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Abstract. The aim of this research is to analyze possible food literacy benefits for 

the members of the Facebook group “Homemade Food for Babies”. Food literacy 

was operationalized as a combination of nutrition literacy and healthy cooking 

behavior. Methods used were: content analysis of documents from the Facebook 

group, an interview with the main administrator, and a survey, which was 

completed by 1081 members. The parents that are often using the group content 

(recipes, guidelines, advice) are enhancing their perceived food literacy. Active 

participation and membership duration are a lot less beneficial. Reading the group 

documents is crucial for nutrition literacy, and using the recipes is important for 

healthy cooking behavior. Additionally, motivation and using expert advice are 

predictors of both of those components of food literacy. The administrator is an 

expert and uses credible sources to give informed advice. The group is highly 

valued by majority of the members. 

Keywords: Facebook group, parents, nutrition literacy, healthy cooking 

behavior, food literacy.  

1 Introduction  

"Food literacy" and "nutrition literacy" might look like new buzzwords in the already 

long list of literacies. However, some studies showed a close connection between 

nutrition labels reading behavior and healthier food choices [1, 2]. There is a large 

amount of information about preparing meals at home as many professional and 

amateur chefs, fitness trainers and doctors join efforts in informing people how to 

prepare healthy meals. Healthy nutrition is especially important and essential when 

parents are preparing meals for babies. Parents play a crucial role in supporting healthy 

eating habits of their children [3, 4]. Since healthier food choices are important in the 

context of healthy living, exploration of potential changes in parents’ food choices for 

their children under the influence of Facebook groups is worth investigating. 
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2  Food, Nutrition, Health and Information Literacy 

Literacies are manifested through behavior and in a context, so it is often hard to isolate 

and study only literacy, without taking the actual behavior and context into account. 

Although the conceptual framework of everyday life information seeking (ELIS) by 

Savolainen [5] is an established field of study, Martzoukou and Sayyad Abdi [6] stated 

that information literacy is not addressed enough within this field. In order to connect 

the context of everyday life with information literacy concepts, it is necessary to use 

context-specific modifications of information literacy. 

The concepts of food literacy and nutrition literacy are specific forms of health 

literacy [7 -9]. According to Nutbeam, the “US Institute of Medicine report defines 

health literacy as: The degree to which individuals have the capacity to obtain, process 

and understand basic health information and services needed to make appropriate health 

decisions” [9]. Nutrition literacy is focused on knowledge of nutrition information. 

According to Block, et al. [10] food literacy is defined “as more than knowledge; it also 

involves the motivation to apply nutrition information to food choices” [10, p.7]. 

Krause, Sommerhalder, Beer-Borst, and Abel [7] concluded that food literacy, in 

addition to knowledge, includes applying information on food choices and critically 

reflecting on the effect of food choice on personal health. Certain aspects of these 

literacies have been explored. For example, it was found that people make healthier 

food choices when they possess greater nutrition knowledge [11, 12]. 

It would be possible to map the components of food and nutrition literacy to the 

information literacy (IL) core ideas. There are many models and definitions of IL that 

share common core ideas, for example, the ALA ACRL Framework for Information 

Literacy [13] and SCONUL [14]. In the contexts of health needs and behavior, specific 

forms of literacy are emphasized, and health literacy is the more precise term in use. 

The concepts of nutrition and food literacy are even more specific, but the core IL 

concepts are also the core of these rather new concepts. 

3  Information Literacy and User Activity in Virtual Communities 

In the digital environment, participatory networks provide a virtual place for sharing 

ideas, asking questions and discussing various topics. In the last decade Facebook 

groups have become active virtual places for those activities. 

The theoretical framework that specifically emphasizes the role of the digital 

participatory networks is metaliteracy. It is a concept developed by Mackey and 

Jacobson [15] which is closely related to the concept of IL. Metaliteracy expands 

traditional IL competencies to include sharing and collaborative production of 

knowledge in participatory digital environments. The ALA ACRL Framework for 

Information Literacy [13] is largely based on metaliteracy ideas. Also, the focus is 

shifted from skills necessary to seek, find and evaluate information to the broader ideas 

of subjective understanding of IL which is dependent on the context. However, 

behavior as a criterion of literacy is often neglected. In order to get “the whole picture”, 

it is necessary to integrate literacies and manifested behaviors.  

