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Abstract: This article highlights challenges faced by food authorities and explores the imperative role that is
played by effective communication strategies employed by food safety authorities with a specific focus on
Saudi Food and Drug Authority (SFDA). It discusses different aspects related to communication with

K fEHEE: 2024-02-27

E& Bt : RoaaALMARWANI, 2z, filit, SR %5R, ITREATA, R ER S8R %4, E-mal: ramarwani @sfda.gov.sa
FiFEF: A (ERREMYEAE S RBETIREEE RNE %25 )

ALY RIE—EE . BENHIEN PC6-15, AL SCFE W, P39-44




BFHOEE

.
WAL
e e s

325 2024 FE4H

innovative strategies, such as Al-driven sentiment analysis, utilization of chatbots and artificial intelligence,

addressing misinformation, emerge as crucia components in addressing challenges related to monitoring

public perception, addressing queries and scientific uncertainty, and competing for attention. This article looks at

the relevance of communication in fostering consumer trust, especially in the context of a rapidly evolving

digital landscape, emerging technologies, and the preval ence of misinformation. The dynamic landscape of risk

communication necessitates continuous adaptation and proactive measures to empower consumers and ensure

food safety. The SFDA’s multifaceted approach stands as a model for effective risk communication in the

ever-evolving digital age.

Key words: Saudi Arabig; food innovation; emerging technologies; misinformation; effective communication
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Abstract: This article highlights challenges faced by food authorities and explores the imperative role that is
played by effective communication strategies employed by food safety authorities with a specific focus on
Saudi Food and Drug Authority (SFDA). It was presented at China International Food Safety & Quality
Conference 2023 discussing different aspects related to communication with innovative strategies, such as
Al-driven sentiment analysis, utilization of chatbots and artificia intelligence, addressing misinformation,
emerge as crucial components in addressing challenges related to monitoring public perception, addressing
queries and scientific uncertainty, and competing for attention. This article looks at the relevance of
communication in fostering consumer trust, especially in the context of arapidly evolving digital landscape,
emerging technologies, and the prevalence of misinformation. The dynamic landscape of risk
communication necessitates continuous adaptation and proactive measures to empower consumers and
ensure food safety. The SFDA's multifaceted approach stands as amodel for effective risk communication in
the ever-evolving digital age.
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1 OVERVIEW OF SAUDI ARABIA’'S
SOCIODEMOGRAPHIC LANDSCAPE AND
SAUDI FOOD AND DRUG AUTHORITY

Understanding the sociodemographic composition
of anation iscrucial for regulatory bodies aiming to

engage and communicate effectively with the public.

In the case of Saudi Arabia, the diversity of its
sociodemographic  landscape present  unique
challenges and opportunities, prompting proactive
initiatives by the Saudi Food and Drug Authority
(SFDA) to navigate these complexities, especially
within a diverse and youthful population.

Saudi Arabia is a country located in Western
Asia and has a a population of 32 million. This
distribution reveals a gender split of 50.2% male
and 49.8% female, with a substantial 70% of the
population below the age of 35, This highlights
the importance of addressing the needs of the
youthful population. It is imperative to gain a
comprehensive understanding of this demographic
to communicate effectively. To gain insight into the
economic priorities of Saudi citizens, examining the
distribution of average monthly expenditure becomes
imperative. Notably, food and drinks secure the
second position in spending priorities, with
individuals allocating 18.8% of their income to this
category!?. The SFDA, in response, acknowledges
its pivotal role in ensuring the safety of this
substantial portion of household spending. Moreover,
given that approximately 80% of the food is imported
from 140 countries, the dynamics of food safety
extend beyond national borders. In collaboration
with other national ministries, the SFDA emerges as
a key player in safeguarding the integrity of the
food supply chain.

In this light, an understanding and navigation of
the sociodemographicsin Saudi Arabiais of the essence
for the regulatory bodies more so the SFDA. Therefore,
the SFDA aims communicating effectively and deliver
its key responsibility of ensuring health and safety by
recognizing to compose population in its huge diversity
and uniqueness, addressing with the concerns connected
to the economic priorities and by collaborating to
ensure the safety of food supply chain.

