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Moving on from literature that focuses on how consumers use social media and the 
benefits of organizations utilizing platforms for health and risk communication, this 
study explores how specific characteristics of tweets affect the way in which they are 
perceived. An online survey with 251 participants with self-reported food hypersensitivity 
(FH) took part in an online experiment to consider the impact of tweet characteristics 
on perceptions of source credibility, message credibility, persuasiveness, and intention 
to act upon the presented information. Positioning the research hypotheses within the 
framework of the Elaboration Likelihood Model and Uses and Gratifications Theory, 
the study explored motivations for using social media and tested the impact of the 
affordances of Twitter—(1) the inclusion of links and (2) the number of social validation 
indicators (likes and retweets). Having links accompanying tweets significantly increased 
ratings of the tweets’ message credibility, as well as persuasiveness of their content. 
Socially validated tweets had no effect on these same variables. Parents of FH children 
were found to utilize social media for social reasons more than hypersensitive adults; 
concern level surrounding a reaction did not appear to alter the level of use. Links were 
considered valuable in obtaining social media users to attend to useful or essential food 
health and risk information. Future research in this area can usefully consider the nature 
and the effects of social validation in relation to other social media platforms and with 
other groups.

Keywords: food hypersensitivity, food allergy, food intolerance, social media, Twitter, Uses and gratifications, 
elaboration likelihood Model

inTrODUcTiOn

As the structure and function of online media has developed to enable more active citizen involve-
ment, understanding why we use and respond to social media is of increasing interest to scholars 
exploring online behavior (1). Access to social media platforms and their two-directional communi-
cation affordances means Internet users can readily connect with others and share information. One 
area in which social media is receiving increasing attention is around managing food risk—both in 
relation to the activities of those that seek to manage the risks to which consumers might be exposed 
(2–5) and of the ways in which consumers interact with social media as part of their information-
seeking activities (5). Building on this, the more particular focus here is upon how judgments about 
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the credibility and persuasiveness of social media information 
and intentions to act upon it are affected by structural elements of 
the social media communication. We focus on Twitter as a widely 
used and researched social media platform that (6) in a context 
where social media is increasingly used by risk communicators 
around food issues (7). We address this with a group that has 
particular reason to consider the veracity and provenance of 
information about food—food-hypersensitive (FH) consumers 
that are seeking to avoid food that contains particular allergens. 
Twitter is a useful tool for this community for gathering or shar-
ing important and useful information as well as seeking social 
support (8).

The introduction will unfold as follows. We first seek to char-
acterize the research that has addressed how consumers use social 
media information in relation to food and introduce the social 
media platform—Twitter—that is the focus of this study. Having 
outlined how information on social media may have particular 
salience for those with FH, we introduce the theoretical perspec-
tives that frame the study: Uses And Gratifications Theory (UGT) 
and the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM), before outlining 
the exact focus on the present study and the hypotheses that will 
be addressed.

social Media and Food-related 
information
There is a small but growing body of evidence about the way in 
which, and the reasons why, people use social media in relation 
to food. Consumers regularly use social media to both seek and 
share information about food, illustrating passive and active 
behavioral approaches. In a more passive sense, consumers might 
seek information about products, recipes, diets, healthy eating, 
and risks (9–11). Alternatively, users may actively share food 
information themselves (12) or seek support/advice from their 
online peers (13, 14). This active collective participation on social 
media is highly significant; users take notice of the information 
posted by other users and not just authorities on the topic. The 
origin, credibility, and content of social media posts and related 
comments are features users routinely consider when making 
judgments about food safety information (15). Other research 
has analyzed consumer engagement with social media to show 
patterns of coping with food-risk incidents, such as information-
seeking around appropriate food choice or handling (16, 17) as 
well as the way in which expert presentations of the underlying 
food science can be dismissed, discounted, or contested when the 
information is incongruent with their opinion (18).

Social media has quickly become an expansive resource 
of information and can give users access to some of the most 
engaged members of the public (5, 6). Consequently, social 
media has a role in public discourse around risks and concerns, 
has an information-providing function, and signals a decreased 
dependence on traditional media outlets (19). The increase 
in information sources available on social media may amplify 
consumer perceptions of risk and uncertainty, making this an 
important area of research (20). Stakeholders no longer need to 
go through traditional media channels; they can report an issue 
exactly when and how they wish (4). Increasingly, such bodies 
utilize this advantageous feature of social media for food-risk 

communication as well as health and safety campaigns (5, 21–23). 
Platforms allow for the rapid distribution of information and can 
assist in managing public reactions toward risk events, as well 
as encourage appropriate behavior, calm, educate, and increase 
awareness (4, 23, 24). Organizations also recognize that the infor-
mation consumers themselves post on social media can provide 
important intelligence that can inform their risk management 
strategies (25) or food choice decisions relating to consumer per-
ceptions of health and well-being (12). Thus, food organizations 
are pushing information out to consumers and may also seek to 
learn from the information that consumers are posting (3, 23).

Twitter is a social media platform that is increasingly 
important in food-risk communication. Although less popular 
than Facebook, it is widely used with 17.1 million UK users in 
2018 (26). As a real-time news-style platform, information can 
be rapidly disseminated, publicly challenged, and can spread 
and become established through the process of retweeting (4). 
Information on Twitter takes the form of comments which can 
contain the names of other Twitter users, hashtags (#)—which 
function to organize themes across tweets—and links to other 
media sites (URLs). Each tweet is associated with information as 
to the number of times that it has been shared (retweeted) and 
liked (27). The availability of this information has served to focus 
research interest (6). Indeed, Tufekci (28) contends that the clean 
and simple structure of Twitter enables it to serve as a “model 
organism” that “facilitates progress in basic questions underly-
ing the entire field” (p. 506). This simplicity has allowed for the 
creation of stimuli to explore perceptions of Twitter information 
within an experimental study design.

Twitter has become a key communication tool for organiza-
tions seeking to manage risk (2, 23). This is not only because it 
provides a channel to send information out as part of a public 
health campaign, for example, but also due to the potential insights 
provided through content analysis of tweets (12, 16), sentiment 
analysis of Twitter data (17), linking Twitter data with other types 
of data such as demographics to provide information about users 
themselves (29), or overlaying tweet content with geolocation 
data (30). The UK Food Standards Agency has recently analyzed 
Twitter data to help detect outbreaks of Norovirus in order to 
inform the timing and location of interventions (31). In line with 
the work by Gaspar et al. (16, 17) who look at what tweets reveal 
about coping patterns with a food contamination incident, the 
current study also considers individual patterns of Twitter use. 
Our focus is upon understanding how the functionality of Twitter 
can influence public perceptions of a message independently of 
the content of tweets. We explore the activities of users and the 
affordances of the Twitter platform (32) in relation to a group 
of users who have a particular motivation to avoid and to man-
age risk in relation to food consumption: those seeking to avoid 
allergens in their food.

Food hypersensitivity
Food hypersensitivity refers to individuals who suffer reproduc-
ible negative symptoms whenever they eat a particular food and 
denotes both food allergy and non-allergic FH [e.g., food intoler-
ance and celiac disease (33)]. Living with FHs involves constant 
risk assessments surrounding the foods one consumes. This is 
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especially the case when eating outside the home (34). Those 
with food intolerance wish to avoid repeatable adverse reactions 
to foods such as bloating, constipation, vomiting, and diarrhea. 
Food-allergic individuals, in more severe cases, need to avoid 
allergen consumption that could lead to anaphylaxis (associated 
with breathing difficulties, sudden drop in blood pressure, and 
potential death).

The role of social media in providing information or social 
support for people with FHs has received little empirical atten-
tion. Given that there is no cure for FH and the prevention of a 
reaction by avoiding consumption of the offending food allergen 
is vital, it is not surprising that social media provides information 
(e.g., product alerts) and sources of support through forums, dis-
cussion groups, blogs, and microblogs (8). Social media has also 
increasingly become a platform for industry, support groups, and 
those with regulatory responsibilities to circulate information 
relating to FH. The Food Standards Agency (@foodgov) routinely 
tweet allergen alerts and product recall information relevant to 
allergens.

Recent research has alluded to ways in which FH consumers 
utilize the Internet to gather information about allergens before 
eating out (35). Several strategies were employed, including 
menu-checking via websites, using search engines to check 
if specific dishes usually contain an allergen, as well as using 
QR-code scanning to check for specific ingredients via links. 
This is particularly significant insofar as consumers with FH had 
a clear preference for written rather than oral information. This 
sense of reluctance toward asking staff for information appears 
to manifest from feelings of embarrassment and a reluctance 
to be seen as making a fuss or drawing unwanted attention to 
themselves (35).

