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I. Introduction - why now? 
 

Downstream buyers – especially retailers and roasters - amass the most value in the coffee 

supply chain, both for conventional and specialty coffees (Le Basic 2024, Weinhold & Roberts 

2025). This is a structural phenomenon in multiple agriculture value chains that is a colonial 

construct not unique to coffee (Tuttleman, v.d. Velden, Waarts 2024; Hickel et al 2022). Civil 

society as well as industry associations like the Specialty Coffee Association acknowledge 

inequity in how value is distributed in coffee, highlighting producers’ minimal value capture as 

compared to their downstream trading partners (Specialty Coffee Association 2024).  

 

Coffee producers1 are on the frontline of wide-ranging risks – from climate to compliance to other 

financial and geopolitical risks. However, they are the least equipped to mitigate these risks due 

to the limits of their collective political power, limited access to information, limited resources, 

and a lack of supportive physical and regulatory infrastructure. Minimal value capture and 

significant risk exposure at the farm level translates to poverty and marginalization for producers 

and a threat to the long-term sustainability of the coffee sector. 

      

To date, the majority of the coffee sector along with key value chain partners such as financiers, 

donors and technical experts have prioritized securing supply through productivity-driven 

interventions across origins via farmer trainings and the provision of services like supplying inputs 

and access to finance (Tuttleman 2025). For these often small-scale and repetitious initiatives, 

collaboration between stakeholders has been possible: development donors fund projects; 

fertilizer and agrochemical companies, alongside other service providers2, utilize this 

infrastructure to expand the market for their products; banks offset high perceived risks through 

‘innovative-’, ‘blended,’ or micro- finance; and coffee companies promote these initiatives to 

buyers and consumers (Saab and Cengic 2024).  

 

Ironically, many if not most of these ‘sustainability’ projects remain disassociated from 

companies’ core procurement strategies, meaning the coffee produced from these projects is      

not necessarily bought by the companies involved, or only in minimal quantities. And for the 

coffee that is purchased, prices do not factor in to the project design despite the fact that price is 

the single variable impacting farmer income3 that is in the direct control of companies.  These 

 
1 Coffee producers is an inclusive term for farm owners, farm operators, household members of farm 

owners and operators who often contribute labor to farm management, and farm workers. It is 
estimated that 125 million people are involved in growing, cultivating and processing coffee (Tuttleman 
et al 2024). 
2 A range of companies supply inputs and services to farmers through ‘service delivery’ models and 

infrastructure. Input providers like Bayer and Yara sell and deliver agrochemicals and inputs; seeds and 
plantlets are sold and/or distributed; insurance companies provide insurance products for managing 
weather, price and health risks; and technology and digital tools are deployed.   
3 ‘Income drivers’ are a shorthand for five variables that together determine the net income of a 

household. These are land, volumes, cost of production and price for/of coffee, and the fifth is income 
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projects are often referred to as ‘sustainability siloes,’ ‘islands of excellence,’ or ‘corporate social 

responsibility (CSR)’. They stand in contrast to a robust and responsible procurement strategy 

designed to strengthen one’s supply chain and partnership with producers. The way CSR and 

sustainability siloes are leveraged in corporate marketing, sales and branding reveal corporate 

reporting structures4 more than responsible procurement.  

 

Taking this historic view into account, it is a time of opportunity:  

• High C-prices are resetting consumer prices and enabling more value to flow to farmers. 

This creates the potential for sector-level restructuring and innovation for the benefit of 

producers.  

• Civil society is supporting the coffee industry to shape clear principles around responsible 

and ethical procurement. 

• Corporate sustainability investment in income and farm diversification is promising as it is 

a useful income and production resilience strategy, but each additional crop and activity 

can also add complexity and risk. Diversification should not distract from changes 

required in coffee related to value, risk, resources and power.   

• Public data and methodologies exist to calculate living income and living wage 

benchmarks and living income and wage gaps. Various methodologies and tools exist to 

calculate prices that can deliver living income and wages, and salaries that deliver living 

wages5.  

• Gen Z and Alpha consumers increasingly demand credible impact data rather than 

marketing narratives full of greenwashing or socialwashing.  

• Pilot projects by frontrunners have accumulated over time and multistakeholder initiatives 

like the Global Coffee Platform, the Swiss Coffee Sustainability Initiative and the 

International Coffee Organization’s Taskforce on Living Income all have living income 

commitments.     

• Half of global coffee is under threat unless it pivots to more regenerative agroforestry, 

which must be farmer-led to be successful (Gruter, R., et al 2022). This risk should rally 

collaborative action and collective investment. 

