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Abstract

The following study focuses on the use of memes on social media, their prevalence in
conversation and their usage based on the age of the contributors. The main question it asks is
whether the use of memes in computer-mediated discourse is a momentary trend or whether it
exhibits signs of continuous language evolution. A quantitative linguistic study is employed to
answer this question within the scope of the study. The environment of the study, the social
media platform analyzed, is Facebook. The article looks at popular pages on Facebook and
user reactions to the posts made by their administrators. It identifies memetic responses
among them to observe their prevalence within this digital discourse, then it compares them to
the user age data available. Based on the quantitative results, the study shows whether the use
of memes rises exponentially the lower the approximate age of the user. The most recent
demographic studies of Facebook at the time the study was conducted are employed and
compared to the quantitative results to surmise whether the result bears traits of digital
language evolution. Within the scope of the study and the selected dataset, it demonstrates the
aforementioned traits in younger generations and their prevalence on social media. The
article provides an example, and a baseline data analysis, of how meme usage rises with
younger generations, as well as insights into usage by older generations and discrepancies in
digital language evolution markers.

Keywords:memetics, multimodality, social media, demographics, quantitative analysis.

Streszczenie
Memetyka migdzypokoleniowa: demografia a wykorzystanie memow

W niniejszym badaniu skupiam si¢ na wykorzystaniu memow w mediach spotecznosciowych,
ich powszechnosci w konwersacji i ich wykorzystaniu w zaleznosci od wieku autorow.
Glownym pytaniem badawczym jest to, czy wykorzystanie memow w dyskursie internetowym
jest chwilowym trendem, czy tez wykazuje oznaki ciggtej ewolucji jezyka. Aby odpowiedzie¢ na
to pytanie w ramach badania, zastosowano badanie ilosciowe. Srodowiskiem badania,
analizowang platformqg mediow spotecznosciowych, jest Facebook. W artykule analizuje
popularne strony na Facebooku i reakcje uzytkownikow na posty zamieszczane przez ich
administratoréow. Wsréd nich identyfikuje odpowiedzi memiczne, aby zaobserwowac jak sg
one powszechne w tym cyfrowym dyskursie, a nastgpnie porownuje je z dostepnymi danymi
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dotyczqcymi wieku uzytkownikow. Na podstawie wynikow ilosciowych badanie pokazuje, czy
wykorzystanie memow rosnie wyktadniczo wraz ze spadkiem wieku uzytkownika. \Wykorzystuje
przy tym najnowsze dane demograficzne dostepne na Facebooku z okresu, kiedy
przeprowadzono badanie, dla poréwnania ich z uzyskanymi wynikami, aby sprawdzi¢, czy
mozemy mowié¢ o wystepowaniu cech ewolucji jezyka cyfrowego. W swoim ograniczonym
zakresie i w odniesieniu do otrzymanych danych badanie wykazuje, ze wyzej wymienione
cechy sq obecne u mtodszych pokolen i wystepujg powszechnie w mediach spotecznosciowych.
Artykut dostarcza przyktadu sposobu analizy danych, pokazujgcych jak wykorzystanie memow
wzrasta u mfodszych pokolen, a takze spostrzezen na temat ich wykorzystania przez starsze
pokolenia i rozbieznych kierunkow ewolucji jezyka cyfrowego.

Stowa kluczowe: memetyka, multimodalnosé, media spotecznosciowe, demografia, analiza
ilosciowa.

1. Introduction

Online communication has, in the last few decades, become an ever-changing and evolving
commonplace phenomenon. From textual, through visual and multimodal, new forms of
digital discourse and new possibilities provided by the numerous platforms supplying online
space for communication emerge more rapidly than in any other form of communication
before. The convergence of cultures, languages, and perspectives provides people with endless
possibilities and ways to express themselves.

One such phenomenon is the internet meme which has become a common occurrence in
online discourse over the years. Memes are “remixed, iterated messages which are rapidly
spread by members of participatory digital culture for the purpose of continuing a
conversation” (Wiggins and Bowers, 2014: 1). They permeate through discourse, self-
expressions as well as other areas — they have also, for example, “evolved into a powerful
advertising tool” (Gonzalez-Aguilar, Feijoo and Caluori, 2023: 58). They may seem almost
impossible to avoid in various corners of the internet. This study looks in more detail into the
use of the internet meme within conversations and reactions and into the people behind their
utilization. As the language of the internet rapidly evolves, the study aims to examine whether
it still evolves towards more prevalent use of internet memes within discourse.

The purpose of this study is to observe whether memes function as a prevalent momentary
trend in online communication, or whether they exhibit signs of continuous evolution of
digital language and their use might become even more prevalent with time. With new
affordances and means of communication being provided by various platforms, such as

options to communicate through audio-visual clips or voice messages in open discussion, is
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memetic communication still prevalent with the youngest generations of internet users, or is
there an end in sight to its spread?

To examine that question, the study takes a look at a data set of comments from the social
media platform Facebook and at the prevalence of meme usage within them with consideration
to the approximate age of its users. It is a quantitative research observing current

communication practices via statistical models and their implications.

