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Abstract

Meme advertisements is one of a powerful marketing tool to promote products or services as they can help
a company go viral quickly which has become a current trend. This research aims to discover the reason of
Malaysian Generation Z consume social media meme advertisement. This research applies
phenomenological qualitative methods and interviews as data collection methods. The researcher conducted
an in-depth interview with six participants among Generation Z in Malaysia aged between 21 to 22. All the
data gathered have been analysed using thematic analysis in NVivo software. The findings of this research
show that six factors influence university students to consume meme advertisements. The first factor is
diversion which is the need for entertainment and the second factor is personal relationships, which is the
need to interact with others. The third factor is surveillance which is the need to gain information from the
media, fourth is the nature of the brand which is only based on a certain nature of business, and fifth is
engagement which is the brand has interaction with the social media users. The findings of this research are
able to provide ideas and guidelines to companies to create advertisements by using meme photos to attract
potential consumers, especially the young generation.
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INTRODUCTION

Meme is a cultural information unit that spreads by imitation and meme is a text-enhanced image that has gone
viral and usually makes a point about icons, concepts, or current events (Rogers, 2022). When a meme strikes a
chord with a large number of people, it spreads across social media platforms such as Twitter, Facebook, Instagram,
and more. Richard Dawkins, a British evolutionary biologist, coined the term meme in 1976. He saw memes as the
cultural equivalent of biological genetic material, with memes having control over their own reproduction. In
Ramish, Saraih and Ansari (2022, p.116), Bury (2016) said that in the social media world we live in today, meme
culture has become the norm and is greatly enjoyed by most people, especially young people. Nowadays, businesses
tend to use social media to attract customers and expose their brands and products in the online world. It is because
social media is a powerful channel to help businesses to engage with their audiences.

Meer et al. (2022) said memes are a popular social media approach for many brands because of their
capacity to spread like wild and raise consumer awareness of the brand. According to Malay Mail (2021), a study
conducted by YPulse found out compared to 48 percent of Millennials, 55 percent of respondents from Generation
Z said their generation is interested in social media memes. From the statistics shown, Generation Z are the group
of people that are keen on social media to consume memes rather than Generation Y. Social media is a channel that
is full of information and it already leads to social media content overload. For businesses, brands, and products, it
is difficult for them to stand out from the mass of competitors if their advertisement strategies are poor. Based on
Cole (2018), the author said that meme marketing can be really effective. It delivers information to the audience
that is useful rather than just making them laugh at brand products. Because they are created expressly for social
media platforms and have entertainment value, memes are effective marketing tools for companies. Therefore, the
purpose of this research is to discover the factors that influence Malaysian Generation Z to consume Internet memes
in social media advertisements.

Mahajan (2018) stated that meme is a virally circulated social image or social notion that is utilised to
deliver a message in a hilarious way. In today’s world, a meme is something that is spreading like wildfire among
people because any image, video, or piece of text is often hilarious and is spread swiftly by internet users on social
media. The modified images that are recommended to be intriguing and approached by every citizen are the major
element of modern memes, which have a significant and increasing impression on the public as they present a
message in a humorous method. As these replicators are passed down, they contain information about what is
amusing or interesting in the prevailing culture (Weiser & Alam, 2022). Chuah et al. (2020) stated that memes have
gained in popularity on the Internet due to the ease of copying and spreading something via the network, particularly
through social media.

Based on several studies, the usage of memes in marketing might have a negative influence, particularly
on branding. In the whole study from Lee (2020) which relates memes with perception of news in Malaysia, the
results obtained show that the participants still prefer traditional media for news due to memes being powerful
communication and advertising tools, but they are not dependable news sources because of their humorous nature.
Therefore, the perception of the respondents in the previous research towards Internet memes is humorous. Social
media advertising is described as any piece of online content developed with a persuasive goal and/or delivered via
a social media platform that enables internet users to access, share, engage with, add to, and co-create (Nasir et al.,
2021).

