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Abstract Abstract 
Because mothers are the primary grocery shoppers for most households, they play a fundamental role in 
the food their families eat. As such, it is important to understand their perceptions of potential sources of 
food safety and nutrition information. This study surveyed young mothers (i.e., 18-40 years old) across 
the United States to assess their awareness, knowledge, and trust of celebrities and social media 
influencers who communicate about food-related topics. The list of celebrities and influencers consisted 
of TV chefs, celebrities and influencers who espouse favorable viewpoints of food and agriculture, and 
celebrities and influencers who espouse more alternative viewpoints of food and agriculture. 
Respondents were usually more aware and knowledgeable of the celebrities and chefs than the 
influencers. They also generally trusted the TV chefs the most. There tended to be small-to-medium 
positive correlations between a respondents’ knowledge of a celebrity/influencer and their trust of that 
celebrity/influencer but not all were statistically significant. Communicators looking to influence the 
largest number of people would benefit more from working with celebrities, but social media influencers 
could still play a role in campaigns that target specific online communities where the influencers’ values 
align with community members. More research is recommended to expand to other audiences, as well as 
assessing other celebrities and influencers. Research can also address how consumers use social media 
to get food-related information, how trust could be affected by communication using different social 
media platforms, and content analyses of food-related communication by celebrities and influencers on 
social media outlets. 
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Introduction 

 

Consumer trust has become increasingly relevant in the agricultural sector as consumers 

have begun to question how their food is produced, which has shifted production trends and 

purchasing decisions (Howard, 2005; Klimczuk & Klimczuk-Kochańska, 2019). The 

globalization, mass-production, and advanced technology used in food production have created a 

considerable knowledge gap between producers and consumers, as well as an element of distrust 

of the unknown (Meijboom et al., 2006). Distance between production and consumption of food, 

in addition to fear-based marketing in the food sector, have made consumers question or even 

challenge production practices in agriculture (Vermeir & Verbeke, 2005). Much of this fear-

based discourse has occurred on social media (Roberts & David, 2020), and researchers have 

found that increased social media use led to decreased trust in agriculture (Robinson et al., 2020). 

The public often lacks enough food and agricultural information to make informed decisions 

(Frick et al., 1995; Kovar & Ball, 2013; Meischen & Trexler, 2003). When people do not have 

enough information, they often turn to sources with whom they share values and believe to be 

more informed on the topic (Kahan, 2012). As such, it is important to understand where the 

public is turning to for information on topics they are not always well-informed about, such as 

food and agriculture.  

Social media sites have become a popular method for consumers and producers to 

attempt to bridge the knowledge gap and share their thoughts regarding food and agriculture. 

Increased popularity of social media use has changed how food experts and production 

companies disseminate food-related information to the public by increasing the speed of 

information spread and accessibility (Laws et al., 2019). According to Pew Research Center 

(2021), 72% of U.S. adults use at least one social media site. Demographic factors like age, 

gender, socioeconomic status, and education impact which social media sites are used most, and 

women (78%) are more likely than men (66%) to use at least one social media site (Pew, 2021). 

With the increased prevalence of social media in society, there is a need to better understand how 

users interact with the platforms and content creators to learn about topics related to food and 

nutrition. 

 

Celebrity Influence on Consumers 

 

Increased use of the internet and social media allows consumers to be constantly 

inundated with information, and the platform in which that information is received makes a 

difference in how consumers react to the information presented from companies, influencers, and 

celebrities (Chen & Chang, 2019). Even before the public could directly connect with celebrities 

via social media, celebrities were influencing purchasing and behavioral trends as illustrated by 

the Oprah Winfrey vs. Texas Cattle Feeders case (Hayenga, 1998). Texas cattle feeders sued 

Oprah, claiming she spread false information on her show that could be construed as libel to the 

beef industry, and cattle futures dropped $1.50/cwt the day the show aired (Hayenga, 1998). 

Economists speculate her broad reach to consumers led to a decline in beef futures. Similarly, 

Jenny McCarthy used her platform as a celebrity and mother to inform other parents of what she 

believed to be the dangers of vaccines (Gottlieb, 2016). When she was added to the popular talk 

show The View, her views on “anti-toxin” and “anti-schedule” could be shared to mass 

audiences. At the same time McCarthy and other celebrities spoke against vaccines, preventable 

outbreaks became increasingly common (Benecke, 2019). In 2019 measles outbreaks in the 
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United States, Philippines, Ukraine, Venezuela, Brazil, Italy, France, and Japan reached 

emergency levels (Benecke, 2019). Both Oprah and McCarthy illustrate the wide-reaching 

impact celebrity stances can have on entire industries. 

