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Abstract

In debates around environmental sustainability and global poverty, excessive forms of
consumption in the Global North have been identified as the cause of many social and
ecological issues (Clarke et al., 2007). One of the responses has been the call for another form
of consumption in which a reflexive consumer is expected to opt for the more ethical
alternative: ethical consumption. Ethical consumption is based on the idea that shopping for
commodities with more just, humane, or environmentally friendly characteristics will cause
progressive social change (Carrier, 2010; Boström and Klintman, 2019; Wheeler, 2012;
Gunderson, 2014). Instead of consuming less, consumers are urged to consume differently:
by considering their duty and values as citizens when they make transactions in the market.
The message is simple: if you just choose the right products, you can positively impact people
and the planet.
In the city of Utrecht, The Netherlands, one of the products which reflects this sentiment is
coffee. Even though sales of ethical coffee are booming, there is no clear idea of what this
actually entails. There is not one universal interpretation of ethical coffee, and people have
different motivations to engage in ethical coffee consumption. By applying a practice
approach, this thesis aims to clarify how consumers of ethical coffee in Utrecht understand
and give meaning to their consumption practices as ethical. I will make use of the three
element framework of practices, as introduced by Shove et al. (2012). In this framework, a
practice is divided into three interconnected elements: materials, meanings, and
competences. By analysing the materials, meanings and competences that are part of ethical
consumption practices, I will argue that consumption of ethical coffee is involved in
dynamics of routine and reflection, empowerment and subjugation, and trust and
interpretation.
Keywords: Ethical consumption; Coffee; Ethical food labels; Citizen-consumer; Practice
theories; Alternative food networks; Consumer studies; The Netherlands.
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1 Introduction
“Meet Leap Coffee – literally the easiest way to help solve Ethiopia’s healthcare crisis
while you drink ridiculously good coffee! (…) Be part of this quest and feel like a hero
by subscribing to Leap Coffee’s monthly delivery service!”
“Choose your coffee consciously, because why wouldn’t you want to make an impact
while sipping your daily caffeine boost?”

These are some of the messages shared on the social media outlets of Moyee, a Dutch coffee
brand that offers monthly subscriptions for high-quality coffee, directly delivered to
consumers’ homes. The focus of this coffee brand is not only on producing a tasty coffee, but
also on making an ‘impact’. Like Moyee, there are many other coffee brands and cafés with a
similar message: that you, as a consumer, can help solve both social and environmental
crises. And furthermore, that you can do this by merely choosing the right cup of coffee. The
overwhelming popularity of these products suggests that coffee consumers are supporting
this message, and aim to address ethical issues through their individual consumption choices.
In practice, as I will argue, this is much more complicated and involved in dynamics of
routine and reflection, empowerment and subjugation, and trust and interpretation.
The idea that consumers can (and even should) address all sorts of issues through the
products they buy, is increasingly accepted in the Global North (Boström and Klintman,
2019; Carrier, 2010; Gunderson, 2014; Wheeler, 2012). In debates around environmental
and social sustainability, excessive forms of consumption in the Global North have been
identified as the cause of many social and ecological problems (Clarke et al., 2007). The
consistent demand for cheap products has facilitated issues such as child labour, exploitative
labour conditions, deforestation, and contamination of the environment. One of the ways by
which these inequalities in the market system are being addressed, is through promoting
another form of consumption. A form in which consumers are expected to reflect on the
impact of the choices they make on a daily basis, such as the food they buy in the
supermarket or the place where they get their coffee. And consequently choose the more
‘ethical’ alternative. This form of consumption is conceptualized as ‘ethical consumption’.
There is not one, clear definition of ethical consumption in existing literature, yet it
commonly involves a conscious choice, based on the idea that shopping for commodities with
more just, humane, or environmentally friendly characteristics will cause progressive social
change (Carrier, 2010; Boström and Klintman, 2019; Wheeler, 2012; Gunderson, 2014).
These characteristics can be based on the way a product is produced or marketized, on the
application of a product, and on the way it can be recycled or reused. Additionally, ethical
consumption implies a subjective appraisal of different commodities, in which a consumer
decides what is ethical. This is based on an individual’s values, and is often defined in relative
terms: some goods and services are more ethical than others (Boström and Klintman, 2019).
It is important to stress that ethicality is indeed a subjective judgement, a narrative, and
should be approached accordingly. However, in a research it does require some delineation.
As applied to consumption, ethicality can be understood as a fair approach towards the
people and the environment involved. The social and environmental aspects are often
1

interrelated, since people’s livelihoods are dependent on the environment and vice versa.
Ethicality includes the whole process through which a product comes to be produced,
consumed and disposed after consumption. Ethical consumption is related to sustainability,
in the sense that it is only fair to consume in such a way that the ability of future generations
to do the same is not compromised1. Consumers often understand ethical consumption as
sustainable consumption, yet the two cannot be used interchangeably. Ethicality remains
subjective, and when a product is deemed ethical, it does not necessarily mean that it is
sustainable.
In this thesis, I approach ethical consumption as both a practice performed by consumers,
and a concept referring to the discourse that ethical consumption practices can lead to a more
fair market system. I will refer to coffee, a café, or a store as ethical when there are claims
made about the social and/or environmental impact of the product or service. This does not
necessarily mean that I, as a researcher, find it ethical, or that it meets certain standards that
can be found ethical. It merely means that the product is marketized as an ethical product, or
that it is deemed ethical by people involved in the production or consumption of the product.
This can be through a visible ethical label on the product, or through other markers and
associations.
Coffee forms one of the biggest market shares of ethical products (Ingenbleek and Reinders,
2013). The fact that these ethical claims around coffee are so common is not surprising.
Coffee consumption has a high symbolic value (Raynolds, 2002; Tucker, 2011). The act of
drinking coffee goes beyond the mere nutritional qualities of the product. It is not just about
the pleasant taste or the fact that we need to drink to stay alive. Coffee is embedded in social
and symbolic meanings (Tucker, 2011). A cup of coffee can signify a break from all the hassle
during a day’s work, or an indispensable medium to get you through your day. It can also be a
social endeavour, when having a cup of coffee with friends in the newly opened café or
discussing your weekend plans with colleagues next to the coffee machine. Furthermore,
preparing certain kinds of coffee requires specific knowledge on the quality and origin of
beans, different steps in the process and the etiquettes that come with it. The act of preparing
coffee can thus be understood as a social practice, a ritual even. In this sense, consuming
coffee becomes a life-style and acquiring and sharing the necessary expertise can be a way to
express your affiliation with a certain social group.
Besides these social aspects, the popularity of coffee is highly influenced by one of its main
components: caffeine. After water (and milk in some places in the world), caffeinated drinks
are consumed most (Tucker, 2011). Caffeine is what makes coffee energizing, stimulating,
and indeed addictive. This is part of why we like to drink it, yet also forms the ground of
debates about its physical and mental health effects (Tucker, 2011). Too much coffee is often
seen as harmful, and people usually do not drink coffee after certain hours because it refrains
them from sleep. For many people, the enjoyment of coffee thus has its limits.
Coffee consumption in The Netherlands has seen a recent trend in a demand for higher
quality coffee (Kuepper and Kusumaningtyas, 2020). In their empirical studies of the coffee
scene in Glasgow, Amsterdam and Tehran, Shaker Ardekani and Rath (2019; 2020) explore
As based on the definition of sustainable development by the United Nations Brundtland
Commission in 1987. In this definition, development is sustainable when “it meets the needs of the
present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (Brundtland,
1987).
1

2

the proliferation of specialty coffee bars and their customers. The specialty coffee bars
differentiate from other cafés because of the high quality and ethicality of their coffee. The
authors define the visitors of these cafés as the ‘new urban middle class’, who are
characterised by their high educational background and their reflective consumption
practices. Shaker Ardekani and Rath (2020) argue that it is through these consumption
practices that the new urban middle class perform their social position. By consciously
buying certain products and visiting certain cafés, this group aims to distance itself from the
negative images of the mass-consumer. The symbolic value of specific products, tastes and
lifestyles becomes a marker of identity through which group boundaries are reified and social
networks are formed (Tucker, 2011). This illustrates how consumption choices are not
straightforward and are based not only on the intrinsic values of a product, but also on the
social and ethical values people attach to it. In this thesis, I will thus approach ethical
consumption of coffee as an active sociocultural process, as a way for people to engage with
the world.

1.1 Research location
The site of my research is the city of Utrecht, the Netherlands. Utrecht is home to an
increasing number of cafés that base their business around ethical coffee 2, which makes it a
relevant location for my research. Utrecht is a historical city, located in the middle of The
Netherlands. It is characterized by the canals that run through the city centre and the many
terraces and cafés that are located alongside them. Especially in the weekends and on sunny
days, these places are full of life. With one of the biggest universities of the country, the
population of Utrecht has a relatively high percentage of students and young professionals
(Samenstelling naar groepen, 2021). This adds to the vibrancy of the city and the continuous
growth of trendy new bars and cafés: the number of hospitality businesses have risen from
775 in 2012 to 1,069 in 2020 (Thies, 2020). The cafés in the city are a popular spot for a wide
range of people to study, work or meet up with friends. They are thus important social hubs
within the city. However, because of the COVID-19 pandemic, restaurants, cafés and most
stores have been closed for the majority of 2020 and 2021. Restaurants and cafés have been
allowed to offer take-away options, yet there has been a clear change in the movements of
people in the city. As I will illustrate in this thesis, this has altered Utrecht’s ethical coffee
landscape and the way consumers relate to this.

