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Abstract: We review relevant literature to propose the connotation and operation logic of food safety
co-governance, systematically constitute by roles, functions, as well as the boundaries of public
government, enterprise, and social forces. The major thesis is that social co-governance is a kind of
societal-wide innovation (i.e., social innovation) that integrates diverse resources and efforts from
multiple stakeholders for better and sustainable development of an economy’s food institution and
system. We then put forward a prospect of the future research on food safety risk co-governance.
Theoretical, practical, and policy implications are discussed.

Keywords: food safety risk; social co-governance; literature review; research prospects; social
innovation; sustainability

1. Background

Food safety risks around the world have proposed challenges faced by all countries [1-5].
Each year approximately 18 million people die from consumption of unhygienic food and water [6].
In terms of economic theory, the root cause of food safety problems is information asymmetry between
food consumers and manufacturers. Market failure that is caused by information asymmetry needs
to be addressed by government administrative intervention [7]. Therefore, food safety regulations in
most developed countries focus on regulating food production processes or safety levels by mandatory
standards. However, the bovine spongiform encephalopathy crisis in 1996, which originated in the
United Kingdom and caused global panic, and other major food safety incidents that followed,
have shaken and seriously dampened public confidence in the government’s ability to manage
food safety risks [8,9]. Under the circumstances, the governments urgently needed to find more
effective approaches to food safety risk governance in response to public expectations and media
pressure [10]. Since, the governments of developed countries began to reform the structure of food
safety regulations [11-13]

Among the newly proposed thinking, co-governance has emerged as a more transparent and
effective way by encouraging social participation for the collective pursuit of food safety [14-16].
Extensive social governance practices in developed countries have demonstrated that outsourcing
some public governance functions can solve tight government budgets and limited governance
resources [17,18]. With the rapid development of food production technology and the increasingly
international supply chain, non-government actors, such as companies and industry associations,
have unique advantages in food production technology and management [19]. They can supplement
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government efforts and play an important role in preventing food safety risks [20]. When compared
with traditional governance mechanisms, co-governance can guarantee food safety with lower costs
and more efficient resource allocation, and thus has become the basic form of food safety risk
governance worldwide [21].

In view of the more complex and premature regulatory systems, it is clear that a regulatory
approach that relies solely on the government is unlikely to be effective in food safety risk governance.
Knowing this, many of the new economies in the world started to take the social governance way
alone with their other open dimensions in national development. For example, at the National Food
Safety Awareness Week held in June 2013, Yang Wang, Vice-Premier of the State Council of China,
explicated the concept of food safety risk co-governance for the first time. The core elements of such
idea are “corporate self-governance, government regulation, social cooperation, public participation,
and legal protection”. Additionally, in the Food Safety Law of China, co-governance has become the
basic principle for food safety risk governance in China.

Emphasized heavily in practices though, co-governance is academically a new concept, of which a
systematic review for the literature is wanting. The investigation of major theoretical issues regarding
food safety risk co-governance, such as basic connotation, internal logic, and scope definition, is still in
its infancy as to academic community, the government, and civil society. In view of this, the purpose
of this paper is to review the evolution of theoretical issues regarding food safety risk co-governance
from the perspectives of connotation, operational logic, and scope of each actor based on recent studies
in other countries, in order to provide reference for future studies.

2. Social Co-Governance for Food Safety Risk

In the late 20th century, the high welfare policies of developed countries resulted in overstaffed
and inefficient government agencies [22]. The regulatory capacity of the government lagged behind
social development, especially in the management of environmental protection, market monopolies,
and food safety issues [22]. At the same time, the overall rise of social organizations and citizen groups
greatly promoted the development of social governance [23]. The government had to coordinate and
cooperate with social actors in many aspects [23]. By the end of the 20th century, the theory of social
governance emphasizing construction of a collaborative network that enables multilateral interaction
between diverse, decentralized actors began to blossom [24]. An inclusive and flexible concept of
co-governance was formed. In general, the main actors of social governance include the government,
non-governmental organizations (social organizations, communities, and media), market players
(manufacturers), and individuals [24]. The goals of social governance are to control strategic direction,
coordinate social economy and cultural environment, coordinate conflicts of interest between different
groups, utilize resources efficiently, prevent externalities, serve customers, and ultimately maximize
social benefits [25]. The forms of social governance include rule by law, rule by virtue, self-governance,
and co-governance [26]. Noticeably, actors that are involved in governance are equal partners, which
is different from top-down, vertical, one-way government governance activities [27]. As an important
form of governance, co-governance is an extension and concretization of the social governance theory.
At present, co-governance is mainly defined from the perspectives of mechanism and actors [28].