• The Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive clearly mentions living income as a 

 
diversification. For more information about income drivers, see IDH’s Living Income Roadmap.  
4 Corporate structures are revealing. Many multinational corporations with dedicated sustainability 

teams organize ‘sustainability’ within the marketing or communications corporate business unit. In 
practice, this turns sustainability professionals into marketers for sales and branding, as well as 
professional report-writers, without providing them critical and strategic organizational resources or 
mandates from finance or procurement to make sustainability a core principle for investments and 
business decisions.  
5 See ALIGN, Global Living Wage Coalition & Anker Research Institute, Fairtrade International, and 

International Coffee Organization’s Coffee Public–Private Task Force Technical Workstream for 
dashboards, reports and resources. IDH, COSA and others have tools like the Income Driver Calculator 
and Salary Matrix to calculate prices and wages necessary to close gaps. Individual reports also exist 
from multistakeholder projects which are not centrally organized but found on nonprofit and corporate 
websites or through multistakeholder initiatives like the Global Coffee Platform and Fairfood.  

https://www.idhsustainabletrade.com/step-4-take-action-to-close-the-gap-and-track-results/
https://align-tool.com/source-map
https://www.globallivingwage.org/
https://www.fairtrade.net/en/why-fairtrade/why-we-do-it/decent-livelihoods/living-income.html
https://ico.org/global-knowledge-hub/
https://idc.akvotest.org/income-driver-calculator
https://www.idhsustainabletrade.com/living-wage-platform/salary-matrix/
https://www.globalcoffeeplatform.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/1-LIVING-INCOME_GCP_english_OK-FINAL.pdf
https://fairfood.org/resources/case-study-living-income-price-molinos-de-honduras/
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human right and stresses that companies need to adapt their purchasing practices so that 

addressing income is mandatory for a license to operate and not a voluntary nice-to-have.  

 

This initial ‘living’ document contributes to the movement for breaking sustainability siloes and 

driving equitable value and risk distribution for the benefit of producers – especially smallholders 

– and the planet, through responsible procurement. It offers a first attempt at three imperatives: 

1. To redefine producers’ value contribution in ways that challenge downstream extraction and 

support a market-based case for fairer value sharing that ensures farmers earn a living 

income.  

2. Offer a channel for producers realities and experiences to be represented and to influence 

how responsible purchasing practices are defined given the ongoing initiatives at retail, brand 

and trader-level which are co-developed by those industry actors themselves alongside civil 

society and multistakeholder sector associations.  

3. Call for collaboration with other civil society actors and producer networks who would like to 

join us in amplifying the producer experience through qualitative consultation and quantitative 

data.  

 

Consultation approach, limitations & intentions 

 

This living document is based on initial consultations with producers from Brazil, 

Nicaragua, Honduras, Uganda, Indonesia, Guatemala, Mexico and Sri Lanka 

between June and December 2025. These producers have diverse production 

profiles, from small conventional robusta producers who are not organized into 

groups, to large direct-trade specialty producers. That said, most are small 

producers with some connection to a farmer group and have at least one 

certification. At least one third of producers consulted to date have been women. 

 

There are a range of experiences and preferences that vary between producers, 

underlining the diversity of origins, contexts and producer profiles. Recognizing their 

diversity, producers were asked in individual and group consultations various 

questions about what ‘makes a good buyer’; about the value and investment buyers 

can and do contribute towards coffee; the risks they face; and how they have been 

affected by increased prices, tariffs, and EUDR preparation.  

 

This documentation should not be interpreted as a holistic compendium of producer 

experiences and realities, but rather as a means of building empathy and insight 

about their self-reported views about relationships with buyers and how they are 
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affected by various market, policy and trade phenomena. Consultations are ongoing 

and this document will be updated as consultations progress, as data is shared and 

analyzed, and as clear priorities and concrete examples of practices, agreements 

and ways of relating emerge.  

 

This document should not be used as a substitute for direct producer engagement 

within a specific supply chain or trade agreement. Ultimately, there is no substitute 

for engaging directly with producers to understand their specific context, needs and 

desires.  
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II. Making value visible 
 

Coffee generates significant global profits. Yet smallholders—who produce around 80% of the 

world’s coffee—capture the least value and absorb the greatest risks with the fewest resources6. 

Regardless of this dynamic, their knowledge, labor, and stewardship of the land form the 

foundation of coffee’s quality, sustainability, and supply. 

 

Structural inequity in value and risk sharing matters because it directly shapes producers’ ability 

to secure dignified livelihoods. When producers receive too small a share of value, they cannot 

cover basic needs, invest in their farms, or manage climate and market risks. The result is a 

persistent living income gap that undermines both human rights and the long-term viability of the 

sector (Tuttleman 2025). 

