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Abstract

Monitoring is a central, but largely neglected aspect of contempo-
rary regulation. This article takes food safety regulation as a case 
study. It compares the process of monitoring in China to that in 
the United Kingdom (UK). By deploying the concept of “monitor-
ing space,” this article discusses two parameters. Firstly, a variety 
of actors have regulatory capacity and share the monitoring space. 
Secondly, these actors often cooperate with each other, rather than 
being isolated. The structure of the monitoring space in China con-
trasts sharply with that in the UK. Government actors, news me-
dia, and the public occupy most of the monitoring space in China. 
But independent third-party certification bodies play an important 
role outside of the government in the UK. This article concludes 
that the two parameters of the monitoring space are crucial to ef-
fective monitoring. It is necessary for each country to maintain 
their monitoring space according to its own regulatory context.

Keywords: monitoring, plurality, cooperation, regulation, food 
safety

Evaluación del «espacio de monitoreo» en la regulación de 
seguridad alimentaria: Una comparación entre China y el 
Reino Unido

Resumen

El monitoreo es un aspecto central, pero en gran medida descuida-
do de la regulación contemporánea. Este artículo toma la regula-
ción de seguridad alimentaria como un caso de estudio. Compara 
el proceso de monitoreo en China con el del Reino Unido (Reino 
Unido). Al implementar el concepto de «espacio de monitoreo», 
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este artículo analiza dos parámetros. En primer lugar, una varie-
dad de actores tienen capacidad reguladora y comparten el espacio 
de monitoreo. En segundo lugar, estos actores a menudo coope-
ran entre sí, en lugar de estar aislados. La estructura del espacio de 
monitoreo en China contrasta fuertemente con la del Reino Uni-
do. Los actores gubernamentales, los medios de comunicación y el 
público ocupan la mayor parte del espacio de monitoreo en China. 
Pero los organismos de certificación independientes de terceros 
juegan un papel importante fuera del gobierno en el Reino Unido. 
Este artículo concluye que los dos parámetros del espacio de mo-
nitoreo son cruciales para un monitoreo efectivo. Es necesario que 
cada país mantenga su espacio de monitoreo de acuerdo con su 
propio contexto regulatorio.

Palabras clave: monitoreo, pluralidad, cooperación, regulación, 
inocuidad de los alimentos  

评价食品安全规制中的“监督空间”： 
中国与英国的比较

摘要

监督是一个关键的、但在很大程度上被当代规制所忽视的方
面。本文将食品安全规制作为案例研究。本文比较了中国与
英国的监督过程。通过运用“监督空间”的概念，本文探讨
了两个参数。第一，一系列参与者拥有监管能力并共享监督
空间。第二，这些参与者经常相互合作，而不是分离。中国
的监督空间架构与英国形成鲜明对比。政府机构、新闻媒
体、公众在中国占据了绝大多数的监督空间。但英国独立第
三方认证机构在除政府外的监督空间扮演了重要角色。本文
结论认为，这两个监督空间参数对有效执行监督而言至关重
要。两国都需根据各自的监管背景维护其监督空间。

关键词：监督，多元性，合作，规制，食品安全
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1. Introduction

The process of monitoring is a 
key component in any regula-
tory regime. It generates infor-

mation about compliance and, hence, 
provides a bridge between norms (such 
as written standards) and the possi-
bility of changing behaviour (for ex-
ample, through formal enforcement). 
Originating from cybernetics, the pro-
cess of monitoring is an essential part 
that any control system must possess 
at the point where it comes into con-
tact with the world outside (Hood and 
Margetts 2007). The process of regula-
tion is basically a control system. Thus, 
monitoring is key to the existence and 
effectiveness of any regulatory regime. 
It is critical that within the regulatory 
process, there is some effective capaci-
ty to monitor the conduct of regulatees 
(Hood, Rothstein, and Baldwin 2001).

Monitoring, however, is often 
complex and tricky in practice. The 
Husi incidenti and the “dirty chicken” 
incidentii provide vivid illustrations. In 
both cases, the companies in question 
were approved by government authori-
ties to conduct food business. However, 
the authorities failed to detect illegal ac-
tivities in the first instance. As business 
partners, buyers such as McDonald’s 
(China) and Tesco failed to check the 
behaviour of their suppliers. While cer-
tification bodies had issued certificates 
of conformity, they failed to monitor 
their clients effectively. These two inci-
dents were kept hidden until journalists 
brought them to light following under-
cover investigations. Questions then 
arise: how has the capacity of monitor-

ing been dispersed amongst different 
actors? Why have most of them failed to 
the extent that detection was eventually 
secured through journalism?

Surrounding the issue of moni-
toring, researchers offer much discus-
sion. In the discourse of government 
regulation, the existing literature has 
shown that regulators’ enforcement 
strategies and regulatees’ level of com-
pliance are significantly influenced by 
processes of monitoring (Braithwaite 
and Makkai 1991; Kagan 1989; Ko, 
Mendeloff, and Gray 2010). From the 
perspective of decentralisation, re-
searchers examine the role of individ-
ual businesses (O’Rourke 2003), certifi-
cation bodies (Marx and Cuypers 2010; 
Overdevest and Zeitlin 2014), and whis-
tle-blowers (Brown et al. 2014; Etienne 
2015), amongst other actors. However, 
it is still not clear why such a system, 
occupied by multiple actors failed.

Analyses of weaknesses linked 
with each actor and monitoring tech-
nique offer part of the explanation. The 
limitation of resources, amongst other 
reasons, has been offered as a primary 
cause for government failure. This trig-
gers the involvement of non-state ac-
tors. However, there are also concerns 
about these actors. For example, certi-
fication bodies economically depend 
on their clients (Verbruggen 2014) and 
their monitoring techniques are flawed 
(Wright et al. 2013). Whistle-blowers 
are often reluctant to blow the whistle 
because of fear of retaliation (Alford 
2001; Smith 2014). “Meta-control” ap-
proaches attempt to achieve coopera-
tion between, in particular, state and 
non-state bodies (Vaale-Hallberg 2015; 
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Verbruggen and Havinga 2015). These 
reflections provide a good starting 
point for solving those puzzles. 