2. Academic concepts

Firstly, before delving into quantitative data and its analysis, section 2.1. will cover some of
the key concepts underlying the research, with a small introduction to computer-mediated
discourse as the field of study, memetics, and a brief look into language evolution and its

implications and forms in digital communication.

2.1. Computer-mediated discourse (CMD)

As Herring (2005: 612) explains in her introductory chapter to the field, “[clomputer-mediated
discourse is the communication produced when human beings interact with one another by
transmitting messages via networked computers.” As a multi-disciplinary object of study, it is
getting more and more attention in the academic circles, especially with the perpetual
evolution of the field and new technologies and affordances. It “begins with the Internet, but
also emerges from a long line of mediated communication technologies [...]” (Thorne, 2008:
325). As Herring (2005) notes, it emerged during the 1980s along with the first human-to-
human communication developed via networked devices, as the technology quickly invited
questions and theories regarding its merits and further developments. Already in 1984, a
linguistics researcher Naomi Baron wondered about “computer-mediated communication as a
force in language change” (apud Herring, 2005: 613).

This study observes instances of computer-mediated discourse and examines the
aforementioned capacity for language change that it possesses. Online communication has
already exhibited many traits and changes in numerous aspects, such as spelling, grammar,
and vocabulary, which were beyond the speed and direction that any other form of
communication shows, as will be discussed further in subsection 2.3.1., and it still drives more

change within itself as new technologies develop. The study examines memetic occurrence
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within CMD and thus observes these changes for their capacity to rapidly evolve internet

language further.

2.2. Memetics

Memetics, the study of memes, or “gene-like infectious units of culture that spread from
person to person” (Shifman, 2013: 362), is examined throughout various academic disciplines
and in countless contextual environments. This article focuses on memetic use in general and
its usage by non-specific internet users. The following section delves into the issue of defining
the internet meme and its forms, its use on social media platforms and its function in regards

to online representation and identity.

2.2.1. The internet meme

One of the more prominent questions that come with delving into the memetics is: what
constitutes a meme? The phenomenon of the internet meme has evolved so rapidly and in such
varied directions that there is no clear form or properties ascribed to the term by a scholarly
consensus. Rogers and Giorgi (2023: 74) note, based on combined notions from memetic
scholars, that “[m]emes are broadly understood as multimodal cultural artefacts, which are
created, remixed and circulated by users across digital platforms.” However, the varied notions
and definitions do not and cannot provide a specific outline of what exactly should and should
not be considered a meme and some of the commonly ascribed traits of memes could
nowadays be met with doubt as well. As mentioned by Wiggins (2019: 11), “An internet
meme is a more specific term for the various iterations it represents, such as image macro
memes, GIFs, hashtags, video memes, and more.” This statement might already contradict the
multimodal nature often ascribed to internet memes. Hashtags, arguably, have no multimodal
property. They do not have a multimodal property unequivocally if they are used on a platform
with no hyperlink hashtag system in place. Even though they still represent their causes and
intentions, as well as simply denote a cultural phenomenon of hashtagging, without being
hyperlinked, the multimodal component is not included in that case. Not only that, but more
and more often, a still image with no superimposed text and no looping features of a GIF is
used as a memetic expression. Commonly circulated images are edited to create memetic
expressions that consist only of the original image and an additional element, but still
remaining a still image (see Figure 1 as an example), or they are used in different contexts

with no editing and no changes from the original circulated image.
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Figure 1. “An image macro of Calvin Candie played by Leonardo DiCaprio in the 2012 film Django Unchained
which features the character smiling while holding a drink.” In this particular remix, the drink is replaced by a
Dairy Queen Blizzard upside down.

Source: Know Your Meme https://knowyourmeme.com/memes/leonardo-dicaprio-laughing

Multimodality is very often linked to memetics, but it is not a necessary element. Memes have
evolved beyond the idea of an image macro and, aside from having many forms, they have
many functions as well. The contemporary meme does not only serve to amuse and mock —
some internet memes serve to inform, some are expressions of affection, sympathy, and other
social functions. As Oswald, Esborg, and Pierroux (2022: 3002) note, the study “Social media
and youth wellbeing”, for example, “has highlighted the role of media circulation as an
expression of social support.” Ito, Odgers, and Schueller (2020: 14) have shared the following

insights in the aforementioned study:

“Youth value visibility, and feel supported when people similar to them or struggles that they face
are represented publicly. Individuals sharing content on social media is a principal mode of
promoting the visibility of oneself and others online. Interviews with experts suggest that signal
boosting, or sharing with the intention of making someone’s presence or message more public, is a

way of expressing solidarity with certain issues.”

All these functions can be, and often are, performed and circulated by memes, which, as was
previously mentioned, are not only representative of a humorous image macro. However, that
poses an issue with its identification within discourse.

