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Background. ! e COVID-19 pandemic has brought dramatic changes to all 
spheres of life. ! ese changes have triggered an immediate response from the 
media, including social media, which repeatedly posts not only up-to-date 
information about this most relevant issue, but also users’ reactions to it, 
including Internet memes. 

Objective. ! e research presented in this article focused on comparing 
the psychological and ethnocultural sensitivities in the perception of COV-
ID-19 memes by young people in Russia and China. 

Design. ! e selected sample contained 108 respondents (n = 108), com-
prised of 50 Chinese and 58 Russian university students. ! e study consisted 
of two procedures: a survey and a student’s t-test on the perception of speci" c 
Internet memes. 

Results. ! e main results were that memes which evoke a positive re-
sponse from the respondents and cheer them up were scored the highest. 
Such qualities as relevance, kindness, cheerfulness, creativity, meaningful-
ness, and thought-provoking ability were rated high. Each group of respond-
ents gave a higher score to “our own” memes and a lower score to the other 
group’s memes. It is generally typical of the Chinese to have a more posi-
tive perception of reality. We ascertained a tendency towards polarization 
of opinions and focus on individualization among the Russian respondents, 
whereas the Chinese respondents strove for orderliness and consensus.

Conclusion. As a whole, COVID-19 memes in such ethnoculturally dif-
ferent audiences as the Russians and Chinese serve a compensatory function 
for young people, helping them overcome the hardships of the pandemic 
through the memes’ relevance and creative character.
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Introduction
! e COVID-19 pandemic has brought dramatic changes to all spheres of life. ! ese 
changes have triggered an immediate response from the media, including social 
media, which repeatedly posts not only up-to-date information about this most 
relevant issue, but also users’ reactions to it, including Internet memes (Pestova 
& Safonov, 2020). “How the epidemic messages a$ ect the public sentiment is an 
important issue with both theoretical and practical value” (Fang & Haochen, 2020, 
p. 40).

A certain combination of text, cultural cliches, perceptions, and standard sym-
bols capturing a kind of content, exists in the minds of people who share the same 
language and history. Together they form the cultural memory of common lan-
guage speakers, what could be called “invariant images of the world” (Leontiev, 
1997), without which no communication system could exist. ! e immense impact 
of the media in the current spread of the new coronavirus epidemic situation is 
evident: “…the news media should bear the responsibility of connecting society, 
ful" lling the basic responsibilities of the media, serving the people, and helping to 
scienti" cally regulate anti-epidemic measures” (Baowei & Xinning, 2020, p. 10).

! e conditions in which the media discourse takes shape are related, " rst, to 
the globalization of information exchange, which has overcome borders between 
countries, peoples, and ethnicities, and at the same time, led to more complex re-
lationships and people’s growing desire for self-identi" cation and assertion of their 
status in a globalized world, including through information technology. Also, we 
cannot ignore the fact that the information system is changing dramatically, ac-
quiring completely new characteristics, such as polysemanticity, duality, polycod-
ing, simultaneity, virtualization, transboundariness, discreteness, etc. ! ese speci" c 
features are combined with the ability of information to spread quickly, much like 
virus systems, in non-equilibrium transient states; reach a large audience (public-
ity factor); and thus become an independent economic, social, and psychological 
resource that a$ ects the processes of material and spiritual exchange.

As a negative trend, it may be noted that present-day research into media dis-
course is becoming culturally monological, rather than dialogical and diversi" ed 
(Shi-xu, 2009; Shi-xu, 2016). ! ere is a growing, urgent need to employ cross-
cultural and interdisciplinary methods in discursive research, which would allow 
the most e$ ective demonstration of the unique cultural heritage and intellectual 
achievements re% ected in local media discourses.

It is important to note that the rapid spread of memes in recent years, and their 
noticeable impact on their audiences (especially young audiences), are attributed 
to their viral nature and their ability to embed themselves in human consciousness, 
serving the function of providing cultural patterns in communication (An, Cong, 
& Wang, 2004). In this respect, memes are a very important target for psychologi-
cal, ethno-psycholinguistic, and sociological research.