1.2 Research aim, relevance and question
Campaigns with calls to action for consumers to make the ‘right’ shopping choices in order to
make a difference to social and environmental causes, such as the ones at the beginning of
this introduction, are becoming more and more common. Labelling initiatives proliferate, as
do ethical alternatives in supermarkets, stores, and cafés (Adams and Raisborough, 2010;
Wheeler, 2012; Shaker Ardekani and Rath, 2020; Kuepper and Kusumaningtyas, 2020;
Boström and Klintman, 2019). However, in academic literature, the meaning and impact of
ethical consumption is highly debated. In their study on sustainable consumption, Boström
and Klintman (2019), for example, point out that it is close to an oxymoron. Especially for
commodities that carry such heavy social and environmental problems such as coffee, the
2

Based on the researcher’s and participants’ experiences of living in Utrecht.
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most ethical form of consumption might be to not consume it at all. As some authors argue,
promoting ethical consumption might therefore prove to be counterproductive in achieving
more sustainable and just food systems (Goodman, 2010; Gunderson, 2014). Additionally,
conceptualizing consuming as a way of addressing problems, causes a shift in responsibility
for ecological and social well-being from the government to individual consumers (Evans and
Miele, 2017; Wheeler, 2012). This would mean that an individual’s ability to engage in
political action depends on their access to the market (Evans and Miele, 2017).
In a time when consumers in the Global North are further removed from processes of
production – both geographically and socially – the ethical choices consumers make are
further complicated (Clarke et al., 2007; Evans and Miele, 2017; Goodman, 2010;
Gunderson, 2014; Raynolds, 2002). Without first-hand information on the circumstances of
production, consumers rely on secondary sources, such as ethical food labels and claims on
products, to help them in their choices. This is especially the case with coffee, a crop which
cannot be cultivated in the Global North. Coffee was also the first product to become
Fairtrade certified (Ingenbleek and Reinders, 2013). Through ethical labels and claims,
standards are set on the circumstances of production and trade. Moreover, they function as a
way of showing consumers which products do and do not adhere to this, thereby aiming to
bridge the gap between production and consumption. However, the ability of these labels and
claims to do so is criticized by several scholars. Gunderson (2014), for example, explains how
labels can never be an objective representation of the production process. Labels emerge
from and reflect a particular set of socio-political values and only paint a partial picture of
reality. When taking this into account, ethical labels will not reach their goal of shedding light
upon the production process, they will just add an extra layer to obscure the social complexity
that is part of it (Goodman, 2010; Gunderson, 2014; Guthman, 2009). Besides this,
consumers do not necessarily interpret and use the information on products as intended,
further complicating the role of labels and claims (Eden, 2011; Evans and Miele, 2017).
There is a wide range of literature from different disciplines focussing on the meanings and
workings of ethical consumption, yet less emphasis is put on ethical consumers themselves.
As stated before, ethical products are becoming more and more popular amongst consumers,
yet there is no clear understanding of what this means. There is a lack of empirical data
focussing on the everyday practices of ethical consumption, and the meanings and values
consumers attach to this. This thesis responds to this knowledge gap by providing an emic
perspective of ethical consumption. By answering the following research question, I will
explore practices of ethical coffee consumption in Utrecht, from the perspective of
consumers: How do consumers of ethical coffee in Utrecht understand and give meaning to
their consumption practices as ethical?
In doing so, this research contributes to a better understanding of the context in which
ethical products proliferate and what this means for the role of consumers in addressing
social and environmental problems. Due to the explorative nature of the research question, it
will not lead to concrete solutions to these problems. Yet, exploring the perspective of
consumers is highly relevant to policy-makers focussing on sustainable food systems, as these
systems are based on the perceptions and imaginations of consumers, and thus emerge from
below (Goodman et al., 2012). Furthermore, the research can provide a base for potential
areas for scientific research focussing on the role of ethical consumption in the transition
towards more sustainable food systems.

4

2 Theoretical framework

The identification of consumption as a growing and persistent threat to the health of our
planet, has led to a range of research on sustainable production and consumption. This
includes work on food citizenship (Wilkins, 2005; Carolan, 2017), alternative food networks
(Goodman et al., 2012), the connection between food and place (Eriksen, 2012), and fair
trade movements (Touri, 2020; Naylor, 2014; Goodman, 2004; Goodman, 2010). Within
these theories, ethical consumption can be seen as an umbrella term, referring to all
alternative forms of consumption which are considered to be more sustainable and just. Yet,
ethical consumption is usually used to describe a less revolutionary vision, operating within
neo-liberal structures instead of against. Much of the above theories focus on the potential of
more localized and personal consumption and production practices, such as communitysupported agriculture (CSA) and farmer’s markets. While ethical consumption can still
involve global food chains and supermarkets.
In this theoretical framework, I aim to review existing literature on ethical consumption and
propose practice theories as the lens through which I will approach ethical consumption of
coffee in Utrecht. Firstly, I will explore ethical consumption and the academic debates around
the concept. Then I will go into food labels as a reflection of ethicality of a product. I will end
by explaining the emergence of practice theories and how they are used in analysing ethical
consumption.

2.1 Ethical consumption
Ethical consumption is based around the premise that individuals express their personal
concerns and values through the products they buy, which has become increasingly prevalent
in contemporary society in the Global North (Wheeler, 2012). Everyday purchases are
inserted with moralized meanings, and consumers are presented with choices that can
seemingly directly impact inequal market structures. If you are concerned for small-scale
businesses to lose ground to global corporations, you may choose to buy vegetables at your
local farmer instead of the supermarket. If you do not agree with the working conditions in
sweatshops, you may stop buying cheap clothes and opt for sustainable alternatives. As a
consumer, you now have the opportunity to choose the products you want to buy not only
according to taste or looks, but also according to the product’s ethicality.
Raynolds (2002) has identified this extended choice as an important opportunity for
consumers to identify themselves as socially and environmentally conscious individuals. Yet,
this opportunity also comes with a sense of duty for the consumer: they are empowered to
take responsibility for their communities and the environment (Lockie, 2009). This reframes
the role of the consumer in relation to the state and the market. In this line, some authors
have conceptualized the contemporary consumer in the Global North as a citizen-consumer
hybrid, in which an individual is expected to use their status as consumer to express their
civic engagement (e.g. Wheeler, 2012; Spaargaren and Mol, 2008; Goodman, 2010).
This integration of citizenship and consumption goes against the way states, markets and
citizens have traditionally been interpreted. As Spaargaren and Mol (2008, p. 354) explain,
“the citizen (role) was designed to be educated and to participate in debates and decision
making on public affairs, while the consumer (role) was to be unchained from ethical and
political considerations in order to optimise private ends”. Yet, due to the changing character
5

of modernity under conditions of globalization, the distinction between consumers and
citizens has become blurred. Spaargaren and Mol (2008) specifically mention the
denationalisation and cosmopolitanisation of citizenship rights and responsibilities on the
one hand, and the increasing involvement of market actors in the production of public goods
and services on the other, to contribute to this development.
Through the merging of the roles of citizens and consumers, individual acts of consumption
are conceptualized as expressions of citizenship that can entice political, social and
environmental change. Individual consumption choices thus become accentuated, and
consumers are the ones to determine the fate of ethical initiatives. Some authors thus
conceptualize and appraise citizen-consumers as powerful actors (e.g. Spaargaren and Mol,
2008). However, there is another influential school of thought which reflects a more critical
sentiment towards the integration of the citizen and the consumer. As Goodman (2010)
argues, placing citizenship within a context of neo-liberal competition and market values,
means that part of our power as citizens is going to the market. Furthermore, consumption
itself becomes politicized, meaning that the responsibility for socio-environmental
governance is laid in the hands of consumers. This allows political entities, such as the state,
to disengage from their responsibilities (Gunderson, 2014). From this perspective, this new
role thus not entail empowerment, but subjection. As Gunderson (2014) argues, there are
many ideological tensions and contradictions when combining self-interest with social
responsibility. When aiming to understand ethical consumption from the perspective of
consumers, it is important to take both these perspectives into account.

2.1.1 Labels as markers of ethicality

While globalization processes have led to a broadening of citizenship beyond the traditional
state relation, the globalization of food systems and product-chains have also made it difficult
for consumers to decide whether a product is ethical (Tucker, 2011). In urban areas in the
Global North, very few consumers buy their produce directly from producers. Many products
are imported from the other side of the world through complex food systems, and consumers
are generally not directly involved in the process by which these products end up in their
local stores. The consumer is increasingly detached from the production process, both
physically and mentally (Evans and Miele, 2017; Carrier, 2010; Touri, 2020; Gunderson,
2014; Goodman, 2010). This depersonalised relationship between consumption and
production means that consumers need other forms of reassurance, which is the context in
which ethical food labels, such as Fairtrade or Organic have emerged.
The purpose of ethical food labels is to inform consumers about the social and ecological
impact of production (Guthman, 2007). By bridging the knowledge gap surrounding the
production process, these labels aim to persuade consumers to make an ethical decision
(Touri, 2020). With recognizable stamps or quotes, they form a quick and easy way for
consumers to know that the product they buy is ethically responsible. However, the ability of
food labels to reach their goal is highly criticized within scientific literature. The argument
that is most widely shared, is the fact that ethical labels are never neutral or objective
mediums for rendering a product ethical, despite what their straightforward appearance on
products might suggest (Evans & Miele, 2017; Goodman, 2004; Raynolds, 2002; Eden, 2011;
Guthman, 2007; Touri, 2020). In his article on fair trade consumption, Goodman (2004)
explains how fair trade labelling schemes employ images and stories of farmers on the other
side of the world, as a way of marketizing their products. This helps to personalize the
connection between the consumer and the producer, persuading consumers to opt for the
6