Sharing and collaborative production of knowledge in digital environments, as 
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elements of IL [13], require active participation. However, regarding the level of group 

members’ activity in virtual communities, there seems to be a rather large number of 

virtual community users that are invisible, lurking or receptive participants [16]. They 

are a silent but persistent audience. Findings in a study by Soroka and Rafaeli [16] 

suggest that in order to increase the users’ activity, “fostering receptive participation 

may be as important and constructive as encouraging active contributions in online 

communities”. Reading the community's discourse and becoming familiar with the 

community's culture is important. Another study by van Uden-Kraan et al. [17] dealing 

with various benefits of lurking and active participation in online patient support groups 

revealed that “participation in an online support group had the same profound effect on 

lurkers’ self-reported feelings of being empowered in several areas as it had on posters”. 

Authors concluded that “reading in itself is sufficient to profit from participation in an 

online patient support group” [17]. Active and silent group members perceived equal 

levels of “being better informed,” “improved acceptance of the disease,” “feeling more 

confident about the treatment,” “enhanced self-esteem,” and “increased optimism and 

control” [17]. The only exception was “enhanced social well-being”. It can be 

concluded that in order to benefit from membership in a virtual community it is 

important to get familiar with the community’s culture and to read the content with 

cognitive and emotional engagement. Similar aspects of user engagement and their 

relevant literacies are going to be explored in this study.  

4  Research on the role of the Facebook group “Homemade Food 

for Babies”  

This research is analyzing perceived food and nutrition literacies of parents in the 

context of their everyday-life information behavior, that is, while using a specialized 

Croatian Facebook group with more than 108.000 members named “Homemade food 

for babies” (in Croatian: “Domaće kašice za bebe”). The group follows 

recommendations of the World Health Organization (WHO) [18] and The European 

Society for Paediatric Gastroenterology Hepatology and Nutrition (ESPGHAN) [19] on 

how to start complementary feeding of children. Members contribute with their recipes 

but also ask for advice and collaboratively discuss nutrition and related topics. They are 

facing common challenges in seeking, sharing and applying food choices in their daily 

lives. 

The aim of this research is to determine possible benefits for the group members in 

changing their perceived knowledge, attitudes and perceived behavior related to food 

and nutrition literacy. The research questions are: 1) which topics are represented in the 

group documents? 2) What challenges the users and administrators are facing when 

seeking and sharing verified information? 3) How high do users perceive their 

behavioral changes towards healthier food choices? 4) What are the most important 

predictors of perceived food literacy benefits from the group? 
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4.1  Methods, Samples and Procedure 

In this research, a case study design was applied on a Facebook group. Multiple 

methods of data gathering were applied: content analysis of the group documents, 

interview with the main administrator and a survey of the group members. 

Sample for the content analysis included all of the group documents. There were 17 

files in .docx or .pdf format, and 114 files in the Facebook document format. The main 

administrator for the interview was purposely chosen because she is an expert in 

nutrition and has created and adapted the nutrition guidelines in the Group. Sample for 

the survey was gathered via a post in the group with the online survey form. A large 

sample of 1081 members included parents who are probably the most active members, 

and therefore the most informed about various aspects of the group activities. The 

survey consisted of a self-administered online questionnaire, with most of the items on 

5 degree scales, and three open-ended questions. The survey answers were collected 

during three days. The interview with the administrator was semi-structured, containing 

five main questions about challenges faced when seeking verified information. 

Data analysis was conducted with the software package TIBCO Statistica, by 

applying descriptive, inferential and multivariate statistical procedures. 