Having noted the increasing ubiquity of social media for com-
municating food risk and the particular salience of this for those 
that are seeking to avoid allergens, we introduce two theoretical 
frameworks that are used to (1) situate our consideration of how 
social media is used by FH individuals (UGT) and (2) how the 
affordances of Twitter might shape responses to information 
encountered (the ELM).

need satisfaction Through social Media
There has long been a focus on the gratifications of media use 
(36). UGT is “a psychological perspective that examines how 
individuals use mass media, on the assumption that individuals 
select media and content to fulfill felt needs and wants” (37) that 
more recently has been applied to use of the Internet (38, 39) 
and to social media (40–42). Research has identified a range of 
factors motivating Internet use such as information-seeking, 
entertainment, relaxation, and passing the time (38–40). In 
terms of social media, motivations similarly fall broadly into the 
realms of information-seeking, passing time, and entertainment, 
but with greater emphasis on news sharing, social interaction, 
keeping in touch, and surveying what others are doing (40–44). 
Thriving groups of specific health-concerned users interact on 
social media and make use of such platforms for sharing useful 
information and emotional support [e.g., people living with cystic 
fibrosis—(45); diabetic individuals on Facebook—(46), and FH 
individuals on Twitter—(8)]. For people caring for loved ones, 

social networking platforms can be a good source of reassurance 
(47).

Research has suggested that the use of Twitter echoes complex 
purposes relating to information and social engagement such as 
sharing information to gain attention (48), building networks 
and engaging with other users (49) as well as distributing and 
discussing news (50). UGT has recently been used to address 
questions relating to Twitter (51, 52). Twitter users may gain a 
range of gratifications related to information and social network-
ing (51). Some research has asserted that the most important 
Twitter motivation relates to the need for social connection 
(53), and others have suggested that Twitter is mostly used as 
an information source, rather than to satisfy social needs (54). 
However, the research in this area thus far has suggested that 
the provision of information and of social support may be 
primary gratifications that using Twitter (as well as other social 
media platforms) can provide. When we consider the particular 
situation of consumers with FH, previous research indicates that 
parents of FH children face particular concerns and challenges 
around their responsibilities for the care and safety of their child 
(55), which may manifest as stress, anxiety, and depression 
(56). Consumers concerned about FH utilize online resources 
to help avoid consuming allergens they or their child react to 
(8, 35). Both FH adults and parents access social support via 
social media. However, parents have a unique set of concerns 
and seek the expertise of other FH parents, in part to help with 
the responsibility they have in managing their child’s reaction 
to consuming allergens—which in the case of an allergy may 
be life-threatening (57). Thus, we hypothesize that due to the 
greater level of responsibility and challenges FH parents face, 
they will be more motivated to use Twitter for information and 
social support:

H1: Parents caring for a FH child will be more motivated to use 
social media for information and for social support compared 
to FH adults.

Consumers with FH will vary in the severity of their 
reactions—following a classification system derived in rela-
tion to peanut allergy, reactions can be classified as mild, 
moderate, and severe (58); the salience of more recent and 
severe reactions that may be life-threatening nature is more 
likely to be associated with a greater concern. We would 
therefore hypothesize that seeking social support and infor-
mation relevant to past reactions or avoiding future reac-
tions is likely to be more pronounced in these individuals:

H2: Individuals with high reaction salience will be more motivated 
to use social media for information and social reasons than 
those with low reaction salience.

The effects of Tweet characteristics on 
credibility, Persuasion, and intention
Twitter provides information about the extent to which any 
particular post (tweet) is socially validated—that is, the extent to 
which it has been attended to by others either by them retweet-
ing or liking it (27, 59). This is not to say that the act of liking 
or retweeting indicates agreement with the content, simply that 
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to the viewer these metrics designate it as having been of public 
interest—or not. Tweets may also contain links to other external 
sites (via a URL). The presence of a link may too function to 
validate the sense that the views being expressed are not simply 
those of one individual but are supported by material located else-
where online (60). The question then arises as to how, if at all, the 
affordances of links, retweets, and likes affect the assessments of 
those viewing the tweets. Relevant assessments might include the 
credibility of both tweet and tweeter, how persuasive the content 
or source is, and (if relevant) the intention that it might inform 
future actions.

Faced with a vast array of Internet information, questions 
regarding how people perceive and assess the credibility of the 
information they encounter have become particularly salient (40, 
61). Given the relative ease with which content can be published 
and altered online, often coupled with the lack of information 
verification systems, it is important, albeit difficult, for citizens to 
evaluate the quality and potential inaccuracies of online informa-
tion (62, 63). These platforms act as key information networks 
for individuals who consider being well informed as important 
(5); inaccurate information relating to life-threatening condi-
tions, such as food allergy, could have serious consequences for 
consumers (8).

The tenets of the ELM are relevant to considering assessments 
of credibility and persuasiveness of a message/source (64). The 
ELM considers two routes of persuasion: (1) the central route, 
which persuades people who carefully consider a range of 
information contained within the source message, and (2) the 
peripheral route, which sees cues such as subjective impressions 
and surrounding/contextual information persuading individuals 
who lack motivation or ability to consider a source’s finer details 
(64). Recent research has considered the relative effects of these 
routes in social media (65), suggesting that the popularity of 
a post affected the perceived persuasiveness of the message 
although this was attributed to both central and peripheral 
processing. Focusing more on the potential peripheral nature 
of like/retweet information, Waddell (66) tested if high or low 
like/retweet levels moderated the effect of credibility and issue 
importance from online comments. This was not found to be the 
case; rather suggesting that such features are hard to process (67). 
Furthermore, inferences about the credibility of a source of health 
information may be based on perceptions of how professional 
or official a website design is (68). In another example of how 
peripheral information can be used to infer credibility, Cheever 
and Rokkum (69) highlighted how design and testimonials or 
comments from other web users are often employed to assess the 
credibility of materials above more formal verifications about the 
information (e.g., affiliations). Indications of the involvement or 
approval of others may also act as descriptive norms (70), indicat-
ing how common a particular behavior or a view is in a group that 
one belongs to or identifies with (71). Tweets relevant to those 
with FH are likely to make a FH identity salient (72), and thus 
indications of being validated by others to whom it is relevant 
may function as cues to being persuasive and credible and as 
encouraging intentions to relevant allergy management actions.

Research on FH certainly highlights the everyday rules of 
thumb and use of peripheral cues, by, for example, forming 

judgments of whether allergen management in an eating-out 
venue will be good on the basis of factors such as labeling and 
perceived cleanliness of the establishment (55, 73). For those who 
seek to communicate about allergens on Twitter, it will be useful 
to understand what peripheral cues might shape reactions to their 
messages.

In summary then, we would propose that the information 
embedded in tweets both the links to other information and the 
numbers of retweets and likes that the post has attracted (i.e., the 
level of social validation) will affect assessments of the credibility 
and persuasiveness of the message and intentions to take relevant 
action:

H3: Higher levels of likes and retweets from other users on tweets 
will positively influence ratings of source and message cred-
ibility, persuasiveness, and intention.

H4: The presence of a link as additional information following 
a tweet will positively affect message and source credibility, 
persuasiveness, and intention.

MaTerials anD MeThODs

Design
A two-by-two between subjects quasi-experimental design was 
used to assess the impact of adult/parent status and high/low 
reaction salience on the importance of information-seeking and 
social-support motivations. A further two-by-two between sub-
jects experimental design was used to assess the impact of tweets 
with high/low social validation indicators and inclusion of a link/
no link. There were four outcome variables: perceived message 
credibility, source credibility, persuasiveness, and intention.

Participants
Respondents were primarily recruited from a contact list of FH 
individuals (or parents of FH children) who had taken part in a 
related study by Barnett et al. (74), had indicated that they were 
social media users, and agreed to be re-contacted for subsequent 
projects by the research team (ethical approval reference number: 
16-146). Additional respondents who met the same criteria were 
also sought through advertisements on the member websites and 
social media accounts of Celiac UK and Allergy UK. In total, there 
were 251 questionnaire respondents. Full ethical approval for this 
research project was granted by the Department of Psychology’s 
ethics committee at the University of Bath (reference number: 
16-275). Table  1 outlines the study population demographics; 
Table 2 summarizes the characteristics of participant FHs.