ethical alternative. Goodman (2004) argues that this strategy often materializes in iconized
images of the Other, which are embedded in fetishized meanings around which Western
consumers can achieve solidarity. In this sense, ethical labels merely provide a different
imagination of the production process, instead of unveiling it to consumers. Like Boström
and Klintman (2019) indicate, labels are also always defined in relative terms. They are not
ethical in absolute terms, but just more ethical in relation to the other options. Additionally,
as argued by Evans and Miele (2017), ethical labels do not necessarily represent what matters
are most pressing in the food sector. Rather, they are constructed from a mixture of what are
important issues in the product chain, what works within the marketplace and what might
appeal to consumers. This is illustrated by the fact that some products are more popular than
others in certification schemes and that some ethical issues are left unlabelled.
These tactics involved in labelling schemes illustrate the ambiguous role of ethical
consumption networks, operation both in and against the market (Raynolds, 2002;
Goodman, 2004). Ethical labels are seamlessly adapted to the world of supermarkets, big
corporations and consumption as a central part of human existence. Ethically labelled coffee,
for example, is now widely represented in supermarket aisles and even big coffee franchises,
such as Starbucks, advertise sustainability and ethical sourcing (Responsibility, n.d.). This
shows how ethical alternatives have become more popular over the last years, which means
that more money is going towards innovation and equality within food chains. However, as
Goodman (2010) argues, the mainstreaming of ethical alternatives also raises concerns.
Redirecting the choice towards more ethical products, legitimizes consumption and the
negative impacts that come with it. The very existence of labels becomes intrinsic to what
they aim to critique.
Within the context of ethical food, there is a vast amount of labelling schemes aiming to
inform consumers and guide their decision. These schemes differ in a variety of factors. They
can for example be led by different actors, such as NGOs, (inter)national governments or
private organizations. Some labels strive to be objective in their regulation, by using
independent organizations to check their effectiveness, while others are self-regulated (Eden,
2011). Also, the interests and concerns of labels differ. Some might focus on environmental
standards, while others stress the social well-being of the people involved in production. The
focus of labelling schemes also influences which stakeholder in the product chain ends up
bearing the responsibility of the required adjustments.
Organic certifications, for example, focus on regulating practices in the production process.
Farmers have to change their agricultural practices in order to decrease their negative impact
on the environment. The price premiums for organic products are quite high, yet the process
to get certificated is often lengthy and requires significant investments from the farmers
(Bacon, 2005). In the case of coffee, production is almost exclusively done by small-scale
farmers in developing countries, which means that it is difficult for them to invest in organic
certification (Valkila, 2009). There are numerous organic labels3 and even though they are
based on the same ideals, they have significantly different visions on which standards are
deemed important and who has the authority to set them (Evans & Miele, 2017).
In the empirical chapters of this thesis, I refer to organic coffee when it is labelled with the EU
Organic certification. This is the accepted organic certification in the EU, and the only organic label I
came across during my fieldwork. See Appendix 1 for an overview of the different labels I encountered,
including a short description of their aim and scope.
3
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The Fairtrade label, on the other hand, puts standards on the trade process. This global
certification model requires buyers to pay a fair minimum price, plus a premium which
farmers can use for social development and innovation in their agricultural process (Smith,
2013). They stimulate farmers to invest in ecologically responsible methods, which means
that in practice, many Fairtrade farmers also possess an organic certificate (Valkila, 2009).
There are thus some overlaps between different certification models, yet Fairtrade initiatives
do not only focus on changing conditions of production. They also aim to transform trade
relations and the connections between producers and consumers (Raynolds, 2002).
Labelling schemes and which values do or do not resonate with consumers are highly country
specific (Evans & Miele, 2017). The Netherlands has a ‘supermarket model’, where labelled
products are very common in supermarkets. In Scandinavian countries, in contrary,
consumers believe that the government sufficiently addresses issues in production and
market systems. Accordingly, labelling schemes there are more focussed on lobbying and
trying to change policies (Evans & Miele, 2017).
The high variety of interests and focus in labelling schemes makes it difficult for consumers
to know what a label means and to trust them as a legitimate source of information. Eden
(2011) illustrates this with the example of a survey of people who bought organic foods. This
survey reported that people were motivated to buy organic food because of health (45
percent), taste (42 percent) and environmental effects (40 percent). However, organic
certifications do not put standards on product qualities or consequences for human health,
only on environmental consequences and animal welfare. This shows how consumers are not
passive recipients of product knowledge provided by labels. They can reinterpret, validate,
accept, resist or ignore the information they receive. Besides the problem of representation,
interpretation thus also becomes problematic within ethical labels on products.

2.1.2 Approaching ethical consumption
As citizen-consumers, consumers are recognized as important actors in the transition
towards more sustainable consumption and production practices. However, ethical
consumption as a sustainable development is much debated in academic literature. In his
article on the governance of sustainable consumption, Spaargaren (2011) has summarized the
debate on the role of ethical consumption in social change in two dominant paradigms: the
individualist and the structural paradigm.
The individualist paradigm used to be (and still is in many instances) the main approach used
by governments and market actors to influence consumption behaviour (Gram-Hanssen,
2020). This is largely based on psychological and economical research, arguing that values
and attitudes drive behaviour (Spaargaren, 2011). Social change thus depends on influencing
these values and attitudes, by educating individual consumers. By telling individuals how to
live a sustainable live, they would respond by actually implementing this information into
their lives. Ethical food labels are an illustration of this discourse, guiding consumers to the
‘ethical’ option. In other words, knowledge and awareness will lead to sustainable
consumption behaviour. However, this has proved to be more complicated, and awareness
turns out to be just a weak predictor for behaviour (Spaargaren, 2011). Even if people are
aware of negative consequences of the products they buy, this does not necessarily mean they
will stop buying it.
The individualist approach has also been highly criticized by social scientists from diverse
disciplines. The thinking and doing of people is shaped by their interactions with fellow
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citizens, objects and situational factors. As consumers, they are restricted and influenced by
price, distance to shops, trends, marketing strategies, packaging preferences etcetera (Eden,
2011; Spaargaren, 2011; Wheeler, 2012). In this sense, leaving the choice with the individual
consumer will not bring structural change to the inequalities in the market system.
Furthermore, according to Evans and Miele (2017), conceptualizing individual consumption
as a political act has implications for other forms of governing and activism. Public
participation and civic engagement are replaced by private expressions of concern through
the marketplace. This means that an individual’s ability to engage in this marketized politics,
depends on their access to markets of ethical products. Additionally, it does not involve
radical modification of our consumption system, and may thereby side-line wider structural
change.
Based on these critiques, the structural paradigm comes into being. In this paradigm, human
action is determined by the structures and rules of society. Consumption is hereby
approached as a collective process, defined by complex sociocultural interactions (Wheeler,
2012). From a policy-making perspective, individuals no longer matter in this paradigm. The
focus lies on institutional actors, like governments, organizations, labour unions and NGOs.
If the right structures are in place, the consumer will consequently shift to more sustainable
behaviour (Spaargaren, 2011). Although this highlights the cultural elements which are
crucial in shaping consumption, it does underestimate the role of individual agents.
Spaargaren (2011) therefore argues that both the individualist and the structural paradigm
fail to fully understand the dynamics of ethical consumption, and that the answer lies in
applying practice theory. This approach moves the attention away from individual decisionmaking towards the everyday and routinized performance of practices (Hargreaves, 2011). It
thus shifts the focus to the actual ‘doing’ of consumption, such as buying products in the
supermarket, or drinking a coffee in the neighbourhood café. In the next section, I will
further explain practice theories and how these can be applied to the study of ethical
consumption.

2.2 Introducing practice theories
Since the ‘practice turn’ (Schatzki, Knorr-Cetina, and Von Savigny, 2001) in social sciences,
practice theories 4 have influenced various social science disciplines, including consumer
studies (Gram-Hanssen, 2021). The practice turn has its roots in earlier works of social
theorists such as Giddens (1984), Bourdieu (1977; 1979), and Foucault (1977). It emerged in
the context of the continuing debate about the structure-agency dilemma in social science,
aiming to break the dualism between actor-oriented approaches (in which individual human
behaviour is put central) and structure-oriented approaches (focussing on the social
structures forcing human behaviour). Practice theories provide a middle ground in this
debate, combining a focus on individual human behaviour with the understanding that this
behaviour is often routinized, unconscious, and influenced by rules and resources provided
through social structures (Shove et al., 2012).
Practice theories are referred to in plural, since there is not one unified theory of practice. Although
based on a distinct school of thought, there are different interpretations and variations (Nicolini,
2012). Some authors, such as Spaargaren (2011) and Shove et al. (2012) use the term ‘social practice
theory’ instead of ‘practice theory’. These can be used interchangeably, yet for the sake of continuity, I
will abide to the latter in this thesis.
4
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2.2.1 Defining practices

As the name suggests, practice theories focus on everyday practices and routinized activities
as subjects of analysis. These are considered to be the constitutive elements of social life. As
there are diverse practice theories, there is no uniform definition of a practice. The definition
proposed by Reckwitz (2002) does provide a good starting point for understanding practices.
He describes a practice as:
a routinized type of behaviour which consists of several elements, interconnected to one
another: forms of bodily activities, forms of mental activities, ‘things’ and their use, a
background knowledge in the form of understanding, know-how, states of emotion and
motivational knowledge (p. 249).

This quite elaborate definition of a practice highlights some important aspects. Firstly, a
practice consists of several interconnected elements, which include activities, knowledge, and
also a material dimension. Thus, besides responding to the duality between structure and
agency, practice theories also work to combine the material and the social. Secondly,
Reckwitz (2002) includes both bodily and mental activities. A practice thus not only entails
what a person does, but also what a person thinks. Part of these activities could be speech,
which is stressed by Schatzki et al. (2001), who describe a practice as a nexus of doings and
sayings. Thirdly, Reckwitz (2002) highlights that a practice is routinized. This implies a
repetition, a mundaneness, which can be(come) partly unconscious. The definition proposed
by Warde (2016) can be helpful to clarify this particular component. He describes a practice
as a repetitive aspect of everyday life, with collective and unreflective elements. This
collectivity is not implicitly mentioned in Reckwitz’s definition, but is important in
understanding that although a practice is performed individually, it is embedded in shared
social understandings of what a practice involves.
To clarify this point, Warde (2005) makes the distinction between practice-as-entity and
practice-as-performance. Practice-as-entity refers to the shared social understanding of what
a practice involves. These are the recognized and generalized elements of a practice. Practiceas-performance refers to the reproduction of a practice by individuals, which often differs
between people. Through this performance, practices are continuously (re)-created or
transformed. Meaning that practice-as-performance and practice-as-entity are influencing
each other, and individuals performing a practice can be seen as carriers of this practice. In
short, practices are embedded everyday activities, permanently reproduced and transformed
through performance of individual carriers.

2.2.2 Materials, meanings and competences

In order to operationalize a practice approach to analyse ethical consumption, I will make use
of Shove et al.’s (2012) three element model. Several theorist (among whom Schatzki et al.,
2001; Reckwitz, 2002; Spaargaren, 2003; Shove et al., 2012) have created models to analyse
practices in detail. Due to its clear and concise approach, I deem the three element model
most applicable as the conceptual framework in this thesis.
The three elements model builds on the works of Giddens, Reckwitz, and Schatzki, and
deconstructs a practice into materials, meanings and competences. Materials hereby consist
of the “objects, infrastructures, tools, hardware and the body itself” (Shove et al., 2012, p.23)
which are used to perform a practice. Meanings refer to the “the social and symbolic
significance of participation” (p.23), including emotions, beliefs, motivation, and other sensemaking mental activities. Competences consist of the skills, know-how, technique and
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understanding of what the practice should look like, that are needed for a carrier to ‘succeed’
at the performance of a practice. Although there is a clear difference between these elements,
they are considered to be highly interconnected, and every practice should have all three
elements in order to exist and be reproduced (Shove et al., 2012). See Figure 1 for a schematic
overview of Shove et al.’s practice framework.

FIGURE 1 SHOVE ET AL.'S THREE ELEMENT PRACTICE FRAMEWORK

Source: Shove et al. (2012, p.14).