2.1. Mechanism

As to the concept of co-governance, Ayres and Braithwaite, and Cary and David suggest that
co-governance can be understood as social self-governance under government regulation. It is
the extension and development of a unitary government governance mechanism [29], and social
self-governance based on government regulation [30]. It combines government regulation and social
self-governance [31]. Fairman and Yapp indicate that co-governance is social self-governance under
the regulation of external actors, such as the government [32]. Despite their different wordings,
these statements convey the same meaning, that is, co-governance is a middle way that combines
traditional government regulation and social self-governance without government regulation. On this
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basis, Sinclair argues that manifestations of co-governance are bound to vary greatly as government
regulation and social self-governance can be combined in diverse ways [33].

2.2. Actors

In the early 1990s, the Dutch government believed that the establishment of a clear coordination
and collaboration relationship between the government and social actors, including citizens and
social organizations, within the legal framework was very important for improving the quality of
legislation. To this end, the subsidiary principle was clearly proposed in relevant documents. This is an
early form of co-governance in government documents. In 2000, the British government incorporated
co-governance in the Communications Act 2003, and viewed it as a process of ensuring that an effective
and acceptable plan is developed by the active and interactive participation of all actors. This actually
considers co-governance as a form of cooperation between government agencies and companies
in social governance [34]. In this case, governance responsibilities are shared by the government
and companies as agreed in the cooperation [35]. Furthermore, Eijlander argues from a legal point
of view that co-governance is a hybrid approach to solve specific problems through coordination
and cooperation between government and non-government actors, which results in agreements,
conventions, and even laws [36]. Elodie and Julie suggest that co-governance is the process by which
government and non-governmental organizations, including the general public, as well as other
stakeholders, jointly formulate or participate in the formulation of laws and governance agreements or
rules [37].

In view of the importance of preventing food safety risks, researchers have extended the concept
of co-governance to food safety risk governance. Fearne and Martinez defines food safety risk
co-governance as the process by which the government and companies cooperate to construct an
effective food safety system to ensure better food safety in production and protect consumers from
risks, such as foodborne diseases, under the premise that all stakeholders in the food supply chain
(from production to consumption) can benefit from improved governance efficiency [38]. Marian
suggests that food safety risk co-governance is the process by which the government and social
organizations coordinate and cooperate in setting food safety standards, process implementation,
enforcement, and monitoring in order to provide higher quality and safer food at a lower governance
cost [21]. Standards setting refers to development of references of quality level when defining
acceptable food quality and safety. Process implementation simply refers to putting those stands into
practices. Enforcement refers to ensuring the correct implementation through law and regulation.
Monitoring refers to a constant review of the situation in accordance to the implementation of food
safety and quality standards.

Based on the theoretical research results and experiences of developed countries, it is proposed
in this paper that food safety risk co-governance is the process by which all participating actors
cooperate and work together based on their respective functions to regulate food safety at a lower
cost by the combined and synergetic use of multiple instruments, such as government regulation,
market incentives, technical regulation, social supervision, and information dissemination, under the
framework of laws and regulations and under the premise of balancing the interests and responsibilities
of the diverse actors, in order to ensure higher level of food safety and achieve maximum social welfare.
In the nature of the proposed model of social co-governance, it ideally has an assumption of ‘balance
between multiple parties. Without balance (i.e., a situation of dis-equilibrium of the power relations
among government, company, and society), the “co-" governance could not be possible. Thus, it is
difficulty to offer the negative outcome of the social co-governance model per se (emphasis added).

Note that the concept of co-governance implicates that the rights and freedom of government,
enterprises, and social forces are equal, as they intend to contribute to the improvement of food safety.
Such rights and freedom are not directly reflected by the legislation power defined by law. On the
contrary, due to heterogeneous but complementary capabilities that are possessed by these different
parties, government, enterprises, and social forces could all contribute differently but effectively to
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food safety for the whole society. Overall, the connotation of food safety risk co-governance is visually
depicted in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Connotation of food safety risk co-governance.