4.1  Results, Analysis and Discussion 

Regarding the first research question (RQ1), the content of the documents (N=131) 

created by the group administrators and other group members was analyzed. More than 

half of the documents (52%) are the descriptions of nutritive values and ways of 

preparing meals with specific groceries. Around 9% of the documents are about 

nutrition diet for specific health problems, such as allergies, celiac disease, dermatitis, 

immune system problems. The third most represented topic in the documents (7%) are 

the dietary or nutrition guidelines and normatives that include when (in what month) to 

introduce complementary feeding – specific food to children. Also, there are some files 

with descriptions of toxins and additives, feeding problems, frequently asked questions, 

as well as a wide variety of other topics. Most of the documents (87%) are in the 

Facebook file format and have the option of collaborative editing and commenting. The 

main documents are created by expert administrators, but members collaboratively 

contribute in creating and commenting on the documents. 

The second research question (RQ2) is about challenges in seeking and sharing 

verified information. An interview was conducted with the main administrator of the 

group. She is an expert with a diploma in agronomy and specialization in nutrition. She 

often attends additional education on topics of healthy nutrition, and follows new 

research. For her, the former education, previous experience and guidelines of main 

institutions are helpful, but the main challenges are interpretations from experts 

themselves. She has emphasized that the most challenging topics regarding food and 

nutrition are food allergies. She stated, “This field itself is in constant change and 

individual approach is crucial. There is no common ground regarding allergies and 

cooperation between different professionals is important”. An administrator highlighted 

that “Problems emerge due to pretended experts in FB groups who use unverified 

information and scientifically unproven facts. Often these advices are harmful to 

children's health.” 
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Verified and most reliable sources are those from umbrella institutions, such as WHO, 

ESPGHAN and published scientific papers. The advice the administrator gives in 

ambiguous, unclear situations is based on her years of experience and opinions she 

gathered from other experts. From the answers, it is clear that this Group is led by a 

highly motivated expert who is constantly working on improving her knowledge in food 

and nutritional literacy and constantly educating both, administrators and members of 

the Group. 

The challenges that the users are facing when seeking verified information (RQ2) 

were examined with open-ended questions in the survey. Some of the comments were 

about the situations where pediatricians gave advice about complementary feeding, and 

their advice is contrary to most of the guidelines. Parents usually follow their own 

“common sense” in interpreting what is the best decision when there is contradictory 

advice from various experts. Also, many parents have mentioned that they trust the 

administrators of the Facebook group “Homemade Food for Babies” as the experts, and 

they are trying to ignore advice from other ordinary non-expert users. 

A survey of the most active group members (N=1081) provides very detailed 

insights into the perceived group impact on the users' motivation, knowledge, and 

behavior related to food literacy, and it addresses the last two research questions (RQ3 

& RQ4). 

Of 1081 surveyed group members, only seven were male. Descriptive statistics and 

the qualitative data gathered with a few open-ended, qualitative survey questions reveal 

a rather high level of appreciation and respect that the group members have for the 

administrators and the entire group content. A small fraction of users are unsatisfied 

group members. Their arguments are about the lack of tolerance for different opinions. 

On the other side, there were comments that justify this lack of tolerance, with the 

arguments that some users are not respecting the group’s guidelines and rules.  

The third research question (RQ3) is about the level of users’ self-perceived 

behavioral changes toward healthier food choices. Overall, they perceive a rather high 

positive impact of the group. The highest behavioral changes that the surveyed parents 

perceive are in preparing healthier food for their children (M=4,4), using more 

home-made food (M=4,3), and reading and understanding the food declarations more 

carefully (M=4,3). Next, on average, the users positively, but weakly agree that they 

engage in detailed search for verified information about food composition and nutritive 

value (M=3,6). Yet, they perceive a moderate increase in knowledge about the same 

topic (M=4,1), possibly because they rely on expert advice and documents from the 

Facebook group, and not so much on their own information seeking and verification. 