“Internet meme may spread in its original form, but it often also spawns user-created
derivatives” (Shifman, 2013: 362) and this very trait makes it difficult to define, with infinite
possibilities of creative contextualization and recontextualization. This study, as it is a

quantitative look into patterns of use and frequency, cannot, in its scope, consider each

www.journal.tertium.edu.pl


https://knowyourmeme.com/memes/leonardo-dicaprio-laughing

Potrocznik Jezykoznawczy Tertium. Tertium Linguistic Journal 9 (1) (2024) 61

memetic instance separately and debate on its memetic properties. The range of what a meme
can entail was a challenge that had to be considered in regards to the purpose of the study,
which is to demonstrate memetic use by different age groups and observe the patterns of
trends and evolution. For this reason, the study considers a broad approach to the internet
meme and includes all instances of visual and hyperlinking elements, based on a close study of
a sample set of Facebook comments. The specifics of the identification criteria will be

discussed in subsection 3.1 of this article.

2.2.2. Representation and identity

As was previously mentioned, using memes online can serve many functions, from providing
entertainment, through expressing solidarity, promoting visibility, and others. They may have
varied effects on the audience — they can amuse, anger, or rally, and through all these effects
and poster’s intentions, they contribute to the image of the creator’s (or sharer’s) identity and
self-representation: “We continually form and re-form our impressions and evaluations of
others online [...].” (Walther, 2011: 443) Sharing memes helps people express their opinions,
views and personality through creative ways and connect with others: “Further, individuals
enact social relationships with and through memes because individuals are interpellated, or
addressed, by the social system they inhabit (or with which they identify).” (Wiggins, 2019: 6)
Representation and identity don’t just concern the individual, but through sharing on social
media platforms, they form communities and bonds: “When everyday members of the public
contribute their small conversational strands to the vast tapestry, they are memetically making
their world.” (Milner, 2016: 2)

With more specific focus, one may distinguish different communities, polarizing opinions
or movements influenced or created by usage of memes. On a broader scale, one may observe
entire generations forming their identities and viewpoints through and based on memes. Means
of communication are often tied to generational trends: “As each generation grows up in
different cultural and technological environments, they develop generation-specific
communication habits.” (Gao, 2023: 424) This study intrinsically observes, aside from
communication development, the degree of memetics in generational representation and its

place in communications across different ages.
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2.3. Language trends and evolution

The focus on age groups, generations, and their representation and identity naturally brings
one to the questions of trends, changes, and evolution within means of communication. The
following section will look into some insights regarding language evolution and the processes
behind it, but as the study concerns itself with digital language specifically, it must be noted
that when speaking of the evolutionary processes of language, it is concerned with language
itself and the changes within it driven by social, technological, and identity-related factors,
rather than biological processes and necessities. For this reason, the following subsection is
distinguished as “digital language evolution” to differentiate it from studies and theories that

are rooted in biological traits and notions.

2.3.1. Digital language evolution

One may observe quick changes in digital language, “radical shift[s] in consciousness or
behaviour over a relatively short period of time [...]” (Crystal, 2001: 1) in the form of
language revolutions. Such changes often bring about shifts that provide a new and stable
element to language use, one that is there to stay. However, digital language, like any other
language, also undergoes an evolutionary process with features gaining on popularity in use
and becoming more and more prevalent. Language evolution is a process that does not exclude
any language, regardless of the medium of transmission.

Among varied interpretations and definitions of the term, language evolution deals with
the questions of where language comes from, when it arose, and how it developed (Hauck,
2020: 853). This study does concern itself with potential developments and changes within
language, however, not via examining historical (even if recent) variations of the language and
comparing the current, but in an attempt to contribute to potential predictions of future
language development. There has been a “growing interest in using mathematical and
computational modeling to explore issues relevant for understanding the evolution of
language” (Christiansen and Kirby, 2003: 13) and this research will attempt to use these tools
to glimpse more into the potential future. “Computational models in language evolution
generally focus on the hypothesis that cultural interaction and learning biases played a large
role in the evolution of language” (Cuskley, 2020) and with the internet providing a communal
space for different cultural influences and biases to mingle together, the language changes and
evolutionary traits that it drives are staggeringly faster than any other language evolution

observed before.
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Studies in historical linguistics and language change deal with “rapid change” in
languages in the orders of thousands or hundreds of years (Greenhill et al., 2017). However,
online communication defies all these notions with how quickly it changes and develops. For
that reason, it is not often compared to the changes in spoken varieties of language from an
evolutionary standpoint: “The Internet has given rise to what is arguably a new variety of
English that differs from standard varieties.” (Al-Kadi and Ahmed, 2018: 727) The variety that
Al-Kadi and Ahmed label as “electronic English” is not only quick to adapt and evolve due to
constantly improving technologies and affordances, but it is also a variety of language that
tends to somewhat easily influence other varieties: “Since the Internet became publicly
available, English spelling, pronunciation, vocabularies, and grammar, have changed, resulting
in conflicting views and debate among language researchers and pundits.” (Al-Kadi and
Ahmed, 2018: 727) Users of one variety are also often users of any spoken variety of English,
whether native or occasional. In fact, it is becoming increasingly impossible not to come into
contact with any neologisms and language customs of electronic English and that exposure
drives change across the varieties of the language. As Al-Kadi and Ahmed (2018: 728)
mention, digital technologies both drive language change and these changes bring over
characteristics of CMD to modern spoken English. They note that “quite recent and rapid
changes under the auspices of the Internet applications has [sic] brought about news [sic]
varieties of English which sound closer to informal oral discourse than to formal English.”
(Al-Kadi and Ahmed 2018: 734). And one part of this staggering driving force of language
change is indeed memes — a contemporary staple in internet communication.

