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Abstract
In China, the public has gradually shifted their focus from GDP growth to quality-of-life issues, which
imposes new challenges for the government. The food safety problem, as a salient issue, is one such
example. This article analyzes how food safety problems affect ordinary Chinese people’s trust in the gov-
ernment and their attribution of governmental responsibility using nationally representative survey data.
As food safety risks are unequally distributed in China, the political impact of food safety problems varies
among people of different socioeconomic statuses. The results show that food safety problems weaken the
public’s trust in both the central and local governments, but this negative effect is attenuated among people
with a low level of education. Moreover, the Chinese public tends to attribute major responsibility to the cen-
tral government rather than local governments when perceiving the severity of food safety problems, and this
tendency becomes stronger for the low-income population. The results deepen the understanding of the
local-central political trust patterns and the political implications of food safety problems in China.
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1. Introduction

China’s political system has remained resilient and many researchers contend that the legitimacy of the
Chinese Communist Party’s (CCP) rule lies in its satisfactory economic performance (Nathan, 2003;
Laliberté and Lanteigne, 2008; Tang, 2018). However, with economic development, the public in
China is not merely satisfied with the basic economic securities, but has a massive demand for better
government administration in quality-of-life issues ranging from air/water pollution to the food safety
problems that threaten ordinary people’s health and lives (Tam and Yang, 2005; Rigg, 2007; Ross,
2012). Citizens’ heightened demand from governments validates the values change and critical citi-
zenry theories (Inglehart, 1990; Norris, 1999; Inglehart and Welzel, 2010). Hence, government admin-
istration in China is facing various new challenges to which governments have to respond. The public
expects the government to perform better in dealing with these quality-of-life issues.

The food safety problem is one such prominent issue. There have been a number of food safety
problems disclosed over the past two decades including poisonous ham, contaminated baby formula,
and degraded cooking oil (MacLeod, 2012; Si et al., 2018). These incidents have resulted in widespread
concerns and discontent among the Chinese public (Gong and Jackson, 2012; Yan, 2012; Yang, 2013).
The 2015 Pew Global Survey shows that 71% of ordinary citizens consider food safety a significant
problem in China (Wike and Parker, 2015). The public has also exerted pressure on government
administrations to improve the situation (Spencer, 2008; MacLeod, 2012; Wu et al., 2017). These
facts indicate that Chinese citizens negatively perceive the current food safety situation. Food safety
problems not only threaten the Chinese people’s health, but also have a far-reaching social and
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political impact. Differing from an analysis of the relationship between food safety problems and
state’s formal institutions and laws, this study explores the politics of food safety problems from the
viewpoint of political psychology. Ordinary Chinese people’s perceptions of food safety problems
and their attitudes toward the governments are at the center of the analysis.

In China, the politics of food safety problems involve three dimensions: the differentiated public
awareness of food safety problems based on socioeconomic status; the political impact of food safety
problems on the public’s trust in the government; and ordinary people’s attribution of governmental
responsibility regarding food safety. First, the marketization and individualization of the Chinese soci-
ety generates an unequal vulnerability of risks among people of different socioeconomic statuses. The
differentiated awareness of the severities of food safety problems is rooted in the unequal distribution
of economic sources and cognitive capabilities among the Chinese public during modernization.
Second, the multilevel government system separates the responsibility of the food safety supervision
between the central and local governments. Thus, do the food safety problems erode the public’s
trust in local governments more than in the central government? This study examines the impact
that citizens’ concerns about food safety have on the public’s trust in the government across different
levels. Third, even though both the central and local governments have supervisory duties with respect
to food safety, it is unclear how the public perceives the responsibility of the governments, and how
they attribute the major responsibility to them. Is it the central government or the local government
that will be under fire if food safety problems occur? These questions involve how these problems
affect the ordinary Chinese people’s attitudes toward political authorities, which constitutes the core
of the politics that concern the food safety problems in China. The rising public awareness of food
safety problems may redefine the Chinese people’s beliefs and activities within the political field.
For this reason, these problems transcend the scope of public health and are related to politics.

2. Food safety problems and risk society

Food safety problems have undergone different stages in China and the concept of ‘food safety’ has
multiple meanings. Yan (2012) divides food safety problems into three levels of food hygiene, unsafe
food, and poisonous food. In the 1950s, food contamination and poisoning had been the most serious
issues. The health centers, the sanitation reporting system, and the petition system have been gradually
established. Besides, hygiene awareness is growing among food producers and consumers. With an
increase in sanitation knowledge, traditional food poisoning cases such as spoiled foods and improper
food preparation declined. However, the cases of food poisoning as caused by toxic additives and
harmful chemicals have risen since the 1980s (Yan, 2012; Klein, 2013). This change indicates that
the major food safety problems have shifted from food hygiene to ‘unsafe food’ and ‘poisonous
food’ in accordance with Yan’s categorizations. New risks associated with chemicals, pesticides,
food additives, and food adulteration rapidly increased and became the major types of food safety pro-
blems. The notorious 2008 Sanlu melamine-tainted milk scandal further strengthened the public’s
concerns regarding food safety problems.

