
Viewpoint
The use of social

media in food risk

and benefit

communication

Pieter Rutsaerta,

�Aine Reganb, Zuzanna Pieniaka,
�Aine McConnonb, Adrian Mossc,

Patrick Wallb and
Wim Verbekea,*

a

Delta:1_given name
Delta:1_given name
Delta:1_given name
Delta:1_given name
Delta:1_surname
Delta:1_given name
Delta:1_given name
Delta:1_given name
Delta:1_given name
Delta:1_surname
Delta:1_given name
Delta:1_given name
Delta:1_given name
Delta:1_given name
Delta:1_surname
Delta:1_given name
Delta:1_given name
Delta:1_given name
Delta:1_given name
Delta:1_surname
Delta:1_given name
Delta:1_given name
Delta:1_given name
Delta:1_given name
Delta:1_surname
Delta:1_given name
Delta:1_given name
Delta:1_given name
mailto:wim.verbeke@ugent.be
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.tifs.2012.10.006
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.tifs.2012.10.006
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.tifs.2012.10.006


audience), receivers are now able to interact through social
media with the source, the medium and importantly with
each other (Winer, 2009). As a consequence, traditional
sources of information lose control over the content and
distribution of the message resulting in a more complex
communication process which is no longer easy to partition
into dissemination or utilisation. A unique feature is that
a message on social media is spread by users or consumers
themselves while direct contact with the information sup-
plier is minimal (Helm, 2008). The term social media,
also referred to as consumer-generated media (Giustini,
2006), covers a wide array of different communication out-
lets including social networking, video- and picture-
sharing, blogs, and microblogs (Tinker & Fouse, 2009)
(Table 1).

The attention to social media is growing exponentially.
Social media applications like Facebook, Twitter and You-
Tube are extremely popular and used by millions of people
every day. However, the growth in popularity is only one
aspect of social media. The increase in the amount of
time people are spending on these applications is changing
the way people spend their time online as well as off-line,
and has major consequences for how people behave, share
and interact within their normal daily lives (Nielsen, 2009),
where food-related decision-making, purchasing, prepara-
tion and consumption traditionally occupy an important
place.

News generation and sharing is changing too. Social me-
dia opens the era of citizen and collaborative journalism
where professional journalists can both create news collab-
oratively and interactively with members of the public but
Table 1. Description and indication of resources required on selected soc
levels of engagement).

Tool Description
also use the public as ‘feet-on-the-streets’ eye witness re-
porters (Tilley & Cokley, 2008). In addition, social media
is becoming a primary delivery platform for news. With
the emergence of smart phones breaking news can now
be delivered directly to a person, regardless of time or loca-
tion, with the additional power that the social network of
interconnected people acts as a communication network
(The Independent, 2011).

Finally, the digital environment provides for a nearly un-
limited potential for information storage, retrieval and re-
use. The main starting point for accessing and retrieving
online information is a search engine (Laurent & Vickers,
2009). Monitoring queries to online search engines, which
are submitted by millions of users around the world each
day, provides a wealth of information that reflects the “col-
lective intelligence” of a population (Ginsberg et al., 2009).
For instance, in 2008 Google developed Google Flu Trends
which rapidly became a near real-time detection system of
influenza outbreaks in the United States. A close relation-
ship was seen between the number of people searching
for influenza-related topics through search engines and
the incidence of influenza among a population in a particu-
lar region. By analysing queries in near real time, Google
Flu Trends managed to detect regional outbreaks of influ-
enza 7e10 days before conventional CDC surveillance sys-
tems (Carneiro & Mylonakis, 2009).

A second important mechanism for information retrieval is
social bookmarking (Morrison, 2008). Social bookmarking or
‘tagging’ is a practice associated with social media sites that
allows individual pieces of information to be easily catego-
rised and retrieved. A ‘tag’ is metadata; a non-hierarchical
ial media tools (ranked from primarily dissemination to increasing

Time and
staff effort

Cost



keyword assigned to a piece of information. This tag helps to
situate an individual piece of information within a broader
conversation and allows this piece of information to be easily
found by browsers searching for information on the topic of
interest (i.e. the ‘tag’). For example on Twitter, hash tags
are used to associate the content of a tweet to a particular
topic; in the E.coli 104 crisis of 2011, those Tweets labelled
with ‘#EO104’ would have been easily retrieved by searching
on Twitter for information on the outbreak. Snuderl (2008)
mentions that this is one of the reasons why Web 2.0 applica-
tions became such a success; it is the users and not the pro-
ducers who control the way that information is found and
used. Tags can assist in ensuring that information dissemi-
nated via social media applications does not get lost in
the mass of information available online. Collaborative tag-
ging has led to a huge amount of user-generated metadata,
however questions are raised about the vulnerability to
spam and the lack of reliability. This is a reason why search
engines like Google might take tagging less seriously and
ignore tags for indexing websites (Xiang & Fesenmaier,
2005).

New social media in the food sector
New communication tools have become gradually inte-

grated in e mostly commercial e food-related communica-
tions. A landmark was PepsiCo’s decision to skip its annual



effectively implemented social media platforms in their
communication strategies in times of crises, including the
2009 Salmonella typhimurium



information provided by these individuals increased expo-
sure relative to official authorities who may not be included
in one’s online social network. Where non-expert non-offi-
cial information sources dominate a communication forum,
there is an increased likelihood for inaccurate information
to be spread. Credibility of online information remains
therefore a major communication challenge.

Experience with cases such as genetically modified
foods, food irradiation, and even functional foods, demon-
strates that perceived food safety can drop dramatically
when new information is provided without medical or sci-
entific evidence (Verbeke, 2005). Social media enables
users to interact with information sources and it enables
users to talk to each other. The capability of mutual inter-
action between users and sources may enhance credibility.
Bearing this in mind, it is necessary that those responsible
for communicating risks should have a social media pres-
ence which can act in tandem with public participation in
order to ensure that accurate messages are being transmit-
ted to the public.

Food crisis communication
Communication in times of a crisis has been a key focus

of risk communication research, with many policy-makers
and researchers offering a number of guidelines to abide
to when developing crisis communication strategies
(Covello, 2003; Seeger, 2006). One such principle is timely
communication with the public in order to establish trust
and credibility in the information source (Jacob, Lok,
Morley, & Powell, 2011). In times of a food crisis, social



many problems arise related to the spread of misinformation
on social media applications, for example vaccination uptake
can be negatively impacted by groundless anti-vaccination
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