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Food Sharing 
According to Stevens and Gilby (2004), reciprocal food sharing is a form of re- 

ciprocal altruism in which an individual animal gives up the food it has foraged 

to another individual [26]. Food sharing has been observed in a wide range of 

animals, and it does not only happen between members of the same family but 

among non-kin individuals as well. In an era where roughly one-third of the food 

produced in the world for human consumption every year—approximately 1.3 

billion tons—gets lost or wasted [27], the sharing of food that would be wasted is 

critical to fight world hunger. 

For example, British households throw away 20% of the food they buy, and 

more is thrown away even before it reaches supermarkets [27]. The increasing 

concern about waste-food management, in combination with the high level of ac- 

ceptance and penetration that digital technologies have in developed countries, 

has enabled the appearance of digital platforms for altruistic waste-food sharing. 

The German platform Foodsharing.de is a nonprofit organization that aims 

to connect those who have edible goods with those who need or want them [28]. 

Foodsharing.de is not only used by those with low income but also by many oth- 

ers interested in consuming products in good condition that would be otherwise 

thrown away. By using a food-basket concept where you can put food to give away 

into baskets, Foodsharing.de has been able to organize 10,000 volunteers in 1,000 

establishments. The platform has been able to save 3 million kilos of food in the 3 

years it has been in operation. 

In the United States, 40% of the food produced is lost in the journey from farm to 

fork to landfill [27]. In order to reduce the wastage of food that has not even reached 

distributors, the California-based Cropmobster offers a different spin on food shar- 

ing: the website allows farmers to post excess crop that would otherwise be sent to 

the compost, and volunteers sign up to collect it for further distribution to charities 

[29]. By leveraging social media and instant alerts, “Cropmobster is able to spread 

the word quickly about local food excess and surplus from any supplier in the food 

chain, get healthy food to those in need, help local businesses recover costs, prevent 

food waste and connect the community in new and fun ways” [30]. Cropmobster 

has had rather impressive results so far, with over 1 million food servings saved, 

which translates into over 2,000 pounds of products saved. 

LeftoverSwap is an app that allows users to offer their leftovers to people 

who have signed up to be notified when there is food available in their area [31]. 
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LeftoverSwap seems to be having some acceptance issues. However, Dan New- 

man, co-founder of LeftoverSwap, claims that “People are just getting comfort- 

able sharing their bedrooms through companies like Airbnb. But I think there’s 

a large part of the population that want to do their best to share the resources we 

have” [29]. Other examples of altruistic food-sharing platforms with similar op- 

erating models are Olio and Ratatouille. Olio is an app that allows neighbors and 

establishments to create networks to share food that would otherwise be wasted. 

Ratatouille helps people to find someone who will take their extra food. 

An interesting newcomer is the Finnish app Froodly, a “food rescue app,” 

which enables consumers to find supermarket products that have still-fresh dis- 

counts around Finland [32]. Froodly developers claim that their users can save 

from 30% to 70% when shopping for food and beverage items. The Froodly model 

goes “beyond reducing prices, it can also reduce food waste and ensure that this 

good food finds hungry bellies.” Table 1 summarizes the food-sharing platforms 

discussed thus far. 

 

Table 1. Altruistic food-sharing digital platforms. 

 

Sponsorship-based or government-owned digital food-sharing platforms can 

survive without having to monetize their services. However, for all other cases, 

service monetization seems to be the only way to operate. Beyond altruistic food 

sharing, moving forward in the platform evolution curve are the applications that 

allow people not only to share their food but to create a social experience out of 

it. These platforms have thrown away the altruistic nature of reciprocal sharing 

in order to implement operating models that allow monetization of food sharing 

as a social experience by, for example, offering professional chef services or com- 

plete meals cooked by locals in many cities around the world. 

MealSharing.com [33] was the first successful service that implemented the 

concept of meal sharing as a social experience [34]. Whether someone is a tourist 

looking for typical local food or someone looking for new ways to interact with 

people, MealSharing.com offers a service similar to Airbnb that allows its users 
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to find home-cooked meals everywhere and meet strangers at the same time. The 

revenues of Mealsharing.com are unknown, but its success is undeniable—it has 

spread to 450 cities around the world. 

EatWith is a growing leader in the meal-sharing startups. EatWith founders 

started their social experiment startup in Israel and Spain, but now they have ex- 

panded across the United States, Europe, Brazil, and other parts of the world [35]. 

EatWith is designed for locals to have new experiences in their own cities. Hosts 

maintain a profile with ratings and reviews, posting each event with a complete 

menu, meal time, group size, type of cuisine, and description of hosting style. 

Information about the economic performance of meal-sharing apps is not avail- 

able, and it is clear that the meal-sharing business has not disrupted the restaurant 

industry. However, such platforms are becoming an addition source of income for 

many. Regular users of platforms like MealSharing.com and EatWith are able to 

make a few hundred dollars each month in addition to their regular income. Yet, the 

majority of hosts on social dining platforms are not making their living from their 

dinner parties (food costs tend to make up about 30% of each meal, and the websites 

generally charge a 15% commission). There are notable exceptions, though. Some 

hosts have reported monthly profits of between $3,750 and $5,000 per month [36]. 

Economic success is not always guaranteed for meal-sharing startups. 

Kitchit, Eatro, and KitchenSurfing are examples of failed attempts to make the 

meal-sharing experience available to everybody. These platforms had two things 

in common. First, all of them offered professionally trained chefs and cook- 

ing services delivered to the user’s household on demand. And second, they all 

stopped their operations in 2016 after “the realities of their business left them 

no choice but to conclude this chapter” [37]. Maybe it was that they all shared 

a business model doomed to fail, or maybe it is just that the social experience 

element was not sufficiently exploited. The reality is that despite their positive 

results (Kitchit.com, for example, reported over 100,000 booked meals through 

its system), they could not keep up with their operation costs. 

More interesting than the economic impact of meal sharing is the potential it 

carries for urban food systems and communities. First of all, meal sharing creates 

time and space for people to connect offline in the most traditional way possible, 

over food. For guests who would otherwise be consistently eating out, eating 

home-cooked food on a regular basis usually means a lower intake of salt and fat, 

improving health. There are also implications for food waste and the ability to 

build more resilient communities through increased social connections [38]. 

Food sharing can reduce waste and increase buying power. Food sharing can 

also develop a sense of community creation. Food is a common denominator and 

an incredible tool to bring people together, and this seems to be a huge first step 
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toward addressing the multitude of challenges we face in urban environments. 

It’s really not about limiting ourselves to digital platforms and solutions, but 

about social engagement and how food is a common denominator [38]. 

Table 2 summarizes the meal-sharing platforms just described. 
 
 

 

Table 2. Meal-sharing digital platforms. 

 

 

 


