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Research Note 

Running title: Food safety news on social media 

 

 

Consumers’ awareness and trust towards food safety news on social media in 

Malaysia 

 

ABSTRACT 

Social media offers numerous advantages for personal users and organisations to communicate, 

socialise and market one’s products. When used correctly, social media is an effective tool to 

communicate and to share food safety news and good practices. However, there have been reports of 

fake food safety news shared via social media fuelling panic and resulting in loss of revenue. Thus, 

this study aims to investigate the consumers’ awareness, trust and usage of social media in 

communicating food safety news in Malaysia. An online questionnaire divided into 5 sections: (i) 

demographics; (ii) reaction to food safety news; (iii) consumers’ awareness; (iv) social media truth 

and level of trust; and (v) social media uses and content creation was created and shared online. A 

total of 341 questionnaires were returned of which 339 surveys were valid.This study revealed that 

less than one third of the study group (27.1%) knew which of the food safety news were fake. 67.8% 

of the respondents were less likely to purchase the affected foods if the foods were featured in social 

media as problematic although no differences were made between true and fake news and how this 

would influence respondents’ willingness to purchase affected foods.  62% of the respondents agreed 

or strongly agreed about the usage of social media and its ability to prevent food poisoning cases 

whilst more than 50% of the respondents were in total agreement that social media allow consumers 

to act more responsibly by sharing food safety news. Respondents tend to trust information shared 

by scientists (67.5%) and family members and friends (33%).  Respondents would most often share 

the news after verifying its authenticity (46%). If respondents experienced a personal food safety 

issue (e.g. discovered a fly in their meal), they seldom or never take photos to post online (56.1%). 

It is possible that the respondents preferred to inform the food handlers and/or shop owners about 

the affected products rather than to post the photos online. It is suggested that targeted food safety 
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information and media literacy are provided to improve consumers’ awareness and positively 

influence self-verification of the food safety information prior to sharing. This study provides crucial 

insights for a range of stakeholders, particularly public authorities, food bloggers and public to use 

social media effectively to build consumers’ awareness and trust in food safety information.  

 

Keywords: fake news; food safety; social media; trust 

 

HIGHLIGHTS 

 Respondents were aware of recent food safety news shown in social media  

 Less than one third of the study group knew which of the food safety news was fake 

 Targeted food safety information should be provided to improve consumers’ awareness 

 

Social media refer to an internet-based application such as social networks, blogs, content 

sharing sites and wikis (19). Examples of social media include Facebook, Google+, Instagram, 

Pinterest, Wechat, Whatsapp and YouTube. Facebook dominates social media usage where 68% of 

American adults (50), 77% of the European population (54) and 75% Asians (55) use Facebook. In 

Malaysia, 82.75% of the population engages with Facebook followed by Twitter (5.14%), YouTube 

(4.68%), Pinterest (3.83%), Instagram (2.05%) and Tumblr (1.09%) (56). Social media offer 

numerous advantages for individuals to communicate, socialise, play games, create and exchange 

content and post pictures. Along with the positive social aspects, there is also a dark side to social 

media, including (but not limited to) spreading of fake news and hoaxes (17).  

Internet fake news is defined as ‘fictitious articles deliberately fabricated to deceive readers’ (1). 

Social media rely on users to create and share content which bypass the process of fact checking, 

editorial judgement and gatekeeping (25).  Fake news is often created for financial or ideological 

purposes. For example, fake stories that go viral (the more sensational, the better), provide content 

producers with more clicks which translate into more revenues. Fake news is also produced to 

promote ideas or people or to discredit others (3, 57). Fake and misleading news may pose serious 

implications for public health. A prominent example was the alleged link between measles, mumps 

and rubella (MMR) vaccine and autism study in the UK (60) which led to an increased fear of vaccines 
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across developed countries (45). Another study by Waszak et al. (61) revealed that 40% of the most 

frequently shared links in social media contained misinformation and were shared more than 400,000 

times between 2012-2017. Recently, there’s been a spike in online fake news in Asia particularly 

