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background
Some internet memes relate to specific psychological prob-
lems, such as pessimism, anxiety, procrastination, depres-
sion, masking feelings, social isolation, and coping with 
problems. We compared participants’ funniness ratings 
and perceived self-relatedness of these memes, moderated 
by humor styles. Moreover, we investigated the relation-
ships between ratings of the funniness and relatedness of 
memes and cognitive processes of rumination and reflec-
tion and participants’ self-liking and self-competence, con-
trolling for humor styles.

participants and procedure
A sample of 225 Polish participants (58 men and 167 women) 
aged 20 to 35 (M = 23.33, SD = 2.90) consented to participate 
in an anonymous online study. Participants watched inter-
net memes about psychological problems and rated their 
funniness and relevance to their situation. Then, partici-
pants provided information about their rumination, reflec-
tion, self-liking, self-competence, and humor styles.
 
results
Participants found memes about depression the funniest, 
and they found procrastination memes the most relatable 

to their situation. Rumination correlated more with re-
lating memes about psychological problems to one’s sit-
uation, and reflection correlated more with ratings of the 
funniness of these memes. Self-liking and self-competence 
correlated negatively with ratings of the funniness and re-
latedness of memes about psychological problems. Affili-
ative humor predicted relatedness of psychological prob-
lems memes negatively, and aggressive and self-defeating 
humor predicted such relatedness positively.
 
conclusions
Our study is the first to examine perceptions of internet 
memes about a broad range of psychological problems. Our 
results show the interplay between psychological variables 
and the reception of humorous messages about serious 
contemporary issues.
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Background

Internet memes are cultural units, typically jokes, 
which gain influence through online transmission 
(Davison, 2012). As digital, shareable cultural tem-
plates, memes often combine text, image, video, au-
dio, or gesture to convey social meaning (Miltner, 
2017). People create and distribute memes for en-
tertainment, as well as to comment on and criticize 
current events and everyday life problems (Milner, 
2016); therefore, memes are a highly inclusive form 
of participation in digital culture. 

Humor benefits health (Gelkopf, 2011), and memes 
may help people deal with their psychological prob-
lems by combining serious issues with humor. During 
the COVID-19 pandemic, people who viewed me-
mes with COVID-19-related captions reported low-
er COVID-19-related stress than those who viewed 
memes with non-COVID-19 captions (Myrick et al., 
2022). Among the memes on serious topics, a notice-
able group consists of memes related to symptoms of 
specific psychological problems (e.g., anxiety, depres-
sion, addiction, borderline personality, and suicidal 
ideation; Akram & Drabble, 2022). However, research 
has primarily focused on depression-related memes, 
with limited investigation into memes addressing 
other mental health problems.

People rate funniness of memes depending on 
how much they relate to their situation. Individu-
als with symptoms of depression and higher abili-
ty to deploy adaptive emotion regulation strategies 
perceive depressive memes as more humorous and 
likely to improve the mood of the depressed person 
(Akram et al., 2020). Moreover, perception of memes 
about psychological problems may also depend on 
humor styles (e.g., affiliative, self-enhancing, aggres-
sive, and self-defeating; Martin et al., 2003). Memes 
about depression turned out to be more attractive to 
people with symptoms of depression who used more 
adaptive humor (e.g., self-enhancing) and less mal-
adaptive humor (e.g., self-defeating; Gardner et al., 
2021).

Internet memes can help people name their psy-
chological problems, feel a sense of community and 
social support, and cope with the “tyranny of hap-
piness” that exists in popular media (Scherz, 2022). 
Internet memes about depression offer a humorous 
perspective on negative emotions and can enhance 
perceived social support by relating to others facing 
similar problems (Occa et  al., 2025). However, ex-
posure to depression memes may result in greater 
depressive mood and lowered quality of life among 
people with emotion dysregulation, difficulties in 
goal-directed behaviors during emotional distress, 
and impulse control difficulties (Akil et al., 2022). 

