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Abstract 

The regulation of food in the United States represents one of the most contested intersections of individual 
liberty, public health, and governmental authority. This review examines the socio-legal dimensions of food 
regulation through the lens of social work practice and observation, situating contemporary debates within historical 
patterns of state intervention, market dynamics, and community resistance. Drawing on legal scholarship, public 
health literature, and critical social work theory, this analysis traces the evolution of food governance from early 
sanitation laws through modern controversies surrounding raw milk, dietary supplements, and food assistance 
programs. The review argues that food regulation operates as a site of profound social stratification, where access to 
nutritional choice functions as both a privilege of class position and a marker of citizenship status. Examining case 
studies including the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program restrictions, municipal soda taxes, and the 
regulation of small-scale food production, this paper reveals tensions between paternalistic state interventions and 
community self-determination. The analysis foregrounds the experiences of marginalized populations—low-income 
families, rural communities, immigrant groups, and Indigenous nations—whose food practices face disproportionate 
regulatory scrutiny while their nutritional needs remain inadequately addressed. The review concludes by proposing a 
social work framework for food policy engagement that balances harm reduction principles with respect for bodily 
autonomy, cultural food traditions, and the structural determinants of nutritional outcomes. This framework 
emphasizes community-centered approaches to food governance that challenge both market failures and regulatory 
overreach. 
 

Keywords: food regulation, food policy, social work, nutritional justice, paternalism, food sovereignty, SNAP, 

public health law 
 

Introduction 
The question of what Americans eat, and who decides, has never been merely technical. Behind every food safety 

standard, nutritional guideline, and dietary restriction lies a deeper contest over authority, knowledge, and the 
boundaries of acceptable state intervention into private life. For social workers operating at the intersection of 
individual need and systemic constraint, food regulation presents a daily challenge: how to navigate systems that 
simultaneously fail to ensure adequate nutrition for vulnerable populations while restricting their choices about what 
sustenance they may obtain. 
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This review approaches food regulation not primarily as a matter of public health optimization or economic 
efficiency, but as a fundamentally social phenomenon shaped by power relations, cultural meanings, and competing 
visions of freedom. The analysis draws on the distinctive perspective of social work—a profession grounded in 
ecological systems thinking, committed to social justice, and positioned at the front lines where regulatory 
abstractions meet embodied human experience. 
 

The United States occupies a peculiar position in global food governance. Among wealthy nations, it maintains 
relatively permissive standards for food additives and production methods while simultaneously deploying extensive 
bureaucratic machinery to surveil and restrict the food choices of its poorest citizens (Nestle, 2013). This paradox—
aggressive defense of industry prerogatives alongside paternalistic management of welfare recipients—illuminates the 
ideological contradictions at the heart of American food politics. 

 
The stakes of this analysis extend beyond academic interest. Food insecurity affects approximately 34 million 

Americans, including 9 million children, according to recent Department of Agriculture estimates (Coleman-Jensen 
et al., 2023). Simultaneously, diet-related chronic diseases including diabetes, cardiovascular disease, and certain 
cancers impose staggering costs in human suffering and economic burden. The regulatory apparatus that governs 
American food touches every dimension of this crisis, yet scholarly attention to food governance from social work 
perspectives remains underdeveloped. 

 
This review proceeds in six sections. The first examines the historical development of food regulation in the 

United States, tracing the emergence of the modern regulatory state from Progressive Era reforms through 
contemporary neoliberal restructuring. The second section develops a theoretical framework integrating social work 
principles with socio-legal analysis, drawing particularly on concepts of structural violence, intersectionality, and 
community self-determination. The third section analyzes food assistance program regulation, focusing on the 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program and the contested politics of recipient choice. The fourth section 
examines regulatory interventions targeting consumer behavior, including soda taxes, menu labeling requirements, 
and restrictions on food marketing. The fifth section addresses the regulation of food production, with attention to 
small-scale producers, raw and traditional foods, and the tensions between safety standardization and food 
sovereignty. The sixth section synthesizes these analyses to propose a social work framework for food policy 
engagement. 

 
Throughout, this review centers the experiences and perspectives of communities most affected by food 

regulation—not as passive objects of policy, but as agents with legitimate knowledge, preferences, and rights to self-
determination. This orientation reflects social work's foundational commitment to starting where the client is, while 
maintaining critical attention to structural forces that constrain individual and community capacity for flourishing. 
 

Historical Development of Food Regulation in the United States 
The Pre-Regulatory Era and Early Interventions 

Before the twentieth century, food regulation in the United States remained largely a local matter, governed by 
common law principles and municipal ordinances addressing the most egregious forms of adulteration and fraud 
(Young, 1989). Markets operated with minimal oversight, and consumers bore primary responsibility for assessing 
the quality and safety of their purchases. This arrangement reflected both the limited administrative capacity of 
nineteenth-century government and prevailing ideological commitments to contractual freedom and caveat emptor. 

