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Conceptualizing Food Literacy: A Literature Review
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Abstract: Food literacy is a complex and multifaceted concept but generally encompasses the knowledge, skills, behaviour and attitudes related to
food. Over the last decade, the definition of food literacy has been expanded beyond food skills and nutrition knowledge to include food
environments and the food system, but also contextual influences such as sociocultural and socio-economic factors. More recently scholars argue
for a critical view of food literacy that takes into account the power imbalances of our food system prompting us to consider questions related to
healthy food access, increased corporate food system control, who profits, and who loses (Renwick & Powell, 2019; Sumner, 2015). As schools,
community organizations, and policy makers continue to turn to food literacy to promote healthier dietary behaviours and increase population
health, this review seeks to conceptualize the broadened understanding of food literacy and shed light on the critical and contextual aspects of food
literacy.
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Introduction

and attitudes related to food. Recent literature defines food literacy as more than food skills or nutrition

knowledge. Emerging concepts of food literacy include “extrinsic characteristics” (Azevedo Perry et al. 2017,

p. 2412) such as food environments and the changing food system. It also includes contextual influences
(Colatruglio & Slater, 2016; Vidgen, 2014) such as sociocultural (i.e., way of living, values, and customs) and socio-
economic factors.

F ood literacy is a complex and multifaceted concept but generally encompasses the knowledge, skills, behaviour

A recent scoping study by Truman et al. (2017) found that the term food literacy incorporates six domains: “skills
and behaviours, food/health choices, culture, knowledge, emotions and food systems”, as well as elements of “critical
and functional knowledge” (p. 365). Truman et al. note a shift away from a “health literacy lens focused on the
individual, and towards a critical food studies lens that includes broader critical contexts” (p. 307).

Within the definition offered by Truman et al. (2017), food literacy can be explored across multiple levels
(individual, community, national and global) and across health, environmental, political, economic, educational, and
ethical fields. It is indeed a very broad topic that does not stand in solitude, and is affected by almost all factors of our
lives. This newfound understanding prompted some scholars to view food literacy from a critical lens, weaving
together the various domains of food literacy with critical literacy to seek impact beyond individual nutrition gains
towards collective action and “socially just and ecologically sustainable food systems” (Renwick & Powell, 2019, p.
29). This review aims to provide a broader understanding of food literacy and shed light on the critical and contextual
aspects of food literacy. The overall intention is to enhance food literacy programming in schools and community
settings to be more inclusive of sociocultural food literacy experiences.

Food Literacy

Food literacy is a contested and subjective topic. It is also a puzzling term with a narrow meaning to many in the
educational and community settings | work in. These limitations often result in a superficial definition of food literacy
that is restricted to food related knowledge and skills such as knowing how to cook or being able to read and understand
a nutrition label. Numerous and varied definitions of food literacy exist across health, nutrition and education
literature, but it can generally be summarized and condensed to the knowledge, skills, attitudes, and behaviours related
to food.

Being food literate is crucial in today’s times of increased obesity and other health related impacts. The broader
view of food literacy also prompts us to explore the wider influences of our current food systems on not only our
health, but also our communities, and the long-term sustainability of our food system, and the environment. The
COVID-19 pandemic has made it clear that an event like this uncovers the weaknesses of our food system such as a
reliance on foreign workers, food transportation, or large-scale meat processing facilities that disrupt the supply chain
if shut down. These weaknesses and their effects are felt by everyone, from farmers, to food industry employees to
consumers, but disproportionately affect marginalized and low socio-economic individuals.
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For the past decade, food literacy programs have increasingly been turned to as a “strategy to reduce food
insecurity® by policy makers” (Begley et al. 2019b, p.13). In addition, improving food literacy has been linked to
healthier dietary behaviours (Begley et al., 2019a), increased nutrition (Howard & Brichta, 2013), healthier food
consumption (Poelman et al. 2018), improved health outcomes (Howard & Brichta, 2013), creating socially just food
systems (Cullen et al., 2015), and even as a tool to combat poverty (Sandor, 2016). Recognizing the financial impact
that food has on families, Sandor (2016) argues that food literacy promotion can lower monthly food expenses.