47



ASIAN PEOPLE JOURNAL, 2024, voL 7(2), 46-59

Social media may help marketers engage with customers and listen to their input, promote brand
recognition, influence consumer purchase decisions, and improve their corporate and brand image (Venkatraman,
2017; Gholston et al., 2016; Nasir et al., 2021). Besides, social media advertising is the second-largest segment of
the digital advertising market, with global revenues of USD 97.7 billion in 2020, or 27.5 percent of the total digital
advertising market; it is predicted that global revenues will reach USD 138.4 billion in 2025 (Statista, 2020). One
of the essential qualities of social media advertising is its two-way communication nature and ability to track user
replies, which assists businesses in building a strong brand (Nasir et al., 2021).

Based on Alalwan (2018), social media advertisements are a type of online advertisement, but because they
are Web 2.0, users may view them differently and interact with them in new ways. This is also a result of the way
that social media ads work, which encourages users to interact with the targeted ads more such as by liking,
resharing, commenting, posting, and learning. Besides, according to Dorach (2017), respondents in the research
agreed that social media advertising was educational and interesting, and the information shown by various sellers
on social media about their items gives information as well as keeps them up to date. According to Kastenholz
(2021), Generation Z has progressed beyond the e-commerce preferred by millennials and has become comfortable
with social commerce which is the habit of shopping entirely within a social network platform.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Uses and Gratification Theory

The Blumler and Katz-developed “Uses and Gratifications Theory” (U&G Theory) claims that media consumers
actively participate in selecting and consuming the media. According to Bulmer and Katz, the user seeks out the
media source that best meets their demands, and different persons could utilise the same communication message
for various reasons (Think Insights, 2022). There are four elements in U&G Theory which include diversion,
surveillance, personal identity, and personal relationship. However, throughout this research, personal identity is
not included because it is more towards using media to form, adjust, and understand one's own identity.

According to Katz et al. (1973), the term “diversion” refers to escape from the constraints of routine and
the burdens of problems, and emotional release by using social media. Social media helps people to pass the time,
escape from daily lives, and engage in enjoyable behaviours (Plume & Slade, 2018). Individuals may get more
engaged in social media interaction to discuss content that provides entertainment on the platform (Lee & Ma,
2012). In Whiting and William (2013), the authors found out that people will use social media for entertainment
purposes such as reading comments to laugh and listening to jokes. Therefore, in this research, Generation Z in
Malaysia perceive social media meme advertisement as entertainment, so Generation Z may tend to share the
advertisement. Social media meme advertisement is more towards humorous and funny content, sometimes it is
funny and related to the audience’s mindset and situation.

Bumgarner (2007) explained the term “personal relationship” refers to the user's motives to connect to
others by sharing information through social media. Kim (2020) notes that understanding what is happening in
relation to current concerns or occurrences that have occurred depends on information sharing. Through the
advancement of technology, social media enables communication and collaboration between users, as well as
between marketers and users, while enabling users to produce, share, and find content (Sheth & Kim, 2017; Kim
et al., 2010; Lerman, 2007). As a result, users of social media nowadays have turned into active information
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producers (Sheth & Kim 2017; Nov et al., 2010). Social media allows users to share information without any
barriers. In the context of this research, when users see an meme advertisement where it is related to them, the users
will tend to share it to more people. Users may discuss the advertisement in the comment section and interact with
each other, hence when there are more information exchanges which allows them to shape their attitude towards
the brands on the advertisement.

Smith and Watkins (2020) refer the term “surveillance” as the user looking for information about
something within the world around them. In general, the exchanging of information between different companies,
people, and technologies is under “surveillance” as information seeking. It is the act of looking for knowledge and
learning via the intake of information, and it is one of the most frequently recognised social media gratifications
(Lee & Ma, 2012). Next, social media is used for informational purposes or for self-education is described under
the uses and gratifications subject (Whiting & Williams, 2013). Additionally, the primary cause of Internet use
behavior was identified as information-seeking activity (Wu & Kuang, 2021). According to Junaidi et al. (2020),
the concept of information-seeking has undergone a significant transformation as a result of technological
improvements, particularly in social media situations. In terms of social media advertisement, users normally will
seek information about discounted products, and new launching products for a particular brand. For instance, when
a company creates an advertisement for a new launching product in terms of Internet memes, it may attract more
users to seek information about the particular product from the company website after looking at the meme.