 
The consequences of this regulatory vacuum became increasingly apparent as industrialization transformed 

American food production. Urbanization severed the direct relationships between producers and consumers that 
had provided informal quality assurance in agrarian communities. Technological innovations enabled adulteration on 
unprecedented scales—chalk in milk, sawdust in bread, toxic chemicals in canned goods (Goodwin, 1999). The 
distance between farm and table created information asymmetries that market mechanisms could not resolve. 

 
Early regulatory efforts emerged at state and local levels, driven by a combination of consumer advocacy, 

professional organization among chemists and physicians, and competitive pressures from producers seeking to 
distinguish their goods from adulterated alternatives. Massachusetts established the first state food inspection system 
in 1882, and by century's end, most states had enacted some form of pure food legislation (Coppin & High, 1999). 
These measures proved inadequate to address a national marketplace, however, creating a patchwork of inconsistent 
standards that frustrated both consumer protection and commercial interests. 
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The Progressive Era and Federal Intervention 
The passage of the Pure Food and Drug Act of 1906 marked a decisive expansion of federal authority over the 

American food supply. Catalyzed by muckraking journalism—most famously Upton Sinclair's "The Jungle"—and 
sustained advocacy by figures including Harvey Wiley of the Bureau of Chemistry, this legislation established federal 
standards for food purity and prohibited misbranding and adulteration in interstate commerce (Hilts, 2003). 

 
The 1906 Act and its companion Meat Inspection Act represented a particular vision of regulatory purpose: 

protecting consumers from fraud and acute harm while largely deferring to industry regarding production methods, 
ingredients, and nutritional content. This framework positioned the state as a guarantor of marketplace honesty 
rather than an arbiter of dietary wisdom. Consumers, armed with accurate information, would make choices 
according to their own preferences and values. 

 
Subsequent decades brought gradual expansion of federal food authority. The Food, Drug, and Cosmetic Act of 

1938 strengthened enforcement powers and extended regulation to cosmetics and medical devices. The creation of 
distinct regulatory agencies—the Food and Drug Administration, the Department of Agriculture's food safety 
divisions, and later the Environmental Protection Agency's pesticide programs—established an administrative 
architecture that persists, with modifications, to the present day. 
 
The New Deal and the Origins of Food Assistance 

The Great Depression introduced a new dimension to federal food policy: direct intervention to ensure 
nutritional adequacy for populations unable to secure sufficient sustenance through market mechanisms. The 
Federal Surplus Relief Corporation, established in 1933, pioneered the distribution of surplus agricultural 
commodities to relief recipients—a program driven as much by the interests of farmers facing collapsing prices as by 
humanitarian concern for the hungry (Poppendieck, 2014). 

 
This dual purpose—supporting agricultural producers while feeding the poor—would shape American food 

assistance policy for nearly a century, creating persistent tensions between nutritional objectives and commodity 
disposal imperatives. The Food Stamp Program, authorized in its modern form in 1964, institutionalized this 
approach while introducing consumer choice through vouchers redeemable at retail outlets rather than direct 
commodity distribution. 

 
The establishment of food assistance as a permanent feature of the American welfare state carried profound 

implications for the relationship between nutrition and citizenship. Recipients of food aid became subject to 
regulatory oversight regarding their consumption choices that other citizens did not face—a distinction that would 
intensify in subsequent decades. 
 
Neoliberal Restructuring and Contemporary Regulation 

The late twentieth century brought significant restructuring of American food governance along neoliberal lines. 
Deregulatory pressures reduced public oversight of industry practices in some domains while intensifying behavioral 
regulation targeting individual consumers and welfare recipients. This dual movement reflected broader ideological 
commitments to market mechanisms and personal responsibility that characterized the post-Reagan political 
settlement. The 1996 welfare reforms that replaced Aid to Families with Dependent Children with Temporary 
Assistance for Needy Families extended to food policy through increased work requirements and time limits 
affecting SNAP eligibility. Subsequent legislative cycles introduced proposals to restrict eligible purchases, require 
drug testing for recipients, and impose other conditions reflecting moral judgments about the consumption choices 
of poor people (Hays, 2003). 

 
Simultaneously, concerns about rising obesity rates prompted new regulatory interventions targeting consumer 

behavior. Menu labeling requirements, soda taxes, restrictions on food marketing to children, and modifications to 
school lunch standards represented efforts to shape dietary choices through information provision, price signals, and 
environmental restructuring. These measures drew criticism both from industry interests defending product freedom 
and from civil liberties advocates questioning state authority over personal consumption decisions. 
 