The key part of this research is based on the quantitative data, which is used to 

resolve the fourth research question (RQ4) about the predictors of perceived food 

literacy benefits. First, in order to have psychometrically valid measures, the survey 

results were factor analyzed. Table 1 is a short summary with properties of the six 

extracted factors and one combined factor. Nutrition literacy (F5, table 1) and Healthy 

cooking behavior (F6, table 1) share r
2
=49% of common variance. Therefore, the Factor 

number 7 Food literacy was created as a combination of the latter two. It is in line with 

the theoretical framework, namely the conclusion by Krause, Sommerhalder, 

Beer-Borst, and Abel [9] that Food literacy includes understanding of nutrition 

information (Nutrition literacy) and applying information on food choices (Healthy 

cooking behavior). These scales (factors) might not be comprehensive measures for the  
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entire concepts of Nutrition and Food literacy, since the items are adapted to the topical 

context of one specific Facebook group. This is both a methodological limitation and 

strength, since the developed scales are more valid for this context.  

 
Table 1. Metric properties of the measurement scales (Extraction method: Principal Factors).  

Scales (Factors) M SD N. i. V. e. α rit 

F1 Motivation to enroll 
(to improve nutrition and share experiences) 

4,21 ,77 3 37% ,64 ,40 

F2 Receptive participation 
(reading and using advice, recipes, documents) 

3,81 ,63 5 36% ,73 ,36 

F3 Active participation 
(asking and giving advice, posting recipes) 

1,90 ,75 5 45% ,75 ,46 

F4 Group negativities 
(intolerance of different opinions) 

2,73 ,75 6 24% ,64 ,23 

F5 Nutrition literacy 
(better choosing sources, careful reading, and 

knowing health effects) 

3,80 ,84 9 53% ,91 ,53 

F6 Healthy cooking behavior 
(preparing healthy and home-based food) 

4,13 ,81 4 45% ,76 ,47 

F7 Food literacy (F5 & F6) 3,97 ,77 13 48% ,92 ,47 

M – arithmetic mean; SD – standard deviation; N. i. – number of items; V. e. –variance explained; 

α - Cronbach's Alpha; rit – average inter-item correlation; 

Most of the scales have good metric properties. The scale with the best properties is 

the scale of the perceived nutrition literacy benefits (F5, table 1), with high reliability (α 

=0,91), and 53% of explained variance of the results. The content of F4 Group 

negativities scale has a low, but satisfactory consistency. 

In order to identify the most important predictors of food literacy, multiple 

regression analysis were conducted (table 2). 

 
Table 2. Multiple regression for the criteria of nutrition literacy and healthy cooking behavior 

Criteria F5 Nutrition literacy 

R²= ,33 

F6 Healthy cooking behavior 

R²= ,41 

Predictors r β Δ R² r β Δ R² 

Membership in months ,05 / / ,07 ,06 ,003 

F1 Motivation to enroll ,40 ,21 ,046 ,44 ,23 ,050 

F2 Receptive participation ,52 ,39 ,267 ,59 ,49 ,347 

F3 Active participation ,28 ,10 ,009 ,24 / ,001 

F4 Group negativities -,18 -,06 ,003 -,21 -,08 ,006 

R² - determination coefficient; r- correlation; β - ponder, standardized regression coefficient; Δ R² 

- difference in the explained variance 

 

Reading and using the group content (F2) is the most important predictor of nutrition 

literacy benefits (β=0,39; table 2) and of healthy cooking behavior (β=0,49). Motivation 

to enroll into the group is the second most important predictor of both criterion 

variables. Perceived group negativity is a weak, but significant negative predictor (table 

2). However, there are a few specifics. Active participation in the group is a predictor of 

nutrition literacy only, and membership duration is a predictor of healthy cooking  
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behavior only. This can be interpreted in a way that enhancing healthy cooking behavior 

takes time, even though membership duration is a weak predictor. In other words, it is 

more important to be motivated and to frequently read and use the content. This is even 

more evident with the criteria of perceived nutrition literacy, since membership 

duration is not even correlated with it. Active participation in the group is weakly 

beneficial for nutrition literacy. On the other side, active participation is not a unique 

predictor of healthy cooking behavior, since its variance is overlapping with variances 

of other more important predictors (table 2). 

