
Archived at the Flinders Academic Commons: 
http://dspace.flinders.edu.au/dspace/ 

‘This is the peer reviewed version of the following article: 
Coveney, J., Henderson, J., Meyer, S., Mamerow, L., Taylor, 
A., Ward, P., & Wilson, A. (n.d.). Consumer Trust. The SAGE 
Encyclopedia of Food Issues. SAGE Publications, Inc. https://
doi.org/10.4135/9781483346304.n96 

which has been published in final form at 
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781483346304.n96 

© 2015 SAGE Publications, Inc. All Rights Reserved. Archived 
with permission of the publisher.  SAGE material is not to be 
used for commercial MOOCs or any other commercial 
purposes without permission. 

http://dspace.flinders.edu.au/dspace/


Consumer trust in food 

 

 

John Coveney1, Julie Henderson3, Samantha Myer1, Loreen Mamerow1, Anne Taylor2, Paul 

Ward1, Annabelle Wilson1. 

 
 
1Discipline of Public Health, Flinders University, Adelaide, 5001, Australia  
2Population Research & Outcome Studies (PROS), Discipline of Medicine, University of Adelaide, 

5000, Australia  
3School of Nursing and Midwifery, Flinders University, Adelaide, 5001, Australia  

 
 

In the past two decades, food industries in developed countries have experienced increasing 

numbers of food scares that have resulted in increased consumer concerns about the safety of 

food. Concerns about the safety and quality of food have become one of the most prominent 

issues about food. Media coverage of incidents around food safety and the increased attention 

to food scares internationally (Bovine spongiform encephalopathy, genetic modification, 

pesticides, salmonella, listeria etc) have raised public concerns around food safety.  

 

As the result of food scares and food safety issues, as well as resulting media stories, there has 

been a decline in trust in the food supply and production. This decline in trust has led to 

decreased demands in the foods in question and the purchase of foods from associated 

companies. For example, within Western Europe, there has been a growing public unease 

about the health and safety of modern food production. Food-related scares have dominated 

the news media and has led to the erosion of public trust as well as increasing consumer 

confusion about food safety and diet issues. In addition, the increase in information from the 

media regarding what to eat, and where to eat, differs according to the ‘expert’ in question. 

The results have been a decline in the authority of experts generally.  

 

Reasons for declining trust in food 

The concerns regarding food production and safety may reflect consumers’ lack of knowledge 

with respect to the production and technology of food. Some studies have found that many 

consumers harbour incorrect beliefs regarding food additives (e.g. the harms of artificial 

colouring) leading to concerns that may be unfounded, scientifically. However, scientific facts 

– especially when conveyed poorly or by vested interests - do not always pacify consumer 

worries, and often the legitimacy of the messenger is as important as that of the message.  

 



The lack of control and knowledge over the foods consumers purchase may in part be the 

result of the growing gap between the producers and consumers of food. Modern society has 

become more complex and consequently, the choices individuals make about food have 

become increasingly complex: What do we buy? Who do we buy from? Locally or globally? 

Organic or non-organic? Ethically or economically? The role of trust in food has become 

increasingly complex because individuals cannot possible be knowledgeable about all of the 

underlying issues surrounding food choices.  

 

The need for trust stems from public realisation that  individuals have a level of reliance on 

food production, regulation and marketing; we all have to eat. We rely on expert systems to 

provide us with expert information regarding the food we should eat because as lay 

individuals, we often do not have the resources or knowledge to adequately navigate our food 

choices. The distance between populations - spatially, technologically and culturally - from 

their food supply, and increase of manufactured global foods which has displace traditional 

diets, have all meant that people have come to depend on food producers, scientific experts, 

the media and governments for guidance. 

 
How do we conceptualise food trust? 

