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THERE’S NO SUCH THING AS A FREE LUNCH?
By Simon J. Elliot 
Vice President, Strategic Client Advisory Network for Aramark’s LifeWorks Restaurant Group

Since the beginning of time, the basis of society, collaboration, and 
engagement has been food. What was true of the earliest hunter-
gatherers is true of today’s companies: work revolves around food.
Workplace food programs have, in one fashion or 
another, been around for hundreds of years. Napoleon 
recognized their importance when he said, “an army 
marches on its stomach.” One effect of the Industrial 
Revolution was the creation of town hubs of employee 
amenities and convenience.

Employers have long valued staff dining hubs—whether 
full cafeterias or break rooms with vending machines. 
Productivity increases when employees aren’t spending 
extra time going off site for food. And exponentially more 
value can be realized as collaboration, engagement, 
and opportunities for “creative collisions” increase. (As 
legend has it, Gmail was born in the meeting of minds 
that is in the line for Google’s free lunch.)

Besides businesses, food programs exist in schools 
and universities as well as in remote sites, mines, and 
military establishments. These food programs range 
from break room provisions to full restaurants—across 
all sectors from manufacturing to banking, from call 
centers to high tech.

More employers are assessing: What level of subsidy—
on a sliding scale from 0 to 100 percent—should they 
invest in food availability in the workplace? In the 
high-tech sector, there are many well-documented 
examples of Free Food Programs (FFPs). But the core 
questions to consider may be: What are the hidden 
dangers of an FFP, and what additional benefit do 
they drive for a business? And how does this compare 
to a well-run, innovative, and inspirational Paid Food 
Program (PFP) with high levels of participation in 
excess of 75 percent?

2  |  Industry Insights: There is No Such Thing as Free Food?



ECONOMICS IN SEVEN WORDS

“There’s no such thing as free lunch” became a 
famous underpinning of conservative economics, and 
it holds true with workplace food programs. The real 
issue is: how much the employer subsidizes lunch and 
how much the employee pays.

There are two ends of this spectrum: 
an FFP with 100 percent subsidy 
from the employer, and a PFP with 
employees paying 100 percent of 
meal costs (including food, labor, and 
expenses). There is also the middle 
ground: a compromise of these two 
extremes. Any changed position 
on this spectrum should be a 
major consideration for an 
employer investing in 
its personnel.

IN THE VALLEY OF SILICON

When Sergey Brin and Larry Page launched Google, 
they had the vision that Googlers would be looked 
after in every regard, and that their life at work would 
be made as easy as possible in an effort to drive 
productivity and creativity. This seems to have worked 
for them, as it has for Facebook, LinkedIn, and, most 
recently, Yahoo. Former-Googler and now Yahoo 
president and CEO Marissa Mayer changed Yahoo’s 
paid food program to a free food program as one of 
her first decisions at the helm of the business.

The ideology of collecting employees from near their 
homes in luxury buses, providing free food on arrival 
and throughout the day, as well as on-site laundry, 
doctors, fitness clubs, hairdressing, and more, all 
free, is indeed a noble vision. Without a doubt, these 
offerings have proven successful for many companies 
in the high-tech sectors.

ADVANTAGES OF AN FFP

In areas like the Silicon Valley, FFPs are used in 
recruiting and retaining top talent. The race for the 
best and the brightest is one of the core issues faced 
by any business, but more so in the technology space. 
Offering the best employee amenities is a top priority 
of CEOs, Product Development and HR professionals, 
who aim to provide environments, space, culture, 
and services that provide a compelling workplace-
experience proposition.

As with all workplace food programs, FFPs are a way 
to ensure workplace cafeterias are a place to meet, 
build relationships, and discover the next great idea.
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DISADVANTAGES OF AN FFP

The anecdotal evidence is there that too much of 
a good thing can be a bad thing. Joe Labombarda, 
the executive chef at Google’s Manhattan office, 
determined that the unlimited-food perk, which was 
originally designed to maximize productivity and 
loyalty, had created an undesired side effect: more 
helpings. Estimates have been cited of FFP-driven 
employee weight gains of 15 to 20 pounds. This 
phenomenon has been called the Google 15.

