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Course Description 
This course provides a strategic overview of how food supply chains function and identifies how 
buyers—specifically retailers, restaurant and food service operators, and food manufacturers—can 
act as catalysts for systemic change. Solid research continues to demonstrate that companies and 
other institutions that lean into reinvention are outperforming their peers. One form of reinvention is to 
focus on supply chain resilience with a focus on ensuring the underlying sustainability of the natural 
resources (and labor) they depend on. In this class, students will learn how supply chains typically 
function, and how they differ from durable goods (and are therefore rarely captured in supply chain 
scholarship), and why sustainability is too often a missing priority. They will evaluate and design 
supply chain interventions and innovations in a wide variety of settings that prioritize resilience, 
environmental health, and human rights along with economic viability. Case studies, interviews and 
field trips in Berkeley are a key part of this course’s experiential learning, preparing students to 
understand supply chain dynamics that go beyond traditional four-box models. 

For undergraduates, this is a Berkeley Changemaker® course and qualifies for the Berkeley 
Changemaker Certificate of Completion. It is also a course in the Graduate Certificate in Food 
Systems suite of courses, as well as the Food Systems Minor elective requirement suite. The 
curriculum is designed to stimulate critical thinking, communication, and collaboration.  

The food system is massive, employing 10% of Americans (and involves many more people 
around the world). There is no magic wand to “fix” patterns that have been developing for 100 
years, and no one perspective on what should be fixed or how. Berkeley Changemakers clarify 
and identify the impact they wish to make in the world by developing their own theories of 
change, and by using essential skills to solve complex problems, developing an entrepreneurial 
mindset, and honing the skills they need to make positive change.  

Students will practice critical thinking through activities such as learning how to recognize 
opportunities for changemaking and to develop a plan for action. When telling their story, and as 
they encourage others to share their vision, students learn key communication strategies and 
build confidence when speaking publicly. In this class, they will learn key collaboration skills 
through their work in teams and across boundaries, leveraging diversity as an asset to bring 
ideas into action. Students will have many opportunities to form small teams and work on 
projects together in this class that will provide opportunities to practice communication, critical 
thinking, and collaboration skills.  

Key questions:  
●​ How are supply chain decisions made in different kinds of companies or institutions? 
●​ What are the leverage points for change-making?  
●​ What are the most common challenges to change? 
●​ What types of food supply chain innovations have been successful and which have not?  

 
 
 
 



Learning Objectives  
1. Critically evaluate global, domestic, and regional food supply chains, by learning how they are 
structured and identifying the trade-offs they represent.  
2. Map the strategic roles of private sector buyers, and enablers, in setting standards and 
specifications, and how to influence their decision-making. 
3. Analyze successful and failed interventions, from product development to software tools, and build 
a prototype innovation with peers that addresses a specific food system challenge (e.g., carbon 
reduction, labor equity, or waste circularity). 
4. Understand and apply key supply chain mechanisms such as the Kraljik framework, knock-on 
effects, and the Strategic Sourcing Framework to transition an organization from basic compliance to 
creating new value. 
5. Interact with professionals - on field trips, in interviews - to challenge assumptions and think clearly 
about problem-solving. 

Week 1: The food we eat: what are the shape and values of our food system today? 
Objective: challenge your assumptions and dive into one ingredient you rely on: what are 
the challenges facing the continued existence of that food or beverage?  

●​ What we eat: by the numbers, from which sources, and the factors influencing 
changing dietary habits and needs.  

●​ How do we buy our food, and are the sales channels changing significantly (or is this a 
coastal bubble perception)?  

●​ The “food system” is a series of private entities. Is its ownership highly concentrated or 
dispersed? Why should this question matter?   

●​ A brief history of the US food system: who grows raw ingredients, where, and why, 
and who buys them? What are the major systems by which foods are grown? What 
are the major conflicts that impede improvement? 

●​ Food miles and the making of a widespread myth about responsible purchasing.   

Week 2: Who maintains food supply chains? Who are the people and the roles they occupy 
that ultimately feed us?  
Objective: map the strategic roles of private sector and institutional buyers, and enablers, in setting 
standards and specifications, to consider how to influence their decision-making 

●​ Food systems versus food supply chains: What is the difference? What is a supply chain?   
●​ Primary buyers versus enablers 
●​ What are the key common tools buyers use to make decisions?  
●​ Where is the money? Assessing how different parts of the supply chain are paid. (It’s not 

what you think.) 

Week 3: Analyzing challenges and leverage points to make successful supply chain 
interventions 
Objective: Consider the web of sticky challenges, both intentional and unintentional, that make 
innovation and intervention difficult, and the trade offs they represent.  