While celebrities can negatively impact organizations or products, they can also have 

positive impacts. The use of celebrities in advertising have been a successful part of creating 

brand loyalty and trust, and in the age of social media, celebrity endorsements have become a 

powerful marketing technique on social media platforms (Min et al., 2019). Increased presence 

on internet and media platforms has allowed celebrities to be more present and active when 

endorsing products and brands (Rocha et al., 2018). Pairing a brand or product with a celebrity 

who has a positive image association can increase persuasiveness and effectiveness of 

promotional practices, making the brand or product more attractive to consumers (Min et al., 

2019). The more followers a celebrity endorser has, the more credible, trustworthy, and 

competent they are in the eyes of the consumer, which has a positive effect on buying intention 

(Jin et al., 2014). Johnston and Goodman (2015) found celebrities often take a role “mediating 

the grammar of good food” (p. 211) by telling consumers what they should and should not eat, 

and how to maintain a certain identity or lifestyle. Celebrities frame the constructs of sustainable 

food, a proper meal, and a correct body type (Johnston & Goodman, 2017). Barnes (2014) made 

similar arguments about celebrity chefs acting as intermediaries between the public and 

agricultural producers to impact the public’s food decisions, but this is affected by how 

trustworthy the celebrity is perceived to be.  

Influencers, bloggers, and celebrities hold power over online audiences, not only through 

brand endorsements, but also on their own personal social platforms (Gottlieb, 2016). While 

celebrities have generally gained their recognition from some other area beyond the social media 

sphere (e.g., acting, sports, politics), social media influencers are a type of “micro celebrity” 

whose recognition is almost entirely from cultivated online followings, with an emphasis on 

maintaining parasocial relationships with followers (Khamis et al., 2017). Parasocial 

relationships are a simulation of real relationships between social media followers and the 

accounts they follow, notably celebrities and influencers (Reinikainen et al., 2020). 

This study looked at U.S. mothers aged 18 to 40 years for their awareness, knowledge, 

and trust of celebrities and influencers related to communication about food and nutrition. 

Mothers were the target audience for this study because the majority of grocery shopping in 

United States households is done by women, particularly mothers (Private Label Manufacturers 

Association [PLMA], 2013; Schaeffer, 2019). Of note is that women have less positive 

perceptions regarding biotechnology in food compared to men, though knowledge of science can 

moderate the gender gap some (Elder et al., 2018; Moerbeek & Casimir, 2005; Qin & Brown, 

2007; Simon, 2010). Additionally, mothers are more likely than fathers to rely on internet 

sources for information regarding their children’s health and nutrition (Laws et al., 2019). 

Rockers et al. (2020) found mothers’ food information was received mostly online. Duplaga 

(2020) found that influencers affected health behaviors, including food consumption, of women 

who were between the ages of 18 and 35, though they indicated there is a lack of research on 

influencers’ effect on health-related behaviors. Mothers’ perceptions of influencers are 

particularly important because mothers were among the first online influencers through avenues 

like mommy blogs where they shared their experiences with other mothers (Holiday et al., 2021). 

When individuals do not trust government sources, they often turn to alternative sources such as 

influencers, who often portray themselves as subject-matter experts (Goodyear et al., 2021; 

Leader et al., 2021).  
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Conceptual Framework 

 

The conceptual framework that guided this research drew upon the Elaboration 

Likelihood Model (ELM; Petty et al., 2009) and Dutton’s (2006) definition of trust. ELM is a 

dual-process communication model developed to illustrate how persuasive communication can 

inform changes in attitude and behavior (Petty et al., 2009). The model assumes that individuals 

will not provide the same level of thought or attention to every piece of communication they 

encounter and will utilize active or passive information processing routes depending on their 

motivation and ability to engage with the content (Petty et al., 2009). When the communication 

content is not personally relevant to an individual or the receiver lacks the prior knowledge to 

adequately process the communication, they will assess the information using the passive 

peripheral processing route (Petty et al., 2009). People are cognitive misers who will try to make 

decisions as efficiently as possible and avoid actively processing all available information (Fiske 

& Taylor, 1991). This processing route heavily relies on the peripheral cues, such as source 

credibility and expertise, to inform changes in attitude (Petty et al., 2009). However, these 

attitudes are not always strong or predictive of behavior (Petty et al., 1995). 