Trust has been conceptualised as representing a central motif of late modernity and the 

demarcation between what has been called ‘pre-modern’ and ‘modern’ society.  In addition, 

trust is seen as a vital component of salutogenesis (i.e. health creation), wellbeing and 

happiness. Debates about food trust can be set within a landscape of multiple and competing 

discourses (within and between lay, media and professional sources) around ‘un/healthy, 

risky food’.   

 

With an ever expanding access to various forms of knowledge, the multiple truth claims and 

contested nature of science (e.g. food safety) has led many suggesting that we are in a state of 

‘liminality’.  The consequences of this is that lay people begin to question the validity of 

scientific knowledge and hence, the ‘trustfulness’ of both food safety ‘experts’ and the system 

on which their knowledge is based.  In this way, trust in the food system can no longer be 

simply taken for granted or expected: it has to be constantly invented and reinvented and 

maintained.  Indeed, the process of negotiation and lack of guaranteed trust by lay audiences 

may represent a deconstruction of the formally perceived dichotomy between ‘lay’ and 

‘expert’ as, in the process, this distinction becomes increasingly meaningless and subjective.  

 



Finally, most theorists suggest that trust is operationalised at two inter-related levels: inter-

personal trust and system-based trust (also called generalized trust, institutional trust or 

trust in abstract systems).  The two levels of trust are inter-related in that the 

shopkeeper/butcher/baker, for example, is the public face of the food system, and therefore 

in some way will influence levels of trust in the food system.  Nevertheless, the theory 

suggests that an individual may have trust in their butcher due to personal experience, 

although have mistrust in the food system (e.g. due to media reporting).  They may feel that 

their butcher is doing everything for them, within the restraints of a system which is 

unhelpful or inequitable.  Conversely, an individual may have complete mistrust of their 

butcher, whilst still retaining trust in the system. Anthony Giddens calls the meeting points of 

interpersonal and systems based trust ‘access points’.  In this example, the supermarket is the 

access point where the butcher is seen to represent or be responsible for the food system. 

 
In relation to food and health, trust is crucial if consumers are to recognise and accept the 

benefits of new food technologies, follow expert advice on healthier eating, and feel assured 

that food regulation is protecting their best interests. In some countries, a lack of trust has 

had a detrimental effect on public confidence in the integrity of the food supply, leaving 

consumers vulnerable to misinformation and poor dietary choices. 

 
How is food trust exercised? 

Food trust is mostly exercised as decisions at point of purchase. These decisions may be 

witnessed in the form of accepting or rejecting certain forms of production (rejecting GM, 

choosing organic and free range) or through choosing alternative forms of consumption 

(buying locally, choosing vegan or vegetarian lifestyles). The power for consumers lies in their 

ability to reject or ignore professional or ‘expert’ advice. However, as humans, all individuals 

need to eat and a large proportion of the lay population rely on systems of knowledge (expert 

systems of regulation, production) to provide them with the necessary information to make 

informed decisions about food and what to eat. Additionally, even for the reflexive informed 

individual, the dilemma remains as to how they find a trustworthy source of information. It 

has been suggested that the special separation between production and consumption has led 

to a less reflexive consumers.  

 

The need for ‘expert’ information has grown over the last decade. With consumers becoming 

increasingly concerned about the health risks posed by consumption, it has become difficult 

for the general public to assess risks using physical attributes traditionally used such as smell 



and taste. Indeed, consumers now rely on trust in producers, retailers and regulators to 

ensure that the health impacts of consumption are minimised. 

 

The dilemma for consumers lies in the fact that the systems upon which they want or need to 

rely on are becoming increasingly untrustworthy in the eyes of the consumers.  Previously, it 

was widely and straightforwardly assumed by individuals that the experts were ‘right’ and 

that lay people were ‘wrong’. However, the increase in the complexity of production and 

regulation in the last two decades has decreased communication or shared knowledges 

between the consumers and producers. The lack of communication and growing gap between 

producers and consumers has led to a distinct disembeddedness. The disembeded nature of 

the producer/consumer relationships are compounded by the differential knowledge of lay 

and experts regarding food and food knowledges has caused anxiety in lay individuals who 

lack an understanding regarding food safety and food production. 