Theoretical Framework: Social Work Perspectives on Food Regulation 
Ecological Systems and Structural Determinants 

Social work's ecological systems perspective provides essential orientation for analyzing food regulation. This 
framework, developed from the work of Bronfenbrenner and adapted for social work practice by Germain and 
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Gitterman, understands individual behavior as embedded within nested systems—from immediate interpersonal 
relationships through organizational, community, and societal contexts (Germain & Gitterman, 2008). Applied to 
food, this perspective reveals how consumption choices emerge from the interaction of biological needs, cultural 
meanings, household economics, neighborhood environments, market structures, and policy regimes. 

 
The concept of structural violence, articulated by Galtung and developed in social work contexts by numerous 

scholars, illuminates how food systems produce harm through their normal operation rather than through 
exceptional malfunction (Farmer, 2004). Food insecurity does not result primarily from individual failures of 
planning or industry but from systematic arrangements that render nutritious food inaccessible to populations 
lacking economic resources. Similarly, diet-related disease concentrates in communities subjected to histories of 
disinvestment, discrimination, and exclusion from health-promoting resources. 

 
This structural understanding challenges regulatory approaches that locate responsibility for nutritional outcomes 

primarily in individual choice. While information provision and behavioral nudges may influence decisions at the 
margins, they cannot substitute for addressing the material conditions—income, housing stability, neighborhood 
food environments, working conditions—that fundamentally determine what people eat. 
 
Inter-sectionality and Food Justice 

Food regulation affects different populations in profoundly unequal ways. Intersectional analysis, originating in 
Black feminist scholarship and increasingly influential in social work, reveals how multiple dimensions of social 
position—race, class, gender, immigration status, disability, geography—combine to shape experiences of food 
governance (Crenshaw, 1991; Collins, 2019). 

 
Low-income families navigate SNAP regulations that restrict purchasing options, impose recertification burdens, 

and subject household consumption to bureaucratic surveillance. Immigrant communities face additional barriers 
including exclusion from food assistance based on documentation status, linguistic inaccessibility of program 
information, and stigma associated with benefit receipt. Indigenous nations confront federal policies that have 
systematically undermined traditional food systems while providing inadequate substitutes through commodity food 
programs (Echo-Hawk, 2018). 

 
Rural communities experience distinct regulatory pressures, particularly regarding small-scale food production. 

Food safety requirements designed for industrial operations impose disproportionate compliance costs on family 
farms, custom slaughter facilities, and cottage food producers—often without corresponding reductions in actual 
risk. The result is a regulatory environment that favors concentrated production while disadvantaging local and 
regional food systems. 

 
These intersecting inequalities demand analytical approaches that attend to specificity and context rather than 

abstracting uniform regulatory subjects. A social work framework for food policy must recognize that interventions 
affecting different populations carry different meanings, impose different burdens, and produce different outcomes 
depending on social position. 
 
Paternalism, Autonomy, and Harm Reduction 

The tension between protective intervention and respect for autonomy represents a persistent challenge in social 
work ethics, and nowhere more acutely than in food policy. When does regulation cross from legitimate protection 
against harm into paternalistic interference with self-determination? How should analysts and practitioners weigh 
population health benefits against individual liberty? 

 
Mill's harm principle—that coercive intervention is justified only to prevent harm to others—provides a starting 

point, but its application to food proves immediately complicated. Dietary choices carry externalities through 
healthcare costs, family impacts, and modeling effects on children. Yet virtually all consumption decisions generate 
some external effects, and treating this as sufficient warrant for regulation threatens to license comprehensive state 
management of private life. 

 
Harm reduction frameworks, developed initially in substance use contexts and increasingly applied across social 

work domains, offer productive orientation. Rather than pursuing elimination of risk through prohibition or 
restriction, harm reduction seeks to minimize negative consequences while respecting individual autonomy and 
meeting people where they are (Marlatt & Witkiewitz, 2010). Applied to food, this approach would prioritize 
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addressing the structural conditions that produce harmful consumption patterns while supporting individual and 
community capacity for health-promoting choices. 

 
This framework suggests skepticism toward both market fundamentalism that ignores power imbalances and 

information asymmetries, and regulatory paternalism that substitutes bureaucratic judgment for community self-
determination. The challenge lies in crafting interventions that expand genuine capacity for choice rather than 
constraining it—whether through market manipulation or state mandate. 
 
Food Sovereignty and Community Self-Determination 

The concept of food sovereignty, developed through international peasant movements and increasingly 
influential in domestic food policy debates, provides crucial counterpoint to dominant regulatory frameworks. Food 
sovereignty asserts the rights of peoples to define their own food systems, prioritizing local and regional production, 
ecological sustainability, and community control over corporate consolidation and bureaucratic management 
(Wittman et al., 2010). 