Self-esteem may play a  crucial role in the rela-
tionship between humor and mental health. Research 
indicates positive associations between a  sense of 

humor and self-esteem (Choi et  al., 2012), well-be-
ing, and mental health (Leist &  Müller, 2013; Yue 
et  al., 2010). However, self-enhancing humor pro-
motes self-esteem and well-being, in contrast to 
aggressive and self-defeating humor styles (Leist 
& Müller, 2013). The adaptive humor styles (e.g., af-
filiative and self-enhancing) predict self-esteem and 
subjective happiness and mediate the relationship 
between self-esteem and subjective happiness (Yue 
et al., 2014); on the other hand, self-esteem correlates 
negatively with aggressive and self-defeating humor 
styles (Özyeşil, 2012). Moreover, the adaptive compo-
nents of a sense of humor are associated with lower 
depression and anxiety (Kuiper et al., 2004). Howev-
er, self-deprecating humor in memes can promote 
a  sense of collective identity and help people cope 
with misfortunes (Ask & Abidin, 2018).

Current study

This study investigated social attitudes toward hu-
morously presented serious psychological problems. 
We sought to examine the extent to which the recep-
tion of memes about psychological problems is asso-
ciated with a sense of their relevance to one’s own 
situation, information-processing styles (e.g.,  ru-
mination and reflection), and self-concepts (e.g., 
self-liking and self-competence). This knowledge 
may help us understand the function of internet us-
ers’ use of humor about psychological problems, for 
example, in the context of their own struggles with 
such problems. In practice, this knowledge can help 
identify psychological crises based on behavioral in-
dicators on the internet.

Despite the wide range of topics of memes about 
psychological problems (Akram &  Drabble, 2022), 
research to date has focused on memes related to 
depression (Akil et  al., 2022; Gardner et  al., 2021). 
Therefore, the present study aimed to examine peo-
ple’s opinions about memes related to a  broader 
scope of psychological problems. We focused on 
ratings of memes’ funniness and perceptions of me-
mes’ relevance to one’s life situation. Moreover, we 
aimed to examine the relationships between ratings 
of memes and cognitive processes of rumination 
and reflection, and aspects related to self-esteem: 
self-liking and self-competence in the context of hu-
mor styles. 

Our first goal was to compare funniness ratings 
and relatedness ratings of memes about such psy-
chological problems as pessimism, anxiety, pro-
crastination, depression, masking feelings, social 
isolation, and coping with problems. This goal was 
exploratory; therefore, we did not hypothesize about 
its results. On the other hand, we decided to exam-
ine whether humor styles moderate the funniness 
and relatedness ratings of these memes. Our second 
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goal was to assess the correlation between people’s 
ratings of funniness of memes related to psycho-
logical problems and perceived relatedness of these 
memes to their situations. Research conducted so far 
has shown that people with symptoms of depression 
rate memes about depression as funnier (Arkam 
et al., 2020; Gardner et al., 2021). Therefore, we ex-
pected positive correlations between funniness and 
relatedness of memes regarding pessimism, anxiety, 
procrastination, depression, masking feelings, so-
cial isolation, and coping with problems (Hypoth-
esis 1; H1). 

The pervasive presence of internet memes and 
the possibility of encountering them unintentional-
ly can initiate cognitive processing of their content. 
However, people differ in cognitive mechanisms 
underlying the processing of information in the 
context of the self. Rumination involves excessive-
ly returning to negative past events, losses, and in-
justices, focusing on negative aspects of oneself and 
one’s life, and is associated with depression, anxiety, 
and anger (Trapnell & Campbell, 1999). On the other 
hand, reflection involves curiosity and self-exam-
ination to gain self-discovery and knowledge about 
oneself. Therefore, our third goal was to examine 
the relationship between rumination and reflection 
and ratings of internet memes about psychological 
problems. Rumination involves persistent process-
ing of negative information; therefore, we hypothe-
sized positive correlations between rumination and 
relatedness ratings. On the other hand, reflection 
involves a  curious and engaged analysis of incom-
ing information; therefore, we hypothesized posi-
tive correlations between reflection and funniness 
ratings (H2).

