
Gina M. Masullo

BRIDGING POLITICAL DIVIDES 
WITH FACEBOOK MEMES

SUMMARY
Previous research by the Center for Media Engagement found that a sense of common 
humanity – where people recognize that their own failings are common human 
experiences – can help bring people together. Now we examine whether this feeling 
can be fostered with something as simple as a meme. 

The results of the study show that memes designed to encourage people to think 
about common humanity helped people feel more positively about people they 
disagree with politically. This suggests that social media platforms could help bridge 
divides by prioritizing these types of memes in their algorithms, especially when people 
are discussing politics.
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PROBLEM
Efforts to help ease the animosity that people have for those they disagree with politically 
have proven particularly elusive.1 This can pose challenges in a democracy because it may 
limit people’s ability to see issues from others’ viewpoints or to work together to solve 
problems.2

A recent Center for Media Engagement study found that having a sense of common 
humanity – where people recognize that their own failings are common human experiences 
as a means to understand others’ mistakes – might help. We found that the more sense 
of common humanity people felt, the more likely they were to feel they had the skills to 
develop relationships with those they disagree with. 

The findings led us to examine whether it was possible to foster a sense of common 
humanity through the use of memes, and, if so, whether it would help people see those they 
disagree with politically in a better light. This research is part of our connective democracy 
initiative, funded by the John S. and James L. Knight Foundation. Connective democracy 
seeks to find practical solutions to the problem of divisiveness.

KEY FINDINGS AND IMPLICATIONS
Study findings show that something as simple as a meme can be used to get people in a 
mindset where they can view their political outgroup more positively. We found that: 

•	 Using Facebook memes to encourage people to think about their common humanity 
with others significantly increased their positive feelings toward people they 
disagree with politically.

•	 Exposure to the memes had no significant effects on people’s perceptions that 
people they disagree with politically have negative traits.

This suggests that social media platforms could help bridge divides by prioritizing positive 
memes in their algorithms, so they would surface to more users. This could be especially 
effective when people are discussing politics.

https://mediaengagement.org/research/compassion-and-political-divides/
https://mediaengagement.org/connective-democracy-initiative/
https://mediaengagement.org/connective-democracy-initiative/
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FULL FINDINGS
Participants were shown either a Facebook feed with eight memes designed to encourage 
them to think about common humanity or a control condition that showed a feed with eight 
generic memes.  

Examples of Common Humanity Memes

Images from the Center for Media Engagement
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Results showed that people exposed to the common humanity memes had significantly 
more positive attitudes toward their outgroup members,3 although it had no effect on their 
perceptions that outgroup members have negative traits.4 

Data from the Center for Media Engagement

Notes: Average scores are shown. Ratings for positive attitudes toward the outgroup and for perception of 
outgroup’s negative traits are on a 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much) scale. Means are significantly different at p < 
.001 between the common humanity and control conditions for positive attitudes toward the outgroup, but 

not for perception of outgroup’s negative traits.
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METHODOLOGY
We recruited participants for the experiment through CloudResearch, which draws 
participants from Amazon Mechanical Turk. Participants had to be at least 18 years old, 
live in the United States, and follow politics at least some of the time.5 We set up quotas to 
ensure we would recruit roughly half participants who are Democrats or have Democrat-
leaning views and half who are Republican or have Republican-leaning views. This was 
neither a random nor a representative sample.

After consenting,6 participants (N = 955)7 were randomly assigned to view a thread of 
Facebook posts that included memes designed to encourage people to think about their 
common humanity8 with others or a thread of generic memes, which was the control 
condition. The memes were shown on a functional replica of a Facebook feed and were fully 
interactive. In both cases, the same generic posts (e.g., “Does anybody have any good book 
recommendations”) were interspersed within the feed to make it look more realistic.
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Participant Demographics 

Survey (%)

N = 955

Gender

Female 53.9

Male 46.1

Age

18 to 29 15.6

30 to 49 56.2

50 to 64 21.1

65 and older 7.1

Hispanic, Latino, Latina, Latinx

No 92.1

Yes 7.9

Race/Ethnicity

White 85.2

Black 6.5

Asian/Pacific Islander 6.3

Biracial/other 1.4

Native American 0.6

Education

High school degree or less 12.1

Some college, trade school 30.0

Bachelor’s degree or more 57.9

Political beliefs

Democrat/Democrat-leaning 50.4

Republican/Republican-leaning 49.6

Data from the Center for Media Engagement
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