the rep-
resentativeness of the sample. Third, the
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cross-sectional character of this survey did
not allow for statistical determinations of
effect directions, which is an overall lim-
itation in research on social media usage
and political participation. The discussed
directions were based on previous re-
search findings and deductive reasoning.
Therefore, the validity of the proposed ef-
fects should be examined by applying lon-
gitudinal designs in future research efforts.
Fourth, the sample encompassed partici-
pants from various countries and cultural
backgrounds, which is likely to affect par-
ticipatory opportunities and boundaries.
Although this study did not explicitly look
for cross-national differences, future re-
search should delve deeper into the ques-
tion of how socio-political factors shape
PIM usage.

Despite these limitations, this study
is one of the first empirical explorations
of users who create and share PIMs on
social media that is not based on a par-
ticular meme case study. Moreover, the
study focused on a single content format
rather than examining social media use
in general. PIMs were discussed as a form
of political expression on social media. In
sum, the study showed that PIMs contain
expressive power that can impact online
and offline participatory practices.
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