METHODOLOGY

This research applies primary data and phenomenology qualitative methods to collect the data. Phenomenology is
typically defined as the study of phenomena as they manifest in our experience, the manner in which we see and
interpret phenomena, and the meaning that phenomena have in our subjective experience (Neubauer et al., 2019).
In-depth interviews are conducted with the participants with open-ended questions to collect the data. This method
allowed the respondents to openly discuss their experiences, thoughts, and feelings based on the given questions.

The target population for this research is the Malaysia Generation Z from university students between the
ages of 18 to 25 which is supported by Kasasa (2021). Creswell (1998) advises five to twenty-five
phenomenological studies, while Morse (1994) supports at least six. According to Morse (1994), the author
mentioned that by using phenomenology in-depth interviews, the researcher is able to get large amounts of data
and easily reach saturation of data. Throughout this research, purposive sampling was used to target the participants
for data collection with the characteristics of a person who is under Generation Z, social media users, and
consuming Facebook meme advertisements.

There were six research participants who were university students aged between 21 and 22. Next, the
researcher has emailed the research participants to schedule an interview session, and attached the interview
protocol and consent letter in the email. Following that, the researcher sent the Zoom link to the research
participants via WhatsApp as per agreed by the both parties. The interview session lasted about 30 minutes for each
research participant. Thematic analysis was used to analyse the data through data analysis sofware, NVivo. Based
on Caulfield (2019), thematic analysis can be done in a variety of ways, but the most popular method involves six
steps: familiarisation, coding, generating themes, reviewing themes, defining and labelling themes, and writing up.
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Diversion

From the data analysed, most of the participants mention that meme advertisements involve the element of
diversion. Diversion means relaxing, escaping or passing time with entertainment material (Payne et al., 1988). In
a more recent research journal by Smith and Watkins (2020), diversion includes relief from boredom, music,
comedy, entertainment and excitement. In this research, six research participants responded to the questions related
to diversion. The answers are categorised into three sub-themes under diversion which are pass time, entertainment,
and relaxing.

Figure 2: The model of “Diversion”

Pass time means users are willing to spend time on when they are bored. According to Whiting and
Williams (2013), pass time included “use the internet when I have nothing better to do” and “to occupy my time”.
There were four research participants who responded that Facebook meme advertisements help them to pass time.
Research participant 2 mentioned that:

“...Normally when [ scroll through the Facebook, I personally prefer to see the memes first,
because it will let you to get about what is the society now focusing on, like the memes
advertisement they will share information like what are the society laughing on, what are the

’

society focusing on, so I think I will always prefer to look at the memes first for pass time.’

“...quite a lot especially during the MCO period, last time when [ found that [ was quite engaging
in social media, like seems nothing to do, so social media is one of the time killer for the moment.
So, memes was quite helpful at that time, not only just meme as a picture, as well as a video and
advertisement as well. ” (Research Participant 4)

“I would say meme advertisements to pass time, | mean memes generally are very brief and ads
are few seconds, so | would think that most people looking at memes are finding ways to pass time

right? So, yes, 1 feel like it would.” (Research Participant 5)

“...I think people will spend more time to look at Facebook ads memes when they are free.”
(Research Participant 6)

Lee (2020) said that by using memes in advertising, it is a powerful communication tool as the nature of
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the meme is humorous. According to Whiting and William (2013) studies on the reasons people use social media,
64 percent of respondents reported that they used social media as a source of entertainment.

According to research participant 1, he mentioned that:

“I do feel like Facebook meme advertisements are more entertaining than the traditional way of
advertising, given that the viewer knows that memes are and understand memes, because meme
itself originated as an entertaining tool by social media influencers to let say make fun of

>

something, and that’s why people find it funny or entertaining to view memes.’