Our next hypotheses concerned the relationships 
between ratings of memes and self-esteem. Based 
on previous research indicating the relationships 
of self-esteem and humor styles (Choi et  al., 2012; 
Gardner et  al., 2021; Yue et  al., 2014), we hypoth-
esized that self-liking would be associated with 
higher ratings of funniness of memes (H3). High 
self-esteem and self-competence may also correlate 
with the perceived funniness of memes because of 
their protective effect against health anxiety (Baj-
car & Babiak, 2021). Thus, we hypothesized positive 
correlations between self-competence and ratings of 
meme funniness (H4). 

Research has shown gender differences in self-es-
teem (Bleidorn et al., 2016), the frequency of various 
mental health problems (Seedat et al., 2009), stereo-
types regarding mental health, willingness to seek 
help (Wendt &  Shafer, 2016), and sense of humor 
(Salavera et  al., 2020). Therefore, we hypothesized 
that relationships between funniness and related-
ness ratings and rumination, reflection, self-liking, 
and self-competence would differ among men and 
women (H5).

Participants and procedure

Procedure

We invited participants to take our survey via so-
cial media. We informed them about the nature of 
the study and asked for their consent to participate. 
The  information provided to participants indicated 
that the study contained content related to suicidal 
ideation and a request to carefully consider their de-
cision to participate. We also indicated that partici-
pants would be provided with information on what 
to do if they experienced any unpleasant experiences 
during the study. If participants consented via a tick-
box, they watched internet memes about psychologi-
cal problems and rated their funniness and relevance 
to their situation. Then, participants provided infor-
mation about their rumination, reflection, self-liking, 
self-competence, and humor styles. Upon comple-
tion, participants were thanked and debriefed. 

Participants

A sample of 225 Polish participants (58 men and 
167 women) aged 20 to 35 (M = 23.33, SD = 2.90) con-
sented to participate in an anonymous online study 
via the Lime Survey platform. Sensitivity analysis 
indicated that the sample size was large enough to 
detect small correlations (|r|  =  .13) and small effect 
sizes in 2 × 7 mixed model ANOVA (fs between 0.07 
and 0.09) with appropriate power (1-β  =  .80) given 
α equal to .05 (Faul et al., 2007). The study was ap-
proved by the Ethics Committee of the University of 
Silesia. Among the participants, 39 (17.33%) report-
ed being under the care of a psychologist, psychia-
trist, or psychotherapist at the time of the study. One 
hundred thirty-five respondents (60.00%) reported 
having secondary education, 89 (39.60%) reported 
having academic education, and one person (0.40%) 
reported having vocational education. Surveyed men 
and women did not differ in their frequency of being 
under the care of a psychologist, psychiatrist, or psy-
chotherapist (χ2(1) = 2.66; p = .103) or in their educa-
tion level (χ2(1) = 2.66; p = .549).

Measures

We measured participants’ ratings of funniness and 
relatedness of memes about psychological problems 
with our own questionnaire. We selected memes il-
lustrating seven categories of psychological problems 
(6 memes for each): pessimism, procrastination, cop-
ing with problems, social isolation, masking feelings, 
anxiety, and depression (for descriptions of the con-
tent of these memes and sample memes, see Supple-
mentary materials). The memes were selected by one 
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of the authors (N. L.) from among those available on 
social media (i.e., Facebook, Instagram) and popu-
lar Polish humor websites (i.e., kwejk.pl, blasty.pl).  
These memes were then assigned to specific cate-
gories by two authors (N. L. and Ł. J.). Participants 
viewed each meme separately and responded to the 
extent to which they found it funny and how much 
the situation depicted in the meme applied to them 
(from 1 – definitely not to 6 – definitely yes). We av-
eraged responses to obtain scores for funniness and 
relevance of memes related to each psychological 
problem. Funniness scales had satisfactory reliability 
[McDonald’s ωs from .77 (Pessimism and Depression) 
to .87 (Procrastination)], as did relatedness scales 
[McDonald’s ωs from .75 (Coping with problems) to 
.86 (Anxiety)].