 
For social work, food sovereignty resonates with longstanding commitments to community organizing, 

participatory decision-making, and structural transformation. It challenges regulatory approaches that position 
communities as objects to be governed rather than agents capable of self-governance. It also raises critical questions 
about whose knowledge counts in food policy—whether the credentialed expertise of nutritionists, food scientists, 
and economists should trump the experiential knowledge of farmers, food preparers, and community members. 

 
Indigenous food sovereignty movements have been particularly significant in articulating alternatives to colonial 

food systems. These movements seek restoration of traditional foodways disrupted by federal policies including 
removal, reservation confinement, and commodity food distribution. They challenge regulatory frameworks that 
classify traditional practices as primitive or dangerous while normalizing industrial methods with their own 
significant risks (Mihesuah & Hoover, 2019). 
 

The Regulation of Food Assistance: SNAP and the Politics of Recipient Choice 
Program Structure and Contemporary Debates 

The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program represents the largest federal food assistance effort, serving 
approximately 42 million participants at a cost exceeding $100 billion annually. The program operates through 
electronic benefit transfer cards that function similarly to debit cards, redeemable at authorized retail outlets for eligible 
food items. Federal law prohibits SNAP purchases of alcoholic beverages, tobacco, vitamins, medicines, and 
prepared hot foods, while permitting virtually all other food and beverage products. 

 
This broad eligibility structure reflects program origins in agricultural surplus disposal—the more products SNAP 

covers, the greater the benefit to food producers and retailers—but also embodies a particular vision of recipient 
autonomy. Unlike commodity distribution programs that provide specific foods, SNAP allows participants to make 
choices according to their own preferences, cultural traditions, and household circumstances. This design has been 
defended on both pragmatic grounds (greater efficiency, reduced stigma, support for retail food infrastructure) and 
principled grounds (respect for recipient dignity and self-determination). 

 
Contemporary debates center on proposals to restrict SNAP purchases to exclude sugar-sweetened beverages, 

candy, and other products deemed nutritionally undesirable. Proponents argue that taxpayer-funded programs 
should promote public health rather than subsidizing products associated with obesity and diabetes. The American 
Heart Association, the Center for Science in the Public Interest, and various public health officials have endorsed 
such restrictions (Barnhill et al., 2018). 

 
Opponents raise both practical and principled objections. From a practical standpoint, restriction proposals face 

significant implementation challenges: defining prohibited categories (what counts as "candy" versus "chocolate"?), 
training retailers, modifying point-of-sale systems, and addressing circumvention through fungibility of household 
budgets. The USDA has repeatedly declined state waiver requests for restriction pilots, citing administrative 
complexity and lack of evidence that restrictions would improve dietary outcomes. 
 
Social Work Perspectives on SNAP Restrictions 

Principled objections to SNAP restrictions align closely with social work values and practice wisdom. The 
National Association of Social Workers and numerous allied organizations have opposed purchase restrictions on 
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grounds that they stigmatize recipients, impose middle-class dietary norms on diverse populations, and distract from 
structural determinants of food insecurity. 

 
Several dimensions of this critique merit elaboration. First, restriction proposals treat SNAP participants as 

categorically different from other citizens regarding their capacity for autonomous decision-making. The implicit 
assumption—that poor people cannot be trusted to make appropriate food choices—reflects longstanding tropes of 
moral deficiency among the poor that social work has historically challenged. As Chilton and Rose (2009) observe, 
food insecurity itself impairs decision-making capacity through stress, cognitive load, and scarcity mentality. Piling 
restrictions on already-burdened families may worsen rather than improve outcomes. 

 
Second, restriction proposals typically reflect the dietary preferences and cultural assumptions of educated, 

affluent populations. What counts as "junk food" varies across cultural contexts; products stigmatized in mainstream 
nutrition discourse may carry significant cultural meaning for immigrant communities, serve important social 
functions in child-rearing, or provide rare pleasures in otherwise constrained circumstances. The presumption that 
program designers know better than participants what foods serve their interests exemplifies the professional hubris 
that social work, at its best, has learned to question. 

 
Third, restriction proposals focus on individual consumption while ignoring the food environment that shapes 

choices. SNAP participants typically live in neighborhoods with fewer supermarkets, more fast food outlets, and less 
access to affordable fresh produce than affluent communities. They face time constraints from multiple jobs, 
unreliable transportation, and caregiving demands that limit cooking capacity. Restricting their purchases without 
addressing these structural conditions blames victims for adaptations to circumstances they did not create. 
 