2.2.3 Practice theories and ethical consumption

A theoretical focus on practices within consumption studies was first introduced around the
turn of the century (e.g. Spaargaren, 2003; Warde, 2005), and has since been further
developed and employed (Halkier et al., 2011; Spaargaren, 2011; Welch et al., 2020; GramHanssen, 2021). Applying theories of practice to consumption, Spaargaren (2003) situates a
consumption practice between lifestyles and identity (individualist dimension) on the one
hand, and systems of provision (structural dimension) on the other. Lifestyle hereby refers to
“the set of social practices that an individual embraces, together with the storytelling that
goes along with it” (p. 689). Systems of provision refers to the complex organization of
production and provisioning of material resources. This approach emphasizes the role of
production and how a product comes to be in consumption studies.
Practice theories have an added value to the study of ethical consumption, because it offers a
way to approach the gap between knowledge and attitudes towards sustainability and the
actual behaviour of consumers. Furthermore, the fact that the material has a central focus in
the analysis of practices, is particularly relevant for studies of consumption, since human
consumption is in essence both a social and material conduct (Reckwitz, 2002; Schatzki et
al., 2001). In order to understand ethical consumption as a societal innovation that could
potentially lead to more sustainable food systems, practice theories provide important
insights. As Spaargaren (2011) explains:
When re-conceptualized from the perspective of practice theory, the role of perception, norms
and personal commitments to environmental change can be dealt with in a non-individualist
way while making room for the analysis of environmental change as a source of positive,
energizing commitments from the side of (groups of) citizen-consumers (Spaargaren, 2011, p.
813).
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However, several scholars have also noted limitations in applying theories of practice. For
example, it is discussed whether practice theories are adequate for the analysis of large-scale
social phenomena (see Schatzki, 2016 and Nicolini, 2017 for a discussion of these critiques).
Furthermore, Walker (2013) has argued that practice theories inadequately address
inequality. They focus primarily on the practices that have been successfully performed, while
neglecting the people who are not able to perform them.
While acknowledging these limitations, I will use practice theories to approach my case-study
of ethical coffee consumption in Utrecht. I find that its value as a tool of analysis lies most
strongly in its ability to address consumption as a practice that is neither completely
reflexive, nor completely constraint. It recognizes the influence of culture, shared meanings,
knowledge, and the systems of provision through which a product comes to be, without losing
sight of individual agency. This dynamic is the focus of my research.
In the following chapters, I will look at the practice of consuming ethical coffee in Utrecht,
from the perspective of consumers. By reflecting upon the materials, meanings and
competences of ethical consumption practices, I aim to gain an understanding of how these
practices come to be and evolve. Furthermore, I will look at how consumers understand these
practices as ethical. I will make use of the three elements framework of approaching
practices, yet I have chosen not to make a rigid division in the thesis according to the
materials, meanings and consequences of ethical coffee consumption. I want to highlight the
interconnectedness between them, so I will entwine them in all chapters.
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3 Methodology

In the above theoretical framework, I explored different theories and arguments surrounding
the ethical consumption of coffee, which has shaped the focus of my research. This chapter
describes how I structured my research in order to answer my main question. I will start with
an outline of my research questions and how they relate to each other. Then, I will give a
description of the research population, after which I will go into my methods for data
collection and analysis. Lastly, I will reflect upon my positionality, ethical considerations and
the setting of the research.

3.1 Research questions
As stated in the introduction, I aim to answer the following main question: How do
consumers of ethical coffee in Utrecht understand and give meaning to their consumption
practices as ethical? I have divided my main question into four research questions, which
more clearly define my focus during the data collection phase:
1. What does the ethical coffee landscape in Utrecht look like?
With this question, I aim to map out where and how ethical coffee is visible in the city and
how consumers relate to this. It is an exploratory question, meant to provide an introduction
into ethical coffee in Utrecht.
2. How do coffee consumers in Utrecht understand ethicality in relation to coffee
consumption?
In order to understand ethical consumption from the perspective of consumers, it is crucial
to explore how consumers define ethical coffee and the consumption of it. Part of this is how
they understand the problems that are related to consumption, with coffee consumption in
particular.
3. How do coffee consumers in Utrecht motivate consumption of ethically labelled
coffee?
With this question, I aim to provide insight into the reasons consumers have to choose ethical
coffee, or not.
4. How do coffee consumers in Utrecht experience empowerment through their
individual consumption practices?
The last question is focussed on how consumers perceive the possibilities of ethical
consumption to contribute to their goals and ideals. I will explore whether they think they
can make a difference with their consumption choices and whether they feel like this is part
of broader processes of change.
These four questions also form the base of how my thesis is structured, with the first question
as the central focus of Chapter 5, the second question of Chapter 6, and the third and fourth
question of Chapter 7.
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3.2 Research population
The research revolves around consumers of ethically labelled coffee in Utrecht, the
Netherlands. The only criteria I used for selecting participants, was that they considered
themselves coffee drinkers, and that they had experience with ethical coffee. Some were
unaware of the fact that they consumed ethical coffee (mainly the people I approached at
cafés), while others had done extensive research.
Before starting my data collection, I identified four groups of people within the research
population whom I wanted to get insights from: coffee drinkers, coffee makers, coffee
managers, and coffee entrepreneurs. These groups play a different role in ethical coffee
consumption, and therefore provide distinct data on the subject. The coffee drinkers are the
people who visit the sites where ethical coffee is sold. The baristas and employees of these
places are part of the coffee makers. With coffee makers, I specifically refer to people who
make coffee professionally. The people who only make coffee at home, are considered coffee
drinkers. The connection coffee drinkers and makers have to the ethical values attached to
coffee is not homogeneous. Some people may not be aware of the fact that they drink or make
ethical coffee, or their motivation might be based on factors other than ethical concerns.
Coffee managers on the other hand, have made a more conscious decision to sell ethically
labelled coffee. These are the people that made coffee their livelihood, so their connection to
coffee is generally different. Coffee entrepreneurs are the people who are explicitly setting up
ethical networks or are actively lobbying to change inequality in world coffee markets. These
people have strong personal motives to promote ethical coffee and make use of consumption
to create social change in the coffee sector.

FIGURE 2 DIFFERENT GROUPS WITHIN THE RESEARCH POPULATION
Group descriptions
Coffee drinkers
Coffee makers
Coffee managers
Coffee entrepreneurs

Customers and consumers of ethical coffee. People who buy coffee
that is already made or coffee that they will make themselves at
home.
Baristas, employees of cafés and stores, and others who make or
have made coffee professionally.
Managers and owners of cafés and stores. The people who authority
over which coffee they sell.
Involved in changing the coffee commodity chain.

All people I spoke to would be considered coffee drinkers, and therefore consumers. Yet, I
made a distinction between people who are only consuming coffee, and the people who also
play a professional role in the coffee chain.
During my research, I found that the know-how and skill of consumers (i.e. the competences
that are part of a practice in the three elements model) and their (political) beliefs and
motivation (i.e. the meanings they attach to a practice) highly influenced the way they
understood and practiced ethical coffee. I therefore also used two other categories in the
thesis: the coffee connoisseur and the intentional ethical consumer. I firstly made a
distinction between coffee connoisseurs who have a large amount of know-how, skill and
information regarding coffee, and others who are less experienced or knowledgeable. Almost
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all professionals in the coffee sector I spoke to, would be considered coffee connoisseurs.
Secondly, the intentional ethical consumer, as is mentioned in the literature review, is the
consumer who is driven by a sense of solidarity and duty as a citizen to make the ‘right’
consumption choices (Wheeler, 2012).
I have reached out to potential participants in multiple ways, depending on the group they
were in. The first people I spoke to were coffee entrepreneurs, whom I got in contact with
through my own network. I wanted to speak to them first, in order to get a clearer idea of
subjects and sites of interest in my research. Through them and through my own experiences
with coffee in Utrecht, I identified some ethical cafés and got in contact with coffee managers
and makers. They also pointed me to other possible sites and subjects of research. For coffee
drinkers, I made use of my own network and some cafés and stores where ethical coffee was
sold. However, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, it was more difficult to approach people in
real life. Stores and cafés have been closed for a couple of months, and social distancing
needed to be taken into account. I therefore decided to reach out to coffee drinkers through a
Facebook page, called ‘UTRECHT!’. This page (with 26.200 members) is meant for all
inhabitants of the city, who can post about anything. I posted a link to my questionnaire,
explaining that I was looking for coffee drinkers who are interested in ethical coffee.
Although this method was not initially intended, it did mean that I could target a wide range
of people, without being limited to certain neighbourhoods or cafés.
Since coffee is such a popular and common commodity in Dutch society, my research
participants included a wide variety of people. In terms of age, the range differed between
approximately 20 to 65 years. The gender division between the ethical coffee drinkers was
similar to the general population: about half of the participants identified as male and the
other half as female. The socio-economic background of my research population was less
diverse, however. All participants could be described as highly educated, middle-class people.

3.3 Data collection
In order to answer the main and sub questions, I have collected empirical data within a time
period of approximately twelve weeks. The theories I have explored in my theoretical
framework formed the foundation on which I based the focus of research. However, it has not
been a linear process. Based on the empirical data I collected, I slightly revised and
broadened my initial literature review and analytical lens. My empirical data and the
theoretical framework of my thesis thus exist in a reciprocal relationship.
I made use of three different yet integrated methods of collecting data: participant
observation (including informal conversations), a questionnaire, and semi-structured
interviews. I will elaborate on these methods and how I used them in the next sections.

3.3.1 Participant observation in times of COVID-19

Going through the data collection phase of my research during the COVID-19 pandemic
required me to adapt and think outside the box. Since my research question focusses on the
lived experience of consumers, I initially aimed to centre my research around participant
observation. I planned to go to cafés which serve ethical coffee, where I could observe and
have informal conversations with the visitors. This would be a way for me to gather a large
and varied amount of data and arrange more formal interviews with the people I conversed
with. Although this method is very appropriate to the phenomenological approach of my
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research question (Gray, 2013), it did require me to meet and talk to people in real life, which
proved to be very difficult due to COVID-19 restrictions.
Cafés, stores and restaurants were closed for almost my entire research period, which meant
I had to think of an alternative way to get in contact with ethical coffee consumers. I chose to
design a short questionnaire with some introductory questions about ethical coffee
consumption and an invitation for respondents to leave their contact information in order to
arrange an interview. I wanted to hand out these questionnaires to people standing in line at
cafés which sell ethical coffee to get a coffee-to-go. In order to ensure hygiene and distance, I
made an online version of the questionnaire, converting the corresponding link into a QRcode. People could then scan the QR-code with their own phones, and fill out the
questionnaire on site. I used this method at two different cafés in Utrecht. Additionally, I
posted the questionnaire in the ‘UTRECHT!’ Facebook page, like explained before.
In total, I approached around 25 people at the cafés, who were all open to scanning the QRcode of my questionnaire. Some were not interested to talk about the subject then and there,
but I have had more elaborate conversations with 12 people. During these conversations, I
made quick notes in my notebook. Jotting down information makes it easier to remember
important findings, or to revisit observations that did not seem important to you then, but
are important in a different light. Additionally, making notes serves as a way to convey your
role as researcher (Bernard, 2011). This shows people that the things they say will be used in
the research, which is crucial in research ethics. Furthermore, it could encourage people to
further explain their ideas and opinions, since it shows that you are carefully listening to
what they say. I later elaborated on these fieldnotes at home.