 

Value distribution – or the degree to which value is shared - is expressed most tangibly through 

price.  Yet farmgate prices are largely determined by financial markets disconnected from 

production realities. Existing market-based pricing structures fail to price-in the full range of value 

contributions of producers and their production level risks. They exclude farmers’ own labor, 

family labor, and the environmental and social value they provide, as well as the investments 

required for agroforestry and climate adaptation. Farmgate prices and other premia fail to value 

other concrete contributions of producers: personal and production stories, origin characteristics 

and producers’ data are also extracted from production contexts for the benefit of roasters and 

retailers.  

 

Below is an initial exploration of four essential producer contributions that are often overlooked 

and undervalued.   

 

Environmental stewardship  
Producers are land stewards, water guardians and essential facilitators who transform land and 

ecosystems into diverse coffee products consumed the world over. These people are land-

owners, land operators, family members to the head(s) of household and hired workers. 

Environmental stewardship is an essential task for producers. From soil preservation to protection 

of biodiversity and forests, producers are on the frontline of caring for the natural environment 

and the ecosystems supporting them. Many producer communities have indigenous knowledge 

that enable sustainable production methods and yet they are rendered invisible as their territories 

and ways of life are threatened and/or they are under-remunerated for their ecosystem services 

and ancestral knowledge.   

 

 
6 See Annex 1 for various analysis and visualizations of value distribution in the coffee sector.   
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Businesses depend directly on producers’ environmental labor. Buyers know that climate impacts 

and ecosystem degradation threatens future supply. Buyers are keenly aware that without 

producers’ physical land and environmental stewardship, coffee trees would not grow, coffee 

cherries would not be picked, and (semi-) processed coffee would not flow across land, air and 

seas to roasters and consumers around the world. Yet coffee prices do not compensate most 

farmers enough to break-even from production or to meet decent standards of living, let alone 

facilitate long term sustainable production. Only in rare cases do producers earn premia for 

improved practices or environmental outcomes, receive payments for ecosystem services, or 

obtain direct investments in their community or production landscapes by buyers. At the same 

time, many buyers use production transformation and carbon capture for CSR claims, to promote 

brand value, and to raise ESG, sustainability and development funding.  

 

Coffee’s primary producer 

 

Nature is the primary producer of coffee. The health of soils and availability of water 

are necessities for coffee production. Biodiversity and sustainable use of inputs 

enrich the soil and protect the climatic conditions required to preserve healthy 

ecosystems. The erosion of soils, elimination of forests and biodiversity, and misuse 

of water all threaten coffee production. As does the undervaluation of producers.  

 

Intergenerational investment 
For many producers, coffee farms, coffee trees and production techniques are intergenerational 

family legacies passed down over generations. Producers invest physical, natural and financial 

capital over generations which take seasons or years to be repaid (if ever). Most small farms are 

shrinking due to inheritance practices, and many operate as subsistence farms rather than as 

businesses. Many production regions do not have the necessary product and service 

infrastructure for adequate choices for affordable, nature-based products and services. Without 

appropriate consultation and information, farmers can waste limited money on inappropriate 

products and get caught in debt cycles. Many producers do not have business skills or 

organizational governance expertise, which limits their ability to actively manage their costs, 

investments and bargaining power vis a vis trade partners. The labor of many household 

members who contribute to the farm directly or indirectly, such as women’s on-farm or domestic 

labor, are entirely unaccounted for. Yet producers continue to invest their labor, capital and other 

resources in production regardless of the limited rewards they receive due to limited alternative 

income or production options, commitment to their heritage, and hope. They do so regardless of 

the long wait between investment and payment (and the various costs borne during that wait), 

without guaranteed markets, and despite a long history of unremunerative prices.  
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Buyers and financiers leverage producers’ position of poverty, indebtedness, intergenerational 

investment in coffee, and limited information and bargaining power to their benefit. Without 

producers’ seasonal, annual and generational investment in coffee production, production 

conditions will (continue to) deteriorate.  Raw or processed materials with specified attributes 

including all production, processing and segregation required for supplying all other actors 

according to their specifications will be under threat. As detailed above, without productive land 

and producers to tend to that land and transform coffee from trees to beans, there would be no 

recipes to develop, no beans to roast and no cups of coffee to consume.  

 

Data generation 
Producers’ personal and production data is indispensable to downstream actors. It underpins 

procurement planning, financial forecasting, inventory management, product standardization, 

logistics, branding, and compliance. Traceability, certifications, single-origin narratives, and 

detailed production attributes all rely on producer-generated data and help companies capture 

consumer premiums. With new regulatory requirements—such as geolocation and land-tenure 

data for EU market access—producer data has become as essential as the coffee itself. Without 

it, companies cannot sell into high-value markets, substantiate sustainability claims, or 

differentiate specialty products.  

