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Abstract 
 
Food literacy is an evolving term fundamental to both health and education. The concept of food 
literacy (FL) typically has been informed by nutrition-focused thinking, with particular emphasis 
on food skills. Moving beyond this traditional focus is necessary to address the demands of 
consumers navigating today’s complex food environments. Although the term is increasingly 
recognized, there is no consensus regarding the definition of food literacy or its conceptual 
dimensions. This paper describes a Food Literacy Conceptual Model that integrates 
multiple food literacy perspectives and theoretical frameworks. This Food Literacy Conceptual 
Model provides an enhanced framework with potential application as a pedagogical tool. As 
an interdisciplinary approach to food literacy, the conceptual model has the potential to increase 
teaching and learning effectiveness in the learner’s context through educating on 
the core components of this construct. In addition, a learner’s food literacy may be enhanced 
with the application of this practical and more inclusive, applied framing in the conceptual 
model. 
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Introduction 
 
Without a common understanding of FL, there are no shared identifiable variables and indicators 
for analysis, parameters for inquiry, or measurement tools (Pleasant et al., 2016; Rosas et al.,  
2019). This limits progress on “providing practical tools and tailored methodologies” (Palumbo, 
2016, p. 105) for FL teaching, education, and learning, as well as policy and program 
development, implementation, and evaluation. To achieve this multifaceted goal and ultimately 
effect social change, a common understanding of, and respect for, FL needs to be more centrally 
positioned within education, social discourse, and public conscience.  

How FL is conceptualized and communicated is therefore of timely importance. Through 
developing shared understanding and agreement around approaches, skills required, and use of 
resources by various researchers, government departments, non-government organizations, and 
schools, more attention can be directed at developing and enhancing FL. Understanding FL as 
comprising multiple interdisciplinary components has the potential to create opportunities for 
researchers, educators, practitioners, and policy makers to harness and situate their currently 
profound, yet, disparate perspectives. This new way of thinking has been identified as a new 
approach to teaching and learning (Classens & Stysma, 2020) and may, in fact, better position 
learners, researchers, educators, practitioners, and policy makers to explore the variety of factors 
and components within this construct in ways central to enhancing their collective practices and 
outcomes. Specifically, this new approach to FL has the potential to contribute to increasing the 
effectiveness of situating FL in the learner’s context by emphasizing elements of systems 
thinking that may empower the learner to take action towards social change. The aim of this 
paper is to describe this more inclusive and applied interpretation and introduce a Food Literacy 
Conceptual Model, which provides an enhanced framework with potential application as a 
pedagogical tool to effectively plan and evaluate food literacy teaching, education, and learning 
as well as policies, programs, practices, and initiatives.  
 
 
Literacy 
 
Given that the concept and definition of ‘literacy’ has evolved over the years with varying 
perspectives but still no consensus, it is not surprising that we see a lack of a shared definition of 
FL which emerges from understandings of both literacy and health (also lacking a universal 
definition). In fact, Barton (2007) asserts identifying a precise definition of literacy may be an 
impossible undertaking. Notwithstanding the evolving, dynamic nature of defining literacy, four 
understandings of literacy have appeared in the literature which align with Pace’s (1982) 
understanding of literacy as both a process and a product: 1) literacy as an autonomous set of 
skills; 2) literacy as applied, practiced and situated; 3) literacy as a learning process; and 4) 
literacy as text (UNESCO, 2006). Sørensen et al. (2012) assert literacy also includes contextual 
and societal transformation. Therefore, literacy can be viewed as the ability to construct meaning 
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in any given context (Pahl & Rowsell, 2005) that is embedded in social practices. Barton & 
Hamilton (1998) support this social perspective of literacy: 

 
Literacy is primarily something people do; it is an activity, located in the 
space between thought and text. Literacy does not just reside inside 
people’s heads as a set of skills to be learned, and it does not just reside 
on paper, captured as text to be analyzed. Like all human activity, literacy 
is essentially social, and it is located in the interaction between people. (p. 
3) 

 
As such, a literate person must possess a wide range of abilities and competencies in the 21st 
century (NCTE, 2008), identified as multiliteracies. This concept of multiliteracies is inherently 
complex and social.  

