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Abstract

This study aims to investigate the role of social media in food safety risk communication. Taking
two major crisis events happened in 2016 in China, this study adopted content analysis method to
analyze the information related to these two events and public use behavior on the “Sina Weibo.” In sum,
1,303 posts were analyzed; this study found that although risk communication in Weibo has been proved
highly interactive and make full use of multimedia, the application of social media still has adverse
respects such as unbalanced participation, single information source, scarcity of science communication,
vast negative emotion expression and variety information quality. Furthermore, the findings shown that
due to the difference of the two events, the government presented different risk management strategies,
and resulting in differences between how public used social media for risk communication. The study
recommended future researches to look into this phenomenon and provided suggestions for practice.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

The key to risk communication is information
exchange and sharing. Social media, which helps
forming online social relationship networks
and performing instant interaction, is a useful
tool for risk communication in the era of
Web 2.0. Recently, food safety incidents have
been spreading in China. When a food safety
incident occurs, social media often becomes the
primary channel for the public to participate in
risk communication. However, whether or not
people’s interactions on social media can reflect
effective risk communication behavior is worth
further exploration. This study used Sina Weibo
as the social media platform and selected major
food safety incidents to explore how various
stakeholders participated in risk communication
on social media and understand what risk
information had been conveyed. The results of this
study can be used as a reference for developing

risk communication strategies in social media.

2. Method

This study conducted a content analysis to
explore risk communication behavior on social
media regarding two major food safety incidents
in China in 2016. According to the annual event
impact index provided by Zhiweidata (2019),

the top two food safety incidents were selected:

(1) Shanghai baby milk scandal and (2) opium
poppy incident (wherein China Food and Drug
Administration found opium poppies in food
served by 35 restaurants). In order to understand
how food safety information was described and
how the public communicate and interact on
Weibo, 1,303 Weibo posts related to the two
incidents were collected to analyze how people
presented food safety information on Weibo,
who posted relevant contents, the contents and
their information sources, people’s interactions,
external links, and multimedia use. This study
was based on previous studies and determined
items for analysis according to research purposes,

questions, and samples (Table 1).

3. Findings

The results of this study showed that most
users take complete advantage of the multimedia
and interaction functions available on social
media. This highlights the unique value of social
media that differs from traditional mass media.
However, some problems related to social media
warrant clarification; these include an uneven
distribution of risk communication participants,
insufficient comprehensiveness of topics, use of a
single information source, domination of negative
emotions, lack of scientific communication, and
inconsistent information quality. These problems

are discussed as follows.

Note. To cite this article in APA format: Hu, Y.-H., & Yueh, H.-P. (2019). Food safety risk
communication behavior on social media: The case of Sina Weibo. Journal of Library and
Information Studies, 17(1), 151-183. doi: 10.6182/j1is.201906_17(1).151 [Text in Chinese].

To cite this article in Chicago format: Yi-He Hu and Hsiu-Ping Yueh. “Food safety risk
communication behavior on social media: The case of Sina Weibo.” Journal of Library and
Information Studies 17,n0. 1 (2019): 151-183. doi: 10.6182/jlis.201906_17(1).151 [Text in Chinese].
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Extended Abstract

Table 1. Categories of Information Contents in Social Media Regarding Food Safety Risk

Research questions

Items

Categories

1. Who participated in
risk communication?

(1) User authentication
type

1.Media

2.Government
3.Enterprises
4.Celebrities and pioneers
5.General users

2. What risk information (2) Post theme

was conveyed?

1.Event report

2.Supervision and regulatory action

3.Remedial or preventive measures

4.Clarification and appeals

5.Research and suggestions

6.Exploration of social issues

7.Expressing disappointment or dissatisfaction with
the government;

8.Expressing disappointment or dissatisfaction with
problematic vendors

(3) Post’s information
source

1.Government agencies

2.Experts, researchers, or teaching or research institutions
3.Relevant business

4.Media and journalists

5.General people

(4) Additional content
in forwarded post

1.Commenting on events

2.Describing experience

3.Making propaganda and appeals

4 Expressing negative emotion
5.Subsequent development and supplements
6.Duplicating posts

7.Others
3. How did (5) Post nature 1.0Original
participation in risk 2.Forwarding or duplicating other posts
communication 3.Forwarding posts with additional comments
occur? (6) Interaction 1.Tag
2.Hashtag

3. General comments or commenting on forwarded messages

(7) External website
links

1.No external links

2.Government websites

3.Nonofficial websites

4.Academic and education-related websites
5.Social media

(8) Multimedia use

1.Using multimedia tools including emoji, hyperlinks,
photos, graphic images, video links, and audio links
2.Not using any multimedia
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3.1 Uneven distribution of risk

communication participants

The distribution of user authentication type
was somewhat uneven, mainly including media,
celebrities, and pioneers. The proportion of other

users was lower than 10%.

3.2 Insufficient comprehensiveness of topics

Posts related to the two incidents often focused
on event reports and supervision and regulatory
actions but lacked a detailed exploration of other
topics, particularly remedial and preventive
measures strongly required by the public and for

gaining general scientific knowledge.

3.3 Use of a single information source

Most information sources came from
government agencies, with little from other
information sources. The use of government
information sources enhanced the credibility
of risk information and reduced the public’s
optimism bias. However, other stakeholders’
opinions should be considered to ensure that risk
information flows rapidly and accurately among

various information sources.

3.4 Satisfactory interaction function

Overall, 70% of the posts showed interactions
between the posts’ authors and other users. The
application of hashtags helps users participate in

discussions on food safety.

3.5 Domination of negative emotions

When users forwarded or commented on other
posts, most of them expressed negative emotions.
These negative emotions facilitated information
sharing, and thus, more users received risk

information and participated in risk communication.

3.6 Taking full advantage of multimedia

In risk information— related posts on food
safety on Weibo, multimedia, such as pictures,
videos, audio, emoji, and links, was extensively
used to vividly present risk information.
Multimedia fully uses the characteristics of the
Internet, and thus, its application compensated for
insufficient information diversity and liveliness
in traditional mass media, thereby facilitating the

information acceptance of the public.

3.7 Lack of scientific communication

Regardless of the post themes, information
sources, or external links, few experts and researchers
participated. Most information sources were
government announcements or nonofficial media

providing quotations from government agencies.

3.8 Inconsistent information quality

As a major platform for risk communication in
the new era, Weibo presented accurate, circulating,
relevant, and legible risk information related to food
safety. However, the completeness of the information

presented on Weibo requires improvement.

4. Suggestions

According to the results of this study,
we suggest that the government and media
should value the interaction function of social
media, reasonably encourage communication
transparency, avoid providing incomplete
information, and reduce the number of

’

“unspoken secrets,” all to improve current
risk communication. In food safety risk
communication, experts and researchers should
play an active role in educating and guiding the

public to clarify rumors and acquire scientific
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knowledge. In addition, competent authorities
should motivate the public to participate in
risk communication, pay attention to relevant
information, share experience, and pose questions.
The general public should understand their roles
of receiving and spreading information; they
should carefully assess information they receive
and understand the impact of the information
spread by them. In this manner, the public can
become not only receivers but also providers
and propagators of risk information, facilitating

positive and healthy risk communication.
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