Schools have been identified as a “promising setting” for developing food literacy (Amin et al., 2018). The
Ontario Curriculum does address elements of food literacy in the healthy living strand for both elementary and
secondary divisions (Ministry of Education, 2015 & 2019). In addition, many community-based organizations have
taken on the role of food literacy education and promotion, including foodbanks, churches, medical clinics, libraries,
as well as social enterprises, and grassroots organizations. These organizations promote and develop various elements
of food literacy often with a focus on nutrition education, cooking, and gardening skills.

Health Literacy, Nutrition Literacy, and Food Literacy

There is a wide range of disciplines represented among studies on food literacy involving perspectives from nutrition
(Cullen et al., 2015), family and consumer sciences, home economics (Vidgen & Gallegos, 2014), public health, food
studies, and adult education (Sumner, 2015), confirming that food literacy is indeed a broad and wide-reaching topic.
Where exactly does food literacy situate itself? Some authors see food literacy as a subset or part of health literacy
(Howard & Brichta, 2013; Renwick, 2013, Cullen et al, 2015; Krause et al. 2018) and this is reinforced by the many
studies that focus on food literacy as a tool to increase population health, combat obesity, and curtail chronic illnesses,
such as diabetes (see for example Colatruglio & Slater, 2014; Slater et al., 2018). Certainly, the adage “eat well, live
well, be well” comes to mind. Vettori et al. (2019) position nutrition literacy as a component of food literacy, while
many others link food literacy to both nutrition and health literacy (Azevedo Perry et al., 2017; Nutbeam, 2000;
Truman et al., 2017). Krause et al. (2018) recently conducted an extensive systematic review on the definition of
nutrition literacy, health literacy and food literacy and “suggest to conceptualize nutrition literacy as a subset of food
literacy and that both (nutrition literacy and food literacy) can be fruitfully framed as specific forms of the broader
concept of health literacy” (p. 385).

Definition of Food Literacy

Three recent scoping studies (Azevedo et al., 2017; Cullen et al., 2015; Truman et al., 2017) have conducted in-depth
explorations into the literature of food literacy to identify exactly what is meant by the term food literacy. Truman et
al. (2017) found that the term food literacy incorporates six domains: “skills and behaviours, food/health choices,
culture, knowledge, emotions and food systems”, as well as elements of “critical and functional knowledge” (p.365)
which are described in Table 1. Truman et al. note a shift away from a “health literacy lens focused on the individual,
and towards a critical food studies lens that includes broader critical contexts” (p. 307). For example, in 2011, Vidgen
and Gallegos found that the following definition was most popular among food experts: “The relative ability to
basically understand the nature of food and how it is important to you, and how able you are to gain information about
food, process it, analyse it and act upon it” (p. ii). More recently, Cullen et al. (2015), as a result of their scoping study,
offer a much broader definition:

Food literacy is the ability of an individual to understand food in a way that they develop a positive
relationship with it, including food skills and practices across the lifespan in order to navigate, engage, and
participate within a complex food system. It's the ability to make decisions to support the achievement of
personal health and a sustainable food system considering environmental, social, economic, cultural, and
political components. (p. 143)

Two out of the three scoping studies (Azevedo et al., 2017 and Truman et al., 2017) do not offer us a concrete
definition, yet they provide us with themes or domains, as well as attributes or descriptions of food literacy (see Table
1and 2).

! Food insecurity is the “inadequate or uncertain access to food because of financial constraints” (Tarasuk & Mitchell, 2020, p. 3)
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Table 1. Six Domains of Food Literacy from Truman et al., (2017)

Domain Description

Skills and Behaviours Physical actions or abilities involving food

Food/Health choices Actions associated with informed choices around food use

Culture Societal aspects of food

Knowledge The ability to understand and seek information about food (i.e.,
nutrition education)

Emotions The influence of attitudes and motivation

Food Systems Understanding the complexity of food systems (i.e., environmental

impact, food waste, food risk/safety, etc.)