It is important to acknowledge that the term multiliteracies identifies learners’ 
worldviews as a key component of their literacy development (New London Group [NLG], 
1996) and is suggestive of a holistic approach to literacy comprising the “mind, society and 
learning” (NLG, 1996, p. 83). In fact, the original intent of multiliteracies was a pedagogical 
approach created for teachers in elementary and secondary schools (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000); 
however, with the changes in society due to globalization and the advancement of technology, 
our evolving understanding of literacy and literacy practices are continually being challenged. 
For that reason, health literacy, and by extension, nutrition and FL have emerged in recent years 
as specific components within literacy. 

 
 
Health literacy 
 
There has been increased awareness of the correlation between literacy and health with recent 
public health actions and interventions to promote health equity (Gillis, 2016). The term ‘health 
literacy’ was first coined in the 1970s and gained attention from education and healthcare; but 
has since expanded its scope and depth to include public health. In the early days of health 
literacy, there was a primary focus on “an individual’s capacity (and motivation to learn) and the 
resources provided by the health care system” (Baker, 2006, p. 878). However, Nutbeam (2000), 
acknowledged health was not only “influenced by individual characteristics and behavioural 
patterns (lifestyle) but continues to be significantly determined by different social, economic, and 
environmental circumstances of individuals and populations” (Nutbeam, 2000, p. 260). This 
view is consistent with the emergence of health promotion thinking over the past 40 years and, in 
particular, with social determinants of health discourse. 

Health literacy’s importance is increasingly being recognized as a means to “meet the 
complex demands of health in modern society” (Sørensen et al., 2012), though there is “no 
universally shared definition” (Gillis, 2016, p. 87). In Canada, an expert panel on health literacy 
adopted the following definition of health literacy: “the ability to access, understand, evaluate 
and communicate information as a way to promote, maintain and improve health in a variety of 
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settings across the life-course” (CPHA, 2008, p. 11). Sørensen et al. (2012) addressed the issue 
of competing definitions of health literacy through research, which resulted in an integrated 
health literacy definition and framework. While “the current health literacy movement seeks to 
improve health outcomes and reduce health disparities through improved health communication 
systems and health education programs” (Freedman et al., 2009, p. 446), it is imperative that 
“communication…draw[s] upon personal experience, invite[s] interaction, participation and 
critical analysis” (Nutbeam, 2008, p. 2075). This perspective reflects the typology of functional, 
communicative/interactive, and critical health literacy as found in Table 1 (Nutbeam, 2000). This 
“typology for health literacy…has relevance to health promotion practice, including implications 
for framing [nutrition and] food literacy” (Gillis, 2016, p. 89) in programs aiming to increase FL 
teaching, education, and learning. 

 
Table 1: Functional, Interactive, and Critical Health Literacy (Nutbeam, 2000) 

Functional health literacy Basic health literacy skills that are sufficient for individuals to obtain relevant 
health information and apply that knowledge to a limited range of prescribed 
activities 

Interactive health literacy More advanced literacy skills that enable individuals to extract information and 
derive meaning from different forms of communication; to apply new 
information to changing circumstances; and to interact with greater confidence 
with information providers such as health care professionals 

Critical health literacy Most advanced cognitive skills which, together with social skills, can be applied 
to critically analyze information, and to use this information to exert greater 
control over life events and situations 

 
 
Nutrition literacy 
 
Evidence suggests that “health literacy skills were found to correlate with numerous nutrition-
specific skills such as estimation of portion sizes, understanding of nutrition labels, and seeking 
of and trust in nutrition information sources (Carbone & Zoellner, 2012). The connection 
between health and nutrition literacy surfaced since individuals with low literacy and numeracy 
levels are more likely to have poorer diet and health outcomes (Higgins et al., 2008). 
Nevertheless, many researchers such as Kickbush (2001) have highlighted that the health literacy 
construct is complex; Velardo (2015) notes ‘‘it can mean many different things for different 
people” (p.386). Correspondingly, research has found the following concrete examples of health 
literacy application in nutrition knowledge and skills: knowledge of macronutrient intake, food 
groups, and food composition, combined with basic math and measurement competencies, as 
well as the ability to understand nutrition concepts if an individual is presented with a disease 
that has nutrition implications (Gibbs & Chapman-Novakofski, 2012). 