In this paper, we consider the Internet meme to be a speci" c type of online 
message that brings together brief statements, di$ erent in their genres and semiotic 
nature, on topical issues which, due to their semantic scope and visual images, have 
a “viral nature;” meet the criterion of perceptual markedness (that is, they possess 
the intensity of information in% uence); and require appropriate perception by the 
addressee (Castaño, 2013; Wiggins & Bowers, 2015; Shomova, 2018; Denissova, 
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2020). We have selected “creolized memes” (Sorokin & Тarasov, 1990; Kartashova 
& Akhmedzianova, 2019) for our analysis, because this particular type of meme 
exerts in% uence through correlation between the visual imagery and the recipient’s 
experience of it as a national culture bearer.

Background
Back in 1998, Bekhterev (1999) introduced the concept of “mental microbes,”, 
which did not become very popular until mass media became widespread. ! e 
globalization of information has revolutionized communication, and led to formal 
written speech gravitating toward oral communication, on the one hand, and its 
“meme-ization” (Krongauz et al., 2017), on the other.

! e term meme was introduced into scholarly discourse in 1976 by British evo-
lutionary biologist Richard Dawkins (1976; 1997), who used it to describe a unit 
of cultural information spread by imitation and replication. Later, researchers of-
fered other interpretations of this concept, including one that de" nes the meme as 
a synonym for cultural replication on a representative basis, comparable to symbols 
and associations (Sperber, 1996). Another interpretation suggested that memes are 
ideas or representations, “the internal end of the knowledge relationship” (Plotkin, 
1993). ! e emphasis was on the variability of memes as their key feature, as well as 
on their destructive e$ ect on human consciousness, and their ability to in% uence 
people’s actions (Dennett, 1995).

! e phenomenon of Internet users turning into “memeboids,” i.e., people who 
copy and replicate someone else’s texts instead of generating their own, and thus 
pass on someone else’s information, has been extensively studied (Кsenofontova, 
2009). ! ere has also been a focus on memes as cultural viruses, the memetics 
of religion, cult creation, and even the disinfection of society; the main means of 
meme distribution are being researched, such as repetition; cognitive dissonance, 
for the resolution of which new memes are introduced; genetic response, etc. (Bro-
die, 1996; Lynch, 1996). 

 Initially, the term meme was not related to computer technology; however, 
Douglas Rushko$  (1994), who studied the e$ ect of pop culture on the mind, un-
derstood memes as containing hidden agendas and an ideological code that can 
in" ltrate our mediasphere through the spread of seemingly innocuous cultural 
messages. He also introduced the term media virus and, building on Dawkins’ 
work, described how media viruses are conceptually linked to biological ones, al-
though media viruses spread through the datasphere instead of the body or com-
munity. “Instead of traveling along an organic circulatory system, a media virus 
travels through the networks of the mediaspace,” he wrote. In addition, Rushko$  
emphasized that “Once attached, the virus injects its more hidden agendas into the 
datastream in the form of ideological code — not genes, but a conceptual equiva-
lent we now call ‘memes’” (Rushko$ , 1994, p. 9-10).

 ! e term meme was " rst used to mean a piece of culture, typically a joke, which 
gains in% uence through online transmission and functions online (Davison, 2012). 
Later on, the idea of techno-memes that are spread with people’s participation but 
without any rational purpose on their part also appeared (Blackmore, 2010). So, the 
meme appears to be an essential part of Internet communication, and the interpre-
tation and understanding of the meme continue to be the focus of research. Some 



Psychological and Ethnocultural Sensitivities in the Perception of COVID-19…  151

researchers, for example Mikhail Epshtejn (2006), interpret the spread of “memes” 
as one of the main functions of a language (Chaoqun, 2007; Yunhui, 2010; Meiy-
ing, 2010); hence the importance of studying the psychological and ethnocultural 
factors in% uencing the choice of memes and their replication. 

