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Background: Pregnant and new parents are increasingly engaging with social media. The impacts of en-
gaging with social media ‘influencers’ and ‘bloggers’ during a time of heightened vulnerability to influ-
ence, in particular, merits exploration.
Aim: To systematically review the literature to identify what is known about how following social media
‘influencers’ and ‘bloggers’ impacts pregnant and new parents’ experiences and decision-making.
Methods: A search of CINAHL, World of Science, Medline, EMBASE and Google Scholar databases was
undertaken in January 2023 to identify the literature focusing on the impacts of engaging with influencers
or bloggers as pregnant or new parents. The reference lists of the included papers were hand-searched.
Data were extracted from each paper, tabulated, and thematically analysed. The review was reported
using the 2020 Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses guidelines.
Findings: Seventeen papers met the inclusion criteria and were included in the final synthesis. The-
matic analysis revealed four overarching themes, which were ‘sharing information’, ‘support’, ‘identity’,
and ‘monetisation’.
Discussion: Social media influencers provide a network of peers amongst whom discussions, supportive
behaviours, and information sharing take place. However, concern arises around the potential for com-
bative interactions, the risk for transmission of misinformation, and the potential impacts of following
influencers who are also qualified health professionals.
Conclusion: Existing research suggests that engaging with social media influencers can be both beneficial
and harmful for pregnant and new parents. At the current time, it is unclear how exposure to the benefits
or harm impacts personal experiences and decision-making.
© 2023 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd.
This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/)

Introduction

cial media usage of 30% in the pandemic’s first year alone. During
this period, there was also a trend towards increased use of social

Focusing solely on the dominant social media platform,
Facebook (2021), over a third of the world’s population engages
with Facebook at least monthly. However, with the platform offi-
cially limiting its eligibility to those over 13 years of age, and with
Facebook’s banishment from China (Riberio et al., 2020), this fig-
ure is likely to represent a much higher proportion of those of
childbearing age, particularly those outside China. The trend to-
ward social media usage has likely been amplified as a result of
the COVID-19 pandemic, with a sharp increase in traffic observed
during this time; a social media census conducted by L&A Social
in late 2020 (L&A Social, 2020) reported an average increase in so-
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media for health-information seeking (Du et al., 2020; Neely et al.,
2021). With social distancing being utilised to prevent the trans-
mission of COVID-19, social media has proven to be a ready sub-
stitute for face-to-face social interaction (David & Roberts, 2021).
It seems likely therefore that social media has become an effective
means to retain shared experiences, information and advice related
to pregnancy, birth, and early parenthood.

It is evident in the literature that persons of childbearing age
commonly engage with social media for a variety of reasons. A
2019 integrative review by Gleeson et al. explored women’s use
of social media and online mothers’ groups with relation to preg-
nancy, birth, and parenting. Whilst the primary reason for engage-
ment was information-seeking, the sharing and discussion of com-
mon experiences was found to be integral in gaining emotional
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support and community building at a time when the need for sup-
port is significant (Gleeson et al., 2019). Additionally, Baker and
Yang (2018) conducted an exploratory study in which new par-
ents were similarly found to engage with social media in pursuit
of both information and support. Eighty-nine percent of those sur-
veyed indicated that they accessed social media to seek advice
about pregnancy and parenting, whilst 83.9% considered their “so-
cial media friends” to be a source of social support during moth-
erhood (Baker & Yang, 2018, p. 32). Whilst there exists a body of
evidence which examines social media use by pregnant and new
parents, the impacts of engaging specifically with social media in-
fluencers have yet to be extensively explored.

Social media influencers are individuals who have built an on-
line digital audience by sharing curated content illustrating the
events of their everyday lives (McCorquodale, 2019). The appeal of
the social media influencer, unlike that of the traditional celebrity,
lies in their representation of their lives as being both relatable,
trustworthy, and achievable to followers (McCorquodale, 2019). In-
fluencers publish near to real-time, reactive content which com-
municates directly to audiences, creating a powerful presence in
the every-day lives of followers (McCorquodale, 2019). It is not
only a common, but often essential tactic for the influencer to
engage in direct interaction with followers and to exhibit deeply
personal aspects of their lives in order to maintain their on-
line popularity and the benefits that accompany influencer sta-
tus (Marwick, 2013). Consequently, the influencer is potentially
uniquely positioned to affect the emotions, thoughts, and be-
haviours of followers, on both the conscious and subconscious
levels. Due to the considerable physical, emotional, psychological,
and social challenges (including relative isolation) which are faced
during pregnancy, birth and the early parenting phase, those in-
cluded in this group may be considered particularly vulnerable to
the potential influence of social media influencers. Furthermore, if
influencers—either through their ‘day job’ or simply the authority
that comes from their position of fame on social media, take on
the role of expert or mentor to women—then their behaviour may
have potentially significant implications for their audience’s physi-
cal and psychological wellbeing.

Rationale

Given the frequency with which persons of childbearing age en-
gage with social media, the known risks of transmission of mis-
leading information on social media, and the vulnerability associ-
ated with pregnancy, birth, and early parenting, it is important to
explore how pregnant and new parents use social media and re-
spond to the “influence” to which they are subsequently exposed.
This review presents a systematic review of the literature which
determines what is currently known about how following parent-
ing influencers and bloggers impacts the experience of pregnancy,
birth, and early parenting.

