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The social amplification of food risks: An empirical study

Toshiko Kikkawa and *Nobuko Ueno

(Keio University and *The Institute for Future Technology)

This study examined the social amplification of food risks. In Japan, greater health
consciousness has increased public attention to food-related risks, particularly since the
discovery of a cow infected with Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy (BSE) in September
2001. Large-scale outbreaks of food-borne illness followed the BSE incident and further
heightened attention on food-related risks. Such food scares have massive social and
economic impacts, and mitigation of these impacts is a major concern of both the food
industry and the Japanese government. For example, media reports of food-related risks
often result in sharp declines in sales of associated foods, even if the risk is comparatively
small. The Japanese term fuhyo-higai (damage caused by rumor) is often used to describe
these impacts (ie., the stigmatization of certain foods) .

However, few empirical studies have quantitatively and qualitatively evaluated the
impacts. For example, the “fuhyo-hugai” effect has not been confirmed. The phenomenon
of food-risk amplification has also been attributed to mismanagement by the Japanese
government on the one hand and to the herd mentality of people guided by misleading
information from the mass media on the other. The herd mentality hypothesis, as frequently
repeated by risk experts and food industry spokespeople, presumes that people are
unreasonable and excessively fearful of low-probability risks. However, there is no evidence
to support this claim.

Quantitative analysis of a survey of chicken industry association members in Japan and
qualitative analysis of interviews with some food industry professionals revealed that they
perceived the cause of social amplification of food risks quite differently from consumers
and food retailers. In addition, the impacts were found to be relatively short-lived because
consumers are apt to forget incidents more readily than expected.

These findings highlight the importance of clear communication for mutual understanding

of food-related risks and for dispelling misunderstandings among interested parties.