 However, our study also had the objective of understanding the functioning 
of memes as a way to address the problem of maintaining health through the use 
of modern media. In general, recent trends show that the media are getting more 
and more interested in health topics; the events related to the 2020 COVID-19 pan-
demic have had a clearly dramatic impact on these trends, changing the approaches 
to this topic. Researchers have already started to assess these processes in terms of 
mediatization. Media research experts also emphasize that the most important fac-
tor that brought the issue of healthy living to the media forefront, is the dramatic 
change in the structure of the information and communications technology space 
which has taken place over the last few years (Vartanova, 2019).

Researchers in the " eld of psychology note that such a global challenge as the 
COVID-19 pandemic has increased health risks: some a$ ected individuals have 
been reported to exhibit mental health problems, including stress, anxiety, depres-
sive symptoms, fear, denial, and anger (Kang et al., 2020). Indeed, the level of stress 
that people all over the world have experienced, and are still experiencing in these 
new circumstances, is di(  cult to compare with any public health challenges that 
have ever existed. In its turn, this crisis cannot but lead to serious consequences, 
such as impairing individuals’ immune systems (Tao, 2006), negatively impacting 
daily life, and reducing wellbeing (Holbrook et al., 2005), among others. In particu-
lar, researchers " nd it important to analyze the mental state of people from di$ er-
ent age groups under such conditions, including students (Jieling et al., 2014), and 
the potential aggravation of students’ psychological distress during the COVID-19 
outbreak (Xiao & Benxian, 2020).

To understand the role of the media as a tool that individuals can use to cope 
with the stresses caused by events such as the pandemic, earlier research on dif-
ferent aspects of the problem has been useful (Green & Rodgers, 2001; Martire, 
Stephens, & Townsend, 1998; Gadalla, 2009; Assari, 2019; Bennetter, Clench-Aas, 
& Raanaas, 2016; Keeton et al., 2008).

Social support would be associated with reduced acute stress symptoms, which 
are viewed by researchers as a common mental health problem in the period fol-
lowing the COVID-19 outbreak (Xiao & Benxian, 2020).

In this context, we believe that the study of the impact of di$ erent types of 
media content on people’s psychological state is extremely relevant. ! ere is al-
most no cross-cultural research on this issue yet. ! erefore, it is very important to 
understand the ethnocultural sensitivities in the perception of this media content 
by recipients from countries with radically di$ erent cultural experiences, such as 
Russia and China. ! is is the subject our study addressed.

! e purpose of our study was the research of to explore the psychological 
and ethnocultural sensitivities in the perception of Internet memes related to the 
 COVID-19 pandemic by young people in Russia and China. ! e subject of the 
memes was chosen because the pandemic issue is now at the top of people’s agendas; 
moreover, the choice of Internet memes with a single subject will allow us to identify 
di$ erences in their perception by di$ erent audiences more e$ ectively.
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! e main issues of the questionnaire (Zinchenko, Shaigerova, & Soldatova, 
2016; Zizevskaia & Shchukina, 2018) we used touched on various ethnic and 
socially signi" cant aspects of human behavior related to the impact of memes 
on people’s psychological condition during self-isolation. ! e questionnaire ad-
dressed various ethnic and socially signi" cant aspects of human behavior. We 
chose a young audience as the target of our research because of the importance 
of media consumption by present-day youth. Researchers emphasize that the In-
ternet is an extremely important and habitual source of information for young 
people (Vartanova, Cherevko, Tolokonnikova, & Dunas, 2019). ! ey also stress 
the need for studying such important processes as socialization and self-actual-
ization in the media practices of youth involved in digital media culture (Dunas 
& Vartanov, 2020).

From an ethno-psycholinguistic perspective, it appears that the Internet meme 
is not well understood as performing the function of expressing a cultural pattern 
in communication and being integral to the manifestation of an ethnocultural iden-
tity. In this regard, studies focused on the aspects of mutual understanding when 
interpreting the same phenomena by speakers from di$ erent languages/cultures 
become increasingly important, since memes from di$ erent nations may di$ er in 
their degree of structural complexity and accuracy of re% ecting reality. ! erefore, 
it is important to: 

1. Identify the psychological and ethnocultural sensitivities in the perception 
of “native” Internet memes, and carry out a comparative analysis of the 
perception of Chinese memes by Russian respondents and Russian memes 
by Chinese respondents; and

2. Identify the psychological and ethnocultural sensitivities in the perception 
of “non-native” Internet memes, and carry out a comparative analysis of 
the perception of Chinese memes by native Russian speakers and Russian 
memes by native Chinese speakers. 