Materials
The online questionnaire survey was hosted via the Qualtrics 
survey platform.1 Initial questions related to demographic and 
FH information, as well as typical use of social media platforms 
and those used specifically in relation to FH. In assessing reasons 
why social media sites were potentially utilized for reasons relat-
ing to FH, an adapted version of a Uses and Gratifications Social 

1 https://www.qualtrics.com/ (Accessed: March 2, 2018).
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Table 2 | Characteristics of participant food hypersensitivities.

(N = 251) N (%)

Food sensitivity category
Allergy 76 (30.3)
Intolerance 174 (69.3)
Unsure 1 (0.4)

allergens causing sensitivitya

Gluten 149 (59.36)
Cow’s milk 93 (37.05)
Peanuts 71 (28.30)
Egg 54 (21.51)
Other nuts 52 (20.72)
Soya 36 (14.34)
Sesame 20 (7.97)
Fish 11 (4.38)
Crustaceans 8 (3.19)
Mollusks 8 (3.19)
Sulfur dioxide 7 (2.79)
Mustard 6 (2.39)
Lupine 6 (2.39)
Celery 4 (1.59)
Other(s) 50 (19.92)

Diagnosis type
Formal medical diagnosis 218 (86.85)
Alternative diagnosis 8 (3.19)
Self-diagnosis 10 (3.98)
Other 15 (5.98)

speed of reaction
Immediately 89 (35.46)
Within 1 h, but not immediately 62 (24.70)
1–24 h later 82 (32.67)
After 24 h 18 (7.17)

reaction salience
High concern 107 (42.6)
Low concern 144 (57.4)

aCan be more than one causative allergen.

Table 1 | Demographics characteristics of questionnaire sample.

(N = 251) N (%)

gender
Female 228 (90.8)
Male 21 (8.4)
Prefer not to answer 2 (0.8)

age category
18–24 14 (5.6)
25–34 62 (24.7)
35–44 92 (36.7)
45–54 47 (18.7)
55+ 36 (14.3)

location
UK resident 245 (97.6)
Non-UK resident 6 (2.4)
Adults 155 (61.8)
Parents 96 (38.2)

Twitter familiaritya

Twitter users 101 (40.2)
Not Twitter users 150 (59.8)

aTwitter use in relation to food hypersensitivity.
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Media measure was employed, taking account of elements relat-
ing to information-seeking, social connection, and entertainment 
gratifications (40). The scale wording was adjusted to fit more 

appropriately to the FH focus, and thus a factor analysis was 
conducted to confirm the constitution of the scales.

Two independent variables (IVs) were experimentally manip-
ulated. Sample Twitter feeds were used to embed manipulations 
associated with the ELM. High and low levels of social validation 
(through likes and retweets) established peripheral information 
cues, high levels were shown with between 98 and 152 retweets 
and between 226 and 505 likes (Figure 1), and low levels were 
shown with maximum one retweet and five likes (Figure 2). The 
inclusion or exclusion of links established central cues.

Manipulation checks were conducted in order to assess if 
participants had interpreted the IVs as intended. To check for 
perceptions of social validation, participants were asked to what 
extent they felt that information from the tweets was appreciated 
by and shared between social media users with ratings from 1 
“not at all” to 5 “extremely.” To check for the perception of link 
inclusion, the second check asked to what extent participants felt 
tweets made use of links to other websites from 1 “never” to 5 “a 
great deal.”

There were four dependent variables (DVs): two measures of 
credibility perceptions—message credibility (75) and perceived 
source credibility (76), a persuasiveness measure adapted from 
Maio et al. (77) to closely fit with the topic of FH and a measure 
of intention to ask about the presence of allergens when eating out 
[adapted from Ref. (78)]. Although one might expect FH adults or 
parents to routinely ask about this, previous research has identified 
reluctance and embarrassment around asking about allergen-free 
food choices with a preference for written information (35). To 
explore the effect of concern about an FH reaction, a composite of 
scores for speed of reaction, reaction recency, and the recency of 
the most severe reaction formed a low or a high reaction salience 
grouping variable.2 Table 4 outlines the items that comprise each 
measure, response options, and scale reliabilities.

Procedure
Respondents were given access to a link allowing them to 
complete the questionnaire, either through an email invite, 
social media post, or link on Allergy UK or Coeliac UK’s 
member websites. Respondents were initially presented with 
an information sheet and online consent form, outlining the 
study and information on participation. First, we collected 
basic demographic information, information about the nature 
and severity of the respondent’s FH, and their patterns of social 
media use (in general and for reasons relating to FH) followed 
by completion of the adapted Uses and Gratifications for Social 
Media measure. Second, the social validation and link-inclusion 
manipulations, drawing on the ELM, were then presented in 
one of the four randomized conditions: (1) the presence of a 
link and high social validation indicators, (2) no link included 
and high social validation, (3) link included and low social 
validation, and (4) no link present and low social validation. 
Respondents then completed the manipulation checks to ensure 
that they were aware of the presence of shares/likes and the 

2 Further details on the structure and creation of this composite variable can be 
requested from the corresponding author for this paper. 

https://www.frontiersin.org/Public_Health
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/Public_Health/archive


FigUre 2 | Sample Twitter feed stimuli used for condition 4, showing low retweets and likes, and no link.

FigUre 1 | Sample Twitter feed stimuli used for condition 1, showing high retweets and likes, and links included.
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Table 3 | Descriptives and overview for experimental manipulation conditions.

condition link present level of social validation N

1 Yes High 29
2 No High 35
3 Yes Low 29
4 No Low 37

130
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inclusion or exclusion of links. Scales measuring credibility 
(two scales), persuasion, and intention followed these simulated 
tweets.3 The debrief information page, giving an outline of the 
study aims, links to further information, and the opportunity 
to enter a prize draw, concluded the survey. The survey took 
approximately 20–30 min to complete.

Data analysis
A principal axis factor analysis was conducted to verify our 
adapted 13-item Uses and Gratifications for Social Media meas-
ure. Reliability using Cronbach’s alpha values was utilized for all 
composite variables. Two-way multivariate analysis of variance 
models were conducted to explore the effect of the IVs on selected 
DVs. All analyses were conducted using IBM SPSS statistics 
software.

resUlTs

reliability of Measures
Message and perceived source credibility measures and mes-
sage persuasiveness had a high level of internal consistency, 
as determined by Cronbach’s alpha values  of >0.80 (79). The 
principal axis factor analysis conducted on the Uses and 
Gratifications for Social Media in relation to FH measure 
indicated that the overall Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin (KMO) verified 
the sampling adequacy for the analysis, KMO = 0.79 (80), and 
all KMO values for individual items were greater than 0.72 
[acceptable limit  =  0.5; (81)]. Three factors had eigenvalues 
over Kaiser’s criterion of 1 and in combination explained 
61.12% of the variance. Following analysis of factor loadings 
after rotation, factor 1 represented social-seeking motivation, 
factor 2 represented entertainment-seeking motivation, and 
factor 3 information-seeking motivation. Analysis of the pat-
tern matrix following oblique rotation highlighted that the item 
“I use social media in relation to food allergy/intolerance: to 
present myself to others as a person managing a food allergy/
intolerance” loaded on both social and entertainment-seeking 
factors and was therefore removed. Cronbach’s alpha for the 
three individual gratification measures showed appropriate 
levels of internal consistency [all moderate to high reliability; 
(79)]. The measure for information-seeking bordered on the 
0.70 cutoff for Cronbach’s alpha (0.67). Inclusion was justified 
due to the low number of measure items and negligible distance 
from a typical acceptance value.

Use of social Media Platforms
The sample of FH-concerned social media users consisted of 
228 females, 21 males, and 2 respondents who did not wish to 
say. There were 96 parents of FH children and 155 adults with 
FH themselves; 76 respondents were classed as having a food 
allergy and 174 classified as having food intolerance (those with 
celiac disease and IBS-related conditions were also included 

3 To provide information for another study, respondents were finally asked if 
they could identify any social media users that they considered to be expert or 
trustworthy. This information is not reported here. 

in this group); one participant did not answer this question. 
On average, respondents used 4.24 social media platforms for 
general use and 2.77 platforms for reasons related to FH [dif-
ference = 1.47, 95% CI (1.25, 1.63), t(251) = 14.91, p < 0.001]. 
All social media platforms were used less often in relation 
to FH except support forums, which were used at the same 
frequency across both types of use. When using social media 
for reasons related to FH, participants unsurprisingly made 
more use of social media for information-seeking (M = 5.22, 
SD = 0.94) and social support (M = 5.20, SD = 1.17) than they 
did for entertainment (M = 3.69, SD = 1.30).