Truman et al. (2017) identified a shift in the recent literature that included among peer reviewed literature also
grey literature, doctoral dissertations, and master’s theses. This shift explores food literacy towards a more critical and
contextualized focus paying particular attention to the food systems domain which pertains to the understanding of
the complexity of our food system.

Azevedo et al. (2017) identified five categories and 15 attributes of food literacy. These are displayed in Table
2. Azevedo et al. (2017) distinguish between intrinsic and extrinsic characteristics of food literacy and highlight that
food literacy attributes are interconnected and interdependent.

Table 2. Food Literacy Characteristics, Categories and Attributes from Azevedo et al., (2017)

Intrinsic/Extrinsic Category Attributes

Characteristics

Intrinsic Food and Nutrition Food knowledge
Knowledge Nutrition knowledge

Food language
Nutrition language

Intrinsic Food Skills Food techniques
Food skills across the lifespan
Intrinsic Self-efficacy and Nutrition literacy
Confidence Nutrition self-efficacy

Food self-efficacy
Cooking self-efficacy
Food attitude
Extrinsic/Intrinsic Food Decisions Dietary behaviour
Extrinsic Ecologic Socio-cultural influences and eating practices
Food and other systems
Infrastructure and population-level determinants

Food literacy is developed over time and the relationship between environmental factors and individuals’
behaviours is symbiotic (Vidgen & Gallegos, 2014, p. 58). For example, a person renting a room without any cooking
facilities, will not be able prepare meals they may have been able to cook previously nor practice and improve their
cooking skills. Having a garden will allow a family to grow their own vegetables and hone their growing skills, and
food knowledge. Moving to university and living in a dorm, can significantly change a person’s eating habits,
including what they buy, what they eat, and who they eat it with. These experiences can greatly affect a person’s
attitude and motivation concerning food literacy.

There is consensus among the three scoping studies that contextual influences are increasingly recognized to
greatly impact food literacy with a greater focus on the food system and food environments, and sociocultural factors.
As Cullen et al. (2015) state, “an ecological approach is necessary, in that individual behaviours and skills cannot be
separated from their environmental or social context” (p. 144).
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Sociocultural Impacts on Food Literacy

While there is a great debate among scholars about the definition of food literacy, and various applications of its
meaning and impact, it is evident that the move to a broader definition is gaining ground. Sociocultural factors are
increasingly recognized to influence food literacy (Azevedo et al., 2017; Cullen et al., 2015; Truman et al., 2017).

Azevedo et al. (2017) specifically mention sociocultural factors and eating influences as one of the attributes to
food literacy. Identified as one aspect of the ecologic category (extrinsic) of food literacy, the authors state that “socio-
cultural influences and eating practices encompass values and norms as well as understanding the impact of food on
personal well-being” (p. 2411). In addition, the authors list the self-efficacy and confidence category, which is defined
as “the ability to produce a desired or intended result” (p. 2409) in the context of health behaviours. According to
Azevedo et al., “these abilities are not inherent but rather are acquired through supportive environments” (p. 2409)
suggesting a strong sociocultural connection across the five attributes of this category (nutrition literacy, nutrition self-
efficacy, food self-efficacy, cooking self-efficacy, and food attitude).

Culture, as one of the domains of food literacy identified by the Truman et al. (2017) scoping study, was placed
in the social level category (as opposed to the individual level) along with food systems and emotion, while Cullen et
al. (2015) list culture under individual food skills. Whereas the three scoping studies agree that sociocultural factors
are influencing food literacy, the authors have presented a range of planes where these are situated (from micro to
macro).

Informal and Formal Knowledge of Food Literacy

Gartaula et al. (2020) differentiate between formal and informal knowledge of food literacy. They describe formal
food literacy as the knowledge acquired at school, through the formal curriculum in a classroom, whereas informal
food literacy is acquired through social and cultural contexts, usually at home or in the community. While Gartaula et
al’s study focused on rural students in Nepal, their concept of informal food literacy can be thought of as the
sociocultural aspects of food literacy. These are the knowledge, skills and attitudes that are shaped by our home and
the communities we live in. Gartaula et al. found that sometimes this informal food literacy does not connect with the
formal food literacy that is taught in schools.