2 VISIONARY COMMITMENT TOWARD
ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE OF SAUDI
ARABIA

Saudi Arabia’s overarching vision (2030),
centered on fostering a vibrant society, a thriving

economy, and an ambitious nation, necessitates
innovative approaches™. The transformative force
of the artificial intelligence revolution, exemplified
by the rise of ChatGPT, plays a pivotal role in
realizing these ambitious goals. The nation's
unwavering commitment to advancing artificial
intelligence is solidified by its top-ranking position
in the Global Al Index for Government Strategy,
which is the first index to benchmark countries on
their level of investment, innovation, and
implementation of artificial intelligence!®.

In alignment with the visionary leadership of
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman, the
establishment of the Saudi Data & Al Authority
(SDAIA) and the National Strategy for Data & Al
underscores the commitment to harnessing the
power of data and artificial intelligence’®. Founded
in 2003, the Saudi Food and Drug Authority (SFDA)
positions itself as a leading international science-
based regulator, driven by a mission to protect and
promote public health. “We are living in a time of
scientific innovation, unprecedented technology,
and unlimited growth prospects. These new
technologies such as Artificial Intelligence and the
Internet of Things, if used optimally, can spare the
world many disadvantages and can bring enormous
benefits to the world.” His Royal Highness Prince
Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud,
Crown Prince, Prime Minister, and Chairman of
SDAIA’'s Board of Directors

The SFDA's recently unveiled strategy plan
accentuates several key objectives, placing a
significant emphasis on improving communication
and awareness. Furthermore, there is a dedicated
effort to augment the utilization of advanced digital
technology, aligning with the ever-evolving digital
landscape. Recognizing the dynamic nature of the
sociodemographic landscape, the SFDA prioritizes
engaging and empowering consumers as its top
priority. This commitment resonates with the
overarching aim of nurturing a society that is
informed and actively participates in ensuring the
safety of the food supply.

3 THEROLE OF FOOD AUTHORITIESIN
FOOD SAFETY

Food agencies globally play a pivota role in
upholding public health through the implementation
of regulatory frameworks. The core responsibilities
encompass regulations, surveillance, risk assessment,
and effective communication, all converging towards
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the ultimate goal of ensuring the safety of the food
consumed by the public.

In today’s dynamic environment, food agencies
encounter an array of challenges that impact their
ability to ensure food safety and regulatory compliance.
These challenges include the rapid pace of food
innovations, emerging technologies, misinformation,
timely response to outbreaks, changing eating
behaviors, and fluctuations in public trust. The
extensive use of digital applications further
complicates the landscape.

Innovations such as Genetically Modified
Organisms (GMOs), Insect-Based Foods, Precision
Fermentation, Cultured Meat, 3D Printing of Food,
and Smart Packaging are shaping the future of the
food industry. While they hold potential for
promoting sustainability and improving food safety,
they also present challenges in public understanding,
leading to skepticism and fear among consumers.
The rapid dissemination of information, coupled
with the prevalence of misinformation on social media
platforms, poses a significant challenge. Maintaining
public trust requires proactive communication strategies
that address evolving regulatory standards for new
food technologies.

The World Health Organization (WHO) recognizes
the importance of stakeholder engagement and risk
communication, emphasizing the need for strategic
communication approaches. One of the WHO's
global strategy for food safety strategic priorities is
“Strengthening Stakeholder Engagement and Risk
Communication”!®.  This shared commitment
underscores the global consensus on the pivotal role
of effective communication in ensuring food safety.
The SFDA, in line with global principles, emphasizes
the importance of engaging and empowering
consumers. This approach aligns with the agency’s
strategic goal of enhancing communication and
awareness. Recognizing that effective communication
is about disseminating information as well as
fostering a sense of empowerment among consumers,
the SFDA actively strives to bridge the gap between
regulatory standards and public understanding.