Review question

How are parents’ experiences and decision-making influenced by
following social media ‘influencers’ and ‘bloggers’ who generate con-
tent related to pregnancy, birth, and early parenting?
Methods

The 2020 Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and

Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines (Page et al., 2021) guided this
review.
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Information sources

An electronic database search for primary, peer-reviewed stud-
ies was undertaken in January 2023 using CINAHL, Web of Sci-
ence, Medline, and EMBASE. Next, a supplementary search was
conducted using Google Scholar, to identify any additional lit-
erature that had not previously been captured. These databases
were selected as they are considered most appropriate to en-
sure an exhaustive search and the capture of all relevant results
(Bramer et al., 2017). The final stage of the search process included
a manual search of the reference lists of the included papers for
relevant additional papers.

Search strategy

Potential search terms were initially identified through a survey
of the terminology used in blogs pertaining to pregnancy, birth,
and early parenting. A preliminary search of Google Scholar us-
ing these terms was then carried out to verify their potential to
reach results applicable to the review’s objective. Terms which pro-
duced relevant results were agreed upon and used to construct
the database search. Where pertinent terms were identified within
the results of the Google Scholar search, which had not previ-
ously been identified, these terms were also selected for use in the
database search.

The final search strategy was then formulated guided by the re-
view question we sought to answer and the use of the PICO frame-
work:

P (Population) - Pregnant and new parents.

I (Intervention) - Following social media influencers and blog-
gers.

C (Comparison) - N/A.

O (Outcome) - The influence following social media influencer
and bloggers has upon pregnant and new parents experi-
ences and decision-making

Multiple terms were utilised and combined resulting in a to-
tal of 125 The number of search combinations. These identical
search term combinations were applied systematically across each
database.

The terms “new parent*”, “pregnan*”, “birth”, “early parent*”,
“postnatal”, “parent*”, “mother*”, “father*”, “yumm* mumm*”,
and “yumm* momm*” were each combined with the following
terms individually using the Boolean operator ‘AND’; “parent*
influencer*”, “family influencer*”, “mumfluencer*, “momfluencer*”,
“parenting blog*”, “mum* blog*”, “mom* blog*”, “dad* blog*”,
“vlog*”, “sharent*”, “social media influencer*”, “social media use”,
and “social media”

The number of results captured within each database using
this identical search strategy are presented in Fig. 1. The Modified
PRISMA Flow Diagram.

Study selection

Using the aforementioned terms, the search generated 131 re-
sults, of which 47 were removed due to being duplicates. The re-
maining 84 papers were uploaded to the Rayyan (Ouzzani et al.,
2016) software platform in blinded mode for review by each mem-
ber of the team. Blinded mode enabled each member of the team
to apply the eligibility criteria to the identified papers free from
each other’s influence. All conflicts in the decision were discussed
and consensus reached. Forty-nine studies were removed based on
title and abstract, leaving 35 for full-text assessment. Following
full-text assessment, a further 18 papers were removed, leaving 17
for inclusion in the final synthesis. See Fig. 1 for the process by
which the papers were reviewed and excluded.
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Identification of studies via databases and registers

Records removed before
screening:
Duplicate records removed.
(n=47)

Records marked as ineligible
by automation tools (n = 0)
Records removed for other
reasons (n = 0)

Records excluded.

(n=49)

Reports not retrieved.(n = 0)

Reports excluded: n = 18
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Reasons:

Not Primary Research (n = 2)
Full text unavailable (n = 2)

Not focused on engagement with
influencers (n = 4)

Focuses on influencers’
perspectives (n = 10)

Fig. 1. Modified PRISMA 2020 flow diagram for new systematic reviews which included searches of databases and registers only (Page et al., 2021).

Eligibility criteria

Primary, peer-reviewed studies of qualitative, quantitative, and
mixed-method design were considered for inclusion in this re-
view. Qualitative studies addressed both social media influencers
or bloggers and their impacts upon pregnant and new parents.
Quantitative studies measured variables relating to being pregnant
or the parent of a baby, alongside variables associated with en-
gagement with social media influencer content. The following ad-
ditional criteria for inclusion were applied: published in the En-
glish language between 2010 (prior to ‘influencer’ entering the
popular lexicon in the current context)! and 2023, and full-text
available.

The exclusion criteria included articles which were not original
research, and absence of an explicit focus on pregnant or new par-
ents’ engagement with social media influencers or bloggers. The
included papers are presented in Table 1.

1 This was verified with a Google NGram analysis of the English language.

Reporting of bias and certainty of findings assessment

The potential for bias was assessed as part of the quality ap-
praisal process which also evaluated the certainty in the body
of evidence presented in the included papers as required by the
PRISMA checklist (Page et al., 2021). This was guided by the mixed
methods appraisal tool (MMAT) (Hong et al., 2018a) which was
chosen as it lends itself to the appraisal of qualitative, quantitative,
and mixed methods studies for the purpose of reporting in system-
atic reviews. The MMAT process includes a review of the risks as-
sociated with the study including attrition, bias, and performance,
and suggests that a detailed summary of the assessable criteria
should be composed to provide a qualitative explanation of the
study quality (Hong et al., 2018b). Detailed appraisals of each paper
were conducted by the first author and are available upon request.
A quality score for each paper was calculated based on the per-
centage of quality assessment criteria that were met successfully
(Hong, 2022), and is provided in Table 1. Hong et al. (2018b) sug-
gested in the updated version of the MMAT tool that no paper is



Table 1

Summary and characteristics of included papers.

First author/ country

Type of study

Purpose

Sample

Data Collection

MMAT Quality

Key relevant findings score

Abetz et al. (2018)
United States of
America.

Abidin (2017). United
States of America and
Canada.

Bueckels et al. (2022).

United Kingdom.

Egmose et al. (2022).
Denmark.

Holiday et al. (2020)
United States of
America.