 

Data companies are becoming influential actors in coffee by collecting producer-generated data 

and building services around managing its validation, storage, and access. As their platforms 

become central to meeting import compliance requirements, supply chain actors increasingly 

depend pay into and depend on these systems to maintain market access. This growing, largely 

Global North–based sub-sector captures value derived from producer data. 

 

Yet producers rarely benefit from the value their data creates. This is not an argument for 

ensuring farmers consent to their data being collected or stored – although consent and data 

literacy are essential. Rather, this argument exposes how producers’ information is typically 

captured in systems they do not own, control, or meaningfully access, making data extraction a 

parallel form of resource extraction in the coffee industry.  

 

Data dividends 

 

The emerging concept of data dividends—the idea that those who generate data should 

share in the economic value it creates—offers a useful lens here (Keith 2025). In 

practice, data dividends treat data generation as a form of value-creating labor, entitling 

contributors to a portion of the returns generated from its use. This approach is already 

being explored in sectors like digital platforms, health research, and AI training datasets, 

where contributors are beginning to claim rights to compensation or shared governance. 
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Recognizing data as labor reframes producers not as passive data points but as 

contributors whose knowledge, environmental stewardship, and production practices 

fuel downstream profits. Applying a data-dividend mindset in coffee could enable 

producers to leverage their data for benchmarking, bargaining power, and direct 

compensation, shifting data from an unremunerated requirement to a source of 

equitable value. 

 

Brand building 
Countless coffee brands and retailers use photos and images of individuals and groups of 

producers. They tell stories about farmer groups and cooperatives, and even use stories and 

images of unique origin attributes to sell their coffee. Storytelling may be in the form of coffee 

packaging, as café décor, on company websites, integrated into retail service with baristas or 

other café staff, and advertising campaigns. It may be conveyed through images of individual 

producers, groups of producers, coffee trees and cherries, coffee farms and landscapes. Written 

and verbal stories include individual, family and producer group history and heritage; their 

production techniques; and/or regional and national history.   

 

Producers’ personal and production stories and images build brand image and value for roasters 

and retailers as they are used to differentiate brands and product lines and drive consumer 

purchases – regardless of their accuracy or representativeness. Without stories and images of 

production and coffee ecosystems, or of farmers and farmer groups, consumer-facing coffee 

businesses would struggle to market their products. And yet farmers are largely asked for 

consent when their images and stories are documented and may receive some limited 

compensation in exchange for their likeness – without a clear understanding of how images and 

stories form the bedrock of brand-building, value generation and consumer loyalty to brands. 

Thus this is not an argument to pay an individual farmer, cooperative or region for capturing their 

image or telling its story; but to recognize the structural nature of extractive storytelling and to call 

for that value to be structurally shared back with its owners and protagonists. 

 

Across environmental stewardship, intergenerational investment, data generation and brand 

building, it is clear that producers’ value contributions are ignored and/or undervalued in market-

based approaches to pricing and value sharing. This is not an inevitability – it is a choice.  
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III. A slow drip 
 

Robust procurement practices, such as long-term sourcing relationships, transparent traceability, 

tailored farmer services, risk-sharing mechanisms, and – critically – fair farmgate prices, play a 

pivotal role in enabling more fair, effective, and inclusive distribution of economic value and market 

risk exposure.  

 

The coffee sector has broadly identified closing living income gaps among smallholders as a goal for 

the sector and industry; it’s embedded in multiple Multistakeholder Initiatives (MSIs) in coffee, from the 

ICO Taskforces to the Global Coffee Platform to the Sustainable Coffee Challenge and to Swiss 

Sustainable Coffee Platform. Public corporate commitments range across multinationals, from brands 

like Nestle to traders like ofi, to smaller businesses in and beyond the specialty coffee sector.  

 

Many commitments, collaborations and interventions to close living income gaps have thus far mostly 

focused on elements of data collection, analytical methodologies and tools, and also collaborations on 

service delivery. While investing in service delivery for smallholders is an essential way for value and 

risk to be more equitably distributed among value chain actors, these investments prioritize behavior 

change of farmers and increased production volumes and/or quality in a limited project scope. To 

achieve scalable impact, value and risk sharing with smallholders must be embedded in companies’ 

procurement practices rather than locked in sustainability siloes. In other words, we must achieve 

fundamental changes to value chain relationships and their underlying ways of relating.  

 

Over the last year, climate impacts and market uncertainty have driven coffee prices up to historic 

levels. The near-doubling of C-market prices has led to assumptions that producers are not only 

covering their production costs, but may even be reaching or exceeding living income levels. At the 

same time, pressure for EUDR compliance has instigated long overdue engagement between supply 

chain actors from producer to roaster, creating new opportunities for building relationships and 

understanding alongside trade and distanced business transactions.  