China. Most online fake news in China were related to food safety (63) including the sale of plastic 

seaweed (53), seedless grapes produced with contraceptive drugs (15) and the cardboard bun hoax 

(23). For example, in China, a freelance reporter hired several workers to make cardboard buns whilst 

he filmed the production. The footage was later aired via television and online media and received 

worldwide media attention and shock among consumers. The journalist was later arrested for faking 

an investigative report (42, 65). Fake news were also shared in Malaysia such as fake eggs in 2014 

(14), plastic in crackers (6, 12) and Salmonella outbreak linked to water supply (26). The majority of 

Malaysians received fake news via Whatsapp followed by Facebook (37). 

When used correctly, social media had proven to be an effective food safety communication tool 

due to its speed, accessibility, interactive and information gathering capacities (43, 47, 64). For 

example, social media could be used as a complementary information channel in addition to 

traditional and online media to find food safety information (27). Mayer and Harrison (34) evaluated a 

‘Safe Eats’ facebook intervention and reported an increase in food safety knowledge, attitudes and 

practices among the respondents. In China, micro-blogs such as ‘We media’ (a Chinese version of 

Twitter) had proven useful in disseminating food safety awareness among public. Food safety 

scandals exposed by We media were found to affect consumers’ purchasing behaviour and a 

reduction in sales volume of the affected products (44). This demonstrates that if social media is used 

correctly, it is an effective tool to improve food safety among public. Although the use of social media 

in communicating food safety information had been carried out extensively (43), the factors that 

influence social media practices and spread of fake food safety news remained understudied.  

Food safety awareness and knowledge among consumers and food handlers have always been of 

interest to researchers. Knowledge forms part of the ‘Knowledge, Attitudes and Practices’ (KAP) 

model used to evaluate food safety and hygiene among food handlers (8) and consumers (41). It is 

based on the premise that users who had been educated with food safety knowledge, can improve 

their food safety practices (69). In the context of this study, the provision of food safety news or 

information could provide viewers with an increased awareness of the situation.  
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Trust has commonly been identified as a crucial factor in consumers’ food decision (24). The 

general objective of trust aims at a positive and confident feeling in a provider’s reliability. In the 

social media and food safety information context, trust refers to confidence in the provider of food 

safety news or information (24). Lobb et al. (31) revealed that trust in food safety information 

provided by media, alternative sources such as consumer organisations and independent authorities 

such as scientists reduces the likelihood to purchase affected food products. Thus, this study aims to 

investigate the awareness, trust and usage of social media in communicating food safety news among 

Malaysian consumers.  

 

 

 

 

MATERIALS AND METHODS 

 

The questionnaire was constructed and divided into 5 sections: (i) demographics (4 questions); 

(ii) reaction to food safety news (6 questions); (iii) consumers’ awareness (8 questions); (iv) social 

media truth and trust (8 questions); and (v) social media uses and content creation (8 questions). 

The questions were developed based on Chai et al. (13), Frewer et al. (22) and Lobb et al. (31). In 

Section II (reaction to food safety news), respondents were also asked to select which of the food 

safety news was fake. Five options were provided i.e. (i) China sardines found to contain worms; (ii) 

fake baby formula; (iii) fake eggs sold in market in 2014; (iv) Australia melons contaminated with 

deadly bacteria; and (v) Uncertain. Options i, ii and iv were actual news whilst the fake eggs sold in 

market in 2014 was false news. In the consumers’ awareness, usage and trust sections, respondents 

were asked to rate on a 5-point Likert scale of strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5). In the 

social media practice section, respondents were asked to rate on a 5-point frequency scale of never 

(1) to always (5). Respondents were invited to complete all sections. The questionnaire was provided 

in both English and Malay languages. A pilot study was conducted among 10 respondents who were 

not included in the actual study to evaluate the language, clarity and suitability of wording. The 

questionnaire was uploaded onto an online survey system (previously known as Bristol Online 
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System) and recruits respondents over the age of 18 in Malaysia from social media sites. 