Qualitative. Feminist
critique. Thematic

analysis of blog posts.

Qualitative
ethnographically
informed content
analysis

Quantitative.

Mixed-methods.

Quantitative

To critique how 30 mommy
bloggers describe the ‘mommy
wars’, explain the origins of the
mommy wars, and offer
resolutions to the mommy wars.

Explores the concept of

“calibrated amateurism” amongst
family influencers and investigate
the justification of the childhood

labour in which children engage
to provide family influencer
content.

Reports on two experiments
measuring how mother’s food

assessments for their children are
affected by exposure to sponsored

posts by a brand versus a “mom
influencer” (study one), and a
“typical mom influencer v. an

expert mom influencer” (study 2).

Examines mothers’ experiences of

support and the negative effects
which result from following
Instagram parent influencers,
professional Instagram profiles,

and a university-based Instagram
profile titled Understanding Your

Baby (UYB).

Uses a within-subjects, repeated-

measure experimental design to
examine how degrees of
disclosure of sponsored posts
disrupt mother consumers’
responses either directly or
indirectly, regarding perceptions
of manipulative intent.

Purposive sample of 30
mommy blogs posted May
10 -June 2017.

Two groups of family
influencers on social
media.

Study one included 81
mothers with an
Instagram account and at
least one child under 12
years. Study two included
169 mothers with the
same inclusion criteria as
study one.

Two-hundred and seventy
mothers aged between 21
and 41 years old, with at
least one child under 6
years old.

Fifty-two mothers residing
in the south-western
United States, ranging in
age from 25 to 59.

Grounded theory analysis of
the publicly available blog
posts

Analysis of screengrabs,
archived comments, field
notes tracking historical
events in the influencer space.

Participants completed a
questionnaire following
exposure to an Instagram post
by either a brand or a “mom
influencer” (study one).
Participants completed a
questionnaire following
exposure to an Instagram
profile and a sponsored post
belonging to either a “typical
mom influencer” or an “expert
mom influencer” (study 2).

Quantitative analysis of a
questionnaire that explored
measures related to Instagram
usage, experience, and social
comparison orientation. The
qualitative component
consisted of a content analysis
of open-ended questions.

Quantitative analysis of a
questionnaire completed after
exposure to 4 stimuli
(Instagram posts).

Social media provides mothers with 80%
opportunities to voice their ‘lived

experiences’ and provide commentary on

what constitutes ‘ideal’ mothering.

Combative discourse is demonstrated by
comments debating the superiority of

parenting practices. Criticism and

judgement of parenting practices is

common within the commentary of

parenting blogs.

The family influencers partake in 80%
calibrated amateurism, staged
authenticity, and interact with followers
beyond the digital realm as a means of
maintaining and increasing engagement.
Followers’ reactions range from
expressions of admiration and envy to
criticism of the families’ parenting and
perceived over-sharing. Disdain for
monetisation of the platforms is noted.
Discusses the ways in which the families
justify young digital labour.

Sponsored social media posts by “mom
influencers” create higher purchase
intention and perceptions of the
appropriateness of the product for
children’s consumption, compared to
posts made by the brand selling the food
product. Social media posts by “expert
mom influencers” create higher purchase
intention and perceptions of the
appropriateness of the product for
children’s consumption, compared to
posts made by “typical mom influencers”.
This finding is consistent, regardless of
whether the food promoted in the post is
healthy or unhealthy.

100%

Mothers with higher levels of social 100%
comparison orientation felt more
negatively affected by Instagram parent
influencers but also experienced more
support from following Instagram parent
influencers. Mothers felt more supported
by following professional Instagram
profiles than they did by following parent
influencers.

Findings indicate adverse responses to
posts when promotional disclosure was
carried out subtly in the form of
“brand-tagging”. However, when brands
were explicitly promoted, feelings of
manipulative intent increased affective
response to the posts.

100%

(continued on next page)
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Table 1 (continued)

First author/ country Type of study Purpose Sample Data Collection Key relevant findings MMAT Quality
score
Hunter (2016). Canada. Qualitative Examines how mommy blogs are Three major mothering Grounded theory analysis of Two major themes were identified in an 100%
positioned as democratising and blog threads on Get off my  threads attempt to explain the backlash directed
radical and the transition to blog Internets: Hey Natalie towards mommy bloggers who have
monetisation. Jean/Nat The Fat Rat, monetised their platform: “loss of
Dooce.com, and Love Taza. authenticity” and “blogs as performance”,
The mommy blogger wherein the blog becomes akin to regular
threads analysed in this entertainment, rather than a place of
research were chosen community. Sub-themes identified within
because they are three of the “loss of authenticity” theme were
the most popular threads “blogging to sell products rather than tell
(in terms of posts and stories” and “curating content by
views) in the mommy sanitising blog content and using
blogger forum. clickbait”.
Jenkins et al. (2020) Qualitative An analysis of parent vaccination Comments on parenting Content analysis of comments ~ Commenters were commonly requesting 100%
United States of opinions expressed online. Using a  blog threads - e.g., pro- posted on parenting blogs or evaluating source credibility for both
America. codebook adapted from previous and anti-vaccine related to vaccination. pro- and anti-vaccine comments (24% and
research, content analysis was comments. 36%). Twenty-five percent of comments
conducted to evaluate comments did not align with current health
on parenting blog posts related to guidelines. Twenty-seven percent of
vaccination. comments were of an “attack” nature, of
which 60% were pro-vaccination. Thus,
blog comments may not be reliable for
information-seeking parents.
Kirkpatrick et al. Quantitative To demonstrate presence of Four-hundred and Quantitative analysis of New mothers made greater comparisons 100%
(2022). United States harmful effects on new mothers sixty-four mothers with a  responses given following to non-idealised depictions of motherhood
of America. following exposure to idealised child under 4 years old exposure to stimuli (Instagram presented by everyday mothers rather
portrayals of motherhood on were recruited via a portrayals of motherhood). than influencers. Idealised portrayals of
social media. Qualtrics panel. motherhood by influencers resulted in
greater envy, but not greater anxiety.
Lee et al. (2021) Quantitative Focuses on social media Six hundred and four male Secondary data that were Social media influencer (SMI) activities in 60%
United States of influencers and investigates (45%) and female (55%) originally collected by an ad- Generation Z consumers are key
America. potentially positive forms of usage participants aged 18-24, in  vertising agency and sourced mechanisms in linking happiness and fear
on psychological well-being (i.e., the United States of from the Pollfish U.S. subject of missing out. Whilst fear of missing out
happiness), including how “fear of ~America. pool. is negatively associated with happiness, it
missing out” impacts consumer is positively associated with increased
response to social media SMI visit frequency. Visit frequency was
influencers. positively associated with purchase
frequency. Visit frequency and purchase
frequency were both independently
positively associated with happiness.
Lehto (2020) Finland. Qualitative Analyses four posts of two Finnish ~ Four Finnish mommy blog  Analysis of four mommy Demonstrates that judgemental and 80%