 

Yet when price rallies and regulatory changes loom, other effects are triggered. Inflation and migration 

cause increases in costs of production. Increased cost of capital reduces liquidity and threatens trade 

relationships by slowing transactions, payment periods, and increasing defaults. Incentives change for 

different product types and specifications, influencing the willingness of producers to differentiate by 

quality and threatening niche market buyers’ access to specialty coffee. New priorities emerge among 

the remaining grantfunders in the sector.  

 

It is therefore imperative in this moment of sector volatility and real potential for improved farmer value 

reception and income increase, that we unpack how price rallies impact farmer income and what other 

procurement practices are needed to ensure farmers benefit from high prices and improved incomes. 

It is equally imperative that we hear directly from farmers themselves about their experiences, 
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priorities and preferences.  

 

Recent consultations with coffee producers across Latin America, Asia and Africa—conducted 

through field visits, roundtables, conference engagements and virtual meetings—reveal a complex 

and often contradictory picture of how high C-prices and regulatory shifts are affecting producer 

livelihoods. The goal of consultations has been to uncover realities and buyer-relationship 

preferences for the majority of smallholder producers in conventional coffee production and trade, 

but reaching these farmers can be complicated due to their distance from organized supply chains 

and independence from groups like cooperatives and associations. Thus producers across the 

spectrum of conventional, specialty and certified will continue to be included in consultation.  

Below are insights carried forward from producers based on their experience from mid-2024 until 

December 2025. 

Prices & liquidity 
While many producers report that farmgate prices have increased, these gains are frequently offset 

by rising costs and persistent structural barriers. The result is a fragile and uneven improvement in 

income, with many producers still unable to close the living income gap. 

One of the most urgent and under-addressed issues is liquidity. Despite higher prices, producers 

face severe cash flow constraints due to delayed payments from buyers. In many cases, exporters 

and cooperatives receive payment 30 days after green coffee shipment, which can occur at 

minimum 3-9 months after cherries are purchased from farmers. This delay forces cooperatives and 

individual farmers to seek expensive, and at times predatory loans (up to 30% in Latin America) or 

sell to intermediaries offering immediate cash—often at lower prices. Even certified and direct-trade 

producers struggle to realize the full value of high prices without timely access to working capital. 

Notably, producers – even those in direct trade, specialty and/or certified supplier-buyer 

relationships - reported no examples of buyers offering financial support in the form of pre-finance, 

credit extensions, working capital, or shortened payment terms. This absence of buyer-side 

liquidity support is driving defaults and ‘side-selling’ across origins and undermining long-term 

relationships. It also exposes a critical gap in procurement practice: while buyers demand 

traceability, quality, and compliance, they rarely invest in the financial conditions and risk mitigation 

strategies that make these demands feasible. 

Risk exposure 
Producers also bear the brunt of risk exposure across climate, market, currency, and regulatory 

domains. For producers on the frontline of drought, frosts and plant disease; they have no product 

to sell. For those who were able to harvest and sell to EU destination markets, the cost of 

compliance for the EU Deforestation Regulation (EUDR) is particularly burdensome. One 

cooperative reported $500 per farmer in upfront costs and $350 in annual per farmer expenses to 

meet EUDR requirements, with no buyer co-financing or support. For others whose destination 

market is the US, logistics costs and uncertainty have skyrocketed, and supply chain product flows 

are severely disrupted. Some buyers were described as unwilling to adapt to logistical disruptions 

or market volatility, choosing instead to cancel orders or penalize producers.  
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The EUDR has further exposed buyer shortcomings. While producers invest heavily in compliance, 

many buyers avoid co-financing or even discussing support. Some roasters have defaulted on 

contracts or issued penalties due to fear of EUDR enforcement, pushing risk upstream and 

destabilizing supply relationships. This behavior undermines trust and reinforces short-termism in 

the sector. 

Producers face fragmented and shifting buyer systems, unclear expectations, and legal 

uncertainties—especially in contexts with informal land tenure. High compliance costs are 

absorbing essential cashflow required for production and marketing. These challenges are 

compounded by the fact that organized origins like Brazil and Vietnam are better positioned to 

meet compliance demands, further marginalizing less-resourced producers. This regulatory and 

trade uncertainty is contributing to high levels of stress and mental health concerns for producers. 

Reality check 
In sum, while price rallies offer potential for improved income, they also expose deep structural 

weaknesses in the coffee sector. While downstream actors assume this is a windfall time for 

producers, that producers are flush with liquidity and are well positioned to make long-term and at 

times risky investments in production transformation; buyers fail to critically reflect on how their 

own behavior undermines their own long-term goals. Without meaningful changes to procurement 

and finance practices, producers remain vulnerable to volatility and excluded from high-value 

markets. 