Differences in Media Use for information 
and social support
We addressed the question of whether parents (vs. FH adults) and 
higher (vs. lower) reaction salience groups were more motivated 
to use social media for information and social support with a 
two-way MANOVA. This indicated that there was a statistically 
significant main effect of being an adult or a parent on using 
social media for information and social support, F(2,241) = 3.93, 
p  =  0.021, Wilks’ Λ  =  0.968, partial η2  =  0.032. Neither the 
interaction effect nor the main effect of reaction salience was 
statistically significant. Follow-up univariate tests indicated that 
there was a statistically significant main effect of being an adult 
(M  =  5.04) or a parent (M  =  5.47) for using social media for 
social support in relation to FH issues, F(1, 245) = 7.66, p = 0.006, 
partial η2 =  0.031. There was no difference between FH adults 
and parents for information-seeking. These findings offer partial 
support for Hypothesis 1, since parents were shown to be more 
motivated toward using social media for social support than FH 
adults were, though not for information-seeking. Hypothesis 2 
was not supported as reaction salience did not affect information-
seeking or social support.

The effect of link inclusion and social 
Validation on Twitter
Due to the specific nature and structure of Twitter, only par-
ticipants who indicated that Twitter was one of the social media 
platforms they used (n = 130) were included in the analysis of 
responses to the Twitter stimuli. The number of participants in 
each condition can be seen in Table 3.

Manipulation Checks
An independent samples t-test showed that participants in the 
high likes/shares condition were more likely to indicate that the 
tweets were appreciated by others (M = 3.23) than those in the 
low likes/retweets condition (M = 2.72) t(132) = 2.90, p = 0.004.  
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Table 4 | Items, response options, reliability test means, and standard deviations for study measures.

Measure items response options reliability Mean (sD)

Message credibility 
measure

How well do the following adjectives describe these Twitter posts: (1) 
accurate, (2) authentic, (3) believable 

(1) describes very poorly to (7) 
describes very well

α = 0.89 4.82 (1.19)

Perceived source 
credibility measure

Based on your perception of the Twitter posts, please provide an evaluation 
in terms of the following features: (1) knowledge, (2) expertise, (3) trust, (4) 
reliability

(1) not very knowledgeable to (7) very 
knowledgeable
(1) not expert to (7) expert
(1) not trustworthy to (7) trustworthy
(1) not reliable to (7) reliable

α = 0.96 4.54 (1.41)

Persuasiveness 
measure

How persuasive were the Twitter posts? Please provide your evaluation for 
the following questions below:

 (1) To what extent do you find the Twitter posts persuasive?
 (2) How convinced were you by the argument that asking for allergen 

information when eating out is a good thing?
 (3) To what extent were you convinced that asking for allergen information 

is good, specifically because it may increase the likelihood that food 
venues will provide the information?

 (4) To what extent do you agree with tweets that asking for allergen 
information when eating out is important?

(1) not at all to (10) extremely α = 0.84 7.29 (1.88)

Intention measure Please indicate how likely it is that: “If you are unsure about the presence 
of allergens in a dish next time you are eating out, you intend to ask for the 
information”

(1) unlikely to (7) likely Single item 6.57 (0.95)

Manipulation 
check questions

To what extent do you feel the information posted was appreciated and 
shared among social media users?
To what extent do these posts make use of links to other websites?

(1) Not at all to (5) Extremely

(1) Never to (5) A great deal

2.97 (1.04)

3.06 (1.50)

Uses and 
Gratifications for 
Social Media

For the following section, please select to what extent you agree with each 
statement, beginning with the phrase—“I use social media in relation to 
food allergy/intolerance”:

Information-seeking motivation

 (1) … so that I don’t miss the important issues of the day
 (2) … to know others’ opinions about food allergy/intolerance
 (3) … to understand a range of views relating to food allergy/intolerance
 (4) … to get useful information relating to food allergy/intolerance

(1) strongly disagree to (7) strongly 
agree

α = 0.67 5.22 (0.94)

Entertainment-seeking motivation

 (5) … because it is fun
 (6) … because I enjoy it
 (7) … to relieve boredom
 (8) … to relax

α = 0.86 3.69 (1.30)

Social-seeking motivation

 (9) … to connect with other users that are concerned with food allergy/
intolerance

 (10) … to get support from other people with food allergies/intolerances
 (11) … to feel like I belong to a community of food allergic/intolerant people
 (12) … to talk about food allergy/intolerance with others

α = 0.85 5.20 (1.17)
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A second analysis indicated that participants in the links-included 
condition were more likely to report that the tweets make use of 
links (M = 4.28) than those in the no-links-included condition 
(M = 2.07) t(122.125) = 13.265, p < 0.001. In sum, both manipu-
lations were successful.

Main Analysis
A two-way MANOVA was run with two IVs—link presence 
and social validation level—and four DVs—message credibility, 
source credibility, persuasion, and intention. To control for the 
possible effect of information-seeking and social-support orienta-
tions, these variables were added as covariates. Hypothesis 3 was 
not supported as there was no statistically significant main effect 
of social validation level on the DVs. There was no interaction 

effect. In support of Hypothesis 4, there was a small but statisti-
cally significant main effect of link presence on the DVs, F(4, 
121) = 3.78, p = 0.006, Wilks’ Λ = 0.89, partial η2 = 0.11.

Follow-up of the significant main effect of link presence with 
univariate two-way ANOVAs demonstrated that there was a 
statistically significant main effect of link presence (M =  5.17) 
vs. link exclusion (M  =  4.54) for message credibility—F(1, 
124) = 10.97, p = 0.001, partial η2 = 0.08. There was also a main 
effect of link presence on persuasion (link presence M =  7.64, 
link omission M  =  7.01)—F(1, 124)  =  5.68, p  =  0.019, partial 
η2 = 0.04. There were no significant differences for source cred-
ibility and intention. Thus, Hypothesis 4 was partially supported 
since the inclusion of a link in a tweet enhanced perceptions of 
source credibility and persuasiveness.
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DiscUssiOn

This study first investigated the way in which FH-concerned 
individuals used social media, noting that both adults and 
parents utilized platforms primarily for information and social 
reasons. However, parents of FH children used social media for 
social support significantly more than FH adults. The study also 
explored how socially validated information and inclusion of 
links in tweets affected inferences about the credibility of tweets, 
persuasiveness of the tweet content, and intention to act upon 
the information. There was no effect of social validation (number 
of likes/retweets) but the inclusion of a link increased perceived 
credibility of the message and persuasiveness of tweet content.

Previous research has suggested that Twitter is primarily used 
for either information or social purposes (53, 54). Our find-
ings support UGT research around social media use [e.g., Ref. 
(51–54)], demonstrating that users are interested in FH, either 
for their own food sensitivity or their child’s, value social media 
platforms for seeking social support, but also for information 
provision. However, although there were no differences in rela-
tion to using social media for information provision, parents of 
children with allergies/intolerances were more strongly oriented 
to use social media for social-support reasons than were adult 
sufferers. This is in line with Broome et al.’s (57) findings around 
an FH parent’s need to develop a sense of expertise in FH through 
the use of the Internet and online parenting communities, seek-
ing the knowledge of other parents with FH children. It also links 
with Begen et al.’s (55) and Cummings et al.’s (56) observations 
around concerns and challenges associated with the care of 
FH children specifically, which are eased through support and 
advice of others in similar parenting circumstances—as noted by 
Broome et al. (57). A higher salience of a potential FH reaction 
was not associated with a greater use of information or social sup-
port on social media. It may be the case that having any form of 
negative reaction to a food allergen is enough to promote a desire 
to seek out information and support relating to one’s condition. 
It may also be that it is the day-to-day routines of needing to eat, 
buy, and prepare dishes without the problematic allergen(s) that 
are the trigger for information-seeking and social support rather 
than the severity and recency of previous reactions.

