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Introduction 

Around the turn of the 20th century, both the United Kingdom and the United 

States faced food crises that developed along similar lines. In each instance, the crisis 

involved dramatic symptoms that surprised both experts and the public; both were the 

product of questionable meat industry practices meant to maximize profits at the cost of 

consumer safety; and both were the product of failed government regulation.  However, 

the impact of the Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy outbreak in the UK and the 

Escherichia coli O157:H7 outbreaks in the US are notably different in terms of the actors 

ultimately held responsible for the crisis.  In the former case the government was mostly 

held accountable, while in the latter case the meat industry was accused of unsavory 

practices..  Given the fact that narratives could have been constructed in each case, 

blaming either the government or the meat industry, why was the government held 

chiefly responsible in the UK while the meat industry was held chiefly responsible in the 

US? 

This paper seeks to address this paradox, and examines how the impact of 

government discourse provides an explanation for the different outcomes to these food 

crises.  

I will first briefly define discursive institutionalism before examining the US and 

UK food borne disease outbreaks.  Each case study will first examine the societal ways of 

thinking that shape successful discourse before examining the background of the food 

disasters, and the reasons why both the meat industry and government actors were 

responsible for the crises.  Finally, each case study will conclude with analysis from 
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discursive intuitionalism explaining why the meat industry or the government actors were 

held responsible by the public  

Methodology: Discursive Institutionalism 

Discursive Institutionalism (DI) is a supplemental methodology to the “old new 

institutionalisms”: rational choice institutionalism (RI), historical institutionalism (HI), 

and sociological institutionalism (SI).  Specifically, DI examines how discourse both 

shapes institutions and affects institutional outcomes. “Discourse” refers to the 

substantive ideas presented by institutions as well as the process of idea presentation.  

This presentational process involves both “coordinative discourse” as well as 

“communicative discourse”.  “Coordinative discourse” refers to the process of actors in 

the policy realm engaging in message construction, while “communicative discourse” 

refers to the political realm of actors presenting their ideas to the public.  Multiple actors 

can engage in communicative discourse, including politicians, the media, or concerned 

citizen groups.  Thus, the presentational process is very dynamic: policy actors both 

shape the public discourse and are shaped by public discourse    

DI differs from the old new institutionalisms because it emphasizes the power of 

discourse to explain institutional behavior and change.  However, despite the differences 

between DI and the old new institutionalisms, DI can be supplemental to RI, HI, and SI.  

This is largely due to two reasons.  The first reason is that DI is in the same 

epistemological status as the other institutionalisms and does not necessarily promote a 

competing explanation.  DI is in the same epistemological status as the other 

institutionalisms because it shares the same analytic framework, attempting to “identify, 

describe, and analyze important phenomena when they occur, that applies only under 
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certain conditions, and for which theories can be developed and tested”. 1 DI differs from 

the other institutionalisms in “its objects of explanation, its logic of explanation, and its 

kinds of explanation”. 2  More importantly, the objects, logic, and kinds of explanations 

offered by DI do not rule out the objects, logic, and kinds of explanations offered by the 

other institutionalisms.  Thus, the insights offered by DI may be complementary to the 

other institutionalisms and offer greater explanatory power to a study.  This feature of DI 

may be due to the fact that DI sprung from the other institutionalisms  use of “ideas” as a 

variable to explain outcomes their older methodologies could not fully account for.  

Secondly, DI agrees with the older new institutionalisms in their belief that institutions 

frame the discourse and  determine what are acceptable discourse and ideas.  Thus it is 

possible for the older new institutionalists to examine the effects of discourse on 

institutional activity even if there is disagreement on whether or not those institutions are 

primarily historically derived, socially constructed, or a means to alter individuals’ 

rational decision making. 

This paper will apply Discursive Institutionalism to examine how the discourse of 

actors responsible for the food crises in the US and the UK affected the outcome of those 

food crises.  As predicted by DI, this paper argues that the substance and presentational 

method of ideas by policy actors impacts how those ideas are received by the public.   

Case Study: E. Coli in America 

In this section, I will examine in greater detail the 1996 American E. Coli 

outbreak as well as how the American government was able to escape responsibility for 

the crisis and blame the meat industry despite shared responsibility for the outbreak. 

                                                 
1 Schmidt, Vivien. “Give peace a chance: Reconciling Four (not three) “New Institutionalisms”. American 
Political Science Association. Pg 5. 
2 Schmidt, pg 5 
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First, the section will address the societal norms in America that provide a foundation for 

successful discourse before examining the background of the E. Coli outbreak, and the 

government’s discursive response.  Finally, I will examine how the government’s 

discourse surrounding the outbreak successfully abdicated the government from any 

responsibility for the food failures and concomitant punishment.    

The American Normative Environment 

American norms have created an environment where it is easier for government 

agencies to shift blame to others actors. This is due to the American conception of 

“democracy”, the American emphasis on individualism and freedom, American values of 

neo-liberalism, and American skepticism over big government.  

 The American conception of democracy is rooted in providing checks and 

balances3.  Thus no government agent is given absolute power and instead power is 

shared.  Although this feature of American government might cause it to be less efficient, 

it is viewed as a necessary sacrifice for promoting a democratic ideal. Secondly, the 

American conception of democracy places heavy emphasis on following the accepted 

political processes and being transparent4. As a result of these ideals, government 

agencies have limited sovereignty due to both shared sovereignty with other institutions 

and procedural restrictions that take priority over maximizing results. 