Respondents using social media were encouraged to post the link in their own social media page to 

generate more responses via the snowballing technique. Snowball sampling is particularly useful in 

identifying potential targeted subjects (e.g. respondents who use social media) where subjects are 

hard to locate (2).  A total of 341 questionnaires were returned of which 339 surveys were valid.  

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The respondents were highly represented by the Generation Y or Millenial group (age: 26 – 35 

years) (67.8%), females (61.9%) and those with tertiary education (95.3%). Facebook (97.1%), 

Whatsapp (91.7%), YouTube (79.1%) and Instagram (74.9%) were frequently used by the study 

group (Table 1). More than 70% of the respondents have heard of the fake baby milk formula 

incident (Table 2). Of the four food safety news, 27.1% knew that the fake egg incident in 2014 was 

false news as the national health authority had conducted the investigation and verified that no fake 

eggs were sold in the local market (36). More than 35% of the respondents believed that the 

Australian melons contaminated with Listeria monocytogenes were fake although the outbreak was 

real and occurred between January – April 2018 and resulted in seven deaths and one miscarriage 

(40). Most respondents were less likely to purchase the affected foods (67.8%) when such news were 

shared. However, no differences were made between true and fake news and how this would 

influence respondents’ willingness to purchase affected foods. Respondents were given a hypothetical 

scenario in Table 2 to determine their reaction to the post. More respondents opted to verify the 

claim with the right authorities (45.1%) followed by asking User B to verify the authenticity of the 

claim (24.8%).  

Overall, 62% of the respondents agreed or strongly agreed about the usage of social media and 

its ability to prevent food poisoning cases (Table 3). More than 50% of the respondents were in total 

agreement that social media allow consumers to act more responsibly by sharing food safety news. 

Similarly, there were strong agreement among the respondents that fake news shared on social 

media can generate panic among consumers (49.9%). This study also revealed some interesting 

findings on why the respondents took photos of foods. Those who took photos intended to introduce 

and/or share the photos with their online peers (64%) or were treating the online photobook like 
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their food diary (16.8%) (Table 3). Respondents trusted the food safety news if the content were 

shared by scientists (67.5%), followed by their family members and friends (33%) and food bloggers 

(30%) (Figure 1). 42.4% of the respondents do not trust the food safety news if shared by strangers. 

Similarly, the level of trust declines slightly if the news were shared by politicians (25.4%) or 

celebrities (31.8%).  

There was high level of agreement among respondents (73.7%) that they will verify the 

authenticity of food safety related news using other sources. The respondents seldom or never 

created (77%), provided their views (82.6%) nor shared food safety news promptly with their online 

peers (53.4%). They would most often share the news after verifying its authenticity (46%) while 

43.9% frequently read the news without sharing them. If respondents experienced a food safety 

issue personally such as discovering a fly in their meal or came across expired food products in a 

shop, they seldom or never take photos to post online (56.1%) (Table 3). 

The millenials are those born between 1981 -  2000 and are called digital natives as they actively 

use, share and create content on social media platforms (7). Curtin et al. (18) reported that educated 

people were also more likely to participate in surveys. This explains the higher number of 

respondents from the millennial and educated group. Although other generations now recognise and 

appreciate social media platforms, millennials are the first generation to have spent most of their lives 

immersed in digital technology (62). Females dominated the response group in this study although 

males (38.1%) outnumbered women in the distribution of Internet users in Malaysia (33). This is 

attributable to the subject matter where females are more responsive to food safety information as 

females dominate food purchasing and preparation role (28). Previous studies related to food safety 

knowledge in Malaysia also recorded higher female responses (41, 51). The usage of social media 

application is reflected in the national survey carried out in 2017 where the top three social 

networking accounts owned by Internet users in Malaysia were Facebook, Instagram and YouTube 

(33).  