For paid food programs, the average industry 
participation levels are around 35 percent, according to 
the Society for Foodservice Management. With free food 
programs, it might not surprise you that 100 percent 
participation is achieved. But you may be surprised that 
participation can be above 120 percent—a phenomenon 
that raises questions on abuse of the amenity, excessive 
consumption, and waste. 

And there is the risk for companies offering FFPs of 
possible employment litigation. What if, as a result of 
providing an FFP, lawsuits start flying on such issues 
as weight gain, health problems, and even diseases 
as a result of the kind and 
quantity of food available in 
the workplace?

As highlighted by The Wall Street Journal, there is 
growing concern among tax experts on free lunch in 
the workplace. Is it, in fact, a fringe benefit on which 
employees should pay taxes? The IRS is investigating 
free food programs and whether it should levy a 
“benefit-in-kind tax.” This could create a new tax burden 
on employees of $3,000 to $5,000 a year on the food 
program alone. Where additional amenities are viewed 
in a similar way, this burden could conceivably surpass 
$10,000 of taxable benefits. This is another facet of the 
complex issues surrounding free food programs. As 
relatively new concerns, most of this is being debated by 
experts now, with fallout yet to be determined.

Employers considering the FFP option should be wary 
of creating an entitlement culture. As some companies 
have painfully experienced, once you start, you 
cannot stop. The effects on morale and culture can be 
devastating when you remove an FFP. There are also 
examples of companies that removed free soda and 
snacks and, in one case we came across, the negative 
employee satisfaction effects were still evident five 
years later.
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THE MIDDLE PATH

There is a more realistic and pragmatic choice between the two extremes of zero 
percent or 100 percent subsidization of employees’ meals. The true test of any 
food program’s quality and value is in customers’ voting with their feet and their 
dollars. When you compare FFPs with 100 percent participation, with relevant 
and focused PFPs that attract 75 or 80 percent at a fraction of the expense, 
you then need to question the true value to a company of a free food 
program.

Under a PFP, subsidies can be managed more effectively as the 
volume goes up. As the business grows, synergies of labor and 
expenses can be made, reducing the overall cost per employee. 
The same cannot be said for FFPs, as there is a straight-line 
correlation of consumption and costs and typically at a much 
higher level.

HOW DO YOU DECIDE WHAT’S RIGHT FOR 
YOUR COMPANY?

The first thing to consider is what is your organization’s 
human capital strategy and how can food and employee 
amenities complement that strategy. Then complete a cost 
benefit analysis for both a FFP and PFP to identify what are 
the key differences in outcomes. If after this review an FFP 
is still right for you, then some sensible measures, checks, 
and controls are wholly appropriate in order to avoid some 
potential pitfalls, including:

• Ordering, production, and wastage controls

• Use of technology to measure customers  
and consumption

• Reporting of number of customers versus  
number of meals produced

• Customer information on calories, consumption, and diet

• Customer-service management of overconsumption,  
waste, and potential abuse

• Monitoring and reporting of customer wastage

This is not just a question of how much a company can afford to invest in 
their employees, but should be a careful consideration of return on investment 
for each scenario. It depends on many factors including workforce demographics, 
location, proximity to alternative food sources, and level of site security.

There also are cost-versus-return considerations, and deeper issues surrounding increased 
productivity, creativity, and company value versus a multiple of annual spend and how that could 
ultimately affect business valuation to stakeholders.
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LIFEWORKS’ INSIGHTS AND SOLUTIONS

At LifeWorks, we believe that a free food program 
is a serious undertaking. As one of the largest U.S. 
providers of dining services, we use our global 
expertise to provide high value to employers, partnering 
with our clients in weighing potential costs, advantages, 
and disadvantages. Is a FFP right for you? We believe 
an FFP will only be effective when the right insights are 
employed to guide and control such a program.

In an FFP environment, we are diligent about 
implementing solutions that encourage customers 
to consider their overall caloric intake. For example, 
to counterbalance potential negatives such as weight 
gain, we may include a small-plate program at each 
station in a company café, featuring delicious small-
plate meals under 300 calories. Customers can choose 
to graze with lower-calorie plates or opt for the full-
portion alternatives.

There are also technology platforms that can further 
raise customers’ awareness of the link between the 
daily menu and their daily consumption. These include:

• MyFitnessPal is an app that allows customers to 
track their daily intake and exercise to meet their 
weight and calorie targets.