3.3.2 Questionnaire

Based on my literature review and preliminary research, I constructed an online
questionnaire. I made use of Google Forms, which has a simple, but effective design and
automatically collects the answers given by respondents. Since the questionnaire was not my
main research method, but mostly meant as a way to get access to consumers, I restricted
myself to seven simple questions. Six questions were either multiple choice (question 2, 4,
and 7) or multiple select (question 1, 3, and 6), and one was an open question (5). The
questions were about consumers’ considerations when buying coffee in a café or restaurant
and in a store, and about their knowledge in relation to ethicality of coffee. This included
through which medium they received this information and whether they used this in their
decision-making. See Appendix 2 for an overview of the questions. I ended the questionnaire
with an invitation for a more formal interview. If the respondent was interested, they could
fill in their contact information.
There were 64 respondents to my questionnaire, 15 of which answered that they were open to
doing a more formal interview. I prioritized these respondents by their answers to the
questionnaire. Some of them responded that they did not consider ethical issues when
consuming coffee, which made them less relevant to talk to in light of my research. I
contacted the remaining respondents and eventually arranged interviews with 7 of them.

3.3.3 Semi-structured interviews

In addition to informal data collection, I also used the questionnaire and conversations at
cafés to make arrangements for more formal, semi-structured interviews. These semistructured interviews were useful for asking more in-depth questions without leading the
conversation too much as an interviewer. It allowed participants to explain their
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subjectivities and the meanings they attach to the subject (Gray, 2013). During these
interviews, I made notes and recordings, which I later transcribed.
I constructed two interview guides which stated which questions I wanted to ask and in
which order: one for coffee drinkers and one for coffee managers. For coffee makers and
coffee entrepreneurs, I did not have a specific guide, but I used questions from both guides. I
changed the guide slightly before every interview, according to which group the participant
belonged to (coffee drinkers, coffee makers, coffee managers, coffee entrepreneurs), and the
prior conversation we might have had. I used this guide during all interviews, yet I never
followed it completely. As is the purpose of a semi-structured interview, I let the conversation
flow depending on the things participants say, while stepping in when it got too much offtopic. The questions in the interview guide were based on the literature review, yet slightly
altered after some new insights from previous conversations and interviews. See Appendix 3
and Appendix 4 for the interview guides of coffee drinkers and coffee managers.
In total, I have conducted 13 semi-structured interviews, which ranged from 30 minutes to 1
hour depending on the context of the interview. The majority of the interviews lasted
approximately 45 minutes. With one exception, I conducted all my interviews online, either
with Teams or Google Meet. This was definitely not preferred, since this made it more
difficult to observe body language. Also, during some interviews the connection lagged a bit,
obstructing the flow of the conversation. However, due to the partial lock-down, it was
impossible to meet these people in real life.

3.4 Data analysis
Data analysis is crucial in understanding and interpreting qualitative data. Furthermore, it
helps to reflect on whether you have been asking the right questions and using the
appropriate theories for your specific case study (Boeije, 2010). For this reason, I have
started analysing my data halfway through my data collection phase. This showed me which
data was lacking to answer my research questions. I have thus approached data analysis as an
integral part of data collection.
To structure my analysis I have used data analysis software for qualitative and mixed
methods research, namely NVivo 12. In this program, I uploaded my transcribed interviews
and fieldnotes, which I then fragmented into categories. I approached this phase of engaging
with my data by open coding (Boeije, 2010). The further the research progressed, the more I
started encoding selectively. By then, I had a more complete idea of which concepts were
important within the research. I will order the different codes into patterns and subcategories. In this stage, I will reassemble and merge the data and give interpretation to them
in light of the research.

3.5 Positionality
As an ethnographic researcher, you are your own research instrument. This makes it crucial
to think about your positionality in the research. As Holmes (2020) describes in his article on
positionality for new researchers, positionality reflects the position of the researcher within a
study. It describes an individual’s world view and the position they adopt about a research
task. This is usually done in three areas: the subject under investigation, the research
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participants, and the research context and process. Acknowledging the fact that you, as a
researcher, are playing a part in your research and seeking to understand how, is referred to
as reflexivity (Holmes, 2020). Reflexivity helps to eliminate bias and, even though a research
is never completely unbiased or objective, I will therefore use this space to reflect upon my
positionality within my research.
Firstly, it is important to state that I am quite new as a researcher. As I am writing this thesis
for my master’s program, I am still in the process of learning how to do a research. I have had
some experience with conducting an ethnographic research during my bachelor’s in cultural
anthropology. Together with another student, I spent three months in a small village in
Nicaragua doing ethnographic fieldwork. However, I have not done such an elaborate project
individually, making this a new experience for me. I believe this inexperience did have an
impact on the research. Since I am still looking for the right approach, the process has been a
bit unstructured. On the other hand, this did mean that I was quite flexible and could adapt
in the unpredictive situation of the COVID-19 pandemic.
Secondly, I want to discuss my positionality in relation to the research participants. It is
important to note that my research has taken place in my home country and the city I live in.
The sites of research have been places where I could go on a normal day, and the people I
talked to could have been my friends or family members. Just like most of my participants, I
am highly educated, white, and come from a middle-class environment. I am thus very much
part of my own research population and I already live in my ‘field’. This insider position of
course had implications for my research. On the one hand, I found it quite easy to get in
contact with people for interviews and conversations on the subject. I did not have to spend a
lot of time on building rapport, since I already knew the implicit cultural rules and norms of
my participants. I have had many informal conversations with roommates, friends and
family, who could all have been part of the population. This meant I could incorporate many
different perspectives quite easily. I used this information to guide my questions during more
formal interviews and conversations.
On the other hand, I have not been ‘emerged’ into a new culture or way of live, which made it
more difficult to make observations and to understand the research population from an
academic point of view. As a consequence, I sometimes noticed that I took information for
granted: as something that is evident. From my previous research experience in Nicaragua, I
know that it can be very useful to be (or to be perceived as) somewhat ignorant to local habits
and norms. People often give more detailed answers, and reflect on their habits themselves.
Additionally, you can legitimately ask ‘dumb’ questions, to which the answers are often very
insightful. During my data collection and analysis phase, I have constantly reflected upon my
position in relation to the people in my research. Discussing findings with others, and my
supervisor in particular, helped to break through this issue.
Lastly, my positionality in regards to the subject under investigation is also something that
requires reflection. I like to drink coffee, although before starting this research, I did not
know much about the production process or different ways of making it. I did not really give
much thought to the coffee I bought. After studying the subject for a while, however, I started
to pay attention to the origins of coffee and trying out different varieties. In the supermarket,
I only buy Fairtrade coffee now. I do feel somehow responsible for doing that, which of
course relates to the subject of this thesis: ethical consumption. At the start of this research
project, I was critical of the concept of ethical consumption. This is in line with the
anthropological view of market structures that I have been taught during my studies. For me,
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ethical consumption was merely a ‘market-trick’ and a legitimization of over-consumption.
However, during my research my opinion changed – multiple times even. Sometimes I felt
like it would be possible to change inequal trade systems by buying the ‘right’ or ethical
products, sometimes I felt like I had to when I had the choice, and at times I thought it would
not make a difference anyway (or even worse: it would only delay progress and change). I
think this was highly dependent on the people I talked to and the articles I read. Additionally,
I believe it is related to my somewhat existential crisis as an almost graduated anthropologist
of development. I have learned how to analyse and (most of all) criticize development
initiatives, yet I do not know what would now be the next step for me. Anthropology of
development does not offer solutions to the inequalities that are so clearly present in our
world, it aims to critically reflect upon development itself. Although I believe this critical view
is very important, I do sometimes feel like it is the easy way out. It can be quite comfortable
in the academic bubble.
I have had a similar struggle with the concept of ethical consumption, and I still have not
made up my mind. The role of consumption in addressing inequalities in the market system
also remains a highly debated topic in academic literature. Although the scope of this
research does not allow me – or others – to find an answer, I do think that it could entice a
discussion. At least that is what is did for me, for some of my participants, and for the people
around me who I informed about my research.

3.6 Ethics
This research has been conducted for educational purposes only. It has been a way for me to
practice preparing, conducting and processing a research project with a scientifically and
socially relevant subject. The research and writing process has been supervised by Mindi
Schneider, at the SDC chair group of Wageningen University and Research. There were no
other parties involved in the research and data is thus not owned by and/or shared with other
organizations.
In the conversations and interviews I conducted for this thesis, there were no sensitive topics
discussed. This is what I expected beforehand, yet I did decide to anonymize the names of the
people I interviewed. This is a precautionary action, since you never really know which topics
might be more sensitive for people. And I wanted to create an environment in which they felt
like they could discuss anything. Furthermore, as a researcher you ask people to share their
stories, which could be quite personal. It is my responsibility to make sure that the data is
managed well. For me, the easiest way to do this is by anonymizing everything. Thus, all the
names in this thesis are aliases.
Doing ethnographic research in times of COVID-19 does pose some additional ethical issues.
I was extra careful with starting a conversation with people on the streets or at cafés, since
some might not want to be approached. This is one of the reasons why I designed the QRcode with the questionnaire: to make it easier to keep your distance. Yet, in practice I think
that people were actually more willing to start a conversation with me than in ‘normal’ times.
Since social contacts were limited significantly, I believe they liked to be approached by
someone that was outside of their inner circle.
Another ethical issue I encountered was that of the promises I made to the people I
interviewed. I expected my thesis to be finished somewhere in April, which is what I told
everyone at the end of an interview. I said that I would share the thesis when I am done, so
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they can see what the result of their time and effort has been. I am feeling quite aware and
responsible for delivering something in this regard, because they took the time to share their
stories with me. However, I got the chance to start an internship from the first of March until
the end of August, meaning that I could only spend a couple of hours every week on the
thesis. This slowed down the process, and I finished four months later than what I told the
participants of this research. I will share the thesis with them as soon as possible.
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4 Context

From a practice perspective, the context in which consumption takes place is an important
factor influencing consumption practices. This contextual chapter thus aims to map out the
global coffee commodity chain, and coffee consumption in The Netherlands in particular.
These are crucial elements to analyse and understand ethical consumption of coffee in
Utrecht.