Rumination-Reflection Questionnaire. We used 
items from the Polish translation (Słowińska et  al., 
2014) of the Rumination-Reflection Questionnaire 
(Trapnell & Campbell, 1999; for sample items of used 
scales, see Supplementary materials) to measure ru-
mination and reflection. Both rumination and reflec-
tion scales had satisfactory reliability (ωs =  .86 and 
.84, respectively). Participants answered on a  scale 
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). We av-
eraged their answers to obtain general scores.

Self-liking/Self-competence Scale. To measure par-
ticipants’ self-esteem, we used the Polish version 
(Szpitalak & Polczyk, 2015) of the Self-liking/Self-com-
petence Scale – Revised Version (Tafarodi & Swann, 
1995). This questionnaire consists of two scales, each 
with 8 items: the self-competence scale (ω = .89) and 
the self-liking scale (ω = .89). Participants answered on 
a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). 
We averaged their answers to obtain general scores.

Humor Styles Questionnaire. We measured hu-
mor styles using the Polish translation (Hornowska 
&  Charytonik, 2011) of the Humor Styles Ques-
tionnaire (Martin et  al., 2003). Participants were 
asked how much they agreed (1 – strongly disagree;  
7 –  strongly agree) with 32 items corresponding 
to affiliative humor (ω  =  .71), self-enhancing hu-
mor (ω =  .81), aggressive humor (ω =  .80), and self-
defeating humor (ω = .80). We averaged their answers 
to obtain general scores.

Statistical analysis

To compare the funniness and relatedness ratings 
of memes about psychological problems, we used 
a mixed model ANOVA analysis with linear moder-
ators (humor styles). To examine the relationships 
between funniness and relatedness ratings with ru-
mination, reflection, self-liking, and self-competence, 
we conducted a  correlation analysis controlling for 
humor styles. Most of the calculations were per-
formed using JASP (version 0.95.1.0), and Fisher’s z 

values were calculated using the online Quantpsy 
tool (https://quantpsy.org/corrtest/corrtest.htm).

Results

A table containing descriptive statistics of measured 
variables in the overall sample and in men and wom-
en is presented in Supplementary materials (Table S1). 
We begin here with funniness ratings, taking into 
account possible effects of humor styles. A 2 (sex) × 
7 (psychological problem) mixed model ANOVA with 
Greenhouse-Geisser correction (the assumption of 
sphericity was violated: Mauchly’s W = 0.496; approx-
imate χ2(20) = 151.90; p < .001) revealed a main effect 
of sex (F(1, 223) = 22.11, p < .001, η2