3. Operational Logic of Food Safety Risk Co-Governance

Since the 1990s, public governance theory has developed rapidly and it has become a popular
topic in social science research. When compared with traditional social management theories, public
governance theory overcomes the simplistic dichotomy between government and market. It recognizes
the objective existence of “government failure”and “market failure”, and even their coexistence in
some areas, and it suggests that the third sector, also known as the “third hand”, has to be introduced
into the governance of public affairs. Moreover, the theory argues that the government, the market,
and the third sector should be in equal positions and form a coordinated and effective network in order
to more effectively distribute social benefits and ensure the maximization of social welfare. Based on
public governance theory [39,40], food safety is characterized by inseparable utility, nonrivalrous
consumption, and nonexcludable benefits; therefore, food safety possesses the characteristics of public
goods. The occurrence of food quality and safety incidents can cause public health damage, have
a significant impact on the healthy development of the food industry, and even pose a huge threat
to social and political stability; therefore, food safety risks are a public crisis [41,42]. Hence, it is
the responsibility of the government to prevent food safety risks and ensure food safety. However,
food is also an ordinary good. The demand for food production and the supply of the entire society
should be met through market mechanisms. Nevertheless, food possesses search, experience, and
credence attributes. As one of the attributes, credence (e.g., pesticide residues in vegetables or oil
used in hot pots), cannot be ascertained by consumers until sometime after purchase or can never
be ascertained. This, however, is often clear to producers [43]. As market failure is caused by food
safety information asymmetry between producers and consumers [7], government intervention is
therefore required. Traditional theories and practices of food safety risk governance are mainly based
on the principle of “improving government regulation”.In fact, when considering the changes in the
food safety risk governance system, developed countries generally initially adopted a government-led
approach. However, in the context of the increasing specialization in food production and the gradual
internationalization of food trade, the government has its own limitations. In other words, the
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government fails in food safety risk governance [44]. Due to its complexity, diversity, and technical
and social nature, food safety risk governance cannot rely solely on the government. Therefore, the
focus should not only be on government governance and corporate self-governance, but also on the
engagement of social actors, such as social organizations and the general public, thereby achieving
effective co-governance by the entire society [45,46].

As a new form of governance, the emergence of co-governance has completely changed the
understanding of ex-post food safety risk governance and has compensated for the shortcomings of the
traditional government regulation approach [47]. Based on the research results of May and Burby [48],
Elodie and Julie [37] developed a framework for analyzing co-governance in enforcing food safety, as
shown in Figure 2.
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Figure 2. A framework for analyzing co-governance in enforcing food safety. Source: Elodie and
Julie (2012).

From the perspective of both philosophy andstrategy, co-governance is more proactive and
creative in managing food safety risks. For example, traditional regulation by the government alone
imposes severe punishment on corporate offenders identified by random inspections. In contrast,
co-governance brings together various actors to prevent corporate violations through a series of
measures, such as education and training, and it encourages corporate compliance with the law
through targeted inspections and market incentives. Therefore, co-governance enables more actors to
participate in food safety risk governance, thereby improving governance flexibility, extending policy
applicability, and reducing public costs [29,31]. The practices in developed countries have proved that
co-governance brings about significant changes in food safety risk governance. Based on the literature,
these changes can be summarized into three categories.

3.1. A New Combination and Qualitative Improvement of Regqulatory Capacity

When compared with traditional governance, co-governance engages nongovernment actors,
such as social organizations, companies, the media, and the public, in food safety risk governance
through effective mechanisms. The result is that a much larger number of actors are able to play a role
in governance [21]. Social actors play an important role in providing higher quality and safer food in a
way that complements government governance [21]. Food industry organizations and manufacturers
are generally more aware of food quality, while governments can create reputation-based incentives
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to monitor food quality. This indicates strong complementarity between government governance
and corporate and social governance [49]. Co-governance allows all actors to give full play to their
competence [50] and it is thus more effective than traditional governance [11,36]. For example, in the
framework of the EU food hygiene regulations, governments, companies, social organizations, and
citizens have actively participated in the regulation of food safety and played an important role in
ensuring food safety [51].

3.2. New Improvements in Qualityand the Practicality of Legal Standards

Co-governance improves the quality and practicality of legal standards in food safety regulation.
On the one hand, expertise in food quality and safety is the basis for the development of appropriate
laws [33]. The engagement of nongovernment actors, such as companies and industry organizations,
can help in the development of more wellconsidered food safety standards and regulations, owing to
their unique advantages in this regard [19]. On the other hand, the government can directly upgrade
the nongovernmental standards that were developed by companies or industry organizations to
national legal standards [31]. Since these standards are based on expertise in the food industry, they
can be applied relatively perfectly to the food industry and are considered to be the most adequate and
effective [52,53]. Moreover, food companies feel a sense of belonging and ownership [54] and are more
likely to understand and comply with new legal standards developed with their participation [55].
In the EU, legal food safety standards have combined government standards with industry and
corporate standards [16,56,57].

