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1
Introduction: Problematizing 
Trust in Food

1.1 Food on the agenda as an issue of consumer trust

Consumer distrust in food has emerged as a pressing issue on the
political agenda over the last decade or so. Many have tried to under-
stand this, employing a variety of approaches and explanations, most of
them concentrating on what is happening to consumers. But if you look
at pan-European public opinion-poll data, there are systematic varia-
tions in levels of trust which cannot be attributed either to universal
distrust among consumers, or to their inability to understand or evalu-
ate risk. We have to look elsewhere than individualistic explanations.
There is obviously something distinctive about each country; but it
cannot be some sort of national character, since levels of trust also vary
significantly over time. So it has to be something in the way each
country or region has dealt with food issues and crises, and the way their
governments, markets in food, and so on are organized. This is our main
interest in this book. What is it in our modes of food consumption and
their social and institutional environment that sustains trust in food in
contemporary Europe? What is it that nurtures scepticism and distrust
among food consumers and provokes intermittent crises? To answer
these questions, the book will present a study of opinions, organiza-
tional structures and strategies in six European countries, based on an
extensive research project conducted between 2002 and 2004.

People have been eating, digesting, delicately tasting, cooking, fash-
ioning, needing, desiring, being disgusted by, stealing and buying food
through history, but only recently have we been trusting – or distrusting –
food, or at least so it is often observed. Is there something new about
food in the 1990s that has resulted in its emergence as an object to be
trusted or distrusted? There have certainly been fairly major historical
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changes and the late twentieth century has been blessed with new
vocabularies of good and evil: junk food (dangerous food), unnatural
(GM) and hyper-natural (organic) food, fast and slow food, and food
dedicated to healthy eating. Food has, of course, gone through many
historical transformations, but the recent past has certainly witnessed
the highlighting of new sensibilities and moralities.

Major technological changes in the way food is produced, transported,
prepared, packaged and sold have also resulted in totally new journeys
from farm to plate. Many of the activities previously undertaken in the
home – like chopping vegetables, washing salads, preparing ready to
serve meals – have increasingly been shifted into new commercial
processes. Although there has been a long history of the rise of the
supermarket, the all-embracing one-stop shop has increasingly heralded
the end of the daily shopping round of baker, butcher, grocer and mar-
ket stall. Across Europe, the pattern has been uneven, but the progress
seems relentless. The big brand manufacturers that had become the fam-
ily favourites of the mid-twentieth century – from Kellogg’s to Heinz,
Nescafe to Coca Cola – have been knocked off their pedestals by the
supermarkets’ own-brand labelled produce. Increasingly, food does not
come from farmers and markets, but via integrated supply chains. As a
result of global sourcing, food has almost ceased to be seasonal (you can
have fresh strawberries in mid-winter), and instantly transported exotic
fruits and vegetables from across the world have rapidly become com-
monplace, compared with the torrid and tortuous centuries it took the
potato or tomato to become accepted as normal to European palates.

And food is probably more regulated now than it has been throughout
history. There are labels with long lists of ingredients and additives;
There are trading rules on a global scale that define what is safe to eat,
sounding like a twentieth-century food Inquisition: the Codex
Alimentarius. There are global rules, European rules and national rules,
in various states of harmony and disharmony. Traceability and control
at every point of the food process has become mandatory, but it is diffi-
cult to cope with disparate food systems across the world, or with ingre-
dients sliding beneath easy detection. Policing of food has become
increasingly complex, and food is governed differently, subject to new
political accountability, with shifting responsibilities between farmers,
retailers, distributors and manufacturers.

Last, but not least, consumers and patterns of food consumption have
changed dramatically over recent decades. The death of the family meal
has been widely declared and bemoaned, replaced by micro-waved
instant meals for whoever wants what when. Lunch-breaks and mid-day

2 Trust in Food



meals being replaced by sandwiches make their supply the fastest grow-
ing business area in UK food production in the 1990s. ‘Grazing’ and
snacking, TV dinners, eating out displacing eating in, all suggest the
emergence of new social habits embedded in different lifestyles.