For a holistic approach to analy-
sis, this article proposes the concept of 
“monitoring space.” It is modelled on 
the analytical framework of “regulato-
ry space,” which was initially explained 
by Hancher and Moran (1998). They 
coined this term to describe the broad, 
uneven, and dynamic participation in 
regulatory processes by a variety of ac-
tors and the interdependent relation-
ships between these actors (Hancher 
and Moran 1998; Scott 2001; Vibert 
2014). “Monitoring space” emphasises 
the fragmentation of monitoring capac-
ity amongst a number of state and non-
state actors on the one hand, and the 
cooperation between these actors on 
the other. This is fundamentally based 
on the fragmented and uneven posses-
sion of monitoring resources within the 
space. Related to this ground, the status 
of a “monitoring space” is not static. It 
varies with national settings and chang-
es with time. 

This article takes food safety 
regulation in Mainland China and the 
United Kingdom (UK) as an example 
to explain the concept of “monitoring 
space.” Two explanations justify the se-
lection of these two jurisdictions. First-
ly, in both countries, the food safety 
regulatory regime demonstrates some 
feature of plurality. This feature consti-
tutes the key to “monitoring space.” The 
resemblance also enables further com-
parison between these two countries. 
Secondly, the approach to economic 
development in China contrasts sharp-
ly with the UK. While the economy in 

China is firmly rooted in government 
planning (Huang 2008), market mech-
anisms have played a fundamental role 
in the UK. As a result, the plurality in 
these two countries varies to some de-
gree. This reality enables us to under-
stand where the strengths and weak-
nesses lie within a given “monitoring 
space.”

This article approaches as fol-
lows. The second section elaborates the 
concept of “monitoring space,” which 
originates from the fragmented capac-
ity for monitoring. Discussion of this 
intellectual construct is then followed 
by two sections. Each focuses on one 
aspect of the monitoring space—plu-
rality and cooperation—in processes 
of food safety regulation in China and 
the UK. This article concludes by high-
lighting the phenomena of “monitoring 
space” and its implications for regulato-
ry research and institutional design in 
the future. 

2. Monitoring space based 
on fragmented capacity

The concept of “monitoring space” 
addresses issues concerning the 
plurality of and cooperation be-

tween actors. These actors derive their 
capacity from possession of resources 
that exist in multiple forms. Hood and 
Margetts (2007) proposed the nodal-
ity, authority, treasure, and organisa-
tion (NATO) scheme to explain this 
phenomenon. Government frequently 
builds its monitoring tools on its posi-
tion as a node of some informational or 
social network to pick up information 
from other bodies, on its legal powers 
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to require information or to conduct 
inspection, on its fungible chattel to en-
courage others to monitor regulatees, 
or on its organisational resources to 
scrutinise and collect information di-
rectly (Hood and Margetts 2007; Hood, 
Rothstein, and Baldwin 2001).

Although the NATO scheme was 
developed in the context of government 
regulation, it equally applies to non-
state actors. This is because regulation 
is primarily a control system and non-
state actors also exert a certain degree 
of control over some regulatees. Indeed, 
many non-state actors have derived key 
controlling capacity from information, 
authority, wealth, and organisational 
resources (Scott 2001). The presence 
of non-state actors as nodes within a 
network facilitates the constant flow of 
information. Contracts often provide 
instruments from which non-state ac-
tors obtain authority to monitor other 
parties (Scott 2001). The possession of 
treasure and organisational resources 
is one explanation for the involvement 
of non-state actors in performing some 
monitoring function (Grabosky 1995). 
As a result, the monitoring space is 
shared amongst various actors based on 
fragmented capacity.

Yet, the distribution of resources 
is uneven. For example, the positions of 
nodal receivers are different. There have 
long been problems of information 
asymmetry in the relationship between 
the public and businesses (Darby and 
Karni 1973; Stigler 1961), and between 
regulators and regulatees (Coglianese 
and Mendelson 2010). The authority 
of different actors varies. Government 

bodies often require information with 
legal sanctions for non-compliance in 
the back (Hood and Margetts 2007). 
But this is less likely to happen in cases 
of non-state actors. The possession of 
treasure and organisational resources 
inevitably changes from one actor to 
another.

In addition, the motivation of 
each actor for deploying resources is 
often rather problematic. In cases of 
certification bodies, profit is likely to be 
prioritised over monitoring functions 
(Albersmeier et al. 2009). Auditors may 
be “captured by their clients” (Grabosky 
1995). Insufficient motivation has 
been a major barrier to effective whis-
tleblowing schemes (Malmstrom and 
Mullin 2014). These phenomena reflect 
the limitations of each actor. They also 
create bases for cooperation, though to 
a limited degree.

As noted earlier, the national 
settings in China and the UK are dis-
tinct. An attempt to compare practices 
in these two countries must take this 
factor into consideration. In China, the 
state plays a predominant role in al-
most all aspects of the society (Huang 
2008). There is a lack of commitment 
by state leaders to privatise and to move 
to a market economy (Nakagane 2009). 
Market players are often weak in pro-
cesses of regulation. In the UK, large-
ly due to the highly developed market, 
there is a tradition and culture of regu-
lation by market players (Burnett 1979; 
Moran 2003). 