Therefore, the complex interplay of food safety,
technological advancements, and communication
strategies requires a comprehensive and adaptive
approach by food agencies. Addressing challenges
posed by innovations, misinformation, and public
perception necessitates a commitment to evolving
regulatory standards and employing effective

communication strategies. As we navigate this intricate
landscape, the collaboration between regulatory bodies
and international agencies becomes imperative for
fostering a safer and more resilient global food future.

4 NAVIGATING THE DYNAMIC
LANDSCAPE OF RISK COMMUNICATION
INTHE MODERN ERA

Empowering consumers through effective risk
communication is imperative in ensuring food
safety. The SFDA faces various challenges inherent
in contemporary communication channels, and in
response, employs strategic communication approaches
to navigate these complexities. Food authorities,
including the SFDA, encounter several challenges
in their efforts to effectively communicate food
safety measures to the public. One of the foremost
challenges involves monitoring and adapting to
evolving public perceptions of food safety, as these
perceptions can significantly impact public trust.
Food authorities need to place a strong emphasis on
understanding these perceptions, allowing them to
tailor communication strategies that foster continuous
improvement. Another critical challenge is
addressing the numerous public queries that arise on
various platforms. This entails responding promptly
and informatively while delicately balancing
transparency and confidentiality, given the emotiond
and often urgent nature of these questions.
Furthermore, food authorities must grapple with the
spread of misinformation, which has the potential
impact on public trust. Addressing false claims and
rumors promptly and providing clear, evidence-
based information are vital components in mitigating
the spread of misinformation. In today’s world,
where attention spans are limited, another challenge
is competing for the public’'s attention amid the vast
amount of available information. To meet this
challenge, food authorities need to employ visually
appealing content, interactive formats, and
maintains regular, relevant communication to ensure
they remain at the forefront of public awareness.
Navigating these challenges is essential to
upholding food safety standards and ensuring that
the public is well-informed and confident in the
measures taken by food authorities.

5 EVOLUTION OF COMMUNICATION
LANDSCAPE

Over the years, communication has transitioned




BFHOEE

.
WAL

325 2024 FE4H

from traditional, one-way channels to a constant
inflow of information accessible from anywhere,
driven by notifications. The shift in Saudi consumer
behavior reflects broader societal changes influenced
by economic development, globalization, and
technological advancements. With 70% of Saudis
under the age of 35, the younger generation,
connected to global trends, plays a significant role
in shaping consumer behavior. Exposure to global
trends through media and travel impacts consumer
preferences, fostering a dining-out culture with a
growing interest in organic and healthier food
choices. As Saudi Arabia progresses towards Vision
2030, driven by economic diversification and
technological advancements, consumer behavior is
expected to continue evolving. With 99% of
Saudis using the internet, spending over 7 hours
daily online, and 79% actively engaged in social
media, which reflects the profound impact of
technology on community behavior. Recognizing
these changes, the SFDA has strategically adapted
its communication methods to align with digital
preferences and optimize outreach for maximum
effectiveness.

NEOM, for example, which is a region in the
north west of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, derives
its name from the concept of a ‘new future.” NEOM
has developed a vision for a Glimpse into Saudi
Arabia’'s Al-Powered Future vision. NEOM,
exemplifying Saudi Arabia's vision for an Al-
powered future, represents a commitment to staying
ahead of technological advancements. With the
overarching vision of becoming “The land of the
future, where the greatest minds and best talents are
empowered to embody pioneering ideas and exceed
boundaries in a world inspired by imagination”.
Utilizing Al, robotics, and next-generation technol ogies,
NEOM aims to enhance people's experiences and
services in real-time, making them seamless, intuitive,
and tailored to people”.

Figl NEOM

6 COMMUNICATION STRATEGIES OF
SFDA

The dynamic nature of modern communication
requires food authorities to continuously adapt their
strategies. Empowering consumers through effective
risk communication involves understanding evolving
public perceptions, addressing queries, misinformation
and scientific uncertainty, and strategically
competing for attention in the digital age. As
technology continues to advance, fostering innovation
in communication methods becomes paramount for
ensuring food safety and public health.