4.1 Coffee commodity chain
The coffee commodity chain is a complicated chain with many steps from the coffee plant to
the end-product. The coffee-growing countries are mostly situated in the Global South, while
the processing and consumption is centred in the Global North. With Europe being the
world’s largest coffee consumption market region (Panhuysen & Pierrot, 2020). The
European Union imports of coffee beans account for nearly 40 percent of the world’s total.
Top suppliers are Brazil, Vietnam, Honduras, and Colombia (USDA, June 2021). Although it
is not possible to grow coffee in Europe (with the exception of one plantation located in
Spain’s overseas territory of Gran Canaria), when looking at roasted and grounded coffee, the
European Union is the world’s largest exporter (USDA, June 2021). Which means that value
adding largely takes place in consuming markets.
There are multiple middle-men between the farmers and the roasters, which increases the
distance between the producers and consumers. Figure 3 shows the different outputs and
actors within the coffee commodity chain.

FIGURE 3 COFFEE COMMODITY CHAIN

Source: own elaboration based on Kuepper & Kusumaningtyas (2020), Panhuysen & Pierrot (2020), and USDA
(June 2021).
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The hourglass-shaped figure, which is typical for many mature tropical commodity sectors,
shows how the production phase involves millions of (often small) farmers, while trading and
roasting is concentrated to a few large corporations. About a third of the global coffee trade is
controlled by five international coffee traders (NKG, ECOM, Volcafé, LCD, Sucafina), and ten
international roasters process 35 percent of world’s coffee. At the end of the commodity
chain, the coffee is consumed by millions of consumers (Kuepper & Kusumaningtyas, 2020).
Panhuysen and Pierrot (2020) do notice a shift in demand in mature coffee markets, such as
Europe and the United States. They state that it is not the volume, but the demand for higher
quality coffee that will drive the future value of retail sales. Contrarily to taste, which is of
course subjected to personal preferences, the quality of coffee can be assessed somewhat
objectively. It is determined by aspects such as fragrance, taste, body, and the balance of
different flavour taints (Specialty Coffee Association, n.d.). High quality coffee is often
referred to as specialty coffee, which is derived from specific varieties of beans, often grown
in micro-climates. It requires distinct processes of planting, harvesting, washing, drying,
milling, roasting, grinding and brewing (Shaker Ardekani and Rath, 2020). It is thus
important to know where the coffee is grown and what production methods are used, since
that greatly effects the taste. Every actor in the production process has to perform optimally
in order to produce the best quality. Therefore, importers of this grade of coffee are more
inclined to be in close contact with farmers. The coffee commodity chain of specialty coffee is
thus often shorter and less complicated that the chain explained above.

4.2 Coffee consumption in The Netherlands
On average, a Dutch adult (aged 18 or older) drinks around 3.3 cups of coffee per day
(Kuepper & Kusumaningtyas, 2020). Coffee consumption and the price consumers are
willing to pay, can be divided along the consumption occasion: at-home or away-from-home
(Panhuysen & Pierrot, 2020). In The Netherlands, 70 percent of coffee is consumed at home,
with supermarkets as key sales channels. The remaining 30 percent are consumed out-ofhome, for instance in cafés, offices or to-go. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, it is likely that
at-home consumption will see a (temporary) increase. In total, a top-5 of retailers in The
Netherlands control 79 percent of the Dutch coffee market: Albert Heijn, Jumbo, Lidl, Plus,
and Aldi (Kuepper & Kusumaningtyas, 2020).
Coffee for at-home consumption is often sold at very competitive prices, in supermarkets,
cafés and online. It includes low value roasted brands, instant coffee, single serve
presentations (such as pods or capsules), and Ready to Drinks, but also high quality packaged
coffees. Away-from-home consumption is often sold at higher price points. Cafés in
particular, are a segment of coffee sales with a high visibility, even though it only accounts for
a limited portion of overall volume. In this segment, quality, differentiation and consumer
experience play a very significant role (Panhuysen & Pierrot, 2020).
The sales in volume of ground and instant coffee in supermarkets has been decreasing over
the last couple of years, mostly due to higher sales of coffee beans (Kuepper &
Kusumaningtyas, 2020). This reflects the growing demand for better quality coffee, as
explained before. In the next chapter, I will zoom into the case of ethical coffee consumption
in Utrecht, based upon empirical data from my research. Based on Panhuysen and Pierrot
(2020), I have divided the consumption of ethical coffee in Utrecht based on the location
where it is actually drunk: at home, or away from home. In some instances, the sites of
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consumption between these are the same (some cafés also sell bags of coffee, and some stores
also offer the option to drink a cup while shopping). Yet, the meanings and materials
constituting the practice of consuming coffee differed per consumption occasion. This will be
elaborated upon the following chapters.
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5 Utrecht’s ethical coffee landscape

On a Wednesday afternoon in January I am on my way to see Anne, the owner of a
restaurant-café in the northern part of the city. I have arranged to meet her at the restaurant,
so I could converse with customers stopping by for a coffee-to-go. It is a fifteen-minute bike
ride from the city centre, which is relatively far in Utrecht. I used to come to this
neighbourhood more often, when I had friends living there. It is one of the cheaper areas of
the city, which is why it is a popular place for new students. Yet, they usually move to other
neighbourhoods when they have the chance. After passing numerous kebab-places, I arrive at
Anne’s restaurant. The restaurant is located on the corner of a street, and there are strings of
lights draped around the building and towards the tree next to it. I can imagine that it is a
really cosy place to sit down for a coffee or a meal, if COVID were not around. “And when it’s
less cold”, I think while cursing myself for forgetting my gloves.
Anne offers me a cup of coffee, on which I can warm my hands a bit. She tells me I just
missed a busy hour and that she is not sure if there will be many customers for me to talk to
today. So we chat a bit while waiting for people to stop by. We talk about her decision to sell
Fairtrade and local ingredients. I ask if it was based on demand from customers, but she
explains that it was predominantly intrinsic motivation: “My customers don’t really know
that the coffee is Fairtrade or ask where it comes from. Maybe I’m not in the right
neighbourhood for that”5.
This conversation illustrates how consumption sites of ethical coffee are unequally divided
within the city of Utrecht, and the demand and supply is dependent on the neighbourhood.
In order to understand ethical coffee consumption in Utrecht, it is important to map out
these sites of consumption. By answering the first sub-question, what does the ethical coffee
landscape in Utrecht look like?, this chapter thus aims to describe where ethical coffee is
sold, which labels or standards are used for ethicality, and how this has developed over the
years. Firstly, I will zoom into the different consumption sites of ethical coffee, divided by
coffee for at-home consumption and away-from-home consumption. I will explore what types
of ethical coffee they sell, and how consumers relate to these places. Then, I will examine the
emergence of direct trade initiatives in Utrecht.

5.1 Consumption sites
One of the first cafés I thought of to conduct my research, was the café where Sophie is the
manager. This café serves fair coffee and baked goods and is located on a street I used to pass
on a daily basis. After a couple of emails back and forth (it is very difficult to just drop by in
times of COVID-19), we arrange to have a call. She tells me about the vision of the café and
how the founder was inspired by her travels and wanted to contribute to the world in a
positive way. This is of course a decision based on a very personal experience, but Sophie
notices how ethical products are becoming more and more common: “Especially in the city,
there is now a great choice of options”6.
This observation is also reflected during my conversations and interviews, in which
consumers sum up many different cafés, stores and roasteries where they like to go for their
5
6

Field notes, 14-01-2021.
Semi-structured interview Sophie, coffee manager, 19-01-2021.

24

coffee. See Figure 4 for an overview of places where ethical coffee can be bought in Utrecht.
This overview is based on where participants told me they go for their coffee and my own
desk-research, yet I do not claim this to be extensive. The roasteries I talked about with
participants are not indicated on this map, since they are located further away from the
centre. The grey line marks the limits of the city centre. Most of the cafés indicated here also
sell bags of coffee for at-home consumption.

FIGURE 4 ETHICAL COFFEE IN UTRECHT

Source: Based on conversations and interviews with participants, and own desk research.

5.1.1 At-home consumption

When asking about people’s drinking habits, it becomes clear that the majority of coffee
consumption takes place at home7 . This is not necessarily a new development, since the
distribution of coffee consumption in The Netherlands has traditionally been skewed towards
coffee at home (Kuepper & Kusumaningtyas, 2020). Yet it has gone up even more because of
the COVID-19 pandemic. Working from home has become the norm, which means that coffee
consumption in the workplace has declined drastically, mostly shifting to homeconsumption. Furthermore, the closing of public places like libraries and universities has also
added to this development.
Ethical coffee for at-home consumption can be bought at different places in Utrecht:
supermarkets, smaller stores (such as stores specialized in coffee or all-organic stores),
roasters who sell part of their coffee directly to the consumer, cafés that also sell bags of
coffee, and online shops. Out of these options, supermarkets often have the biggest choice
and are convenient for consumers (Kuepper & Kusumaningtyas, 2020). When browsing
7