Work Requirements and Categorical Restrictions 

Beyond purchase restrictions, SNAP faces ongoing pressure to intensify work requirements and categorical 
eligibility limits. Current law requires able-bodied adults without dependents (ABAWDs) to meet work participation 
standards, with three-month time limits for those not meeting requirements. States have considerable flexibility in 
implementing these rules, including authority to waive requirements during periods of high unemployment or in 
areas with insufficient jobs. 

 
The Trump administration sought to restrict this waiver authority and expand work requirements, changes that 

were projected to remove hundreds of thousands of participants from the program. Though these specific proposals 
were blocked through litigation and subsequent policy reversal, pressure for stringent work requirements persists in 
congressional debates. 

 
From a social work perspective, work requirements reflect fundamental misunderstandings about the relationship 

between employment, poverty, and food insecurity. The majority of SNAP households with working-age, non-
disabled adults already include workers—often in low-wage jobs with irregular hours that complicate meeting 
bureaucratic verification requirements. Employment alone does not resolve food insecurity when wages remain below 
subsistence levels. Work requirements function less to promote economic self-sufficiency than to create 
administrative barriers that reduce caseloads regardless of actual need. 

 
The administrative burden of documentation, recertification, and verification processes constitutes a significant 

barrier to SNAP access for eligible populations. Studies estimate that substantial portions of eligible individuals do 
not participate, with administrative complexity cited as a primary reason alongside stigma and lack of information 
(Bartlett et al., 2004). From a harm reduction perspective, program design that prioritizes bureaucratic integrity over 
benefit access inverts appropriate priorities. 
 
Emergency Response and Program Flexibility 

The COVID-19 pandemic demonstrated both the essential role of SNAP in crisis response and the limitations 
imposed by normal program rules. Emergency allotments that brought all households to maximum benefit levels, 
suspension of work requirements, expanded online purchasing options, and other flexibilities helped millions of 
families maintain food access during unprecedented economic disruption. 

 
The pandemic experience also revealed how quickly policy constraints previously characterized as necessary and 

immutable could be modified when political will existed. Online SNAP purchasing, long dismissed as 
administratively impractical, expanded rapidly to most states. Benefit levels, long held below adequate nutrition 
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standards, were increased substantially. Work requirements, defended as essential to program integrity, were 
suspended without anticipated negative consequences. 

 
These adaptations suggest that pre-pandemic restrictions reflected political choices rather than operational 

necessities. The question facing food assistance policy is whether emergency flexibilities should be retained and 
expanded as recognition of ongoing structural needs, or whether the post-emergency period will bring restoration of 
restrictions that demonstrably reduce food security for vulnerable populations. 
 

Behavioral Regulation: Taxes, Labels, and Marketing Restrictions 
Soda Taxes and the Politics of Consumption 

Sugar-sweetened beverage taxes have emerged as a prominent tool in public health efforts to reduce obesity and 
related chronic diseases. Beginning with Berkeley, California in 2014, several jurisdictions have enacted excise taxes 
on sugary drinks, typically at rates of one to two cents per ounce. Proponents cite evidence linking sugar-sweetened 
beverage consumption to weight gain, diabetes, and cardiovascular disease, and point to declining consumption in 
taxed jurisdictions as evidence of effectiveness (Falbe et al., 2016). 

 
Soda tax debates illuminate tensions between public health paternalism and individual liberty that resonate across 

food policy. Critics argue that such taxes represent regressive burdens falling disproportionately on low-income 
populations, who spend larger shares of their incomes on taxed products. They characterize taxes as nanny-state 
overreach into personal consumption decisions that properly belong to individual judgment. The beverage industry 
has mobilized extensive resources against tax proposals, often emphasizing impacts on workers in production and 
retail. 

 
From a social work perspective, soda taxes present genuine analytical complexity. The regressivity concern merits 

serious attention—policies that extract resources from low-income communities, even for beneficial purposes, risk 
reproducing patterns of extraction that have historically disadvantaged those communities. At the same time, diet-
related disease itself imposes profound burdens on low-income populations, and effective prevention measures 
might justify some distributional costs. 

 
The disposition of tax revenues significantly affects assessment. Taxes whose proceeds fund food access 

programs, youth nutrition education, or community health initiatives in affected neighborhoods create different 
distributive profiles than taxes absorbed into general funds. The Philadelphia beverage tax, which dedicates revenues 
to pre-kindergarten programs and community schools, exemplifies designs that seek to return benefits to taxed 
populations. 
 
Menu Labeling and Information Interventions 

Mandatory calorie labeling on menus at chain restaurants, enacted federally in 2010 and implemented beginning 
in 2018, represents a different regulatory strategy: information provision rather than taxation. The premise is that 
consumers lack accessible information about the caloric content of restaurant meals and would make different 
choices with better information. 