Key realities include: 

● Many farmers are benefiting from higher prices, though for many producers rising farmgate prices 

are offset by increased costs (labor, fertilizer, logistics, compliance). 

● Liquidity constraints are severe; buyers at large are failing to pitch in. 

● Producer defaults are increasing due to drawn-out and delayed payments, and lack of working 

capital; while buyer defaults are increasing as well.   

● Costs of EUDR compliance and US tariff disruptions are high and support from buyers is minimal 

to non-existent. 

● Risk exposure remains concentrated at the producer level, with little mitigation from downstream 

actors. 

Questions remain:  

1. What are the effects of C-price increases on farmgate prices? How and why do these effects vary 

across regions? Across producer profiles, ie varying farm sizes, production styles, gender?  

2. What are the effects of price highs on smallholder producers’ income?  

● What impact does it have on the living income gap?  

● How does that vary per country or region?  

● How does that vary across different farmer segments, ie land sizes, production efficiencies, 

gender?  

● Which cost fluctuations - of production, compliance, disruptions and uncertainty - are 
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observed, if any, and how does that effect SHF income?  

3. What changes are occurring among farm workers?  

• Have changes been observed to living wage benchmarks?  

• In regions reporting increased costs of labor, what are the implications for workers’ wages and 

closing living wage gaps?  

• Have working conditions been affected? If so, which conditions and how have they changed?  

4. What other elements of producers’ relationship to or experience with buyers has changed as the 

price has risen?  

● And/or as EUDR enforcement draws nearer and uncertainty remains? 

● And/or as US tariff threats and enforcement fluctuates?   
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IV.      Responsible procurement  
 

Buyers, regardless of their place in the chain or the onward market they serve, should act 

responsibly towards their suppliers. The coffee sector is now developing principles and practices 

for what ‘responsible’, ‘ethical’, and/or ‘sustainable’ procurement entails. Many of these efforts are 

linked to living income commitments and multistakeholder initiatives, as previously described.  

To meaningfully contribute to sector dialogue on the subject, and to ensure producers’ needs and 

realities are adequately reflected in procurement-related developments, VOCAL Coffee Alliance 

consulted directly with producers. Producer diversity is vast: from levels of independence to 

formal organizations, to supply chain structures and lengths, to the diversity of trade relationships 

an individual or group has to manage, to the variety of differentiated raw, semi- and processed 

products they produce and sell. Each and all of these factors impacts how a producer views their 

buyer.  

As part of the consultation process, all producers were asked about what they perceive as a “good 

buyer.”  Many producers – independent and organized – had concrete and constructive examples 

and requests7. Diagram 1 below illustrates a diverse range of buyers any single producer may 

engage with. Given the diversity and complexity of producer-buyer relationships, insights shared 

from these consultations are most relevant for professional importers, exporters and domestic 

processors; and secondly, to producer groups and cooperatives; as these groups buy directly 

from producers. Insights from producer consultations should be applied to downstream buyer-

supplier procurement relationships, where all agreements between supply chain partners have a 

responsibility to ensure producers’ direct buyers engage and transact with them responsibly.  

 

 
7 All consultations will remain anonymous as there is a feeling among some producers of market and 

relationship risk should some individuals or groups be exposed.  

Diagram 1: Range of direct buyers from producers consulted as part of this process. Each arrow 

originates with a producer (individual or group) and leads to buyer. The arrows and buyers highlighted in 

grew under ‘insights’ indicate the producer-buyer relationships reported on during consultations. This 

diagram is not intended to depict the full range of possible product or relationship flows.  
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When silence is deafening 

 

Many producers—especially independent farmers in conventional and robusta 

supply chains—operate within structurally subordinated market relations shaped by 

long-standing patterns of external control.  Generations of colonial and 

development-sector practice have reinforced a dynamic in which farmers are 

positioned more as aid beneficiaries than as informed economic actors, leaving 

many to feel grateful for whatever support or price they receive rather than able to 

assert clear demands as equal partners in trade. These producers’ experiences and 

preferences are important, albeit low on their level of ambition and expectation of 

trade partners. Insights from this group are embedded alongside more ambitious 

producers as this document reflects diversity and not uniformity of positions. That 

said, this segment’s limited contributions about what makes a ‘good buyer’ 

illuminates structural power asymmetry and producers’ humility and rationality more 

than what is responsible, sustainable or just. 

 

Direct relationships 
Across all consultations, producers emphasized that good procurement begins with relationships—

not transactions. Trust, respect, and communication are foundational.  

Producers consistently stated that they would prefer not discuss price or contracts until relational 

integrity was established. Buyers who visit origins; understand production, community and living 

condition realities; and engage with producers beyond samples and product specifications are 

seen as partners, not just customers.  