Then, on top of, or perhaps arising out of, these changes, there have
been major food scandals and scares – which is where trust and distrust
have been seen to arise. Not all of these are of the same kind, and indeed
different scandals highlight different dimensions of trust. Some relate to
food quality, as when hydrolysed protein masks exactly what meat con-
sumers are being sold. Others, like E. coli and salmonella outbreaks, are
a consequence of contamination and inadequate hygiene regimes
which become much more urgent with the escalation of size and dis-
tance. Yet, the dioxin scandal and the contaminated olive oil scandal
were strictly ‘national’, the former specific to Belgium and the latter to
Spain. The GM controversies have raised issues ranging from environ-
mental damage by genetic pollution to the implications for human
health, but with uneven reactions in different European countries. The
introduction of the euro had possibly its most conspicuous impact on
everyday purchases, above all of food, rather than purchases of large
consumer durables. Being associated with accusations of unfounded and
unfair increases in food prices, it constituted an economic ‘scandal’,
affecting many European countries. Outbreaks of foot and mouth dis-
ease or swine-fever, and equally the controversial and distressing ways of
suppressing them, make especially manifest the consequences of carniv-
orous consumption, modern intensified farming and the spread of dis-
ease through international channels of transporting and rearing
animals.

And, most notorious of all, BSE was exemplary of a scandal that com-
bined many different features: a scientific scare in industrial farming
revealed by the little-understood prion; catastrophic consequences for
neo-liberal market deregulation; and political failures in scandal man-
agement. Lack of confidence in beef, the sales of which instantly plum-
meted, was seamlessly intertwined with distrust in politicians and their
expert advisors because government was seen to have concealed for a
considerable length of time scientific advice which would have required
difficult – and economically costly – intervention. In the context of the
integrated market the first response of several governments was to seek
to ban imports of British beef. In the face of unilateral trade bans, EU
officials felt compelled to act to impose a more consistent resolution,
initially to prohibit British exports. It was a rapidly internationalized
crisis, becoming an issue that seriously challenged European and other
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national regulatory institutions as well as those of world trade.
Moreover, it was a particularly contagious scandal which proved diffi-
cult to close down or contain. Hence, these different scandals expose
different dimensions of trust in food – safety, nutrition, economic value,
quality, and environmental and animal welfare ethics. We can also add
a social and political dimension, appearing, for example, as boycotts of
food coming from particular companies or countries.

Yet we might pause to wonder whether, however spectacular and con-
sequential the BSE episode may have been, it deserves so prominent a
role in understanding public anxieties. It had some distinctive features,
but it was far from unprecedented. Food has always been contentious
(Argenbright, 1993; Burnett, 1989; Helstosky, 2004; Levenstein, 1988;
Smart, 1986; Thompson, 1971; Tilly, 1975; Wong, 1983) – not surpris-
ingly, given its importance to life, health and well-being – but the
grounds for contention alter in gravity with the passage of time. As
Europe modernized the security of food supply, the price of food, its
purity and its cleanliness, its composition and its provenance were
issues which successively exercised public concern, requiring state inter-
vention to maintain social order, challenge fraud, and to define and
police standards of hygiene and authenticity. If we look at the historical
record, these issues arise at different times, with different degrees of
strength and at different stages of social and economic development.

What we have presented here are the types of questions and issues
from which we started in setting out to do our study. If the conflicts are
not new, the contemporary issues still seem to have some distinct
characteristics. In particular, they seem to be framed as a question of
‘consumer distrust’. This expression has become part of contemporary
political discourse and of our everyday language. However, because the
trust/distrust dichotomy is so commonly used and because it is so
politicized, we first need to take a closer look at what we mean by these
terms. This will then allow us to present our questions and to outline
our ideas about how we can analyse the contemporary dynamics of trust
and distrust in relation to food consumption.