mommy blogs and their
comments. The article investigates
how these blogs mobilise their
readers through confessions and
criticisms of everyday
motherhood.

posts (Project Mama And
Ldhiomutsi) and their user
comments.

bloggers and their user
comments. Posts that
addressed the norms of
contemporary motherhood
were purposefully extracted
from the blogs.

critical dialogue takes place in the
comments in response to a wide variety
of parenting practices that might frame
the contemporary mother as a “bad
mom”. The concept of the “bad mom” as
the new normal in a realm where all
manner of parenting practices are
criticised is embraced by some.

(continued on next page)
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Table 1 (continued)

First author/ country

Type of study

Purpose

Sample

Data Collection

Key relevant findings

MMAT Quality
score

Meleo-Irwin et al.
(2017) United States of
America.

Orton-Johnson (2017)
United Kingdom.

Ouvrein (2022).
Belgium.

Prinds et al. (2020)
Denmark.

Steiner et al. (2017)
United States of
America.

Tamminga et al. (2020)
United States of
America.

Whitehead (2015)
United States of
America.

Mixed methods with
numerical data
indicating the
occurrence of
identified themes by
year of publication

Qualitative

Quantitative

Qualitative

Qualitative

Mixed methods, with
numerical data being
used to find rates of
engagement with posts

Qualitative

Examines the decision-making
discussions around paediatric
vaccination that take place on
parenting blogs.

Focuses on the confessional-style
postings of the “bad mummy”, in
which stories of frustration and
maternal failings are shared via
blogs.

Aims to demonstrate greater
levels of anxiety and uncertainty
is experienced amongst women
who interact more with mother
influencers on Instagram

Explores the experience of the
postpartum body in Danish
first-time mothers.

Explores how parenting blogs
enable parents to debate decisions
made in parenthood.

Evaluates the social media context
in which parents make decisions
about their children’s sun
protection methods and use of
sunscreen,

Explores how evangelical Christian
mother blogs comprise a space in
which infant loss is collectively
memorialised,

The 25 most popular blogs
identified using
Blogmetrics website’s
“ultimate rankings”
system.

Thirty-two mothers who
regularly read mummy
blogs, aged 18-45, residing
in either the United States,
the United Kingdom, or
Australia.

Eight-hundred and three
women who were either
mothers or pregnant with
their first child.

Eleven first-time Danish
mothers

Comments made in
response to two posts on
the New York Times
Motherlode blog

Fifty-six blog posts and
the ensuing 2661
comments from the top 25
parenting blogs in the USA
as of 13 August 2019

Mothers who have
suffered infant loss.
Unclear about the number
of participants.

Analysis of blogs and
discussion of vaccination

Analysis of interviews

Quantitative analysis of
responses to a survey

exploring a range of measures.

Analysis of interviews

Analysis of comments

Mixed-method analysis on
parenting blogs

Narrative research of a blog
belonging to a mother who
suffered infant loss and the
ensuing commentary.

Posts were thematically categorised.
Fifty-two percent of posts were
categorised as strongly
vaccine-discouraging. Use of scientific
evidence within the blogs was
uncommon, however one outlying blog
featured supporting evidence in 64% of
posts. Bloggers has a range of standpoints
on the issue, whilst commenters visited
the blog sites to promote their viewpoint
and encourage others.

Followers use blogs as a form of social
surveillance, in which the norms of offline
parenting are re-established in the online
realm. Followers access parenting blogs
for reassurance regarding their parenting
shortfalls, however, face negative
judgement if they do not conform with
the blogger or general consensus
Mothers who more often visit profiles of
influencers have lower parental
self-efficacy scores. However, pregnant
women without children developed a
higher perceived parental self-efficacy
when they visited the profiles of mother
influencers more often. Mothers who
often compared themselves with mother
influencers had lower perceived parental
self-efficacy.

Bloggers, the fashion industry, the fitness
industry and official health care
recommendations provide overlapping
discourse which hold women to account
for the state of their bodies.

Blogs are places in which parents can
seek advice and support regarding how
best to raise their children. They are also
a place to analyse, explore and debate
topics and challenges the project of
modern parenting.