p 
= .09), a main ef-

fect of psychological problem (F(4.65, 1017.62) = 2.52, 
p = .032, η2

p 
= .01) and an interaction of sex and psy-

chological problem (F(4.65, 1017.62) = 4.30, p < .001, 
η2

p 
= .02). Post-hoc tests with Bonferroni-Holm correc-

tion revealed that women rated funniness of memes 
higher than men did (t(219) = 4.60, p < .001, Cohen’s 
d = 0.61). Participants rated memes about depression 
as funnier than memes about other psychological 
problems except pessimism (|ts|(219) ≥ 3.00; ps ≤ .034; 
|ds| ≥ 0.23), and memes about pessimism, anxiety, pro-
crastination, social isolation, and coping with prob-
lems were rated as funnier than memes about masking 
feelings (|ts|(219) ≥ 7.33; ps ≤ .001; |ds| ≥ 0.58). Women 
rated funniness of memes about anxiety, procrasti-
nation, masking feelings, social isolation, and coping 
with problems higher than men did (|ts|(219) ≥ 3.61; 
ps ≤ .016; |ds| ≥ 0.56). Men rated memes about depres-
sion as funnier than memes about other psychological 
problems (|ts|(219) ≥ 3.62; ps ≤ .016; |ds| ≥ 0.49). More-
over, men rated memes about pessimism, anxiety, 
social isolation, and coping with problems as funnier 
than memes about masking feelings (|ts|(219) ≥ 3.29; 
ps = .045; |ds| ≥ 0.46). Women rated memes about pro-
crastination, depression, and coping with problems as 
funnier than memes about pessimism, anxiety, and 
masking feelings (|ts|(219) ≥ 3.75; ps ≤ .010; |ds| ≥ 0.30). 
Moreover, women rated memes about social isolation 
as funnier than memes about pessimism and masking 
feelings (|ts|(219) ≥ 3.02; ps ≤ .008; |ds| ≥ 0.26) and they 
rated memes about pessimism and anxiety as funnier 
than memes about masking feelings (|ts|(219) ≥ 5.23; 
ps ≤ .001; |ds| ≥ 0.35). We also found interactions of 
psychological problems and affiliative humor (F(4.65, 
1017.62) = 2.79, p = .029, η2

p 
= .01), self-enhancing hu-

mor (F(4.65, 1017.62) = 3.29, p =  .007, η2
p 

=  .02), and 
self-defeating humor (F(4.65, 1017.62) = 2.97, p = .014, 
η2

p 
=  .01). However, the regression analyses showed 

that self-enhancing humor was a predictor of ratings 
of jokes about procrastination (β = .14; p = .035), and 
self-defeating humor was a  predictor of ratings of 
jokes about anxiety (β =  .14; p =  .042) and masking 
feelings (β = .24; p < .001).
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Table 1

Correlations between participants’ funniness and relatedness ratings and their rumination, reflection, self-liking, 
and self-esteem levels, controlling for humor styles