The prevalence of food safety problems and widespread public concerns indicates the arrival of a
risk society in China (Yan, 2012). Food safety risks include the conventional risks of food hygiene and
the new risks of toxic food (Buchler et al., 2010). The risk society theory states that ordinary people
suffer from the unintended consequences of ‘manufactured’ risks (techno-scientifically produced risks)
that are largely derived from industrial modernization. The myth of science and technology creates an
illusion of controlling and avoiding the risks. However, industrial modernization ironically causes unin-
surable and unaffordable risks (Beck, 1992). The new food safety risks associated with pesticides and toxic
chemicals exist throughout the whole process of food production, processing, and distribution.

China’s modernization is time-compressed, and the current society features both industrial and
postindustrial characteristics (Thiers, 2003; Yan, 2012). Within the Chinese context, food safety pro-
blems incorporate food poisoning and toxic food. Food poisoning is not only associated with hygiene
issues that can be diminished by using scientific knowledge at the industrial society stage, but also
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relates to toxic food that contains pesticides and harmful chemicals (Yan, 2012). The latter is the iron-
ical result of the risks in the technological advances of the post-industrial society. Two other types of
food safety problems in Yan’s categorization (unsafe food and poisonous food) relate to the manufac-
tured risks from modern agricultural technologies, regardless of whether it is motivated by the delib-
erate contamination of food. Therefore, food safety risks in China include the conventional risks of
food hygiene, and the manufactured risks of toxic food.

Risk society in the post-industrial stage stresses the equalizing effects of risks, and the risks are uni-
versal. Manufactured risks strike everyone as being on an egalitarian basis (Beck, 1992: 36–39).
However, food safety risks are unequally distributed across Chinese society (Yan, 2012), and the vul-
nerability to the risks varies among people of different socioeconomic statuses in China. Since 1985,
the economic gap in the Chinese population has widened, and the measurement of income distribu-
tion (the Gini coefficient) has reached very high levels (Li et al., 2013; Xie and Zhou, 2014). The eco-
nomic disparities within the Chinese population further intensify the unequal distribution of risks; the
unequal distribution of wealth coincides with the unequal distribution of risks, which causes an
increase in social injustice (Yan, 2012). This is the Chinese model of risk society.

Food safety risks are unequally distributed, and people of different socioeconomic statuses are dis-
tinctively vulnerable to these risks. The unequal distribution of food safety risks is associated with the
politics of food safety problems in China. China’s modernization proceeds with the widening of the
gap in the economic, social, and political rights between people from different areas and regions.
People of high socioeconomic status have more financial and cognitive abilities to protect them
from risks, while people of low socioeconomic status are more vulnerable to health hazards.
Ethnographic fieldwork concerning Chinese people’s everyday food shopping found that food safety
risks produced diversified and differentiated responses. People of higher socioeconomic status paid
much attention to food selection and developed various methods to identify problematic food (Wang
et al., 2008; Klein, 2013; Si et al., 2018). Indeed, people of higher socioeconomic status can pay a high
price for safe food, while people of lower socioeconomic status must take a price-priority strategy regard-
ing food. There are different strategies for coping with food safety problems among people of different
socioeconomic statuses. In addition, the difference lies in the gap in the awareness of food safety pro-
blems. The latter is a prerequisite for taking protective measures. People of different socioeconomic sta-
tuses distinctively perceive and respond to food safety risks. In the context of Chinese society, we will
empirically examine the disparities in the perceptions of food safety problems among people of different
socioeconomic statuses. This is the outcome of the Chinese model of risk society.

Education and income are two primary indicators that measure socioeconomic status. However, the
empirical findings of the effects of education and income on the perceptions of food safety problems
are not consistent (Wang et al., 2008; Buchler et al., 2010; Liu and Ma, 2016; Wu et al., 2017). Even
though the positive relationship between education and income is widely presumed, education is not
always highly rewarded. In China, the rich are not equivalent to the educated. The existing empirical
studies demonstrate that the return to education in Chinese society varies significantly across genera-
tions, gender, region, and periods of time (Wu and Xie, 2003; Fleisher and Wang, 2005; Ren and
Miller, 2012). In particular, China’s higher education expansion increases the unemployment rate
among college graduates who have a high level of education without a high level of income (Li
et al., 2014). Therefore, we used these two indicators of socioeconomic status separately to investigate
how the perception of food safety problems varies across the different levels of education and income.

Based on the above elaboration, we propose the following hypotheses regarding public awareness of
food safety problems.

Hypothesis 1.1: People with high education levels tend to have a high level of concern regarding food
safety problems.