3.3. New Changes in Governance Efficiency and Cost

Co-governance can reduce the cost and improve the efficiency of food safety regulation.
The participation of multiple actors helps to achieve decisions that are in line with the actual corporate
or industry situation, thereby improving the practicality of the decisions that are made and reducing
the burden on all actors [58]. Moreover, co-governance can distinguish between high-risk and low-risk
companies, so the government can carry out targeted inspections. This will lead to greater pressure on
high-risk companies and a reduced burden on law-abiding companies [59]. In the United Kingdom,
farms participating in farm insurance are inspected at a rate of 2%, while nonparticipating farms are
inspected at a rate of 25%. This has led to a cost reduction of £571,000 per year for participating farms
and £2 million for the local government agencies [60].

Co-governance mode for food safety is beneficial for the collaboration among government,
enterprises, and social forces, with their heterogeneous but complementary capabilities being fully
utilized. As to the capability of distinguishing between high- versus and low-risk companies, China’s
can also serve as a good example. With the big data accumulated by China’s Customs regarding
the rejected food by other countries, clear identification of high-risk companies with highly rejected
items as their core products could be made. Such big data is shared among the three major actors
of the co-governance system, in order to allow government’s monitoring, enterprises’ self-reflection,
and social forces” warning functions. Even the consumers could adjust their consumption behaviors
based on such data sources [61]. In sum, as compared to the government dominating model of food
safety governance with single source of information, the risk identifying capability is largely improved
(in co-governance mode) by transparent information flows among government, enterprises, social
forces, and even consumers.

Therefore, when compared with traditional government regulation, co-governance is more flexible
and efficient in regulating food safety. Under the operational logic of co-governance, food safety
risk governance has transformed from a traditional punishment-oriented approach to a modern
prevention-oriented approach [37].
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4. Role of Government in Food Safety Risk Co-Governance

The traditional theoretical research on food safety risk governance is mainly based on the principle
of “improving government regulation”, with an emphasis on severe punishment. In the 1990s, under
public pressure from frequent flagrant food safety incidents, developed countries strengthened their
food safety risk governance by ex-ante legislation and ex post direct intervention based on the principle
of severe punishments [11]. However, due to the complexity, diversity, technicality, and sociality of
food safety risk governance, it was later realized that there were substantial problems in relying
solely on administrative departments to enforce food safety. Colin et al. argue that the fragmented
organization of regulatory agencies leads to significant dissipation and the weakening of the regulatory
capacity and even administrative corruption, such as rent seeking and rent setting [62].

Despite all of these problems with traditional regulation, the government plays an irreplaceable
role in food safety risk co-governance [63]. In fact, it is of the utmost importance for the government
to identify its role and scope in co-governance. David et al. propose that the government needs to
steer rather than row and to empower rather than serve [64]. In contrast, Janet and Robert argue
that the government needs to serve rather than steer in order to meet the individual needs of citizens
as much as possible without making decisions for them [65]. The Better Regulation Task Force
suggests that, for any given food safety problem, the level of government intervention may range
from doing nothing—leaving the market to find the requisite solution—to direct regulation [66].
Garcia further divides government governance into six stages in terms of intervention level: no
government intervention, corporate self-governance, co-governance, information and education,
market incentives, and direct government command and control (Table 1) [21]. At the third stage,
co-governance, the government has a specific function and role.

Table 1. Government intervention in food safety risk governance.

Stage Intervention Description

1 No government intervention No action

Voluntary code of conduct
2 Corporate self-governance Farm management system
Corporate quality management system

Regulation by law

3 Co-governance .
Governance by government policies and management measures

Communicating information on food safety regulation to the public
4 Information and education Providing information and guidance to consumers
Publishing the identities of violating companies

Rewarding companies for safe production

5 Market incentive . . . : .
° Creating market incentives for investment in food safety

Direct regulation
6 Direct government command and control =~ Law enforcement and inspectionSanctions and punishment for
violating companies

Source: Garcia et al. (2007).

The basic functions of the government in food safety risk co-governance are further described
as follows.