The high number of respondents who have heard of the fake baby formula is potentially driven 

by the melamine milk scandal since 2008. The fake baby formula scare re-emerged recently where 

counterfeit products were seized and withdrawn from retailers (10). Although the fake egg incident in 

2014 was false, fake eggs had appeared in China since the mid-1990s (20). Multiple YouTube videos 
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(66, 68), online news and social media platform such as personal blogs and forum (46) showed 

viewers how to identify fake eggs.  

Fake news can be disruptive to the society. For example, due to allegations of seaweed made 

from plastic, seaweed producers in China suffered from a huge loss of revenue (53). Nevertheless, 

social media can be a useful tool to report food poisoning cases or to report unhygienic food 

businesses. This was evident in a recent incident in Malaysia where food handlers were filmed 

washing dishes in a puddle of dirty water by the roadside (38). The film was shared on social media 

over YouTube, blogs, Twitter, Whatsapp and online news. It went viral and garnered more than 

300,000 views and 750 comments. The comments were not analysed in this study, but similar 

thoughts i.e. ‘boycott the restaurant’, ‘ban’, ‘hygiene’, ‘health authorities’ and ‘inspection’ were 

commonly expressed by netizens (67). This incident although unfortunate demonstrates clearly that 

consumers’ awareness of food safety news via social media can influence users’ practices. Ultimately, 

the restaurant was closed down by local health authorities for unhygienic practices (59). 

Although the practice of using social media as a reporting tool is still not studied in Malaysia, 

studies had been conducted elsewhere. For example, Twitter is used to capture potential number of 

patrons who fell ill after eating at certain venues (48) and social media and food business review sites 

could be used to mine data on foodborne illness and outbreaks (39). There is still untapped potential 

in using social media effectively as a driving and reporting tool to ensure food safety (52). A food 

safety benefit could be derived from online foodism. Food photos can help users to recall foods eaten, 

date and venue – and is exceptionally useful in assisting surveillance and epidemiological 

investigation if an outbreak occurs. This is similar to using loyalty / membership card to analyse 

grocery purchases to investigate outbreaks (5). 

The findings on trust in food safety news concurred with previous studies that reported scientists 

were one of the most trusted sources for scientific information (9, 30). Hence, it is crucial that 

scientists and researchers build and maintain public trust in food and health as the credibility of the 

food system is extremely vulnerable during food scares and/or crisis (16).  Interestingly, food 

bloggers evoked similar level of trust as family members and friends. Bloggers usually discuss a topic 

of interest primarily focused on food topics such as recipes, restaurant reviews, travel, food ethics, 

food safety and food aesthetics which are commented on by other readers (32). Readers with interest 
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in similar topics will interact and ‘follow’ the blogger hence creating a close online relationship in the 

blogging community.  

Malaysians are known for their strong family connections and trust among family circles and 

peers (35). Lange et al. (29) reported similar findings where young consumers trusted their family 

members as credible sources of food safety knowledge.  A prevalent practice among local Malaysian 

culture is distrust of strangers and people not belonging to their circle (35). This explains the level of 

distrust of food safety news shared by strangers. Frewer et al. (22) revealed that politicians generate 

a low level of trust as they could be perceived to have vested interest in the topic. Another crucial 

factor is that some food safety news were fabricated. Viewers can view the story ‘in real-time’ but it is 

possible that with multiple cases of false information shared online, this has increased the level of 

distrust among general public. The respondents in this study reported that they will verify the 

authenticity of food safety related news using other sources and is similar to Freberg (21) where 

users tend to comply with organisational food recall messages compared to user-generated content.  

Respondents seldom or never take photos of food safety issues (e.g. a fly in their meal) that they 

experienced. It is possible that the respondents preferred to inform the food handlers and/or shop 

owners about the affected products rather than to post the photos online. Malaysians tend avoid 

public humiliation of others to prevent one from losing ‘face’ (to lose ‘face’ is a colloquial term 

meaning to be publicly humiliated). However, there are increasing reports of unhygienic food 

premises shared online that made its way into mainstream news showing that major food safety 

issues are better shared to ensure relevant actions are taken (38, 58).   