A language and its forms and structures are under the pressure of compressibility and
learnability, as well as expressivity (Kirby et al., 2015). The same pressures influence digital
language and the need to express more complex sentiments via computers arose quickly. With
the constraints of text-based communication online, the evolution of digital language gave way
to means of communication that emulated face-to-face interactions, such as emoticon use and
image integration, eventually developing into memetic instances expressing situations, humor
and whole ideologies efficiently and quickly. A study conducted by Sun (2010: 103) examined
characteristics of digital language neologisms and determined four traits such terms must
encompass: popularity, brevity, creativity, and rich metaphorical meanings. Memetic
expressions present the combination of these traits perhaps better than any other forms of
online communication and vocabulary.

Memetics represent, in large part, the current extent of digital language evolution, but is

the creativity and efficiency behind them sufficient to make them more and more prevalent in
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discourse with new generations and new affordances? Can they be considered a stable step in
further language evolution, or is the use of memetics merely a passing trend that has been on
the rise in recent years? This study considers the engagement of different age groups in online
communication and their use of memes.

The proposed schema of determining the answers is as follows: if different age groups use
memetics at a relatively stable rate throughout with minor divergence between them and no
notable pattern, it could be viewed as a revolution in language use. In plain terms, memes have
become a popular means of communication and they have stayed as such with little to no
change between generations. They have become a new feature of language that left behind an
unwavering mark. On the other hand, if the use of these elements is only proved predominant
in one or two age groups and then faces a decline with the younger groups, it would be viewed
by this study as a passing trend, becoming rejected and replaced by new means of
communication by the younger generations and only retaining stable prevalence of use for
those who had been caught up in its prime. And lastly, if the study observes a steady rise in
usage over generations, it exhibits markers of language evolution towards heavier and heavier
reliance on memetic practices.

With this schema in mind, this article will now cover the methodology to find the answers

to these questions and outline the data used to reach its conclusions.

3. Methodology and data

This section goes over the details of methodological approach to the research, selection of the

appropriate platform as the environment for the study, and the data that was examined.

3.1. Methodology

While subsection 2.2.1. discounts that multimodality should be a necessary property of
internet memes, it must be noted that meme circulation is best accommodated on platforms
with capacities for multimodal expression. While of course, every platform has the potential
and capability to display textual, visual and audio elements on a single page, not all platforms
support technological conveniences, such as image embeds, GIF, and sticker search-and-post
functions or hyperlink thumbnails, which allow easier and smoother communication with

varied memes.
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With the current platform affordances in mind and, as “studies sourcing memes from
social media as Instagram and Twitter may present a more varied pool of formats” (Rogers
and Giorgi, 2023: 75), this study had only one more consideration to make in regard to
selecting a suitable platform to collect data from. Any-platform needed publicly available
demographic data in terms of identifying specific meme users and their age. Out of the many
social media platforms out there, Facebook was found the most suitable for this study, as it
actively encourages its users to share age indicators and subsequently provides most data to
study, which will be outlined in more detail in the latter parts of this article. Facebook also
offers the affordances for multimodal communication.

For the quantitative analysis, a selection of comments under recent Facebook posts has
been chosen to observe the meme usage by different age groups. The comments were exported
with the online tool Export Comments (exportcomments.com) and the subsequent corpora of
data were searched for the keyword [PHOTOY], as well as symbols in links and hashtags (%,
#). This yielded instances of embedded images, GIFs, and links within the communication,
while avoiding the instances that merely textually mention the word “photo”, and it uncovered
memetic instances in the large dataset. While they were searched for in order to identify all the
potential instances of memetic use, the symbols mentioned above did not reveal any new ones
outside of the results uncovered by the keyword search.

Subsequently, the results of this search were followed back to the user accounts of their
posters, which were examined to find indicators of their age data and then distributed into age
groups. The details of this process are further outlined in subsections 3.2. and 3.3.2. All age
data was available from public information that the users provide on their profiles.

To check the accuracy of data and to account for the prevalence of spam and advertising
posts, a smaller dataset of 100 comments from the total was selected to undergo a more
detailed study as to the comments’ content. This data set uncovered whether the comments
were made within the context of the conversation and by user accounts that did not represent
public business and spam-bots, as opposed to users expressing their individual views and
reactions. The detailed study uncovered that the [PHOTO] keyword found every instance of
memetic nature — images, image macros, GIFs, and links to memetic expressions including
videos. Furthermore, in the subsequent examination of public age data on user accounts, while
spam responses and advertisement were quite prevalent within the dataset, the study of the 100
comments uncovered that over 90% of spam-like and advertising instances were made by
accounts with no specific age data on their profiles and thus these comments were exempt

from the demographic observation study without altering the results. This way, with a
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marginal percentage of the age-specific profiles spreading spam messages and advertisements,
the results predominantly demonstrate memetic use by humans legitimately reacting to the

posts.