This disconnect is prevalent with Canada’s Food Guide (Government of Canada, 2020) which is one of the key
formal resources relied on in elementary and secondary schools (Ministry of Education, 2015 & 2019), as well as
community organizations to teach healthy eating. Amend (2017) notes that Health Canada, who is responsible for
revising the food guide, has struggled to make it reflective of Canada’s ethnic diversity, but also notes age, location
and socio-economic reality as a factor in making the guide meaningful and effective for all Canadians. The latest
version of Canada’s Food Guide, published in 2019, intended to reflect Canada’s cultural diversity. Although it is
available in over 30 different languages (including many indigenous languages?), it continues to offer a one size fits
all model and what Amend (2017) calls a “quantitative, Western biomedical discourse of food and eating as the
“correct” or “only” approach (para. 20).

For example, Anderson et al. (2015) found new immigrant mothers had difficulty following Canada’s Food
Guide recommendations because their own traditional foods were not represented. Study participants further believed
that the absence of their traditional foods in the guide meant it was not healthy. They also reported not being able to
prepare the types of food illustrated in Canada’s Food Guide and did not know how to substitute traditional foods for
those depicted in the guide. More importantly, the authors found that study participants “devalued their own previous
knowledge... in favor of the authoritative knowledge learned from dietitians and other community service providers”
(p- 359). Anderson et al. (2015) highlights that Canada’s Food Guide “neglects to integrate parallel nutritional
knowledge systems espoused by many newcomer groups” (p. 364). Therefore, it is important as educators in schools
and community settings to be critically aware of this disconnect between formal and informal food literacy, and to
find ways to weave together Canada’s Food Guide with ethnically diverse food knowledge and practices of
newcomers.

2 As part of the most recent Canada Food Guide revision, Health Canada is currently working with the Indigenous community to “support the
development of healthy eating tools”. The 2007 “Eating Well with Canada’s Food Guide — First Nations, Inuit and Métis™ is still in use.
(Government of Canada, 2019)
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From a contextual perspective, Dr. Charlene Elliott found that children have difficulty applying knowledge about
Canada’s Food Guide with what students see on the shelves in the grocery store (University of Calgary, n.d.). Canada’s
Food Guide (Government of Canada, 2019) displays a beautiful plate of vegetables and fruit (half the plate), proteins
such as meat, nuts, dairy and legumes (quarter of the plate), and whole grains such as pasta, rice, brown toast and what
appears to be quinoa (quarter of the plate). Many foods are displayed in their original unprocessed form. However,
when students enter a grocery store, they do not see these foods displayed in this way. Rather they are inundated with
prepackaged and processed foods. This disconnect is an example of how ‘formal food literacy’ does not align with the
‘informal food literacy’, because the context of Canada’s Food Guide is far removed from the social reality of where
we get our food from.

The impact of students’ social and cultural environment related to food literacy is perhaps greater than we think.
Amin et al. (2018) found that children associated domains of food literacy to the home and family more so than
experiential food literacy programs at school. This, they explain, could be either because the school programs did not
reach all students, or that food literacy experiences at home or in the community were more personalized or
memorable. Such observations point to the impact of the social context on food literacy and perhaps the disconnect
between formal and informal food literacy. Similarly, in Howard and Brichta’s (2013) framework for household food-
related decisions, factors such as social, cultural and ethnic are graphically displayed as the foundation for food related
decision-making.

In addition to the disconnection between informal and formal knowledge of food literacy, the effectiveness of
food literacy education in schools is put into question. Perera et al. (2015) warn that “unless the food environment at
school and home reinforce what is being taught in the classroom, nutrition education will have limited impact on
student’s food choices” (p. 49). Or, on the other hand, perhaps the answer to this problem is in reflecting the social,
cultural, and ethnic contexts in formal food literacy programs.