Responses to the experimental manipulation demonstrated 
that the presence of links in Twitter posts had a positive effect on 
ratings of message credibility, as well as of persuasiveness but not 
on ratings of source credibility or intention. The level of social 
validation for each Twitter post did not alter user perceptions 
of any of these measures. The findings of Park et al. (82) on the 
effects of product reviews suggest that the inclusion of the links 
represented a cue to quality, a validation of the content, thus 
increasing the credibility and persuasiveness of the tweets for the 
invested FH users in our sample. The ELM might suggest that our 
sample of FH-concerned users would be more likely to carefully 
consider (centrally process) the tweet content (textual informa-
tion within the tweet), rather than attending to the more periph-
eral cues provided by the likes and retweets. Further in line with 
ELM, a more knowledgeable and involved audience will favor a 
central processing route, as they are more motivated to attend 
to and understand the message content (83). The effect of link 

inclusion on message credibility but not source credibility specifi-
cally may further reflect a preference toward central processing; 
the peripheral position of the tweet-author in the experimental 
stimuli may have meant that participants were not paying atten-
tion to the source (tweet-author) at all. Contrary to the evidence 
that in reality FH-concerned individuals are restrained in asking 
about allergens when eating out [e.g., Ref. (35)], the overall study 
mean for intention here suggests a high willingness to ask. This 
may show a ceiling effect, but may also reflect a more engaged 
audience (i.e., a volunteering sample).

The lack of effect of social validation (likes and retweets) 
manipulation is perhaps more surprising, given the high value 
participants attributed to social media for providing social sup-
port around FH and the routine use of rules of thumb for making 
judgments about allergy management (73). It may also be that in 
the unfamiliar study context, participants did not rely on these 
rules of thumb but rather preferred to bypass the more peripheral 
cues and scrutinize the content of the arguments closely in order 
to decide whether or not to trust it (83)—particularly given how 
important it is for those with FH to make good decisions about 
the presence of allergens in food (35, 73). The absence of an effect 
of retweets and likes is also in line with the work by Waddell (66). 
He considers the notion that, contrary to the assumption we have 
made, such features may not be considered as social validation 
but rather as statistical information that is difficult to process 
(67). However, the Waddell study also considered the effect of 
a richer set of cues in terms of comment valence—one might 
expect that more minimal indicators of social validation may be 
less likely to have an effect in this context.

Our research further progresses our understanding of the 
affordances of social media [e.g., (1)]. We have seen that those 
who are utilizing platforms for information or social reasons, or 
around a health topic, are likely to be influenced by the presence 
of external websites/links. Linking to additional evidence is likely 
to increase perceptions of credibility and the persuasiveness 
of the information. Moreover, a greater understanding of the 
features of Twitter posting specifically in relation to food issues 
furthers our understanding of how to approach managing risk 
communication more appropriately around a topic like FH, for 
example, during times of emergency (23). Support organizations 
and public health bodies would do well to integrate the use of 
links into their social media policies and encourage users to click 
links for further details. In line with Miller and Bell (22), this 
would assist users (especially those who are less experienced with 
social media use) in distinguishing more trustworthy informa-
tion online. By the same token, however, it is equally possible 
that unofficial advice about allergy may be considered as more 
credible and persuasive simply by virtue of containing a link to 
other sources. Such concerns were raised in discussions around 
the issue of evaluating the quality and inaccuracies of online 
information by Flanagin and Metzger (62), and Lee et al. (63).

limitations and Future research
Participants in this study are by definition those with a particular 
interest and involvement in the issue of FH. It would be beneficial to 
explore effects with a broader sample—or indeed include measures 
to characterize the exact degree of involvement and interest in the 
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issue under scrutiny. This would give greater clarity as to whether 
the effect of the presence of links remains with a less-invested 
sample, and/or if the level of social validation has an effect on 
perceptions of credibility (through a peripheral processing route). 
It would also be useful to further disentangle the effect of links (e.g., 
tiny URLs/shortened links, links that do not state the source in the 
web-address, etc.). In fact, it is impossible to separate the effect of 
inclusion of links to web-addresses like the Food Standards Agency, 
BBC news, and Anaphylaxis Campaign (a leading allergy charity in 
the UK) or the presence of links generally on subsequent ratings. In 
addition, a study design that allowed participants to access a link 
and included this as either an IV or a DV would be highly informa-
tive. As well as broadening or better characterizing the participant 
group and extending the manipulations, there is also the more basic 
issue that may undermine the results of the present study, that is, 
whether retweets and favorites actually convey social validation. 
One of the ways in retweets can be used is to “call out” the author of 
the tweet and to add a comment that expresses a different view. It 
might therefore be useful to establish whether retweets and favorites 
may be viewed differently, vary in the extent to which they represent 
social validation, and thus should be disaggregated.

A further limitation of the present study is that it provides no 
understanding of the extent to which the effects we have seen (and 
not seen) are a function of the sources (authors) of the tweets. 
There is a long history of offline research looking at the effects of 
source credibility (84, 85), and it is quite possible that the effect of 
link inclusion would be mediated by the way in which the source/
author is regarded. This in turn is likely to be a function of the 
person viewing the source. It might be, for example, that parents 
would likely see other parents’ accounts on Twitter or Facebook 
as more credible than those with FH themselves would.

conclusion
Social media use around FH is valued both for the information 
and for the social support that it provides. The inclusion of links 
within tweets increased ratings of message credibility and persua-
siveness of the post-content. This, and the lack of impact of social 
validation indicators such as retweets and favorites, appears to 
indicate that in the domain of a health issue, such as FH, that in 
the online setting of Twitter, information is centrally processed. 
Consequently, links are potentially a valuable asset for health-
concerned users to attend to useful or essential information via 

social media. The concerned health community of those with FH 
valued the information within posts rather that the cues provided 
as to the popularity of the post. In support of Coulson (32), it 
is crucial to understand the affordances of the different social 
media platforms, in order to know how to better support online 
communities who use them to help manage health conditions.

eThics sTaTeMenT

This study was carried out in accordance with the recommendations 
of the British Psychological Society Code of Ethics and Conduct 
with informed consent from all respondents. All respondents gave 
informed consent in accordance with valid consent procedures in 
line with Internet-mediated research participation. The protocol 
was approved by the Department of Psychology’s ethics committee 
at the University of Bath (reference number: 16-275).

aUThOr cOnTribUTiOns

RH designed and conducted the reported study and produced the 
written manuscript. JB assisted in the study design and provided 
detailed comment and amendments to various manuscript ver-
sions. JL assisted in the study planning and provided a detailed 
comment on the various versions of the manuscript.

acKnOWleDgMenTs

We would like to thank the contributions made to the develop-
ment of this research project from Jeff Gavin and especially 
Coeliac UK, Allergy UK, and Hazel Gowland and Fiona Begen 
for assistance in participant recruitment.

FUnDing

Funding for this project was provided by the Food Standards 
Agency (England, Wales, Northern Ireland) Grant number: 
FS305013 and the Asthma, Allergy and Inflammation Research 
Charity. The funders provided support in the form of a PhD stu-
dentship for Richard Hamshaw, but did not have any additional 
role in the study design, data collection/analysis, decision to 
publish, or preparation of the manuscript. The Food Standards 
Agency provided comment on a full draft of this paper.

reFerences

1. Kietzmann JH, Hermkens K, McCarthy IP, Silvestre BS. Social media? Get 
serious! Understanding the functional building blocks of social media. Bus 
Horizons (2011) 54(3):241–51. doi:10.1016/j.bushor.2011.01.005 

2. Draper A, Dowler E, Sloan L, Williams M, Burnap P, Roberts C. Understanding 
Public Concerns about Food Risks and Food Safety: Role and Usefulness of 
Twitter. National Centre for Social Statistics (2016). Available from: http://nat-
cen.ac.uk/media/1264337/food-risks-and-twitter-leaflet-final.pdf (accessed 
October 15, 2017).

3. Regan Á, Raats M, Shan LC, Wall PG, McConnon Á. Risk communica-
tion and social media during food safety crises: a study of stakeholders’ 
opinions in Ireland. J Risk Res (2016) 19(1):119–33. doi:10.1080/13669877. 
2014.961517 

4. Rutsaert P, Pieniak Z, Regan Á, McConnon Á, Kuttschreuter M, Lores M, 
et al. Social media as a useful tool in food risk and benefit communication? 