In this research which based on research participant 2, she felt that it was creative to introduce the product
by using memes:

“...Like if the company they want to advertise their product, and they use the meme to bring out the

product, I will feel like it is very creative, so | will see through it, and realise the company selling

’

on certain products or what they want to bring out, so I will be attracted on it more.’

Based on research participant 3, he felt that meme advertisement is humorous:
“I think I caught a sense of humour from those Facebook memes advertisements.”

Other than that, research participant 4 said that meme advertisement is a good tool to attract people online
within a short period of time:

“...it is a very good thing to attract people online then people know your brand very well within a

’»

short time.

Based on research participant 5, he said:

“My thoughts on those are certainly better than normal official advertisements because it contains
sometimes of humour and Gen Z can relate to, and since we have like we don’t really pay much
attention to ads, but you know funny things can get our attention more than informative videos and
pictures.”

According to research participant 6, she mentioned that:

’

“..d think is fun and very good creative idea.’

Based on the uses and gratifications scale development by Palmgreen and Rayburn (1979), relaxation
means relieves stress. The finding of this research also found that participant 1 mentioned Facebook meme
advertisements help her to relax and enjoy. Social media meme advertisement is also one of the sources for time
killers especially during the Movement Control Order (MCO) period. Whiting and William (2013) said that the
respondents in their research used social media for relaxation purposes, and to escape from reality.

Diversion is one of the components in U&G Theory which is explained the purpose users consume social
media is for entertainment. According to Plume and Slade (2018), people tend to use social media for entertainment
satisfaction. Besides, based on Whiting and William (2013) studies on the reasons people use social media, 64
percent of respondents reported that they used social media as a source of entertainment.
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Finding of this research also shows that the perception of Generation Z towards meme advertisements is
that it is an advertising tool that brings the meaning of humor, where the audience will feel entertained and happy
when looking at it. This is have been highlighted by Taylor (2012) that online advertising is one of the subjects
associated with entertainment satisfaction. Lee (2020) said that by using memes in advertising, it is a powerful
communication tool as the nature of the meme is humorous. Besides, people also use social media when they have
time or when they are bored (Whiting & Williamm, 2013).

Therefore, one of the factors that Generation Z prefers in social media advertisement is entertaining.
Companies can use creative and significant photos in meme advertisements to attract the audience through social
media. The creative and funny images will help the audience to relax and stimulate laughter. When they get attracted
to the advertisement, they will normally visit the brand page in order to know more about the brand.

Personal Relationship

Participants in this research mentioned that personal relationships are also one of the reasons they consume meme
advertisements. According to Bumgarner (2007), personal relationship needs are motives to connect to others. This
includes interaction, sharing, and the possibility to develop personal relationships in the virtual world with specific
characteristics. During the data analysis, six research participants inform that they consume meme advertisement
because of to connect with people serround them.

Personal
Relationship’

M?nve to mnﬂent

FETE &GO

Figure 3: The model for “Personal Relationship”

According to Kasirye (2022), interacting and connecting with others is one way to develop personal
relationships. Interaction with family, friends, and relatives is an example of social interaction. Nowadays, people
choose to use various media platforms to fulfill their desires to engage with family and friends. This could happen
by exchanging information about what each other likes to watch on social media. According to research participant
1, he stated that when he and his friends are interested in a certain product, he will share the meme advertisement
to his friends:

“..when it comes to advertising, I think like let's say we have a certain product that we are both
interested in, and | saw a meme post about it, | see that they are doing this promotion in a meme
post, meme advertisement post, maybe | will just like maybe he is interested in it as well, so | just
share to him.”

Based on research participant 2, she mentioned that she will share the meme advertisement not only with
her sibling, but also share to her best friends as well:

’

“...d share to my best friend also and we can laugh together, not only my brother.’
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From research participant 3, he stated that when he saw discounted items or promotion from the meme
advertisement, he will send the advertisement to his friends:

“Normally I will send the link to them like remember to get your Ilao Ilao as they got a discount.”

According to research participant 4 said that he will send the meme advertisement to his friends more often
as they are sharing similar point of view:

“...Iwould say friends more often because, sometimes like we both catch the point of the meme and
we get very funny, so when it comes to it then we keep sharing, sharing, sharing, and it becomes
viral.”