The past few decades have wit-
nessed some changes in China. There 
are new bodies entering the regulatory 
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space, including the monitoring space. 
However, this does not imply that the 
macro regulatory culture has been fun-
damentally transformed. The accession 
to the WTO has pushed the Chinese 
economy to globalisation and left the 
government with no choice but to accel-
erate the transition to a market system 
(Wu 2009). The central government re-
iterated its commitment to economic 
and regulatory reform. It encourages 
non-state bodies to take initiatives in 
regulation.iii Yet, as Hancher and Moran 
(1998) noted, those “who controlled 
the necessary resources at the historical 
moment when regulation was initiated 
would have a good chance of exercising 
a continuing dominant influence.” The 
following analysis approaches against 
this background.

3. Food safety monitoring 
space in China and the 
United Kingdom

As explained earlier, the frag-
mentation of capacity leads to 
a somewhat fragmented moni-

toring space. Processes for monitoring 
food businesses in China and the UK 
provide a good demonstration. This 
observation is of great significance. It 
enables us to identify gaps in the cur-
rent system. It also allows us to discover 
potential resources that may be more 
effectively deployed in each country in 
future.

3.1.The plurality of actors
The processes of monitoring in food 
safety regulation both in China and in 
the UK enlist a variety of actors. These 

actors range from state to non-state 
bodies and from organisations to indi-
viduals. 

3.1.1. State bodies

A similarity between the two countries 
is that there is one principal competent 
authority at the national level. In China, 
the reshuffle of the State Council in ear-
ly 2013 consolidated most of the food 
safety regulatory functions into the 
China Food and Drug Administration 
(CFDA). In early 2018, even more sig-
nificant reform took place. A number 
of key national regulatory authorities 
merged and formed the State Adminis-
tration for Market Regulation (SAMR). 
The newly established SAMR took over 
the functions performed by the former 
CFDA, amongst others, and is now the 
principal food safety regulator at the na-
tional level. In the UK, the Food Stan-
dards Agency (FSA) plays this role.iv

What is different is that the main 
responsibility of the SAMR is coordina-
tion, while the FSA conduct monitoring 
activities directly in certain sectors. In 
China, the vast majority of daily mon-
itoring tasks have been undertaken at 
the county and district level. Food au-
thorities at the prefectural and provin-
cial levels are mostly in charge of super-
vising food authorities at its lower level. 
The SAMR coordinates monitoring ac-
tivities across the country. In contrast, 
in the UK, in sectors involving meat 
establishments subject to approval, 
milk production holdings and egg pro-
duction units, the FSA conduct hygiene 
controls directly. In the other sectors, 
the daily duties to monitor food busi-
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nesses are performed at the local level 
(district or county without districts) by 
Environment Health Officers. 

3.1.2. Non-state actors

In both countries, non-state actors per-
form some functions of monitoring. 
They range from the food industry to 
third parties, and from business part-
ners to the public. In China, the Food 
Safety Law 2009 (as amended in 2015) 
(FSL) introduced an obligation for food 
businesses to check suppliers’ licences 
and product certificate of conformity. 
Wholesalers and retailers who have ful-
filled this obligation may be exempted 
from administrative penalties (Article 
136). In the UK, the Food Safety Act 
1990 (FSA 1990) incorporated the de-
fence of due diligence with which food 
businesses may defend themselves (Ar-
ticle 21). In practice, food businesses as 
buyers may conduct on-site inspections 
into their suppliers’ premises. With the 
prevalence of private food safety assur-
ance schemes, third-party certification 
bodies play an increasingly more im-
portant role in monitoring food busi-
nesses. They issue certificates of con-
formity based on private standards. The 
TÜV Rheinland and the SGS are two 
typical cases in both countries. 

The abovementioned two groups 
of actors, food businesses and certifica-
tion bodies, perform monitoring func-
tions based on contracts with the reg-
ulated businesses. There are also actors 
that do not rely on any contract. For 
example, non-governmental organiza-
tions (NGOs), such as Greenpeace in 
China and the British Consumers’ As-
sociation (CA, also known as Which?) 

in the UK, sometimes reveal undesir-
able behaviour of food businesses. The 
media also contribute to the detection 
of non-compliance, as demonstrated 
by the two incidents mentioned at the 
beginning. Individuals including whis-
tle-blowers and the public often play a 
role of informant to the other actors. 

3.1.3. Contrasting China with the UK 

Nevertheless, the distinct trajectories 
of economy development in these two 
countries contribute to variations in the 
position of different actors within the 
monitoring space. A first sharp contrast 
lies in the engagement of certification 
bodies in certifying food businesses 
based on private assurance schemes. In 
China, this phenomenon is rarely ob-
served. Compared with multinational 
certification bodies, indigenous firms 
have limited eligibility, in the sense that 
they mainly conduct audits based on 
ChinaGAP, GMP, ISO22000, and HAC-
CP rather than internationally rec-
ognised private schemes. Certifications 
bodies in the UK frequently certify food 
businesses based on private schemes 
and they are more often involved in 
food business (Wright et al. 2013). 

A second remarkable con-
trast relates to the media. In compari-
son, they are more active in detecting 
non-compliance in China than their 
counterparts in the UK. Typical inci-
dents including the Guangqi incident 
(2014),v the Husi Incident (2014), and 
more recently the online take-away ser-
vice, Eleme, incident (2016)vi were all 
investigated by journalists in the first 
instance and brought to light by news 
media. An analysis into 295 food safe-
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ty incidents revealed that news media 
were the second largest group of actors 
(31.2 per cent) detecting non-compli-
ance with food safety laws, following 
government authorities (52.5 per cent) 
(Liu et al. 2015). The FSL recognised 
their important role and encouraged 
them to detect undesirable behaviour 
(Article 10). While news media per-
form some of the role of monitoring 
in the UK, they are less active in prac-
tice. This can be observed through daily 
news reports.