Parenting blogs are a source of both
information and misinformation with
regards to chosen photoprotection
methods for children. Whilst 41% of
original posts made reference to at least
on piece of scientific evidence, only 1.1%
of comments utilised scientific evidence
to support their standpoint.

The blog attracted over 1300 comments
offering support and sharing their own
stories of infant loss. Blogs may serve as a
space for collective infant memorialisation
and support for those who have
experienced infant loss.

100%

100%

100%

100%

100%

100%

40%
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excluded based upon its quality. As a result, all seventeen papers
remained in the review.

Data extraction and synthesis

The data extraction template used as part of this review was
previously developed by the authors. The data was extracted and
tabulated by the first author under the following group headings
- first author and country of origin, type of study, the purpose of
the study, the sample of participants, how the data was collected,
the key relevant findings (see Table 1). Each of the included papers
were read by each team member independently, the extracted data
was discussed, and then any key omissions were added to the ta-
ble.

The thematic synthesis method described by Lucas et al.
(2007) was utilised to analyse and synthesise the data, as it lends
itself to the synthesis of both qualitative and quantitative data
for the purpose of presentation in systematic reviews. In accor-
dance with this method, each researcher conducted an indepen-
dent thematic analysis of the papers which was guided by the re-
view question to extract findings (Lucas et al, 2007). The team
then met to identify repetition between extracted findings and to
reconcile themes that were identified across the included studies
(Lucas et al.,, 2007). As a result, four main themes were evident
in the lives of pregnant and new parents who follow and interact
with them: ‘sharing information’, ‘support’, ‘identity’, and the impor-
tance played by ‘monetisation’ in the content shared by influencers.
Each of these themes are explored in greater detail in the following
section.

Findings
Study characteristics

All seventeen papers included in this review aimed to ex-
plore an aspect of social media use by pregnant or new parents
with particular focus on how social media influencers or blog-
gers impact their experiences. Eleven of the studies were un-
dertaken in North America; nine in the United States of Amer-
ica (USA) (Abetz & Moore, 2018; Holiday et al. 2020; Jenkins &
Moreno, 2020; Kirkpatrick & Lee, 2022; Lee et al., 2021; Meleo-
Irwin et al., 2017; Steiner et al., 2017; Tamminga & Lipoff, 2020;
Whitehead, 2015), one in Canada (Hunter, 2016), and one under-
taken in both the USA and Canada (Abidin, 2017). There were six
European studies: one each from Belgium (Ouvrein, 2022), and Fin-
land (Lehto, 2020), and two each from the United Kingdom (UK)
(Bueckels & De Jans, 2022; Orton-Johnson, 2017), and Denmark
(Egmose et al., 2022; Prinds et al., 2020).

It was difficult to determine the total number of participants
across the studies as the majority (nine) of the included stud-
ies had examined and analysed the contents of anonymous online
blogs with no clear accounting of participant numbers. In studies
that stated the number of participants, the number ranged from
eleven to over eight hundred. Gender of participants was difficult
to determine, however one study did explicitly state that 45% of
the participants were male (Lee et al., 2021). It was not consis-
tently possible to determine whether the participants were first-
time parents, their level of education, employment status, ethnic-
ity, or whether they had support from family and friends. The qual-
itative studies, in particular, lacked demographic specificity.

Overview of study methodologies
Nine of the seventeen studies included in this review were

qualitative, five were quantitative and three employed a mixed
methods approach. Of the nine qualitative studies, five employed

Midwifery 120 (2023) 103623

varying methods of content and thematic analysis of the col-
lected data (Abidin, 2017; Jenkins & Moreno, 2020; Lehto, 2020;
Prinds et al., 2020; Steiner & Bronstein, 2017), whilst three of the
qualitative studies specifically employed a grounded theory anal-
ysis (Abetz & Moore, 2018; Hunter, 2016; Orton-Johnson, 2017).
The remaining qualitative study was a narrative research arti-
cle (Whitehead, 2015). The qualitative and mixed methods stud-
ies drew data either directly from blog posts/threads (Abetz &
Moore, 2018; Abidin, 2017; Hunter, 2016; Jenkins & Moreno, 2020;
Lehto, 2020; Meleo-Irwin et al., 2017; Steiner & Bronstein, 2017;
Tamminga & Lipoff, 2020; Whitehead, 2015), from interviews
(Orton-Johnson, 2017; Prinds et al., 2020), or from a question-
naire (Egmose et al.,, 2022). The five quantitative studies sourced
data from questionnaires (Bueckels & De Jans, 2022; Holiday et al.,
2020; Kirkpatrick & Lee, 2022; Ouvrein, 2022) and secondary data
originally gathered by an advertising agency (Lee et al.,, 2021).

Themes
Theme 1: Sharing information

The term ‘influencer’ suggests the primary motive of these
parties is to ‘influence’ rather than be influenced, however four
of the studies identified that parents who engaged in provid-
ing comments on a social media post related to parenting did
so with the intention of receiving or giving information (Jenkins
& Moreno, 2020; Meleo-Irwin et al., 2017; Orton-Johnson, 2017;
Tamminga & Lipoff, 2020). Orton-Johnson (2017) describes how
parenting blogs are not only a place where ideas are sought,
but also where followers share ways of thinking about mothering
which are different from the mainstream or “usual” advice. This
sharing of information—more often ‘views'—sees both influencers
and readers commenting and reading. In such exchanges, social
media may advertently help establish normative behaviour, with
online information providing guides to the “norms and limits of
acceptability” in offline parenting practices (Orton-Johnson, 2017.
p. 6). Users are thereby able to measure their parenting experience
or behaviours against those sharing in the online parenting world.

