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Food Safety Monitoring

o Augmenting the Food and Drug Administration’s food and drug safety 

surveillance systems.

o Traditional surveillance includes hospital records, lab results and official 

adverse event reporting mechanisms. 

o Limitations of conventional methods include:

• Underreporting  

• Time lag
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Social media data provides real-time, organic insights into public health behaviors and opinions, 

capturing a broader and more immediate range of voices than traditional survey data.  
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Social Media Listening - WHY



o Social media data is not fully representative of the general population.

o Social media listening is best used in conjunction with other research 

activities (e.g., surveys, focus groups)

o Limited user demographic information (e.g., gender, race/ethnicity)

o Social media listening is not a zero-cost or even low-cost research method

Social Media Listening - Limitations
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Project Overview: Novel Food Products

o RTI worked with a team at the FDA to monitor social media posts about 

“Novel Food Products”

o To do this the team explored social media data (Twitter/X & Reddit)

6



CONFIDENTIAL

Project Overview: Implementation 

o Retrieve and store social media data from a variety of sources on key 

topics & categories.

o Build a custom dashboard to let the research team explore the data.
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Accessing Social Media Data

o Direct Retrieval

• Shifting API landscape

o Commercial Tools

• These tools have data agreements in 

place with social media companies

• Tools used for marketing

• Can these tools effectively be used by the 

FDA?
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x

• Containerized data-pipeline to 

retrieve mentions from Brandwatch 

daily

• Writes to PostgreSQL database on 

AWS

• ~2GB in size

• ~1.5 million mentions

• How do we summarize that data?

Data Pipeline



• Visualize common/ 

important mention 

metrics over time

Data Pipeline - Mentions



Data Pipeline - Mentions

• Present as tabular data 

for deeper exploration

• How can we provide 

insight?



Data Pipeline - Mentions

• Product relevance 

visualization

• Visual outlier detection

• X: Volume

• Y: Sentiment

• Z: Impact



Data Pipeline - Mentions

• Also available in a 

tabular format

• Both visual and table 

are exportable
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Key Findings

o FDA’s research interests were well represented in the social media chatter

o Resolvable adverse events were more commonly reported on social media 

than in official FDA reporting. 

o Validated use of social media data in this context – saw adverse events 

(e.g. Daily Harvest) in the social media data
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Lessons Learned

o We also found that by displaying the data as we did, we enabled the team 

at the FDA to investigate the data and learn about emerging trends

o Increasingly expensive and restricted access to social media data
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Thank you
Contact: Jonah Bregstone | email: jbregstone@rti.org
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