 
Evaluation research on menu labeling has produced mixed results. Some studies find modest reductions in 

calories purchased following labeling implementation; others find no significant effects. A meta-analysis by Long et al. 
(2015) concluded that labeling reduces calories ordered by approximately 18 calories per meal—a statistically 
detectable but nutritionally modest effect. More recent analyses suggest labeling may be more effective in certain 
contexts, such as coffee shops and sandwich chains, than in full-service restaurants. 

 
The limitations of informational approaches reflect broader challenges in behavioral change. Information 

asymmetry represents only one barrier to healthy eating; time constraints, taste preferences, habitual patterns, stress, 
and environmental cues all shape food choices in ways that information alone cannot address. For populations facing 
food insecurity, calorie information may be less relevant than price per calorie—a metric on which less healthy 
options often outperform alternatives. 

 
Menu labeling does impose compliance costs on businesses, though chain restaurants above threshold sizes likely 

possess administrative capacity to manage these burdens. More significant concerns arise regarding whether labeling 
requirements contribute to disordered eating by intensifying caloric surveillance, particularly affecting individuals 
with or at risk for eating disorders. The social work value of starting where the client is suggests that uniform 
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policies may have variable and sometimes counterproductive effects across diverse populations. 
 
Food Marketing and Children 

The marketing of food products to children raises distinct regulatory considerations given children's limited 
capacity to evaluate commercial messages and the demonstrated effectiveness of marketing in shaping preferences. 
Industry self-regulation through the Children's Food and Beverage Advertising Initiative has proven inadequate, 
with studies documenting continued heavy marketing of nutritionally poor products to child audiences despite 
voluntary pledges (Harris et al., 2013). 

 
Proposals for stronger regulation of food marketing to children find support in child development research and 

international precedent—several nations maintain meaningful restrictions on child-directed food advertising. Such 
regulations face First Amendment constraints in the United States, however, with commercial speech receiving 
significant constitutional protection following decisions including 44 Liquormart v. Rhode Island (1996). 

 
The commercial marketing environment represents a domain where individual consumer choice operates 

within heavily managed conditions. Children encounter sophisticated persuasion techniques developed through 
extensive research on preference formation, deployed through multiple channels including television, digital media, 
product placement, and school-based marketing. The asymmetry between corporate marketing capacity and 
individual family resistance capacity raises questions about whether "choice" language adequately characterizes this 
environment. 

 
Social work perspectives on child welfare support regulatory interventions that protect children from commercial 

manipulation while respecting family autonomy. The challenge lies in calibrating interventions that address power 
imbalances without reproducing paternalistic patterns that substitute state judgment for parental discretion. 
 

Regulating Food Production: Safety, Scale, and Sovereignty 
The Industrial Food Safety Paradigm 

Contemporary food safety regulation reflects the industrialization of American food production. The Food Safety 
Modernization Act of 2011, the most significant revision of food safety law in decades, established preventive 
control requirements, enhanced traceability systems, and expanded FDA authority over imported foods. These 
measures address genuine risks in globalized supply chains characterized by complex inputs, extended distribution, 
and rapid large-scale dissemination of contaminated products. 

 
Industrial-scale regulation poses challenges for small and diversified producers, however. Compliance costs for 

record-keeping, testing, facility modifications, and verification procedures represent fixed expenses that industrial 
operations can spread across high volumes while smaller producers face proportionally greater burdens. While 
FSMA includes exemptions for smaller operations, these exemptions remain limited and uncertain, creating 
compliance anxiety among producers serving local and regional markets. 

 
The regulatory paradigm also reflects particular assumptions about risk and its management. Industrial food safety 

relies on standardization, documentation, and third-party verification—approaches that may be less appropriate for 
relationship-based exchange where producers and consumers know each other and operate within networks of 
accountability. A farmer selling eggs at a local farmers market to repeat customers faces different risk profiles than an 
industrial producer shipping product across the country, yet regulatory frameworks often apply similar requirements 
to both contexts. 
 
Raw Milk Controversies 

Few food regulation debates generate more intensity than those surrounding raw milk. Federal law prohibits 
interstate sale of unpasteurized milk for human consumption, while states maintain varying policies from prohibition 
to regulated sale to unregulated availability. Proponents of raw milk access cite taste preferences, claimed health 
benefits, and opposition to government interference with food choice. Public health authorities emphasize 
documented disease outbreaks associated with raw milk consumption and the particular vulnerability of children, 
elderly persons, and immunocompromised individuals. 