3.2. Data selection

The data selected for this study consist of 9 exported sets of comments from the online tool
Export Comments (exportcomments.com). The parameters for the export were set for 5000
comments, plus the additional responses to them, under 3 most recent posts on 3 most popular
Facebook pages (based on the number of followers) as of 27.09.2023. The final counts of
examined comments under the 9 posts amount to 16 760 total comments with their responses,
out of which 2 837 (16,9 %) were of a memetic nature, based on the keyword search. The
comments for each post are selected by the Export Comments algorithm, which avoids user-
related data and subsequent adjustments to them by Facebook’s own algorithms. The
comments are therefore purely chronological, beginning with the first comment on the post.
These results then were subjected to the aforementioned examination of age data.

The popular Facebook pages include the pages for Facebook itself, Cristiano Ronaldo and
Mr Bean. Based on the total number of followers, the Samsung page is the third most popular
one on the platform; however, the page forces users to be redirected to its localized variants,
which do not provide a sufficient number of followers and activity. As this would limit the
number of data considerably, the page of Mr Bean (the fourth most popular Facebook page)
was included in the study instead.

The three posts selected as the most recent ones as of 27.09.2023 for the Facebook page

were the following posts:

www.journal.tertium.edu.pl



Pétrocznik Jezykoznawczy Tertium. Tertium Linguistic Journal 9 (1) (2024) 67

ﬁ Facebook &
September 20,2023 - @

Hear from
pioneering
developers.

@ Meta @ Connect % IS{w]Coming (w Who's tuning in
" Original audio

00 12K 7.4K comments 767 shares

Figure 2. Source: Facebook
https://www.facebook.com/facebook/posts/pfbid06 KEFAGdW805dseekpnadPiVmnyo63C3wt8rLIvpSdPAGouts
vKUwg69M83hb7ZPY 1?paipv=0&eav=AfbYaVL6WvV_ko4CYi4F49JSqlYfQ_cuEOHIEYzB4KIkaN8gj1U45q2

rlgAYJbZa3Di8& _rdr

A post made on September 20" 2023 of a promotional video from the Meta Social Metaverse

Company with no out-of-frame captions.

ﬁ Facebook &

August 23, 2023 @

One happy ending would be enough, but hundreds of happy endings? ¢
We love seeing these reunions happen with help from group members in
Weird (and Wonderful) Secondhand Finds.

What else will you find on Facebook?

how this
led to this

LL LT
Thank YOUUUU!

00 7K 6.3K comments 610 shares

Figure 3. Source: Facebook
https://www.facebook.com/facebook/posts/pfbid02hrsHfFDNXPqyibAbPHUSTD4MLLPGJ2UdGCPTMyVNh6
WmTaVKLLGrLGG6aQVFGxB1zl?paipv=0&eav=AfZepEoT0I7w680-
xbl7wgZVTErAdoizqLJQji4XUAcaAKaxJZWRq2wXW1mPt-QrwGQ& rdr
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A set of images from August 23" 2023 depicting a story about finding a lost possession to
promote Facebook’s capacity for connection within communities and the benefits of it. The
post itself has a caption, as well as does each separate image.

£ Jonaehdl

It's giving Leo. @@
And We Love Leo@ is the place to be this season.

Someone singing
your karaoke song
before you get
a chance to show
everyone how it's
really done

00 9.4K 5.5K comments 854 shares

Figure 4. Source: Facebook
https://www.facebook.com/facebook/posts/pfhid0dZY NkWa7X3hyJokG9SrUGWJ50fHNnv89p24BhnRhUZ66bh
K32GFsP8ymRgB9hvamjl?paipv=0&eav=Afa26QpgTfeXWEMqC5dVJICY3UDZoCvY2RFmMAT7XZe44fu-
Ow2hmNNYPjPJvw4dC2z-C8&_rdr

A memetic image macro posted on the 1% of August 2023 with humorous intent, along with an
out-of-frame caption.
The three posts selected as the most recent ones as of 27.09.2023 for Cristiano Ronaldo’s

page were the following posts:
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Cristiano Ronaldo
September 22, 2023 - @

Very happy to score 2 more goals and specially to have helped the team in
this important winl &%
Our fans have been amazing in our home with their fantastic support!s. @

O0% 1.3M 82.2K comments 20K shares

Figure 5. Source: Cristiano Ronaldo
https://www.facebook.com/Cristiano/posts/pfbid035Q1gk6PcF5f6ahmC5y3wrDgNQ5S5hXDggVBLLLmrbr5Lr
9jLS54ygfphu2ebV39il?paipv=0&eav=Afb A4R8Mx5d0PoGvrJT3MuL 2kknh8vtY -
yvCoDddGQRYa5ciKaKGzSIn21QCrewY4IA& _rdr

A set of photos posted on September 22" 2023, along with one common caption for them,
depicting a victory in a recent football match.

,a Cristiano Ronaldo

b, September 19, 2023 - @

Great to get the win today!

A very special thank you to the fans and to all the Iranian people who have
made this visit so special for us.