 

The changing character of the food system is reflected in the multitude of various systems of 

control that regulate and monitor the food supply, many of which are completely invisible to 

consumers, and are therefore not recognised as useful or meaningful. The number of food 

scares and safety issues are reminders to the public that the people or systems behind food 

production and regulation are not impenetrable from economic, political and bureaucratic 

influences.  

 

The scope of food trust 

No single location or culture has a monopoly on food trust issues, however it is true that some 

religious practices require that consumers place trust in food labelled e.g. ‘halal’ or ‘kosher’ or 

‘contains no animal products’. Also, some jurisdictions more than others appear to have been 

required to pay more attention to rebuilding and maintaining consumer food trust. Indeed, having 

endured a number of scares and scandals associated with the food quality in Europe, the most recent 

food scare involving bean sprouts from Germany - which killed 29 people – demonstrated to 

consumers that there are many vulnerabilities in their food supply. Over the past 20 years 

jurisdictions in Europe have experienced many such food trust problems. This has included 

concerns in the 1980s about the use of growth-promoting hormones in beef production, dioxins 

found in soft drink and listeria outbreaks in France in 1999 and 2000, and foot and mouth disease 

starting in the UK. The most infamous of these was the bovine spongiform encephalitis (BSE or 

‘mad cow disease’) outbreak starting in the UK in 1986, and later spreading to other parts of Europe. 

 



Other jurisdictions, like Canada and Australia, by contrast, have experienced fewer cases of the 

same magnitude of food distrust. This is not to suggest that Australian or Canadian consumers do 

not experience doubt or suspicion about the safety of the food supply. Surveys show that the public 

are concerned about pesticides, food additives and preservatives and that processed foods harbour 

undesirable chemicals or additives. These concerns go to the heart of the public’s confidence in the 

quality of the food supply that is available to them. Food quality problems can impact on overall 

trust in the food supply, thereby taking a toll on the public’s faith in the systems designed to keep 

food safe.  

 

The levels of trust in the food supply and in the governance of the food supply have been 

dramatically affected in Europe. In the UK for example, public trust in the governance of the food 

supply has been found to be low. And in other parts of the EU trust in food regulation and 

legislation has been found in many countries to be in need of improvement. Of importance is the 

degree of ‘truth-telling’ during times when a food scare is being experienced. On these occasions all 

players along the food chain, from production to retail, come under scrutiny. Also under scrutiny 

are the governing bodies who are entrusted to keep food safe, and, importantly, the media that 

conveys relevant information to public information. These various agencies and bodies have been 

termed ‘food chain actors’. 

 

Impact of food trust on consumers 

Of concern to ‘food chain actors’ is that along with decreased trust follows increased 

consumer anxiety. Additionally, it has been suggested that consumer concerns about food 

may hamper healthy food choices. If consumers are distrusting of the systems behind food 

production, they will be distrusting of the information provided by those systems. It has been 

found in earlier research that due to a of lack trust, consumers have been found to make 

conscious choices to ignore government and health advice regarding vitamin intake. Although 

the information provided to consumers may be in regards to nutritional quality and health 

benefits of food, the claims must be backed by reliable sources. A lack of trust has been found 

to have detrimental effects on public confidence in the integrity of the food supply, leaving 

consumers vulnerable to misinformation and poor dietary choices. As such, the role of trust in 

influencing consumer choices is increasingly important. The re-embedding of trust in both the 

food supply as a whole and the food corporation is considered more than ever necessary. 

 

Conclusions 



With expanding global markets, increasing food technologies, and the growing distance 

between food producers and consumers, food trust will continue to be a food issue which will 

increasingly dominate government and corporate concerns. The need for quick responses to 

incidents when food trust has been breached; the necessary mechanisms to rebuild trust; and 

the necessary communication to limit the damage done, will all be constant issues for the 

foreseeable future.  
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