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Meet John, a dedicated farmer on a noble pursuit to feed the world. John,
however, isn’t the only master of his daily activities. Unbeknownst to him, a
complex web of influences guides his day-to-day and his pursuit may not be as
noble as he believed.

Long before John set foot in his fields, government policies had cast their shadow
over his choices. Subsidies beckoned him towards crops like corn, soy, and
wheat, promising financial stability in exchange for specific farming practices.
These policies dictate the very seeds he sows and the ways he does it.

Yet, it wasn't just government mandates guiding John’s hand; it was also the
invisible hand of the market. Consumers want cheap, convenient foods, driving
demand for ingredients derived from John’s crops. In response, John found himself
tethered to a system that prized quantity over quality, uniformity over diversity.

And looming over it all were the giants of agribusiness, their influence casting a
long shadow. With promises of higher yields and greater profits, they whispered
sweet temptations of all things shiny and new. Under their watchful gaze, he
grappled with the tug-of-war between tradition and innovation, between
sustainability and profit.

So, as John stood amidst his rows of corn, he was not merely a steward of the
land but a player in a grand symphony orchestrated by the forces of the Food
Industrial Complex. Each decision he made, each seed he planted, was a note in a
song sung by countless farmers across the nation, each bound by the same
invisible influence. 

As the sun dipped below the horizon, casting its glow upon the fields, John knew
that his story was but a chapter in the larger tale of agriculture shaped by
systems far beyond his control.

JOHN’S STORY
INTRODUCTION/BACKGROUND

Farmer
John



The American Food Industrial Complex (FIC) is the powerful force shaping the

nation's dietary landscape and impacting the health of its populace. This term

describes the complex web of interconnected systems impacting the food

system.

Market shelves overflow with highly processed, nutrient-poor foods. Across the

nation, communities, particularly those already burdened by socioeconomic

disparities, grapple with the consequences, marked by soaring rates of obesity,

diabetes, and all inflammatory chronic diseases. Currently, 60% of Americans

suffer from one or more chronic disease and 40% suffering from two or more. 

Recognizing the multi-faceted nature of the challenge at hand, we

acknowledge that the current chronic disease epidemic is not merely a matter

of chance. 

It stems from the intricate workings of the industrial food complex, influenced

by profit-driven motives and systemic inequities. Through collaborative efforts

and innovative solutions, we aim to reshape our food systems and pave the way

for a future where health and well-being flourish for all.

OVERVIEW
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These are the stakeholders in influencing this system. They have the most

power in influencing and enforcing the structure of the Food Industrial

Complex. 

 Food Production and Distribution (Big Ag): Agricultural system that

prioritizes mass production of specific crops - corn, soy, wheat - which

are to be processed into unhealthy foods with high sugar, salt, and fat

density. 

1.

Food Processing and Manufacturing (Big Food): Large food companies

that transform cheap, subsidized ingredients into highly processed,

calorie-dense, nutrient-poor products

2.

Pharmaceutical Industries (Big Pharma): Large pharmaceutical companies

that profit from treatment of diet-related diseases via developed

medications for management of diabetes, hypertension, heart disease,

etc. 

3.

Advertising and Marketing: Food and beverage companies that spend

billions of dollars on advertising campaigns targeted at vulnerable

populations, promotion consumption of unhealthy products and

influencing dietary choices.

4.

 Government Subsidies: Government provided subsidies predominantly

support production of specialized crops - corn, soy, wheat - further

encouraging the production of unlta-processed goods. 

5.

Healthcare Industry: Healthcare industry profits from treatment of diet-

related chronic disease, incentivizing a focus on managing symptoms

rather than addressing root causes through preventative measures. 

6.

Financial Interests: Financial relationships between industries i.e. food

companies funding pharmaceutical research or lobbying efforts,

perpetuate the cycle of sickness and profit prevalence of chronic

diseases. 

7.

These are the major relationships within the Food-Industrial Complex that

form a complex web that perpetuates poor dietary habits, increases health

inequities, and drives the epidemic of chronic diseases in America forward. 

KEY PLAYERS & VISUAL MAP

KEY PLAYERS



KEY PLAYERS & VISUAL MAP

Visual System Map depicting all the key factors in our system and the cascade

effect of the system to chronically ill Americans. 

Red: Key players and Stakeholders 

Purple: Policies and Policy Practices

Green: Agricultural Events and Practices 

Golden Yellow: Stakeholder Influenced Events

Blue: Social and Health Patterns of Consumers

Tan: Chronically Ill Americans

SYSTEM KEY



ICEBERG MODEL

ICEBERG MODEL
A root-cause evaluation of chronic disease, from soil to cell.

Mental-Models

Profit-First Food Production: 
Food industry prioritizes profit over
public health, guiding agricultural
practices towards quantity over
quality. Marketing strategies
promote unhealthy, processed
foods for economic gain, shaping
consumer choices and perpetuating
the cycle.

