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ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Responding to the inherent complexities of today’s knowl-

edge-intensive economy and the resulting knowledge-intensive 
consumption, consumer researchers have begun to address con-
sumer literacy (e.g., Wallendorf 2001; Adkins and Ozanne 2005; 
Ozanne, Adkins, and Sandlin 2005; Viswanathan, Rosa, and Harris 
2005). So far, researchers’ conceptualization of consumer literacy 
entwines educational and functional literacy. Equating educational 
literacy with consumer literacy seems, at the very least, rather limit-
ing given the inherent diversity in products available for consump-
tion in the marketplace and the resulting diversity in complexities 
related to consumption.

Specifically, while the foundation of educational literacy can 
be important for consumer literacy research, consumer literacy goes 
beyond educational literacy. For example, in complex consump-
tion categories involving finance and health related offerings in the 
marketplace, literacy is highly context specific and knowledge in-
tensive. Consequently, there has been burgeoning interest in func-
tionally rooted financial literacy (e.g., Emund 2010; Huston 2010) 
and health literacy (e.g., Adkins and Corus 2009: Bone, France, and 
Aiken 2010) in consumer research. However, despite the seeming 
importance of the issue of consumer literacy, there is much confusion 
in the consumer literature regarding the definition/conceptualization 
and treatment of literacy.

Therefore, we first review the current research on consumer lit-
eracy with reference to the conceptualization/ definition and major 
findings. Second, building on our review, we elaborate on functional 
versus educational literacy, develop a model of generative literacy, 
and introduce the notion of a generative cycle of educational and 
functional literacies for consumer empowerment. 

This paper makes several contributions to the consumer literacy 
research domain. First, our comprehensive and systematic review 
with reference to the conceptualization/ definition, products focused 
on, nature of research, and major findings reveals interesting insights 
into the links between consumer literacy and empowerment, concep-
tual inconsistencies, public policy issues, and normative strategies 
for firms. Here, we critically analyze the literature and consciously 
look for integrative elements and conceptual lacunae in consumer 
literacy research. Second, building on our review and critical analy-
sis, we (i) propose a 2X2 matrix that helps categorize the differences 
between low and high levels of educational and functional literacy, 
reflecting four possibilities that are distinct and present different 
challenges to researchers and practitioners alike, (ii) summarize the 
differences between educational and functional literacies, and (iii) 
develop a figure that illustrates the relationships and moderating fac-
tors derived out of the extant literature. Third, we develop and intro-
duce the notion of the generative cycle of educational and functional 
literacies for consumer empowerment. Herein, we depict dynamic 
affordances and productive inquiry as linking mechanisms between 
educational and functional literacies. Overall, our research has sev-
eral implications for future research as shown in the brief research 
agenda that follows.

In discussing a research agenda for consumer literacy, we first 
focus on the context of discovery and, then, the context of justifica-
tion. As the scope of this research is conceptual, there are several 
avenues of future research in the context of discovery. First, our in-
tegrative and critical review can be subjected to conceptual scrutiny.

Second, the conceptual model of generative literacy that 
emerged from analysis can be evaluated with reference to parsimony 
(errors of commission) and comprehensiveness (errors of omission). 
Furthermore, our conceptualization of generative literacy and the 
generative cycle of educational and functional literacies for em-
powerment can also be investigated for conceptual adequacy, con-
sistency, and validity. Third, drawing on the seminal work of Cook 
and Brown (1999), we introduce the concepts of productive inquiry 
and dynamic affordances in the context of the generative cycle of 
educational and functional literacies for empowerment. These two 
concepts need further development and clarification.

As to the context of justification, our research brings forth con-
cepts such as generative literacy, cognitive predilections, identity 
management, productive inquiry, dynamic affordances and two new 
frameworks in the conceptual model of literacy and the generative 
cycle of educational and functional literacies for empowerment that 
can be subjected to empirical scrutiny, that in turn, provides several 
new avenues for future research. 

In order to equip the vast majority of people who live on the 
other side of the social divide with capabilities that they value, trans-
formative consumer research has to take into consideration the gen-
erative nature of literacy and strive to balance both educational and 
functional perspectives for true self and societal empowerment.