Recently, a scoping review of nutrition literacy definitions was conducted and 14 
definitions were found “which generally described knowledge, skills, and competence necessary 
for nutritional health” (Vetorri et al., 2019). A systematic review found six original definitions of 
nutrition literacy (Krause et al., 2018) and most of the definitions have “described the abilities 
necessary to obtain and understand nutrition information” (Krause et al., 2018, p.381) whereas,  
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All definitions of nutrition literacy centered on an individual’s cognitive 
capacities and strongly emphasized basic literacy and numeracy skills 
needed to understand and use information about nutrition. They argue 
that without these skills people cannot access and understand nutrition 
information and thus cannot build on nutritional knowledge, which is one 
of the keys to healthier eating practices. (Krause et al., 2018, p.381)  

 
Parallel to health literacy, “three cumulative levels of nutrition literacy referred to as 
‘functional’, ‘interactive’ and ‘critical’ nutrition literacy” (Guttersrud, Dalane, & Pettersen, 
2014, p. 877) have been developed. Gillis (2016) notes, “nutrition literacy tends to align with the 
clinical [individual] approach to health literacy…rather than a health promotion context” (p. 95). 
Furthermore, nutrition literacy often takes the form of nutrition education to increase knowledge 
and practical skills. Murimi (2013) points out that “nutrition education focuses on food intake 
and how the body utilizes nutrients for growth, development, and health” (p. 195). This limits the 
focus to that of individuals and does not reflect the two sided approach to health literacy that 
looks beyond individual skills to the demands and complexities of the systems through which 
information is provided (Pleasant et al., 2016). This displaces the opportunity to engage in 
teaching, education, and learning about the far broader ‘scope’ related to FL. 
 
 
Food literacy  
 
Food literacy has been explored as a “sub-concept of health literacy”, but it has recently emerged 
“as a relevant concept in its own right” (Gillis, 2016, p. 98).  Progressing from food and nutrition 
knowledge and skills, FL is an evolving term fundamental to both health and education as it “is 
currently discussed as an aim of food education in the western world, partly inspired of a 
fundamental literacy understanding and partly of health literacy or other related literacy areas to 
food” (Benn, 2014, p. 13). A recent scoping review examined 38 novel FL definitions that 
demonstrated the breadth and depth of meanings that exist in health and education research 
(Truman et al., 2017). However, as often as FL is defined and referenced, there is no common 
understanding of this construct. Existing definitions vary greatly and repeatedly interrelate 
nutrition education, improved nutrition abilities, and cooking skills, while often reflecting the 
interests and discipline-specific context of those involved in developing them. These narrow 
interpretations miss the opportunity to connect “well-being at both the individual and collective 
level” (Palumbo, 2016, p. 104). Given these varying definitions of FL (akin to health literacy), it 
is not surprising that teaching, education and learning programs, practices, and policy initiatives 
are inadequate or compete against each other (Finley et al., 2017; Malloy-weir et al., 2016). 
Researchers, educators, practitioners, and policy makers’ expertise may be adopted for diverse 
contributions to this evolving field of inquiry and practice; yet advancing the outcomes of FL, 
like improving individual and systems level health and well-being, requires some shared 
momentum and vision (Cardwell, 2005; Vigden & Gallegos, 2014). This work has begun; 
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Truman et al. (2017) found that despite the many novel, yet, diverse FL definitions, there are six 
common themes woven throughout these conceptualizations: knowledge, emotions, 
skills/behaviours, health/food choices, culture, and the broader food system. Rosas et al. (2019) 
explored domains, factors of influence, and potential determinants to advance the construct of FL 
and found congruence for many of the attributes acknowledged in the literature, though some 
concepts, specifically around influential factors and determinants, were presented and require 
further consideration. 
 
