Too Good To Go app turns food waste fight into viral mystery bag craze
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A woman sits in her kitchen, excitedly showcasing the contents of a mystery bag she picked up through the app Too Good To Go, as if she has scored a rare designer piece. Her haul, consisting of items from Pret a Manger—such as porridge, croissants, and a savoury breakfast dish—brings her palpable joy. This excitement, which has become a cultural phenomenon echoed by countless TikTok users, exemplifies a larger movement surrounding food waste and conscious consumerism.
Since its launch in Copenhagen in 2015, Too Good To Go has been dedicated to combating food waste, a critical issue given that one-third of the planet's food production is wasted each year. This waste adds up, costing countries like the UK approximately £22 billion annually. In the decade since its inception, Too Good To Go has gathered over 100 million registered users and enabled the rescue of more than 400 million meals through partnerships with around 175,000 retailers worldwide.
Sophie Trueman, the company's UK and Ireland director, emphasises the app's mission to mitigate food waste, stating, "We believe that we cannot afford to waste food. It’s too valuable – for the planet, for society and for the economy." Such sentiments underline the urgent need for scalable solutions that can make a tangible impact over time.
The app has gained significant traction in the UK, with users simply purchasing a mystery bag and collecting it within specified times. The appeal lies not only in the practical benefits of reducing food waste and saving money but also the thrill of obtaining unexpected food items. From fresh pasta to a loaf of artisan bread, many users, myself included, eagerly check the app to see what’s available at supermarkets and independent shops alike.
Yet, this excitement has led to a burgeoning subculture, with social media platforms flooded by 'what's in my bag' videos. Creators like Rackie from Berkshire showcase their discoveries, bridging the gap between monetary savings and an environmental mission. However, she points out a paradox; while the aim is to curb food waste, some users may treat it more as a fun trend, compromising the app's core message.
The dynamics shift when considering the psychological aspects of the app. Users set alarms to snag desirable mystery bags quickly, sometimes transporting surplus food across town. This has raised concerns about the potential for the original aim of reducing waste becoming secondary to the allure of acquiring food. Comments echoing that users have “forgotten what Too Good To Go is” resonate with the growing sentiment that its social media representation may detract from its initial purpose.
Too Good To Go is acutely aware of these challenges and remains vigilant in promoting their environmental messaging. As Trueman asserts, every meal saved contributes to a larger communal effort against food waste. Users can track the carbon emissions avoided by saving meals, thereby reinforcing the notion that individual actions can aggregate to significant change.
Despite the enthusiasm, the app is not without its complications. Consumer preferences and dietary restrictions often challenge the mystery bag model. The unpredictability in bag contents means users may occasionally receive items they cannot eat, leading to further waste. For instance, one viral TikTok showcased a user's dismay at receiving an egg mayo sandwich—an item they deemed unfit for consumption.
Discussions surrounding food waste aren't merely about individual item discrepancies; they also highlight systemic issues within food distribution networks. Zoe Adjey, Senior Lecturer in Hospitality at the University of East London, notes that businesses frequently fear the ramifications of giving away surplus food due to liability concerns and food safety regulations. "The legal and reputational consequences of food-borne illness create a strong incentive for businesses to err on the side of caution when disposing of surplus food," she explains.
Yet, despite these hurdles, Too Good To Go has transformed perceptions of food waste from a stigmatised issue to a mainstream solution for saving money and fostering environmental consciousness. Not only does the app help cut down on waste, but it also encourages social engagement around food security and sustainability, progressively reshaping how consumers perceive surplus food.
Ultimately, the surge of users engaging with the app reveals a collective desire to tackle food waste while saving money. While some may indulge in the thrill of ‘mystery bags’, the overarching goal remains significant. As Rackie articulates, “If the ultimate result is that food doesn’t get wasted, then that’s a good thing, however you get to that point.” This perspective underscores that the journey towards sustainability, albeit imperfect, can lead to tangible benefits for both consumers and the environment.
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