Social media is a promising tool in strengthening public awareness and to build trust when used 

correctly. Fake news has a long history and is probably here to stay. Safeguards are required to 

deter, detect and control the spread of falsified information. Measures are adopted by Facebook to 

stop fake news by sending potentially false stories to independent fact checkers (11). Andorfer (4) 

suggested regulating fake news but is aware that such legal proposal should be treated with caution. 

Malaysia proposed an ‘Anti-Fake News Bill’ where those convicted of disseminating false information 

would be jailed up to 10 years or fined or both (12). The Bill was repealed as it was described as an 

attempt to silent dissent (this was before the historic 2018 Malaysian general election) and curtailed 

freedom of speech (49). Artificial intelligence and machine learning algorithms are being developed to 
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detect fake news by analysing language, number of words, punctuation marks, usage of hyperbole 

and slang phrases (1, 4). Self-verification of food safety information and reporting potential (fake) 

food safety news to public authorities are simple steps that could be carried out by general public.  

Facebook, Whatsapp and YouTube represent the top social media platforms used by the 

respondents. Most were aware of recent food safety news shown in social media but less than one 

third of the group knew which of the news was fake. There was a moderate level of awareness 

among the respondents regarding the possibility of social media being used as an effective food 

safety dissemination tool. Scientists were accorded the highest level of trust followed by family 

members and food bloggers. Respondents were found to prefer sharing or reposting of information 

rather than creating food-related content. It is suggested that targeted food safety information and 

media literacy are provided to improve consumers’ awareness and positively influence self-verification 

of the information prior to sharing. Clarity and transparency in communication by public authorities 

can build trust in food safety information. Looking beyond the scope of the current study, future 

research could investigate the extent and spread of fake and actual food safety news and how this 

impacts consumers’ trust and purchasing decisions. Food bloggers were perceived as credible source 

of information and the social capital trust created online warrants further investigation.  
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FIGURE 1. Trust in food safety news shared by different individuals via social media (n=339) 
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TABLE 1. Demographics of respondents (n=339) 

Items Categories Frequency (%) 

Gender Male 129 (38.1) 

 Female 210 (61.9) 
   

Age 18 – 25 years 73 (21.5) 

 26 – 35 years 230 (67.8) 
 36 – 45 years 17 (5.0) 

 46 – 55 years 10 (2.9) 
 56 – 65 years 9 (2.7) 

   

Education Secondary 16 (4.7) 
 Tertiary 323 (95.3) 

   
Social media 

application used* 

Facebook 329 (97) 

 Whatsapp 311 (92) 

 YouTube 268 (79) 

 Instagram 254 (75) 
 Wechat 195 (58) 

 Google + 108 (32) 
 LinkedIn 90 (27) 

 Twitter 73 (22) 

 Skype 67 (20) 
 Line 47 (14) 

 Pinterest 36 (11) 
 Others (Snapchat, Telegram) 21 (6) 

 Reddit 10 (3) 

 Tumblr 8 (2) 
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TABLE 2. Food safety news and respondents’ reactions (n=339) 

Food safety news Items  Frequency (%) 

The following are examples of 

recent food safety news. Which one 
did you come across in social 

media? a 

China sardines found to contain 

worms 

199 (58.7) 

Fake baby milk formula  262 (77.3) 

Fake eggs sold in market in 2014 209 (61.7) 

Australia melons contaminated with 
deadly bacteria 

107 (31.6) 

   
Which one of the news is fake?  China sardines found to contain 

worms  

68 (20.1) 

Fake baby formula  49 (14.5) 
b Fake eggs sold in market in 2014 92 (27.1) 

Australia melons contaminated with 
deadly bacteria 

125 (36.9) 

Uncertain 49 (14.5) 
   

After hearing some of the food 

safety news above, will you 
purchase the affected food? 