Research hypothesis: Although a meme is the result of frame processing and 
complex thinking by the human mind (and in this sense, it has a lot in common 
with percepts, gestalts, symbols, etc.), and its perception is determined by the recip-
ient’s ethnocultural identity, COVID-19 memes also equally serve a compensatory 
function for both Russian and Chinese youth audiences, helping them overcome, 
through their relevant content and creative form, the hardships of the pandemic 
and the negative e$ ects of self-isolation, restricted freedom of action, and the lack 
of face-to-face communication.

Methods
Participants 
Our sample contained 108 respondents (n = 108), including 50 Chinese and 58 
Russian university students (both Humanities and Engineering), enrolled in di$ er-
ent degree programs: bachelor’s (42%), master’s (32%), and postgraduate (26%). It 
included 36% men and 64% women. Respondents’ age groups were: 18 to 22 years 
old (39%); 23 to 27 years old (46%); and 28 to 32 years old (15%). 
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Our study began on April 1, 2020, during the COVID-19 outbreak. We focused 
on university students, because all the universities in both countries were closed in 
order to reduce the likelihood of teachers and students becoming infected with the 
virus. Students were studying from home during this period. During the survey 
(April-June 2020), all the respondents were in self-isolation. All 58 Russian respon-
dents were students of various universities in Moscow, but at the time of the survey, 
they were both in Moscow and in 18 other Russian regions (one student even had 
an internship at a university in Belgium). Out of the 50 Chinese respondents, 14 
people were outside China (most of them were in Russia, and one student was in 
the U.S.), and 36 people were in 25 cities of China, spread over 16 provinces. 

All schools and universities in both China and Russia were closed until Septem-
ber 2020, and students took online classes. ! e movements of students on campus 
were severely restricted. China introduced unprecedented and very strict measures 
to contain the virus. As part of these measures, starting in February, each and every 
student in China had to report his/her location and health status on a daily basis, 
using a special mini application in WeChat. ! e borders of both China and Russia 
were closed starting March 28, 2020, and are still closed.

We conducted an Internet-based survey to assess psychological responses 
among students. Using the emailing platform, we sent a questionnaire to some stu-
dents and invited them to respond and invite their friends who were also students 
to respond. Using this method, we recruited 108 participants in several regions in 
Russia and provinces in China.

Procedure
! e study consisted of two procedures. ! e " rst one was a survey among respond-
ents about their attitudes towards Internet memes related to the COVID-19 pan-
demic. ! e questionnaire included basic questions about the social media used 
by the respondents and their functions (entertainment, distraction, emotional ex-
perience, communication, identi" cation, information, compensatory and contact 
functions); respondents’ preferences for di$ erent types and topics of memes; and 
the perception and in% uence of memes on the respondents. ! e topics and word-
ing of the questions aimed to identify the role of memes and their impact on the 
respondents’ psychological condition during the coronavirus pandemic and self-
isolation. 

! e second procedure involved a test on the perception of speci" c Internet 
memes by the respondents. We selected a sample from popular memes oin the 
Russian and Chinese Internet sectors. ! e memes were selected as follows: for 
one month (15 April 15 — 15 May 15, 2020), 10 student volunteers students from 
 Moscow State University (5 Russian nationals and 5 Chinese nationals) monitored 
their social media to " nd pandemic-related memes. ! e main criteria for selecting 
the memes were their relevance and a high level of popularity among the audience 
(a signi" cant number of likes). As a result of such the monitoring, we have removed 
duplicating memes and compiled an array (N  =  400), including N=200 Russian 
memes and N=200 Chinese memes. A) er that, we selected the creolized memes, 
— that is, those with an image (photos, drawings, paintings or mixed forms) and 
a text —, since the creolized meme is a kind of universal code capable of recoding 
into the areas of both language and thought (N=267). Preference was given to clear, 
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easy-to-understand images with large and concise text, accessible to both the Rus-
sian and Chinese audiences.