More distinctions come from 
the role of NGOs, whistle-blowers and 
the public. In China, indigenous NGOs 
are underdeveloped. There are interna-
tional examples such as Greenpeace, 
who sometimes test foodstuffs and 
publish testing results. But this is very 
unusual and different from the case in 
the UK, where consumer organisations 
such as Which? regularly publish mon-
itoring results. Whistle-blowers and 
the public are important informants, 
allowing government authorities and 
the media to detect non-compliance 
in China. The latter two groups often 
maintain bounty schemes to encour-
age potential informants to report rel-
evant issues. These phenomena are not 
prominent in the UK.

3.2. A resource-based analysis

Analysis based on the NATO scheme, 
as noted in section 2, shows that actors 
derive their monitoring capacity from 
resources including their nodality, au-
thority, treasure, and organisation. Dif-
ferent resources are linked with specific 
methods of monitoring. Table 1 shows 

some examples.vii Examination from 
this perspective draws our attention to 
the strengths and weak links within the 
monitoring space. It also offers a base 
for analysing the tension and coopera-
tion between actors. 

3.2.1. Nodality

Nodality allows one to receive infor-
mation from others, without incurring 
direct cost to oneself. In practice, it is 
mainly the flow of information between 
different actors. Comparatively speak-
ing, government authorities are in a bet-
ter position than others to gather and 
disseminate information, due to their 
legal mandates. News media do not 
have the same advantage, but are still 
in an advantageous position because of 
their function as a hub of information. 

As statistics show, information 
contained in news reports and from 
the public is an important trigger for 
the initiation of government action in 
China. In 2015, competent authori-
ties across the country received over 
400,000 complaints concerning food-
stuffs (although not all are relevant to 
food safety).viii The FSA are sometimes 
also notified of food safety incidents 
by others, including government bod-
ies and non-state bodies, such as food 
businesses.ix In comparison, Chinese 
food authorities more often rely upon 
external informants. 

3.2.2. Authority 

Authority denotes the power of actors 
to require information or entry into 
premises for collecting information. 
This power is mostly backed by sanc-
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tions against non-compliance with the 
requirement. In practice, government 
authorities derive power from legal 
provisions. Non-state actors may rely 
on contractual arrangements that are 
ultimately backed by law. These non-
state actors include food businesses 
and certification bodies, which may be 
contract-based actors. Other non-state 
actors—non-contract-based ones—do 
not possess such power. 

Government authorities in both 
countries are empowered to conduct ac-

tivities of monitoring, such as entering 
premises to inspect, sample, and require 
relevant documents. Any obstruction of 
authorised food officers may incur sanc-
tions including fines or imprisonment 
in the UK or administrative detention 
and revocation of licence in China. The 
main contrast lies in certification bod-
ies. Online research into these bodies 
and the reality of less developed pri-
vate assurance schemes show that these 
contract-based actors are not yet widely 
recognised in China. The authority em-
bedded in these bodies—to conduct on-

Table 1: Actors and Methods of Monitoring based on Different Resources

Note: This table is merely illustrative, not comprehensive or precise. Examples of collection meth-
ods include relevant legislation; official reports issued by various government authorities, food 
trade associations, or accreditation/certification bodies; and news reports. 

Nodality Authority Treasure Organisation

Government 
authorities

Receiving 
information from 
others

Requiring 
reports;
Power of entry;
Sampling/testing

Bounty scheme;
Commissioning 
testing

Survey;
On-site 
inspection/audits

Food industry Receiving 
information from 
others

Require 
documents;
Power of entry

Purchasing 
inspection service

On-site 
inspection

Certification 
bodies

Receiving 
information from 
others

Require 
documents;
Power of entry

NULL On-site 
inspection/audits

NGOs Receiving 
information from 
others

NULL Commissioning 
testing

Surveillance

The media Receiving 
information from 
others

NULL Rewards for 
qualified 
informants

Undercover 
investigation

Whistle-
blowers

Receiving 
information from 
others 

NULL NULL Collecting 
information in 
person

The public Receiving 
information from 
others

NULL Commissioning 
testing (rare)

Collecting 
information in 
person



China Policy Journal

40

site inspection or audits or to require 
reports—has not been deployed as ef-
fectively as in the UK.

3.2.3. Treasure

Treasure enables actors to use tangible 
quid pro quos to exchange for informa-
tion. In monitoring processes, actors de-
ploy treasure mainly in two approaches 
—to purchase testing or professional 
inspection service from third parties or 
to purchase clues or information from 
informants. Government authorities, 
the food industry, NGOs and the media 
are more active in deploying their trea-
sure, as shown in Table 1. 

Following the first approach, 
the advanced development of private 
sectors in the UK makes it easier and 
more prevalent for food businesses and 
non-contract-based actors to deploy 
their treasure in this way. In China, 
there have been cases of this kind. But 
the practice is still limited because of 
the underdeveloped private sector and 
a lack of the tradition of private regula-
tion. In addition, private bodies in the 
UK may be designated as “control bod-
ies,” according to the law, to conduct 
food testing.x Chinese government au-
thorities are rather reluctant to harness 
the capacity of, e.g., private laboratories, 
out of a concern about damaging public 
confidence in government action. But 
this tradition is changing. Shanghai is 
a pioneer in this respect. As shown in 
the decisions of administrative pen-
alties published by the Shanghai Food 
and Drug Administration, local food 
authorities commission private firms to 
sample and test.

In the second scenario, Chinese 
government authorities are much more 
active than their peers in the UK. The 
practice of bounty schemes in China 
started from the area of anti-corrup-
tion in 1998 (Wang 2010). In the past 
few years, it has been expanded to many 
other areas. Food authorities maintain a 
formal bounty scheme containing three 
levels of cash reward to informants, 
according to their contribution to the 
detection and verification of the breach 
of a food law. In the UK, there is not 
such an arrangement. Informants may 
raise complaints to food authorities, but 
without direct material reward. 