Food literacy paradigms 
 
Food literacy appears to be situated within two paradigms as reflected in various definitions 
throughout the literature. Some view FL as apolitical, highly individualistic, and lacking an overt 
consideration of the wide-ranging social or ecological context (Block et al., 2011; Bublitz et al., 
2011; Cullerton et al., 2012; Fordyce-Voorham, 2011; Howard & Brichta, 2013; Kolasa et al., 
2001; Murimi, 2013; Pendergast et al., 2011; Thomas & Irwin, 2013). In contrast, others argue 
the need to consider the broader environmental, social, economic, cultural, and political forces 
implicit in FL (Belotti, 2010; Benn, 2014; Cullen et al., 2015; Desjardins & Azevedo, 2013; 
Dyg, 2014; Kimura, 2010; Martin, 2018; Stinson, 2010; Sumner, 2013). By way of example, 
Vigden (2016) draws attention to the term FL as being “most often applied to the outcome of 
nutrition but is also applied to other food related outcomes, particularly environmental 
sustainability, informed consumerism, active citizenship, and food security” (p. 2). Given the 
expansive scope concerning food related outcomes, Sumner (2013) recognized there is a need to 
reframe FL as a social practice. She has connected Habermas’ (1978) theoretical understanding 
of the three domains of knowledge to FL: empirical/analytic knowledge (reflects knowledge and 
skills adopted through individualistic approaches to food); historical/hermeneutic knowledge 
(understanding culture and meaning associated to food), and critical/emancipatory knowledge 
(critical reflection; exposing the hidden power within food system structures for social 
transformation). Slater (2013) advanced this notion whilst “encompassing applied and theoretical 
aspects of functional, interactive and critical ‘food literacy’” (p. 623), which aligns with 
Nutbeam’s (2000) typology of health literacy. Researchers have also acknowledged that multiple 
literacies such as civic literacy and cultural literacy (Zarcadoolas et al., 2005) and literacies 
related to agriculture and environment (Yeatman, 2016) are well aligned with FL, which 
considers the notion of how social, structural, and economic components interact with and 
influence food systems. This broader food systems lens has been described as ‘food systems 
literacy’ (Widener & Karides, 2014) which is outside the scope of this paper. 

Food literacy has been described “as a crucial determinant of health improvement, 
environmental sustainability, and social equity” (Palumbo, 2016, p. 104). This broader, more 
comprehensive FL definition acknowledges benefits to the individual as well as the positive 
impact on health and environmental outcomes (Howard & Brichta, 2013) leading to a “viable 
improvement of the various determinants of individual and social well-being” defined as 
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‘enhanced well-being sustainability’ (Palumbo, 2016, p. 104). Vetorri et al (2019) suggest FL 
“could be described as a multidimensional concept that implies an individual dimension 
(knowledge, motivation, competences, and awareness) as well as the relationship between 
individuals and their context, aimed at consuming foods assuring nutritional health and a 
sustainable food system” (p. 13). Rosas et al (2019) outlines many influences that may enhance 
or hinder FL “within a larger scope, by including hierarchical relations among diverse aspects 
integrating the food system” (p. 25) to illustrate there are individual level factors as well as 
additional factor’s that limit one’s FL. As such, it is our responsibility to directly expose various 
learners to the importance of gaining individual food and nutrition skills (ie., knowledge, access, 
values, beliefs, culture) as well as provide supportive environments (ie., food environment, food 
and nutrition programs, access, availability, and affordability) to “enable individuals to 
implement their food literacy” (Poelman et al., 2018, p. 10). Doing so may support learners to 
interact with a critical FL perspective, considering the structural, social, environmental, and 
economic inequities and injustices.  
 
 
Mapping and integrating multiple dimensions of food literacy  
 
Recent research, including qualitative studies, systematic, and scoping reviews, have 
documented, analyzed and, in some cases, categorized different definitions, themes, domains, 
attributes, and concepts of FL to interpret its representation, introduce a new or integrated 
definition of FL, develop a new FL framework, or create evaluation measures (Amin et al., 2018; 
Azevedo Perry et al., 2017; Begley et al., 2018; Cullen et al., 2015; Krause et al., 2018; Palumbo 
et al., 2017; Poelman et al., 2018; Rosas et al., 2019; Slater et al., 2018; Truman et al., 2017; 
Velardo, 2015; Vetorri et al., 2019; Yuen et al., 2018). This timely body of research and theory 
has informed the development of the Food Literacy Conceptual Model. 

The current literature on FL reveals the foundation of a conceptual model by illuminating 
many interconnections and overlapping dimensions. Through a comprehensive literature search 
and mapping exercise, the multiple dimensions of FL incorporated into the Food Literacy 
Conceptual Model have been summarized (Table 2).  With a goal of uniting the multiple 
perspectives within FL, the initial step was informal interviews with practitioners, specialists, 
and scholars in various disciplines (i.e., public health, education, nutrition, political science, and 
agriculture) to bring in their unique perspectives. Next, a literature search, drawing on health, 
nutrition, agriculture, sociology, environment, economics, political science and education, was 
conducted. A search strategy was developed based on key concepts derived from the qualitative 
process and using relevant search terms for electronic bibliographic databases of peer-reviewed 
literature, supplemented by grey literature. Key FL concepts were extracted and mapped through 
populating a table that included the various theories, models, components, attributes, domains, 
pillars, and themes and were categorized by discipline, alongside a description and references. 
The goal of mapping these concepts was to integrate and group similar concepts into dimensions. 
Finally, an iterative process was used by the authors to synthesize the dimensions into the 
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conceptual model. The following multiple literacies were captured within the umbrella of FL: 
health literacy, nutrition literacy, agri-food literacy, food media literacy, civics literacy, cultural 
literacy, and eco-literacy.  