 
The raw milk controversy illustrates broader tensions in food regulation between risk management and consumer 

sovereignty. Pasteurization unquestionably reduces pathogen exposure; raw milk consumption carries measurable, if 
modest, health risks. Whether these risks justify prohibition, and for whom, raises questions that empirical evidence 
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alone cannot resolve. They require value judgments about acceptable risk levels, the legitimacy of individual risk 
assumption, and the appropriate scope of state protective authority. 

 
Social work perspectives on harm reduction suggest alternatives to binary prohibition/permission frameworks. 

Age restrictions, informed consent requirements, farm inspection programs, and labeling mandates represent 
intermediate positions that maintain consumer access while addressing legitimate safety concerns. These approaches 
respect adult autonomy while maintaining protections for vulnerable populations. 
 
Cottage Food Laws and Home Production 

State cottage food laws permitting home-based production of certain food products for sale represent regulatory 
accommodation of small-scale production. These laws typically authorize sale of non-potentially-hazardous foods—
baked goods, jams, dried herbs—produced in home kitchens without commercial licensure or inspection. The scope 
of permitted products, sales limits, labeling requirements, and venue restrictions vary substantially across states. 

 
Cottage food production supports economic opportunity for individuals facing barriers to formal employment, 

including caregivers with home responsibilities, disabled persons, immigrants, and residents of areas with limited job 
opportunities. It preserves food traditions that might otherwise be lost to industrial standardization. And it provides 
consumers access to products unavailable through commercial channels. 

 
Regulatory restrictions on cottage food production warrant scrutiny regarding their actual risk basis versus their 

protection of commercial interests. Requirements that cottage producers use commercial kitchens, obtain extensive 
licensing, or limit sales below economically viable levels may reflect industry influence more than genuine safety 
necessity. A social work commitment to supporting economic self-sufficiency suggests advocacy for cottage food 
policies that permit meaningful livelihood while maintaining proportionate safety standards. 
 
Indigenous Food Sovereignty 

For Indigenous nations, food regulation carries additional dimensions rooted in colonial history and ongoing 
struggles for self-determination. Federal policies including forced removal, reservation confinement, prohibition of 
traditional practices, and commodity food distribution systematically disrupted Indigenous food systems. 
Contemporary regulations continue to impose barriers to traditional foodways, from wildlife management 
restrictions affecting hunting and fishing rights to food safety rules that disadvantage traditional processing methods. 

Indigenous food sovereignty movements seek restoration of relationships to traditional foods, lands, and 
waters that colonial policies disrupted. They challenge regulatory frameworks that classify Indigenous 
knowledge as primitive while privileging industrial methods. And they assert tribal authority over food systems as an 
expression of inherent sovereignty (Hoover, 2017). 

 
Social work engagement with Indigenous food sovereignty requires critical examination of regulatory 

assumptions and genuine deference to Indigenous leadership and knowledge. It also requires confronting the 
profession's own historical complicity in colonial policies, including child removal and assimilative interventions that 
disrupted family food traditions. Supporting Indigenous food sovereignty means more than reforming specific 
regulations; it means recognizing Indigenous authority and supporting systemic transformation. 

Toward a Social Work Framework for Food Policy Engagement 
Principles for Practice 

Drawing on the foregoing analysis, several principles emerge to guide social work engagement with food policy: 
Center marginalized voices. Food policy debates are too often dominated by industry interests, professional 

experts, and policymakers remote from the communities most affected by regulatory decisions. Social work brings 
distinctive capacity for community engagement, participatory assessment, and advocacy that amplifies marginalized 
perspectives. Effective food policy engagement requires deliberate effort to hear from SNAP recipients, small 
producers, immigrant communities, Indigenous nations, and others whose experiences differ from dominant policy 
narratives. 

 
Address structural determinants. Interventions focused on individual behavior change, whether through 

information provision, taxation, or restriction, have limited effect absent attention to structural conditions shaping 
food access and choice. Social work's ecological systems perspective demands engagement with employment policy, 
housing stability, neighborhood investment, agricultural policy, and other domains that determine food outcomes 
more powerfully than nutritional education or point-of-sale interventions. 
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Apply harm reduction principles. Rather than pursuing optimal outcomes through prohibition or restriction, harm 
reduction seeks to minimize negative consequences while respecting autonomy and meeting people where they are. 
Applied to food policy, this orientation suggests tolerance for imperfect dietary choices alongside support for 
conditions enabling healthier options. It implies skepticism toward paternalistic interventions that restrict choice 
without addressing underlying constraints. 

 
Respect cultural diversity. Food carries profound cultural meaning that regulatory frameworks often fail to 

recognize. What counts as appropriate eating varies across cultural contexts, and policies reflecting mainstream 
nutritional orthodoxy may devalue or suppress valid alternative food traditions. Social work's commitment to 
cultural humility requires critical examination of regulatory assumptions and genuine engagement with diverse food 
knowledge. 