Based on research participant 5 and participant 6 , they also will share meme advertisements to people in
social media in order to have connection with the other people in social media environment. The findings of this
research support previous research by Gallion (2010) says that people will use social media due to the desire to
meet new friends and sustain relationships in socialisation needs. Based on the findings, Generation Z will only
share the meme advertisements to the group of people that have common interests with them. The meme
advertisements help them to connect with their friends, to start a conversation, or to catch up with their friends.
Therefore, one of the factors Generation Z preferred social media advertisements is personal relationships where
they can connect and have interaction with their friends.

Personal relationship in U&G Theory is the motive to connect with others in social media which includes
the exchange of information such as advertisements, news, videos, and photos between the users. According to
Sheth and Kim (2017), through the advancement of technology, social media enables communication between the
users which allows the users to be active in sharing information without any barriers. This finding shows that
Generation Z will share the meme advertisements in social media just to let more people know about the latest
news about a company either discounts, promotions, or new updates.

Surveillance

According to Bumgarner (2007), surveillance is about inspiring use of the media for information and understanding
of the audience’s environment. During the data analysis, six research participants responded towards the questions
related to surveillance. Next, the researcher found out that there are two sub-themes in surveillance that are related
to the research participants which are education, understand the environment.

Figure 4: The model for “Surveillance”
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In this research, the researcher found out that meme advertisements should provide the latest hot news
about the company or product, and up-to-date information about the company on the current trend, so that the users
can understand the company and product better. According to research participant 1, he mentioned that if a
company can relate their product to some trendy content, it will help the audience to understand what is happening
around:

“..if the company produced a meme that can be related to any latest hot news or something
happened to their company recently, it would make people think that this company is not boring
and always catches the latest news to interact with their Facebook followers.”

Research participant 1 also mentioned that he will find new information about a new product in
meme advertisement:

“Example, I think like once I saw a hair product, it has like a meme on “Did you know that most
male has ‘this and that’”, and it relates to the hair product of course, then I think that I learnt more
about hair and I found it interesting because there is something that I didn’t know before.”

Based on research participant 6 opinion, the information in the meme advertisement is always updated:

“...the information is always up-to-date on social media, so people can catch up the current trend
of the quick and easy way.”

Based on Dorach (2017), social media advertising was educational, and the respondents agreed that the
information on social media gives information and keeps them up-to-date. The information that is shared by the
company on social media is helpful for the users to know more about the company on product or service launching,
and trigger the interest of the users towards the company. From research participant 1, he thinks that using meme
advertisement is good as it can spread the information in a very fast speed:

“...meme advertisement is a really good tool for social media, because we are living in such a fast-
paced world, everything that we do is about speed and efficiency, so meme advertisements is really
good at both. So in terms of speed, they can bring up information, as like in brief information about
a brand or product in just a few short sentences. | think that is speed, people can understand it like
one or two sentences what the product is about...”

According to research participant 2, she mentioned that it is easy to get information from social media
meme advertisements:

“...social media meme advertisement is more easy to get the information, and we can also have
many reviews and comments from other users, then we can only get the most accurate reviews and

k2]

comments from the customer and clients.

From research participant 3, he said that the meme advertisement will update him whenever there is a
promotion and discount about the product:
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“..d think it is informative and quite good, because it can update me whenever they have a
discount.”

Based on research participant 4, he stated that he can find information about promotion and discount from
the meme advertisements:

“...and maybe I could find some promotion and be interested to it.”
According to research participant 5, he said that he will only look for information that is attracted him:

“If that meme was passed through and I saw, I would only like to look for the information if | am

’

attracted enough, and I do the product for myself, then I will definitely look for the information.’

Surveillance in U&G theory includes users consuming social media to look for information, and securing
new information to understand the current updates surrounding them. Musa et al. (2015) says that social media
users have the advantage and freedom to actively seek out information and messages that are relevant to them.
According to Whiting and William (2013), the respondents reported using social media to seek out information.
These study participants reported that they use social media to find information about sales, deals, or products.
These previous researches relates to the finding of this research where Generation Z are more likely to prefer meme
advertisements because they can bring up the message of a product in a simple way which makes the audience
easier to understand the meaning in the meme advertisement. It also allows the users to get information about a
product or brand more easily.