 In addition to possessing limited sovereignty, government agents also face limited 

resources due to public distrust of big government and neoliberal values. This distrust is 

founded on both the American value of “individualism” as well as the American belief 

                                                 
3 Foley, Michael. American Credo: The Place of Ideas in US Politics. Oxford University Press, 2007. Pg 
86. 
4 Jassanoff, Sheila. Civilization and Madness: The Great BSE Scare of 1996. Public Understand of Science 
v. 6 (1997) pg 221–232 
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that free markets best promote economic growth.  This latter approach to regulation and 

governance arose with the rise in popularity of neo liberal values and ideas. Since the 

early 1980s, the dominant attitude has been to  curb the role of government in economic 

life in order to free economic actors to better pursue efficiency, economies of scale, and 

ultimately higher economic growth and increased prosperity. An illustration of how these 

two factors–neoliberal ideals and individualism—create a culture resistant to big 

government programs is the 1994 attempt to reform healthcare.  Although there was 

initially widespread public agreement in the US that the healthcare system was broken, 

public opinion eventually became opposed to healthcare reform because it reduced their 

choices as individuals and it was feared that the government program would be 

inefficient and wasteful.5  

 Therefore, this American way of thinking enabled American government agencies 

to avoid blame because agencies’ latitude is significantly constrained.  Furthermore, 

government agencies may escape significant responsibility for poor results by following 

established procedures.  American political discourse that highlights barriers hindering 

the government’s ability to provide solutions are also bolstered by coordinative discourse. 

Actors across society engage in coordinative discourse supporting the claim that agencies 

are restricted.  

The 1996 Jack in the Box E Coli Outbreak 

 Background: E. Coli O157:H7 

The 1996 Jack in the Box outbreak involved Escherichia coli O157:H7 

(henceforth ‘E. Coli’).  E. Coli O157:H7 is a dangerous strain of Escherichia Coli that 

                                                 
5Bok, Derek. “Political Leadership in the Great Health Care Debate of 1993-1994”. Public Discourse in 
America (Ed. Judith Rodin and Stephen Steinberg).  Unviersity of Pennsylvannia Press, Pennsylvania: 
2003. Pg 96-105.  
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typically resides in the intestinal tract of cattle.  E. Coli O157:H7 may be transmitted 

from cow intestines to humans through poor feedlot conditions, hasty meat slaughtering, 

or cooking practices favoring rare meat. Humans are very susceptible to infection E. Coli 

O157:H7: studies suggest that the infective dose may be as few as 10 organisms.  The 

organism is contagious between persons6, and has a short incubation period of less than 

10 days.7 In 1982, E. Coli O157:H7 was first recognized as a dangerous food borne 

pathogen in the US after several outbreaks in Oregon and Michigan fast food restaurants8.  

For the next decade there were several outbreaks and between 40 to 370 infections per 

year according to the Center for Disease Control.9   

The initial response to the discovery of E. Coli O157:H7 verifies the American 

ways of thinking discussed above; the initial research focus in response to the E. Coli 

outbreak was to focus on individual responsibility.  When E. Coli O157:H7 first emerged 

in 1982, it was viewed as a natural development which should be solved by individual 

action—there was little focus in initial E. Coli research over solutions that could be found 

in government institutions or reforming meat industry practices.  This is evidenced in a 

bibliographic review done by Arunas Juska et al, who examined all publications from 

Agricola and Medline—two databases that contained the most comprehensive 

publications on E. Coli O157:H7. They found that publications between the first outbreak 

(1982) and the Jack in the Box outbreak (1993) were mostly focused on the potential 

danger of E. Coli O157:H7 rather than the meat industry practices and regulations: 67% 
                                                 
6 Walderhaug, M. “Escherichia coli O157:H7”. US Food and Drug Association.  January 2001. 
<http://www.cfsan.fda.gov/~mow/chap15.html> 
7 Anonymous. “Escherichia coli”. Center for Disease and Control. 27 March 2008.  
<http://www.cdc.gov/nczved/dfbmd/disease_listing/stec_gi.html#2> 
8[Juska et al 1] Juska et al. “Negotiating Bacteriological Meat Contamination Standards in the US: The 
Case of E. coli O157:H7” 
9 [Juska et al 2] Juska et al. “Manufacturing Bacteriological contamination Outbreaks in Industrialized 
Meat Production Systems: The case of E. Coli O157:H7”  
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of research was focused either on the bacteria’s properties or the associated diseases to E. 

Coli O157:H7.  Because E. Coli O157:H7 was largely viewed as a natural development 

and not a regulatory issue, the government was mostly excluded from the initial solution.  

The initial focus was to focus on equipping physicians with the proper information for 

patients infected with E. Coli; physicians encouraged patients to follow more formalized 

food preparation and consumption practices to avoid E. Coli O157:H7 (ie: cooking 

hamburgers fully and avoiding cross contamination) 10.  

The Outbreak 

The Jack in the Box E. Coli outbreak occurred in 1993, and was one of the most 

serious foodborne disease crises faced by the US in decades.  This outbreak involved 5 

states, caused 732 infections, and hospitalized 195 people.  Out of those infected, 55 

individuals developed hemolytic uremic syndrome (HUS)—a harmful kidney disease—

while three died.  Furthermore, there was a costly beef recall.  The source of the outbreak 

was infected ground beef served at the national hamburger chain, Jack in the Box.11 This 

outbreak was highly publicized, and was also combined with expert testimony over the 

surprising virulence of the disease as well as the CDC reporting surprise over the sudden 

increase in outbreaks.  The public was panicked: hamburgers, the all American food 

frequently consumed by the public, were potentially lethal.  Furthermore, journalists and 

legislators were beginning to underscore the lack of modernization to meat industry 

regulations, which had not undergone a significant improvement since the early 1900s 

after Upton Sinclair’s famous book, The Jungle.  Meat inspectors still used the primitive 

                                                 
10 Juska et al 1 
11 Juska et al 1 
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“poke and sniff” method, which was insufficient to detect bacteria contaminations.  

Overall, these developments created the atmosphere of a public health crisis.  

