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What is the Risk Society? 
The theory of risk society posits that 

postindustrial societies organize 
themselves to address risks that stem 

from the modernization process, 
rather than external sources. As risks 
become apparent, society can reflect 

upon and alter their production. 

Food System Context 
The use of Green Revolution 

agricultural technologies has led to 
manufactured risk, particularly for 

agricultural workers and ecosystems. 
Industrialization distances consumers 

from food production, but in recent 
decades sales of organic and non-

GMO labeled foods have increased as 
more consumers want information 
about how their food is produced. I 

question the extent to which demand 
for eco-labeled food stems from 
consumers’ desire to avoid risk. 

Methodology 
²  SURVEYS looking at consumers’ 

purchasing decisions and opinions 
on production inputs 

²  PACKAGING ANALYSIS 
focusing on the narratives used to 
sell food to consumers at the point of 
decision-making. 

Survey Results  
²  Taste, concern for the environment, personal health, and 

animal well-being were cited as reasons to buy eco-
labeled food, but higher prices were a deterrent. 

²  69.6% considered GMOS safe to eat, and several 
respondents referred to restrictions on GMOS as “anti-
science.” 

²   63% considered pesticides unsafe for the environment 
and 56.2% considered them unsafe for workers, but no 
one cited concern for workers as a reason to buy eco-
labels. 

²  Overall focus on the body and the environment indicates 
that consumption is viewed as a way to address risks that 
are close in proximity and linked to individual choice. 

Packaging Narratives 
²  HEALTH, advertising specific 

nutritional and ingredient information 
²  SOCIAL BENEFIT, indicating some 

kind of benefit to producers (e.g. farmer 
ownership) or the environment (e.g. 
recycled packaging) 

²  AUTHENTICITY, vague narratives 
claiming that the food is simple or natural 

Authenticity narratives rely on a natural/
unnatural binary and assumptions that 

“unnatural” foods are risky. Producers using 
authenticity narratives have an incentive to 

maintain the existence of risky foods. 

Conclusions & Takeaways 
²  Risk is a motivator for consumers 

who purchase eco-labeled food. 
²  In purchasing decisions, 

consumers focus on the body and 
the environment, sites where 
individual consumption is thought 
to create change. 

²  Voluntary eco-labels are  an 
imperfect mechanism for 
addressing the most salient risks 
in the food system, since they 
assuage pre-existing consumer 
worries rather than providing 
complete information. 

²  Because consumers do not have 
perfect information, eco-labeled 
food producers can charge higher 
prices for the eco-label alone. 
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Graph of responses on a Likert scale, where 1 means 
‘strongly disagree’ and 5 means ‘strongly agree.’ 