One of the ways consumers can assess the quality of a source is by how much they trust 

the source. However, there has historically been dissention between researchers when trying to 

define the constructs of trust (Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2011). Some common words associated 

with trust include goodwill, vulnerability, reliability, and predictability (Bhattacharya et al., 

1998; Das & Tang, 1998; Mayer et al., 1995; Rousseau et al., 1998). Rawlins’s (2008) definition 

of trust describes a willingness to be vulnerable based on the confidence that the other party 

displays competence, dependability, integrity, and goodwill. For this research project, trust has 

been operationalized as a confident expectation or a firm belief in the reliability of a person or 

thing and the assurance of truthful statements without examination (Dutton, 2006).  

Trust is an important component affecting consumer behavior. Past research has shown 

linkages to agriculture were positively correlated with trust in food and agriculture, while using 

social media was negatively correlated with trust in food and agriculture (Robinson et al., 2020). 

Trust of labels, quality, and safety are important components for why organic food is purchased 

(Curvelo et al., 2019; Lazaroiu et al., 2019; Tandon et al., 2020). While knowledge is considered 

an important influence on consumer behavior (Bamberg & Möser, 2007; Misra & Singh, 2016), 

knowledge is not always enough to affect behavior (Hansmann et al., 2020).  

ELM has been utilized in a variety of studies related to communicating agricultural 

sciences topics, and literature suggests consumers use the peripheral processing route when faced 

with messages about agriculture (Goodwin, 2013; Meyers, 2008; Morgan & Gramann, 1989; 

Verbeke & Vackier, 2004; Verbeke & Ward, 2006). Researchers have specifically concluded 

that peripheral cues, like sources, can influence consumers’ attitudes toward food products (Ruth 

& Rumble, 2017). Therefore, there is a need to further examine how young mothers perceive 

sources communicating food-related information. 

Social media has become a primary form of communication allowing companies a two-

way dialogue with consumers to form meaningful connections instead of simply being a one-

directional channel of information to the public (Rutasert et al., 2013). Consumers often ignore 

experts when information is disseminated through a one-way channel and instead turn to online 

interactive platforms for information sources (Rutasert et al., 2013). Social media allows more 

content to be shared over various platforms and to foster more social and emotional ties between 

users of accounts, including organizations and customers (Coulter & Roggeveen, 2012). These 
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relationships between content creators and followers allow influencers and celebrities to play a 

crucial role when relaying information to influence consumer purchasing decisions (Specht et al., 

2020).  

Social media influencers “represent a new type of independent third-party endorser who 

shape audience attitudes through blogs, tweets, and the use of other social media” (Freberg et al., 

2011, p. 90). Effectiveness of using social media influencers in advertising is still not as well 

understood as celebrity endorsements; however, there are indications that influencers can be 

more influential to consumers than celebrities (Schouten, 2019). Jin et al. (2019) found that 

consumers exposed to Instagram influencers’ brand posts perceived the influencer posts as more 

trustworthy and showed a more positive attitude toward the endorsed brand than consumers 

exposed to traditional celebrity brand posts. Schoulten’s (2019) study demonstrated consumers 

relate more easily to social media influencers than traditional celebrities: They see more 

similarities and more attainable attributes, which increases trust and wishful identification when 

it comes to brand endorsement. Lim et al. (2017) also found that meaning transferred through 

social media influencers to their millennial audience had a positive relationship with consumer 

attitude and intent to purchase. However, consumers acknowledged social media influencers 

lacked credibility and knowledge about endorsed products (Lim et al., 2017). 

One of the unique aspects of social media compared to traditional media, such as 

television or newspapers, is that users have the ability to curate their own feed of information 

based on whom they follow. This ability to pick and choose which accounts and users to follow 

creates online communities that share similar values and attitudes (Iyengar & Hahn, 2009; Prior, 

2007). Because of these self-selected online communities, communicators are able to develop 

targeted communication to reach specific audiences, which may be one way to address 

consumers’ fear of the unknown and ambiguity around agricultural products by helping them 

feel more connected to the industry (Meijboom et al., 2006).  