 
Support community self-determination. Food sovereignty principles align with social work commitments to 

participatory democracy and community control. Rather than positioning communities as objects to be governed, 
effective food policy supports community capacity for self-governance of food systems. This may require challenging 
both corporate dominance and bureaucratic management that displace community authority. 

 
Implications for Direct Practice 

Social workers in direct practice encounter food regulation through client experiences navigating food assistance 
programs, struggling with food insecurity, and making dietary choices within constrained circumstances. Several 
practice implications follow from the framework developed here: Assessment should incorporate attention to food 
security, food access, and food choice as dimensions of client circumstances. Standardized screening tools for food 
insecurity exist and can be integrated into intake processes. Beyond screening, practitioners should explore how 
clients experience food systems—what barriers they face, what supports they need, what preferences and values 
shape their food choices. 

 
Intervention should address structural dimensions alongside individual behaviors. Connecting clients with food 

assistance programs, food banks, and community food resources addresses immediate need. Advocacy to reduce 
program barriers, expand community food access, and challenge regulatory restrictions that burden clients addresses 
systemic factors. 

 
Documentation of client experiences with food regulation provides evidence for policy advocacy. Patterns in 

how clients encounter regulatory barriers, experience stigma in food assistance programs, or face restricted choices 
can inform advocacy efforts when aggregated and communicated to policymakers. 
 
Implications for Macro Practice 

At macro levels, social work food policy engagement encompasses legislative advocacy, administrative 
monitoring, community organizing, and coalition building: Legislative advocacy should challenge restrictions on 
food assistance that reduce recipient autonomy, impose administrative barriers, or reflect punitive orientations 
toward poverty. It should support expansions of food assistance adequacy and accessibility. It should address 
agricultural policy, trade policy, and labor policy as determinants of food system outcomes. 

 
Administrative monitoring should scrutinize implementation of food regulations for disparate impacts on 

marginalized populations, administrative burdens that reduce access to entitled benefits, and incorporation of 
community input in regulatory development. Social workers can participate in formal comment processes for 
proposed regulations, bring client experiences to administrative attention, and document implementation problems. 

 
Community organizing should support community leadership in food system development, including community 

gardens, farmers markets, cooperative groceries, community kitchens, and food policy councils. It should build 
coalitions across constituencies affected by food regulation—food assistance recipients, small producers, public 
health advocates, environmental groups, and others—to advance shared interests. 

 
Education and research should advance understanding of food regulation impacts and alternatives. Social work 

scholars should contribute to food policy analysis through research grounded in community experience and 
commitment to social justice. Curriculum development should prepare practitioners for food policy engagement as a 
dimension of competent practice. 
 

https://ibseries.com/index.php/IMBS/


International Multidisciplinary Book Series Vol. 4, Issue 1 (2026) 
 https://ibseries.com/index.php/IMBS/ 

 
 

 
Globalization, Food Systems, and Legal Responses, Edited By: Dr. Joydeb Patra, Ms. Saptaparni Raha 101 

Conclusion 
Food regulation in the United States operates as a site of profound contradiction. The same political system that 

tolerates food insecurity affecting tens of millions of citizens mobilizes extensive resources to surveil and restrict the 
food choices of its poorest members. The same regulatory apparatus that grants wide latitude to industrial food 
production imposes disproportionate burdens on small-scale, traditional, and community-based alternatives. The 
same policy discourse that celebrates consumer choice as the foundation of market efficiency seeks to override choices 
deemed insufficiently healthy or responsible. 

 
Social work perspectives illuminate these contradictions and offer frameworks for more just alternatives. 

Ecological systems thinking reveals how food outcomes emerge from structural conditions that individual-level 
interventions cannot address. Intersectional analysis exposes the unequal distribution of regulatory burdens across 
populations stratified by race, class, geography, and immigration status. Harm reduction principles challenge punitive 
orientations in favor of approaches that respect autonomy while reducing harm. Food sovereignty concepts 
articulate visions of community self-determination that challenge both corporate domination and bureaucratic 
management. 

 
The path forward requires simultaneous attention to immediate needs and systemic transformation. Adequate 

food assistance, accessible without stigma or bureaucratic burden, can address material deprivation while organizing 
proceeds toward deeper change. Protection from corporate manipulation can coexist with respect for adult 
autonomy. Food safety can be maintained through means appropriate to diverse scales and contexts of production. 

 
Ultimately, the question of food regulation is the question of how a society constitutes itself—what it owes its 

members, what it trusts them to decide, what it reserves for collective governance. Social work, grounded in human 
rights and social justice commitments, has essential contributions to make in answering these questions in ways that 
honor both individual dignity and collective responsibility. 
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