In addition, the selected memes showed di$ erent objects such as people, ani-
mals, nature, symbols, etc. in di$ erent forms, including realistic and fantasy im-
ages, photos, drawings, paintings, and creative and standard images. In the " nal 
stage of selection, we took into account the presence of the memes in the feeds of 
the students who had compiled the basic array. Using these criteria, a total of 10 
memes (5 Russian and 5 Chinese) were selected; each of them was given a sequen-
tial number and a conventional name.

A special procedure was developed for the perception test that was used each 
of the 10 memes with 11 opposite binary characteristics: interesting — boring; cur-
rent — outdated; useful — useless; clear — incomprehensible; creative — unorigi-
nal, etc. ! e respondents marked a score of 3 to 1, or 1 to 3, depending on their 
positive or negative attitude (3 was a high degree; 2 was a medium degree; 1 was a 
low degree; and 0 was a neutral attitude), in the cells between each characteristic. 
In addition, the respondents were to suggest a name for each meme, describe the 
mood and associations brought up by the memes, and rate them on a 5-point scale. 
In addition, each respondent was to give a brief verbal description to each meme.

In order to test the hypothesis that there are di$ erences between the Russian 
and Chinese samples in their perception of memes associated with COVID-19 
pandemic, the Student’s t-test for independent samples was used.

Results
! e table below shows the answers to the question of why COVID-19 memes had 
attracted the respondents’ attention (see Table 1). 

Table 1
Why do COVID-19 memes attract your attention? (% of the number of respondents)

Answer options Russians
n=58

Chinese 
n=50

Average
n=108

! is is the most relevant issue 43 72 58
It attracts me because of its humor 31 46 37
It’s interesting and made with a % ight of imagination 17 54 34
It helps me to deal with self-isolation and compensates 
for anxiety 

28 38 32

It cheers me up 24 22 23
It helps me to relax and have a break 16 30 22
I want to know what people think about it 12 32 21
I collect Internet memes 3 18 10
I " nd people who feel the same way I do, by seeing how 
they react to memes

9 10 9

It helps me to connect with and talk to other people on 
the Internet

14 0 7
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! e following table shows the breakdown of answers to the question that al-
lowed us to identify the semantic aspects of meme perception (see Table 2).

Table 2
What are the topics of COVID-19 memes you are most interested in? (% of the number of 
respondents)

Answer options Russians Chinese Average

Working from home and self-isolation 71 56 64

Government o(  cials and the pandemic 40 30 35

Wear a mask and gloves 24 38 31

Combating the virus 28 44 27

Prevention 5 48 25

Borders closed 16 26 20

Virus origin 5 36 19

Doctors as heroes 7 17 19

Supply shortage 19 14 17

! e questionnaire also contained an open question on what attracted the stu-
dents to memes related to the COVID-19 pandemic. Here, the pivotal motives were 
relevance, creativity, and humor to help people to get through the pandemic. Below 
are a few quotes that will help the reader better understand the reasons why the 
respondents chose this form of content:

 “I like it when people are capable of analyzing what is happening in the world 
and joking about it.”

 “Memes allow us to maintain contact with the outside world and keep track of 
all global developments.”

 “Relevance, cheerfulness, and humor distract from the constant thought: 
“When will it end?”

 “It allows us to survive self-isolation more easily and not to despair.”
 “It helps to wrap your mind around this and take it easier.”
 “Memes are an alternative source of news, a digest of the most important 

things.”
 “Memes ease tension and raise spirits.”
 “For me, it’s an escape; I can let off steam”.
 “It would be very sad to talk about this touchy issue without humor.”
 “Memes help you level out the negative effect and smile at the situation.”

Finally, the most important and interesting part was the results of the test where 
respondents rated the 10 memes they were o$ ered for evaluation (see Table 3 and 
Table 4).
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Table 3
Answers to the question: Rate the meme on a ! ve-point scale (Russian memes)

Memes
Meme description and the most 

frequent characteristics of meme by 
respondents

Russians Chinese Average

1. TV show. A photo of a woman who 
is taking part in Who Wants to Be a 
Millionaire? and trying to choose an 
answer to the question: “What day of 
the week is today?”