6.1 Monitoring Public Perception: Proactive
Strategies

The SFDA recognizes the importance of
monitoring public perception to tailor communication
strategies and empower consumers. Challenges in
traditional methods prompt the use of Al-driven
sentiment analysis, providing real-time insights into
public sentiments and enhancing the understanding
of emerging concerns. One of the challenges is that
traditional methods are time-consuming and lack
real-time insights. Food authorities can leverage Al-
driven sentiment analysis for efficient and timely
monitoring. Another challenge is the diverse data
sources. Food authorities can addresse the limitations
of relying on surveys and reports by utilizing Al to
analyze vast amounts of data from social media,
employing consumer sentiment as a strategic tool
for food safety. Another challenge is the strategic
use of consumer sentiment. Understanding consumer
sentiment guides decision-making, communication
efforts, and regulatory actions, contributing to overal
food safety.

Consumer sentiment analysis through Al has
the potential to revolutionize how food authorities
understand and respond to public concerns. There
are several key advantages in leveraging consumer
sentiment. Firstly, Al enables real-time detection of
emerging concerns, allowing for prompt intervention
when necessary. Moreover, it ads in the
identification of products with increased public
concern, facilitating targeted investigations and
recalls. Additionally, consumer sentiment offers
valuable insights for crafting effective public
awareness campaigns and tailoring responses that
resonate with the public. By leveraging sentiment
analysis, food authorities can enhance their
communication efforts, combat misinformation, and
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align regulatory frameworks with prevailing public
concerns. This approach also promotes resource
optimization as it allows authorities to focus on
high-impact areas based on sentiment analysis,
ensuring efficient resource utilization.

6.2 Addressng Public Queriess The Role of Al
Chatbots

The SFDA faces challenges in managing a high
volume of public queries and providing quick and
accurate responses. The integration of Al chatbots,
exemplified by “Sara” a digital assistant that
operates 24/7 to provide information in all areas of
the SFDA’s jurisdiction in an interactive way. “Ask
Sara,” a service that enables consumers to
communicate directly and provide them information
from reliable and trusted source, proves instrumental
in efficient information dissemination, 24/7 availability,
workload reduction, and maintaining consistent and
accurate information delivery. And “the Tameni
App’ meaning “Reassure Me,” exemplifies the
SFDA’'s commitment to empowering consumers
with accurate information about supervised products.
The app provides information regarding nutrition
and food safety. The SFDA continues to enhance the
app to offer additional services.

Leveraging Al Chatbots for addressing public
queries yields several significant advantages. Al
chatbots exhibit exceptional efficiency in handling
the high volume of public queries originating from
diverse platforms. Furthermore, Al chatbots can
offer empathy in responses, striking a balance
between transparency and confidentiality. Additionally,
these chatbots can offer multilingual support,
thereby guaranteeing accessibility for diverse
language preferences.

6.3 Combatting Misinformation: A Multifaceted
Approach

Addressing misinformation presents a critical
challenge for food authorities, requiring a multifaceted
approach. The SFDA employs various strategies to
combat misinformation effectively. The SFDA
operates a dedicated page known as “Rumors—
Fact,” which is dedicated to addressing and
rectifying misinformation circulating within the
community. This initiative provides a credible
source for individuals seeking accurate information.
Furthermore, the SFDA implements tools and
techniques designed to identify emerging trends in
misinformation swiftly. This proactive approach

enables timely intervention, preventing the escalation
of false information and mitigating its potentially
harmful consequences. In addition, food authorities
can leverage principles derived from behavioral
science and nudge theories to craft messages that
align with the way people communicate on social
media platforms. This approach aims to enhance the
resonance and impact of accurate information
dissemination. Food authorities, also, can demonstrate
awareness of cognitive biases, including confirmation
bias, to construct messages that avoid triggering
defensive reactions in individuals. By recognizing
and addressing these biases, the authorities strive to
present information in a neutral and persuasive
manner.