 
Table 2: Multiple Dimensions of Food Literacy Conceptual Model 

 
 
Health literacy is foundational to FL as it “frames literacy as a continuum of proficiency that 
benefits not only the individual but society more broadly” (Truman, et al., 2019, p. 9), as such, it 
may be a mechanism that leads to empowerment. In order to achieve critical health literacy with 
the aim of benefiting society more broadly through empowerment, it is necessary to focus on “an 
ability to question and reflect on the prevailing power relations and societal conditions; increased 
senses of power, self-esteem, and self-efficacy; and an ability to utilize these resources to engage 
in social and political action for change” (Crondahl & Karlsson, 2016, p.1). Nutrition literacy is 
“conceptualized as a specific form of FL” (Krause et al., 2018; Vetorri et al., 2019) and may “be 
considered as an independent concept” (Vetorri et al., 2019). Nutrition literacy is therefore 
considered one dimension within the more inclusive and applied concept of FL and has been 

Author/Year Type of Literacy Definition 
Sorenson et al., 2012 Health Literacy 

 
 

Linked to literacy and entails people’s knowledge, motivation and 
competences to access, understand, appraise, and apply health 
information in order to make judgments and decisions in everyday life 
concerning healthcare, disease prevention, and health promotion to 
maintain or improve quality of life during the life course.  

Zoellner, Connell, 
Bounds, Crook, & 
Yadrick, 2009 

Nutrition Literacy 
 

The degree to which individuals have the capacity to obtain, process, and 
understand nutrition information and skills needed in order to make 
appropriate nutrition decisions. 

 
 
 
American Farm Bureau 
Foundation for 
Agriculture, n.d.  
 
Francis et al., 2003 

Agri-Food Literacy 
 
Agricultural Literacy 
 
 
 
Agroecology 

*No formal definition as of yet; a combination of agricultural and 
agroecology literacy  
 
To understand the relationship between agriculture and the environment, 
food, fiber and energy, animals, lifestyle, the economy, and technology.  
 
 
To understand the entire food system, encompassing ecological, 
economic, and social dimensions. 

Peterson, 2012 Food Media Literacy 
 

The ability to critically respond to food-oriented media [written, verbal, 
visual] that might empower people to pursue healthier choices in a 
commercially driven food landscape. 

Zarcadoolas, Pleasant, 
& Greer, 2005 

Civics Literacy 
 
 

The abilities that enable citizens to become aware of public issues and to 
become involved in the decision-making process related to food [and food 
systems]. 

Zarcadoolas, Pleasant, 
& Greer, 2005 

Cultural Literacy The ability to recognize and use collective beliefs, customs, worldview, and 
social identity in order to interpret and act on health [and food related] 
information. 

Puk, 2009 Eco-literacy 
 

The capacity, based on a comprehensive understanding of the 
interconnections between natural systems and human systems, to make 
informed decisions about the future of life in relation to food [and food 
systems].  
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referred to as a “prerequisite” for individual FL (Schlüter, et al., 2020, p. 4). Although no formal 
definition appears yet in the literature, the emergent term ‘agri-food literacy’ captures the essence 
of agricultural literacy and agroecology.  As a key element of FL, agri-food literacy represents 
the intersection between agriculture and food systems. The following definition for agri-food 
literacy is offered for consideration:  
 

The ability of an individual to understand the interrelationship between 
agriculture and food systems, including ecological, economic, 
social/historical, political, and cultural components in ways that 
contribute to personal and environmental health and well-being. 