Such an incredibly warm welcome! . .@

©0 644K 28.9K comments 3.2K shares

Figure 6. Source: Cristiano Ronaldo
https://www.facebook.com/Cristiano/posts/pfbid02W7BGkvgCfugm9aUsh78qvQpkGecNIL KeSztivw\VvdC9udle
bh9PIWLrSEwWhPF1dZvZI?paipv=0&eav=AfaDPVzprHVC2PzvOxhswSTxlo_47JCO3WuHinue4UsJOUGA2GkJ
D17DSHjWwHBI4Kk&_rdr
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Two photos posted on September 19" 2023 depicting another match victory with one main
caption and no separate captions for each image. The post includes appreciation for the

opponent team and the Iranian people.

a Cristiano Ronaldo

" September 16, 2023 - @
That winning feeling! & &
@alnassr @y

Q0% 807K 44.2K comments 7.2K shares

Figure 7. Source: Cristiano Ronaldo
https://www.facebook.com/Cristiano/posts/pfbidOehcZM8BmMBY CyudaAANFrVsixnEAzch3XTwzrhrCécUeqq
Nf2EtPcjUxKwku3sTzVI?paipv=0&eav=AfaKXe_aWwAUF9giDAGa9TwzGMLS4934q_uyECleUBni9RNF3z0
amcAvGUgW3uT16LQ& rdr

Two more photos from September 16 depicting another victory with only one main caption.
And lastly, the three posts selected as the most recent ones as of 27.09.2023 for the Mr
Bean page were the following posts:
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Video Home Live Reels Shows Explore Saved Videos Following

o N\

Mr Bean Needs a New Dentist(;) | Mr Bean

@Y tike (Q Comment &> Share @0 - 934 comments - 1.7M views

Figure 8. Source: Mr Bean
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=1040639063789194 &paipv=0&eav=AfZfcqn58NIFetmHIFrstLmRVrBQY
Kzlxw_INTfUOb3Ea195V7SUHIix0kf1kByflI2jU& _rdr

A video clip from one of the episodes of the television series Mr. Bean titled Mr Bean Needs a
New Dentist and posted on September 27" 2023.

Video Home Live Reels Shows Explore Saved Videos Following

WHEN THERE’S NO GOOD TV
TO HELP YOU SLEEP

Sleepless Night for Mr Bean | Mr Bean

dY tike (Q Comment £ Share ©#52<- 233 comments - 98K views

Figure 9. Source: Mr Bean
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=310315688263042&paipv=0&eav=AfafqZ0zUJsKIMbwg81jtxIzOjyJLbH
BcGMMAIi90x27Y IrHva-_2SVm7xAzG8e_Acwé& rdr

Another video clip from one of the episodes titled Sleepless Night for Mr Bean and posted on
September 26™ 2023.
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Time Flies When You're Having Fun | Mr Bean

dY Like () Comment £ Share ©#% 1% - 377 comments - 371K views

Figure 10. Source: Mr Bean
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=887191059689697 &paipv=0&eav=Afa8sPm9__aoFvoESTZRFOdytM76s
OViyiHzNfx4Tfcv17CSvbrBvK4dZEBKgnX _nic& rdr

A third video clip titled Time Flies When You’re Having Fun posted on the 25" of September
2023.

The posts have varied activity related to them, despite the large number of followers for
each of the pages, with Cristiano Ronaldo’s page garnering the most likes, views, and
comments under each post, followed by Facebook, and then Mr Bean. Each post in the data set
was given the parameters to extract 5000 comments with their responses for the main post
(disregarding comments for each specific picture in posts that were collections of photos or
images). This was done under the algorithm of the Export Comments tool in a private browser
(Chrome Incognito) without Facebook user data of the author altering the algorithms to show
preferred comments in any way. The posts that did not have as many as 5000 comments under
them were extracted for all the comments possible.

3.2.1. Comment example

As previously mentioned, a small dataset of 100 out of the total 16 760 comments was
examined in order to surmise that the comments yielded in the keyword and symbol search
were indeed memetic and those that were suspect of being posted by automated bots or
advertisers were exempt from consideration in the demographic data. Such comments included
those offering goods and service in the included links as well as comments with the same
content posted several times in numerous responses. One such example is provided in Figure
11.
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W b - Follow

livegood company
make from $2047to . __

$16,383 monthly el

after effort. ’T"S.,,
Start $53. f
Get weekly and )

monthly bonuses

work fromhome . oo e
whatsapp :

39w Like Reply
Figure 11. Source: Facebook

The author was able to confirm that the vast majority of the results would fall under the
memetic categorization. The following Figure 12 depicts one such example, with
consideration to the privacy of the users with blurred text and profile pictures and no link to

the direct comment.

Ow 4

Like Reply
P T T Ty
6w Like Reply Seetranslation

LI TTI T T T

w Like Reply See translation

@ s
S0 W W

Figure 12. Source: Facebook

The depicted meme is a GIF with looping properties and no captions. It portrays the former
US President Barack Obama shrugging in a GIF that has become widespread and commonly
used. The other comments, however, also included new and original memetic creations and

communications such as stickers.

