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Abstract: In recent years, network culture and humor, particularly among young people, have 

exhibited distinct age-related characteristics. A notable and concerning trend within this 

culture is the increasing trivialization phenomenon of serious illnesses. Conditions such as 

depression, suicide, bipolar disorder, and Down Syndrome are increasingly being trivialized 

and used as subjects of “jokes” and “self-mockery” in online discourse and everyday 

conversation. While diseases are humorized and made light of, many patients and their 

families, who are deeply affected by these illnesses, continue to struggle not only with the 

challenges of the diseases themselves but also with the social stigma that results from such 

trivialization. This phenomenon of trivializing illness not only deepens the suffering of 

affected individuals, but also further erodes societal empathy in an era where interpersonal 

alienation is on the rise. Drawing on previous research in the field of Sociology, Psychology 

and Communication studies, this paper seeks to explore the underlying causes of young 

people’s tendency to trivialize serious diseases and to propose corresponding solutions to 

address this issue. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1. The Dual Nature of Memes: Cohesion vs. Isolation 

In recent years, the rapid development of social media has enhanced interactions among young people, 

leading to the emergence of a distinct online culture. Humor has become a central element of these 

conversations, particularly within this demographic. Memes generated in online spaces significantly 

influence how young people behave and communicate in their daily lives. 
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A "meme" is a viral phenomenon that spreads swiftly through social media and internet platforms. 

Typically consisting of images, videos, or text paired with humorous, ironic, or relatable content, 

memes often draw upon cultural references, current events, or in-group jokes to engage and entertain 

users [1]. They serve as a medium for shared expression within online communities, fostering a sense 

of belonging and understanding. Memes reflect the dynamic and evolving nature of internet culture, 

continually developing as new ones emerge and old ones fade. 

The Meme Theory of  Richard Dawkins [2] might be able to give us some insight. Memes achieve 

rapid and widespread circulation on social media through interactive mechanisms such as likes, shares, 

and comments, creating a viral effect. They are often utilized by specific communities to establish 

shared cultural symbols and identities [3].  

For instance, certain memes may circulate exclusively within particular interest groups or cultural 

circles. This phenomenon can enhance group cohesion but may simultaneously weaken the members' 

communication with the outside world [4]. Additionally, memes can simplify complex social 

phenomena or emotions through humor or exaggeration, making them easier to understand and accept. 

1.2. The psychological impact of memes on social identity 

From the perspectives of psychology and communication studies, memes are considered self-

replicating units of social information, culture, and behavior patterns. Through imitation, re-creation, 

and transmission, they shape both individual and group behaviors, becoming a modern medium for 

cultural exchange and a tool for social interaction due to their efficiency and widespread influence. 

Memes often impact an individual’s social identity through imitation. In online environments, 

users share and create memes to foster group identity and reinforce social belonging. However, the 

rapid dissemination of information on social media, especially in the absence of effective moderation, 

can facilitate the spread of harmful memes. This lack of oversight can lead to the proliferation of 

adverse content with significant social consequences [4].  

1.3. The dark side of humor: Trivializaiton of serious issues 

One notable issue is the entertainment-based trivialization of diseases among young people, 

particularly in cyberspace [5]. Serious conditions such as depression, suicide, and Down syndrome 

are often subjects of jokes and memes. This trend not only disregards the feelings of those affected 

but also hinders their recovery and treatment, eroding societal empathy and responsibility. 

1.4. Aims and scope of the study 

Building on previous research, this paper aims to explore the mechanisms and impacts of disease 

trivialization from psychological, sociological, and communication perspectives while examining 

potential solutions to address this growing concern. 

2. Literature Review 

2.1. The role of  humor in mental health 

Humor is a vital element of social culture, playing crucial roles in emotional regulation, group 

cohesion, cultural transmission, and social critique. It serves as an effective mechanism for alleviating 

stress, anxiety, and negative emotions, helping individuals reframe problems and confront challenges 

more easily. Research indicates that humor reduces psychological burdens, promotes mental health, 

and enhances overall life satisfaction. Additionally, it strengthens interpersonal connections and 

emotional bonds within groups, allowing individuals to diffuse awkward situations and ease tension. 
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Furthermore, humor acts as a medium for cultural expression, disseminating and shaping cultural 

values through jokes, satire, and cartoons. [6] [7] 

2.2. Trivialization of serious diseases 

However, the trend of trivializing serious diseases has led to alienation in interpersonal relationships 

and a diminished sense of care for affected individuals [8]. This phenomenon involves discussing 

serious health issues, such as depression, suicide, and Down syndrome, in a playful manner, 

particularly among young people on online platforms. [9] [10] 

2.2.1. Depression 

Depression, a common mental illness, significantly affects mood and behavior, with symptoms 

including persistent low mood, loss of interest, and, in severe cases, suicidal ideation [11].   

2.2.2. Suicide 

The World Health Organization (WHO) identifies suicide as a leading cause of death globally, with 

a notable percentage of individuals with depression having experienced suicidal behaviors [12]. Yet, 

depression is often trivialized online, being described as simply “being in a bad mood.” [13] Young 

people frequently use phrases like “I’m so depressed” or joke about suicide, which minimizes the 

seriousness of these conditions and leads to a lack of understanding and compassion for those truly 

suffering. 

This trivialization can diminish attention to mental health issues, making it harder for affected 

individuals to receive necessary support. Casual remarks about suicide, while often intended as jokes, 

trivialize its seriousness and can cause those genuinely struggling to feel their pain is dismissed, 

exacerbating their isolation [14]. 