Implications of a Narrow Food Literacy Definition

Early definitions of food literacy solely focused on nutritional knowledge and cooking skills, painting a very narrow
picture of what it means to be food literate and neglecting the contextual influences on food literacy. A student’s
ability to read a nutrition label or be able to cook a dish is irrelevant when they do not have the environment to make
their own food choices. In addition, narrow definitions focus on the individual versus the broader society, resulting in
an interpretation of food literacy that ignores bigger questions regarding power within the food system (Sumner, 2015).
Advertising, marketing, profits and the drivers behind fast food and highly processed foods significantly impact the
food system and drive out healthy food options.

Sumner (2015) argues that these earlier narrow definitions approach food literacy from a deficit model,
essentially blaming individuals for not making healthy choices or having the skills to cook healthy meals. It neglects
to consider how people’s choices are largely restricted and influenced by a variety of factors including social, cultural,
environmental, and economic (Kimura, 2010). Indeed, there are numerous and complex factors that individually or
collectively impact an individual’s or population’s food literacy in particular food availability, accessibility, and
quality (Ontario Dietitians in Public Health, 2018). A narrow definition completely ignores the current food landscape,
the lack of affordable and healthy food, the prevalence of food deserts in low-income communities, and the abundance
of fast-food options wherever we go. Sumner argues for a recognition of a broader view, beyond the individual, but
with a focus on the food system as a whole and the greater social reality it represents. Similarly, Kimura (2010) posits
that “the food literacy framework can be contrasted with a more structural understanding of food-related behaviors
and practices as functions of cultural and social influence, one’s class position, gender stereotypes, social
infrastructure, and the macrostructure of food and agricultural systems” (p. 480). This definition takes into account
the contextual influences of food literacy, including cultural and social aspects. Equally, a study by Slater et al. (2018)
revealed the need for a broader scope of food literacy competencies. The authors included “emotional and cultural
aspects; and critical perspectives on food systems” (p. 551) as core domains of a food literacy framework. As schools
and educators engage in food literacy programming and teaching, it is imperative that the social, cultural, economic,
and environmental influences are recognized and highlighted in order for student’s to critically engage in food literacy.

In a similar vein, Renwick and Powell (2019) argue for a greater focus on the literacy aspect of food literacy.

The authors argue that food literacy should be approached as “literacy of practice” that recognizes literacy as a social
practice and therefore acknowledges the wider contextual influences. Literacy as a social practice views literacy as a
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practice - what we do with reading, writing and texts - and why we do it (Perry, 2012). These practices involve not
just texts, but also values, feelings, attitudes, and social relationships (Barton & Hamilton, 2000) which are greatly
influenced by culture and power (Perry, 2012). For Renwick and Powell (2019), viewing food literacy as a practice
“has the potential to help move beyond understanding individual actions and toward understanding mechanisms for
building capacity for participation in collective action” (p. 28). Both Sumner (2015) and Renwick and Powell (2019)
reference critical literacy as an important component of food literacy with impact beyond individual nutrition gains
towards collective action and “socially just and ecologically sustainable food systems” (Renwick & Powell, 2019, p.
29). Educators must move towards this critical understanding of food literacy to have the greatest impact and outcomes
for students and communities.

In summary, the definition of food literacy has grown over the last decade to include wider contextual influences,
including the food system and food environment, while acknowledging the interdependent relationships of the various
attributes to food literacy. These attributes include knowledge, skills, behaviours, and attitudes, as well as social,
cultural, political and environmental influences that are present from the individual to the societal level. Food literacy
development not only takes place in formal settings such as classrooms but are often more memorable and impactful
in informal settings, such as the home and community. Educators must however be cognizant of the disconnect
between formal food literacy education and the contextual reality learners find themselves in. Social, cultural, and
economic contexts greatly influence and can often restrict a person’s ability to act on their food literacy knowledge,
skills, attitudes, and behaviours. From a social justice perspective, this review coupled with leading scholars in the
field call for a critical approach to food literacy that recognizes the socio-economic power imbalances within our food
system and advocate for a shift from an individualistic to a critical and socio-cultural perspectives for our food system.
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