Consumers lack the motivation and ability to process information related to agriculture 

consistently and thoughtfully, which leads them to rely on peripheral cues, like trust of sources, 

to form attitudes (Petty et al., 2009; Ruth & Rumble, 2017). Additionally, celebrity and social 

media influencer endorsements provide communications practitioners a powerful way to 

establish shared values with customers (Specht et al., 2020). Therefore, agricultural 

communicators need to understand how celebrity and social media influencers can affect public 

perceptions of agriculture. Previous studies have assessed celebrity and social media influencer 

endorsements and their impact on consumer perceptions of brands and products (Barnes, 2017; 

Gottlieb, 2016; Hayenga, 1998; Jin et al. 2019; Min et al. 2019; Schouten, 2019), but none of the 

found studies explored the relationship between trust and knowledge of celebrity and social 

media influencers as sources of food and nutrition information.  

Due to the segmented nature of social media, there is also a need to explore specific 

audience’s perception of celebrity and social media influencers when communicating about food 

and nutrition topics. Because mothers make the primary food purchasing decisions for their 

home (PLMA, 2013; Schaeffer, 2019), and social media serve as prevalent sources of 

information for female consumers (Ruane & Wallace, 2013), mothers between the ages of 18 and 

40 were specifically examined to understand their trust in celebrities and influencers to 

communicate about food and nutrition.  
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Purpose & Objectives 

 

The purpose of this study was to explore young mothers’ perceptions of celebrity and 

social media influencers trustworthiness as communicators about food and nutrition topics. The 

following objectives guided the study: 

1. Describe young mothers’ awareness and knowledge of celebrities and social media 

influencers that communicate about food safety and nutrition, 

2. Describe young mothers’ trust of celebrities and social media influencers who 

communicate about food safety and nutrition, and 

3. Describe the correlation between young mothers’ trust and knowledge of celebrities 

and social media influencers that communicate about agriculture and natural 

resources. 

 

Methods 

 

To accomplish the goals of this study, a quantitative survey via Qualtrics was distributed 

to mothers in the U.S. who were 18 to 40 years old with children under the age of 18 living with 

them. Quota sampling was used to ensure that respondents were reflective of the U.S. population 

based on race and Hispanic status based on U.S. Census Bureau estimates. Non-probability 

sampling, which includes quota sampling, involves a non-random sample that is selected to 

satisfy research goals (Dillman et al., 2014). Non-probability sampling was used for this study 

because of coverage and response rate issues from internet- and phone-based probability samples 

(Dillman et al., 2014). In this study, Qualtrics sent out invitations to online panel members based 

on desired demographic characteristics until the required number of participants was achieved. 

There were 216 respondents. Race and ethnicity sample results are provided in Table 1.  

 

Table 1 

Race and ethnicity of respondents  

Race/Ethnicity Sample Percent (n) U.S. Population Percenta 

White 76.9% (166) 76.3% 

Black or African American 16.2% (35) 13.4% 

American Indian or Alaska Native 1.4% (3) 1.3% 

Asian 5.6% (12) 5.9% 

Other 3.7% (8) - 

Hispanic 20.4% (44) 18.5% 
aUnited States Census Bureau (n.d.) 

 

The majority of respondents were married, in a civil union, or domestic partnership (n = 

141, 65.3%), followed by single, never married (n = 58, 26.9%); divorced (n = 12, 5.6%); 

separated (n = 3, 1.4%); and widowed (n = 1, 0.5%). The largest number of respondents’ highest 

level of education was high school or GED (n = 61, 28.2%), followed by 4-year college degree 

(n =  56, 25.9%), some college but no degree (n = 37, 17.1%), two-year college degree (n = 31, 

14.4%), master’s degree (n = 19, 8.8%), professional degree (n = 7, 3.2%), less than high school 

or GED (n = 4, 1.9%), and doctoral degree (n = 1, 0.5%). Household income for respondents is 

as follows: 19.4% less than $25,000 (n = 42), 28.7% $25,000-$49,999 (n = 62), 31.5% $50,000-

$99,999 (n = 68), 10.2% $100,000-$124,999 (n = 22), and 10.2% more than $124,999 (n = 22). 
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The largest group of respondents described themselves as Democrats (n = 86, 39.8%), followed 

by Independent (n = 64, 29.6%), Republicans (n = 57, 26.4%), and other (n = 9, 4.2%). The 

majority of respondents used Facebook (n = 194, 89.8%), YouTube (n = 189, 87.5%), Instagram 

(n = 152, 70.4%), Pinterest (n = 124, 57.4%), and Snapchat (n = 110, 50.9%). A smaller number 

of respondents used TikTok (n = 85, 39.4%), Twitter (n = 74, 34.3%), and Reddit (n = 40, 

18.5%) 

The questionnaire was based on questions from the Settle et al. (2017) study that 

addressed the public’s knowledge and trust of agricultural and natural resources organizations. 