A strategic orientation approach. Food Policy (2014) 46:84–93. doi:10.1016/j.
foodpol.2014.02.003 

5. Kuttschreuter M, Rutsaert P, Hilverda F, Regan Á, Barnett J, Verbeke W.  
Seeking information about food-related risks: the contribution of 
social media. Food Qual Prefer (2014) 37:10–8. doi:10.1016/j.foodqual. 
2014.04.006 

6. Brooker P, Barnett J, Cribbin T. Doing social media analytics. Big Data Soc 
(2016) 3(2):1–12. doi:10.1177/2053951716658060 

7. Overbey KN, Jaykus LA, Chapman BJ. A systematic review of the use of social 
media for food safety risk communication. J Food Prot (2017) 80(9):1537–49. 
doi:10.4315/0362-028X.JFP-16-345 

8. Hamshaw RJT, Barnett J, Lucas JS. Framing the debate and taking positions on 
food allergen legislation: the 100 chefs incident on social media. Health Risk 
Soc (2017) 19(3–4):145–67. doi:10.1080/13698575.2017.1333088 

9. Barclay E. Bloggers Replace Mom’s Recipe Box as Source of Food Knowledge. 
National Public Radio (NPR) (2012). Available from: http://www.npr.org/

https://www.frontiersin.org/Public_Health
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/Public_Health/archive
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bushor.2011.01.005
http://natcen.ac.uk/media/1264337/food-risks-and-twitter-leaflet-final.pdf
http://natcen.ac.uk/media/1264337/food-risks-and-twitter-leaflet-final.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/13669877.
2014.961517
https://doi.org/10.1080/13669877.
2014.961517
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.foodpol.2014.02.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.foodpol.2014.02.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.foodqual.
2014.04.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.foodqual.
2014.04.006
https://doi.org/10.1177/2053951716658060
https://doi.org/10.4315/0362-028X.JFP-16-345
https://doi.org/10.1080/13698575.2017.1333088
http://www.npr.org/sections/thesalt/2012/03/02/147809819/bloggers-replace-moms-recipe-box-as-source-of-food-knowledge


11

Hamshaw et al. FH Consumers and Twitter

Frontiers in Public Health | www.frontiersin.org April 2018 | Volume 6 | Article 118

sections/thesalt/2012/03/02/147809819/bloggers-replace-moms-recipe-box-
as-source-of-food-knowledge (accessed August 17, 2017).

10. Hartman Group. Clicks & Cravings: The Impact of Social Technology on Food 
Culture. Bellevue, WA: Hartman Group and Publicis Consultants USA (2012). 
Available from: http://store.hartman-group.com/content/social-media-2012-
overview.pdf (accessed November 5, 2017).

11. Spary S. Social Media Has Revolutionised How People Choose Food, Waitrose 
Says. Campaign (2014). Available from: http://www.campaignlive.co.uk/arti-
cle/social-media-revolutionised-people-choose-food-waitrose-says/1318311 
(accessed October 27, 2017).

12. Vidal L, Ares G, Machín L, Jaeger SR. Using Twitter data for food-related 
consumer research: a case study on “what people say when tweeting about 
different eating situations”. Food Qual Prefer (2015) 45:58–69. doi:10.1016/j.
foodqual.2015.05.006 

13. Pappa GL, Cunha TO, Bicalho PV, Ribeiro A, Silva APC, Meira W Jr, et al. 
Factors associated with weight change in online weight management commu-
nities: a case study in the LoseIt Reddit Community. J Med Internet Res (2017) 
19(1):e17. doi:10.2196/jmir.5816 

14. Shan LC, Panagiotopoulos P, Regan Á, De Brún A, Barnett J, Wall P, et  al. 
Interactive communication with the public: qualitative exploration of the use 
of social media by food and health organizations. J Nut Educ Behav (2015) 
47(1):104–8. doi:10.1016/j.jneb.2014.09.004 

15. Seo S, Almanza B, Miao L, Behnke C. The effect of social media comments on 
consumers’ responses to food safety information. J Foodserv Bus Res (2015) 
18(2):111–31. doi:10.1080/15378020.2015.1029384 

16. Gaspar R, Gorjao S, Seibt B, Lima L, Barnett J, Moss A, et al. Tweeting during 
food crises: a psychosocial analysis of threat coping expressions in Spain, 
during the 2011 European EHEC outbreak. Int J Hum Comput Stud (2014) 
72(2):239–54. doi:10.1016/j.ijhcs.2013.10.001 

17. Gaspar R, Pedro C, Panagiotopoulos P, Seibt B. Beyond positive or negative: 
qualitative sentiment analysis of social media reactions to unexpected stressful 
events. Comput Hum Behav (2016) 56:179–91. doi:10.1016/j.chb.2015.11.040 

18. Regan Á, Shan L, McConnon Á, Marcu A, Raats M, Wall P, et al. Strategies 
for dismissing dietary risks: insights from user-generated comments online. 
Health Risk Soc (2014) 16(4):308–22. doi:10.1080/13698575.2014.919993 

19. Binder AR. Figuring out# Fukushima: an initial look at functions and content 
of US Twitter commentary about nuclear risk. Environ Commun (2012) 
6(2):268–77. doi:10.1080/17524032.2012.672442 

20. Flanagin AJ, Metzger MJ, Pure R, Markov A, Hartsell E. Mitigating risk in 
ecommerce transactions: perceptions of information credibility and the role 
of user-generated ratings in product quality and purchase intention. Electron 
Commerce Res (2014) 14(1):1–23. doi:10.1007/s10660-014-9139-2 

21. Food Standards Agency. The 2015 Campylobacter Campaign (2015). Available 
from: https://www.food.gov.uk/news-updates/campaigns/what-is-campylo-
bacter (accessed May 25, 2017).

22. Miller LMS, Bell RA. Online health information seeking: the influence of age, 
information trustworthiness, and search challenges. J Aging Health (2012) 
24(3):525–41. doi:10.1177/0898264311428167 

23. Panagiotopoulos P, Barnett J, Bigdeli AZ, Sams S. Social media in emergency 
management: Twitter as a tool for communicating risks to the public. Technol 
Forecast Soc Change (2016) 111:86–96. doi:10.1016/j.techfore.2016.06.010 

24. Bramlett Mayer AB, Harrison JA. Safe eats: an evaluation of the use of 
social media for food safety education. J Food Prot (2012) 75(8):1453–63. 
doi:10.4315/0362-028X.11-551 

25. Newkirk RW, Bender JB, Hedberg CW. The potential capability of social 
media as a component of food safety and food terrorism surveillance systems. 
Foodborne Pathogens Dis (2012) 9(2):120–4. doi:10.1089/fpd.2011.0990 

26. Statista. Twitter in the United Kingdom (UK) [Dossier] (2016). Available from: 
https://www.statista.com/study/35877/twitter-in-the-united-kingdom-uk-
statista-dossier/ (Accessed: January 10, 2018).

27. Bruns A, Burgess J. Twitter hashtags from ad  hoc to calculated publics. In: 
Rambukkana N, editor. Hashtag Publics: The Power and Politics of Discursive 
Networks. New York, NY: Peter Lang (2015). p. 13–28.

28. Tufekci Z. Big questions for social media big data: representativeness, validity 
and other methodological pitfalls. Proceedings of the Eighth International 
AAAI Conference on Weblogs & Social Media. Palo Alto, CA: The AAAI Press 
(2014). p. 505–14.

29. Abbar S, Mejova Y, Weber I. You tweet what you eat: studying food consump-
tion through Twitter. Proceedings from the 33rd Annual ACM Conference on 

Human Factors in Computing Systems. Seoul, Republic of Korea: ACM (2015). 
p. 3197–206.

30. Widener MJ, Li W. Using geolocated Twitter data to monitor the prevalence 
of healthy and unhealthy food references across the US. Appl Geogr (2014) 
54:189–97. doi:10.1016/j.apgeog.2014.07.017 

31. Poppy G. Chief Scientific Adviser’s Science Report—Issue Six: Data Science. 
London: The Food Standards Agency (2017). Available from: https://www.
food.gov.uk/sites/default/files/chiefscientificadviserssciencereport.pdf 
(Accessed: January 8, 2018).