1.2 How can we understand consumer 
distrust in food?

A British consumer will ‘trust’ her local butcher or the advice given on
food labels, but have little ‘confidence’ in the safety of irradiation
processes. A German will have ‘Vertrauen’ in other persons and in insti-
tutions. But there is a stronger word, ‘Sicherheit’, which has many
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aspects, like certainty, being safe and feeling safe. Similar distinctions are
found in Scandinavia. In Danish, trust will be translated into ‘tillid’, a
state of trusting something or someone. But in relation to food, Danes
often use ‘sikkerhed’ – feeling secure and ‘tryghed’ – feeling safe. In
Norwegian, the idea of ‘trygghet’ is widely used and strongly politicized,
encompassing this feeling of safety and protection as well as the provi-
sion of trustworthiness by institutional actors. Less often used in rela-
tion to food is ‘tillit’, which is more relational, to trust someone. The
German proverb ‘Vertrauen ist gut, Sicherheit noch besser’, translated by
Seligman into ‘trust is good, confidence is better’, may in Norwegian
(and Danish) be ‘tillit er bra, men trygghet er bedre’. The Latin languages
don’t have this distinction between trust and confidence – or rather, a
generalized idea of confidence does not seem to be conceptualized in
the same way as in Northern Europe. ‘Fiducia’ covers the first, more or less,
but ‘confidenza’ has a different meaning, overlapping with ‘familiarity’,
indicating something that is more limited, perhaps even confidential.
The literal translation of the German proverb does result in an accept-
able meaning if ‘Sicherheit’ becomes ‘esser sicuri’. Instead, ‘Fidarsi e’bene,
non fidarsi e’meglio’ – ‘trust is good, mistrust is better’ – seems to catch
the Italian sentiment better. Similarly, in Portuguese trust is translated
into ‘confiança’, but then indicating something a bit different, namely a
personal belief, a conviction or familiarity. From the word ‘confiar’ comes
‘fiar’: ‘Não é pessoa em quem possamos fiar-nos’ – ‘he is not a man to be
trusted’. A notion of confidence/Sicherheit seems to be missing even in
the Portuguese language (Salvatore and Sassatelli, 2004).

Already we see here that trust is multi-faceted and that it may mean
different things in various countries. Many more expressions could be
added, each with a distinct meaning in various languages. Perhaps food
is a special domain, because conceptualizations of trust so often are
intermixed with issues of food safety and security. However, the impor-
tance of trust is not at all restricted to food. On the contrary, trust has
been emphasized as a key phenomenon in modern societies, ensuring
social coherence and collective commitment, allowing cooperation,
and making everyday practices possible in a very complex and ever-
changing world (Barber, 1983; Luhmann, 1979; Misztal, 1995; Pharr and
Putnam, 2000; Seligman, 1997). In many situations that we encounter
trust stands as a very flexible alternative to direct control – or to the
exercise of power and coercion. For example, people will much more
willingly pay their taxes, a basic element of functioning welfare soci-
eties, if they trust their fellow citizens to contribute their due share and
trust the state authorities to use them as promised. Contracts cannot
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control and predict every detail in cooperation between and with busi-
ness corporations, trust makes it easier. When people put their health
and their lives in the hands of medical institutions, it is very burden-
some and scary to do so without believing that the hospital, with its
doctors and nurses, equipment and medication, will do its best to give
proper treatment. Perhaps less personal, it is risky to board an airplane.
We have to trust that the airline, the pilots, the control tower and the
mechanics all have sufficient competence, resources and commitment
to bring us safely down to earth again. All of these arenas are dominated
by big, complex and quite abstract institutions, where personal contacts
represent, at best, a very partial substitute. We have to trust the whole
institution (or even system) as such.

Still, food seems also to contain special qualities and challenges. Food
is necessary on a daily basis, a diet is a very complex matter and the rel-
evant dimensions are multiple. And it is truly integrated in the complex
and dynamic structures of modern societies. There has been consider-
able academic interest in people’s worries about food, very often framed
recently as a question of dealing with risks, usually concerning health
and environmental hazards. Two – very different – approaches seem to
have been the most influential.

First, there is a large volume of research within the framework of ‘risk
perception’ (Frewer, Scholderer and Bredahl, 2003; Hansen et al., 2003;
Poortinga and Pidgeon, 2005; Renn and Rohrmann, 2000; Slovic, 1999).
Risk perception refers to cognitive, psychological processes of under-
standing and probability assessment. Differences between ‘lay’ and
‘expert’ views have been at the focus of attention, with the sub-text that
the laity is either ignorant or irrational. With a cognitive frame of refer-
ence, information and communication play a key role. People’s worries
emerge from information they receive about problems, for example
media scares. Correct and understandable information is necessary as an
input to establish a more realistic perception of risk and thus reduce
worries. Trust in the informant and the ability to distinguish between
trustworthy and non-trustworthy information are therefore important.
The ‘risk communication’ literature does increasingly recognize that the
social and cultural context for what people think ought to be consid-
ered. Distrust is a problem for risk communicators if it interferes with
the message and general aims. One problem is the misconceptions that
can lead people to worry too much or make the wrong decisions. They
may, for example, stop buying a food item because of the health risk,
even though the calculated probability of being harmed is extremely
low. One example is the Alar scare, others are BSE and GM. Increasingly,
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however, risk communication research seems to link to research on risk
regulation, thus focusing more on institutional characteristics (Ballantine,
2003; Leach, Scoones and Wynne, 2005; Löfstedt, 2004). It is recognized
that consensual models based on implicit, non-participatory and non-
contingent forms of trust are no longer working. The notion of ‘critical
trust’ has appeared, indicating that trust and scepticism may coexist
(Poortinga and Pidgeon, 2004). Critical citizens indicate more engaged
people, which may be a good thing and increase trust. But participation
and institutional transparency may be ambiguous in terms of building
trust. So also are initiatives to increase institutional independence, for
such strategies may also nurture uncertainty and distrust. Yet, is all of
this only about communication and media scares? Increasing institu-
tional distrust is recognized, but the major structural changes and con-
flicts over food that we have described are rarely touched upon. Are
there any links between institutional change and trust? And how can we
understand variations in trust?