The current study assessed awareness, knowledge, and trust of prominent online communicators 

of food and nutrition information. Respondents were asked if they were aware of the 15 

celebrities and influencers with a dichotomous, yes/no question. For each celebrity/influencer 

they were aware of, respondents reported how knowledgeable they were of the individual on a 

scale ranging from 1 = not at all knowledgeable to 5 = extremely knowledgeable. If respondents 

were at least slightly knowledgeable of a celebrity/influencer, they were asked the extent they 

trust or distrust that individual’s communications about nutrition and food safety. Nutrition and 

food safety were asked about as separate questions with response items ranging from 1 = distrust 

to 5 = trust, with the option to say they were not familiar with communications about the 

respective topic from that individual. Respondents were then asked to indicate their level of trust 

with each individual there were at least slightly knowledgeable of on a nine-item scale. 

Reliability for trust of each individual was run using Cronbach’s alpha. More information about 

reliability is provided in Table 3. To help ensure face and content validity, a cognitive interview 

was conducted after initial development of the questionnaire (Dillman et al., 2014). This led to a 

clarification in the knowledge question so that it was clear respondents were answering questions 

about the individuals, not the shows some of those individuals hosted. The number of items on 

the trust scale for each celebrity/influencer was also reduced to nine items from the original 15 to 

reduce survey fatigue.  

The goal in developing the list of celebrities and influencers was to ensure a breadth of 

individuals were assessed, as well as ensuring each group was equally represented in the final 

list. One group consisted of celebrity chefs who feature prominently on television but also have 

substantial online followings: Gordon Ramsey, Jamie Oliver, Paula Deen, Alton Brown, and 

Rachael Ray. Another set of individuals were chosen to represent what would be considered 

favorable viewpoints of traditional agricultural and food production, many of whom are involved 

in production agriculture: Ree Drummond, Peterson Farm Bros, Krista Stauffer (The Farmer’s 

Wifee), Jay Hill, and Michele Payn (AgChat). The last set of individuals who had substantial 

online followings and exhibited alternative views of food and agriculture: Mehmet Oz (Dr. Oz), 

Dana Schultz (Minimalist Baker), Naturally.jo, Lucy Watson (Feed Me Vegan), and Andrea 

Hanemann (Earthy Andy). The initial list of individuals to consider was based on their 

prominence in the media, as well as suggestions from individuals with expertise in agricultural 

communication and education who were not on the research team. From that larger set, final 

selection of celebrities and influencers included in the study was based the number of social 

media followers. Because of the different natures of each group, different threshold levels were 

used for each group. The celebrity chefs and alternative group all had at least one million 

followers on an individual social media site. The traditional agriculture group had at least 30,000 

followers on an individual social media site. The list was developed during the summer of 2020 

when data collection occurred.  
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Data analysis for objective 1 consisted of reporting frequency counts and percentages. 

Mean and standard deviation were calculated for objective 2. For objective 3, Pearson product-

moment correlation coefficients were calculated with .05 set as p value for statistical 

significance. The effect size of the relationships is described in the paper using Cohen’s (1988) 

conventions (as cited in Field, 2013).  

 

Results 

 

Objective 1: Describe Young Mothers’ Awareness and Knowledge of Celebrities and Social 

Media Influencers That Communicate About Food Safety and Nutrition 

 

Table 2 shows consumers’ level of awareness and knowledge of celebrities and social 

media influencers included in the study. Food celebrities Gordon Ramsey (n = 189) and Rachael 

Ray (n = 186) had the highest number of respondent awareness. Social media influencers Andrea 

Hanemann (n = 20), Naturally Jo (n = 22), Lucy Watson (n = 26), Jay Hill (n = 26), and Peterson 

Farm Bros (n = 28) had the lowest number of respondent awareness. The highest number of 

respondents were at least moderately knowledgeable of Gordon Ramsey (n = 86) and Rachael 

Ray (n = 71), while the fewest were at least moderately knowledgeable of social media 

influencers Dana Schultz (n = 5) and Naturally Jo (n = 5).  

 

Objective 2: Describe Young Mothers’ Trust of Celebrities and Social Media Influencers 

Who Communicate About Food Safety and Nutrition 

 

Table 3 shows the respondents’ level of trust in celebrities and social media influencers. 

