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Toward Collaborative Regulation:
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Abstract: The objective of this paper is to illustrate and examine the general situation and
the evolution of the style of China’s food-safety regulation since the reform and opening-up.
This article uses content analysis based on official documents on food-safety regulation
issued by central government departments/bureaus from 1979 to 2017. The analysis
reveals that ( 1) China has comprehensively used mandatory regulatory tools incentive
regulatory tools capacity-building regulatory tools and symbolic and hortatory regulatory
tools but there have been structural imbalances: overuse of mandatory regulations and
insufficient use of incentive regulations and capacity-building regulations; ( 2) China
generally follows the logic of development from confrontational regulation to collaborative
regulation. Mandatory and confrontational elements gradually decline whereas flexible and
collaborative elements steadily expand. Among the latter symbolic and hortatory
regulatory tools are attracting more attention and social co-governance has become a new
mode of food-safety regulation. The reason for such a change in the regulatory approach is
the opportunity brought about by the transformation of the mode of governance and the
urgent need for transformation of the regulatory process.

This has important implications for future food-safety regulations. We must deal with
the problem of the structural imbalance in the regulatory approach and promote a mix of
appropriate regulatory tools based on knowledge about the ability of different types of
regulatory tools to influence policy outputs or outcomes and the resources required for the
regulatory tools to operate as expected. The accumulation of such knowledge is contingent
on the contextual experience. On the one hand we should consciously enrich the varieties
of incentive and capacity-building regulatory tools. For example administrative contracts
can be introduced to encourage self-discipline. On the other hand we should stimulate
supportive public and political discourses. Incentive regulatory tools especially financial

support can lead to a regulatory reluctance or even opposition to the use of such tools
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because of the associated economic costs. A supportive discourse especially a supportive
political discourse helps to enhance the legitimacy or recognition of the regulatory
approach and to reduce possible resistance.

The key limitation of this study is that it focuses on the evolution of the style of food—
safety regulation based on the content of the policy texts but there is still a gap between
the policy texts and implementation so the conclusions in this study may fail to accurately
reflect the reality. Another difficulty arises from the selected samples 1i.e. official
documents by the central leadership. Since central policy must consider the overall
situation transformation of its regulatory style is relatively stable. In contrast local
governments based on the premise of following the general policy direction of the central
government can formulate policies according to local conditions and with greater
autonomy thus accelerating the pace of regulatory transformation. Therefore these
research conclusions may deviate from local regulatory practices.

Keywords: food-safety regulation; mode of regulation; collaborative regulation