The second dominant perspective starts with the notion that we all
now live in a ‘risk society’, introducing a macro-level and more critical
approach to the question of risks, where it is exactly the questions about
causes which are discussed (Beck, 1992, 1999; Beck, Bonss and Lau,
2003; Beck, Giddens and Lash, 1994). The emergence of a risk society
signifies a transition from the primacy of conflicts over the distribution
of material goods and values to contestation over the distribution of
risks. Risk society is associated with, among other things, the develop-
ment of new technologies, globalization processes, and new divisions of
labour and responsibility. In this view, ‘risks’ entail mainly health and
environmental hazards. Modern risks typically arise from unintended
side-effects of ordinary economic and social processes and call into exis-
tence a distinctly new form of reflexivity and contingency. These risks
are difficult to detect and measure, the effects may be very long term,
and they are not limited to a particular space or social group. The politi-
cization of side-effects leads to crises of legitimacy, as for example with
BSE. The role of science and experts becomes more crucial and more
contested. Responsibility for managing risks is increasingly accorded to
the individual. ‘Uncertainty’ is a reflection of the conflicts that these
processes raise for the individual. Distrust seen as an outcome of
increasing reflexivity and uncertainty has formed the background for
discussions on food, risk and trust (Almås, 1999; Brown and Michael,
2002; Michelsen, 2001). It is not difficult to see that aspects of this gen-
eral description fit well for the food sector. However, is contemporary
distrust in food a matter of individual uncertainty as a consequence of
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reflexive modernization? That would imply that we will find the same
tendencies everywhere, variations perhaps depending mainly on indi-
vidual resources to handle the new responsibilities and the uncertainty.
Is that the case? What about the conditional nature of trust?

It is evident that ‘trust’ is a problematic concept with a number of dif-
ferent connotations. Several questions emerge where established
approaches seem to be insufficient to understand and explain the
current situation:

● Is trust in food only a question of safety (and environmental
hazards), what about other aspects of food?

● Are individual perceptions, decisions and strategies the most central
issues?

● Is trust in experts and science the key? Or the authorities? What
about market actors? Are there distinctions according to roles and
expectations?

● What about the conditionality of trust? How is trust affected by what
other actors do?

● What in modern societies ‘creates’ trust in food? Is it the same in all
countries, for example throughout Europe?

These questions form the background for the study of social and
institutional conditions for consumer trust in food presented in this
book. Our aim is to explore consumer distrust in food and the impor-
tance that this issue has had in Europe over the last couple of decades.
Trust is usually recorded through public opinion surveys. Such surveys
can reveal, for example, variations between individuals and social
groups and across countries. However, we explore consumer trust in
food as something more, or different from, individual risk perception or
uncertainty. As a critique of individualistic approaches, we see trust as a
property of the collective organization of social relations, as part of
processes of institutionalization. ‘Institutionalization’ is thus a key con-
cept in our analysis, indicating not only the establishment of formal
organizations, like companies, legal or contractual rules, and the setting-
up of food agencies, but also of stable informal entities like households
and organized interaction, like shopping, meals and citizen relation-
ships to the state. Institutionalization provides organizational and
normative frameworks that in most cases are seen as taken for
granted, ‘normal’ procedures which strongly influence what we do as
consumers and the expectations that we have. Institutions provide us, as
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researchers, with a macro-level, panoramic vantage point from which to
account for the regularities of collective conduct.