Food Celebrities Gordon Ramsey (M = 4.49) and Alton Brown (M = 4.43) were the most trusted 

regarding food safety communication, while social media influencers Michele Payne (M = 3.63) 

and Krista Stauffer (M = 3.86) were the least trusted. Alton Brown (M = 4.43) and Naturally Jo 

(M = 4.33) were the most trusted regarding nutrition communication, while Paula Deen (M = 

3.36) and Krista Stauffer (M = 3.41) were the least trusted. 

 

Objective 3: Describe the Correlation Between Young Mothers’ Trust and Knowledge of 

Celebrities and Social Media Influencers That Communicate About Food Safety and 

Nutrition 

 

Table 4 shows the correlation between trust and knowledge of celebrities and social 

media influencers regarding both food safety and nutrition. Gordon Ramsey (r = .319) and Paula 

Deen (r = .324) had statistically significant moderate correlation in relation to nutritional 

communications. Peterson Farm Bros (r = .428) and Paula Deen (r = .327) had statistically 

significant moderate correlation in relation to food safety communications. All but one of the 

statistically significant relationships involved traditional celebrities who have had TV shows, 

though this is possibly an artifact of more respondents being aware of those celebrities, which 

means correlations do not have to be as strong to reach statistical significance. 
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Table 2 

Respondents’ awareness and knowledgeability of celebrities and influencers.  

Celebrity/ 

Influencer 

Percent 

Respondents 

Aware of 

Celebrity/ 

Influencer (n) 

Percent Not at 

All 

Knowledgeable 

(n) 

Percent Slightly 

Knowledgeable 

(n) 

Percent 

Somewhat 

Knowledgeable 

(n) 

Percent 

Moderately 

Knowledgeable 

(n) 

Percent 

Extremely 

Knowledgeable 

(n) 

Gordon Ramsey 87.5% (189) 7.9% (15) 28.0% (53) 20.1% (38) 20.1% (38) 23.8% (45) 

Rachael Ray 86.1% (186) 5.9% (11) 28.0% (52) 28.0% (52) 23.7% (44) 14.5% (27) 

Paula Deen 76.9% (166) 9.6% (16) 38.6% (64) 19.9% (33) 18.1% (30) 13.9% (23) 

Mehmet Oz 69.4% (150) 14.7% (22) 35.3% (53) 24.7% (37) 14.0% (21) 11.3% (17) 

Ree Drummond 56.5% (122) 10.7% (13) 26.2% (32) 27.9% (34) 20.5% (25) 14.8% (18) 

Alton Brown 41.2% (89) 15.7% (14) 32.6% (29) 18.0% (16) 22.5% (20) 11.2% (10) 

Jamie Oliver 34.7% (75) 22.7% (17) 28.0% (21) 25.3% (19) 10.7% (8) 13.3% (10) 

Krista Stauffer 15.3% (33) 30.3% (10) 36.4% (12) 15.2% (5) 9.1% (3) 9.1% (3) 

Dana Schultz 15.3% (33) 27.3% (9) 27.3% (9) 30.3% (10) 6.1% (2) 9.1% (3) 

Peterson Farm Bros 13.0% (28) 14.3% (4) 21.4% (6) 28.6% (8) 35.7% (10)  0.0% (0) 

Lucy Watson 12.0% (26) 26.9% (7) 23.1% (6) 19.2% (5) 19.2% (5) 11.5% (3) 

Michele Payn 12.0% (26) 15.4% (4) 46.2% (12) 11.5% (3) 11.5% (3) 15.4% (4) 

Jay Hill 12.0% (26) 23.1% (6) 23.1% (6) 11.5% (3) 34.6% (9) 7.7% (2) 

Naturally Jo 10.2% (22) 22.7% (5) 27.3% (6) 27.3% (6) 18.2% (4) 4.5% (1) 

Andrea Hanemann 9.3% (20) 25.0% (5) 5.0% (1) 35.0% (7) 15.0% (3) 20.0% (4) 

Note. Percentages are calculated from the total number of respondents. Respondents who were not aware of a celebrity or influencer 

did not respond to the knowledge question. 
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Table 3 

Respondents’ overall level of trust for the celebrities and influences and trust of communications 

from the celebrities and influencers about nutrition and food safety 

Celebrity/Influencer Overall Trust 

(SD) 

Trust of 

Communication 

about Nutrition (SD)a 

Trust of 

Communication about 

Food Safety (SD)a 

Alton Brown (n = 77) 3.90 (0.81) 4.43 (0.92) 4.43 (0.94) 