3.2.4. Organisation

Organisational resources are person-
nel, equipment, and facilities. Actors 
rely on these resources to conduct ac-
tivities of monitoring. In comparison, 
food authorities, contract-based actors, 
and the media are in a more advanta-
geous position over the other actors. 
Contract-based actors have particular 
strengths because of their industrial ex-
pertise, technologies, and equipment. 
News media sometimes appoint ded-
icated journalists to conduct an inves-
tigation into a particular case. In this 
way, they can uncover a story at an ear-
lier stage than any other actor. 

However, in both countries, gov-
ernment authorities encounter a short-
age of resources. Compared to the large 
number of food businesses, the number 
of food officers is rather small. In Chi-
na, there are legal provisions on training 
food officers (FSL Article 116), but lo-
cal authorities are still short of food in-
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spectors, essential knowledge, and tech-
niques (Liu and McGuire 2015; Yang 
et al. 2012). According to the annual 
report prepared by the former CFDA, 
by the end of 2015, there were nearly 12 
million valid licences for food business-
es. In contrast, the total number of food 
officers (including administrative staff) 
was not more than 60,000. In the UK, by 
2015, over 400 local authorities (around 
5,000 staff in total) were regulating 
around 600,000 food establishments 
and 195,000 holdings. The contrast be-
tween the size of the food industry and 
regulatory resources is sharp and poses 
serious challenges to the government. It 
is difficult, if not impossible, to see any 
change in the near future. In addition, 
resources possessed by certification 
bodies are less effectively deployed in 
China, while non-contract-based actors 
are relatively more active in China than 
their counterparts in the UK. 

In short, Table 1 offers a relative-
ly simple way for observing the moni-
toring space in food safety regulation. 
By linking this table to the relevant 
practice in China and the UK, the re-
source-based analysis demonstrates 
three important aspects. Firstly, in both 
countries, there is indeed some “moni-
toring space” that is occupied by mul-
tiple actors. Secondly, these actors pos-
sess and deploy resources to a varied 
degree. In China, government author-
ities and non-contract-based actors are 
more active than contract-based actors. 
In contrast, in the UK, besides govern-
ment authorities that perform statuto-
ry functions, contract-based actors are 
more active than non-contract-based 
actors. Given the broader coverage that 

can be achieved by non-contract-based 
actors, given the highly technical and 
industrial expertise that is possessed 
by contract-based actors, the “moni-
toring space” in both countries shows 
strengths and gaps. This is linked with 
the third aspect. That is, all actors have 
their own weaknesses. This feature 
makes the relationship within the mon-
itoring space rather complex, as dis-
cussed in the following section.

4. Limited cooperation 
within the food safety 
monitoring space

Analysis based on Table 1 shows 
that different actors possess and 
deploy resources in an uneven 

manner. As a result, these actors have 
strengths and weaknesses in different 
aspects. This situation is further com-
plicated by the motivations behind the 
action of each actor. In turn, the tech-
niques for and, ultimately, the effective-
ness of monitoring often show limits. 
These observations imply that there 
is bound to be cooperation within the 
monitoring space, but only to a certain 
degree. 

4.1. Motivations and 
monitoring technique
Motivations are a critical factor influ-
encing the activity of each actor (de 
Vroom 1985). Those who perform 
monitoring functions may have consid-
erations that lead them to deviate from 
the purpose of detecting or revealing 
non-compliance. This claim applies 
both to government authorities and to 
non-state bodies. 
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4.1.1. Government authorities

In China, economic considerations 
often hinder local governments from 
fulfilling their duties of monitoring. It 
may be ascribed to two factors. First-
ly, for a long time, performance-based 
management within the government 
has focused on short-term economic 
development (Rothstein 2015; Zhou 
2014). To maximise economic growth 
and, hence, the opportunity for pro-
motion, local governments and food 
officers tend to ignore regulatory tasks 
(Skinner, Joseph, and Kuhn 2003). Sec-
ondly, the policy priority of agricultural 
interests and food industry is growth 
over safety and health protection (Liu 
and McGuire 2015). This was also a 
critical issue before and during the bo-
vine spongiform encephalopathy crisis 
in the UK. 

However, in the past few years, 
monitoring processes in China have 
greatly improved, like those in the 
UK. For example, in both countries, 
a common practice is to not give pri-
or notice to targeted food businesses 
being inspected. More strikingly, the 
government in China has introduced 
a “dual-random” system—selecting in-
spectors and targeted food premises 
randomly each time. Another design is 
to apply cross-inspection, enabling lo-
cal authorities to conduct inspections 
across different areas. These steps aim 
to reduce the possibility of arbitrary ad-
ministration and to increase the effec-
tiveness of detecting non-compliance.

Another trend in China is a risk-
based approach to official controls. The 
former CFDA developed a programme 

to assess the level of risk linked with 
food businesses. The main factors influ-
encing the determination of risk levels 
include the category of food products, 
the size of the food business, targeted 
consumers, and the current status of 
compliance. The track record concern-
ing regulatory enforcement influences 
the adjustment to the level of risk. The 
frequency of inspection is based on the 
level of risk. This approach is more ad-
vanced in the UK. As explained in the 
Food Law Code of Practice, the level of 
risk is determined according to the ac-
cumulative scores following each qual-
ified inspection. The higher the score 
is, the higher the risk level is and the 
more frequent the inspection will be.xi 
This risk-based approach was designed 
to ease the tension between the highly 
stretched regulatory resource and the 
great number of regulatees. 

4.1.2. Non-state bodies

Non-state bodies also bear other con-
siderations beyond detecting non-com-
pliance. But contract-based actors are 
different from non-contract-based 
ones. Food businesses and third-par-
ty inspection or certification bodies 
are mainly driven by profit. Under the 
current legal system in both countries, 
food businesses take the primary re-
sponsibility for the safety of their food. 
But in practice, the buyers’ check of 
suppliers and their products are limit-
ed to a rather limited degree, out of cost 
considerations. Especially in China, the 
legal requirements are set down in a 
prescriptive way—buyers should check 
suppliers’ licence and product certifi-
cate of conformity. It risks causing cre-
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ative compliance, whereby buyers fol-
low the letter of the law and only check 
legal documents without further exam-
ination of food safety-related issues. 