In trying to understand current issues of trust in food, we therefore
consider expressions of public opinion as only part of the story. We also
need to look at other actors who are involved, and in particular those
interacting directly and having the power to influence conditions,
Through studies of institutional actors, like market actors, authorities
and non-governmental organizations (NGOs), we directed attention
towards the interrelations between those actors and the consuming
public. In the process, we studied structural arrangements as well as
various key actors’ understanding of food issues and trust, including
food authorities, farmers, processors, retailers, food experts, the media
and consumer organizations. In order to enable us to identify critical
elements and issues, we compared six European countries: Denmark,
Germany, Great Britain, Italy, Norway and Portugal. An important point
in our analysis is how institutional actors relate to, and interrelate with,
ordinary people as consumers, individually and collectively. In trying to
understand consumer trust and distrust, what exactly is meant by the
word ‘consumer’ becomes crucial.

1.3 Different ways of understanding what 
‘a consumer’ is

For most of human history, the main problem of food has been one of
obtaining sufficient food for the population. During and after the
Second World War, for example, this remained the principal considera-
tion. In the face of real or potential shortages, governments encouraged
the mass production of food because it promised a secure and regular
supply in sufficient quantity. Distribution of enough food at acceptable
prices was the foundation of production-oriented agricultural policies
throughout Europe. Safety was an issue between state authorities and
producers, so consumers did not have to bother their heads about it.
Overall there was little controversy and Europe witnessed scarcely any
collective action over food. The threat to social order posed by public
reaction to shortages of food or to its hazardous composition disap-
peared. Nutrition re-emerged as an explicit problem in the 1980s as,
thereafter, did matters associated with the industrial manufacture and
preservation of foods. At the same time, partly driven by New Right doc-
trines of economic liberalization, attention became directed towards
consumers and consumer choice. The previously almost automatic pref-
erence given to the interests of producers began to be questioned, and
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the interests of ‘the consumer’ found a place in the discourse of the food
system.

Perceptions of food as problematic in the current period are
profoundly influenced by notions of ‘the consumer’. There is nothing
new about food being exchanged through markets, though there has
probably never been a period in Europe when a larger proportion of the
food consumed has been commercially provisioned. However, it is not
accidental that references to ‘consumer’ society, or ‘consumer’ culture,
are increasingly common ways to capture in a word the distinctiveness
of the contemporary period. Consumption and consumers are central
topics. People are addressed as consumers, and come to think of them-
selves, in some situations, as consumers. Many people develop what
Bauman (1988) called ‘the consumer attitude’; they expect their wishes
to be made real and all their pressing problems to be resolved by pur-
chasing remedies through markets. Their expectations come to be con-
ditioned by the sense of rights afforded by the role of consumer.

The current dominant understanding of the term ‘the consumer’
derives from neoclassical economics (Gagnier, 2000; Winch, 2006). It
characterizes the consumer as sovereign; its theory of demand posits
autonomous individuals choosing items in accordance with a prefer-
ence schedule that reflects personal utility. This notion has played a the-
oretical role in estimating the value of exchange in economics; but as a
comprehensive basis for understanding social processes of consumption,
it is obviously wanting. Indeed, for the purposes of our argument, it is
important to recognize that there is a different, and older, genealogical
root for the term ‘consumption’, which emerged from Latin into early
English and meant ‘to destroy, to waste, to use up’, a sense long pre-
dating the neutral sense developed in the eighteenth century to describe
market relationships – whence the distinguishing of consumer from pro-
ducer and, analogously, consumption from production. The more
recent meaning signalled greater interest in the changing values of items
in exchange, rather than the purposes to which goods and services
might be put. These two meanings have existed in tension ever since,
even though it is the consumer as purchaser (or, more broadly, as a
‘chooser’) rather than as user which currently predominates (Bennett
et al., 2005, 58). With little interest in what commodities are used for,
economics offers no account of why people choose the items they do,
because the explanation from utility is formal rather than substantive.
Nevertheless, the concept of the consumer has achieved wider and
wider circulation in recent years. It has been extended to describe and
prescribe an orientation to action which extends far beyond the purview
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of individual choice in market situations. Most obviously, citizens have
been encouraged to approach the state and its provision of public goods
from the point of view of the consumer role. The social construction of
the character of the consumer, and the extension of the terrain upon
which (consumer) the attitude is deemed appropriate, is a major impe-
tus and a fundamental backdrop to understanding crises of trust in food.