The dominant direction of influence that emerges in these stud-
ies is from the influencer to the influenced, however, researchers
have also identified the role of the influenced in peer-to-peer ef-
forts to exchange information and influence behaviour. Whilst the
Orton-Johnson study identified information-receiving as a result
of engagement with parenting blogs, three studies indicated that
commenting on a post for the purpose of giving information (or
sharing views) is common. Those who offer what they perceive to
be information do so by means of commenting on a blog or so-
cial media post and responding to the comments of others. A con-
tent analysis evaluating comments made on parenting blog posts
regarding paediatric vaccination identified most commenters as
being givers of information (32%), compared to a smaller num-
ber of commenters who were categorised as seekers of informa-
tion (7%) (Jenkins & Moreno, 2020)—or evaluators/commentators.
A second study was identified which also analysed the comments
made in response to blog posts focusing on paediatric vaccina-
tion (Meleo-Erwin et al., 2017). In this study, the authors found
that comments were three times more likely to discourage vacci-
nation than to encourage it (Meleo-Irwin et al., 2017). Whilst the
findings from the selected blogs cannot be generalised across all
parenting blogs, an important finding was that commenters used
the platform to promote their personal standpoint on the topic at
hand (Meleo-Irwin et al., 2017), and the weight of this informa-
tion may not match the advice of professionals. This behaviour was
also apparent in a study analysing parents’ blog comments relat-
ing to their preferred methods of sun protection for their children
(Tamminga & Lipoff, 2020). Two of the studies which noted com-
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menters’ information-sharing behaviours also examined the fre-
quency with which influencers cited evidence to support their
claims. Tamminga and Lipoff (2020) observed that 41% of origi-
nal posts cited at least one piece of scientific evidence. However,
within the comments, the citation of scientific evidence occurred
in only 1.1% of comments. Similarly small numbers were demon-
strated by Meleo-Erwin et al. (2017), who observed the citation
of scientific evidence in 7% of comments. Tamminga and Lipoff
(2020) also noted that references to non-specific media sources
(3.4%) and personal experience (2.2%) were more common than
references to scientific evidence. Furthermore, both Jenkins and
Moreno (2020) and Tamminga and Lipoff (2020) noted the pres-
ence of comments offering information which failed to align with
current clinical recommendations. Overall, studies concluded that
the use of scientific evidence to support the information delivered
in comments was relatively infrequent (Meleo-Erwin et al., 2017;
Tamminga & Lipoff, 2020).

Theme 2: Support

Support was a commonly identified theme in a number of the
included studies. Support pertains to parents’ use of social media
as a means of having contact and building what they perceive to
be connections with relatable people who are experiencing similar
things, thereby reducing a sense of isolation. In particular, mothers
with a higher tendency to engage in social comparison experience
higher perceptions of support from engagement with parenting in-
fluencers (Egmose et al., 2022). Furthermore, Lehto (2020) observes
that when influencers use posts to contemplate their parental
struggles and perceived shortcomings, the ensuing supportive dis-
course which emerges between the influencer and their followers
contributes to the maintenance of a “virtual peer support network”
(p. 666). Steiner and Bronstein (2017) determined that parenting
blogs not only provide a space in which parents can seek support
when encountering major parenting issues but are also a public
forum in which commenters can “critique, explore and analyse the
entire modern project of parenting” (p. 72). Thus, the sharing of
common experiences facilitates perceptions of reciprocal support
between the commenter and the influencer, and also between the
individual commenters.

Notably, nearly all studies which made reference to the theme
of support, did so with regards to commenters providing supportive
comments in response to those who expressed the same points-of-
view (Lehto, 2020; Meleo-Irwin et al., 2017; Orton-Johnson, 2017).
To varying degrees, however, each of these studies also identi-
fied that when the commenter expressed a viewpoint or prac-
tice counter to that of the influencer or another commenter, re-
sponses were less likely to be supportive and more combative dis-
course was observed (Abetz & Moore, 2018; Lehto, 2020; Meleo-
Irwin et al., 2017; Orton-Johnson, 2017; Steiner & Bronstein, 2017).
The exception to this was Whitehead’s (2015) study, which focused
on the shared experience of infant loss. The sharing of experi-
ences in the context of pregnancy and infant loss was noted to
be immensely therapeutic for bloggers and readers alike, without
mention of combative or hostile interaction (Whitehead, 2015). It
is possible that this is due to the sensitive nature of the topic
addressed. It should be noted, however, that the blogs examined
in this study were those of US evangelical Christian communities;
thus, the results cannot be assumed to be consistent amongst sec-
ular populations or those of other religious groups.

Theme 3: Identity
The theme of identity was observed in four of the included

studies. The identity of the pregnant person or parent as a
follower of influencers encompasses perceptions of self which
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are garnered in two ways: one, by perceiving the image and
lifestyle of the influencer as an aspirational target and, two, by
engaging with the influencer-facilitated virtual support network.
Prinds et al. (2020) describe a sentiment communicated by some
mothers that “looking like a mother” is not worth pursuing, even
though motherhood was found to be a generally strengthening ex-
perience. The authors go on to note that bloggers, along with mul-
tiple other societal influences, collectively convey images of how
a woman’s body should look (Prinds et al. 2020). Such idealised
portrayals of motherhood by influencers result in greater envy
amongst mothers (Kirtpatrick & Lee, 2022). Furthermore, mothers
who often visit influencer profiles, and thus more frequently com-
pare themselves to influencers, have lower perceptions of parental
self-efficacy (Ouvrein, 2022). Conversely, Orton-Johnson (2017) ob-
served a more positive effect of engaging with influencers. The
author suggests that engaging with parenting blogs can be trans-
formative, as the shared experience of early parenthood enables
women to understand, shape and define their new identity as a
mother (Orton-Johnson, 2017).