Relatedness Rumination Reflection Self-liking Self-competence

Funniness of memes about

Pessimism

Overall .65*** .16* .18** –.24*** –.14*

Men .43** .11 .23 –.11 –.04

Women .68*** .19* .19* –.25** –.17*

Fisher’s z –2.37* –0.53 0.27 0.93 0.85

Anxiety

Overall .59*** .10 .22** –.13* –.13

Men .51*** .05 .00 .03 .22

Women .58*** .12 .30*** –.16* –.21**

Fisher’s z –0.64 –0.45 –1.97* 1.16 2.80**

Procrastination

Overall .54*** .10 .00 –.03 –.03

Men .50*** .08 .06 –.07 –.07

Women .52*** .10 .01 .01 .02

Fisher’s z –0.17 –0.13 0.39 –0.51 –0.58

Depression

Overall .61*** .18** .23*** –.22** –.13

Men .63*** .19 .28* –.06 –.06

Women .60*** .19* .23** –.25** –.14

Fisher’s z 0.31 0.00 0.34 1.25 0.52

Masking

Overall .68*** .13* .17* –.22** –.13

Men .59*** .05 .01 –.06 .03

Women .69*** .17* .23** –.25** –.15

Fisher’s z –1.09 –0.78 –1.44 1.25 1.16

Social isolation

Overall .53*** .17* .12 –.12 –.02

Men .47*** .14 .15 –.06 –.08

Women .52*** .17* .14 –.11 .02

Fisher’s z –0.43 –.20 0.07 0.32 –0.64

Coping

Overall .70*** .12 .08 –.11 –.03

Men .71*** .25 .19 –.17 –.08

Women .66*** .09 .08 –.07 .01

Fisher’s z 0.61 1.06 0.72 –0.65 –0.71

Table 1 continues
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Table 1

Table 1 continued

Relatedness Rumination Reflection Self-liking Self-competence

Relatedness of memes about

Pessimism

Overall .31*** .24*** –.46*** –.36***

Men .34* .42** –.42** –.40**

Women .32*** .21** –.45*** –.36**

Fisher’s z .0.14 1.51 0.24 –0.30

Anxiety

Overall .26*** .23*** –.26*** –.21**

Men .15 .02 –.07 –.01

Women .31*** .32*** –.31*** –.27

Fisher’s z –1.09 –2.00* 1.61 1.71

Procrastination

Overall .20** .03 –.15* –.25***

Men .28* .06 –.32* –.48***

Women .18* .04 –.09 –.17*

Fisher’s z 0.68 0.13 –1.55 –2.26*

Depression

Overall .32*** .31*** –.43*** –.31***

Men .38** .43** –.37** –.31*

Women .32*** .29*** –.44*** –.31***

Fisher’s z 0.44 1.04 0.54 0.00

Masking

Overall .27*** .19** –.36*** –.29***

Men .28* .22 –.33* –.22

Women .29*** .21** –.37*** –.30***

Fisher’s z –0.07 0.07 0.29 0.55

Social isolation

Overall .21** .12 –.23*** –.16*

Men .22 .25 –.11 –.25

Women .22** .10 –.25** –.13

Fisher’s z 0.00 1.00 0.93 –0.80

Coping

Overall .20** .05 –.23*** –.20**

Men .19 .10 –.25 –.28*

Women .22** .06 –.21** –.16*

Fisher’s z –0.20 0.26 –0.27 –0.88
Note. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. Fisher’s zs were calculated using the Quantpsy internet statistical calculator available  
on the website https://quantpsy.org/calc.htm (access: October 8, 2025). The 95% confidence intervals of all correlation coefficients  
at p < .05 do not intersect 0. Due to multiple comparisons, correlations with p-value < .01 were considered significant.
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Then, we used the same analytical plan to ex-
amine relatedness of memes. A 2 (sex) × 7 (psy-
chological problem) mixed model ANOVA with 
Greenhouse-Geisser correction (the assumption of 
sphericity was violated: Mauchly’s W  =  0.378; ap-
proximate χ2(20) = 210.90; p < .001) revealed a main 
effect of sex (F(1, 219)  =  18.34, p  <  .001, η2

p 
=  .08) 

and a main effect of psychological problem (F(4.45, 
974.86)  =  4.35, p  <  .001, η2

p 
=  .02). Post-hoc tests 

with Bonferroni-Holm correction revealed that 
women, compared to men, perceived memes about 
psychological problems as more related to them 
(t(219)  =  4.28, p  <  .001, d  =  0.52). Participants rat-
ed memes about procrastination as more related to 
them than memes about other psychological prob-
lems (|ts|(219) ≥ 3.61; ps ≤ .004; |ds| ≥ 0.32), and they 
rated memes about social isolation more related to 
them than memes about pessimism, anxiety, depres-
sion, masking feelings, and coping with problems 
(|ts|(219) ≥ 2.85; ps ≤ .039; |ds| ≥ 0.22). Moreover, par-
ticipants rated memes about depression, masking 
feelings, and coping with problems as more related 
to them than memes about anxiety (|ts|(219) ≥ 3.20; 
ps ≤ .014; |ds| ≥ 0.26).

We also found main effects of affiliative humor 
(F(1, 219) = 10.77, p < .001, η2

p 
= .05), aggressive hu-

mor (F(1, 219) = 4.60, p = .033, η2
p 
= .02), and self-de-

feating humor (F(1, 219) = 35.34, p < .001, η2
p 
= .14). 

However, regression analyses revealed that higher 
relatedness of jokes was predicted by lower affiliative 
humor (β = –.21; p = .002) and higher self-defeating 
humor (β  =  .36; p  <  .001). There were also interac-
tions of psychological problem and affiliative humor 
(F(4.45, 974.86) = 7.71, p < .001, η2