Direct trade and shorter supply chains are preferred, as they offer greater transparency and dignity. 

Producers value buyers who commit to multi-season relationships, share market and regulatory 

information, and enable shared ownership of products, services and business operations like data 

management, coffee processing and exporting. Transparency is also key: producers want full 

disclosure of downstream buyers, pricing and margin structures, and contract terms. 

Value sharing 
Price and value-sharing matter. Although prices are reportedly decent now, producers across the 

board are aware that prices will also fall and that they need consistent recognition of the value they 

contribute to coffee production, trade and to consumers. From environmental stewardship to labor 

and financial investments, to deep cultural and long intergenerational traditions related to 

production – producers are well anchored in what they, their families and communities provide 

season after season and that prices historically insufficiently remunerate them.  

Prices, and the realization of value contributions, were referenced in multiple forms. First is the 

setting of farmgate price, often below cost of production due to ‘Brazil,’ ‘New York,’ ‘C-market,’ 
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and/or ‘supply and demand’. Second are the sales of quality and certified products without 

reaching full value of those product lines due to low demand and buyers trying to negotiate out of 

established minimum prices for differentiated coffees. Third were related to payment timing, with 

recognition of a vast number of challenges related to cashflow that could be solved through 

different types of payment terms: shorter payments, pre-payments, pre-financing, or at minimum 

buyers sharing connections to affordable lenders. Fourth, certain producers advocated for more 

inclusive hedging outcomes, enabling them to benefit when contracted prices rise or when trade 

partners profit from commodity exchange activity.  

Ultimately producers want buyers to consistently recognize their investment in coffee and in the 

environment and their community by paying remunerative prices. They want consistent recognition 

of the output of their investments, which means selling all their production at the appropriate price 

based on its differentiated qualities. And to share upsides in trading transactions that they have 

historically been excluded from.  

Beyond price, producers appreciate buyers who invest in community-defined projects, co-finance 

infrastructure, and purchase a full range of quality grades—not just top-tier lots or a small 

proportion of certified coffee. They appreciate buyers who visit their farms and ‘walk alongside 

them’ as they determine what they - as producers and communities – need, desire and prioritize for 

investment.  

Risk sharing 
Risk-sharing mechanisms such as hedging, insurance, and cost-sharing for compliance and 

production services are requested. A range of different methods emerges for risk-sharing: 

sometimes framed as buyers offsetting costs of insurance, other times in the form of buyers sharing 

clear compliance information and data standardization, or buyers directly offsetting compliance 

costs. Contract clauses related to benefit-sharing during price fluctuations and hedging activities 

also came up.  

Some producers see these aspects as essential. To others, risk-sharing seems so far outside the 

range of what they experienced from buyers that it is unfathomable. 

Procurement – or performance 
With the above consultation insights, we hear producers communicating clear and relevant 

expectations of their buyers. If industry takes their primary and secondary suppliers seriously, that 

is, if they feel they have a vested interest in enabling the long-term success and regeneration of 

coffee production and trade, then procurement approaches must evolve from extractive 

transactions to purpose-driven partnerships that recognize and reward producer contributions, 

share risk, and invest in long-term resilience.  

Below is a shortlist of emerging characteristics that producers desire from their buyers:  

● Be transparent and relationship-driven: Build relationships and trust through regular origin visits 

and regular, transparent communication.  Commit to long-term relationships and multi-season 

planning. Proactively and regularly share market, regulatory, sourcing and destination information. 

Purchase full quality ranges to ensure complete crop utilization. 
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● Recognize producers’ value contribution: Pay prices that reflect quality, uniqueness, effort, 

compliance investment, environmental stewardship, hazardous conditions and other production 

realities and hazards. Support producers’ liquidity through faster payments, credit, or guarantees. 

● Invest in producer groups and communities: Co-invest in infrastructure, services, and community-

defined projects. Support data independence. 

● Share risk: A range of mechanisms and flexible procurement terms can be used to support 

producers’ risk mitigation. Cover costs for tools that offset known risks like insurance products. 

Eliminate or help to offset costs of compliance, conversion, and climate change mitigation and 

adaptation.  

Critically, many buyers continue to fall short of these expectations. As one producer put it, 

“Everyone wants nature-based coffee, but no one wants to pay for it.” Without structural changes 

to procurement and finance, sustainability will remain performative—and producers will continue to 

bear the cost. 

Questions remain 
 

• What practical examples are available to showcase responsible procurement practices vis a 

vis producers? Are there existing contract clauses, sample terms or MOUs that showcase 

best practices that can serve as an example for others? What tools are available, and what 

limitations exist, to evolve pricing away from market-based pricing and into other forms of 

pricing and value-sharing?  