3.3. Demographics
While observing the use of memes by different age groups on a social media platform and
their prevalence, one issue may come to mind promptly. Different social media platforms cater

to different demographics, therefore when one considers that people in their adult years,
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during and after their twenties, might use memes the most on Facebook, it has to be taken into
account that this might simply be due to the fact that they would likely be the most numerous
group represented on the platform. For this reason, the study takes into account recent
demographic data for Facebook as a whole and compares the results of memetic usage to
them. This chapter serves to introduce the demographic statistics, to outline the methodology
for collecting age data from user profiles, and subsequently to explain the process of making

sure the age data from profiles corresponds to the demographic data.

3.3.1. Demographic data

The demographic data used for this study was retrieved from the website statista.com. A
relevant demographic statistic available at the time of the study was selected to represent the
worldwide userbase of Facebook and their respective age. The model that was used for the
study’s purposes is the “Distribution of Facebook users worldwide as of January 2023, by age
and gender” published on the 24" of February 2023 (statista.com). For the purposes of this
article, the gender distinction in the statistic was disregarded and the age group representation
was considered as a whole. Future research might, however, bring insights into memetic use
based on gender and age both, although that is beyond the scope of this study. The age group
distribution is shown in Figure 13 below with the link to its captured instance in the internet
archive Wayback Machine, as it is now replaced by a more recent statistical model on the
Statista website.

17.6%

of Facebook user

13-17 18-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65+

® Female @ Male

Figure 13. Source: Statista
https://web.archive.org/web/20231029161502/https://wwwy.statista.com/statistics/187549/facebook-distribution-

of-users-age-group-usa/
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Figure 14 below depicts the representation percentage of different age groups as a whole

without consideration to gender distinction, as used for this study.

Distribution of Facebook users worldwide
January 2023, by age

20
15
10
5 n H ﬂ
1317 45-34

18-24 25-24 25-44 55-64 65+

Made with Livegap Charts

Figure 14. Source: author via LiveGap Charts https://charts.livegap.com/

3.3.2. Age data

The manual collection of age data from the Facebook profiles of 2837 users of memetic
expressions was done on the basis of information provided by the users themselves on their
public pages. This study acknowledges that some of the provided information may not be
representative of the real persons operating the profiles, however such potential is always
present when working with internet data and the data must be taken into account as it is
provided. Potential instances of users lying within their online representation is considered an
unavoidable and unverifiable deviation in the numbers and the study works with data provided
without making assumptions about its real-world legitimacy.

The age data considered on the public profiles were primarily: place of education (with
consideration to past education and current one), place of employment, other information (if
provided), and photos. Education and workplace institutions were checked to see if they truly
exist and, in case of education institutions, what age groups they educate (elementary schools,
universities, etc.). Other information included users volunteering their exact age on their
profiles or self-identifications such as “senior”. Photos were only taken into consideration if
they explicitly identified the owner of the account unambiguously and only judged for their
age data when the consideration did not have to rely on too many assumptions. Profiles were
not assigned to age groups solely on the base of provided photos, unless they were
unequivocally assigning the group themselves (for example, a birthday photo mentioning the

exact age and identifying the person in it as the profile owner).
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All the information considered for this study is open to public view. The author had no
privileged (“friended”) access to any of the profiles and the data is available to browse by any
internet user. Furthermore, none of that data is directly shared in this article so that it links age
data to any specific user. All the users remain solely represented by statistical models to
preserve their privacy.

With the data provided on user profiles, this study distributed it into five primary
categories to both represent generational trends and to accommodate most of the collected
data. The categories are as follows:

1. Senior (profiles denoting age 65 and higher through the identification “senior” or

photos and posts explicitly stating their age);

2. Working/university (profiles with information about past education of the secondary
degree and current places of employment along with university education, current and
past);

3. High school (profiles specifically claiming the 14-18 age range or claiming a
secondary school education institution as a current place of study);

4. Younger (profiles specifically claiming the 13 and younger age range or claiming a
primary school education institution as a current place of study);

5. Unclear (profiles with lack of conclusive age data, organizations and institutions, and
spam accounts).

The “unclear” group was excluded from the demographic considerations and the analysis of

the implications of the research.

3.3.3. Data redistribution
As both the demographic statistics and the categories for manual collection of data for specific
meme users were covered, it is clear that the age groups do not correspond to each other
precisely. For this purpose, the demographic data from Statista had to be redistributed into the
age groups to accommodate the available data provided on Facebook.

Each category that did not fit the age criteria of the proposed age groups was divided by
the number of years it encompasses to provide equal percentage for each year and then

redistributed to fit the proposed age groups. The final demographic model is as follows:
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I Younger [13-)

i High school (14-18)
Working/university (19-64)

I Senior (65+)

86.62% Age group
Redistribution j
6.91%

Figure 15. Source: author via LiveGap Charts https://charts.livegap.com/

4. Memetic usage

With the methodology outlined, this section of the article presents tables depicting the results
of data collection from the public profiles and exported comments. Firstly, Table 1 below
shows the distribution of meme users based on age for each of the groups of three posts.