Relevant, cheerful, kind, thought-
provoking but boring

3 2 2

0 7 9

2. Cat. A photo of a cat talking to its 
owner: “Sit down, we need to talk. 
When are you leaving for work?”

Cheerful, interesting, attractive, smart, 
kind, creative but not thought-pro-
voking

3 3 3

4 4 4

 

3. Green. A drawing of a person in a 
green protective suite and a security 
guard demanding: “Show me your QR 
code!”

Relevant, creative, interesting, mean-
ingful but grim

3 3 3

2 0 1

4. Boys. A painting of a group of boys 
painting out the number on the house 
wall. ! e caption reads: “Muscovites 
are changing the number of the house 
to be allowed to go out for a walk.”

Relevant, appropriate, meaningful, 
smart, cheerful, thought-provoking, 
kind

3 3 3

7 6 7

5. Hedgehog. A drawing of a hedgehog 
holding a “small bag of buckwheat”, 
with gloomy horsemen approaching 
from the fog: Coronavirus, Economic 
Collapse, Healthcare Collapse

Relevant, creative, smart, meaningful, 
thought-provoking, appropriate but 
depressing

3 3 3

3 5 4
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Table 4
Answers to the question: Rate the meme on a ! ve-point scale (Chinese memes)

Memes
Meme description and the most 

frequent characteristics of meme by 
respondents

Russian Chinese Average

6. Girls. A photo showing two little 
girls. ! e caption reads: “I want to go 
to Wuhan!” — “No, you don’t!”

Neutral attitude. Some of the accents: 
relevant and kind, but straightforward, 
outdated, not thought-provoking, an-
noying

2 2 2

3 9 6

7. Doggy. A drawing of a doggy (in an-
ime style) in bed. ! e caption reads: “I 
am staying at home! I am not panick-
ing! ! is is what I do for my country!”

Relevant, kind, appropriate, attractive, 
cheerful but straightforward

3 3 3

2 3 3

8. Lunch. A drawing of a boy, with a 
huge bowl with a bat in front. ! e cap-
tion reads: “Take care! Don’t eat it!”

Appropriate, thought-provoking but 
depressing, grim, straightforward, 
annoying

2 2 2

2 9 6

9. Sunset. A drawing of a doctor (in 
fantasy style) wheeling a bed with a 
patient in it. ! e caption reads: “Stop 
and watch the sunset!”

Makes less sense for the Russians than 
other memes but relevant although 
depressing

2 3 3

5 8 2

10. Piggy. A photo of a piggy hanging 
out of the window. ! e caption reads: 
“When will I be allowed to go out for 
a walk?”

Relevant, cheerful, interesting, attrac-
tive, kind

3 3 3

2 4 3
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In order to test the hypothesis that there are di$ erences between the Russian 
and Chinese samples in the perception of memes associated with COVID-19 pan-
demic, the Student’s t-test for independent samples was used. 

First of all, we attempted to " nd out whether there were universal di$ erences 
between the two groups, unspeci" c to the particular memes. On average, the Rus-
sians gave lower scores across all scales apart from clearness (see Figure 1), al-
though only “clearness,” “importance,” and “thoughtfulness” showed signi" cant 
di$ erences a) er the Holm-Bonferroni correction (Sture, 1979) was applied to re-
duce the family-wise error rate. Comparative statistics and p-values are presented 
in Table 5.

Figure 1. General meme assessment by nationality. 