Rachael Ray (n = 180) 3.89 (0.88) 4.07 (0.95) 4.26 (1.00) 

Ree Drummond (n = 118) 3.85 (0.91) 4.00 (0.94) 4.29 (0.86) 

Jamie Oliver (n = 60) 3.79 (0.89) 3.92 (1.05) 4.04 (1.13) 

Gordon Ramsey (n = 180) 3.72 (0.72) 4.20 (1.05) 4.49 (0.85) 

Mehmet Oz (n = 130) 3.63 (0.88) 3.93 (1.24) 4.04 (1.15) 

Dana Schultz (n = 24) 3.56 (0.71) 4.00 (1.09) 4.13 (1.25) 

Krista Stauffer (n = 23) 3.53 (0.81) 3.41 (1.10) 3.86 (1.39) 

Lucy Watson (n = 20) 3.52 (0.71) b 3.89 (1.24) 4.00 (1.33) 

Naturally Jo (n = 17) 3.51 (0.56) b 4.33 (0.90) 4.14 (1.17) 

Andrea Hanemann (n = 15) 3.51 (0.61) b 3.64 (1.15) 4.07 (1.10) 

Jay Hill (n = 21) 3.46 (0.69) 3.89 (1.24) 4.00 (1.30) 

Paula Deen (n = 155) 3.45 (0.90) 3.36 (1.33) 4.02 (1.13) 

Michele Payn (n = 23) 3.39 (0.63) b 3.55 (1.37) 3.63 (1.54) 

Peterson Farm Bros (n = 25) 3.34 (0.60) b 3.88 (0.95) 4.17 (0.94) 

Note. Respondents only answered trust questions if they were aware of the individual and at least 

slightly knowledgeable about individual. The number of respondents who answered trust 

questions about each individual is listed in the first column.  
aItems were coded as 1 = Distrust, 2 = Slightly distrust, 3 = Neither trust nor distrust, 4 = Slightly 

trust, 5 = Trust.  
bReliability for overall trust for these celebrities/influencers was below .70. All others were at 

least .70, which is considered a threshold of acceptability when using Cronbach’s alpha.  
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Table 4 

The relationship between respondents’ knowledge of a celebrity/influencer and their trust of 

nutrition and food safety communication from that celebrity/influencer 

Celebrity/Influencer Knowledge and Trust of 

Nutrition Communication 

Knowledge and Trust of 

Food Safety Communication 

Lucy Watson (n = 20) .373 .320 

Jay Hill (n = 21) .355 .321 

Naturally Jo (n = 17) .343 .140 

Paula Deen (n = 155) .324* .327* 

Gordon Ramsey (n = 180) .319* .249* 

Peterson Farm Bros (n = 25) .318 .428* 

Rachael Ray (n = 180) .291* .288* 

Jamie Oliver (n = 60) .270* .280* 

Alton Brown (n = 77) .222 .248* 

Ree Drummond (n = 118) .208* .277* 

Andrea Hanemann (n = 15) .173 .022 

Krista Stauffer (n = 23) .145 -.034 

Mehmet Oz (n = 130) .144 .190* 

Dana Schultz (n = 24) -.268 -.161 

Michele Payn (n = 23) -.001 .177 

Note. Respondents only answered trust questions if they were aware of the individual and at least 

slightly knowledgeable about the individual. The number of respondents who answered trust 

questions about each individual is listed in the first column. Trust items were coded as 1 = 

Distrust, 2 = Slightly distrust, 3 = Neither trust nor distrust, 4 = Slightly trust, 5 = Trust. 

Knowledge items were coded as 1 = Not at all knowledgeable, 2 = Not at all knowledgeable, 3 = 

Slightly knowledgeable, 4 = Moderately knowledgeable, and 5 = Extremely knowledgeable.  

* p < .05 

 

Conclusions 

 

Results showed that the mothers in the study were most aware and knowledgeable of 

food celebrities like Gordon Ramsey and Rachael Ray. Social media influencers like Andrea 

Hanemann, Naturally Jo, Lucy Watson, and Jay Hill had the least amount of awareness and 

knowledge among respondents. These results differ from Schoulten’s (2019) who found social 

media influencers to be more well-known and relatable to the everyday consumer. This indicates 

the mothers in this study possibly did not have similar values and attitudes to the influencers in 

this study given the ability for social media users to self-select online communities (Iyengar & 

Hahn, 2009; Prior, 2007).  