4.1. Creating an Institutional Environment That Guarantees Market and Social Order

In the framework of co-governance, the most important responsibility of the government as a
leader is to create an institutional environment that guarantees market and social order [67]. It is
the responsibility of the government to ensure that companies produce food according to legal
standards [37]. Moreover, the government has the responsibility to establish an effective mechanism for
punishing violating companies under the legal framework, which is conducive to building consumer
confidence in food safety risk governance [61]. However, government regulation and punishment
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should be set at a level that encourages companies to voluntarily implement quality assurance
systems, such as Hazard Analysis and Critical Control Point (HACCP), without undermining their
enthusiasm and decision-making flexibility in autonomous production. This is a major challenge for
governments [31].

4.2. Establishing a Compact and Flexible Regulatory Structure

The effectiveness of food safety risk governance depends on the regulatory structure.
A decentralized, inflexible structure can severely limit the ability of actors to cope with changing
food safety risks [68,69]. Therefore, the government needs to construct a compact and flexible
co-governance structure by employing different combinations of policy instruments that are based on
the actual situation [70,71]. The lack of trust between actors in the food supply chain can seriously
impede cooperation [21,38]. Therefore, information exchange and legislation should form an essential
component of the regulatory structure in order to address the distrust in the regulatory structure
through information disclosure and exchange [72].

4.3. Building a Collaborative Partnership with Companies and Social Actors

As a key actor in public governance, the government should exert its strong influence on bringing
together companies and social actors in food safety risk governance by continuously promoting
cooperation with companies, social organizations, and individuals, etc. [36]. The government
should build an equal, coordinated, orderly, friendly, and collaborative partnership with companies,
consumers, social organizations, and other actors with an open and inclusive attitude in the system of
food safety risk co-governance. On the other hand, efforts should also be made to reduce buck-passing
and disinterest among government agencies to improve the regulatory capacity [73]. Moreover,
government information should be disclosed in an open and transparent manner to increase the trust
of other actors in the government in order to promote cooperation with companies and social actors
and to create a harmonious and orderly co-governance environment [74]. In addition, providing timely
information, education, and training for food companies can improve the relationship between the
government and companies [32,75].

5. Role of Companies in Food SAFETY risk Co-Governance

The behaviors of food companies, especially producers, directly or indirectly determine food
quality and safety. Co-governance requires food companies to assume more responsibility for food
safety [37]. However, the ultimate goal of companies is to obtain economic benefits. Food producers
and traders decide whether to comply with food safety regulations based on the costs and benefits.
The responses can range from full compliance to noncompliance [76]. Food companies also assess the
costs and benefits of their internal (resource) and external (reputation and punishment) incentives and
then determine the appropriate safeguards to achieve a certain food safety level based on budget limits,
marketing strategies, and market structure [77]. Therefore, it is necessary to use market mechanisms to
induce companies to fulfill their responsibilities as actors in food safety risk co-governance.

5.1. Enhancing Corporate Self-Governance

For companies, high food quality not only means no punishment but also a good reputation
and consequent benefits. Enhancing corporate self-governance is an important part of ensuring food
quality [38]. Corporate self-governance involves risk analysis and control. In this regard, HACCP
is one of the most widely recognized approaches to preventing food safety risks and it has been
implemented in many food companies within in the EU and the US [78]. While food quality and sales
incentives can encourage companies to implement HACCP, its use is limited by company size [79].
Due to the lack of funds and technology, mediumand small companies, which account for the vast
majority of food companies, find it difficult to implement HACCP and similar quality control systems
and the need to implement self-regulation based on their own specific circumstances [32,80].
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5.2. Ensuring Food Quality through Contractual Mechanisms

As food companies in developed countries often achieve quality and safety in food production
and transactions through vertical contract incentives, the midstream and downstream manufacturers
play a particularly important role in the food supply chain. To better control product quality, contract
incentives will become increasingly common among farmers, processors, transporters, and retailers
in the food supply chain. When the characteristics of the product being sold are easily identifiable,
contract terms will focus on financial incentives; otherwise, the focus will be on defining specific inputs
and behavioral requirements [81]. Downstream companies can use high-precision inspection systems
to ensure the quality and safety of raw materials and half-done products from upstream companies
and obtain compensation from upstream companies through contractual mechanisms in the case of
food safety and quality problems. In this way, upstream companies are motivated to take measures to
ensure the safety and quality of the food produced [82]. Therefore, participants in the food supply
chain can control the quality of the final product for consumers through contract terms [83].