Hypothesis 1.2: People with a high income tend to have a high level of concern regarding food safety
problems.
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3. Public concerns for food safety and political trust

The politics of food safety problems means that food safety is not confined to the field of public health
and affects the public’s trust in the government. The public’s trust in the government is of fundamental
importance to the effectiveness of governmental performance and the stability of political systems
(Tolbert and Mossberger, 2006; Yang and Holzer, 2006; Cooper et al., 2008). Citizens expect the gov-
ernment to perform well in areas related to their daily lives. When administrative performance falls
below their expectations, they will lose their trust in the government. Accordingly, citizens may
become distrustful of the government because of its failures in the supervision and regulation of
food safety. As some government officials are involved in food safety scandals, the corruption in regu-
latory agencies arguably fosters public discontent further (Tam and Yang, 2005; Yan, 2012; Yang,
2013). Citizens tend to view food safety problems as a failure of administrative supervision and as indi-
cative of fundamental problems rooted in the regime (Lei and Zhou, 2015).

The multilevel government system ensures that the central and local governments have separate
responsibilities in the regulation of the food industry (Lin, 2016; Wu et al., 2017). The central govern-
ment plays a leadership role in food safety regulations. It enacts food safety laws and makes rules for
regulating the industry. The local government undertakes specific implementation of supervision,
including overseeing the quality of food and imposing punitive penalties on violators. Researchers
use the term ‘fragmented authoritarianism’ to outline the political and social characteristics of
China’s authoritarian system (Lieberthal and Oksenberg, 1988; Martha, 2009; Brødsgaard, 2016).
Authoritarian central power combines with divided administrative powers, and various implementa-
tion agencies have parochial organizational and political goals that are not necessarily consistent with
those of the central authority. This double-layered administrative structure affects supervision and pol-
icy implementation about food safety. Food safety problems may have negative effects on the public’s
trust, even though the impact may vary across the central and local levels of the government.

The Chinese government is fully aware of the potential threats that food safety problems impose on
its ruling. To study the effects of food safety problems on the public’s trust in the government, we must
take the government’s agency into consideration. Clearly, the government attempts to avoid blame
from the masses for food safety problems, and constructs a discourse on the responsibility of food
safety. Rhetorically, this responsibility is distributed among the state, the food industries, and consu-
mers (Klein, 2013: 378). However, the government manipulates the major subject responsible for food
safety risks in a sophisticated manner. In order to minimize the negative effects of food safety pro-
blems on political trust, the Chinese government adopts two strategies.

First, the government pushes the individual to cope with risks and stresses the consumer’s own
responsibility. Marketization and individualization force ordinary people to take responsibility for
food safety risks. In a risk society, individualization creates a state of ‘disembedding,’ in which the peo-
ple are disembedded from the collective institutions and traditional support networks. They become
the center for action, and must individually cope with everyday life risks. This process compels a com-
pulsive self-determination for individuals who must be responsible for all of their problems themselves
(Giddens, 1991; Beck, 1992; Bauman, 2000; Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 2002). The Chinese society has
also undergone individualization, and the party-state manages the process of individualization for
maintaining authoritarian rule (Yan, 2009; Klein, 2013; Tilt, 2013). As a result, the Chinese model
of individualization features an absence of cultural democracy and a welfare state (Yan, 2009).
Chinese people are too fragile in the face of an authoritarian state, and the government shifts the
responsibility to ordinary people and holds individuals responsible for food safety risks. In particular,
the asymmetric information on food production, distribution, and sales increases the vulnerability of
consumers in the face of food safety risks, while the control of the quality and safety of food is in the
hands of the producers and government agencies (Pawsey, 2000). The government covertly shirks its
responsibility by making ordinary people face food safety risks in the wake of the individualization of
society. Chinese people must involuntarily accept the state-imposed new personal responsibility and
develop various methods to select and shop for safe food (Klein, 2013; Si et al., 2018).
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Second, when scandals are uncovered, the government attributes all responsibility to the immoral
and greedy individuals involved in the food’s production, processing, and transportation in a self-
serving manner. The government publicly promotes its efforts in the supervision and regulation of
food safety problems and performs as an arbitrator in food safety incidents. When these incidents
occur, the government overtly criticizes the unscrupulous food producers and processors, and imme-
diately announces measures to inspect the relevant companies and people. The government never
mentions its own regulatory failures, and describes corrupt officials as partially responsible in particu-
lar cases to avoid endangering its own authority. In rhetoric, the Chinese government labels itself as a
representative of the people’s interests, and a protector of the masses. For this reason, the government
allows certain types of food safety incidents to be reported; small, locally focused issues that are not
linked to broader social instabilities are often tolerated. Any media coverage of food safety problems is
under contestation between a combined state and corporate hegemony and the citizen-consumers’
counter-hegemony (Yang, 2013). Through information control and sophisticated framing, the govern-
ment constructs the image of a protector, and by punishing the companies and people involved, it
seeks to quench the public’s fury and create a shield for itself.

