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When was the last time you 
and your friends and family ate, cooked 
or grew food together? Such collaborative 
activity around food—or ‘food sharing’ for 
brevity—has long formed the bedrock of 
human civilisation, securing sustenance, 
cementing social relations and permit-
ting a division of labour to facilitate the 
development of specialist skills and to 
drive innovation across society. However, 
once an everyday occurrence, food sharing 
has become the exception rather than 
the rule for many people, particularly in 
highly urbanised and industrialised soci-
eties. Links have been made between this 
decline in sharing and a suite of social, 
economic and environmental problems 
—from increasing social isolation to the 
profligate use of finite natural resources. 

In CONSENSUS, a research 
project I led which was funded by the 
Irish Environmental Protection Agency, 
we found that both stakeholders and 
citizens thought that enhanced growing, 
cooking and eating together would need to 
be mainstreamed if Ireland is to become 
more sustainable. Is this really the case?

Sharing economies  – Despite the per-
ceived decline in food sharing, there has 
been something of a renaissance in rela-
tion to sharing more broadly, as detailed in 
a special issue of the Cambridge Journal 
of Regions, Economies and Society that 

I recently edited with colleagues from the 
UK, Canada and the US. In this volume we 
turned our attention to the considerable 
innovations in models of exchange that use 
ICT to connect people in order to organise 
access to underutilised resources some-
times, but not always, for money. While 
such activities have become collectively 
known as the ‘sharing economy’, this mon-
iker has proved controversial not least 
because such practices may not always 
align with the ‘sharing is caring’ mantra 
often used when encouraging children 
to develop pro-social skills. As a result 
of this diversity we called for a reframing 
of debates to focus more carefully on 
the diversity of these so-called sharing 
economies.
 Certainly concerns are being 
raised about the impacts that some  
of these emergent sharing initiatives create 

and not only on those who participate  
in them and the precarious work that they 
generate. Already there is anecdotal evi-
dence that some activities occurring under 
the umbrella of the sharing economy can 
have knock-on effects on wider society - 
for example in terms of rising rental costs, 
as home-owners seek to realise income 
potential from short-term letting facili-
tated by on-line platforms. There could 
also be unintended consequences for the 
environment if, for example, car-sharing 
initiatives lead to increased trips by motor 
vehicles using fossil fuels, rather than 
by more sustainable mobility options 
such as walking, cycling or public trans-
port. A key problem with identifying the 
impacts of these new ICT-mediated forms 
of sharing is the limited data available 
for analysis. This is where my current 
project SHARECITY comes in. 
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LEFT – Rooftop garden, Edible Garden City, 
Singapore

RIGHT BOTTOM – Chooks and Compost, 
Earth Matters Community Composting,  
New York City

RIGHT TOP – Organisation Earth, Athens 
[Photo Credit: Despina Maraki]

SHARECITY  – Funded through a five-year 
European Research Council Consolidator 
Award, SHARECITY is examining the 
practice and sustainability potential 
of ICT-mediated urban food sharing. We 
have established the first international, 
open-access and interactive repository of 
urban ICT-mediated food sharing through 
the SHARECITY100 database. 
 To date, we’ve identified more 
than 4,000 food sharing initiatives across 
100 cities located in six continents and 
are now drilling down into a selection 
of these cities to explore their activi-
ties active across different phases of 

the urban food system. Working closely 
with these initiatives we will co-de-
sign flexible and responsive tools for 
assessing the sustainability worth of 
diverse food sharing activities. Ultimately,  
we will co-produce, with citizens,  
stakeholders, regulators and shar-
ers, transition plans to support and 
expand nascent food sharing with 
the potential to contribute to more 
sustainable urban food systems. In 
this way SHARECITY hopes to make  
a tangible contribution to the global goals 
of the United Nations 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development.

≥ While such activities have 
become collectively known as the 
‘sharing economy’, this moniker 
has proved controversial not 
least because such practices 
may not always align with the 
‘sharing is caring’ mantra often 
used when encouraging children 
to develop pro-social skills.
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