       Meat Industry and Government Responsibility For the Outbreak 

There were ultimately three groups of actors who could have been held 

accountable for the E. Coli outbreak: the feedlot and processing sectors of the meat 

industry, the government, the foodservice community. 

The meat industry was partially responsible for the outbreak due to their practices 

which compromised public safety for their financial gain.  Because E. Coli O157:H7 is 

found in cattle intestines, a key method to prevent E. Coli O157:H7 contamination is to 

prevent fecal matter from splattering on the beef.12  However, this was not a priority for 

the meat processing and feedlot industries, which was focused instead on minimizing 

costs and maximizing profits.  The feedlot sectors held responsibility due to the poor 

conditions it raised cattle.  In order to minimize costs, cattle were kept in “medieval 

conditions” where they were without clean water and sewage disposal.  Because cattle 

deposit around 50 pound of manure everyday, the result of the poor sanitation conditions 

is that cattle spend most of the day in their own feces, coating their hides with waste.13  In 

addition, the animal feed contained fecal matter from other animals.  The meat processing 

industry further exacerbated this problem through their slaughtering techniques.  In order 

to maximize profits the cattle were slaughtered at high speeds by employees who were 

increasingly composed of poorly trained, poorly paid, and politically vulnerable 

immigrant workers.14  To slaughter the cattle, workers must first remove the cattle’s hide 

before physically removing its inner organs.  However, if the hides are not properly 

                                                 
12 Anonymous (CDC) 
13 Drexler, Madeline. Secret Agents. Joseph Henry Press, 2002.  Pg 85 
14 Juska et al 1 
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cleaned, pieces of dirt and fecal matter will fall into the meat.  Furthermore, if the organs 

are not removed carefully the intestines may break, spilling fecal matter everywhere and 

contaminating the meat.  Lastly, there was evidence that the meat industry resisted 

federal inspectors and harassed them.15  All of this evidence demonstrates the meat 

processing and feedlot industries’ responsibility for creating a system prone to foodborne 

crises. 

There are three reasons the “government actors”—elected officials and regulatory 

agency officials—may be held responsible.  The first reason is the enforcement 

capabilities of the US Department of Agriculture (UDSA)—the federal agency in charge 

of these inspections—and the various state departments of agriculture were all insolvent.  

Even if food inspectors found any contaminants in the meat, they only had state and 

federal authority to tell the meat packing plant that there was a potential risk in selling the 

meat; inspectors could not halt packaging or confiscate any untested meat despite the fact 

that bacterial infections spread quickly through the meat supply.16  Thus the regulatory 

institutions played a role in allowing the beef industry to sacrifice hygiene for the sake of 

profit.  The elected officials also maintained this insolvent system by failing to empower 

the regulatory institutions or modernize the outdated meat inspection system mentioned 

above.  Because the inspection system relies on inspectors to catch contamination they 

see, touch, and smell, the extent of the inspectors’ usefulness was only to try and catch 

                                                 
15 McEnroe, Paul; Schmickle, Sharon. “With meat from diseased cattle slipping into the supply, some beef 
being mislabeled or of poor quality and a flawed, outdated inspection system adding to the risk of it getting 
to your table ... For consumers, it's luck of the draw”. Star Tribune (Minneapolis, MN). August 8, 1993, 
Metro Edition. 
16 McEnroe and Schmickle 
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evidence of diseased animals or hair contaminating the meat. There were no provisions in 

the inspection system for detecting dangerous microbes.17  

In addition to maintaining the rules creating an insolvent institution, elected 

officials further held responsibility by weakening the already compromised food safety 

agencies through deregulatory neoliberal reforms.  Deregulation of the meat industry 

during the Reagan and Bush administrations was accompanied with a cutback on FDA 

funds and federal inspectors: 550 federal meat inspectors were cut, significantly 

weakening the USDA’s regulatory capabilities.  Elected officials at the time of the E. 

Coli crisis share responsibility for this deregulations because the FDA inspectors were 

not reinstated or replaced during the Clinton administration, despite promises for a “quick 

and genuine reform of the USDA”.18   

Lastly, there is evidence that the USDA officials also held responsibility because 

they rejected regulatory changes which would have prevented or minimized the outbreak.  

The USDA refused a petition from the American Public Health Association requiring a 

label on meat and poultry containing safe handling instructions.  It also ignored the three 

times warnings from the National Academy of Sciences since 1985 which highlighted 

major flaws in the meat inspection system in detecting bacterial contamination, and 

suggested changes such as faster laboratory testing 19.  These regulatory deficiencies 

caused the USDA's Food Safety and Inspection Service to proclaim the tainted beef 

                                                 
17 McEnroe and Schmickle 
18 McDermott, Terry and Nelson, Robert. “E. Coli Poisonings / One Year later – Little Progress Made in 
Improving Detection”. Seattle Times. January 16, 1994 Pg A1. 
19 McEnroe and Schmickle 
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“wholesome”, even calling Foodmaker—the provider of the beef—“the safest in the 

industry”.20   

Finally, Jack in the Box did not cook the beef according to federal standards.  As 

the USDA was quick to point out after the outbreak, if Jack in the Box had cooked their 

beef patties to the federal standards of 140 degrees Fahrenheit, the outbreak was have 

never occurred.21  However, Jack in the Box did not use thermometers to cook their 

burgers, and thus appears to hold significant responsibility for the outbreak.22 

Thus there was shared responsibility for the crisis between the government, the 

meat industry (feedlot and processors), and the food service industry.  However, 

ultimately only the meat industry faced significant consequences for the outbreak; the 

meat processing industry was vilified and subjected to increased regulations while the 

plant responsible for the contaminated beef, Hudson Foods, was shut down23.  