Respondents in this study slightly trusted food safety communication from all the 

celebrities and influencers they were at least somewhat knowledgeable of, though there was less 

trust of communication about nutrition from those same sources. This is important because trust 

is an important part of how influential celebrities and influencers can be (Barnes, 2014; Jin et al., 

2014). With the exception of Paula Deen, the traditional celebrities were trusted by the mothers 

in this study more than the influencers. The results of the current study conflict somewhat with 

the studies by Jin et al. (2019) and Schoulten (2019) who found that influencers were considered 

more trustworthy than traditional celebrities, but the results were consistent with the Jin et al. 
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finding that celebrities with more followers tend to inspire a sense of credibility and 

trustworthiness to their audiences.  

The correlation between knowledge and trust of communication was usually positive, 

with low to moderate strength of correlations, but not always at a statistically significant level. 

This is important because familiarity can impact trust perceptions (Barnes, 2014). While 

knowledge is considered necessary for individuals to make informed decisions (Frick et al., 

1995; Kovar & Ball, 2013; Meischen & Trexler, 2003; Powell & Agnew, 2011; Specht et al., 

2014), knowledge is not always strongly tied to trust (Settle et al., 2017). Understanding whom 

people trust is important because that will shape their opinions and decisions (Brossard & Nisbet, 

2007; Kahan, 2012), likely even when consumers are not very knowledgeable about those 

sources.   

Humans are cognitive misers by nature, and only pay attention to as much information 

about a topic as they need to for making decisions (Fiske & Taylor, 1991). Source credibility and 

expertise are often used in peripheral processing of information (Petty et al., 2009), so it is 

important to understand how people trust celebrities and influencers communicating online who 

have the ability to influence food perceptions (Barnes, 2017; Gottlieb, 2016; Hayenga, 1998; Jin 

et al. 2019; Min et al. 2019; Schouten, 2019). Because of their role as the primary food-buyers in 

households (PLMA, 2013; Schaeffer, 2019) and young women’s health-related behaviors can be 

affected by influencers (Duplaga, 2020), young mothers are a particularly important audience, 

and it is important to continue researching what might be influencing the attitudes and decisions 

of mothers as they make food-related decisions.  

 

Recommendations 

 

Trust is an integral part of effective communications, and this research contributes to 

better understanding how celebrities and influencers may be influencing mothers. If the goal is to 

influence the most people possible, the celebrities in this study were more well-known than the 

social media influencers, and familiarity affects trust (Barnes, 2014). While social media 

influencers were not as well known among respondents, the influencers could still play a role in 

in shaping attitudes and behaviors in self-selected online communities where users share values 

with each other (Iyengar & Hahn, 2009; Kahan, 2012; Prior, 2007). If agricultural 

communicators can work with social media influencers whose values align with their target 

communities, this could present the opportunity to engage in targeted campaigns to help reduce 

fear and uncertainty toward food and agriculture (Meijboom et al., 2006). If there is a mismatch 

between influencers and target communities, effects are likely to be limited. 

That said, more research is needed though to properly understand how celebrities and 

social media influencers are affecting food-related decisions. Future research should explore how 

consumers use social media to get food-related information. Research can explore differences in 

trust of food-related communication coming from celebrities and influencers who utilize 

different social media platforms. Content analysis of food-related communication from 

celebrities and influencers on social media outlets could also be beneficial for understanding 

what information members of the public are being exposed to online and how the public engages 

in that content.  

A limitation of this study is the population. This study only looked at mothers aged 18 to 

40 in the United States, so expanding the research to other demographic groups would be 

beneficial, especially given perceptions of celebrities can be impacted by demographic factors, 
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such as age, gender, and socioeconomic status (Brown & Basil, 1995). The results are also 

limited by which celebrities and influencers were included in the study. Only so many could be 

included, so future research would benefit by looking at other celebrities and influencers who 

could be affecting food perceptions of various demographic groups, which is particularly 

important given self-selective nature of following social media accounts (Iyengar & Hahn, 2009; 

Prior, 2007). It is possible other influencers could have aligned more with young mothers’ values 

to foster higher levels of awareness and trust (Kahan, 2012). Another limitation is the timing of 

the research, which was in the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, which could be affecting food-

related perceptions, especially given supply chain issues that have reduced availability of many 

products in stores (Friesen, 2021). Repeating the study after the pandemic can help illustrate if 

any of the results were an artifact of when the study was conducted.  
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