
The Houston Livestock Show and Rodeo only has 
a few days left, and when it is all over, offi  cials 
will begin estimating the overall impact on the 

Houston economy. Last year, the 23-day event brought 
2.7 million guests to the city and generated an estimated 
$600 million in economic activity for businesses across 
the Greater Houston area. With the rodeo coinciding with 
spring break, Houston has increasingly become a vacation 
destination during this time of year, with visitors looking 
for more than smoked turkey legs and funnel cakes inside 
NRG Park. Many are also exploring the city’s diverse 
culinary landscape. Whether they are planning weeks 
before they arrive or searching once they land in the city, 
many visitors turn to the social media pages of infl uencers 
to decide which restaurants should make their itinerary.

Recent industry reports estimate that more than 75 
percent of infl uencers worldwide are women, making 
them the primary drivers 
of social media-driven 
consumer discovery. A 
2024 restaurant industry 
survey found that more 
than 80 percent of 
restaurants say social 
media is their most 
important marketing 
tool, with infl uencer 
partnerships becoming a 
major driver of customer 
traffi  c. A study using 
Nielsen Infl uenceScope 
found that Black creators 
are among the most 
infl uential tastemakers 
online, generating media 
value scores more than 10 
times higher than many 
of their non-Black peers. 
Despite their cultural 
infl uence online, studies 
show Black infl uencers 
are often paid about 35 
percent less than their 
counterparts, even when 
they generate similar 
engagement and audience 
reach.

That reality makes the 
voices shaping Houston’s 
online food conversation 
even more signifi cant. Last week, Forward Times sat 
down with Houston-based content creators Lauren 
Nicole Grace of The HTX Host, Erin Charles of Greedy 
Girls Guide, Crystal Alexander of Hou Gotta Try This, 
Tiana of Not That Tiana Taylor, Lorena “Lala” of La 
La’s Adventures, Iyana of The Mixy Introvert, Kandace 
of AllYouKanEat, and Lauren Washington of Searching 
High with Lo.

Sitting in the speakeasy room at Kiss, the women 
spoke over large wooden cutting boards overfl owing 
with fried chicken, greens, French toast, fruit, smoked 
applewood bacon, glasses of mimosas, and other sweet 
and savory brunch dishes from the restaurant’s menu.

For many of the creators, the path into infl uencing did 
not begin with a marketing strategy or a business plan. It 
started with a genuine love of food and a habit of sharing 
where they were eating with friends.

“I got started about fi ve years ago really just 
organically,” said Erin Charles of Greedy Girls Guide. 
“I’m a foodie by heart, so I’ve been eating diff erent 
cuisines and trying diff erent things since I was a little 
girl. I was always posting drinks, places, food, and people 
would ask where I was or what was good. Eventually I 
created a separate page so I could put everything there.”

Crystal Alexander of Hou Gotta Try This said her 
journey into content creation grew out of years spent 
working in hospitality and food service.

“I’ve always been in the hospitality industry. I’m 
actually a certifi ed culinarian and my degree is in 
hospitality administration,” she said. “People were 
always asking me where to go and what to do, so I said 
let me create a page so I can tell them without responding 
to a hundred text messages or phone calls.”

Others said the platforms grew out of their own 
personal curiosity about Houston’s constantly evolving 
restaurant scene.

“I really just enjoy trying food,” said Lauren Nicole 
Grace of The HTX Host. “I’m the type of person that 
doesn’t necessarily have a favorite restaurant because 
I genuinely like going out and trying new things. I 
remember watching the Food Network and seeing people 
trying all these diff erent dishes and thinking I want to do 
that and tell people about it.”

For all of the women, whether they intentionally 
set out to build a social media platform or simply found 
themselves sharing their experiences online, there is a 
genuine love for Houston’s food scene at the center of 
what they do. That passion is important because, despite 
appearances or comments from the outside looking in, 
much of their work is self-funded. Behind the restaurant 
visits and carefully edited posts are creators paying for 
meals, transportation, and production costs themselves in 
order to keep their platforms active and growing.

“Let me say this on record. I have never received a dime 
from TikTok,” said Tiana, drawing a chorus of agreement 
and laughter from around the table. “A lot of people 
assume creators are getting paid just because a video goes 

viral, but most of the time 
that’s not how it works. 
The money usually comes 
from brand partnerships 
or collaborations, not the 
platform itself.”

“It can be expensive,” 
said Lauren Washington, 
who moved to Houston after 
college and later launched 
the platform Searching 
High with Lo. “A lot of the 
time we’re paying for those 
experiences ourselves. 
You’re paying for the meal, 
the drinks, the parking, 
everything that goes into 
creating the content.”

That means being 
in the game requires an 
investment, and those who 
want to succeed have to be 
savvy, striking a balance 
between social media 

platforms, brand partnerships, and relationships with 
restaurants. Some of the women have been able to turn 
their platforms into full-time careers, but many continue 
to build their brands while also working full-time jobs.

So why do they do it?
“I do it because I enjoy exploring the city,” said Lala 

of La La’s Adventures, who previously built a following 
traveling throughout the United States before shifting one 
of her platforms to focus on food in Houston. “Houston 
has so many places to experience, and it’s fun being 
able to share that with people who might be looking for 
something new to try.”

Iyana, who moved to Houston without knowing 
anyone, initially stayed inside and didn’t explore the city 
much during her fi rst year. Her page, appropriately called 
The Mixy Introvert, helped her discover the place she 
now calls home.

“For me it started with just wanting to explore the 
city more,” she said. “Once people started engaging and 
asking questions, it turned into something bigger. Now it 
feels like I’m helping people connect with Houston.”

If you are going to start a page dedicated to food, 
Houston is defi nitely not a bad place to begin. The 
city has more than 13,000 restaurants, cafés, and bars 
representing cuisines from more than 80 categories, 
making it one of the most diverse food cities in the United 
States. For Kandace, who started her page AllYouKanEat 
while trying diff erent foods and experiences around the 
city, that variety was key.

“Food is something everybody connects with,” she 
said. “When people see something that looks good, 
they want to know where it is and how they can go try 
it. Houston’s food scene is really one of a kind. You can 
literally eat around the world without ever leaving the 
city, and that’s something I love showing people.”
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Houston-based food influencers gather at Kiss during a Forward Times interview, with 
cultural reporter DeVaughn Douglas leading the conversation.
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