• Destination Tablet Displays can be provided at 
each station with the details of the daily menu and 
the ability for customers to punch in their own 
unique identity codes and make their selections. 
Alternatively, we can incorporate QR codes.

• Point-of-Sale Systems may not be commonly 
associated with free food programs, but they can 
provide detailed recipe and nutritional analysis for 
each transaction. This can have an added benefit 
of instilling awareness in employees of the value 
of a free food program.

• Shopper Tracker technology allows users to count 
their footfalls and, through serving controls, limit 
excessive consumption.

While some say the FFP is a time bomb waiting to 
explode, we say this is a multifaceted issue—one 
that can be managed sensibly and responsibly, while 
attracting talent, creating community, engaging 
employees, and ultimately driving productivity, 
creativity, and profitability.
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FREE FOOD PROGRAMS (FFPS):
DID YOU KNOW?

• FFPs are prevalent in schools, 
higher education, remote sites, and 
hospitals.

• The terminology of FFP refers to 
what the end user pays. Clearly, 
there is no such thing as a free 
food program; it is more about 
the subsidy level—zero percent 
(recovery of all costs through the 
tariff) to 100 percent (recovery of all 
costs from the client organization) or 
anywhere in between.

• High-profile providers of FFPs 
include Google, Facebook, LinkedIn, 
and Yahoo!.

• FFPs can cost between $10 and $30 
a day per employee.

• For a business with 1,000 
employees, the annual investment 
can be between $2.4 million and 
$7.5 million.

• This can affect business valuation 
at a multiple of 7X by $7.5 million to 
more than $50 million.

• Google 15 and Facebook 15 refer to 
the weight gain experienced as a 
result of FFPs.

• FFPs are concerned about the risk 
of litigation from employees for 
weight gain or health issues.

POTENTIAL SOLUTIONS
• Introduce visibility 

of transaction—
Consider everything 
from a daily allowance 
and RFID cards, to 
traditional point-of-sale 
systems that act as a 
reinforcement of value to 
the employee.

• Control and manage 
consumption— Consider 
a daily allowance per 
employee to avoid 
excessive consumption, 
customer waste, and 
hoarding.

• Monitor and control 
waste— Understand 
the volume and value 
of waste in restaurants 
and break rooms. Adjust 
production accordingly. 
Create a culture of 
sufficient versus 
plentiful.

• Count customers/
transactions— 
Understand the actual 
foot traffic and therefore 
participation and 
consumption levels.

• Calorie Control—Include 
small-plate options 
that are under a certain 
calorie threshold. 
Customers have the 
option to “size up” rather 
than “size down.”

• Traffic Lights—Band 
food choices into Red, 
Amber, and Green to 
steer healthier food 
selections, Use color-
coded smallwares and 
serving utensils as well 
as signage.

• Technology—Consider 
the use of mobile 
technology and Apps 
such as MyFitnessPal 
to allow customers to 
monitor caloric intake 
and exercise.

• Culture—Allow your food 
provider to help manage 
the culture of entitlement 
and avoid feelings of 
expectation rather than 
appreciation.
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FREE FOOD PROGRAMS QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS
QUESTION: HOW DO ORGANIZATIONS THAT RUN FREE FOOD PROGRAMS 
MEASURE THE RETURN ON THE 100 PERCENT SUBSIDY EXPENSE/
INVESTMENT?

SJE Response: A phenomenon that exists in Free Food Programs (FFPs) is that consumption is almost always 
higher than 100 percent and in fact more like 120+ percent. This happens for a number of reasons, including 
overconsumption, increased waste, hoarding products, and friends and family usage.

Ultimately, organizations that provide FFPs have a number of reasons why they do from the basics like 
feeding and sustaining their employees (remote sites and camps, for example) in a healthy, safe environment 
to increasing productivity (and reducing down time) to providing a range of employee amenities that help 
organizations win the war for talent.

The recent trend of technology companies extending FFPs to their employees I suggest is a combination of all 
three of these drivers.

