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Abstract
Background: The anthropology of food and nutrition examines how culture, social relations, political economy, and environmental systems shape dietary practices and health outcomes.
Objective: This review synthesizes contemporary interdisciplinary literature to identify major anthropological themes influencing food choice, nutrition, and health across different populations.
Methods: A narrative synthesis was conducted drawing on recent systematic reviews, scoping reviews, and conceptual papers focusing on sociocultural determinants of diet, food environments, migration, gender, ageing, and nutrition literacy.
Results: Five major thematic domains emerged: (1) cultural logics of food choice; (2) food environments and structural inequality; (3) migration, acculturation, and identity; (4) gender, care, and maternal nutrition; and (5) social relations across the life course. Across these domains, diet is consistently shaped by intersecting structural and symbolic systems rather than individual choice alone.
Conclusions: Anthropological research demonstrates that effective nutrition interventions must engage cultural meaning systems, address structural inequalities, and consider food as entrenched in social relations across time and space.
1. Introduction
The anthropology of food and nutrition situates dietary practices within broader systems of meaning, power, and material constraint(Messer, 1984; Mintz & Du Bois, 2002). Rather than treating food consumption exclusively as an outcome of rational individual decision-making, anthropological approaches conceptualize eating as embedded in symbolic systems, social relations, and political economy (Corvo, 2015; Delormier, Frohlich, & Potvin, 2009; Powell, Bezner Kerr, Young, & Johns, 2017; Sobal & Bisogni, 2009).
Recent interdisciplinary scholarship in public health and nutrition increasingly meets with anthropological insights, emphasizing food environments, structural inequality, acculturation, and social determinants of health (Gowder, 2024; Gyawali, Mkoma, & Harsch, 2024; McGarvey, 2009; Menuta & Fjeld, 2017; Turner, Aggarwal, Walls, Herforth, Drewnowski, Coates, Kalamatianou, & Kadiyala, 2018). This review synthesizes contemporary literature to identify cross-cutting themes and research gaps shaping the field.
2. Methods
This review uses a narrative synthesis of recent systematic reviews, scope reviews, and theoretical contributions on the social and cultural dimensions of nutrition. Sources have been selected for explicit involvement with cultural determinants of food choice, food environments, migration and dietary acculturation, maternal nutrition, ageing, and nutritional literacy (Powell et al., 2017).
3. Cultural Logics of Food Choice
Anthropological research reveals that food is a bearer of meaning, morality, and identity (Lamarque, Tomé-Martín, & Moro-Gutiérrez, 2023; Mintz & Du Bois, 2002; Murcott, 2005). In LMIC contexts, food choice reflects complex interactions among health perceptions, sociocultural norms, sensory preferences, and relational obligations (Powell et al., 2017).
In the case of  Chinese mainlanders and immigrants, systematic examination evidence recognizes four culturally based themes that shape food choice: Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) principles such as hot–cold balance; culturally specific notions of health focusing on freshness and moderation; maintenance of family harmony; and environmental restrictions(Wang-Chen, Kellow, & Choi, 2022; Wonacott, n.d.).
Humoral systems and “hot/cold” classifications also form pregnancy and postpartum eating practices among migrant women, often leading to restriction of foods rich in protein and micronutrient. These practices reflect coherent cultural logics of protection and balance, rather than ignorance of biomedical knowledge (Renzaho & Burns, 2006).
Across contexts, minority ethnic groups frequently report tension between culturally grounded food practices and biomedical dietary advice, occasionally perceiving official guidance as culturally skewed (Ojo, Nnyanzi, Giles, Ells, Awolaran, Okeke, Afaya, & Bolarinwa, 2023).
4. Food Environments and Structural Inequality
Nutrition research steadily conceptualizes food environments as complex adaptive systems shaped by interconnecting subsystems of affordability, accessibility, and social norms (Turner et al., 2018).
Studies of immigrant populations reveal how affordability, marketing exposure, and physical accessibility redesign diets after migration (Satia-Abouta, Patterson, Neuhouser, & Elder, 2002). Structural determinants poverty, labour precarity, housing, and corporate food systems consistently compel food choice and shape cardio metabolic risk patterns (Gyawali et al., 2024).