Third-party inspection and cer-
tification bodies developed in response 
to the demand from supermarkets 
for independent verification. They do 
not have the motivation to detect all 
non-compliance or to reduce food safe-
ty risk (Wright et al. 2013). Rather, the 
main concerns are better long-term re-
lationships with clients and higher eco-
nomic profits. Consequently, they are 
often “captured” by clients and view re-
ality “not through a lens of professional 
detachment, but from the clients’ pers-
pective” (Albersmeier et al. 2009; Gra-
bosky 1995). 

These considerations cause se-
rious limitations to monitoring tech-
niques. Two typical issues are prior 
notification and fixed frequency of in-
spection. A research report assessing 
private assurance schemes in the UK 
showed that a large proportion of in-
spections are conducted with prior no-
tice. Over 80 per cent of inspections are 
carried out at fixed intervals (Wright 
et al. 2013). These arrangements allow 
businesses to prepare for inspection: 
“when there’ll be a site audit, everything 
would be absolutely perfect” (Lawren-
ce, Wasley, and Ciorniciuc 2014). 

Although some schemes are 
launched unannounced or involve a 
short-notice inspection programme, 
such as the BRC Unannounced Audit 
Programme and the Global GAP, the 
extent is rather limited.xii There are con-
cerns that auditors should avoid allow-

ing “unannounced audits to become a 
hard cynical tool to catch companies 
out,” for the purposes of avoiding “a 
game of cat and mouse emerging and 
destroying the positive relationship” 
between food businesses and auditors 
(Howlett 2013).

In cases of non-contract-based 
actors, while NGOs, whistle-blowers, 
and the public may have more moral 
consideration, news media often have 
better circulation. In practice, the whis-
tle-blowers’ moral consideration can be 
deterred by a fear of retaliation (Alford 
2001; Malmstrom and Mullin 2014) or 
there is simply not enough incentive for 
taking any action. The public are mostly 
indifferent to non-compliance unless it 
endangers their own rights or interests, 
as the “natural state of humankind vis-
à-vis risk is apathy” (Sandman 1993). In 
contrast, news media often act as they 
have particular interests in stories that 
violate norms and tend to emphasise 
emotional charges rather than technical 
claims (Luhmann 2000). 

Consequently, the performance 
of these actors is also restricted. NGOs 
do not often detect non-compliance. 
Consumers and the public pay a lot of 
attention and are particularly active in 
China in bringing forward informa-
tion. But within the large amount of 
information, only a small proportion 
is relevant to food safety. For instance, 
according to the published decisions 
of administrative penalties in Shang-
hai, most public complaints led to the 
detection of several packs of expired or 
incorrectly labelled food in small inde-
pendent grocery shops, and no further 
serious issues were detected.
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News media are also active in 
China. But they often exaggerate or mis- 
interpret reality. Journalists are more 
interested in “big brands” and adverse 
information to catch more readers in 
their coverage, which may create un-
necessary misunderstanding amongst 
readers.xiii This phenomenon can be ob-
served in the daily news report about 
food safety issues. 

4.2. Limited cooperation
The above analysis into the possession 
and deployment of resources draws our 
attention to two issues. Firstly, the un-
even allocation of resources and limited 

techniques create the necessity and pos-
sibility of cooperation within the moni-
toring space. Secondly, various motiva-
tions and limited techniques imply that 
cooperation can only be achieved to a 
limited extent. 

4.2.1. Cooperation within the 
monitoring space

Within a monitoring space, actors are 
connected with each other in a complex 
way. With the risk of oversimplification, 
Chart 1 briefly shows the connection. 
Apart from direct monitoring activities 
by surrounding actors targeting food 
businesses, there is also cooperation 

Note: The links between actors are drawn based on the current legislation, literature, and relevant 
official reports and news reports.
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between these surrounding actors. For 
example, all of the other surrounding 
actors may play a role of informants to 
government authorities. Whistle-blow-
ers and members of the public may also 
provide clues to illegal activities to the 
media or NGOs. From a different per-
spective, government authorities can 
provide important legal support or in-
centives to encourage other actors to 
take action, either to influence the be-
haviour of food businesses directly or to 
provide government with information. 
Support of this kind may also exist be-
tween other actors. It should be noted 
that this chart is only illustrative, rather 
than descriptive or exhaustive. 

Indeed, in both countries, it is 
not difficult to observe cooperation. In 
China, the voice of consumers and the 
public has gained increasingly more at-
tention in processes of law implementa-
tion by government (Liu and McGuire 
2015). To understand how often food 
authorities have relied on the public 
to detect non-compliance, research for 
this article included 500 decisions of 
administrative penalties. These deci-
sions were issued by food authorities in 
Shanghai between January and March 
2018.xiv Analysis shows that 247 out of 
500 cases clearly indicated the source of 
information. Complaints by the public 
contributed 56 cases (22.67 per cent of 
known sources). The strength of this 
crowdsourcing approach lies in its sig-
nificant expansion of coverage. It helps 
ease the burden on government author-
ities and increase the possibility of de-
tecting non-compliance. This approach 
is particularly useful in the context of 
China, where the food industry is mas-

sive and has a highly heterogeneous 
structure and where market mecha-
nisms do not work effectively (Zhang 
2013).