As for how organizations can measure the success of these programs, organizations can track certain metrics 
against historic and industry comparable indicators such as:

• Average cost of healthcare per employee 

• Percentage of days absent or sick as a percentage 
of total available days

• Average number of applicants per open position

• Retention rate/turnover rate

• Revenues per employee

• Profit per employee

• Employee Satisfaction Index

• Total Employees X Participation (100 percent) X 20 
minutes a day X Average Hourly Rate

Metrics such as the examples above provide organization insights into the levels of Health and Wellness, 
Engagement, Satisfaction, Organization Appeal, Talent Attraction, and Productivity.

In the last example, this measures the time lost each day where food service is either not provided or is more 
than five minutes traveling distance from the place of work. So for an organization with 1,000 people at an 
average wage rate of $50, for example, it multiplies to $4.16 million of increased productivity annually or, for an 
organization with 10,000 employees, it becomes a really big number.

This metric alone can be a convincing argument to invest in a food service program whether free or paid (PFP).
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QUESTION: WHAT ARE SOME 
REPRESENTATIVE VISION, MISSION, AND 
GOALS OF FREE FOOD PROGRAMS?

SJE Response: As touched upon above, there are 
different facets of the vision and purpose of FFPs, but 
ultimately the most appealing one from an employee’s 
perspective must be surrounding employee 
convenience, work-life balance, and easing the burden 
and balance of work – home – play.

This is why some organizations provide amenities 
far beyond FFPs with the opportunity to work out, go 
for a health checkup, massage, hair dressing, dry 
cleaning, get their car washed (or get the employee 
transportation home instead), grocery delivery, or 
even have their homes cleaned.

If the right balance is achieved, then all parties win: 
Employees have to spend less time on some of life’s 
more menial tasks and the employer probably gets 
not only more engaged, more productive people but 
probably also gets extra time too.

An example of this is executive transport from home to 
work with WiFi-enabled buses that allows employees 
(if they choose) to log on, log in, catch up with emails, 
review the day’s calendar, projects, etc. 

Health and Wellness, Engagement, Retention, and 
Productivity are all keys to the overall vision, mission, 
and goals of the program.

QUESTION: WHO FOR THE CLIENT 
ULTIMATELY OWNS THE PROGRAM 
OUTCOMES? FACILITIES? HR? 
COUNCIL/COMMITTEE APPROACH?

SJE Response: My view is that food programs, whether 
FFPs or PFPs, should be owned by the enterprise 
to be the most effective. Leadership visibility and 
engagement in the overarching return on investment 
attainable for their organization is an often missed but 
critical link.

When led by Human Resources, the emphasis is more 
likely to be employee benefit-focused and often the 
enterprise can lose sight of the return on investment. 
When led by Facilities or Finance, then it can be cost 
driven and less likely to attain the real extent of the 
potential returns. 

When led by the enterprise and aligned with the 
strategic imperatives of the business, then real 
organizational commitment can be applied and 
metrics extracted from the business to give real 
insights and measurements for success.

QUESTION: WHAT METRICS AND KPIS 
ARE TRACKED OVERALL?

SJE Response: I have touched upon some examples 
of KPIs that could be used to measure success on an 
enterprise level, but at the operations level some of 
the metrics that should be monitored include:

• Food cost per plate, per meal ($)

• Labor cost as a percentage of food cost

• Labor cost per meal ($)

• Direct costs and expenses as a percentage  
of food cost

• Direct costs per meal

• Number of meals produced vs. population

There are then many qualitative measures to monitor 
from customer satisfaction, food quality, service, 
sanitary, and hygiene.

In any event, the KPIs should be tailored specifically 
to the client and their vision for food service, and 
be aligned to ensure that an enabling framework is 
created to promote success as opposed to penalize 
failure—an important distinction.

Finally, owners of FFPs need to ensure that the vendors 
providing the service don’t simply see it as a “blank 
check” instruction. For example, I was recently at an 
FFP where there was one full-time employee dedicated 
to handing disposable trays to customers, and during 
the peak lunchtime period, there were at least 10 food 
service staff on break—a clear sign of overstaffing.

Industry Insights: There is No Such Thing as Free Food?  |  9



QUESTION: HOW IS PARTICIPATION 
TRACKED IN CAFETERIAS?

SJE Response: Participation can be tracked in a 
number of different ways from the most basic to more 
use of technology and subtle techniques that not only 
track participation but also reinforce value.