32. Coulson NS. Affordance theory can help understanding of individuals’ use 
of online support communities. Br J Health Psychol (2017) 22(3):379–82. 
doi:10.1111/bjhp.12247 

33. Johansson SGO, Hourihane JB, Bousquet J, Bruijnzeel-Koomen C, Dreborg S, 
Haahtela T, et al. A revised nomenclature for allergy: an EAACI position state-
ment from the EAACI nomenclature task force. Allergy (2001) 56(9):813–24. 
doi:10.1111/j.1398-9995.2001.00002.x-i1 

34. Leftwich J, Barnett J, Muncer K, Shepherd R, Raats MM, Hazel Gowland M, 
et al. The challenges for nut-allergic consumers of eating out. Clin Exp Allergy 
(2011) 41(2):243–9. doi:10.1111/j.1365-2222.2010.03649.x 

35. Begen FM, Barnett J, Payne R, Roy D, Gowland MH, Lucas JS. Consumer 
preferences for written and oral information about allergens when eating out. 
PLoS One (2016) 11(5):e0156073. doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0156073 

36. Katz E, Blumler JG, Gurevitch M. Uses and gratifications research. Pub Opin 
Q (1973) 37(4):509–23. doi:10.1086/268109 

37. Papacharissi Z, Mendelson A. Toward a new(er) sociability: uses, gratifications 
and social capital on Facebook. In: Papathanassopoulos S, editor. Media 
Perspectives for the 21st Century. New York, NY: Routledge (2011). p. 212–30.

38. Ferguson DA, Perse EM. The World Wide Web as a functional alternative 
to television. J Broadcast Electron Media (2000) 44(2):155–74. doi:10.1207/
s15506878jobem4402_1 

39. You KH, Lee SA, Lee JK, Kang H. Why read online news? The structural relation-
ships among motivations, behaviors, and consumption in South Korea. Inform 
Commun Soc (2013) 16(10):1574–95. doi:10.1080/1369118X.2012.724435 

40. Go E, You KH, Jung E, Shim H. Why do we use different types of websites and 
assign them different levels of credibility? Structural relations among users’ 
motives, types of websites, information credibility, and trust in the press. 
Comput Hum Behav (2016) 54:231–9. doi:10.1016/j.chb.2015.07.046 

41. Quan-Haase A, Young AL. Uses and gratifications of social media: a com-
parison of Facebook and instant messaging. Bull Sci Technol Soc (2010) 
30(5):350–61. doi:10.1177/0270467610380009 

42. Whiting A, Williams D. Why people use social media: a uses and grat-
ifications approach. Qual Market Res (2013) 16(4):362–9. doi:10.1108/
QMR-06-2013-0041 

43. Joinson A. Looking up, looking at or keeping up with people? Motives and 
use of Facebook. Proceedings of the Twenty-Sixth Annual SIGCHI Conference 
on Human Factors in Computing Systems. New York, NY: Association for 
Computing Machinery Press (2008). p. 1027–36.

44. Lin WY, Zhang X, Song H, Omori K. Health information seeking in the Web 
2.0 age: trust in social media, uncertainty reduction, and self-disclosure. 
Comput Hum Behav (2016) 56:289–94. doi:10.1016/j.chb.2015.11.055 

45. Brooker PD, Barnett J, Cribbin T, Lang A, Martin J. User-Driven Data Capture: 
Locating and Analysing Twitter Conversation about Cystic Fibrosis Without 
Keywords. SAGE Cases in Methodology. London, England: SAGE (2014).

46. Greene JA, Choudhry NK, Kilabuk E, Shrank WH. Online social networking 
by patients with diabetes: a qualitative evaluation of communication with 
Facebook. J Gen Intern Med (2011) 26(3):287–92. doi:10.1007/s11606-010- 
1526-3 

47. Fox S. The Social Life of Health Information, 2011. Washington, DC: Pew 
Internet & American Life Project (2011).

48. Rui H, Whinston A. Information or attention? An empirical study of user 
contribution on Twitter. Inform Syst e-Bus Manage (2012) 10(3):309–24. 
doi:10.1007/s10257-011-0164-6 

49. Syn SY, Oh S. Why do social network site users share information on Facebook 
and Twitter? J Inform Sci (2015) 41(5):553–69. doi:10.1177/0165551515585717 

50. Gleason S. Harnessing social media: news outlets are assigning staffers to focus 
on networking. Am J Rev (2010) 32(1):6–8. 

51. Quan-Haase A, Martin K, McCay-Peet L. Networks of digital humanities 
scholars: the informational and social uses and gratifications of Twitter. Big 
Data Soc (2015) 2(1). doi:10.1177/2053951715589417 

https://www.frontiersin.org/Public_Health
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/Public_Health/archive
http://www.npr.org/sections/thesalt/2012/03/02/147809819/bloggers-replace-moms-recipe-box-as-source-of-food-knowledge
http://www.npr.org/sections/thesalt/2012/03/02/147809819/bloggers-replace-moms-recipe-box-as-source-of-food-knowledge
http://store.hartman-group.com/content/social-media-2012-overview.pdf
http://store.hartman-group.com/content/social-media-2012-overview.pdf
http://www.campaignlive.co.uk/article/social-media-revolutionised-people-choose-food-waitrose-says/1318311
http://www.campaignlive.co.uk/article/social-media-revolutionised-people-choose-food-waitrose-says/1318311
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.foodqual.2015.05.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.foodqual.2015.05.006
https://doi.org/10.2196/jmir.5816
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jneb.2014.09.004
https://doi.org/10.1080/15378020.2015.1029384
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijhcs.2013.10.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2015.11.040
https://doi.org/10.1080/13698575.2014.919993
https://doi.org/10.1080/17524032.2012.672442
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10660-014-9139-2
https://www.food.gov.uk/news-updates/campaigns/what-is-campylobacter
https://www.food.gov.uk/news-updates/campaigns/what-is-campylobacter
https://doi.org/10.1177/0898264311428167
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.techfore.2016.06.010
https://doi.org/10.4315/0362-028X.11-551
https://doi.org/10.1089/fpd.2011.0990
https://www.statista.com/study/35877/twitter-in-the-united-kingdom-uk-statista-dossier/
https://www.statista.com/study/35877/twitter-in-the-united-kingdom-uk-statista-dossier/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.apgeog.2014.07.017
https://www.food.gov.uk/sites/default/files/chiefscientificadviserssciencereport.pdf
https://www.food.gov.uk/sites/default/files/chiefscientificadviserssciencereport.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjhp.12247
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1398-9995.2001.00002.x-i1
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2222.2010.03649.x
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0156073
https://doi.org/10.1086/268109
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15506878jobem4402_1
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15506878jobem4402_1
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2012.724435
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2015.07.046
https://doi.org/10.1177/0270467610380009
https://doi.org/10.1108/QMR-06-2013-0041
https://doi.org/10.1108/QMR-06-2013-0041
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2015.11.055
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11606-010-1526-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11606-010-1526-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10257-011-0164-6
https://doi.org/10.1177/0165551515585717
https://doi.org/10.1177/2053951715589417


12

Hamshaw et al. FH Consumers and Twitter

Frontiers in Public Health | www.frontiersin.org April 2018 | Volume 6 | Article 118

52. Quan-Haase A, McCay-Peet L. An exploration of the uses and gratifications of 
Twitter and its features. Paper Presented at the 2016 International Conference 
on Social Media & Society, Goldsmiths. England: University of London (2016).

53. Chen GM. Tweet this: a uses and gratifications perspective on how active 
Twitter use gratifies a need to connect with others. Comput Hum Behav (2011) 
27(2):755–62. doi:10.1016/j.chb.2010.10.023 

54. Johnson PR, Yang S. Uses and gratifications of Twitter: an examination of user 
motives and satisfaction of Twitter use. Paper Presented at the Communication 
Technology Division of the Annual Convention of the Association for Education 
in Journalism and Mass Communication. Boston, MA (2009).

55. Begen FM, Barnett J, Barber M, Payne R, Gowland MH, Lucas JS. Parents’ 
and caregivers’ experiences and behaviours when eating out with children 
with a food hypersensitivity. BMC Public Health (2017) 18(1):38. doi:10.1186/
s12889-017-4594-z 

56. Cummings AJ, Knibb RC, King RM, Lucas JS. The psychosocial impact of food 
allergy and food hypersensitivity in children, adolescents and their families: 
a review. Allergy (2010) 65(8):933–45. doi:10.1111/j.1398-9995.2010.02342.x 

57. Broome SB, Lutz BJ, Cook C. Becoming the parent of a child with life- 
threatening food allergies. J Pediatr Nurs (2015) 30(4):532–42. doi:10.1016/j.
pedn.2014.10.012 

58. Hourihane JB, Kilburn SA, Dean P, Warner JO. Clinical characteristics of peanut 
allergy. Clin Exp Allergy (1997) 27(6):634–9. doi:10.1111/j.1365-2222.1997.
tb01190.x 

59. Boyd D, Golder S, Lotan G. Tweet, tweet, retweet: conversational aspects 
of retweeting on Twitter. 43rd International Conference on System Sciences 
(HICSS). Koloa, Hawaii: IEEE (2010). p. 1–10.