●​ Certifications, classifications, and unregulated categories 
●​ Lifecycle assessment, third-party services, and technology tools focused on ‘transparency’: 

what can they tell us? What can they not tell us?  
●​ How policy-making shapes our guardrails for decision-making 
●​ How distribution infrastructure makes bucking the ‘system’ difficult 

Week 4: Too much of a good thing? How institutional procurement standards and vendor 
vetting processes (such as for a university) can unintentionally impede progress 
Objective: Analyze successful and failed interventions, the roles of stakeholders and 
certifications, in setting unachievable goals 

●​ Checklists, vendor selection packages, and good intentions don’t always lead to good results 



●​ Narrow versus broad foci 
●​ Third party evaluation criteria (AASHE, Humane Society, Greenpeace) 
●​ The missing infrastructure piece. How do we fix this problem? 
●​ Case study: University of Michigan 

Week 5: The case of K-12 education  
Objective: Analyze successful and failed interventions, the roles of policy interventions, clear 
goal-setting, and incorporating a wide range of stakeholders 

●​ How operations can drive procurement changes 
●​ Consider the advantages and disadvantages of community partnerships and aligned 

purchasing mechanisms.  
●​ Case studies: Tompkins County (New York) School District 

Week 6: Using technology to solve pressing food supply needs where buying more food 
isn’t a feasible option.  
Objective: Analyze interventions using market-based technology that amplifies available 
resources, supply chain responsiveness, and responds to operational needs. 

●​ How some food banks succeed (and others don’t).  
●​ Case studies: Feeding America, Food Pulse 

Week 7: How Retail Channels Support Supply Chain Innovation (and others don’t try) 
Objective: beyond serving different market niches, understand the dynamics of procurement at 
supermarkets and other retail channels, what the best in class do, and how dynamic brands sell into 
those channels  

●​ Why (and how) do some markets do it better?  
●​ How does their buying process work?  
●​ The money flows 
●​ What do they look for? What do they reject?  
●​ How do they work with distributors?  
●​ Case Study (potential field trip): Berkeley Bowl Marketplace, BiRite Markets and 18 Reasons’ 

Visitacion Valley marketplace 

Week 8: Dynamic sourcing among CPG companies 
Objective: understand the potential power of CPGs to change agricultural or aquaculture conditions 
at the source of primary production, and factors that support or impede progress. 

●​ Can better ingredients simply be chosen among available options?  
●​ When is it necessary to invest in longer-term change? How is this accomplished? 
●​ Case Study: Simple Mills; Danone 

Week 9: Dynamic sourcing among CPG companies, Part 11. Tropical foods  
Objective: understand the potential power of CPGs to change agricultural or aquaculture conditions 
in other countries, with different laws, customs, social organization and agricultural conditions at the 
source of primary production, and factors that support or impede progress. 

●​ How does sourcing tropical products differ from domestic products?  
●​ The role of precompetitive coalitions 
●​ The role of brokers and other intermediaries (including certification schemes) 
●​ A close look at palm oil sourcing at major brands  
●​ Case Study: TCHO Chocolate, Equator Coffee 

Week 10: A model for producer-driven change in supply changes.  
Objective: Learn about the Icelandic Cluster and how cod fishermen changed the dynamics of their 
industry, driving better producer income, radically lowering waste, and creating new economic value.   

●​ Can we apply learnings from Iceland to agricultural dynamics?  



●​ What’s the same and what is different? 
●​ What elements are needed to execute change, and over what period of time? 
●​ Case Study: 100% Fish 

Week 11: An integrative model of change 
Objective: start with science, outside the private sector, and then invite the private sector to partner 
on change.  

●​ If the goal is scientific, how to invite support (rather than opposition) from private sector 
stakeholders?  

●​ Case Study: The Nigiri Project 

Week 12: Extended Producer Responsibility Laws: how state policy can change supply 
chain dynamics. 
Objective: understand the power and reach of EPR, its potential, and apply this knowledge to other 
potential interventions.  

●​ Consider the primary role of regulation: to make change, or simply catalyze movement 
towards change?  

●​ How businesses react to regulation: at the negotiating table, working with alliances, working 
proactively with suppliers, taking competitive advantage early on 

●​ Case Study: California legislation 
 
Week 13: Final project presentations in class  

Week 14: The Business Case for sustainability (Last day of instruction)  
Objective: go beyond ethics, marketing, and compliance with legislative mandates: why sustainability 
is a competitive edge for food businesses that needs to be incorporated into supply chain 
decision-making.  
 
Instructor 
 
Helene York has been a professional faculty member teaching graduate and upper division 
undergraduate students at Haas (since 2024) and the Culinary Institute of America (since 2017). Her 
teaching evaluation score at Haas in 2025 was 6.5 (out of 7.0). 
 
Her teaching approach, like her discipline for two decades as a senior supply chain professional with 
global contract food service leaders, is interdisciplinary: understand and execute the fundamental 
business activities well, keep stakeholders informed and engaged, and invest in sustainability to 
maintain responsible and sticky relationships with suppliers (and do the right thing). In 2026, she 
authored Incorporating Sustainability into Procurement Decision Making for Food Supply Chains 
(CRC Press), which was written to be used as a primary text for this class.  
 
York earned her A.B. from Harvard and M.B.A. from Yale.  

 