Theme 4: Monetisation

Some of the studies captured in the review raised the ques-
tion - is the role of the social media influencer really to influ-
ence, or is engagement with followers merely a pathway to profit?
It is common for influencers to monetise their platforms by shar-
ing material in which a product or service is marketed to fol-
lowers on behalf of a commercial entity. Influencers who engage
in these practices are typically mandated by a national regula-
tory authority to provide clearly distinguishable disclosure of ad-
vertorial content (Australian Influencer, 2021; The Committee of
Advertising Practice, 2014). The ways in which followers perceive
and are motivated by the monetisation of influencer blogs and so-
cial media accounts was explored in five studies, with the stud-
ies suggesting that followers are not passive objects of influence.
Abidin (2017) and Hunter (2016) drew attention to followers’ com-
ments which openly communicated their disdain for the influ-
encers’ use of their platforms to market third-party products or
services. Abidin (2017) highlighted that enjoyment of gifted prod-
ucts is often overplayed in such posts, yet the comments of follow-
ers indicate that such practices are distinguishable and perceived
to be executed with manipulative intent. Interestingly, the study
by Holiday et al. (2020) found that the practice of “brand-tagging”
in sponsored social media posts neither positively nor negatively
affected engagement and that the explicit disclosure of sponsored
posts actually increased positive reactions to the content (Holi-
day et al., 2020). Similar findings were reported by Bueckels and
De Jans (2022), who found that sponsored social media posts by
“mom influencers” created higher purchase intention and percep-
tions of product-appropriateness for their child, than posts dis-
seminated by the brand marketing the product. Higher purchase
intention and perceptions of product-appropriateness were ob-
served even further when the “mom influencer” was identifiable
as an “expert” with regard to the type of product being marketed
(Bueckels & De Jans, 2022).

One study addressed the monetisation of blogs by measur-
ing associations between happiness, purchase frequency of prod-
ucts featured in sponsored posts, and fear of missing out (FoOMO)
(Lee et al., 2021). FOMO was defined as “a pervasive apprehension
that others might be having rewarding experiences from which
one is absent” (Przybylski et al. 2013, p. 1841). The results demon-
strated a cascade of associated behaviours beginning with a nega-
tive association between FOMO and happiness, progressing to pos-
itive associations between FoMO and visit frequency, visit fre-
quency, and purchase frequency, and thus a positive association
between happiness and both visit frequency and purchase fre-
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quency (Lee et al., 2021). It should, however, be noted that only
15% of the social media influencer platforms accessed by the par-
ticipants were parenting-themed, and that only persons of Gener-
ation Z (aged 16-24) were included in the sample.

Discussion

The seventeen studies included in this review revealed that fol-
lowing social media influencers or bloggers during pregnancy and
early parenthood has a number of potential risks and benefits, but
a more nuanced view of the influencer emerged, counter to that of
a marketer disguised as an authority.

Generally, there appears to be agreement that social media in-
fluencers and the audiences they attract give rise to a potential
source for information, including information relating to identity,
misinformation, and support, as well as being a means to moneti-
sation. They are also a flashpoint of exchange of information, with
peer-to-peer influence and even reverse influence (from the fol-
lower to the influencer) emerging. Using media terminology, the
‘information’ shared is often closer to ‘views’ than ‘news’, with in-
fluencers unlikely to clearly and regularly draw on empirical evi-
dence to underpin their content. For pregnant or early parents who
are navigating the challenging transition to parenthood, influencers
provide a readily accessible and relatable community in which top-
ics related to pregnancy, birth and early parenthood can be ex-
plored and discussed amongst peers. Whilst this aspect of the in-
fluencer appears to be of great benefit to pregnant or new parents,
conversely, the studies included in this review indicate that engag-
ing with influencers may present equal potential for non-beneficial
or even harmful interactions.

Again, counter to the view of social media influencers as rel-
atively benign ‘fronts’ for a marketing drive, interlaced within
the findings of several of the studies is an undercurrent of com-
bative interaction amongst the influencer and their communities.
Combative interaction was demonstrated with regards to a mul-
titude of topics including, but not limited to, paediatric vacci-
nation (Jenkins & Moreno, 2020; Meleo-Irwin et al., 2017), chil-
dren’s sun-protection methods (Tamminga & Lipoff, 2020), parent-
ing styles, and everyday parenting decisions (Lehto, 2020; Steiner
& Bronstein, 2017). One study observed that combative interaction
went as far as making personal attacks (Lehto, 2020). According
to Abetz and Moore (2018), criticism and judgement of parenting
practices is pervasive within the commentary of parenting blogs,
and motherhood is significantly competitive by nature, and more
broadly impoliteness is a commonly observed characteristic of so-
cial media (Teneketzi, 2021). The transition to parenthood takes
place within a landscape of biological, psychological, social, eco-
nomic and behavioural challenges (Saxbe et al. 2018), which place
the individual at risk of further biological and psychological seque-
lae. Thus, it is possible to suggest that partaking in the combative
interactions found in influencers’ communities might increase vul-
nerability to stress and even compromised mental health during
this time of transition. The papers do not allow this hypothesis to
be adequately tested.

