
In this, the golden age of the meal kit, there inevitably is an option for every appetite.
Beyond mainstream services such as Blue Apron, there are meal kits for vegans and
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Nonprofit’s New Recipe for Meal Kits:
Keeping Them Affordable
Manhattan-based startup Lemontree delivers 600 meals a week to families in Brooklyn
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Lemontree founder and CEO Alex Godin, wearing a baseball cap, spoke with volunteers who help package meal kits
that are delivered to low-income families in Brooklyn. PHOTO: AGATON STROM FOR THE WALL STREET
JOURNAL
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meal kits for dieters; kits featuring Thai food and kits that highlight dessert. But here’s
one concept I didn’t see coming: Meal kits for low-income families.

Lemontree, a nonprofit meal-kit startup based in Manhattan, is delivering 600 meals a
week to families in Brooklyn, charging $2 a serving compared with the usual $10 for
commercial meal kits.

Like their commercial counterparts, Lemontree kits include a recipe and all the
ingredients needed to prepare a home-cooked meal.

Founder and Chief Executive Officer Alex Godin said the meals cost about $3.50 to
produce and deliver for each serving. But when the service scales up, Lemontree’s cost
will drop to $2 a meal, and the outfit will run donation-free, he said.

It’s an ambitious goal. Mr. Godin calculates Lemontree will break even at roughly
12,500 meals a week—20 times its current production. The 25-year-old, who launched
his first startup at age 17—a workplace-collaboration app he later sold to Meetup—is
planning a fast expansion. “We’re using a startup approach to serve as many people as
possible,” he said.

Lemontree has raised more than $2 million in funding from big names including
restaurateur Danny Meyer and David Tisch, a high-profile investor on the local startup
scene. “It’s by far the biggest nonprofit donation I’ve ever made,” said Mr. Tisch, who
sits on Lemontree’s board of directors.

Mr. Tisch also is a fan of the kits, having tried a chicken-and-rice dish. “I’m not a good
cook but I followed the recipe and my wife and I ate it happily,” he said.

Lemontree saves on customer acquisition costs—which gobble 25% of revenue at a
typical meal-kit company—by marketing the kits to parents at preschools in low-
income neighborhoods, offering the first meal free. It doesn’t screen for financial
eligibility and requires no subscription.

Customers receive a weekly text message offering three meal options—this week’s
included a “Moroccan Bowl” with chickpeas and roasted vegetables or seared tilapia
with grits and salsa.

Customers pay online with a credit card or in person using an EBT card when they pick
up the kits at their child’s preschool.

Delivering to a central location reduces labor costs, Mr. Godin said. Lemontree says it
will open dozens of additional delivery sites this year in churches, elementary schools
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and community centers. The company started serving their first meals in Spring 2018,
and will have four full-time employees as of Wednesday, in addition to part-time and
contract workers.

Another savings strategy: The kits are packed every Tuesday night by volunteers
—about 182 have participated in at least one meet-up. At last week’s session, 15 do-
gooders set to work packing onions, beans and chicken quarters in plastic bags labeled
with customer names.

First-time volunteer Andrew Martinov, a real-estate agent, manned the soy-sauce-
packet station. He marveled at the system’s efficiency. “This is better than the Ford
assembly line,” he said.

Connie Cohen, a home stager who also helps on Tuesdays, has volunteered in pantries
where people get food for free, but prefers the Lemontree concept. “The kids see that
mom’s paying for this instead of getting a handout, and that she’s cooking,” she said.

With meals priced at $2, no one’s getting lobster, of course. Clare Langan, one of
Lemontree’s recipe developers, said she can budget $1.41 per meal for ingredients,
“which is insane.”

The recipes, which also must appeal to children, include fresh produce and take less
than 30 minutes to prepare. “But it is possible,” Ms. Langan said. “And I love the
creative constrictions.”

Among her favorite creations: sheet-roasted Asian meatballs with rice and broccoli.

I tried this recipe using a Lemontree kit I picked up last week from a preschool in
Bushwick. The dinner included beef meatballs mixed with fresh ginger and scallions,
topped with a sauce made from packets of ketchup and soy sauce. It tasted like mom
got a little crazy with the meatloaf, but was easy to prepare and satisfying.

Brooklyn Lemontree customer Beverly Thomas said she cooks the meals for her
daughter and two grandchildren. “It’s healthy, and the food is filling, and it’s cheap,”

Broccoli that will be included in meal kits from Lemontree. PHOTO: AGATON STROM FOR THE WALL STREET
JOURNAL
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she said.

While Ms. Thomas said she finds the recipes easy and convenient, meal-kit services
typically have low retention rates—just 15%, said Brittain Ladd, a supply-chain
consultant who advises food companies on their meal-kit, grocery and prepared meal
strategies. After the novelty wears off, he said, most consumers find meal kits not
worth the effort.

“I love what Lemontree is doing, but believe it could appeal to and retain more families
by offering prepared meals that are ready to eat,” he said.

However, Mr. Godin said Lemontree’s mission is to get families cooking and eating
together. To that end, he’s sticking with his kit strategy, and dreams of going big.

“There’s a lot of families that deserve an awesome family dinner,” he said, “and that’s
not something limited to Brooklyn or New York City.”

Write to Anne Kadet at Anne.Kadet@wsj.com
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Workers loading a truck with meal kits for Lemontree, a nonprofit that delivers food to low-income families in
Brooklyn. PHOTO: AGATON STROM FOR THE WALL STREET JOURNAL
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