p 
= .03), aggressive 

humor (F(4.45, 974.86) = 2.62, p = .028, η2
p 
= .01), and 

self-defeating humor (F(4.45, 974.86) = 3.14, p < .011, 
η2

p 
=  .01). Affiliative humor negatively predict-

ed relatedness of jokes about pessimism (β  =  –.24, 
p < .001), anxiety (β = –.18, p = .006), masking feel-
ings (β = –.20, p = .003), and social isolation (β = –.34, 
p < .001). Aggressive humor positively predicted re-
latedness of jokes about pessimism (β = .19, p = .005), 
depression (β =  .15, p = .028), and masking feelings 
(β  =  .16, p  =  .018). Self-defeating humor positive-
ly predicted relatedness of jokes about pessimism 
(β  =  .31, p  <  .001), anxiety (β  =  .21, p  =  .002), pro-
crastination (β =  .19, p =  .005), depression (β =  .35, 
p < .001), masking feelings (β = .41, p < .001), social 
isolation (β = .26, p < .001), and coping with problems 
(β = .28, p < .001).

Subsequently, we correlated funniness ratings 
with relatedness ratings, rumination, reflection, 
self-liking, and self-competence, controlling for hu-
mor styles (Table 1). Our analysis was exploratory; 
however, because of multiple comparisons, we raised 
the threshold for statistical significance to p  <  .01 
when interpreting correlation coefficients. In each 
psychological problem, we observed correlations 

between funniness ratings and relatedness ratings. 
Moreover, participants higher on rumination rat-
ed memes about depression as funnier. Participants 
higher on reflection rated funnier memes about pes-
simism, anxiety, and depression. On the other hand, 
participants higher on self-liking gave lower funni-
ness ratings to memes about pessimism, anxiety, de-
pression, and masking feelings. Men and women dif-
fered in correlations between ratings of memes about 
self-competence.

We also correlated participants’ ratings of relat-
edness of memes with their rumination, reflection, 
self-liking, and self-competence. Participants higher 
on rumination perceived all types of memes as more 
related to them, and participants higher on reflection 
perceived memes about pessimism, anxiety, depres-
sion, and masking feelings as more related to them. 
Moreover, participants with lower self-liking and 
lower self-competence perceived almost all types of 
memes as more related to them.

Discussion

Our exploratory goal was to examine ratings of fun-
niness and relatedness for memes about various psy-
chological problems. The results showed that people 
rated memes about depression as the funniest and 
memes about masking feelings as the least funny. 
This result may be due to the high prevalence of de-
pression memes in popular culture (Akil et al., 2022; 
Akram et al., 2020; Gardner et al., 2021), which may 
translate into greater comprehension of their con-
tent. Compared to men, women perceived memes 
about psychological problems as funnier and more 
related to their situation. Higher funniness ratings 
given by women may result from less suppression 
and greater social permission and acceptance of men-
tal problems among women than men. These results 
may be due to gender stereotypes and social lack of 
acceptance for men who have nervous breakdowns 
and other psychological problems (Oliffe et al., 2016). 
However, participants rated procrastination memes 
as most relevant to their own situation. These results 
align with studies showing that procrastination is 
perceived as a  rather common behavioral tenden-
cy (Yan & Zhang, 2022). Procrastination may occur 
in many areas of life (e.g., health, education, work, 
and social relationships); therefore, people may have 
many opportunities to recognize their problems with 
procrastination more often than other types of psy-
chological problems.

Our results indicate that ratings of the funniness 
and relatedness of jokes about psychological prob-
lems are related to humor styles. Self-enhancing 
humor style was associated with perceiving jokes 
about procrastination as funnier. This result suggests 
that joking about procrastination may help in coping 
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with problematic time management and its conse-
quences. Affiliative humor was associated with less 
self-relevance of jokes about psychological problems; 
however, using aggressive and self-defeating humor 
was associated with a greater tendency to relate such 
jokes to one’s own situation. These results indicate 
that prosocial humor may facilitate access to resourc-
es that reduce the risk of psychological problems, 
while antisocial and disincentive humor may hinder 
access to such resources.