Vulnerability during the time of transitioning to parenthood
must also be considered with regards to the uptake of informa-
tion, and more concerningly, misinformation. It has been noted in
the literature that the most common reason for pregnant or early
parents to access social media is to glean information (Baker &
Yang, 2018; Gleeson et al., 2019; Wright et al., 2019; Zhu et al,,
2019), suggesting that this information-seeking behaviour is driven
by uncertainty. However, social media has also been established
as a realm in which uncertainty is often created, where informa-
tion travels rapidly and may be published by anyone with an in-
ternet connection, with no requirement for fact-checking or peer
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review (Smailhodzic et al., 2016; Wright et al., 2019). Though few,
the studies included in this review indicate that the inclusion of
supporting scientific evidence was uncommon in influencer posts
(Tamminga & Lipoff, 2020), and sparse at best within the ensuing
commentary (Jenkins & Moreno, 2020; Meleo-Irwin et al., 2017).
The observed lack of supporting evidence in these posts presents
a considerable risk of misinformation within the realm of preg-
nancy and early parenting influencers. In a vacuum of inaccurate,
non-evidence-based information, combined with the lack of clarity
about the degree to which posts are, in effect, paid advertisements,
or otherwise a source of income to the influencer, consumers need
to be warned of the risks of uncritically consuming influencer ‘ad-
vice'.

What must also be considered with regards to the provision of
influencer-related misinformation is the uncritical manner within
which the consumers of social media may accept information from
these sources—despite the evidence in these studies suggesting
that followers can and do ‘fight back’ against the information they
do not agree with. Those who knowingly or unknowingly create
misinformation are largely those without the review mechanisms
associated with official or institutional affiliation (Wang et al.,
2019). Whilst logic dictates that appropriately qualified individ-
uals and professional or government bodies are best positioned
to provide accurate information, such information can be chal-
lenging to comprehend and fail to arouse interest in populations
with varied levels of health, digital, media and/or science liter-
acy (Scherer & Pennycook, 2020). Social media is easy to access,
often easy to digest, and even addictive (Montag et al., 2019).
Wang et al. (2019) note that misinformation, sensationalised news,
and rumours tend to be considerably more popular than evidence-
based information in social media. When the broad audience for
social media appears inclined to accept information from informal
sources over accredited sources, consideration must be given to
the likelihood of pregnant or early parents doing the same. Post-
partum, women are likely to suffer sleep deficits that impact the
processing of emotional (Tempesta et al.,, 2010) and cognitive in-
formation (Grossi et al., 2015). Time-poor and fatigued, the ease
with which social media ‘information’ may be accessed by women
should be of concern to health practitioners such as midwives
(Chee et al., 2023).

Whilst it has been observed that health information from in-
formal sources is frequently preferred over official sources, con-
sideration should be given to social media influencers who are
also health professionals. Such individuals may be able to combine
the ‘relatability’ of a peer, with the credibility of a professional,
however possessing influencer status as a health professional may
have professional and ethical implications. Health professional in-
fluencer profiles are not uncommon throughout social media and
they evidently utilise their platforms to provide educational op-
portunities and insights, among other purposes (Kerr et al., 2020).
Health professionals, including nurses, doctors and pharmacists,
are consistently ranked as the most trusted professions (Roy Mor-
gan, 2021), and whilst it has been acknowledged that social media
channels are powerful tools for communicating about health care
with the potential to improve health outcomes (Moorhead et al.,
2013), the effects of engaging with health professional influencers
have yet to be thoroughly examined. However, it is possible that
whilst these trusted health care professional influencers are well
positioned to provide positive health information, the potential
for harm and the spreading of misinformation is magnified where
health care influencers are receiving financial compensation to
publish content. Thus, it is possible that health care professional
influencers are potentially more influential with regards to health-
related topics owing to their appeal as both an ‘influencer’ and a
‘credible source’.



RM. Chee, TS. Capper and O.T. Muurlink
Limitations

Social media is a relatively recent phenomenon, and it should
thus not be surprising that the scholarly literature examining its
impact on a particular area of practice/behaviour should be im-
mature. The lack of specificity in the demographics of the stud-
ies is disappointing, itself limiting the degree to which study find-
ings can be generalised. Studies also lack true longitudinal de-
sign, removing the potential for important causal relationships—for
example between heavy social media use and particular parent-
ing practices—to be explored. In addition, the relatively small pool
of literature focusing on the impact of influencers on pregnancy,
childbirth and early parenthood means that broad trends cannot
yet be determined; the conclusions we were able to draw were
necessarily based in each case on a handful of studies. The studies
included had a wide range of designs ranging from well-structured
quantitative approaches (Holiday et al.,, 2020; Meleo-Irwin et al.,
2017; Tamminga & Lipoff, 2020) to opportunistic or ad hoc designs
(Lee et al., 2021), as well as a range of foci, from health specific
topics such as sun protection and vaccination (Tamminga & Lipoff,
2020), through to adverse, tragic events, such as infant loss (White-
head, 2021). Loosening the inclusion criteria, and including demo-
graphic data, would have led to a broader and perhaps more repre-
sentative range of studies but would have reduced the focus on the
role of the influencer, where it is clear more research is required.

Conclusion

A relatively small body of research that focuses on pregnant or
early parents’ engagement with social media influencers currently
exists, and there is clear opportunity for further systematic and
well-designed research in this field. Whilst it was observed that so-
cial media influencers and their online communities are potential
sources of information and support, consideration must be given to
the potential for harm to be suffered by pregnant and early parents
because of engagement with influencers. Where the influencer has
the dual identity of health care professional, there arises further
potential for conflicts of interest between their professional role
and the commercial or other interests which drive their content.
As there is evidently an absence of literature on this topic, further
research is clearly required to further elucidate the far-ranging im-
pacts of pregnant and new parents’ engagement with social media
influencers.
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