REFERENCES
Adkins, Natalie Ross and Canan Corus (2009), “Health Literacy 

for Improved Health Outcomes: Effective Capital in the 
Marketplace,” Journal of Consumer Affairs, 43 (2), 199-222.

--- and Julie L. Ozanne (2005), “The Low Literate Consumer,” 
Journal of Consumer Research, 32 (1), 93-105.

--- and --- (2005), “Critical Consumer Education: Empowering the 
Low-Literate Consumer,” Journal of Macromarketing, 25 (2), 
153-162.

American Heart Association (2011), “Meet the Fats,” http://
www.heart.org/HEARTORG/GettingHealthy/FatsAndOils/
MeettheFats/Meet-the-Fats_UCM_304495_Article.jsp

Bone, Paula Fitzgerald (2008), “Toward a General Model of 
Consumer Empowerment and Welfare in Financial Markets 
with an Application to Mortgage Servicers,” Journal of 
Consumer Affairs, 42(2), 165-188.

---, Karen Russo France, and Kathryn J. Aiken (2009), “On Break-
Up Cliches Guiding Health Literacy,” Journal of Consumer 
Affairs, 43 (2), 185-198. 

Bormuth, John R. (1975), “The Cloze Procedure: Literacy in the 
Classroom,” in Help for the Reading Teacher: New Directions 
in Research, ed. W.D. Page, Urbana, IL: National Conference 
on Research in Teaching, 60-90.

Bruine de Bruin, Wandi, Wilbert VanderKlaauw, Julie S. Downs, 
Baruch Fischoff, Giorgio Topa, and Olivier Armantier 
(2010), “Expectations of Inflation: The Role of Demographic 
Variables, Expectation Formation, and Financial Literacy,” 
Journal of Consumer Affairs, 44 (2), 381-402. 

Conrad, Peter and Valerie Leiter (2004), “Medicalization, Markets 
and Consumers,” Journal of Health and Social Behavior, 45, 
158-176.



614 / Generative Literacy and Consumer Empowerment

Cook, Scott D.N. and John Seely Brown (1999), “Bridging 
Epistemologies: The Generative Dance Between 
Organizational Knowledge and Organizational Knowing,” 
Organization Science, 10 (4), 371-400.

Dewey, John (1910), How We Think: A Restatement of the Relation 
of Reflective Thinking to the Education Process, Lexington, 
MA: D.C. Heath.

--- (1944), Democracy and Education, New York, NY: Free Press. 
Original published 1916.

Emund, David L. (2010), “Financial Literacy Explicated: The 
Case for a Clearer Definition in an Increasingly Complex 
Economy,” Journal of Consumer Affairs, 44 (2), 276-295.

Evans, Peter (2002), “Collective Capabilities, Culture, and Amartya 
Sen’s Development as Freedom”, Studies in Comparative 
International Development, 37 (2), 54-60.

Fox, Jonathan, Suzanne Bartholomae, and Lee Jinkook (2005), 
“Building the Case for Financial Education,” Journal of 
Consumer Affairs, 39 (1), 195-214.

Freire, Paolo (1970), Pedagogy of the Oppressed, New York, NY: 
Seabury Press.

Gal, Iddo (2002), “Adult’s Statistical Literacy. Meanings, 
Components, Responsibilities,” International Statistical 
Review, 70 (1), 1-25.

Hastings, Justine S. and Lydia Tejeda-Ashton (2008), “Financial 
Literacy, Information, and Demand Elasticity: Survey and 
Experimental Evidence from Mexico,” Working Paper No. 
14538, National Bureau of Economic Research, Cambridge, 
MA 02138.

Hira, Tahira K., and Cäzilia Loibl (2005), “Understanding the 
Impact of Employer-Provided Financial Education on 
Workplace Satisfaction,” Journal of Consumer Affairs, 39 (1), 
173-194.

Hilgert, Marianne A., Jeanne M. Hogarth, and Sondra Beverly 
(2003), “Household Financial Management: The Connection 
between Knowledge and Behavior,” Federal Reserve Bulletin, 
89, 309-322.

Howlett, Elizabeth, Jeremy Kees, and Elyria Kemp (2008), “The 
Role of Self-Regulation, Future Orientation, and Financial 
Knowledge in Long-Term Financial Decisions,” Journal of 
Consumer Affairs, 42 (2), 223-242.