Table 5 
Comparison statistics and p-values (Universal di" erences)

  T p-value Df Adj. p-value*

Attractive 1.32 0.186 1077.3 0.186

Cheering 1.67 0.096 1070.5 0.096

Clear 2.69 0.007 1026 0.043*

Creative 1.16 0.246 1075.1 0.246

Expressive 1.21 0.227 1066.6 0.227

Important 2.7 0.007 1076.7 0.049*

Interesting 1.87 0.062 1076.3 0.062

Kind 1.55 0.121 1077.5 0.121

Relevant 1.33 0.184 1072.8 0.184

" ought 
provoking 3.39 < 0.001 1072.8 0.006**

Witty 0.91 0.365 1077.8 0.365

Note. * using Holm-Bonferroni correction; *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01
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Table 6 
Сomparison statistics and p-values (Speci! c di" erences)

TV 
show Cat Green Boys Hedge

hog Girls Dog Lunch Sunset Piglets

Attractive
T(107) 1.09 0.10 0.75 0.41 0.64 1.30 0.41 1.11 1.18 1.43

p-value 0.277 0.920 0.456 0.684 0.521 0.197 0.680 0.271 0.241 0.155

Cheering
T(107) 0.10 0.18 1.33 0.26 0.28 0.44 0.57 0.51 4.13*** 1.09

p-value 0.918 0.856 0.187 0.792 0.782 0.658 0.572 0.613 < 0.001 0.278

Clear
T(107) 3.37** 1.92 2.47* 1.58 1.78 0.27 1.41 0.15 0.06 0.11

p-value 0.001 0.058 0.015 0.116 0.078 0.785 0.160 0.884 0.949 0.914

Creative
T(107) 1.87 1.33 1.68 0.43 0.26 1.71 0.03 0.15 1.08 1.55

p-value 0.064 0.186 0.096 0.665 0.796 0.091 0.975 0.879 0.281 0.124

Expressive
T(107) 2.14* 1.33 1.08 0.29 0.06 1.16 0.07 0.54 1.79 1.42

p-value 0.034 0.186 0.284 0.769 0.953 0.248 0.948 0.593 0.077 0.158

Important
T(107) 1.12 1.39 0.81 0.44 1.37 2.31* 1.58 0.70 2.40* 1.61

p-value 0.264 0.168 0.420 0.662 0.175 0.023 0.118 0.483 0.018 0.110

Interesting
T(107) 0.87 0.36 1.22 0.53 0.16 2.19* 0.72 1.10 2.84** 1.76

p-value 0.389 0.721 0.226 0.599 0.877 0.031 0.472 0.275 0.005 0.081

Kind
T(107) 0.21 0.39 2.87** 0.79 1.22 0.28 1.17 2.19* 2.20* 0.33

p-value 0.836 0.700 0.005 0.432 0.227 0.783 0.243 0.031 0.030 0.740

Relevant
T(107) 0.09 0.71 0.46 0.03 1.57 2.15* 1.01 0.56 0.30 0.65

p-value 0.930 0.482 0.649 0.980 0.120 0.034 0.312 0.578 0.766 0.519

! ought 
provoking

T(107) 1.63 2.04* 0.43 1.53 1.66 2.24* 1.12 2.14* 2.17* 1.73

p-value 0.106 0.044 0.666 0.128 0.101 0.027 0.266 0.035 0.033 0.087

Witty
T(107) 0.78 0.37 0.01 1.02 0.29 1.34 0.63 0.07 1.82 1.10

p-value 0.435 0.709 0.993 0.311 0.775 0.182 0.530 0.943 0.072 0.274

Note. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001

A) er that, we investigated which memes contributed the most to the mentioned 
di$ erence. “Boys,” “Hedgehog,” “Dog,” “Lunch,” and “Piglets” memes showed no 
signi" cant di$ erences between Russian and Chinese assessments at p-value ≤ 0.05, 
while the most divisive ones turned out to be “Sunset” and “Girls.” For comparison 
statistics and p-values (see Table 6) and for descriptive statistics (see Table 7). 

“TV-show” was rated as the clearest one, but less expressive by the Russian 
respondents compared to the Chinese ones (see Figure 2). ! e “Cat” meme was 
rated more thought-provoking by the Chinese respondents (see Figure 3). “Green” 
was deemed easier to understand by the Russians, but kinder by the Chinese (see 
Figure  4). “Girls” seemed more important, interesting, relevant, and thought-
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provoking to the Chinese respondents (see Figure 5). “Lunch” was rated as kinder 
and more thought-provoking by the Chinese respondents (see Figure 6). “Sunset” 
seemed more cheerful, important, kind, and thought-provoking to the Chinese 
compared to the Russians (see Figure 7).