Meanwhile, the USDA remained intact and, even more surprisingly, the government 

managed to emerge from the crisis as a victim of barriers preventing them from 

containing the outbreak.  Finally, although Foodmaker—the parent company of Jack in 

the Box—lost significant earnings for the 1996 fiscal year, they ultimately recovered and 

remain up to this day as a thriving foodservice company. 24   

  The Role of Discourse in the E. Coli Outbreak 

                                                 
20 Kreidler, Mike. “'What We Don't See Is What We Get' Time Is Now, Writes Rep. Kreidler, to Reform 
Meat Inspection System to Prevent Repeat of the 'Jack in the Box' Food Poisoning Outbreak in Washington 
State”.  Roll Call. June 8, 1993 
21 Anonymous. “COMPANY NEWS; Jack in the Box's Worst Nightmare” Newyork Times February 6, 
1993. 
22Birkland, Thomas A and Nath, Radhika.  “Business and Political Dimensions in Disaster Management”. 
Journal of Public Policy, Vol. 20, No. 3 (Sep. - Dec., 2000), (pp. 275-303). 284 
23 Redman, Nina. Food Safety. ABC-CLIO, California: 2000. Pg 6 
24 McDermott and Nelson 
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Why was the American government able to avoid responsibility for the E. Coli 

outbreak despite significant responsibility?  One answer lies in the effectiveness of the 

government discourse in response to the food crisis.  This section will first examine the 

substance of the government discourse before examining factors explaining its 

effectiveness. 

The actual government discourse involves two themes: abdicating government 

actors from responsibility for the food crisis and shifting blame towards the meat 

processing industry.   

To promote the first theme of government innocence, the government and 

regulatory actors used discourse both painting themselves as overly restricted and 

operating to the best of their ability given their restrictions.  Firstly, to avoid 

responsibility for the outbreak, the government presented a narrative emphasizing the 

constraints they faced including resource restrictions, procedural restrictions, and 

normative restrictions.  For example, a front page article in the 1993 Minneapolis Star 

Tribune mentions the deregulatory impact of the Reagan and Bush administrations in 

crippling the resources of food inspectors.   

Furthermore, procedural restraints were also discussed.  For example, the 1993 

Star Tribune article also emphasizes that federal regulators are only allowed to observe 

that certain batches of meat may pose a risk to consumers, but are not allowed to actually 

take any substantive action due to legal restraints.25  In addition, a 1994 Seattle Times 

article discusses procedural barriers facing the director of USDA, Michael Espy, from 

successful reform of the USDA.  When the USDA attempted to place warning labels and 

cooking instructions on meat, a federal judge in Texas blocked the procedure because the 
                                                 
25 McEnroe and Schmickle 
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USDA violated their procedures by “not allowing adequate time for opponents to 

comment”.26  The article also mentioned a similar technicality blocking Espy’s order for 

a zero tolerance of milk, feces, and intestinal material on animal carcasses—all of which 

are prime suspects for E. Coli.  Thus, the major cognitive idea presented through this 

discourse was that the USDA has significant restrictions preventing immediate and 

complete solvency of the E. Coli crisis.  

In addition, government actors gained further support from discourse presenting 

governmental precautionary actions as already infringing on American norms; the 

government regulations were sacrificing individual choice out of precaution, making the 

government regulations appear overly protective rather than inadequate. An example of 

this discourse can be found in the 1994 edition of Florida’s St. Petersburg Times where 

lower regulations allowing for consumer choice were viewed in a favorable light.  In the 

article, a “cautious” regulation in North Carolina requiring beef to be cooked to medium-

well (170 oF) was compared to Florida’s regulation, which not only held a lower 

requirement but also provided an exemption to allow consumers the choice of consuming 

undercooked beef.  Florida’s law was viewed in a more positive light: Robert Nelson of 

the Florida Restaurant Association was quoted in the article, stating “that a flat-out ban 

on rare burgers…would take away ‘the consumer’s right to decide what he or she decides 

to ingest’ and trifle with inalienable rights to life, liberty, the pursuit of happiness-and 

rare hamburgers”.27  Thus the government actors gained support through discourse 

painting government actions as adequate in light of the need to provide for individual 

choice. 

                                                 
26 McDermott and Nelson 
27 Sherman, Chris. “Burgers that aren’t a raw deal”. St. Petersburg Times (Florida). July 21, 1994, City 
Edition. Pg 1D. 
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 The government and regulatory actors also further argued for their innocence by 

promoting their second theme of a guilty meat industry; government and regulatory 

actors directed blame specifically towards the meat processing industry through their 

discourse.  Focusing blame on meat processors was likely an intentional act because Jack 

in the Box, meat producers, and consumers all shared responsibility for the outbreak but 

were left largely untouched by government discourse.  Furthermore, there was a lack of 

empirical data conclusively suggesting the meat industry was responsible.28 The 

government focused blame on the meat industry through both explicit discourse through 

public communication as well as subtle discourse through regulatory activities.  

Firstly, the USDA explicitly presented the meat processing industry as greedy and 

hostile to regulations. To accomplish this, the government contrasted their “honest 

hardworking federal inspectors” as encumbered by belligerent meat processors.  An 

example this kind of government narrative can be found in the front page news article 

written soon after the outbreak on August 8, 1993 in the Minneapolis Star Tribune.  In 

the article, one government inspector described their struggle with trying to do their job 

with the meat companies trying to maximize profit as a “relentless battle”.  Another 

inspector says the meat industry “will sit there all day long waiting for an inspector to do 

one thing wrong and then call Washington. They try to intimidate them, swearing and 

screaming if they stop the lines".29  This narrative was bolstered by non-governmental 

actors engaging in coordinative discourse such as Tom Devine, the legal director of the 

Governmental Accountability Project, who said that “inspectors are continually harassed 

if they try to slow processing lines to thoroughly check carcasses. A slow assembly line 