Much that happened in the field of food in Europe could be read as
the consequence of a more demanding consumer. Key actors – the
European Union, national politicians, corporations and mass media –
increasingly frequently and explicitly attended to consumers and their
putative interests. A series of movements and campaigns gave a new
political gloss to concerns of consumption in general and food con-
sumption in particular – global anti-capitalism, Fair Trade, opposition to
GMOs, the Slow Food Movement, observing ‘no-shopping’ day and con-
cern with food miles come to mind (Micheletti, Follesdal and Stolle,
2003; Miele and Murdoch, 2002; Sassatelli and Scott, 2001). American
contributions like those from Marion Nestle (2002) and Naomi Klein
(2000) have received considerable attention as a reference point for
mobilization. These are new forms of activism, though they may still be
less widely supported than the primarily instrumentalist and practical
consumer associations, like the British Consumers’ Association, the
Norwegian Consumer Council and the Italian Altroconsumo (Cohen,
2003; Hilton, 2004). But whether wider publicity implies greater power
is disputable. After considering the question in the context of the insti-
tutionalization of consumption, a somewhat unorthodox approach, we
argue that populations exert influence to some degree because of pub-
licity accorded to consumer interest, but that this is not indicative of a
transfer of power sufficient in itself to command major changes in the
organization of food supply.

1.4 Trust as social and relational

Trust is subject to much philosophical dispute. Following from the ques-
tions that we posed and the problematization of ‘the consumer’ and
consumer choice, we will explore trust not only as social (i.e., not a mat-
ter of individual psychology), but also as relational. This means that
instead of trying to contextualize individual opinions of trust, we study
trust and distrust as emergent properties of on-going relationships
between social actors. For example, in the case of food, the relations that
people have vis-à-vis a producer or a retailer will be different from those
they have towards government bodies. Mostly people want access to
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food which is safe, nutritious, gives fair value for money, is consistent,
tasty and so on. Trust could be seen as an expectation, a practical confi-
dence, that other relevant actors in the food system will behave in such
a way as to ensure that some or all of these objectives are met. The main
point is that it is actors who can be trusted or mistrusted. Trust is thus a
strand, or a dimension, of a relationship between actors. Trust depends
on who they are, what they do, and the interaction involved.

In order to undertake a comparative institutional analysis of trust and
distrust in food that takes account of complex interrelations, we main-
tain that it is best to examine the trust relationships between the key
actors or agents involved within given food systems. We consider three
sets of actors particularly important because they are directly involved –
market actors who supply food, state agents responsible for regulation
and governance, and consumers and their representatives. Above all, it
is the extent to which consumers find these various actors trustworthy
which concerns us. These are, theoretically, the key institutional forma-
tions from which public trust in food emanates.

In part, the question of trust in food is one of the divisions of respon-
sibilities over food and its provisioning. If the matter was to be left to
households and markets alone, trust would be a matter between buyers
and sellers, and the responsibilities of the consumer would be those of
the utility-maximizing individual; ranking issues of safety, price,
aesthetic quality, nutritional value in relation to different food items in
an economist’s calculus of preference. The contentious debate over
school meals in the United Kingdom represents a recent example in an
age-old history of controversy over the consequences of the market pro-
vision of food. Another example is the long-standing question of oblig-
atory versus voluntary nutrition labelling. As in other major areas of
consumption – transport or health care, for example – there have been
many more political and academic debates over the respective role of state
and market in provisioning. Food being an ‘essential’ item, states have
long assumed the responsibility for regulating its production, marketing
and consumption. In the contemporary period, a range of issues has
emerged beyond those of food safety and price, to include various aspects
of quality, health claims, and claims as to origin, like those concerning
champagne or different kinds of cheese. Labelling of food has become a
focus of regulatory activity: how much information, and of what kind,
should be displayed about a given food item. Esping-Andersen’s (1990)
The Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism is typical of a vision in which the
relative balance between public or private provisioning and of goods
and services, commodification and de-commodification, privatization and

12 Trust in Food



nationalization, have positioned state and market as essentially antago-
nistic forces, often sustained by contrary ideological perspectives and
political strategies. What is interesting about the issues raised by trust in
food is that it slices this question of the relationship between state and
market in quite a different way. It is widely taken for granted that there
should be a governmental role in the regulation of food markets, and
that the provision of food cannot be left to the market alone. But
equally, it is clear that the complexity and scale of contemporary food
provisioning requires that food suppliers and retailers assume major,
publicly accountable responsibilities for standards of trading, and that
these cannot be left to the forces of market competition. For example, a
radical down-loading of risk to the consumer by removing a safety floor,
and giving the consumer the right to choose between price and safety
usually appears as very problematic; like selling cheap eggs that have to
be thoroughly cooked because they may contain salmonella. With the
extension and globalization of markets, it is also evident that what were
previously national regulatory systems have had to change accordingly.
The need to consider food safety when the GATT agreement was
extended to agricultural products is a prominent example (Micklitz,
1992; Vogel and Kagan, 2002).