• What, if any, differences are there between domestic and export-oriented buyers and 

producers’ expectations of them? What causes these different expectations?  

• What successful strategies have been employed by coffee producers – especially those in 

conventional, robusta and/or non-certified supply chains – that create leverage for the 

producer or producer group vis a vis buyers? What role do ownership structures, data 

management, vertical integration and/or branding play in creating that leverage.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
19 

 

V. Conclusion 
 

The coffee sector must move beyond fragmented sustainability projects toward responsible 

procurement and investment that recognizes producers as essential economic partners whose 

labor, knowledge, data, and environmental stewardship underpin the entire industry. Procurement 

decisions based on undervaluing trade partners’ contributions creates preventable business risks: 

when farmers cannot earn a viable income, they may exit coffee or reduce essential practices, 

threatening supply, quality, and resilience. Embedding fair value sharing, risk mitigation, and 

genuine partnership into core purchasing decisions is therefore not only a moral imperative but a 

strategic necessity for long-term sector stability.  

 

Consultations summarized in this paper reveal both the opportunities created by high prices, as 

well as the role of downstream buyers’ procurement decisions in preventing most producers—

especially smallholders—from benefiting fully even when market opportunities arise. These 

consultations also reveal that much more information and experience must surface.  

 

This remains a living document, one that will continue to evolve as consultations with producers 

deepen and new evidence emerges. Moving forward, collaboration is essential—not only to 

expand and facilitate producer engagement, but also to generate and analyze the data needed to 

understand how prices, procurement practices, and risk-sharing arrangements shape income and 

livelihoods. Above all, producer perspectives must be meaningfully integrated into the 

procurement frameworks now being developed across the sector, ensuring that the systems 

designed by buyers genuinely reflect the priorities, realities, and expertise of the people who 

make coffee possible. 

 

 

Are you a producer, producer group, civil society organization or another 

stakeholder active in the coffee sector who would like to collaborate with 

VOCAL Coffee Alliance on responsible procurement – reach out!  

 

We are seeking collaborators for expanding producer consultations, gathering 

and analyzing aggregated income and price data, identifying practical 

examples of best practices for responsible procurement, and more. If you or 

your organization would like to support such collaboration, consultation and 

analysis, or if you can send specific answers to the questions we posed in the 

chapters above, we would love to hear from you.  
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Annex 1: Visualizations of value distribution 
Below is a shortlist of data visualizations made from studies about coffee sector value distribution. 

Each study takes a unique approach to calculating, assessing, analyzing and visualizing value 

distribution with data and images. Each study takes into account different destination markets and 

origins – it is recommended to review each study independently to understand its methodology, 

context and related insights which are not summarized here.   

 

Figures 1 & 2: From Grounds for Sharing Report 2024 for German Coffee Market and multiple 

roasted coffee product formats.  
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Figure 3. From Weinhold and Roberts (2025) analysis of specialty coffee industry’s value 

distribution based on FOB price fluctuations compared to retail prices. 

 

      

 

Figures 4, 5 and 6. From the Specialty Coffee Association’s 2024 research on value distribution 

in the sector based on perceptions of stakeholders. The first two figures showcase producer 

perspectives.  

 

 

Figure 7. A table of the share of value capture versus the share of the population of each major 

supply chain actor from the SCA’s survey on attitudes in specialty coffee towards value 

distribution.  
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Figure 8 is from Chartr and Visual Capitalist, which developed an infographic of the value 

distribution of a cup of coffee in the UK based on data and analysis from the Financial Times, ITC 

and Allegra Strategies from 2019.  
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Colophon 
This consultation paper results from discussions with producers in 2025 across Asia, Africa 

and Latin America. Discussions with producers occurred on their farms, at processing facilities 

and producer group offices, at trade-show booths and during conferences in Europe, Asia and 

Latin America. In addition, the first draft of these consultations results from several rounds of 

consultation with the VOCAL Coffee Alliance members.  

 

Text: Ashlee Tuttleman, VOCAL Coffee Alliance 

 

Citation: Tuttleman, A (2025). Percolating Responsible Procurement: Coffee producer 

perspectives. A living document for further consultation and collaboration. VOCAL Coffee 

Alliance.  

 

Published by the VOCAL Coffee Alliance, administered by the VOICE Network 

 

VOCAL Coffee Alliance consists of: Coffee Watch, Fern, INKOTA netzwerk, Oxfam Belgium, 

Public Eye, Rikolto, WWF Switzerland, and Fairfood. 

 

Contact: Requests for information can be addressed to: ashlee@vocalnetwork.org 

 

Copyright: We encourage the use of this data in other publications, provided proper 

references are given. Published under Creative Commons License AttributionShareAlike 4.0 
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