Commodity Perspective: 
Society views food primarily as a
commodity rather than a source of
nourishment and health. This
perception is reinforced by
advertising, societal norms, and the
widespread availability of cheap,
convenient processed foods,
fostering unhealthy dietary habits.

Cultural Value of Convenience: 
Farmers, influenced by government
subsidies, prioritize maximizing yield
over the quality of crops. This focus
on quantity favors specialized crops
and techniques that compromise  
sustainability, soil health, and crop
nutrition.

Beliefs and Paradigms

Structures

Corporate Dominance &
Regulatory Influence: 
Major corporations hold power within
the food industrial complex through
extensive lobbying efforts and
financial resources, they shape U.S.
dietary patterns through capitol. 
 

Industrialized Production
Systems:
The food industrial complex prioritizes
large-scale production, processing,
and distribution methods designed for
efficiency, promoting widespread
availability of ultra-processed foods
leading to skyrocketing rates of
chronic disease. 

Market Dynamics and Consumer
Demand: 
Government crop subsidies for crops like
corn and soy incentivize their widespread
production. As a result, the food industry
prioritizes the promotion of these now-
cheap products. This cycle increases
health disparities, as they are designed  
for people seeking inexpensive food. 

Underlying Systems



ICEBERG MODEL

ICEBERG MODEL
A root-cause evaluation of chronic disease, from soil to cell 

Patterns and
Trends

Processed Food Consumption:
 With 57% of the average American

diet consisting of processed foods,

dietary habits have shifted due to

urbanization and marketing tactics,

leading to health issues like obesity

and cardiovascular diseases.

Corporate Dominance: 
A small number of multinational

corporations, including Nestle,

PepsiCo, and The Coca-Cola

Company, control significant

portions of the food production

sector, influencing market trends,

setting prices, and prioritizing profit

over nutritional quality.

Health Disparities: 
Cheap commodity crops allow for  

the production of inexpensive food

products, which are marketed to low-

income families, increasing health

disparities through dietary patterns.

Themes and Behaviors

Events

Processed Food Impact: 
Processed foods coupled with

sedentary lifestyles, contribute to

metabolic dysfunction and insulin

resistance, leading to chronic

conditions like type 2 diabetes and

cardiovascular disease.

Inflammation and Immune
Response:
Consumption of processed foods and

exposure to environmental toxins from

industrial agriculture cause

inflammation and immune dysregulation

leading to chronic disease diagnoses. 

Environmental Hazards: 
Industrial agriculture and food

processing practices contribute to

pollution and contamination of air,

water, and soil, exposing individuals to

toxins and chemicals through their food

supply, wreaking havock on cellular

function. 

Surface-Level



Fig 1

ICEBERG MODEL



There are many organizations, policymakers, and advocates working to

improve our food system and health outcomes through a root-cause

approach. Two organizations working locally, nationally, and globally, that

stand out particularly. Although these groups set out to nurture the land,

their work implicitly addresses the health of the people, as well.  

Savory Institute 
The mission of The Savory Institute is to facilitate large-scale regeneration

of the world's grasslands through holistic management practices. While

their primary focus is on land regeneration, their mission contributes to the

health of people by promoting sustainable agriculture practices that can

improve soil health, biodiversity, and ecosystem resilience. By restoring

grasslands and fostering healthy ecosystems, the Savory Institute aims to

create a more sustainable food system that supports human health and

well-being, potentially mitigating chronic diseases associated with

environmental degradation and poor nutrition.

Soil Carbon Cowboys
The mission of Soil Carbon Cowboys is to promote regenerative agriculture

practices that restore ecosystem health, and enhance agricultural

productivity. By restoring soil health and promoting sustainable farming

practices, Soil Carbon Cowboys educate and equip farmers on this critical

paradigm shift to produce nutrient-dense foods that support human nutrition

and well-being. Additionally, healthy soils contribute to clean air and water,

reduce the need for chemical inputs, and mitigate environmental pollution,

thereby potentially reducing the incidence of chronic diseases associated

with poor environmental quality and dietary habits. Ultimately, their work

plays a sneaky role in restoring the health of the population, from soil to

cell. 

EXISTING SOLUTIONS
SOLUTIONS



LEVERS OF CHANGE AND
INTERVENTION OPPORTUNITIES

Programs,
Promotion,

Support
for

Healthy
Habits

Education, financial
support, equipment,

etc., will all be critical
to support farmers in

this critical shift 

Framework and support
for sustainable

agriculture practices
and local food systems

Unbiased Nutrition
Education and
Empowerment 

Healthy food is affordable,
normalized, and accessible for all

Awareness of the food-
industrial complex impact on

public health 

Advocacy and social movements 

SUPPORT
FOR

FARMERS

POLICY AND
REGULATORY REFORM 

Healthy, Vibrant,
Equitable

Communities 

SOLUTIONS



LEVERS OF
CHANGE

Local food can be difficult to
access 

Farmers lack education and
tools to practice sustainable

agriculture 

Extreme marketing for ultra-
processed foods, particularly to

the underserved  

Food industry lacks incentives
for nutrient-rich, minimally

processed options.  