Comparing different countries, however, raises the question of
whether the division of responsibilities for key aspects of food (safety,
quality, nutritional value, economic value, environmental and animal
welfare) is the same in all of them, and if not, as seems likely, how do
they vary? So the question ‘what sustains trust in food?’ led us to inves-
tigate just what differences there may be in the relationships and
responsibilities between state and market actors, and how much and
what kind of responsibilities are assumed by consumers in different
countries. How does the model of a market-oriented Anglo-Saxon polit-
ical economy versus a continental European social state play out in this
respect? What about the Scandinavian welfare state solutions?
Moreover, given the integration of a European market and the Common
Agricultural Policy, how does a new layer of supra-national regulation
and governance impact on different national state – market relationships?
This in turn led us to explore how the division of responsibility was
expressed in the institutions of the state itself. For example, how is a
consumer voice represented, if at all? Is control over issues of food
practised in a ‘productionist’ manner, within ministries of agriculture
and fisheries? Or does it lie in the ministries of health? Or are consumer
matters instead handled as part of trade policy? Or, indeed, is it divided
between all three? And what is the significance of the emergence of new,
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more autonomous agencies across Europe, such as the European Food
Safety Authority? We explore variations in terms of the different divi-
sions of responsibility, but also in terms of governmental efficiency,
transparency and accountability – broadly, modes of governance – as
they vary from country to country.

The same kinds of issue apply equally to market provisioners and
consumers. Any tourist knowledge of food provisioning in different
countries – experiences of buying food, or eating out – gives hints of
major differences in the roles of street markets, farmers’ markets,
processed and branded food, and retailers, both small and large. Going
into these differences in greater depth, we aim to examine how the mar-
ket provisioners, especially farmers, processors and retailers, are organized
and institutionalized differently across Europe. Whether responsibilities
are or are not divided makes a difference. A retailer can be responsible
for, and organize, the whole food chain from wherever in the world food
comes. In other cases, a farmer sells food to a wholesaler, who sells it on
to a processor or retailer, who then sells on to the final consumer,
where there is no overall responsibility assumed by any one of these
actors. We explore this kind of variation.

If we consider these two aspects of the division of responsibility and
governance together, we can see how the complex relationships between
state regulation and market responsibility are differently institutional-
ized in different countries. Some economic sociologists have chosen to
call this the ‘embeddedness of markets’, stressing how markets operate
within different societal frameworks. We prefer to emphasize both the
ways in which different provisioning systems are organized as interde-
pendent markets and the ways in which these articulate with the state –
which itself, of course, is organized in different ways in respect to the
division of responsibilities between different state agencies and modes
of governance.

Since our main concern is to explore the issue of consumer distrust,
consumers constitute the third major type of actor in our analysis.
Above we discussed how the notions of ‘consumption’ and ‘consumers’
may be problematized. In order to be able to include consumers in our
comparative, macro-level analysis of trust in actors, it has been crucial
that we deliberately and explicitly break with the tradition of analysing
consumers as individuals and consumption as a matter of (individual)
consumer choice. Instead, consumption is seen as the outcome of
processes of institutionalization, including several sets of everyday prac-
tices, such as cooking and eating, buying food, reading about food, and
more. Similarly, consumers are seen as actors with reference to a
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complex bundle of roles, such as being a carer, a customer, a citizen.
Such practices and roles will vary. And, as one element affecting this, we
know, for example, that the institution of the family and the gender
division of labour is quite different throughout Europe and has also
changed considerably in recent years.