Do these tactics take effect? While the masses express their discontentment regarding the food
safety supervision agencies (Yan, 2012; Klein, 2013), the distrust in the specific regulatory agencies
is not equivalent to the distrust in the government as a whole. Particularly, the central government
manipulates information to obtain the public’s trust. Previous studies found that in China, the central
government enjoys higher levels of public trust than local governments, and such hierarchical trust is
the outcome of political control (Li, 2004, 2016; Wu and Wilkes, 2018). Case studies and ethnographic
fieldwork show that food safety problems cause Chinese residents in particular cities or the country-
side to express discontentment with local governments (Yan, 2012; Klein, 2013; Si et al., 2018). Will
the Chinese public blame the central government for food safety scandals, or only limit their criticisms
to the local levels? We tentatively posit that the central government successfully prevents food safety
problems from eroding the public’s trust in the central government and that concerns about food
safety only erode political trust at the local level.

Hypothesis 2: Public concerns about food safety undermine trust in local governments.

Hypothesis 3: Public concerns about food safety do not undermine trust in the central government.

4. Perception and attribution of governmental responsibility

Even though food safety problems involve multiple stakeholders, the government oversees food regu-
lations and administrative work and cannot be exempted from the responsibility of ensuring safety
within the food industry (Nucci et al., 2009; Wu et al., 2017). The public’s concerns about food safety
problems are rising because this matter is closely related to the public’s quality of life. As a result, food
safety problems will cause public demands for addressing this prominent issue and impose pressure on
the government’s administration (Spencer, 2008; MacLeod, 2012).

The multilevel governmental system separates the duties of supervising food safety between the
central and local governments (Si et al., 2018). China’s food safety problems indicate a paradox in cen-
tral–local relations regarding regulatory regimes, and a unitary regulatory structure has difficulties in
its effective control of food safety problems within a complex multilevel context (Yasuda, 2015). Due
to challenges from this unitary regulatory system, the central and local governments must coordinate
their regulations of food safety problems. Hence, the way citizens perceive and attribute governmental
responsibility requires further study. Is it the central or local government that is viewed as having the
major responsibility for supervising food safety? Attribution of responsibility matters because it
reflects which level of government will be under fire when there is a food safety problem. Studying
citizens’ attributions of responsibility will advance our knowledge of the politics of food safety pro-
blems in China. As previously stated, Chinese people trust the central government more than they
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do local governments. The central government also serves as a protector of people and blames local
governments and officials when food safety problems occur. Therefore, we posit that Chinese citizens
believe that local governments bear most of the responsibility for food safety problems (Figure 1).

Hypothesis 4: Chinese citizens attribute responsibility for food safety problems to the local
government.

As food safety risks are unequally distributed in the Chinese model of risk society, previous sections
of this article have analyzed how socioeconomic status affects the Chinese people’s perception of food
safety problems. The negative effects of food safety problems on the public’s trust in the government
are also contingent on socioeconomic statuses. In light of the critical citizenry theory (Norris, 1999;
Kim, 2010), the negative effect of food safety problems on political trust will be more salient in high-
status populations who have higher expectations of governmental performance. They tend to blame
the government and lose trust if a food safety situation becomes worse. If such an assumption is rea-
sonable, the government will be under less pressure from the disadvantaged population. Education
and cognitive capabilities prevent people of low socioeconomic status from recognizing the severity
of food safety problems, and their trust in the government may decrease more slowly than their coun-
terparts of higher socioeconomic statuses. Accordingly, we assume that people’s trust in the central
and local governments and their attribution of governmental responsibility changes across different
socioeconomic statuses. Ordinary people’s education and incomes moderate the effect of food safety
problems on political trust and the means of attributing the responsibility to the government.

Hypothesis 5.1: There are interaction effects of socioeconomic status and concerns about food safety
problems on the public’s trust in the central and local governments.

Hypothesis 5.2: There are interaction effects of socioeconomic status and concerns about food safety
problems on the attribution of governmental responsibility regarding food safety problems.

5. Data and methods

5.1 Data

This study will address the politics of food safety problems in China by using the latest national survey
data. The Chinese dataset of the fourth round of the Asian Barometer Survey (ABS) was conducted by
face-to-face interviews from July 2015 to March 2016.1 A representative sampling method of probabil-
ity proportional to size was applied to randomly select respondents. Residents aged 18 and above in
the sampled community were recruited. The response rate was 67.65%. The survey data are the latest
nationwide probes into the Chinese public’s perception of food safety problems, and offer empirical
materials to examine the politics of food safety problems in China.

5.2 Measures

The variable of public concerns about the food safety problem was measured by the following ques-
tion: ‘What score would you use to evaluate the current situation of food safety in China on a scale
from 0 (very good) to 10 (very bad)?’2 The higher scores indicate that a person has high levels of con-
cern about the food safety situation in China. Attribution of the government’s responsibility was

1Data analyzed in this article were collected by the Asian Barometer Project (2013–2016), which was co-directed by
Professors Fu Hu and Yun-han Chu and received major funding support from Taiwan’s Ministry of Education, Academia
Sinica and National Taiwan University. The Asian Barometer Project Office (www.asianbarometer.org) is solely responsible
for the data distribution. The authors appreciate the assistance in providing data by the institutes and individuals aforemen-
tioned. The views expressed herein are the authors own.