In the UK, government author-
ities more often consider third-party 
intervention based on private assur-
ance schemes. As specified by Euro-
pean Union law, participation in these 
schemes and receiving independent 
checks are taken into consideration in 
processes of official controls.xv This is 
practised in the UK. Compliance with 
industry-led standards and indepen-
dent monitoring interventions influ-
ence the determination of risk levels 
presented by food businesses.xvi In a 
document issued by the former CFDA, 
the Chinese government also encour-
ages food businesses to have their food 
safety management system assessed by 
third parties. But this is an advanced 
step in the current context, where certi-
fication is not yet a widespread practice. 
Whether and to what extent it can be 
put into practice is still uncertain. 

Non-state actors sometimes 
need support from the state. To whis-
tle-blowers and the public, the state is 
in a position to provide legal protec-
tion and rewards to create incentives. 
In terms of protecting whistle-blowers, 
the UK has done a better job than Chi-
na. In the UK, whistle-blowers are pro-
tected under the Public Interest Disclo-
sure Act 1998 (part of the Employment 
Rights Act 1996).xvii In China, whis-
tle-blowers and external sources (such 
as the public) were not separated for a 
long time. There was not any specific 
protection available to whistle-blow-
ers and it was not unusual to see “reta-
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liation” (Li 2014; Shi 2015). The 2015 
Amendment to the FSL paid special 
attention to whistle-blowers, stating 
that any employer that takes retaliato-
ry steps against a whistle-blower will 
be punished. But how well this works 
is still to be tested. Bounty schemes 
are designed to encourage informants 
to bring forward clues of non-compli-
ance. But a prerequisite is that potential 
informants possess sufficient knowl-
edge of regulation, which may only be 
achieved through publicity and pro-
motion by government authorities or 
NGOs. To contract-based actors, firstly 
they need the state to back the contrac-
tual arrangement, which is achieved 
through contract law. Secondly, as ex-
plained previously, gaps in their mon-
itoring techniques need to be bridged. 
This may only be achieved through offi-
cial controls of government authorities. 

Non-state actors themselves also 
cooperate with each other. One typical 
example is perhaps businesses partners’ 
reliance on certificates or documents 
issued by third-party certification or 
inspection bodies. As food businesses 
may not conduct inspections or audits 
directly, they frequently require sup-
pliers to obtain certain certificates as a 
“quality signal” (Gawron and Theuvsen 
2012) or to purchase inspection service 
from third parties. There is also coop-
eration between whistle-blowers and 
journalists. Whistle-blowers serve as a 
source of story ideas, which sometimes 
end up as high-profile exposés through 
the media. In return, media exposure 
empowers whistle-blowers to pursue 
justice in cases of wrongdoings in cer-
tain cases (Wahl-Jorgensen and Hunt 

2012). At the same time, the circula-
tion of news reports online by netizens 
helps amplify the influence of these sto-
ries (Tong 2011). NGOs usually rely on 
volunteers from the public to conduct 
surveillance while consumers’ concerns 
about food safety may be eased by the 
work of NGOs. 

4.2.2. Limits of cooperation

However, cooperative relationships 
have another function. Because no sin-
gle actor can perform the function ef-
fectively on its own, there is a need for 
such interaction. But also because of 
this, the interaction is bound to be re-
stricted. This observation is particularly 
important to government authorities, 
as they are the default actor in perform-
ing the monitoring function. 

In the Chinese case, while pro-
moting bounty schemes, government 
authorities have to be aware that bounty 
schemes may cause unintended results 
(Hood 1983). Over-relying on them 
risks receiving a good deal of unreli-
able information. It also risks distort-
ing the calculation of real levels of risk, 
impeding government authorities from 
achieving regulatory goals (Baldwin, 
Cave, and Lodge 2012). This is mainly 
because problems that draw the atten-
tion of the public are often the most 
obvious and minor ones. This inevita-
bly distracts the attention of regulatory 
authorities from more severe issues. 

The hype generated by news me-
dia is another concern. Focusing on 
the voices of journalists risks shifting 
the attention of government author-
ities from the real high-risk areas to 
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the most obvious trivial infractions 
(Lochner, Apollonio, and Tatum 2008). 
An ironic phenomenon in China is 
that while food authorities promote 
bounty schemes, many local areas are 
suffering from shortage of qualified 
staff, essential equipment, and basic 
facilities. While food authorities have 
intervened in numerous ordinary of-
fences, they often fail in detecting seri-
ous law-breaching activities at an early 
stage until significant loss and damage 
have been caused. The analysis here 
may offer some explanation.

In the UK, private assurance 
schemes and third-party certification 
and inspection have seen significant 
development in practice. However, it is 
not free from problems either. As noted 
earlier, the main objective underpin-
ning private action and the monitoring 
techniques is problematic. It is neces-
sary for government authorities to con-
tinually assess and review their cooper-
ation with private bodies. This is also a 
critical issue for Chinese government 
authorities, since private certification 
and inspection services have been ris-
ing in recent years.

5. Conclusion

The process of monitoring is a 
central, but somewhat neglected, 
aspect of contemporary regula-

tion. Its effectiveness directly influences 
the successful operation of the whole 
regime and, ultimately, the achieve-
ment of policy goals. To understand 
this element of regulation more com-
prehensively, this article has proposed 
the concept of “monitoring space.” It is 

a holistic approach to analysis, contain-
ing two dimensions. Firstly, a number 
of actors share the “monitoring space.” 
This is primarily because of the frag-
mentation of resources and capacity. 
Against different socioeconomic back-
grounds, the structure of the “monitor-
ing space” varies. Secondly, the uneven 
allocation of resources and the varia-
tion in motivations contribute to the 
deployment of resources to a varied de-
gree by each actor. It, in turn, leads to a 
limited cooperation within the “moni-
toring space.” These two dimensions are 
crucial to the effectiveness of any pro-
cess of monitoring. 