Figure 2. “TV-show” assessment by nationality

Figure 3. “Cat” assessment by nationality

Figure 4. “Green” assessment by nationality
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Figure 5. “Girls” assessment by nationality

Figure 6. “Lunch” assessment by nationality

Figure 7. “Sunset” assessment by nationality

Discussion
Our hypothesis was con" rmed through both the respondents’ answers to the ques-
tionnaire and the test. Indeed, COVID-19 memes in such ethnoculturally di$ erent 
audiences as Russians and Chinese serve a compensatory function for young peo-
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ple, helping them overcome, through their relevant content and creative form, the 
hardships of the pandemic. A new communication medium, which o$ ers entirely 
di$ erent information opportunities and relations between the audience and the 
medium, requires researchers to explore and understand these new realities, which 
a$ ect, among other things, the functioning and audience perception of the content 
related to healthy living and, in particular, the issue of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Further research may include a t-test for a broader group of respondents, and 
the study of perception of memes by respondents with di$ erent demographic pro-
" les (gender, age, education, etc.), as well as the dispersion analysis of repeated-
measures ANOVAs to examine di$ erences in emotional responses between dif-
ferent memes. Another important line of further research would be the analysis of 
memes in the context of di$ erent language cultures, and the study of the perception 
of memes in terms of content comprehensibility, the degree of involvement in the 
situation, and the level of knowledge of the original culture. In addition, the im-
mediate task of this project was to analyze the visual imagery of memes and its 
semiotic relationship to the text in more detail.

Conclusion
As a whole, the Russian and Chinese respondents shared a common view on basic 
issues related to the functions, content, and form of Internet memes, as well as the 
key trends on their impact on people during the COVID-19 pandemic. ! is fact 
argues in favor of a “post-national” global picture, even despite the di$ erences in 
the perception of Internet memes on the same topical subject. Some speci" c con-
clusions include the following.

Memes that evoked a positive response from the respondents and cheered them 
up were scored the highest. Such qualities as relevance, kindness, cheerfulness, cre-
ativity, meaningfulness, and thought-provoking ability were rated high. Each group 
of respondents gave a higher score to “our own” memes and a lower score to the 
other group’s memes. However, it should be noted that it is generally typical of the 
Chinese respondents to have a more positive perception of reality than the Rus-
sians, and to be more tolerant of memes representing another culture. ! e Russian 
respondents demonstrated a rather sober and skeptical view of the issues and the 
ways they are depicted in memes. For many memes, the average score given by Rus-
sian and Chinese respondents was quite similar, but on average, the Russian scores 
were 0.3 points lower than the Chinese ones. 

We ascertained a tendency toward polarization of opinions and focus on indi-
vidualization among the Russian respondents, whereas the Chinese respondents 
strove for orderliness and consensus; this was particularly evident when analyzing 
the preferred subjects of the memes related to the COVID-19 pandemic. ! ere was 
a marked di$ erence in the preferred subjects between the two: the Russians were 
more concerned about self-isolation while the Chinese put greater emphasis on 
topics related to prevention, virus origin, combating the virus, people’s behavior 
during the pandemic, and the heroic work of doctors. ! ere was a clear gender 
polarity in the perception of memes among the Russian respondents. At the same 
time, male Chinese respondents were notably closer in their scores and the percep-
tion of memes to both female Chinese and Russian respondents. Animal memes 
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got the most positive feedback. It appears that using animals as the image is appeal-
ing for both cultures, probably because it is a version or replication of a universal 
invariant (the animal).

Limitations
! is research had some limitations. ! ere were a limited number of respondents, 
most of them were female students, and the Russian participants were mostly from 
Moscow. Another limitation was an insu(  cient breadth of language cultures repre-
sented (the comparative analysis included only the Russian and Chinese language 
cultures). In addition, the issue of the visual imagery of memes and its semiotic 
relationship to the text has been poorly studied.
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