Multiple regression analysis with individual items as predictors of F5 and F6 reveal 

more detail. For healthy cooking behavior (F6) it is useful to apply advice from group 

administrators and the recipes from the group (items from F2), as well as to be 

motivated. For nutrition literacy (F5) the motivation is crucial, followed by using 

documents and advice (items from F2). So, the first difference is that using the 

documents is important for nutrition literacy, probably because most of the documents 

contain explanations of nutritional value of food. The second difference is that the 

recipes (part of F2) are quite important for healthy cooking habits. For both of the 

components of food literacy, the common predictors are the advice of administrators 

(part of F2) and the motivation of parents to improve their own and their child's 

nutrition (part of F1). The importance of motivation to improve nutrition not only for 

their babies but also for themselves is in line with one of the main conclusions by Brug's 

[3] systematic review, stating that „parents have a crucial role in the nutrition behaviors 

of their children. They should not only provide a good example by eating right 

themselves but also by using parenting practices and styles that encourage and support 

healthy eating habits in their offspring“ [3].  

To sum up, the most important activity of Facebook group members is the frequency 

of reading and using the group content (F2 – Receptive participation), namely expert 

advice, recipes and documents. It has a strong impact on the overall perceived food 

literacy that combines both nutrition literacy and healthy cooking behavior. Also, the 

motivation to enroll into the group has additional unique and substantial impact on the 

perceived food literacy benefits. Surprisingly, active participation, such as commenting, 

liking, asking and giving advice is not a strong predictor of food literacy. Reading and 

using the group content is a lot more important for enhancing nutrition literacy and 

healthy cooking behavior, and therefore, overall food literacy. This is in line with the 

finding by van Uden-Kraan et al. [17] that reading activity is crucial for getting 

informed and feeling confident, while additional active participation primarily 

contributes to social well-being. Based on the theoretical framework of information 

literacy and related concepts, we can assume that critical evaluation of information is an 

important element of the aforementioned cognitive process of becoming informed. The 

sharing and commenting activities might be a reflection of differences in personality 

traits, such as the extraversion and agreeableness of the participants. Active 

commenting, liking, and sharing of personal experiences or even giving advice does not 

automatically imply a high level of critical thinking and other aspects of literacies. 

There are great differences in the quality of active participation, depending on the 

domain knowledge and expertise of individuals, and the levels of their literacies. It is 

reasonable to conclude that cognitive and emotional engagement with the information 

while reading is crucial, while visible activities in the group are secondary. The 

metaliteracy framework could be modified based on the conclusion that reading and  
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using the available content is more important than visible activity of sharing and 

collaborative production of knowledge. Also, in this research, the self-reported 

everyday life behavior was an important indicator of perceived food literacy. This 

integration of behavior and literacy concepts gave comprehensive insight into the 

literacy of individuals. 

Multiple regression analysis made it possible to reach key conclusions about the role 

of specific aspects of engagement in forming food literacy. However, in order to make 

the results more tangible, K-means cluster analysis was applied with the goal to identify 

the most distinct subgroups of users. 

 

 
Fig. 1. Three clusters of distinct users based on their motivation, activity and literacy (K-means)  

 

Figure 1 reveals that 51% of the surveyed members are classified to the cluster 

K1_Reading. They have the following features: rather high motivation, high frequency 

of reading and using the group content and high perceived benefits in food literacy. 

However, they are passive, invisible or lurking users whose participation is only 

receptive. The most active subgroup, cluster K2_Reading_&_posting includes 25% of 

the surveyed members. These members have the highest scores on motivation, 

receptivity and active participation, and perceived food literacy benefits. The difference 

in food literacy between the visibly active (K2) and lurking (K1) groups is rather small. 

As evident in the multiple regression results (table 2), the strongest predictor of both 

food literacy components (F5 and F6) is reading and using the contents, while active 

commenting and posting has a weak, but still positive impact on the literacies. Both 

visibly active (K2 Figure 1) and passive / lurking members (K1, Figure 1) are often 

reading and using the group content, so all of them are receptive participants, while the 

active cluster members additionally participate in visibly active ways, by commenting 

and posting. 