• Counting plates at the end of service

• Production Sheets – what has been produced, 
“sold,” waste

• Customer counts – technology such as Shopper 
Tracker, video technology

• Use of transaction technology

The final point is often not associated with FFPs but a 
way in which to ensure that value is being reiterated 
to the employee beneficiary of the FFP and can take 
a number of forms from a traditional POS producing 
an itemized receipt to a monthly statement emailed to 
the employee via a cashless system to palm readers 
recording visitation and consumption.

QUESTION: HOW IS CUSTOMER  
SATISFACTION MEASURED?

SJE Response: There are several methods to gather 
customer feedback and satisfaction data. In my 
experience, no one method should be relied upon. But 
open access to feedback platforms made available to 
collect data, most importantly to respond and react to 
feedback and to gather data in a common, consistent 
format to create a satisfaction index, can be used to 
measure comparable performance from one period to 
the next.

Here are some examples of recommended customer 
satisfaction mediums:

• Traditional comments box (closed)

• Comments and feedback wall (open)

• Dedicated email address (shared with  
key stakeholders)

• Comments blog (open)

• Online surveys

• Live customer polling

• Customer Satisfaction Survey (index)

Where a formal customer/employee survey either 
exists or is introduced, then incentives to participate 
are important in order to get a meaningful sample. 
Standard test questions are built around 1.) Satisfaction 
and 2.) Importance to allow a stack ranked picture of  
1.) Performance, and 2.) Opportunities for improvement.
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QUESTION: IF SURVEYS ARE DONE, 
HOW OFTEN?

SJE Response: The elements referred to above should 
be made available and promoted with customer 
groups constantly. As far as Customer Satisfaction 
Surveys, they should be completed at least annually 
and probably no more frequently than twice annually.

QUESTION: WHAT OTHER VOICE OF 
THE CUSTOMER PROCESSES ARE IN 
PLACE?

SJE Response: In addition to the above answer, 
food focus groups and forums are best practice. 
Members of these groups should be representative 
of departments, demographics, seniority, users, and 
non-users (to the extent they exist). They should meet 
on a regular basis to discuss performance, feedback, 
changes in the program, and initiatives for the future.

Finally, although obvious, I am amazed how often this 
doesn’t happen—the food service team engaging with the 
customers, actively seeking feedback, and interacting.

Sometimes the most basic and simple methods can be 
the most effective.

QUESTION: HOW DO THESE 
ORGANIZATIONS CONTROL USAGE IN 
FREE CAFÉS? BREAK ROOMS?

SJE Response: In addition to some of the initiatives 
included in the response above, there are some 
supervisory and cultural issues to address.

The organization needs to reiterate the value that they are 
investing in their employees to avoid the danger of growing 
a culture of entitlement. This needs to be present in the 
program and how the employees have a responsibility to 
respect the program and not tolerate abuse (excessive 
waste/hoarding/taking home for example).

There also needs to be a strategy about responsible 
messaging to avoid this behavior occurring and ensuring 
that the consumption is managed to 100 percent.

QUESTION: HOW IS ACCESS TO 
THESE SPACES CONTROLLED DURING 
NORMAL OPERATING HOURS? DURING 
OFF PEAK HOURS (EVENINGS/
WEEKENDS)?

SJE Response: There are many ways to control access 
outside of agreed operating hours from ensuring that 
there is no stock available in these areas outside of these 
times to locking these spaces or introducing access 
control that allows the organization to understand entry 
patterns, times, etc. The solution to this question lies in 
what the Client is seeking to achieve and the individual 
challenges from building to building.

QUESTION: ARE THERE LIMITS ON 
HOW MANY VISITORS AN EMPLOYEE 
CAN BRING IN?

SJE Response: We would usually defer to the client’s 
policy on visitors; however, we would suggest that a 
best practice would be for the organization’s employees 
to have a duty to register all non employees so at least a 
track on visitors consuming food can be quantified as a 
sensible metric to manage the business.
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LifeWorks Restaurant Group designs, builds, and manages customized restaurant solutions for 
the workplace that not only drive unprecedented participation but also create the social hub at the 
heart of the workplace community. Aramark provides a range of workplace solutions, services, and 
employee amenities designed to enrich and nourish lives, every day.
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