The concept of “monitoring 
space” embraces a “resource-based” 
approach to analysis. In practice, there 
may not be a clear-cut division between 
those four types of resources—nodality, 
authority, treasure, and organisational. 
But this approach provides a working 
base for further examination. It allows 
us to better understand “where the ca-
pacity lies within the existing regimes” 
and to “strengthen those that appear to 
pull in the right direction and inhibit 
those that pull the wrong way” (Scott 
2012). This approach is of fundamental 
significance not only for solving puzzles 
in the sector of food safety, but also for 
analysing issues in some other policy ar-
eas; not only for evaluating the process 
of monitoring, but also for examining 
the other elements of regulation includ-
ing standard-setting and enforcement.

This article has elaborated the 
concept of “monitoring space” in food 
safety regulation in China and the UK. 
It identified government authorities; 
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contract-based actors, including food 
businesses and certification or inspec-
tion bodies; and non-contract-based 
actors, including NGOs, the media, 
whistle-blowers, and members of the 
public as all performing some moni-
toring functions. Food authorities, the 
media, and the public have been more 
active than the other actors in China; 
in the UK, government authorities and 
contract-based actors have stood out. It 
is difficult and would be inappropriate 
to say that one system is better than the 
other. After all, each actor has strengths 
and weaknesses. The context of China 
is also distinct from that of the UK. The 
significance of comparison lies in the 
observation of strengths and weakness-
es linked with each model. These obser-
vations shed light on the puzzles con-
cerning “who” and “why did they fail” 
raised at the beginning. 

This article suggests that in prac-
tice, important attention needs to be 
paid to the following aspects. In China, 
given the lack of qualified food officers 
at the local level, it is necessary for gov-
ernment authorities at higher levels to 
develop detailed guidelines or manuals 

for conducting activities of monitor-
ing. In the long run, clear and strict re-
quirements on the qualification of food 
officers and continuous professional 
training are crucial. In terms of coop-
eration with non-state actors, Chinese 
government authorities need to be cau-
tious about their heavy reliance upon 
the public and the media. To some ex-
tent, the government may further facil-
itate the involvement of contract-based 
actors in performing functions of mon-
itoring. In the UK, the system of moni-
toring has been better established than 
it has in China. However, government 
authorities may harness the capacity 
of the public in a more creative way to 
bridge the gap in regulatory resources 
and to expand the coverage of the sys-
tem of monitoring. 

Last but not least, any “monitor-
ing space” is bound to be fragmented. 
In most cases, “strategic redundancy” is 
necessary. It requires multiple actors to 
perform the function of monitoring. It 
also requires these actors to cooperate 
with each other. More effective process-
es of monitoring can only be built on 
the efforts from all sides of society. 

Notes
i Shanghai Husi Food Co. Ltd. (Husi) committed serious offences against the law. For example, 

workers picked up meat from the factory floor and put it back on the production line directly. 
They mixed expired meat with fresh meat. Business partners of Husi included many big 
brands, such as McDonald’s (China), Burger King, Pizza Hut, etc. 

ii Two of the largest UK poultry processors—2 Sisters Food Group and Faccenda—were accused 
of wrongdoing. Workers picked up chicken from the floor and put it back on the production 
line directly. Breakdown of machines led to high-risk material (such as guts and offal) piling 
up for hours. Big names such as Tesco, Asda, Sainsbury’s, Aldi, and M&S, which had those two 
companies as suppliers, were involved. 
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iii This trend is reflected in the key documents on economic and regulatory reform issued by the 
State Council and the National Development and Reform Commission each year. 

iv In Scotland, the Food Standards Scotland has been in operation and discharging relevant 
responsibilities since April 1, 2015. But its creation was mainly out of political considerations, 
rather than regulatory concerns. 

v Guangqi Company supplied food ingredients to many bakeries in Hangzhou, Zhejiang 
Province, selling expired food ingredients to its buyers. 

vi Eleme (“Are you hungry”) is an online platform that offers take-away ordering service. A 
journalist found that many food providers on this platform were not licensed to provide 
catering service and the hygiene condition on premises was poor. 

vii Table 1 and the theoretical framework of the NATO scheme are also explained in another 
article by the author. See An (2019).

viii See http://www.sda.gov.cn/WS01/CL0051/148941.html, accessed March 31 2016.

ix See the Annual Report of Incidents prepared by the FSA each year.

x A control body is an independent third party to which the competent authority has delegated 
certain control tasks. See Regulation (EC) No 882/2004 of April 29, 2004 of the European 
Parliament and of the Council on official controls performed to ensure the verification of 
compliance with feed and food law, animal health, and animal welfare rules [2004] OJ L165/1.

xi For more details, see Food Law Code of Practice (England) (March 2017). 

xii The BRC programme is voluntary and the decision to participate rests with the food businesses 
that have been certified with a certain grade. In the Global GAP case, unscheduled surveillance 
inspections of a minimum of 10 per cent of all certified producers per annum are carried out. 
But they are still announced 48 hours in advance and there is only a 10 per cent chance of 
receiving such a visit. See Kalfagianni and Fuchs (2015).

xiii This information came from an event on freedom of information in food safety regulation, 
hosted by a newspaper, in Beijing on April 18, 2015.

xiv These decisions were published up to April 30, 2018. Instead of random sampling, this research 
collected all 500 cases in a row up to this date. 

xv See Regulation (EC) No. 882/2004 of April 29, 2004 of the European Parliament and of the 
Council on official controls performed to ensure the verification of compliance with feed and 
food law, animal health, and animal welfare rules [2004] OJ L165/1.

xvi See Food Law Code of Practice (England) (March 2017). 

xvii The guiding procedure is that whistle-blowers first understand if their company has a 
whistleblowing procedure. The first choice should be their employers or other responsible 
people so that the problem can be better solved. If they believe that their employers will cover 
up the problem, would treat them unfairly if they complained, or has not sorted it out, they 
can blow the whistle to a prescribed body, i.e., the FSA and local food authorities in the area of 
food safety.
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