                                                 
28 Juska et. al 2. 
29 McEnroe and Schmickle 
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means less killing and, in turn, less money”.  This narrative was continued up to a year 

after the initial Jack in the Box outbreak: a front page article in the January 16, 1994 

Seattle Times Sunday paper remarked that, despite new reforms, “How far inspectors 

could go to search for contamination wasn't clear, and where the rule was vigorously 

enforced, slaughterhouse operators objected….[leading] to a long delay”.30  

 Furthermore, the government actors also used implicit discourse to attack the 

meat industry.  They accomplished this through regulations only targeting the meat 

processing industry, further suggesting that the meat processing industry was the primary 

party at fault.  This implicit discourse was achieved by imposing sanctions that still 

highly restricted USDA power and relied primarily on meat industry self-regulation 

despite responsibility shared by the food service and feedlot sectors.31 As a result, the 

government actors could both maintain their discourse about limited government 

sovereignty and resources as well as shifting blame to the meat processing industry 

through their regulatory power.   

Therefore, the discourse abdicating the government and blaming the meat 

industry was successful because it matched American ways of thinking and resonated 

with the public and consumer.  The government actors’ discourse matched American 

ways of thinking because it corresponded with American expectations that government 

regulation be minimized in order to promote economic growth and individual liberties.  

In addition, the government discourse was effective in both abdicating the government 

and painting the meat industry as the responsible party. This successful discourse 

                                                 
30 McDermott and Nelson 
31 Juska et al 1 
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provides an important explanatory factor in accounting for the success of the US 

government in avoiding blame for the E. Coli outbreak. 

Case Study: The UK Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy Outbreak 

In this section, I will examine in greater detail the 1996 BSE outbreak and how to 

government received the majority of responsibility for the outbreak despite shared meat 

industry responsibility.  First, the section will address the societal norms in Britain that 

provide a foundation for successful discourse before examining the background of the 

BSE outbreak, and the government’s discursive response.  Finally, I will examine factors 

explaining how the British government’s discourse surrounding the outbreak was 

ineffective in abdicating the government from responsibility and actually served to 

increase their culpability in the eyes of the public.  

UK Normative Values 

There are several British values related to good governance and political practices 

relevant to the British government’s discourse in response to BSE.  These include 

neoliberal ideals, consensus, pragmatism/efficiency, and moral character in government 

actors.  As a result of these norms, the British environment not only has different 

institutional political culture but also a more difficult environment for government actors 

to shift responsibility to other actors.  

 Firstly, UK ways of thinking in the 1980s were affected by the neoliberal 

philosophy; deregulation of industries was seen as the most prudent method to improve 

economic growth. Thus, under the Thatcher administration there was a period of massive 

deregulation.   
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Secondly, although both America and Britain share a priority for democratic 

institutions, the British interpretation of democracy focuses on building consensus in 

addition to emphasizing the importance of democratic election and adherence to the law.  

These norms alter the practices of formal British institutions. Building consensus by 

consulting actors involved in the policy making process is viewed as a necessary part of 

the democratic process.32  The British value of pragmatism also promotes consultation 

because consultation reduces conflict during the formal process of discussing policies, 

making the policy making process more efficient.33  Thus British norms encourage 

British institutions to participate in informal negotiation during the policy making 

process.34  Furthermore, during the policy making process, non-policy making groups 

involved in the considered policy area generally have strong negotiating power and veto 

power over legalization that affects them.  For example, teachers have a significant 

impact on corporal punishment rules while policemen influence legislation impacting 

interrogation techniques.35 

Thirdly, pragmatism/efficiency is also a British normative value.  An emphasis on 

pragmatism can be seen in the formal and informal institutional practices of British 

agencies.  This can be seen in the “Secratorialism”, clientalism, and framework of 

problem analysis.  “Secratorialism” refers to the practice of government agencies 

confining their responsibilities to specific and narrow issues.  As part of this 

secratorialism, agencies do not consider ideas from other agencies or attempt to be 

                                                 
32 Jordan and Richardson Pg 85-88 
33 Jordan and Richardson, Pg 88 
34 Jassanoff, pg 228 
35 Jordan, Grant and Richardson, Jeremy. “The British Policy Style or the Logic of Negotiation?”. Policy 
Styles In Western Europe (Ed: Jeremy Richardson).  pg 80-110. Pg 
88 
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unbiased and view all the facts. This is justified for pragmatic reasons: it is not possible 

for agencies to consider all scientific data and it is also politically necessary for ministers 

to “fight for their corner” to provide even representation36.  This secratorialism leads to 

“clientelism”, in which government departments can be seen as bureaucratic agencies 

representing a particular interest group.  The role of civil servants is viewed as analyzing 

and verifying the claims of interest groups in order to forward ideas to higher decision 

making bodies.37  In fact, ministries may even mobilize their clients to gain further 

legitimacy for their policy goals.  For example, when the National Farmers’ Union and 

the Country Landowners Association wrote a joint letter to The Times pressuring MAFF 

to adopt an agenda, this action was actually mobilized by MAFF and a draft of the letter 

was shown to MAFF officials one week before the letter was published.  This letter was 

useful for the MAFF minister to demonstrate that he was under ‘pressure’ to adopt that 

policy.38  Predictably, this clientalism yields a political environment where government 

agencies may be in competition with each other; because agencies represent narrow 

interests, different agencies may often be in direct conflict with other agencies.39 

Finally, general British norms also include an emphasis on moral character.  