We have suggested that the state, market provisioners and consumers
may be differently institutionalized in different countries. When we talk
of the institutional basis for trust in food, therefore, we consider that the
core of any explanation requires an analysis of the relationships
between these three ‘poles’, a triad of relationships, or what we name
‘triangular affairs’. All three poles may vary from country to country, but
to understand trust, we need to understand the relationships between
them: between consumers as purchasers of food and food provisioners;
between consumers or citizens and those responsible for the regulation
and governance of food provisioning in the state; and, finally, between
market provisioners and state authorities. We do not wish to argue that
this is the basis for a complete or closed explanation. Any brief consid-
eration of the food scandals that have shaken trust in food across Europe
in recent years provides evidence for many other influences, notably the
role of the media, science and technology, international trade and
competition, to name but the most obvious. But we will argue that this
triangle of three poles is central to any plausible explanation, if only
because these food scandals have critically upset the ‘good relationships’
between them. The trust crises were not restricted to a relationship between
consumers and provisioners. The BSE crisis, as analysed in our different
countries in this book, and the respective roles and responses of state
and market actors, suggest that trust is tri-polar, that trust in food
rapidly became an issue of trust in public authorities, including public
scientists, regulators, and most certainly politicians. Because the different
countries have developed each of the three types of institutions along
historically different trajectories, and because the origins and impacts of
different crises or scandals have been so uneven across Europe, we believe
that this ‘deep institutional’ account is well placed to understand the
huge variation in food experience within Europe and the emergence of
distrust in food as a late twentieth-century phenomenon.

To summarize, to see trust as social and relational means that we
should seek to understand the dynamics of ‘who trusts whom in regard
to what’. By this expression we do not want to indicate that we are looking
at rational decision-making processes. We are looking first of all for
aggregate effects in terms of variations in institutionalization processes.
Seeing distribution of responsibilities as a central issue, both in respect
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to states and markets and in respect to private and public spheres, we
concentrate on macro-level interrelations between three poles: the
provisioning system, the regulatory system and consumers. We use both
survey and institutional data as inputs to this analysis. In doing this, we
see consumers and consumption in a particular way, where ‘the institu-
tionalization of consumption’ is a key concept, a concept that directs
attention towards distinctive patterns of how consumption is organized
and normatively founded.

1.5 Outlining the structure of the book

As already noted, trust is a tricky, multi-dimensional concept. We
therefore start our analysis by giving some attention, in Chapter 2, to
theoretical understandings of ‘trust’, and of ‘consumer trust’ more
specifically. We also give some consideration to what trust in food might
imply. We review the relevant debates and indicate where our own study
fits. After outlining our conceptual orientation, we discuss in Chapter 3
the implications of our approach for the design of the study, presenting
briefly the methodologies for data collection and the empirical analyses.
Thereafter, we present and discuss a large body of empirical findings. In
Chapter 4 we give an overview of the large and consistent variations in
public opinion observed in the survey in relation to trust in food across
Europe. The survey data also form the basis for a more extensive analy-
sis of factors that affect trust in food items presented in Chapter 5, focus-
ing particularly on beef as a central and contentious issue in debates
over trust in food in recent years. This analysis provides an even stronger
indication that institutional and structural explanations are needed to
understand variations and changes in trust in food. As a first step
towards this, we take a closer look in Chapter 6 at what the survey
revealed about the consumer. The roles of citizen, active consumer and
the market consumer are explored, the evidence pointing even more
strongly towards national and societal differences between consumers
in different countries.

This leads us directly to the institutional perspective, introducing a
new range of empirical data concerning how consumers in their food
related practices, provisioning systems in their delivery of food to the
consumer, and states and governments in their regulation of food mat-
ters, differ from country to country. This argument is built in two steps.
First, we look at the relationship between consumers and provisioners,
on the grounds that in all modern societies, the main channel for food
provisioning is exchange between market providers and households.
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We find that there are systematic differences in how households are
organized in their consumption of food, but also that provisioning sys-
tems, people buy their food which determine how, vary from country to
country (Chapter 7). We find, though, that the relationship between
societal consumers and national provisioning systems is insufficient to
account for the differences in levels of trust discerned in the survey. Hence,
in Chapter 8 we bring the state and regulation into the picture, showing
that here, too, there are significant differences in the ways that states oper-
ate with respect to market actors, and also in how consumers are engaged
in, or represented by, state regulatory systems. We conclude this stage of
the argument by constructing ‘triangular affairs of trust’, between con-
sumers, market actors and the state.

Having completed our main empirical analysis, we then reflect on
what this means for our understanding of trust as an emergent aspect of
social relationships, returning to questions raised earlier. We consider
what the nature of the changing social basis of trust might be, following
the major scandals certainly, but also following the longer-term shifts in
the nature of the food we eat, how we behave as consumers, and the
effects of ‘modernization’ and the increasing dominance of supermar-
kets (Chapter 9). We emphasize the significance and, indeed, positive
role of distrust, and how distrust may be institutionalized in different
countries. This completes the journey so that, finally, in Chapter 10, we
give an overview of both the major surprises and the most significant
outcomes of our research, and how these have changed our views of
what constitutes ‘trust in food’.
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