Huston, Sandra J. (2010), “Measuring Financial Literacy,” Journal 
of Consumer Affairs, 44 (2), 296-316. 

Jae, Haeran and Devon Delvecchio (2004), “Decision Making by 
Low-Literacy Consumers in the Presence of Point-of-Purchase 
Information,” Journal of Consumer Affairs, 38 (2), 342-354.

---, ---, and Deborah Cowles (2008), “Picture–Text Incongruency 
in Print Advertisements among Low- and High-Literacy 
Consumers,” Journal of Consumer Affairs, 42 (3), 439-451.

Jayanti, Rama K. and Jagdip Singh (2010), Pragmatic Learning 
Theory: “An Inquiry-Action Framework for Distributed 
Consumer Learning in Online Communities,” Journal of 
Consumer Research, 36 (6), 1058-1081.

Kindig, David, Dyanne Affonso, Eric Chudler, Marilyn Gaston, 
Cathy Meade, Ruth Parker, Victoria Purcell-Gates, Rima 
Rudd, Irving Rootman, Susan Schrimshaw, and William Smith 
(2004), Health Literacy: A Prescription to End Confusion, 
Washington, DC: National Academic Press. 

Kirsch, Irwin S., and John T. Guthrie (1977), “The Concept and 
Measurement of Functional Literacy,” Reading Research 
Quarterly, 13 (4), 485-507.

---, Ann Jungeblut, Lynn Jenkins, and Andrew Kolstad (1993), 
Adult Literacy in America, Washington, DC: National Center 
for Education Statistics, U.S. Department of Education.

Kozup, John C., Scot Burton and Elizabeth H. Creyer (2006), “The 
Provision of Trans Fat Information and its Interaction with 
Consumer Knowledge,” Journal of Consumer Affairs, 40 (1), 
163-176.

--- and Jeanne M. Hogarth (2008), “Financial Literacy, Public 
Policy, and Consumers’ Self-Protection—More Questions, 
Fewer Answers,” Journal of Consumer Affairs, 42 (2) 127-
136.

Kutner, Mark, Elizabeth Greenberg, Ying Jin, and Christine 
Paulsen, (2006). The Health Literacy of American Adults: 
Results from the 2003 National Assessment of Adult Literacy, 
Washington, DC: National Center for Education Statistics, 
U.S. Department of Education.

Levy, Marian and Marla B. Royne (2009), “The Impact of 
Consumers’ Health Literacy on Public Health,” Journal of 
Consumer Affairs, 43(2), 367-372.

Lusardi, Annamaria and Olivia S. Mitchell (2006), “Financial 
Literacy and Planning: Implications for Retirement 
Wellbeing,” Working Paper, Pension Research Council, 
Wharton School, University of Pennsylvania.

---, ---, and Vilsa Curto (2010), “Financial Literacy among the 
Young,” Journal of Consumer Affairs, 44 (2), 358-380.

--- and Peter Tufano (2009), “Debt Literacy, Financial Experiences, 
and Overindebtedness,” NBER Working Paper No. 14808.

Lyons, Angela C., Mitchell Rachlis, and Erik Scherpf (2007), 
“What’s in a Score? Differences in Consumers’ Credit 
Knowledge Using OLS and Quantile Regressions,” Journal of 
Consumer Affairs, 41 (2), 223-249.

Mandell, Lewis (2005), Financial Literacy: Does it Matter? 
Washington DC: Jump$tart Coalition, http://www.
jumpstartcoalition.org/upload/Mandell%20Paper%20
April%20.

McCormack, Lauren, Carla Bann, Jennifer Uhrig, Nancy Berkman, 
and Rima Rudd (2009), “Health Insurance Literacy of Older 
Adults,” Journal of Consumer Affairs, 43 (2), 223-248. 

McCray, Alexa T. (2005), “Promoting Health Literacy,” Journal of 
the American Medical Informatics Association, 12 (2), 152-
163.

Monticone, Chiara (2010), “How Much Does Wealth Matter in the 
Acquisition of Financial Literacy?,” Journal of Consumer 
Affairs, 44 (2), 403-422. 

Morrin, Maureen, Susan Broniarczyk, J. Jeffrey Inman, and John 
Broussard (2008), “Saving for Retirement: The Effects of 
Fund Assortment Size and Investor Knowledge on Asset 
Allocation Strategies,” Journal of Consumer Affairs. 42 (2), 
206-222.