2Public concern about food safety was the country-specific items that were designed by the Chinese survey team.

78 Guanghua Han and Yida Zhai

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

14
68

10
99

21
00

03
72

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://www.asianbarometer.org
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1468109921000372


measured by asking respondents which level of government should take major responsibility for food
safety problems. The response of attributing responsibility to central government was coded as 1, and
attributing responsibility to local government as 0. Therefore, attribution of government responsibility
was a dummy variable.

Trust in government was measured at the central and local levels. Following previous studies
(Tolbert and Mossberger, 2006; Yang and Holzer, 2006), trust in government was measured by asking
respondents to indicate the extent of their trust in central and local governments on a six-point scale
from 1 (strongly distrust) to 6 (strongly trust). Based on Easton’s (1965) classic divisions about diffuse
and specific trust, trust in governments is specific political trust.

The demographic variables (age, gender, and education) were controlled for in regression analyses.
Age was measured on a scale from 1 (18–29 years) to 5 (over 60 years). Gender was measured as either 0
(male) or 1 (female). Education level was measured from 1 (primary school) to 4 (college and above). We
estimated the effects of economic status on public concerns about food safety problems by using ordinary
least squares (OLS) regression. The effects of public concerns about food safety on trust in central and
local governments were also estimated by OLS. As attribution of responsibility to central or local govern-
ment was coded on a binary scale, a logistic regression model is an appropriate method.

6. Results

6.1 Public awareness of food safety problems based on socioeconomic status

Table 1 presents the results regarding the relationships between socioeconomic status and the public’s
concerns about food safety problems. The two indicators of socioeconomic status were significantly
related with the perception of food safety problems. Compared with the citizens who had received

Figure 1. Main actors in the argument and related hypotheses.
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a primary school education, those who had a higher level of education were more likely to perceive
food safety problems. People with higher levels of income tended to be more concerned about food
safety problems than their low-income counterparts. The results confirm the unequal distribution
of the vulnerability of the food safety risks. Even though food safety problems threaten everyone’s
health, the disadvantaged are less conscious of the dangers to take proper precautions, and such cog-
nitive defects cause the disadvantaged to suffer from higher food safety risks. The unequal distribution
of risks means that people have different strategies to cope with food safety problems, and there is a
gap in the perception of the problems due to unequal socioeconomic statuses. Therefore, the politics of
food safety problems in China manifests itself as the unequal distribution of the vulnerability of food
safety risks among people of different socioeconomic statuses, which is the result of enlarging the
inequalities in the wake of the state-managed modernization.

6.1.1 The political impact of food safety problems on the public’s trust in the government
We explored the effects of the public’s concerns of food safety on the trust in the government. Tables 2
and 3 show the results. Governmental performance in food safety supervision involves government
bureaucracies at different levels. We examined the respective effects of public concerns about
food safety on trust in the central and local governments. Models 2 and 5 show that the public’s con-
cerns for food safety were negatively related with trust in the central and local governments (β =−0.07,
p < 0.001; β =−0.11, p < 0.001). Worse food safety situation weakens the public’s trust in the govern-
ment, whether it is the central or local government. The negative relationship between the perception
of food safety and political trust indicates that the government’s attempt to shift the responsibility is
not successful. Even though the individualization of the Chinese society forces ordinary people to take
responsibility for any risks in their daily lives, the masses believe that the government cannot be
exempt from the responsibility of food safety problems. In addition, the central government enforces
tactics to make local governments a scapegoat for the failure of food safety supervision. However, the
central government’s efforts seem ineffective. Food safety problems worsen the public’s trust in both
the central and local governments, and the central government is not exempt from losing the public’s
trust in regard to food safety problems. The worsening trust in the government is the political response
that the Chinese public has had to food safety problems.

Moreover, we are interested in whether the Chinese model of risk society intervenes in the ways in
which food safety problems affect the public’s trust in the government. As previously stated, people of
different socioeconomic statuses distinctively confront food safety risks. In such situations, the polit-
ical impact of food safety problems on the public’s trust in the government may vary among people of
different socioeconomic statuses. Even though food safety problems cause a decline in public trust, the
degree of the decline may change as people perceive the risks differently.