Moral character is thought to be necessary factor for public service, and ideal policy 

makers should have the perfect combination of strong character and technical expertise.40  

However, these British ways of thinking promote incompatible expectations for 

government actors. As a result of these British norms, British institutions were expected 

                                                 
36 Jordan and Richardson, Pg 82 
37 Christophe, J. B. “High Civil Servants and the Politics of Consensualism in Great Britain”. The 
Mandarins of Western Europe (Ed: M. Dogan). New York, Halsted, 1975. p 47.  
38 Jordan and Richardson, Pg 85 
39 Jordan and Richardson, Pg 84 
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to be solvent, trustworthy, and adhere to democratic ideals.  However, under the neo-

liberal ways of thinking of the time, government agencies also exercised less regulatory 

power on industries in order to promote economic growth—a practice that compromised 

the solvency of government institutions.  Furthermore, public expectations due to both 

clientalism and secretorialism, UK institutions in the late 20th century were less 

transparent than their USA counter parts.  A preference for consensus building likely 

influenced the British institutions to present unified opinions to the public, keeping 

negotiations all backstage.  Furthermore, it is not pragmatic to be transparent because it 

both uses a large amount of resources for public education and also involves a public not 

equipped with the technical expertise to properly evaluate and respond to risk.  These 

competing values prevent UK ways of thinking from providing clear expectations for 

government behavior. 

The British BSE Outbreak 

Background: Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy 

Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy (BSE), also known as “mad cow disease”, is 

a neural disease transferred through prions—a strange and resilient agent.   BSE emerged 

through the practice of using recycled meat and bone meal (MBM) remains in ruminant 

feed41.  This was common practice in the meat industry to reduce costs.  When BSE 

transfers to humans, it causes Variant-Creutzfeldt-Jakob Disease (vCJD) and results in 

psychiatric symptoms as well as a fatality rate of over 90%.42 

The Outbreak 

                                                 
41 Brown et al. “Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy and Variant Creutzfeldt-Jakob Disease: Background, 
Evolution, and Current Concerns”. The US Center for Disease and Control. Feb 2001  
42 Anonymous. “Disease Watch: In the News”. Nature Reviews Microbiology 3, 456 (June 2005). 
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The Ministry of Agriculture, Food, and Fisheries (MAFF) was the primary agency 

responsible for containing BSE after it first appeared in 1987, although MAFF also 

worked in cooperation with the Department of Health.43  The focus of their response was 

to both “stop the disease in its tracks” while also avoiding regulations disproportionate to 

the problem according to scientific evidence.44  However, due to the unknown nature of 

the disease, government policy makers were forced to rely on external scientific evidence 

through the Southwood Committee: a scientific committee established in 1988 to 

discover basic facts about BSE and present them in a report.  The committee was 

insulated from outside involvement to promote efficiency, and included prominent 

scientists in the field of neurology, virology, and zoology.45  Initially, it appeared as if 

BSE was derived from scrapie, and thus not transmissible to humans since scrapie is not a 

human pathogen.46  In addition, there was no increase observed by health officials in the 

rate of Creutzfeldt-Jakob Disease (CJD) in humans.  Therefore it was never suspected by 

the Southwood Committee that BSE was possibly transmissible to humans. 

Thus, based on the Southwood Committee’s conclusion, MAFF sought to produce 

a solution that would efficiently halt BSE while minimizing costs to the industry.  This 

policy framework initially produced a scheme in 1988 to slaughter cattle suspected of 

infection while compensating cattle farmers with 50% of the cattle’s worth.  The 

government also banned the use of ruminant feed derived protein for animal feeds in 

                                                 
43 Greer, Alan. “Policy Coordination and the British Administrative System: Evidence from the BSE 
Inquiry”. Parliamentary Affairs v. 52 no. 4. 1999. pg 598-615.   
44 Greer, pg 598 
45 Beck et al. “Public Administration, Science and Risk assessment: A case study of the U. K. BSE Crisis”. 
Public Administration Review v. 65 no. 4. Pg 396- 408. pg 399. 
However, this is not to say that the Southwood Committee was free from MAFF influence; MAFF had a 
strong influence on the Southwood Committee’s report.  For example, because MAFF objected to language 
in the Southwood report suggesting the use of animal carcasses in ruminant feed is “unnatural”, the 
language was removed in the final draft (Ref. Greer) 
46 Brown et al. 
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1989.  Furthermore, in 1989 MAFF also implemented a Bovine Offals Ban (SBO) which 

prevented the sale of cattle organs for human consumption suspect for BSE such as brain 

and spinal cord.  This latter regulation was in response to public pressure and went 

beyond scientific advice, since BSE was not believed to be harmful towards humans.48  In 

addition, the government also banned meat and bone meal from cattle offal for cattle 

feed.49 In theory, these regulations should have been sufficient to prevent the spread of 

BSE.  

 However, these MAFF regulations did not halt BSE infections.  This was due to 

both the meat and agriculture industry’s’ refusal to cooperate as well as poor government 

execution.  Furthermore, by 1990 there was the first confirmed case of BSE in an animal 

other than cattle as well as increasing number of cases of CJD in farmers and young 

people. 50  These events created significant public unease, which were held in check 

through reassurances that BSE was not transmissible to humans.51  In order to address 

these new developments and ineffectual regulations, the government conducted scientific 

experiments and incrementally increased regulations.  Furthermore, in response to 

increasing cases of CJD, MAFF officials secretly began scientific experiments over the 

ability of BSE to infect other species.  These scientific experiments demonstrated that 

BSE was transmissible to pigs, leading MAFF officials to internally question their initial 

assumption despite maintaining a strong public narrative maintaining the harmlessness of 

BSE.  Furthermore, in response to increasing BSE rates in cattle in 1994, MAFF created 

the Meat Hygiene Service: an executive agency that monitors BSE prevention measures.  
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49 Beck et al 
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The government also extended the SBO to include the thymus and intestines of calves 

under six months of age.  Furthermore, in late 1995 the use of bovine vertebrae in the 

manufacture of mechanically recovered meat was prohibited, animal protein was banned 

for all animal feed, and government engaged in a more aggressive program to slaughter 

all cattle suspected of infection that included a significantly larger compensation for 

farmers.52 

 The key turning point in the BSE saga came in 1996 when MAFF publicly 

admitted BSE was transmissible to humans.  This shift came about for two reasons.  The 

first was because it was clear that MAFF’s initial insistence of BSE’s harmlessness to 

humans was no longer a scientifically viable statement.  Studies from the US Center for 