Table 1. Meme usage by different age groups under posts by the same poster

Mr Bean | Facebook Ronaldo Total

Senior 12 (11%) | 21 (10%) | 21 (2%) 54 (4%)

Working/university | gq (7506) | 165 (80%) | 863 (83%) | 1114 (82%)

High school | 16 (1406) | 12 (6%) | 92(9%) | 120 (9%)
Younger 00%) | 9(4%) | ea(ew) | 36%)
Unclear 71 283 1122 1476

The table demonstrates each of the groups of three posts by the same poster (Mr Bean,
Facebook, Cristiano Ronaldo) and showcases the number of memetic posts made in response
to each of them, distributed to the aforementioned age groups. The most numerous group is the
“unclear” group, due to prevalent lack of age data on user profiles. The large dataset of over
16 thousand comments was selected in anticipation of extensive exclusions of non-memetic

posts and users with lack of age data available. The Unclear group was therefore excluded

www.journal.tertium.edu.pl


https://charts.livegap.com/

Potrocznik Jezykoznawczy Tertium. Tertium Linguistic Journal 9 (1) (2024) 78

from the above percentage distribution in order to demonstrate age distribution in regards to
meme usage alone. The total of memetic posts that are effectively distributable yields 1 361 of
those which have been assigned their age groups and can showcase their representation in
Facebook meme use via the noted percentages.

At this point, the aforementioned issue comes into question, as while the
“working/university” age group shows the most usage of memes, it is also the largest group
both in terms of years included in it and Facebook demographics.

Table 2 below takes the redistributed demographic data (see Figure 15) into consideration
with the meme usage total for each age group and then demonstrates the percentage difference

between them, showing whether memetic use is on the rise with different age groups.

Table 2. Overall meme usage based on site demographics

Redistributed demographics | Meme usage | Difference

Senior (65+) 5.6% 4% -1.6%
Working/university (19 - 64) 86.62% 82% -4.62%V
High school (14 - 18) 6.91% 9% +2.09% A
Younger (13-) 0.96% 5% +4.04% A

The above table demonstrates the difference between the demographic representation and the
group’s meme usage, showing the prevalence of memes in each group’s communication
trends. Symbols of A and V¥ are used in the table to underline the rise or decline of the
resulting difference percentage in age groups respective, relative to the older age group above.
In plain terms, if the difference percentage of the Working/University age group is
mathematically larger than the difference percentage of the Senior group, the table emphasizes
it with the A symbol, and conversely, if the difference is mathematically smaller, with the ¥
symbol.

As the table demonstrates, the differences are mathematically larger for the High school
and Younger groups, relative to their older age groups. This could be indicative of exponential
rise in memetic expressions the younger the users are and thus exhibit markers of continuous
digital language evolution, suggesting that the trend of incorporating memes into conversation

not only continues, but may indeed become more and more prevalent in the coming years.
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However, one can see that this is not the case for the Working/university group in relation
to the Senior group. The Working/university group exhibited the lowest memetic usage
tendencies of the four groups. Further research could indicate whether this phenomenon is due
to sociological factors observable both in this group, as well as in the Senior group regarding
internet usage, or whether different platforms, or simply different data sets from Facebook,
exhibit different usage tendencies for these groups. Without further research, this study
therefore cannot conclusively mark the selected dataset as representative of continuous
language evolution, despite the markers being prevalent in the younger generational trends.

5. Limitations

Despite the large dataset, this study is still small in scope in terms of memetic usage on social
media. The main difficulty with conducting further studies such as this is the lack of specific
age data throughout other social media platforms as well as Facebook itself. Such a study on
Facebook does, in the end, have to exclude a lot of data; however it is more feasible than using
other social media platforms that do not encourage their users to share age-related information.
The study would have benefited greatly from data from a social media platform with a larger
demographic distribution in favour of younger generations; however the affordances and age
data of platforms such as TikTok or Snapchat, which are among the leading platforms with
younger people (Zote, 2024), are simply insufficient to conduct this type of study.

Among other limitations to note is the potential of exclusion of some non-multimodal
memes in the keyword and symbol search, due to the quantitative nature of the study.
Conversely, despite the test sample of 100 closely studied comments suggesting a low
occurrence of this phenomenon, there is also the potential of non-memetic images being
included in the results. Avoiding these issues entirely would be possible with further detailed
observation of the data, which goes beyond the scope of this article, but provides a good
opportunity for more precise examination of the data set in future research.

Another limitation of this study is the aforementioned potential of age data inaccuracy
regarding users’ real age. This limitation was considered marginal when showcasing memetic

use on a larger scale via a quantitative study.
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6. Conclusions

Within the scope of this study, it was demonstrated that memes are no passing trend and that
they are likely to continue contributing and deepening digital language evolution, as defined
by the study’s parameters, with their prevalence. The study demonstrated that with younger
groups, the younger the user, the more usual it was for them to communicate with a meme in
their reactions, as opposed to the practice being dominated by one group, however it did also
uncover a discrepancy in this pattern within the Working/university group, in which memetic
use was less prevalent than in the Senior group.

The research would further benefit from similar experiments conducted on other social
media platforms, as well as similar studies on Facebook that would reveal more patterns and
statistics to confirm or contest these findings and contribute to the insights in digital language

evolution.
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