Morsy, Zaghloul (editor) (1994), The Challenge of Illiteracy: From 
Reflection to Action, New York, NY: Garland Publishing.

Ozanne, Julie L., Natalie Ross Adkins, and Jennifer A. Sandlin 
(2005), “Shopping [for] Power: How Adult Literacy Learners 
Negotiate the Marketplace,” Adult Education Quarterly, 55 (4), 
251-268.

Perry, Vanessa Gail (2008), “Is Ignorance Bliss? Consumer 
Accuracy in Judgments about Credit Ratings,” Journal of 
Consumer Affairs, 42 (2), 189-205.

Ringold, Debra Jones (2005) “Vulnerability in the Marketplace: 
Concepts, Caveats, and Possible Solutions,” Journal of 
Macromarketing, 25 (2), 202-214.



Advances in Consumer Research (Volume 39) / 615

Sen, Amartya (1999), Development as Freedom, New York, NY: 
Alfred A. Knopf, Inc.

Servon, Lisa J., and Robert Kaestner (2008) “Consumer Financial 
Literacy and the Impact of Online Banking on the Financial 
Behavior of Lower-Income Bank Customers,” Journal of 
Consumer Affairs, 42 (2), 271-305.

Smith, Rachel and Marla B. Royne (2010), “Consumer Literacy for 
Credence Services: Helping the Invisible Hand,” Journal of 
Consumer Affairs, 44 (3), 598-606.

UNESCO (1975), Final Report for International Symposium for 
Literacy, Persepolis, Iran: Author.

Venezky, Richard L. (1990), “Definitions of Literacy,” in Toward 
Defining Literacy, ed. Richard L. Vebezky, Daniel L. Wagner, 
and Barrie S. Ciliberti, Newark, DE: International Reading 
Association.

Viswanathan, Madhubalan, and Roland Gau (2005), “Functional 
Illiteracy and Nutritional Education in the United States: A 
Research-Based Approach to the Development of Nutritional 
Education Materials for Functionally Illiterate Consumers,” 
Journal of Macromarketing, 25 (2), 187-201.

---, Manoj Hastak, and Roland Gau (2009), “Understanding and 
Facilitating the Usage of Nutritional Labels by Low-Literate 
Consumers,” Journal of Public Policy & Marketing, 28 (2), 
135-145. 

---, Jose Antonio Rosa, and James Edwin Harris (2005), “Decision 
Making and Coping of Functionally Illiterate Consumers and 
Some Implications for Marketing Management,” Journal of 
Marketing, 69 (1), 15-31.

---, ---, and Julie A Ruth (2010), “Exchanges in Marketing Systems: 
The Case of Subsistence Consumer–Merchants in Chennai, 
India,” Journal of Marketing, 74 (3), 1-17.

---, Srinivas Sridharan, Roland Gau, and Robin Ritchie (2009), 
“Designing Marketplace Literacy Education in Resource-
Constrained Contexts: Implications for Public Policy and 
Marketing,” Journal of Public Policy & Marketing, 28 (1), 
85-94.

 ---, Carlo J. Torelli, Lan Xia, and Roland Gau (2009), 
“Understanding the influence of literacy on consumer 
memory: The role of pictorial elements,” Journal of Consumer 
Psychology, 19 (3), 389-402.

Wagner, Daniel A. (1993), Literacy, Culture and Development: 
Becoming Literate in Morocco, Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 
University Press.

Wallendorf, Melanie (2001), “Literally Literacy,” Journal of 
Consumer Research, 27 (4), 505-511.

Walsh, Catherine (1991), Literacy as Praxis: Culture, Language, 
and Pedagogy, Stamford, CT: Ablex Publishing Corporation.

Walstad, William B., Ken Rebeck, and Richard A. MacDonald 
(2010), “The Effects of Financial Education on the Financial 
Knowledge of High School Students,” Journal of Consumer 
Affairs, 44 (2), 336-357.

Willis, Lauren E. (2008), “Against Financial Literacy Education,” 
Iowa Law Review, 94: 197-285.

Zarcadoolas, Christina, Andrew F. Pleasant, and David S. Greer 
(2006), Advancing Health Literacy: A Framework for 
Understanding and Action, Sage.