Farmers lack incentives to
change their practices

Lack of consumer awareness
about benefits of local foods

Local foods can be high cost

Invest in building regional
food hubs and distribution

networks 

Advocate for policy to restrict
junk food ads, and promote

healthy diet patterns 

Implement tax credits/grants
to incentivize healthier

alternatives  

Provide financial support for
small-scale farmers to decrease

CSA cost 

Reallocate subsidies to
promote soil health and crop

diversity.

GAPS &
CHALLENGES 

Implement educational
campaigns promoting

advantages of eating local foods 

Provide education and
equipment through government

funding

LEVERS OF CHANGE



There is no single problem or force guiding the hand of this damaged, harmful

system, but multiple. We have grown a lot in our understanding, our four key

takeaways are as follows: 

The environment of people plays a larger role than individual choices

themselves.

People make choices based on what kind of environment they are in. If people

are living in an environment that is highly abundant in processed foods, low

activity and over-exposure to unhealthy choices, people are more likely to make

unhealthy choices. 

Our system is so hyper-focused on profit, public health has been taken out of

the equation as a result. 

Instead of prioritizing on initiatives that promote the well-being of consumers,

businesses take actions to make their processes and products as financially

optimal as possible. 

Major companies with financial advantages and an agenda have a role in

policies that influence.

Companies invest in politics and policies that can help promote their own

economic advantage, weather it positively or negatively effects general human

health. 

The relationship between the quality of plant products ecosystem(s) has a

large role in human health. 

Modernized farming practices with an emphasis on yield, has resulted in

declining soil health and microbiota, which are responsible for providing plants

with their micronutrient benefits. This has led to an inverse relationship between

plant benefits and plant toxicity, so even those making healthy choices can be

seeing decreased health from reduced micronutrient consumption.

KEY INSIGHTS &
LESSONS LEARNED

KEY INSIGHTS



S O I L  T O  C E L L  

As we navigate the
complexities of food
systems and chronic
illness, it's imperative to
recalibrate our
priorities, placing the
well-being of individuals
above profit margins. By
aligning with nature's
principles and fostering a
culture of health-centric
values, we can pave the
way for transformative
change and a brighter,
healthier future for
generations to come, all
the way from THE ROOT.

KEY INSIGHTS



REFERENCES

REFERENCES
Carbon Cowboys. (2023). carboncowboys. https://carboncowboys.org

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. (2023, May 8). Chronic disease

center (NCCDPHP). Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.

https://www.cdc.gov/chronicdisease/index.htm 

Ejrnæs, Bruun, Barnes, Santos, Frøslev, Nielson. (2021, August 26). The

Biodiversity Effect of Reduced Tillage on Soil Microbiota. SpringerLink. 

Holman, H. (2020, February 19). The relation of the chronic disease epidemic to

the health care crisis. PubMed Central (PMC). 

Kelloway, C. (2022, January 19). Consolidation in America’s Food Supply Chains: A

Key Factor in Price Gouging, Shortages, and Inequality. Document Repository. 

Marion. (2021, July 27). America's food monopolies and power imbalances. Food

Politics by Marion Nestle. Y

Menoken Farm. (2023, May 22). Soil Health to Human Health Dan Kittredge.

YouTube. 

Montgomery, Bikle, Archuleta, Brown, Jordan. (2022, January 27). Soil health and

nutrient density: Preliminary comparison of regenerative and conventional farming.

PubMed Central (PMC). 

Moss, Lukac, Harris, Outhwaite, Scheelbeek, Green, Berstein, Dangour. (2020,

July 27). The effects of crop diversity and crop type on biological diversity in

agricultural landscapes: A systematic review protocol. PubMed Central (PMC). 

National, Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute. (2022, May 18). What Is Metabolic

Syndrome? 

NYU Web Communications. (2021, October 14). Americans are Eating More Ultra-

processed Foods. NYU. 

Peak Human. (2021, September 7). Part 135 - Bobby Gill on How Cows Can Save

the World - Debunking Vegans with Regenerative Agriculture.

Regeneration Canada. (2018, May 4). Dan Kittredge - Regenerating Soils to

Improve Nutrient Density of Foods. YouTube. 

Whittaker, J. (2021, January 2). How diets work - Scientific explanation - Joe

Whittaker, msc. Joe Whittaker, MSc. 

(2024, March 8). Savory Institute. 

https://carboncowboys.org/
https://www.foodpolitics.com/2021/07/americas-food-monopolies-and-power-imbalances/


SOIL TO CELL.

MAP THE SYSTEM 2024

MAKELLE GULLESON

TAYLOR LEE 

LUKE ZIMMER

LEXY NELSON


