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Proposed Minor in Food Systems
Department of Nutrition and Food Studies
George Mason University

Food Systems: This minor is designed to provide students from a range of disciplines with the
knowledge and skills to understand how the food system affects the health of a community (e.g.,
nutrition, food security, inequity, agriculture, food safety). Students will study the interrelationships
within the national and global food systems between such outcomes as the obesity epidemic, food
security, and the environmental impact of agriculture.

Issues in the Modern Food System:

Our food comes from a complex juncture of social and biophysical factors and processes through the
food supply chain. These include drivers of the food system such as culture, economics, policy,
marketing, and interventions. The modern American food system has provided our citizens with an
abundance of low-cost food in comparison to other countries, costing just 9.7% percent of disposable
income in 2014 (U.S. Department of Agricuiture, 2016). However, the direct cost of food does not
reflect the external costs that impact the physical, economic, social, and ecological health of the US.
The modern food system has simultaneously increased obesity, diet-related diseases, and food
insecurity due to an influx of production and consumption of processed foods. By one estimate, the US
spent $190 billion on obesity-related healthcare expenses in 2005 (Cawley & Meyerhoefer, 2012).
Although total US farm productivity rose nearly 150% during the second half of the twentieth century
(National Research Council, 1995), hunger has risen from 5% of US households in 1968 to 12.3% in
2016 (Coleman-Jensen, Rabbitt, Gregory, & Singh, 2017). Research suggests the current use of
agricultural pesticides in the US alone produces public and environmental health problems costing an
additional $10 billion annually (Pimentel, 2004). Globally, livestock production accounts for an
estimated 14.5% of greenhouse gas emissions. The effects of climate change are also expected to
reduce the amount of food grown in drought, flood and pest-stricken regions, increasing food cost and
insecurity (Gerber et al., 2013).

Program Justification:

Addressing these concerns within the food system requires educating individuals in nutrition, food
security, food systems, food and culture, food safety, agriculture, and key concepts in understanding
the effects of food and food systems on health status. A Food Systems minor can provide such
understanding to students from a range of fields and disciplines, including policy, economics, finance,
nutrition, health, chemistry, biology, communications, sociology, anthropology, education, and
sustainability.

Interest in food systems has grown in the last decade. There has been a significant increase in food
system courses and some rise in undergraduate degrees (Jordan et al. 2014). Currently, no university in
either Virginia or D.C. offers an undergraduate major or minor in food systems.

Program:

The undergraduate minor in Food Systems will provide coursework covering the components of the
food supply chain, drivers of the food system, and nutrition, health, social, and ecological outcomes.
The core requirements begin with a course that provides an introduction to food systems by examining
the components and outcomes of the system and their interrelationships. Required coursework also
includes Introduction to Nutrition, Global Nutrition and Food Security, and Taste and Place. Students



also have the choice of six credits of electives that focus on food behaviors as the outcome of the
complex factors and processes of the food system
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