5.3. Communicating Safety Information to Consumers

Food companies can communicate safety information to consumers using instruments, such as
certification, labeling and traceability systems, to solve food safety information asymmetry. In terms
of certification and labeling, certification by local private organizations or at the farm level, as well
as quality and safety standards that are established by retailers, has been used in addition to the
certification standards set by international organizations and governments in developed countries [84].
An example, EUREP GAP (Good Agricultural Practice) is a standard developed by the Euro-Retailer
Produce Working Group (EUREP) in compliance with the Anti-Trust Act to provide integrated farm
assurance, integrated aquaculture assurance, and technical specifications for tea, flowers, and coffee,
etc. [85]. These technical specifications are reflected in many ways, such as equipment standards,
production processes, packaging processes, and quality management, and at times are even more
stringent than the legal norms [86]. Traceability systems, on the one hand, allow for the differentiation
of food with a safety credence attribute to ensure food safety for consumers, and, on the other hand,
enable companies to reduce the costs in the production and marketing of risky food to obtain a net
income [87].

6. Role of Social Actors in Food Safety Risk Co-Governance

Social actors are an important part of food safety risk co-governance. They are a powerful
supplement to government governance and corporate self-governance and determine the success
or failure of public policies [88-90]. Social actors are defined as basic units that can participate
in and act on social development. As the “third sector”, which is relatively independent of
the government and market, social actors are mainly composed of citizens and various social
organizations [91,92]. Social organizations mainly include associations, clubs, health care organizations,
educational institutions, social service agencies, advocacy groups, foundations, and self-help groups
with membership requirements [93]. As the state-society and public-private link, social organizations
tend to establish equal and mutually beneficial cooperation in accordance with the interests of the
majority of the public. Such efforts can reduce the uncertainty of regulatory policies and effectively
compensate for government and market failures [94]. On the one hand, social organizations can
supervise government activities and force the government to correct misconduct, thus compensating
for government failure [95]. On the other hand, in the case of contract failure in the market, nonprofit
social organizations can effectively restrict the opportunism of producers in order to remedy market
failure, thereby meeting public demand for social public goods [96]. Social organizations in the US and
EU often participate in food safety regulation through organized demonstrations, protests, publicity,
and boycotts [97].
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Individuals are the best judges of their own actions [98]. Therefore, every citizen is the best
regulator of food safety. Citizens can participate in food safety regulation anytime, anywhere, and in
various ways, such as through the Internet, which is a convenient and easily accessible means [99].
However, it is difficult even for scientists in the field of food safety to fully understand food safety
due to its vast content. Therefore, it is difficult for the public, which has relatively limited knowledge
of food safety, to effectively participate in food safety risk governance. Nevertheless, improving the
transparency and traceability of food safety systems can significantly enhance consumers’ regulatory
capability [100]. For example, because of concerns about the safety of genetically modified food, citizens
have called for and required adequate information disclosure by the government and companies in
order to protect their rights [101].

7. Summary and Future Research

In summary, the connotation and operational logic of food safety risk co-governance, as well as
the role and scope of each actor, have been extensively described in the literature. This has important
implications for further theoretical research and the practice of food safety risk co-governance.
In particular, the relationship between the government and food companies has been transformed
from the traditional unequal regulator-regulatee relationship to an equal collaborative interactive
relationship with particular emphasis on corporate self-governance. However, experiences from other
countries need to be adapted due to institutional differences. The current definition and practice of
food safety risk co-governance in every country is based on its own circumstances. For example, in
the vertical regulatory system that was implemented by the US federal government, national public
goods are mainly supplied by the central government, with an emphasis on the self-regulation of
food producers. In other countries, in contrast, local governments may take overall responsibility for
food safety regulation based on the principle of reducing social risks. Therefore, to add dedicated
knowledge to the literature, future studies are encouraged to conduct context-specific investigations
that help explicate special institutional, economic, and societal characteristics that might make the
practices of social co-governance different from that of other countries. To take China as an instance, its
food safety situation has attracting attentions, since it is one that with the highest amount of population
with huge needs in food consumption. Although China’s food safety risk governance standards
have been improved rapidly in recent years, it still faces problems and has room for improvement.
Therefore, promoting empirical research on the social co-governance of food safety risks in China
has positive and practical significance. Future studies may follow these suggested three directions.
First, China’s food safety governance is based on the responsibility system taken heavily by local
governments, while non-government organizations have played relative insignificant roles. It might
be important to investigate on how local government could motivate and leverage the capabilities
of non-governance organizations to benefit on co-governance. Second, there is a large number of
micro-enterprises (i.e., owning less than ten workers) in China’s food industries. It would be a great
challenge to encourage self-regulation for these micro-enterprises. Third, it is also important to research
on the context-specific construction of a food safety co-governance system of China’s own, additional
to referencing western countries’ practices.
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