 
Moreover, food media literacy, civics literacy, cultural literacy, and eco-literacy are interrelated, 
yet distinct concepts, and highly overlap with the other literacies within the inclusive and applied 
FL approach. Food media literacy is “preoccupied with producing educated citizens able not only 
to engage with, but also to challenge and change broader social conditions” (Truman, et al., 
2019, p. 10) such as inequities and injustices. Civics literacy, cultural literacy, and eco-literacy 
include making individual decisions while embracing the interests of the broader public and 
ecological health targets (Zarcadoolas et al., 2005). In doing so, environmental, economic, 
cultural, social, and political considerations are taken into account in the Food Literacy 
Conceptual Model, thereby comprising the critical literacy domain of FL with a goal of food 
citizenship. Food citizenship has been defined as “the practice of engaging in food-related 
behaviors that support, rather than threaten, the development of a democratic, socially, and 
economically just, and environmentally sustainable food system” (Wilkens, 2005, p. 271). 
 Therefore, how FL is conceptualized is important for social change. Furthermore, integrating 
these considerations into the multiple dimensions of the more inclusive and applied FL construct 
removes the false dichotomy of an individualistic notion of FL contradicting that of the broader 
societal context. Rather, the individualistic notion of FL is a component within this construct of 
FL. As such, it is important to note that the Food Literacy Conceptual Model, which encapsulates 
these dimensions, does not comprise a simple progression. 
 
 
Food literacy conceptual model 
 
Given that food and health are synergistic, there is a need to bridge health literacy and FL. Both 
health literacy and FL are multidimensional, consist of diverse components and have no 
unanimously accepted definitions in the literature. Both literacies consider an individualistic 
approach while acknowledging the many system-level factors and forces that influence and/or 
impact an individual’s extent of health literacy or FL. Understanding the intersection of health 
literacy and FL is essential in order to advance FL education, interventions, policy, programs, 
and practice. Hence, we saw the need to incorporate the various domains of literacy into a 
conceptual model in order to demonstrate the integrated and interdisciplinary nature of this 
construct and to inspire development of a shared understanding of FL.  

The Food Literacy Conceptual Model (Figure 1) includes an interpretive approach and a 
deeper understanding of FL through an interdisciplinary lens by building upon Cullen et al. 
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(2015) Food Literacy Framework for Action conceding that “individual behaviours and skills 
cannot be separated from their environmental or social context” (p. 144) and adapting Sørensen 
et al. (2012) Integrated Model of Health Literacy while taking into consideration the various 
themes, attributes, domains, competencies and concepts of FL described in the literature (Amin 
et al., 2018; Azevedo Perry et al., 2017; Begley et al., 2018; Cullen et al., 2015; Krause et al., 
2018; Palumbo et al., 2017; Poelman et al., 2018; Slater et al., 2018; Truman et al., 2017; 
Velardo, 2015; Vetorri et al., 2019; Yuen et al., 2018). As previously stated, the broader 
ecological public health perspective was included in Cullen et al.’s (2015) FL definition and 
framework; this was foundational for framing this conceptual model with a strong focus on 
critical literacy and engagement in order to lay the “groundwork for engaging with food systems’ 
power structures” (Renwick & Powell, 2019, p. 29). The Food Literacy Conceptual Model also 
builds upon the framing that Renwick and Powell (2019) shared as situating FL as “developing 
the knowledge, critical thinking, analytical, and communication skills necessary to join 
communities surrounding food systems and the social relations in which they are embedded” (p. 
29). Fundamentally, this Food Literacy Conceptual Model provides a starting point to evolve our 
thinking about FL and to highlight the need for a shared understanding building on the multiple 
and interdisciplinary perspectives and worldviews in the literature. This approach sets it apart 
from existing conceptual models and frameworks examining key domains, attributes, and 
competencies specific to FL to an expanded model that highlights the interdisciplinary approach 
while putting more emphasis on the “literacy” aspect coalesced from the various perspectives in 
the literature. This model has been academically recognized and integrated into the recently 
published “Conceptual Model Map on Health and Nutrition Behavior”, which aims to 
demonstrate “the connections between different theories and constructs in the field of health and 
nutrition” (Schlüter et al., 2020, p. 8). 
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Figure 1. Food literacy conceptual model 

 
 
 
Reminiscent of health literacy, the Food Literacy Conceptual Model integrates the characteristics 
of a conceptual model delineating the main dimensions of FL, and a logical model illustrating the 
proximal and distal factors that impact on health literacy (Sørensen et al., 2012), and ultimately 
FL. Furthermore, the core of the model illustrates the concepts that relate to individual influences 
such as “knowledge, skills, access, values, and beliefs, which interact with community factors 
including policies, programs, availability, and culture. This leads to a comprehensive 
understanding of food systems and food within culture and society, all culminating in how food 
choices impact health and wellbeing” (Cullen et al., 2015, p. 143). Likewise, the center of the 
model captures the essence of Sørensen et al. (2012) competencies of understanding, accessing, 
appraising, and applying health and food-related information: 
 