We empirically examined the above assumption by introducing interaction items for the socio-
economic status and perception of food safety problems. Tables 2 and 3 report the results. Models
3 and 4 tested how the negative effect of food safety problems on the public’s trust in the central gov-
ernment varies in populations of different socioeconomic statuses. First, we examined the interaction
effects of education and concerns for food safety on the public’s trust in the government. Model 3
shows that the interaction effect on trust in the central government was significant (β =−0.08,
p < 0.001). The results indicate that the negative effects of concerns for food safety on the public’s
trust in the central government were the most striking among those with a high level of education.
Highly educated people lose trust in the central government more drastically when food safety pro-
blems become worse. Next, model 4 examined the interaction effect of income and concerns for
food safety on the public’s trust in the central government. The interaction effect was not significant
(β =−0.02, p > 0.1), which indicates that the negative effect of concerns for food safety on trust in the
central government did not change with variations in income groups. Concerns regarding food safety
undermine the wealthy people’s trust in the central government as it does for poor people, and the
wealthy people did not show a significant difference from the poor people in terms of losing trust
in the central government.
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Models 6 and 7 examine how the socioeconomic status conditions the negative effects of food safety
problems on the public’s trust in local governments. The results concerning the effects in local gov-
ernments were similar to the previous findings regarding the central government. The moderation
effect for education was significant (β =−0.08, p < 0.001), while that of income was not (β =−0.01,
p > 0.1). When food safety problems become worse, people with a high level of education tended to
considerably distrust the local governments (model 6), yet the wealthy did not lose more trust in
local governments than their poor counterparts (model 7).

In the context of the individualization of Chinese society, the politics of food safety problems man-
ifests itself in the unequal distribution of the vulnerability of risks and the differentiated impacts on
political trust. The above empirical findings demonstrate that the negative effects of food safety pro-
blems on the public’s trust in the government vary across populations of different socioeconomic sta-
tuses. With an increase in the perceptions of the severity of food safety problems, the public’s trust in
the government declines drastically among those with a high level of education, while there is a slow
downward trend among the less educated. Even though ideological control persists in China’s school
system, education expands people’s cognitive capabilities and empowers them to critically understand
their lives. Our study shows that people with higher education do not blindly trust the government in
terms of food safety problems, and their trust drastically decreases when they are aware of severe food
safety situations. In contrast, the low-educated people hardly realize the food safety problems around
them, and are less inclined to withdraw trust in the government as a result of them. They may blame
the food producers and processors for the problems. Such tendencies prevent the disadvantaged from
taking collective action to impose pressure on the government.

6.1.2 Attribution of governmental responsibility regarding food safety
We examine how the public attributes responsibility to government (see Table 4). Model 8 shows that
public concerns for food safety were positively related with attribution of responsibility to the central
government (β = 0.06, p < 0.01). Even though food safety problems indiscriminately erode the public’s
trust in both the central and local governments, Chinese citizens tend to attribute the major respon-
sibility to the central government when they are more concerned about food safety problems.

The Chinese citizens’ attribution of responsibility to the central government indicates the political
impact of food safety problems. People who are more concerned about food safety problems tend to
believe that the central government should take the major administrative responsibility for an unsat-
isfactory situation. This reflects the fact that the public blames the central government more than local

Table 1. Socioeconomic status and concerns for food safety

Dependent variable: concerns for food safety (1)

Age (reference: age 18–29)
Age 30–39 0.12 (0.18)
Age 40–49 0.13 (0.18)
Age 50–59 −0.49 (0.18)**
Age 60+ −0.48 (0.18)**

Gender 0.24 (0.10)*
Education (reference: primary school)

Middle school 0.56 (0.13)***
High school 1.27 (0.17)***
College 1.62 (0.19)***

Income 0.04 (0.01)*
Intercept 4.46 (0.25)***
R2 0.10
Adjusted R2 0.09
N 2139

Note: Standard errors in parentheses.
*P < 0.05, **P < 0.01, ***P < 0.001, two-tailed test.
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governments for food safety problems, even though it is the local government that, in practice, primar-
ily exercises administrative supervision over food safety. The theory of hierarchical trust predicts that
the public attributes responsibility for poor performance to the local government and blames it, while
the central government is exempt from this responsibility and enjoys higher public trust (Li, 2016; Liu
and Raine, 2016). Our empirical evidence shows that when citizens are concerned about food safety
problems, they attribute the major responsibility to the central government rather than the local gov-
ernment. The public, and particularly the younger generation, does not transfer perceptions of failure

Table 2. Multivariate analysis of the effects of food safety concerns on trust in the central government

Dependent variable: trust in the central government

(2) (3) (4)

Age (reference: age 18–29)
Age 30–39 0.11 (0.07) 0.13 (0.07) 0.12 (0.07)
Age 40–49 0.22 (0.06)** 0.22 (0.06)*** 0.22 (0.06)**
Age 50–59 0.35 (0.07)*** 0.35 (0.07)*** 0.35 (0.07)***
Age 60+ 0.48 (0.06)*** 0.49 (0.06)*** 0.49 (0.06)***

Gender −0.14 (0.04)*** −0.14 (0.04)*** −0.14 (0.04)***
Education (reference: primary school)

Middle school 0.01 (0.05) −0.02 (0.05) 0.00 (0.05)
High school 0.04 (0.06) 0.03 (0.06) 0.04 (0.06)
College −0.12 (0.07) −0.09 (0.07) −0.12 (0.07)

Income 0.00 (0.01) 0.00 (0.01) 0.00 (0.01)
Concerns for food safety −0.07 (0.01)*** −0.07 (0.01)*** −0.07 (0.01)***
Education × concerns for food safety −0.08 (0.02)***
Income × concerns for food safety −0.02 (0.02)
Intercept 5.49 (0.10)*** 5.48 (0.10)*** 5.48 (0.10)***
R2 0.11 0.12 0.11
Adjusted R2 0.10 0.11 0.10
N 2003 2003 2003

Note: Standard errors in parentheses.
**P < 0.01, ***P < 0.001, two-tailed test.