60. Hughes AL, Palen L. Twitter adoption and use in mass convergence and 
emergency events. Int J Emerg Manage (2009) 6(3–4):248–60. doi:10.1504/
IJEM.2009.031564 

61. Meitz TG, Ort A, Kalch A, Zipfel S, Zurstiege G. Source does matter: contextual 
effects on online media-embedded health campaigns against childhood obe-
sity. Comput Human Behav (2016) 60:565–74. doi:10.1016/j.chb.2016.02.067 

62. Flanagin AJ, Metzger MJ. Perceptions of Internet information credibility. 
J Mass Commun Q (2000) 77(3):515–40. doi:10.1177/107769900007700304 

63. Lee YW, Strong DM, Kahn BK, Wang RY. AIMQ: a methodology for infor-
mation quality assessment. Inform Manage (2002) 40(2):133–46. doi:10.1016/
S0378-7206(02)00043-5 

64. Petty RE, Cacioppo JT. Communication and Persuasion: Central and Peripheral 
Routes to Attitude Change. New York, MA: Springer-Verlag (1986).

65. Chang YT, Yu H, Lu HP. Persuasive messages, popularity cohesion, and 
message diffusion in social media marketing. J Bus Res (2015) 68(4):777–82. 
doi:10.1016/j.jbusres.2014.11.027 

66. Waddell TF. What does the crowd think? How online comments and popular-
ity metrics affect news credibility and issue importance. New Media Soc (2017) 
1–16. doi:10.1177/1461444817742905 

67. Zillmann D, Brosius HB. Exemplification in Communication: The Influence of 
Case Reports on the Perception of Issues. New York, NY: Routledge (2012).

68. Eysenbach G, Köhler C. How do consumers search for and appraise health 
information on the World Wide Web? Qualitative study using focus groups, 
usability tests, and in-depth interviews. BMJ (2002) 324(7337):573–7. 
doi:10.1136/bmj.324.7337.573 

69. Cheever NA, Rokkum J. Internet credibility and digital media literacy. In: Rosen LD,  
Cheever NA, Carrier LM, editors. The Wiley Handbook of Psychology, Technology, 
and Society. Chichester, England: John Wiley & Sons (2015). p. 56–73.

70. Ajzen I. The theory of planned behavior. Organ Behav Hum Dec Process (1991) 
50(2):179–211. doi:10.1016/0749-5978(91)90020-T 

71. Rimal RN, Real K. Understanding the influence of perceived norms on beha-
viors. Commun Theory (2003) 13(2):184–203. doi:10.1093/ct/13.2.184 

72. Barnett J, Vasileiou K. Making sense of risk: the role of social representations 
and identity. In: Jaspal R, Breakwell GM, editors. Identity Process Theory: 
Identity, Social Action and Social Change. New York, NY: Cambridge University 
Press (2014). p. 357–77.

73. Barnett J, Vasileiou K, Gowland MH, Raats MM, Lucas JS. Beyond labelling: 
what strategies do nut allergic individuals employ to make food choices? A 
quali tative study. PLoS One (2013) 8(1):e55293. doi:10.1371/journal.pone. 
0055293 

74. Barnett J, Begen FM, Hamshaw RJT, Lucas JS, Gowland MH, Payne R, et al. The 
Preferences of Those with Food Allergies and/or Intolerances When Eating Out 
(FS305013). Food Standards Agency (2017). Available from: https://www.food.
gov.uk/sites/default/files/fs305013-final-report.pdf (accessed September 16, 2017).

75. Appelman A, Sundar SS. Measuring message credibility construction and 
validation of an exclusive scale. J Mass Commun Q (2016) 93(1):59–79. 
doi:10.1177/1077699015606057 

76. Jin XL, Cheung CM, Lee MK, Chen HP. How to keep members using the 
information in a computer-supported social network. Comput Human Behav 
(2009) 25(5):1172–81. doi:10.1016/j.chb.2009.04.008 

77. Maio GR, Hahn U, Frost J-M, Kuppens T, Rehman N, Kamble S. Social values 
as arguments: similar is convincing. Front Psychol (2014) 5:829. doi:10.3389/
fpsyg.2014.00829 

78. Ajzen I. Constructing a Theory of Planned Behavior Questionnaire (2006). 
Available from: http://people.umass.edu/aizen/pdf/tpb.measurement.pdf 
(accessed June 13, 2017).

79. Hinton PR, Brownlow C, McMurray I, Cozens B. SPSS Explained. Hove, 
England: Routledge (2004).

80. Hutcheson G, Sofroniou N. The Multivariate Social Scientist. London, England: 
SAGE (1999).

81. Field A. Discovering Statistics Using IBM SPSS Statistics. 3rd ed. London, 
England: SAGE (2013).

82. Park DH, Lee J, Han I. The effect of on-line consumer reviews on consumer 
purchasing intention: the moderating role of involvement. Int J Electron 
Commer (2007) 11(4):125–48. doi:10.2753/JEC1086-4415110405 

83. Petty RE, Cacioppo JT, Strathman AJ, Priester JR. To think or not to think: 
exploring two routes to persuasion. 2nd ed. In: Brock TC, Green MC, editors. 
Persuasion: Psychological Insights & Perspectives. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE 
(2005). p. 81–116.

84. Hovland CI, Weiss W. The influence of source credibility on communication 
effectiveness. Public Opin Q (1951) 15(4):635–50. doi:10.1086/266350 

85. Pornpitakpan C. The persuasiveness of source credibility: a critical review 
of five decades’ evidence. J Appl Soc Psychol (2004) 34:243–81. doi:10.1111/ 
j.1559-1816.2004.tb02547.x 

Conflict of Interest Statement: The authors declare that the research was con-
ducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be 
construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Copyright © 2018 Hamshaw, Barnett and Lucas. This is an open-access article 
distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License  
(CC BY). The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, 
provided the original author(s) and the copyright owner are credited and that the 
original publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic 
practice. No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply 
with these terms.

https://www.frontiersin.org/Public_Health
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/Public_Health/archive
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2010.10.023
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-017-4594-z
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-017-4594-z
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1398-9995.2010.02342.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pedn.2014.10.012
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pedn.2014.10.012
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2222.1997.tb01190.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2222.1997.tb01190.x
https://doi.org/10.1504/IJEM.2009.031564
https://doi.org/10.1504/IJEM.2009.031564
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2016.02.067
https://doi.org/10.1177/107769900007700304
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0378-7206(02)00043-5
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0378-7206(02)00043-5
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2014.11.027
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444817742905
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.324.7337.573
https://doi.org/10.1016/0749-5978(91)90020-T
https://doi.org/10.1093/ct/13.2.184
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0055293
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0055293
https://www.food.gov.uk/sites/default/files/fs305013-final-report.pdf
https://www.food.gov.uk/sites/default/files/fs305013-final-report.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/1077699015606057
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2009.04.008
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2014.00829
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2014.00829
http://people.umass.edu/aizen/pdf/tpb.measurement.pdf
https://doi.org/10.2753/JEC1086-4415110405
https://doi.org/10.1086/266350
https://doi.org/10.1111/
j.1559-1816.2004.tb02547.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/
j.1559-1816.2004.tb02547.x
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Tweeting and Eating: The Effect of Links and Likes on 
Food-Hypersensitive Consumers’ Perceptions of Tweets
	Introduction
	Social Media and Food-Related Information
	Food Hypersensitivity
	Need Satisfaction Through Social Media
	The Effects of Tweet Characteristics on Credibility, Persuasion, and Intention

	Materials and Methods
	Design
	Participants
	Materials
	Procedure
	Data Analysis

	Results
	Reliability of Measures
	Use of Social Media Platforms
	Differences in Media Use for Information and Social Support
	The Effect of Link Inclusion and Social Validation on Twitter
	Manipulation Checks
	Main Analysis


	Discussion
	Limitations and Future Research
	Conclusion

	Ethics Statement
	Author Contributions
	Acknowledgments
	Funding
	References