Interviews and conversations throughout the research period.
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through the coffee section in a supermarket in Utrecht, I was surprised how much of the
coffee has some sort of ethical label8. See Appendix 1 for an overview of ethical labels I
encountered during my research. This reflects what Peter, who has been working as a retail
manager for a certification company for fifteen years, has told me during one of our calls: “If
you look at sustainability, if you add them [certifications] all together, I think 80-90 percent
of coffee in the supermarket is certified”9. The materials needed for consuming some sort of
ethical coffee (in this case: the coffee itself) is thus readily available to consumers.
However, Peter also explains how there is a big difference between what these labels stand
for. Fairtrade and Rainforest Alliance, for example, do have similar environmental standards,
yet Rainforest Alliance does not set a minimum price for the coffee or pay premiums to
farmers. They pay according to the global coffee price, which is often way below living wage
and sometimes even less than the production costs10. This illustrates the argument of Evans
and Miele (2017), who explain how even if certification schemes are based on the same ideals,
they can have significantly different perceptions of which standards are needed to improve
the situation. Thus, even though both labels are (claiming to be) ethical, there is a significant
difference between them.
Despite the broad choice in different labels, for the coffee connoisseurs the coffee in
supermarkets is not up to par – both in terms of quality and ethicality. Jesse, a man in his
early thirties who works for a sustainable energy supplier, explains how he rarely buys coffee
in the supermarket: “The coffee beans in the supermarket are usually completely burnt and of
lesser quality”11. Instead, he prefers smaller stores specialized in coffee, where they know all
about the origins and the taste of the different varieties they sell. Some of these places sell
certified coffees and others are directly in contact with the farmers, so they can ensure
ethicality without certification. These stores are often praised by the coffee drinkers I spoke
to, because of their quality and knowledge.
Additionally, Jesse has a coffee-subscription at an online shop (Wakuli), which periodically
delivers direct-trade and high-quality coffee at home. These kind of online shops specialized
in coffee are mentioned by coffee-drinkers multiple times. They brand themselves as
“radically different” from the mainstream coffee-industry, with phrases like “coffee
revolution” and “making impact together” on their websites12. Their coffee is bought directly
from farmers, which cuts out costs for the middle-men. With this, they aim to go further than
the well-known ethically labelled coffee, such as Fairtrade. Hence, the message of radical
change.
The practice of buying coffee from these websites or specialized stores is different than in the
supermarket. This is due to a difference in materials (the products and stores visually and
verbally differentiate themselves from supermarkets), meanings (the experience is different),
and competences (there is more information available to consumers in these places). I will
elaborate on this in the next chapters.

Fieldnotes, 23-11-2021.
Semi-structured interview Peter, coffee entrepreneur, 16-12-2020.
10 Semi-structured interview Peter, coffee entrepreneur, 16-12-2020.
11 Semi-structured interview Jesse, coffee drinker, 21-01-2021.
12 For example Wakuli (https://www.wakuli.com/en) and Moyee Coffee
(https://www.moyeecoffee.com/?lang=en)
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5.1.2 Away-from-home consumption

Although the away-from-home consumption options have changed drastically due to the
COVID-19 pandemic, this is still popular. As stated before, it is not possible nowadays to sit
down in a café or restaurant, yet they are open for take-away. In Utrecht, this has caused a
newly found popularity of coffee-to-go during walks or breaks. A majority of the coffeedrinkers I spoke to mentioned that they like to fetch a coffee-to-go as a way to get out of the
house or to meet up with friends. Emma, a student in her early twenties, told me that during
lock-down getting a coffee has become an outing for her: “Like so many other people, I totally
discovered going for a walk during this lock-down. And during the walks, I like to get a cup of
coffee at a café, to feel like I have some sort of purpose.”13 Emma has tried out different cafés
in her neighbourhood in the past couple of months, which is something she did not really do
before. Her interest in “good coffee”, as she calls it, has grown because of this 14 . The
meanings attributed to the practice of consuming coffee have thus altered for her, which also
influenced her knowledge of coffee (i.e. her competences).
This growing interest in high-quality coffee seems to be a development shared by other
coffee-drinkers. Similar to what Shaker Ardekani & Rath (2020) noticed in their study of
coffee-drinkers in Tehran, Glasgow and Amsterdam, speciality coffee bars and roasteries
where high quality coffee is sold, are becoming more and more visible Utrecht. Most of these
ethical or specialty coffee bars are located in the centre or in the more trendy neighbourhoods
of the city, which is also reflected from my conversation with Anne at the beginning of this
chapter. Jesse has also noticed this development:
I clearly notice that this [specialty coffee] has become more popular recently. When I just came
to live here, there were only two specialized stores where you could buy coffee. And those were
the larger brands that also rely on cafés. And now there's so much more. There’s a whole new
online world as well. So yeah, I think that's really on the rise.15

One of these locations in Utrecht is the roastery co-founded by Abel. I arranged to video-call
Abel on an afternoon in January. I was really excited for this interview, since his roastery was
mentioned by coffee-drinkers multiple times. By then, I had become used to doing these
online interviews, yet the initial awkwardness of meeting people on a screen for the first time
was still there. However, this faded away very quickly with Abel, probably due to his
contagious enthusiasm for talking about coffee. He tells me that his interest in specialty
coffee was the reason he started the roastery with a friend five years ago. He explains how
specialty coffee was relatively unknown back then, and how much has changed since he
started in the coffee business: “When I began working as a barista, it was really extraordinary
if you could poor a heart in someone’s cappuccino. Right now, this whole ‘latte art’ is part and
parcel of a barista’s work”16.
The people that work at these specialty coffee places often have extensive knowledge on the
coffee they sell. They can tell you where the coffee comes from and how it is produced, which
is an important indicator of the flavour. During my conversation with Tim, a passionate
barista in his twenties, I ask him how he picks his coffee:

Semi-structured interview Emma, coffee drinker, 23-01-2021.
Semi-structured interview Emma, coffee drinker, 23-01-2021.
15 Semi-structured interview Jesse, coffee drinker, 21-01-2021.
16 Semi-structured interview Abel, coffee entrepreneur, 19-01-2021.
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Well, in the five years that I have worked as a barista, I have gained quite some knowledge.
And of course it starts with trying things out, and at a certain point you find out the standard
things: from which country the more fruity coffee comes, how altitude differences matter, how
the different varieties matter, how the process influences the taste. Those are things I look at
when I see a bag of coffee. And I always like it if these things are mentioned. And often there is
a tone or a note on the bag saying what it should taste like. But experience has shown that this
often turns out to be slightly different than stated, because of course you have your own
brewing method at home. And of course it's very different for each method and each recipe
that you use, how the coffee comes out. So I try to be less influenced by that and look more at
the things that do matter, like which country, which region and all those variables.17

In this explanation, Tim does not only talk from the perspective of a coffee-maker, but also as
a consumer. During my interviews and conversations, it has become clear that is not only the
baristas and owners of these places who know a lot about coffee. The customers who visit
these places often have a high interest in the origins and production process of coffee as well.
Like Shaker Ardekani and Rath (2019; 2020) noted in their studies, the customers of
specialty coffee bars differentiate themselves by their extensive knowledge of coffee. The
competences of consumers who visit speciality coffee places (whether these are cafés or
stores), are thus generally different than consumers who do not.

5.2 Direct trade initiatives
As became clear during my research, entrepreneurs in the coffee business have recognized
that the complicated supply chain is dysfunctional for the coffee industry. David is a good
example of this. He is a coffee importer who has a drive to change the global coffee supply
chain from within. I called him when he was visiting coffee plantations in Brazil, which he
does once or twice a year to maintain his relationship with suppliers. He became interested in
ethical coffee when working as a barista while studying Development Studies. During our
conversation, we talked about developments in the industry:
You do see a change. The national government is increasingly imposing requirements for
trade. We have also been working with Rijkswaterstaat18 since October, which was a first. That
is normally the domain of big coffee companies. So you can see that the parties with
purchasing power are making more and more demands about the traceability of living wage or
the ecological footprint. That makes a big impact. And you also see that the good guys, the
little guys in the class, are increasingly uniting. […] With as purpose to really get all those
small parties to look in the same direction and make a bigger fist together to bring about
change.19

These ‘little guys’ as David calls them, increasingly choose their own path towards ethical
coffee instead of getting certified by existing labels (Kuepper & Kusumaningtyas, 2020). This
also proved to be the case with the ethical cafés and roasteries I came in contact with during
my research. Most of these places are either in direct contact with the coffee farmers who
grow their coffee themselves, or they buy coffee from importers and roasteries that are20. It
seems like the owners have a certain respect or passion for coffee and a sustainable growing
Semi-structured interview Tim, coffee maker, 11-01-2021.
The executive agency of the Ministry of Infrastructure and Water Management in The Netherlands.
19 Semi-structured interview David, coffee entrepreneur, 15-12-2021.
20 Interviews, conservations and desk-research throughout the research period.
17

18
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process is therefore important in their business-approach. The entrepreneurs I spoke to, have
a somewhat negative stance towards certification schemes, such as Fairtrade. They find it
superfluous, since it is not necessary to rely on labels when you are in direct contact with the
people who produce the coffee. David explains how easy it actually is nowadays to contact
farmers on the other side of the world: “Every farmer now has WhatsApp. So you don’t need
such a cumbersome institution. If you send the farmer a message, you’ll get a response right
away”21.
In the case of coffee, direct trade is not only important from ethical considerations, but also
to ensure quality. As Tim explains:
I think the most important thing for me is to just know where the coffee comes from, that it’s
not a vague blend of 20 different coffees but that there is a good connection between the
company and the place where the coffee comes from.22

The exact location where the coffee is grown and the methods for production are essential
indicators for the taste, so traceability is important for the consumer who expects highquality coffee.
This development in the coffee trade reflects a societal change, in which government actors
increasingly demand more ethical trade systems, and consequently a change in the systems of
provision of coffee. It is easier to be in direct contact with the producers of coffee on the other
side of the world. This technological development influences the materials needed to
consume ethical coffee in Utrecht: they are more readily available. Additionally, this comes
with a change in know-how and skill regarding coffee from the side of consumers.