The third cluster, named K3_Disengaged, 24% of the surveyed sample, has these 

features: low reading and use of the group’s content, low motivation, low perceived 

food literacy benefits, and a moderate, but compared to others, the highest level of 

perceived negativities in the group. These perceived negativities could be the main 

reason for their low use of the group, but it cannot be concluded with certainty. They 

might perceive the group negativities because they are superficial in reading the 

guidelines and because they have a lower level of motivation to use the group. As 

mentioned earlier, the scale of group negativities (F4) has rather low metric validity. 

Part of the reasons for that is the different ways the users perceive group negativities. 
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Some members do not agree with the group dietary guidelines and it contributes to their 

dissatisfaction with the group. Yet, other members argue that the advice given by some 

of the non-expert members of the group are not in line with the group guidelines and 

could even be dangerous, and those non-experts should not be giving advice. 

It is necessary to point out that, even though the sample is rather large (N=1081), it 

covers only a part of the Facebook group members, and those surveyed members are 

probably more active (posting and commenting) and maybe more receptive or lurking 

(reading and using) in comparison to those who did not fill in the survey. Hence, the 

percentage of lurking and especially the percentage of disengaged users might be 

substantially larger. Lurking users are not visibly active, but their receptive activity is 

evident in the frequency of content use. They have readily filled in the anonymous 

survey, as reflected in the size of cluster K1. However, disengaged users are visiting the 

group only occasionally, so they have a greater chance of not seeing the survey. 

Nevertheless, these results properly reflect the perceived literacy and behavioral 

dynamics of the Group members who are actually using the group. 

Limitations of this study are measures which are based on self-perceived literacy 

and behavioral changes. Future research should include more objective measures, and 

preferably experimental and longitudinal research designs with additional variables. 

5  Conclusion 

The aim of this research paper was to explore possible benefits for the members of the 

Facebook group in changing their perceived literacy and behavior related to nutrition. 

The group follows World Health Organization’s recommendations and principles on 

how to start complementary feeding of children.  

The topics represented in the Group documents (RQ1) were gathered and analyzed. 

The main documents are created by expert administrators, but members collaboratively 

contribute in creating and commenting on the documents. More than half of the 

documents in the Facebook group contain descriptions of nutritive values and ways of 

preparing meals with specific groceries. Nutrition diet for specific health problems is 

the topic of nearly 10% of the files. Also, there are various general nutrition guidelines 

for babies, and related topics.  

The challenges that the main administrator is facing (RQ2) when seeking and 

sharing verified information include: unverified sources regarding food allergies which 

can be harmful to children’s health, and opposite advice and interpretations from 

experts themselves. The administrator stated that the field itself is in constant change 

and an individual approach is crucial. The challenges that the users are facing when 

seeking verified information include (RQ2) situations when their pediatricians give 

advice that is contrary to some of the well established guidelines and principles about 

the age of introducing certain types of food to children. 

The users perceive their behavioral changes towards healthier food choices (RQ3) 

as rather high. Specifically, the highest behavioral changes that the surveyed parents 

perceive are in preparing healthier food for their children (M=4,4), using more 

home-made food (M=4,3), and reading and understanding the food declarations more 

carefully. 
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In order to take into account the context of everyday life, the self-reported literacy 

metrics used in this research were context specific, with perceived behavioral changes 

as an important part of food literacy benefits. The most important predictors of 

perceived food literacy benefits from the group (RQ4) are receptive participation and 

motivation of individual members. In line with that, members of the two clusters (K1 

and K2) that are frequently using the group content and that are highly motivated have 

the highest levels of food literacy. The active participation in the group is a weak 

positive predictor of food literacy, and its weak importance is also evident in the small 

difference in perceived food literacy between visibly active (cluster K2) and lurking 

(cluster K1) group members. 

Overall, participating in this specialized Facebook group surpasses the simple 

aspects of sharing baby recipes. The users are developing or at least enhancing their 

food literacy by improving nutrition literacy aspects of seeking and choosing credible 

information, and by refining their healthy cooking behavior. 
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