Disease and Control observed a strange new variant of CJD emerging in surprisingly 

young patients and the transmission link between cattle and humans was discovered.53  

Secondly, there were also 10 registered human cases of vCJD in the UK that were very 

publicly covered by the media.54  These developments forced MAFF to publically admit 

that BSE was transmissible to humans, and also promoted the new Labor Government to 

initiate a committee investigating MAFF.  This latter committee, known as the Phillip’s 

Committee, was “the most expensive and long-running public government inquiry ever 

held into another instance of what the inquiry team judged to be government 

mismanagement of an agricultural disaster.”55 

The BSE crisis ended with the death of over 170,000 cows from BSE and another 

4.7 million being killed in a precautionary slaughter.  Furthermore, there have been over 
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140 human deaths from vCJD.56  MAFF was held responsible for this outbreak, viewed 

as a corrupted agency, and ultimately disbanded.  Furthermore, the government 

established an independent Food Safety Agency (FSA) to protect against future outbreaks 

and promote more transparency in food safety institutions.  

Meat Industry and Government Responsibility for the Outbreak 

As with the American E. Coli outbreak, both government actors—specifically 

regulatory officials—and the meat industry shared responsibility for the crisis. However, 

despite actual shared responsibly, the government took the majority of the blame.   

There are two major reasons why MAFF holds responsibility for the BSE 

outbreak.  Firstly, MAFF actually suppressed competing narratives leading up to the 1996 

announcement that BSE was transmissible to humans, forcing them to radically shift their 

narrative, shattering public trust and robbing citizens the opportunity to take adequate 

preventative measures.  For example, Alan Greer observes that “MAFF officials actively 

encouraged government scientists to maintain the party line in answering public 

questions. Even at its February 1996 meeting, MAFF refused to give due consideration to 

the objections raised by some committee members with regard to the threat posed by 

BSE.”57 Secondly, MAFF’s strong concerns with protecting industry profits coupled with 

their concern of public overreaction created a very secretive atmosphere favoring the 

industry at the cost of consumer safety.58  Ministers, official, and scientific advisory 

committee members were all concerned that the public would act irrationally to BSE, 

causing them to suppress information to prevent food scares or vaccine scares.59  This 
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general attitude caused them to suppress information to prevent public outcries 

demanding conservative reforms.  For example, in the initial Southwood report, MAFF 

censored speculations that recycled meat and bone meal (MBM) in ruminant feed was 

responsible for BSE in order to protect industry profits.60   

The meat industry, particularly the agricultural sector, also holds significant 

responsibility for the crisis for two reasons.  The major reason is that the meat industry 

did not follow government regulations which would have prevented the entire crisis from 

occurring. This is because the meat industry did not slaughter the cattle in compliance 

with the initial government regulations or halt their use of MBM in animal feed.  These 

two actions would have significantly slowed or even ended the BSE outbreak.  Secondly, 

the meat industry’s practices of using MBM in animal feed demonstrate their 

preoccupation with maximizing profits over consumer safety—especially after the initial 

government order indicating this practice was detrimental to consumer health.  Therefore, 

the meat industry may also be held responsible for the outbreak. 

The Role of Discourse in the BSE Outbreak 

 Why was the British government unable to shift responsibility to the meat 

industry despite significant responsibility of meat industry actors for the outbreak?  As 

with the US E. Coli outbreak, a possible answer lies in the ineffective government 

discourse.  This section will first examine the substance of the government discourse 

before examining factors explaining its ineffectiveness. 

 MAFF’s discourse was marked by three major themes.  Firstly, MAFF’s 

discourse also was marked by a reluctance to involve the public—an attitude bolstered by 

British norms favoring efficiency and informal consensus building within government 
                                                 
60 Beck et al. 
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circles.  Although this was not an aim explicitly articulated to the public, it was still 

communicated within elite policy circles and indirectly through the regulations and 

information the MAFF communicated to the public.  MAFF did not want to include the 

public due to concerns that public involvement would result in regulations 

disproportional to the problem.  Thus, public involvement was seen as a threat to the goal 

of policy efficiency.  MAFF officials aimed to avoid actions which would be 

disproportional to the problem according to the expert scientific community.61 This 

reluctance to involve the public was also shared by scientific advisory committees and 

other government officials concerned over a costly food scare or vaccine scare with no 

scientific basis.62 

MAFF’s desire to reduce public anxiety leads to the second theme of MAFF 

discourse: providing reassurances against the impossibility of a dangerous BSE outbreak.  

These reassurances focused on the sufficiency of MAFF’s regulations to solve the 

problem in addition to MAFF’s belief that BSE was harmless to humans.  MAFF assured 

the public that their regulations over the meat industry—such as their SBO ban—were 

sufficient to halt the spread of BSE in cattle.  For example, one MAFF minister stated: “if 

there had ever been a significant risk from eating British beef, then it had occurred during 

the mid to late 1980s.” 63  Furthermore, MAFF presented their regulations as not essential 

to human health and as an extreme precautionary measure due to their assumptions that 
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BSE was unable to infect humans.64  These assumptions were based on the results of the 

scientific advisory Southwood Committee. 