6.4 Competing for People's Attention: Srategies in
theDigital Age

In a world with decreasing attention spans and
information overload, food authorities face challenges
in competing for people’s attention. The SFDA
employs various strategies to stay relevant. These
strategies include leveraging visual and interactive
content formats to enhance the effectiveness of their
messaging, ensuring that communication is both
regular and prompt, tailored to individuas
preferences and interests. Additionally, the SFDA
keeps a keen eye on the evolving dynamics of
information consumption, ensuring that their
messages stand out and reach their intended
audience. Establishing and maintaining trust is also
an important goal, recognizing that trust is a crucial
factor in competing with the myriad of information
sources available to the public. Through these
multifaceted approaches, the SFDA ams to
effectively engage with the public and fulfill its
mission in an ever-evolving information ecosystem.
6.5 Addressng Scientific Uncertainty: A Srategic
Approach

Food safety authorities, including the SFDA,
face challenges in communicating about food risks
amidst scientific uncertainty. The SFDA has
responded to this challenge by implementing a
strategic approach that focuses on two key principles.
First, they emphasize the avoidance of unnecessary
complexity, meaning that discussions regarding
scientific uncertainty are limited to essential
circumstances, following established guidelines.
Second, the SFDA prioritizes a steadfast commitment
to safety, laying a solid foundation for navigating
the intricate realm of scientific uncertainties.
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7 CONCLUSION

These excerpts highlight challenges faced by
food authorities, with the SFDA serving as a case
study. Innovative strategies, including Al-driven
sentiment analysis, chatbot integration, and collaborative
partnerships, emerge as crucial components in
addressing challenges related to monitoring public
perception, addressing queries and scientific uncertainty,
combating misinformation, and competing for
attention. The dynamic landscape of risk communication
necessitates continuous adaptation and proactive
measures to empower consumers and ensure food
safety. The SFDA’s multifaceted approach stands as
a model for effective risk communication in the
ever-evolving digital age.

This article exploration underscores the paramount
importance of effective communication in the realm
of food safety governance. Several key takeaways
emerge from this article include:

(1) Effective communication is essential and
stands as a pivotal cornerstone in the foundation of
building and sustaining consumer trust within the
food authority. As societal dynamics evolve, the
role of communication becomes increasingly crucial
in navigating the complex landscape of public
perception.

(2) The integration of innovative solutions, notably
exemplified by the incorporation of chatbots and
artificial intelligence, exemplifies the adaptability
and responsiveness of modern tools in addressing
public queries and enhancing overall communication
strategies. These technological advancements signify
a paradigm shift towards more dynamic and agile
approaches in engaging with the public.

(3) Harnessing the power of artificial intelligence
to monitor consumer sentiment emerges as a
transformative approach. Real-time insights into
public concerns enable food authorities to tailor
communication strategies for maximum impact. The
ability to comprehend and respond promptly to
emerging issues fosters transparency and instills a
sense of reassurance among the public.

(4) Addressing misinformation emerges as a
linchpin in the quest to maintain public trust and
ensure accurate communication. Recognizing the
potential impact of false claims and rumors gaining
rapid traction, food authorities must adopt robust
strategies rooted in behavioral science principles to
effectively combat misinformation and preserve the

integrity of their messaging.

In the ever-evolving landscape of food safety
governance, effective communication strategies
must continuously adapt to meet the challenges
posed by emerging technologies, shifting consumer
behaviors, and the dynamic nature of information
dissemination. By embracing innovation, leveraging
Al, and prioritizing transparent and accurate
communication, food authorities can address the
current challenges and lay the groundwork for a
resilient and responsive framework in the future.
The journey towards ensuring food safety is
intrinsically tied to the ability to communicate
effectively, fostering a relationship of trust and
transparency between authorities and the public
they serve.
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