Table 3. Multivariate analysis of the effects of food safety concerns on trust in local governments

Dependent variable: trust in local governments

(5) (6) (7)

Age (reference: age 18–29)
Age 30–39 −0.04 (0.09) −0.03 (0.09) −0.04 (0.09)
Age 40–49 0.04 (0.09) 0.04 (0.09) 0.04 (0.09)
Age 50–59 0.05 (0.09) 0.05 (0.09) 0.05 (0.09)
Age 60+ 0.22 (0.09)* 0.23 (0.09)* 0.23 (0.09)*

Gender 0.05 (0.05) 0.06 (0.05) 0.05 (0.05)
Education (reference: primary school)

Middle school 0.00 (0.07) −0.02 (0.07) 0.00 (0.07)
High school 0.11 (0.09) 0.10 (0.09) 0.11 (0.09)
College 0.16 (0.10) 0.20 (0.10) 0.16 (0.10)

Income 0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01)
Concerns for food safety −0.11 (0.01)*** −0.10 (0.01)*** −0.11 (0.01)***
Education × concerns for food safety −0.08 (0.03)*
Income × concerns for food safety −0.01 (0.03)
Intercept 4.31 (0.14)*** 4.31 (0.14)*** 4.31 (0.14)***
R2 0.05 0.06 0.05
Adjusted R2 0.04 0.05 0.04
N 2022 2022 2022

Note: Standard errors in parentheses.
*P < 0.05, ***P < 0.001, two-tailed test.
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in administration over food safety from central to local government. Therefore, the central government
becomes the target of the public’s discontent, which is most undesirable for the CCP leadership.

To test the effect of socioeconomic status, we examined the interaction effects of the socioeconomic
status and the perception of food safety problems. Model 9 tested the effect of education, and the inter-
action effect was insignificant (β = 0.05, p > 0.1). The results indicate that citizens with a high level of
education did not display a different pattern of attribution for governmental responsibility when com-
pared with those who had lower levels of education. Regardless of education, people unanimously
attributed the major responsibility to the central government in terms of food safety problems.
Model 10 tested the effect of income, and the results show that the interaction effects of income
and the perception of food safety problems were significant (β = 0.16, p < 0.01). The perceptions of
food safety had the largest effect on attributing the responsibility to the central government among
those who had a low income. When food safety problems become severe, people with low incomes
are more likely to attribute the responsibility to the central government more than wealthy people,
and they believe that the central government should take the majority of the responsibility for food
safety problems. Low-income people tend to hold a belief that as long as the central government
pays attention to food safety problems, the situation can improve rapidly.

7. Conclusion

In globalization, the risk associated with food safety is not confined to one country but is diffused
throughout the world (Nucci et al., 2009; Ross, 2012; Marques et al., 2015). Nevertheless, developing
countries face more challenges because of unsound legal and administrative systems, and a relative
absence of civil society (Soeters and Tessema, 2004; Islam and Mahmud, 2015). Although there has
been an expansion of the intermediary sector of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in China,
the CCP employs them to strengthen its rule and ruthlessly disempowers and oppresses NGOs that
may threaten state hegemony (Howell, 1995; Tam and Hasmath, 2015; Han, 2018). An absence of
independent and vibrant NGOs causes low-income and poorly educated people to be more vulnerable
while facing food safety problems. The state-managed modernization in China combines a capitalist
economy with authoritarian politics. The past few decades have witnessed marketization, the

Table 4. Logit analysis of attributing food safety issues to governments

Dependent variables: attribution of responsibility to the governments (the central government = 1)

(8) (9) (10)

Age (reference: age 18–29)
Age 30–39 −0.02 (0.17) −0.02 (0.17) −0.04 (0.17)
Age 40–49 −0.34 (0.16)* −0.33 (0.16)* −0.34 (0.16)*
Age 50–59 −0.33 (0.17) −0.33 (0.17) −0.34 (0.17)*
Age 60+ −0.29 (0.17) −0.29 (0.17) −0.32 (0.17)

Gender 0.15 (0.10) 0.15 (0.10) 0.15 (0.10)
Education (reference: primary school)

Middle school −0.10 (0.13) −0.08 (0.13) −0.06 (0.13)
High school −0.08 (0.16) −0.07 (0.16) −0.09 (0.16)
College −0.09 (0.19) −0.12 (0.19) −0.13 (0.19)