Thirdly, MAFF’s narrative was also marked by significant instances of alterations 

to their narrative as well as direct contradictions to their assertions.  Despite MAFF’s 

initial reassurances to the public that regulations were sufficient to halt the spread of 

BSE, the public still witnessed information suggesting that BSE was in fact dangerous to 

humans and was spreading rapidly among cattle in spite of MAFF’s regulations.  In 

response to the increasing public suspicions, MAFF officials increased regulatory 

measures and issued assurances again that the beef supply would be free of BSE and that 

BSE would never harm humans.  This latter statement was contradicted by their new 

recommendations for the public to avoid feeding their infants baby food containing beef 

products.  MAFF’s discourse also attempted to use their authority to convince the public 

that British beef was safe.  For example, in 1990 John Gummer, MAFF’s Minister of 

State, attempted to ease public fears by publicly feeding his six year old daughter a 

hamburger.  Gummer did this with the intention of demonstrating to the public that 

because he trusted beef, the public should feel at ease.65  However, as mentioned above, 

MAFF eventually was forced to rapidly reverse their initial narrative of BSE’s inability to 

infect humans and admit that BSE was dangerous to humans. 

The negative effect of MAFF’s narrative provides an explanation for why MAFF 

received the majority of blame for the BSE crisis. Each major theme of MAFF’s narrative 
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was not only ineffective but also harmed MAFF’s attempts to escape responsibility for 

the outbreak.   

 MAFF’s first theme of preventing public involvement implicitly suggested the 

public was not intelligent or rational enough to handle the truth, which outraged the 

public.  For example, in an October, 27 2000 editorial in The Daily Mail the writer 

reflects widespread public anger over the government’s “contempt for the public’s 

intelligence and common sense”66.  Thus MAFF vilified themselves in the eyes of the 

public through their discourse.  Secondly, the lack of transparency which accompanied 

public exclusion from BSE policy discussion further undercut MAFF’s credibility.  This 

is because MAFF was already suspected of being too close to the meat industry67.  

MAFF’s second theme, reassurance on the impossibility of a dangerous BSE 

outbreak, was also ineffective and harmful to MAFF’s image because it failed to 

communicate MAFF’s reliance on meat industry cooperation for successful regulations.  

In other words, although MAFF had shifted its regulatory action to match the Thatcherite 

neoliberal reforms, they did not adjust their discourse: MAFF’s discourse actually placed 

them in the primary position of responsibility for containing the outbreak rather than 

communicate the importance of industry self regulation to promote economic growth.  

MAFF’s discourse failed to reflect the responsibility held by the meat industry for the 

BSE outbreak.  Instead, MAFF emerged publically as the party responsible for addressing 

the crisis because MAFF ministers were the primary actors communicating with the 

public on attempts to regulate the outbreak.  In addition, the importance of meat industry 

cooperation with regulations for success was rarely mentioned in MAFF statements.  For 
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example, the MAFF minister quoted earlier could have stated: “if there had ever been a 

significant risk from eat British beef after the late 1980s, then the meat industry did not 

obey government regulations” rather than merely stating the beef supply was safe.  This 

alternative discourse could have shifted more responsibility towards the meat industry for 

successful regulations.  

Finally, the repeated contradictions and eventual reversal of MAFF’s narratives 

caused the government to appear deceitful.  Because MAFF’s narrative did not 

correspond to public observations on BSE and MAFF eventually completely reversed 

their narrative within the course of one month, the public felt a ‘‘bitter sense of betrayal’’ 

from constantly being misled by the government.68 

Therefore, MAFF’s discourse was placed them as a prime actors responsible for 

the meat industry because it both accepted responsibility for the outbreak and presented 

MAFF as an incapable and deceitful agency.  MAFF’s discourse did not adapt to 

changing neoliberal reforms or communicate clearly the boundaries of their responsibility 

for regulating the outbreak.  Furthermore, the lack of transparency in MAFF’s discourse 

exacerbated the public distrust of MAFF’s narrative. 

    Conclusion and Analysis   

In this paper, I explore how to explain the different outcomes of two food crises 

that resulted from government and meat industry actions, and why the UK government 

was blamed for the BSE crisis while the US government remained innocent in the E. Coli 

outbreak.  

My conclusion suggests that one answer to this question can be traced back to the 

type of discourse employed by government actors in response to their respective food 
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crises.  The US government employed an effective discourse that assumed less 

responsibility for food safety consistent with its bureaucratic mandate and new approach 

to governance, while the UK government had a rigid and ineffective discourse which did 

not match their neoliberal practices and aversely affected their public image.   

 From this observation, it is possible to draw three conclusions on the role of 

discourse in government risk management.  First, discourse is not equally developed 

across countries; although both the US and the UK engaged in neoliberal reforms, only 

the US government actors adapted their discourse to match neoliberal ideals and alter 

public expectations on institutional behavior.   

Secondly, transparency is an important factor in successful government blame-

shifting discourse.  Accusations of MAFF’s corrupt relationship with the meat industry 

were all bolstered by the secretive behavior of MAFF officials.  However, the transparent 

nature of the USDA allowed it to avoid charges of a corrupt relationship with the meat 

industry despite public recognition that meat industry lobbies had a significant influence 

on USDA policies.69  This issue was likely recognized by the UK government, which 

instated the new food safety institution, the FSA, which had the explicit purpose of 

increasing government transparency to the public. 

 Finally, the American government actor’s use of discourse in response to food 

crisis may frame the recent outcomes of US food borne disease outbreaks.  Despite an 

alarming number of food borne disease outbreaks, there have been a lack of institutional 

reform.  For example, in the recent salmonella outbreak, government actors could still be 

heard raving over the archaic nature of US food regulatory agencies but also pardoning 

regulatory failure based on the restraints facing food regulatory agencies such as resource 
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restraints and procedural limitations.  Furthermore, also there has been much discussion 

over the need to increase the USDA’s resources, concrete improvements have yet to be 

made.70  

Thus, if history has its way, the US public may face a number of food borne 

disease outbreaks without applying pressure for government reform unless they take a 

lesson from the Cows and ‘Coli and learn to recognize the role of government discourse 

in pacifying their scrutiny over government institutions. 
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