Based on Dorach (2017), the author found out that social media advertising was educational, and the
respondents agreed that the information on social media gives information and keeps them up-to-date. Based on
the findings, the research participants mentioned that it is more effective and efficient to use memes to bring up
information about a product. It is because meme advertisements are beneficial to marketers where they are able to
follow the current trends, and keep updating on the products to the audiences.

Therefore, one of the factors Generation Z prefers social media advertisements is using meme
advertisements to keep them updated on information as well as help the audience understand the current situation
about a product and brand. In this fast-paced world, people will absorb a lot of information every day through social
media. Thus, in order to let the audience remember a brand, the company should keep the audience updated on
information about the current status for the products or services.

Engagement

Engagement is the new theme that was discovered during the data analysis. According to Nasir et.al (2021), social
media marketing involves two-way communication by its very nature, enabling users to participate more actively
through actions like liking, resharing, commenting, posting, and learning. There were four research participants
who responded towards engagement.
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Figure 5: The model for “Engagement ”

Engagement is about the way the audience interacts with the content made by the company in social media,
and the amount of interactions in social media which includes likes, comments, and shares. It is important for a
company to measure engagement because it provides insights into how well the content interacts with the audience.
From research participant 5 stated that:

“...the company makes advertisements to be funny so people can share more and get exposed
more..”

According to research participant 6, she said that companies that use meme advertisements to promote their
product will have interact between the audience:

“I think it is a smart way to introduce their products on social media the advertisers we see more

’

interaction and conversion of the customers...’

Social media meme advertisements are also easy to recognize, and will get viral easily in social media. It
is because meme advertisements can be based on a prominent incident or news that happened recently around the
world, then turn it into an advertisement. By doing so, the brand can gain awareness easily and attract the audience
as the content is interesting enough. According to research participant 3, he mentioned that “meme advertisements
is easy to recognise and able to generate maximum shares”.

Based on the findings, Generation Z tend to pay more attention to the company that uses meme
advertisements to attract audiences. They felt that a company using meme advertisements is heading in a good
direction to target the market. Generation Z will get to know a brand through meme advertisements although they
do not know about the particular brand at first. After engaging with the brand, they will follow the brand if they
are interested in it for more content created by the company. The engagement between users and advertisement
plays an important role, because marketers can analyse and measure the effectiveness of the content, to find out
whether the level of attractiveness is more or less.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the factors influence Malaysian Generation Z consume social media meme advertisements are
entertaining, educational, and motive to connect to others as all the research participants agreed and responded
positively towards those themes. On the other hand, the research participants also mentioned that the reason they
consume social media meme advertisements is for engagement, and they felt engaging when the company uses
meme advertisements to promote the brand. Future research is suggested to extend the qualitative method with a
guantitative method for data collection. Quantitative results from a wide range of Generation Z in Malaysia are
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able to get more answers, hence, the researcher can have a better understanding on the factors of Generation Z
prefer social media meme advertisement. Beside that, future research also can focus on the sample population of
Generation Y.

According to Fromm (2022), Generation Y represents the largest group of consumers, and it is great for
marketers to know their mindset. The researcher may find out their preferences and opinions towards social media
advertisements whether they can accept meme advertisements, or still prefer formal kind of social media
advertisement. This is because each company or brand has their own target market. Thus, when social media
marketers use the correct and attractive ways to target the market, the company will quickly get known by society,
and the consumers are willing to open their wallet to purchase the product after looking at the advertisements. This
study contributes to the body of knowledge of the perception of Malaysia Generation Z toward social media meme
advertisements as there is limited study on this area and at the same time helps brands and companies to understand
Generation Z better on their perception of advertisement in order to attract them to follow and like the brand. Brands
are constantly thinking of fresh, creative ways to engage their audience where memes are one of the ways to help
a company feel current and on trend.
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