In line with H1, the more participants found the 
memes about each psychological problem relevant to 
their own situation, the higher they rated the memes’ 
funniness. Higher funniness ratings in the self-ref-
erential joke situation may stem from the coping 
function of humor, which allows the seriousness of 
a problem to be reduced through its humorous pre-
sentation (Gelkopf, 2011; Marziali et al., 2008). On the 
other hand, higher ratings of jokes about problems 
related to oneself may result from a better compre-
hension of these jokes. Personal experiences with 
psychological problems may give people a sense of 
proficiency in understanding the contexts that appear 
in jokes about these problems (Yus, 2013). Moreover, 
the self-reference effect is stronger in collectivist 
cultures (Ng & Lai, 2009), and Poland scores slightly 
above the midpoint on the individualism scale (Hof-
stede Insights, 2024). In more individualistic cultures, 
the observed self-reference may be weaker. On the 
other hand, in individualistic cultures, mental health 
difficulties are more frequent (Bhullar et  al., 2012); 
therefore, recipients may perceive such memes as 
more self-relevant. Thus, cross-cultural replications 
are necessary to better understand how cultural ori-
entation modulates the perceived self-relevance of 
mental health content.

Rumination correlated with all relatedness ratings 
and reflection correlated with the majority of funni-
ness ratings, in line with H2. People who ruminate 
often reflect on negative past events and focus on 
negative aspects of themselves (Trapnell &  Camp-
bell, 1999). Memes about psychological problems 
may act as triggers for negative thoughts about their 
psychological functioning. Reflection is associated 
with curiosity and the ability to view things from 
multiple perspectives (Trapnell &  Campbell, 1999). 
People high on reflection may find memes about 
psychological issues more amusing because they can 
interpret information in a  multidimensional way, 
finding humor even in generally serious matters. We 
also observed correlations of rumination with de-
pression memes’ funniness ratings and correlations 
of reflection with some relatedness ratings. The for-
mer suggest that more ruminative people may react 
to certain jokes more intensely, while the latter may 
indicate a  broader self-perception among more re-
flective people, also taking into account aspects re-
lated to psychological problems.

Contrary to H3 and H4, self-liking correlated with 
lower ratings of funniness of some memes, whereas 
self-competence was not associated with funniness 
ratings. Moreover, people higher on self-liking and 
self-competence rated memes about psychological 
problems as less related to their own situation. Pre-
vious studies indicate positive associations between 
a sense of humor and self-esteem (Choi et al., 2012). 
On the other hand, people high in self-liking and 
self-competence perceived memes about psycholog-
ical problems as less relevant to their situation. This 
might reduce their comprehension of these memes 
(Flamson & Barrett, 2008; Yus, 2013) and might trans-
late into their lower perceived funniness. Higher 
self-esteem is associated with greater knowledge and 
willingness to engage in health-promoting behaviors 
(Liu et  al., 2022). Therefore, the lower relevance of 
memes about psychological problems among peo-
ple high on self-liking and self-competence may be 
a result of their higher engagement in behaviors that 
enhance mental health.

Contrary to H5, we detected very few differences 
between men and women in correlations of funniness 
and relatedness ratings and rumination, reflection, 
self-liking, and self-competence. The lack of such dif-
ferences suggests that the functions of rumination, 
reflection, self-liking, and self-competence in ratings 
of memes about psychological problems in men and 
women are similar. On the other hand, our sample 
included fewer men than women, which could have 
affected the results of some gender comparisons.

Conclusions

Our study has several limitations, described in Sup-
plementary materials. However, to our knowledge, 
our study is the first to examine perceptions of in-
ternet memes about a broad range of psychological 
problems. We found that people consider memes 
about depression the funniest; on the other hand, 
people find procrastination memes the most relat-
able to their situation. We also found that rumi-
nation correlates more with relating memes about 
psychological problems to one’s situation, and re-
flection correlates more with ratings of funniness of 
memes. Moreover, we found negative associations 
between self-liking and self-competence and rat-
ings of funniness and relatedness of memes about 
psychological problems. Our results also showed 
that affiliative humor style is associated with lower 
self-reference of memes about psychological prob-
lems, while aggressive and more self-defeating hu-
mor styles are associated with higher self-reference 
of such memes.

Supplementary materials are available on the jour-
nal’s website.
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