Income −0.02 (0.01) −0.02 (0.01) −0.02 (0.01)
Concerns for food safety 0.06 (0.02)** 0.06 (0.02)** 0.06 (0.02)**
Education × concerns for food safety 0.05 (0.05)
Income × concerns for food safety 0.16 (0.05)**
Intercept −0.49 (0.25) −0.49 (0.25) −0.48 (0.25)
LR χ2 23.38 24.28 33.23
Pseudo R2 0.01 0.01 0.01
N 1710 1710 1710

Note: Standard errors in parentheses.
*P < 0.05, **P < 0.01, two-tailed test.
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individualization of society, the continuity of the one-party rule, and the arrival of a Chinese model of
risk society that is comprised of conventional and post-industrial risks. Expanding economic inequal-
ities have been transforming the egalitarian nature of risk. Hence, socioeconomic status matters in
relation to people’s circumstances and the risks they face. In this sense, the findings of the present
study regarding the relationships between food safety problems, risk society, and political trust in
China have general implications for other countries.

Food safety problems not only involve public health, but also have significant political influences.
First, the political-economic outcomes of China’s modernization are the individualization of society
and the unequal distribution of the vulnerability of risks among the public. Food safety risks vary sig-
nificantly across people of different socioeconomic statuses. Second, the public’s negative perceptions
of the food safety situation cause immense damage to trust in the government. Our study shows that
food safety problems provoke a decline in political trust, and ordinary people become indiscriminately
distrustful of both the central and local governments when worrying about food safety problems. This
indicates the significance of quality-of-life issues in the public’s evaluation of government. Even
though the central government has tactics to shift the responsibility to local governments and food
producers in an attempt to avoid the public’s criticism of itself, the central government is not exempt
from losing the public’s trust with regard to food safety problems. Third, public concern about food
safety problems was positively related with the attribution of responsibility to the central government.
It is the central rather than the local government that will be under fire when the public perceives a
poor food safety situation.

Upon combining these findings, we can conclude that people with low socioeconomic statuses are
situated in an extremely disadvantaged position in the face of food safety problems. Even though there
are high risks, the people of low socioeconomic status are unable to realize the severity of the food
safety problems; they blame the government for food safety problems less than their high-status coun-
terparts. When low-status people become aware of these problems, their perceptions do not consid-
erably undermine their trust in the government which prevents them from taking collective action
to impose pressure on the government. Regarding the attribution of governmental responsibility,
the interaction effects for income and the perception of food safety problems were significant,
which indicates those with a low income were more inclined to attribute the responsibility for food
safety problems to the central government. Placing the majority of the responsibility on the central
government is due to low-status people’s expectations for it to solve the problems for the sake of
the ‘people’s interests.’ They tend to believe that the ‘benevolent’ central government will secure
food safety for the sake of people. The cognitive dissonance theory (Festinger, 1957) may account
for the psychological mechanism of the cognition of poor people. Under financial constraints,
those with a low income have limited options in dealing with food safety problems, and even have
not recognized the severity of the food safety risks threatening their health. They have to believe
that the central government has taken responsibility to ensure food safety to prevent anxiety and dis-
comfort. The unequal socioeconomic status and authoritarian political culture constrains and frames
their perception of food safety problems and the roles of the government.

As food safety risks are unequally distributed and the individualization of Chinese society recon-
structs individual–state relations, we further examined whether the negative effects of food safety pro-
blems on the public’s trust in the government varied across different socioeconomic-status groups. The
results show that the negative effect of concern was most significant in highly educated people. Such
patterns were also observed in the interaction effect of the concerns for food safety and education on
the public’s trust in local governments. Therefore, an increase in education will reinforce this negative
effect. Reducing unequal income distribution and improving the education of ordinary people is cru-
cial for them to recognize the risk around them. As long as people are aware of dangers in food safety,
they can take measures to reduce risk and create pressure on governments. Moreover, given the nega-
tive effects of the individualization of society, citizens should set up non-government organizations
and use digital technologies to enhance societal capabilities of supervision and punishment.
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Future research should be undertaken in two directions to further the understanding of the politics of
food safety. The first is to examine how citizens’ experience with food safety problems affects their diffuse
political trust. The present study only tests trust in the central and local governments that is specific political
trust. In theory, diffuse trust is distinct from trust in specific political institutions (Easton, 1965). It is valu-
able to explore the effects of food safety problems on diffuse trust in the regime and the overall political
community. In addition, food production and transportation links with places. The distance between
food producers and consumers in rural areas is less, whereas urban areas import a wide variety of foodstuffs
from other places with high mobility of foodstuffs. Differences between urban and rural areas may affect
citizens’ perceptions of food safety problems and their attribution of governments’ responsibility. Future
studies should systematically examine the effects of differences between urban and rural areas. The second
direction is to examine whether the politics of food safety problems are applicable to other quality-of-life
issues. Replicating and extending the present study’s findings to other public concerns about emerging
quality-of-life issues will help to better understand the outcomes of the Chinese model of risk society
and the individualization of society. It will also help identify new challenges that face governmental admin-
istration in China. Only by understanding the public’s newly emerging demands and their impacts on trust
in the government, can we capture the dynamics of China’s politics and its future transformation.
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