2.2.3. Down syndrome 

Similarly, Down syndrome, caused by an extra chromosome, is often mischaracterized in informal 

contexts, with the term used to describe someone as “clumsy” or “stupid.”  [15]  This trivialization 

exacerbates discrimination and perpetuates harmful stereotypes, leading to a lack of societal 

understanding and compassion for individuals with Down syndrome, ultimately hindering advocacy 

efforts [16].  

2.2.4. Diseases trivializatoin 

The amplification effect of social media plays a crucial role in spreading disease trivialization [17]. 

The rapid dissemination of memes and humorous content about diseases allows such material to gain 

visibility quickly, often at the expense of empathy for affected individuals. Young users, seeking 

collective recognition, may engage in this behavior, believing it strengthens their social connections. 

Moreover, the culture of dark humor and satire often addresses taboo topics through mockery, 

which may lead to emotional numbness within society. Algorithmic recommendations on social 

media [18] reinforce this trend by suggesting similar content based on user preferences, [19]   further 

isolating users from serious discussions.   

Ultimately, the trivialization of diseases can desensitize individuals to the emotional gravity of 

these issues, reducing empathy and diminishing societal compassion. This emotional dilution can 

foster public misconceptions, [20] leading to prejudice against patients and potentially deterring them 

from seeking necessary treatment. The trivialization of serious conditions neglects the genuine 
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experiences of patients, leaving them vulnerable to ridicule and undermining their support systems 

[21]. 

3. Discussion 

In addition to the drive for group identity, the influence of social media, and a lack of awareness about 

related diseases, several other factors contribute to the rising phenomenon of illness trivialization.  

3.1. Decline of emotional communication 

In our fast-paced era of economic and technological advancement, emotional communication 

between individuals is declining. As life accelerates, people often overlook each other's emotional 

needs. What may be perceived as “jokes” could actually signal distress from young individuals 

seeking help. Defense mechanisms may lead them to adopt a humorous approach when disclosing 

inner pain, allowing them to maintain distance from their vulnerabilities. [22] 

3.2. The importance of social connection 

Social connection is vital for psychological well-being. Seeking group approval enhances a sense of 

belonging and boosts self-worth [4]. Therefore, when a cultural environment trivializes certain 

illnesses, individuals may feel pressured to participate, even if they disagree.  This can result in 

cognitive dissonance, where they alter their perceptions to reconcile their discomfort with group 

behavior. [23] 

3.3. Roles of memes in emotional expression 

Memes provide a quick, informal means of emotional expression. By sharing and creating memes, 

users effectively convey emotions and viewpoints. These fragmented cultural symbols evoke 

emotional resonance and foster group identities, allowing young people to vent their feelings in a 

challenging environment while strengthening community bonds. When used appropriately, memes 

can promote positive messages and cultural values, succinctly conveying complex issues during 

social movements. 

3.4. Regulatory Mechanisms for Memes 

With proper regulatory mechanisms, memes can fulfill their cultural role effectively. Social media 

platforms should implement measures to ensure that meme dissemination is free of harmful content 

while avoiding excessive censorship that stifles creativity. A combination of artificial intelligence 

and human moderation can help filter out harmful memes, while promoting healthy, positive content 

that enriches societal discourse. [24] 

3.5. Encouraging Social Responsibility 

To combat the trivialization of diseases, platforms should encourage content creators to take social 

responsibility, avoiding the spread of negative cultural influences. Influencers can use their platforms 

to promote respect and discourage harmful content. Additionally, social media could develop 

mechanisms to identify and label content that trivializes diseases, utilizing natural language 

processing to analyze text and images, and enhancing user reporting functions. 
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3.6. Adjusting Recommendation Algorithms 

Adjustments to recommendation algorithms should prioritize positive and educational content over 

merely popular content. Monitoring user interaction data can help mitigate the spread of negative 

content. Collaborating with professional organizations to promote educational resources on mental 

health and disease awareness can further enhance public understanding. Dedicated forums can 

facilitate sharing real-life experiences and accessing professional support. 

3.7. Raising Public Awareness 

Raising public awareness of mental health issues and intellectual disabilities is essential. Creators of 

entertainment about these topics must recognize the genuine pain of those they mock to diminish 

negative culture. Implementing mental health education in secondary schools and universities can 

promote awareness and compassion, preventing discrimination from the outset. [25] 

3.8. Enhancing Media Literacy 

Furthermore, educational initiatives should enhance public media literacy and understanding of 

internet culture. Programs should help users grasp the context of memes, reducing the risk of 

misinterpretation. Raising awareness of information accuracy and moral responsibility is crucial for 

ensuring the effective functioning of memes in the digital age. 

4. Conclusion 

The entertainment of illness may serve as a way for young people to express their emotions and seek 

attention in an era characterized by interpersonal indifference. This behavior can reflect their pain 

and helplessness but fails to address their psychological needs or mitigate the harm inflicted on those 

affected. Additionally, this trend can undermine societal empathy, deepening the alienation between 

individuals. 

A comprehensive solution should enhance platform censorship to prevent the spread of illness 

entertainment while promoting respect and understanding for the pain of others. Although individuals 

with health conditions constitute a small segment of the population, their rights are equally important. 

They deserve respect and compassion, not malicious jokes. Society must also combat this 

phenomenon through education and advocacy. By fostering a deeper understanding of others' 

suffering, we can enhance empathy and improve interpersonal relationships. This approach will create 

a more supportive environment for patients whose conditions have been trivialized, ultimately 

facilitating their healing process. 
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