(1) Understand refers to self-awareness and the agency to comprehend and make meaning of 
food-related information that is accessed; 
(2) Access refers to the ability to seek, find and obtain relevant food-related information;  
(3) Appraise describes the ability to interpret, filter, judge and evaluate the food- related 
information that has been accessed for credibility of information as well as relevance to one’s 
food related needs and goals; and  
(4) Apply refers to the ability to communicate and use food-related information to make a 
decision to maintain, improve, and promote health (in the larger context of self, community, and 
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environment) (Sørensen et al., 2012, p. 9) through practical hands-on food skills and critical 
thinking. The above named competencies also align with Nutbeam’s (2000) and Slater’s (2013) 
typology for health (food) literacy: functional, communicative/interactive and critical health 
(food) literacy as well as Habermas’ (1978) three domains of knowledge: empirical/analytic 
knowledge (reflects knowledge and skills adopted through individualistic approaches to food), 
historical/hermeneutic knowledge (understanding culture, history, and meaning associated with 
food experience), and critical/emancipatory knowledge (critical reflection; exposing the hidden 
power within food system structures for social transformation). 

Moving away from the core of the model, each of the FL concepts embodies a 
fundamental dimension represented as nested circles, akin to Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model 
of human development (1979), two demonstrate the complex and interrelated construct of FL. 
Each dimension of FL integrates the features of functional (basic knowledge), interactive (hands-
on, practical food skills) and critical FL (critically analyzing and appraising information to 
engage in food related actions to overcome challenges related to personal, structural, social and 
economic barriers to accessing food for health and well-being); though not visually depicted in 
the model. Furthermore, this Food Literacy Conceptual Model acknowledges that in order to 
foster the critical/emancipatory aspects of food, the knowledge and skills in each of the 
knowledge domains should be realized; each of these knowledge domains may develop at 
different paces and through varying experiences, which aligns with Bronfenbrenner’s thinking 
around human development.  

Given the challenges related to accessing food for health and the “growing concerns 
about social inequities and health inequalities” (Gillis, 2016, p. 98), the need to identify other 
factors and forces influencing health, social equity, and FL is recognized. The foundation of the 
model identifies the more distal factors, including the global food system and supply leading up 
to “the societal and environmental determinants (i.e., demographics, culture, language, political 
forces, societal systems), proximal factors, which are more concerned with personal determinants 
(i.e. age, gender, race, socioeconomic status, education, occupation, employment, income, 
literacy) and the situational determinants (i.e. social support, family and peer influences, media 
use and physical environment)” (Sørensen et al., 2012, p. 10). Furthermore, as individuals 
engage with food on a daily basis, the context related to food is temporal and thus requires 
development of their knowledge, skills, and competencies to navigate and challenge the food 
system and environment in which we live as the context changes and demands for FL evolve. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
Many diverse disciplines can contribute to improving FL. Although FL often focuses on 
individuals, it also embraces the public health lens placing importance on other aspects of food 
such as a sustainable food supply (agriculture) and the environment. Not all disciplines focus on 
the core elements of public health; nevertheless, they can still contribute to the more inclusive 
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and applied context of FL through teaching, education, and learning as well as population-based 
programs, practices, initiatives, and policies. Thus, FL truly has an interdisciplinary scope and 
must be interpreted as such. 

This Food Literacy Conceptual Model can serve as a basis for developing FL pedagogy, 
policies, programs, practices, and initiatives and can provide a conceptual basis for the 
development and validation of evaluation tools. For example, this Food Literacy Conceptual 
Model may be used in developing food and nutrition related curriculum, standards for 
professionals, and the basis for creating and evaluating FL programs. Based on these analyses 
that ground this Food Literacy Conceptual Model and integrate the individual and public health 
perspectives, we call for the appreciation, application and adoption of the concepts intertwined in 
the Food Literacy Conceptual Model. This will lend itself to aligning pedagogical aims, content, 
vision, strategies, and priorities within and across teaching, education, and learning, as well as 
within and across academia, government, and non-government organizations locally, nationally, 
and internationally.  
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