The “foodscape” concept covers this systems perspective by integrating spatial and experiential dimensions of food access (MacKendrick, 2014). Rather than equating food environments exclusively with outlet density, foods cape approaches highlight lived experience and structural power relations.
Interventions that influence price, availability, and choice architecture demonstration modest dietary improvements, mainly among socioeconomically disadvantaged groups, however BMI outcomes remain inconsistent (Shaw, Ntani, Baird, & Vogel, 2020).
5. Migration, Acculturation, and Identity
Migration foregrounds the entanglement of food, identity, and health. Acculturation research demonstrates both beneficial dietary diversification and increased intake of ultra-processed foods following migration (Satia-Abouta et al., 2002).
Barriers to healthy eating among migrants include language difficulties, limited nutrition literacy, economic constraints, and children’s preferences (Renzaho & Burns, 2006). Enablers include ethnic food stores and culturally tailored interventions.
Retention of traditional foods supports identity continuity and psychological well-being, while food insecurity and inability to access culturally suitable foods contribute to shame and social exclusion (Pineau, Williams, Brady, Waddington, & Frank, 2021; Wright, Lucero, Ferguson, Granner, Devereux, Pearson, & Crosbie, 2021).
Transnational kin networks frequently influence maternal dietary practices, illustrating nutrition governance that extends beyond national health systems (Aubel, 2012; Renzaho & Burns, 2006).
6. Gender, Care, and Maternal Nutrition
Pregnancy signifies a key intersection of cultural norms and structural restrictions. Research in Ethiopia identifies numerous determinants of pregnant women’s dietary behaviour, largely concentrated at intrapersonal and interpersonal levels (Alamirew, Lemke, Freyer, & Stadlmayr, 2024).
However, relatively few studies examine institutional determinants such as land ownership, education access, or health service quality. This focus reflects a persistent individualization of maternal nutrition rather than structural framing.
Among migrant women, postpartum dietary restrictions based on humoral classifications often conflict with biomedical advice, and healthcare services frequently struggle to engage these belief systems respectfully (Olajide, Van Der Pligt, & McKay, 2024; Renzaho & Burns, 2006).
7. Social Relations, Ageing, and the Life Course
Food practices are deeply embedded in social relations. Studies of older adults demonstrate associations between social isolation, eating alone, and poorer nutritional outcomes (Locher, Robinson, Roth, Ritchie, & Burgio, 2005).
Life course transitions including adolescence, migration, pregnancy, and ageing reconfigure dietary practices and vulnerabilities. Anthropological approaches highlight how these transitions intersect with class, ethnicity, and gender to shape nutritional threat.
8. Youth, Institutions, and Nutrition Literacy
Institutional environments such as schools and universities shape dietary practices through availability, affordability, and normative messaging (Dahl, Fandetti, Ademu, Harris, & Racine, 2024; Makori, Kejo, Mshida, Bachwenkizi, Mushumbusi, Daudi, Chipungahelo, Zhao, & Moshi, 2025).
Research on nutrition literacy highlights growth in measurement tools but fewer robust evaluations of interventions. Conceptual work on food well-being broadens the focus from nutrient intake to psychological and social dimensions of eating (Block, Grier, Childers, Davis, Ebert, Kumanyika, Laczniak, Machin, Motley, & Peracchio, 2011).
9. Cross-Cutting Themes
Across domains, several integrative themes emerge:
1. Food as culture. Symbolic systems and identity work structure dietary practices (Powell et al., 2017; Wang-Chen et al., 2022).
2. Structure and power. Economic and political systems shape dietary possibilities more than individual willpower (Gyawali et al., 2024; Turner et al., 2018).
3. Intersectionality. Class, migration status, gender, and age interact to pattern exposure to nutritional risk (Fivian, Harris-Fry, Offner, Zaman, Shankar, Allen, & Kadiyala, 2024).
4. Temporal and transnational dynamics. Migration and life course transitions reshape food practices and vulnerabilities (Renzaho & Burns, 2006; Satia-Abouta et al., 2002).
10. Conclusion
Anthropological research on food and nutrition shows that dietary behaviour emerges at the intersection of meaning, materiality, and power. Across migration, gender, ageing, and institutional contexts, food practices are structured by cultural logics and systemic inequalities. Consequently, public health approaches should move beyond focusing solely on individual responsibility and instead address cultural and structural determinants together.
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