 

Yes 17 (5.0) 

No  230 (67.8) 
Maybe 92 (27.1) 

   

The following is a hypothetical case scenario. You are a consumer who loves Brand A’s beverage. If 

user B claims that foreign materials were found in Brand A’s beverages and the post went viral in 
Facebook: 

What is your reaction to the post? Share it 52 (15.3) 
Comment to User B to verify the 

authenticity of the claim 

84 (24.8) 

Delete it 2 (0.6) 

Comment to User B to remove the 

post 

0 

Check the claim with the right 

authorities 

153 (45.1) 
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Others (e.g. stop buying the 
product, ignore post, wait for 

official news) 

48 (14.2) 

   
Will you continue to purchase 

Brand A’s drinks? 
 

Yes 8 (2.4) 

No 55 (16.2) 
Maybe, I will verify the claim first 276 (81.4) 

   
Will you think that it’s just a prank 

and will continue to support Brand 

A? 
 

Yes 23 (6.8) 

No 41 (12.1) 

Maybe, I will verify the claim first 275 (81.1) 

Note: a Respondents can select more than one option; b Correct answer (Note that the news on fake 

eggs sold in market in 2014 was false) 

 

 

 

 

TABLE 3. Consumers’ awareness, trust and usage of food safety news and/or information on social 

media (n=339)  

Awareness Frequency (%) 

Strongly 
disagree 

Disagree Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

Agree Strongly 
agree 

I get most food safety related 
news from social media 

4.7 13.6 22.4 46.9 12.4 

My peers often share food 

safety news with me 

5.0 12.1 26.3 49.3 7.4 

Social media can help prevent 
food poisoning cases 

4.7 10.0 23.3 48.4 13.6 

Fake news can generate panic 
among consumers   

5.9 3.2 6.5 34.5 49.9 

Social media allow general 
consumers to act more 
responsibly by sharing food 
safety news 

7.7 9.7 28.3 38.6 15.6 

Social media can be used as a 
reporting tool to report 
unhygienic food businesses 

5.9 7.4 16.8 49.3 20.6 

Social media encourages food 
stalls to be hygienic and serve 
safe food 

4.7 7.4 19.2 44.5 24.2 

Taking photos of food can help 
me to remember the food I’ve 

eaten 

6.8 14.7 25.7 37.5 15.3 

      
Reasons for taking photos of 
food 

Frequency 
(%) 

    

It’s my hobby 41 (12.1)     
I like to share photos of food 
online 

100 (29.5)     

I like people to comment on the 
photos 

10 (2.9)     
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I want to introduce the food to 
peers 

117 (34.5)     

It’s like my food diary 57 (16.8)     
Others (e.g. don’t take photos) 14 (4.1)     

 Frequency (%) 
Trust  Strongly 

disagree 
Disagree Neither 

agree nor 
disagree 

Agree Strongly 
agree 

      
       
       
       

       

       
       
If I came across food safety-
related news, I often check for 
its authenticity 

2.1 9.1 24.2 44.5 20.1 

I verify the news using other 
sources: e.g. media, other 
social network, international 
news, journal, magazines, 
Google 

1.8 4.4 20.1 53.1 20.6 

      

 Frequency (%) 
Usage and creation of social 
media content on food 
safety related items  

Never Seldom Sometimes Often Always 

I create food safety related 
content (e.g. sharing views 
about hygienic food stalls) to 
share online 

49.0 28.0 17.4 4.7 0.9 

I write food-related blogs and 
share food safety advice 

64.3 18.3 11.8 5.0 0.6 

I promptly share food safety 
news with my online peers 

25.7  27.7 28.9 15.6 2.1 

I read food safety news but 
don’t share them 

8.3 16.2 31.6 34.5 9.4 

If I experienced a food safety 
related problem (e.g. discover a 
fly in the meal or product that 
has expired in the shop) I will 
take a picture and share it 
online 

25.7 30.4 28.9 10.6 14.4 

I share food safety news to 
encourage others to be aware 
and take precaution 

6.2 9.1 32.2 41.3 11.2 

I share the food safety news 
once I’ve verified its 
authenticity 

11.8 13.3 28.9 33.6 12.4 

I provide my views or 
comments when sharing the 
food safety news 

23.9 25.7 30.7 15.9 3.8 
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