5.3 Discussion
The purpose of this chapter has been to get to know the different sites where consumption of
ethical coffee takes place in Utrecht. There are diverse options for consumers to buy ethical
coffee in the city. The majority of coffee consumption takes place at home, and coffee for
home-brewing can be bought in supermarkets, specialized stores, in some cafés and
roasteries, and increasingly so in online shops. A large part of the coffee in supermarkets has
some sort of ethical label, yet the standards and focus of these labels differ considerably. In
cafés and roasteries in Utrecht, ethical labels as a way to determine whether coffee is ethical,
is less standard. Some cafés sell certified coffee, others buy their coffee from one of the
roasteries in Utrecht or directly from the coffee farmers. The different methods and
standards used for coffee in Utrecht illustrate how a product is not either ethical or not
ethical. Instead, ethicality exists on a continuum with many different levels and perceptions.
In the next chapter, I will further explore these perceptions by analysing the way consumers
define the ethical consumption of coffee.
The mainstreaming of ethical alternatives that is mentioned in the literature (Goodman,
2010; Guthman, Raynolds, 2002) is reflected in the case of coffee in Utrecht as well. Besides
the specialized coffee places, even the majority of coffee in supermarkets – which are often
not regarded as ethical retail locations by both consumers and academic literature – is
21
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Semi-structured interview David, coffee entrepreneur, 15-12-2021.
Semi-structured interview Tim, coffee maker, 11-01-2021.
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stamped with ethical labels. This means that more ethical coffee is being sold in Utrecht.
However, Goodman (2010) argues that the growing sales of ethical products is not only a
positive development. Selling ethical coffee in the supermarket means that ethical initiatives
have to conform to a model that they initially aimed to critique. This helps legitimizing overconsumption and the negative impacts that come with it.
However, coffee entrepreneurs in Utrecht have recognized this ambiguity with ethical labels,
and are now increasingly trying to be ethical through other ways. In their words, to do more
than the ethical labels do. This is part of a trend in which many ethical consumers consider
the coffee sold in supermarkets and in some cafés to be of poor quality. Specialty coffee
places and high quality coffee in general are becoming more and more popular, and online
shops specialized in coffee open up a “whole new world”, as Jesse has mentioned. People with
a high interest and passion for coffee, whom I have named ‘coffee connoisseurs’, want to
know precisely where the coffee comes from, in order to determine the quality.
Hence, the critique of ethical labels does not only come from the corner of scholars, it is also
shared by the coffee entrepreneurs and some coffee-drinkers I spoke to during my research.
They think these certification schemes are no substantial solution. Instead, they argue for
direct trade initiatives, in which the coffee is bought directly from the farmers. They explain
how this more personal relationship will cause an equal playing field, revaluing the role of
farmers and their practices. Yet, this whole new world of ethical coffee is not as easily
accessible to everyone in the city. Contrarily to supermarkets, who sell labelled coffee
throughout the whole city of Utrecht, specialty coffee places are primarily found in the city
centre and the wealthier neighbourhoods. Causing an inequality in the capability of carrying
out a practice. The products that are considered more ethical are limited to a higher class of
consumers, who can afford to pay more and who live in the neighbourhoods where it is
available. The next chapter will further explore the different discourses of ethicality, and how
consumers in Utrecht relate and contribute to this.
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6 Ethical discourses and imaginations

Through an online meeting platform, I have met up with Julia, a woman in her late twenties.
She is one of the people that responded to the questionnaire I posted in the Utrecht
Facebook-group, and we arranged to have an online meeting to further discuss her answers.
She enthusiastically starts off the conversation by explaining that she coincidentally stumbled
upon the questionnaire at just the right moment:
It was so funny, I am just starting to delve deeper into the story behind the products I eat or
drink and then I saw your request. I had just watched a documentary about cacao and coffee
beans and how little they actually earn from those beans. And well, you do know it in a way,
but somehow when you don’t see it then it’s less of an issue. And the moment you start to delve
deeper into it, it becomes alive.23

During our conversation, Julia refers back to the documentary a couple of times. She explains
how she came across it on television and it enticed her interest to do some more research in
the impact of the food and drinks we buy. Julia’s story illustrates the abundance of
information available on the production process, yet it also shows how these pieces of
information only become a reality when you consciously start to delve deeper.
By now, it has become clear that the global coffee chain is a complicated chain in which the
distance between the consumers in the Global North and the production process that
generally takes place in the Global South is maintained. Consumers often do not have firsthand knowledge on how their coffee is made and where it comes from (Clarke et al., 2007;
Evans and Miele, 2017; Goodman, 2010; Gunderson, 2014; Raynolds, 2002). However, with
the high connectedness that is part of globalisation processes, it is relatively easy to access
extensive sources of information through which consumers can construct an idea of the
process.
As I am approaching the consumption of ethical coffee as a practice, I will need to understand
consumer’s know-how (competences) and the beliefs they have about ethicality (meanings).
This chapter will therefore go into consumers’ imagination of the production process of coffee
and how they understand ethicality in relation to this. It aims to answer the following subquestion: How do coffee consumers in Utrecht understand ethicality in relation to coffee
consumption? Firstly, I will explore which social, political and/or environmental issues
consumers recognize in the coffee sector, and what they think is fair or ethical coffee. Then I
will go into their sources for information and how they access and interpret this. Lastly, I will
explain how consumers decide whether the products they buy are ethical, and how
expectations play an important part in this.

6.1 Fair coffee
While asking about issues in the coffee sector, whether it is through means of the
questionnaire or in interviews or conversations, the word ‘unfair’ 24 is often literally
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Semi-structured interview with Julia, coffee drinker, 03-02-2021.
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Translated from the Dutch word ‘oneerlijk’.
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mentioned25. For most people I spoke to, their idea of fairness was related to social aspects of
production, environmental aspects, or both. As Thomas, a student in his mid-twenties,
explains during our conversation:
Fair coffee does have a human element, while I also see it as justice towards the climate. For
me it’s both important. So treating people in a fair way in order for them to earn a good
income in the country where they produce. An income with which they can support themselves
and provide for the necessities of life. I think that’s important. And as far as climate is
concerned, the coffee should be cultivated in such a way that it could be cultivated as such
forever. Those are the two elements that I do find very important.26

In the questionnaire, social problems seem to be recognized more than environmental
impact. The majority refers to the bad circumstances for coffee farmers, especially the low
income they make. As made visible in Figure 5, unfair prices for the farmers and bad working
conditions are together mentioned 40 times as an answer to the questionnaire.
Environmental impact, on the other hand, is mentioned 12 times.

FIGURE 5 CONSUMERS ’ PERSPECTIVES ON ISSUES IN THE GLOBAL COFFEE CHAIN

Frequency of mention
Unfair price
3

5

Working conditions
27

12

13

Environmental impact
Unequal relationship between
producing and consuming countries
Lack of transparency from coffee
companies and/or labels

Source: Questionnaire Ethical coffee consumption. Answers to the open question “Is there anything that
concerns you about the way coffee is produced or traded?”, grouped in themes by author27. Based on 64
respondents.

This difference was also reflected during the interviews and conversations I had with
consumers. When talking about fairness, the link with the working conditions and income of
people is more readily in their minds than the link to the planet and climate change.
However, after talking about the subject for a while, all consumers I spoke to, did recognize
and share issues with the global trade of coffee and climate change.

Based on conversations, small talk, semi-structured interviews, and the questionnaire throughout
the research period.
26 Semi-structured interview with Thomas, coffee drinker, 22-01-2021.
27 Some respondents included multiple issues in their answers, which I all incorporated in this figure.
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The background and personal interest of the consumer do have a clear influence on the
imaginations they have of a fair production and marketization of coffee. Jesse, who works for
an energy company, was more interested in the ecological problems within the coffee sector:
Fair coffee is about two things. How you cultivate it, growing it sustainably. And the other is
the human aspect. The farmers should get a fair price so they don’t go down the bad road, so to
speak. Like the black market or by cutting down things you’re not supposed to. The human
aspect is related to the environmental: for me the environmental is more important, and I’m
mainly concerned about the human side because otherwise it would hurt the environment.
Like cutting down rainforests.28

While for Abel, on the other hand, this is the other way around. During my conversation with
the coffee roaster and importer, it becomes clear how much he feels responsible for the
suppliers he works with. Over the years, the contact he has with the coffee farmers, has
become more and more personal. When I ask him about what he thinks is ethical coffee, he
explains:
I think ethical coffee entails a fair price in social terms, but maybe also environmental impact.
For me the environmental impact should mainly be addressed in a way that it is profitable for
the famer. So, for example, innovations in the area of water management in order for the
production to become more efficient. Climate resistance is important. But of course those
farmers are not the cause of climate change. So you must be careful not to become the
Westerner who comes to tell farmers how things should be done, while we’ve had such a bad
impact on the environment.29

In this quote, a hint towards the power dynamics between producing and consuming
countries shines through. As shown in Figure 5, there were also five people who brought up
this unequal relationship as answer to the questionnaire. This power dynamic is mentioned
by consumers as an underlying problem in the international trading system, maintaining the
low prices paid to coffee farmers. Thus, besides more tangible issues like low incomes and
unsustainable production, consumers also recognized more structural issues within the
coffee sector.

6.2 Accessing information
Even though most consumers I came in contact with were aware that there are problems with
the production of coffee, many could not really go into details. For instance, during my
interview with Emma, a student in her early twenties, she tells me how she knows that there
are some problems, but she has “no clear insight into what happens in the coffee-world”30.
This is a good example of the gap between producers and consumers, that is addressed in the
literature (Evans & Miele, 2017; Goodman, 2004; Raynolds, 2002; Eden, 2011; Guthman,
2007). According to Sarah, a woman working at a certification company, this gap is not
necessarily due to a lack of information, but more of reluctance from the consumer to look for
it31. In other words, there is a possibility for consumers to expand their competences, yet they
might lack the motivation (as part of the meanings of a practice) to do so.
Semi-structured interview with Jesse, coffee drinker, 21-01-2021.
Semi-structured interview with Abel, coffee entrepreneur, 19-01-2021.
30 Semi-structured interview with Emma, coffee drinker, 23-01-2021.
31 Semi-structured interview with Sarah, coffee entrepreneur, 16-12-2021.
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Something that provided me with an interesting insight into how consumers receive
information, was that at some point in my conversation with Emma she poses the question
back to me, asking what I know about the issues in the coffee sector 32 . This has also
repeatedly happened during my informal conversations at cafés. In a way, I thus become a
source of information for the people I talk to. Which in turn illustrates how information is
available to consumers in many different forms, albeit very informal.
Throughout my research, consumers have indeed mentioned a variety of information sources
on which they base their idea of what happens in the coffee sector. As illustrated in Figure 6,
news articles are the most popular source of information on issues in the coffee sector.
Personal contacts, labels and information on products, and social media are also mentioned
quite regularly. People often hear things on the news, or during conversations with friends
and colleagues. This makes them aware of the issues that might be related to coffee, yet this
knowledge is usually quite superficial33.

FIGURE 6 SOURCES USED BY CONSUMERS
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Source: Questionnaire Ethical coffee consumption. Answers to the multiple select question “Which information
sources do you use regarding these concerns?” Based on 64 respondents.

However, in my research there was a clear difference between the consumers who are less
knowledgeable about coffee, such as Emma, and coffee connoisseurs. People who see coffee
drinking and making as their hobby, know how the taste of coffee is greatly influenced by the
origins and production methods34. They have therefore established an interest in the way
coffee is produced in the Global South, and are aware of what the coffee supply chain looks
like. And accordingly, their knowledge on the problems with production was easier to recall
and elaborate upon for them.
Semi-structured interview with Emma, coffee drinker, 23-01-2021.
Based on interviews and conversations throughout the research period.
34 Interviews and conversations throughout the research period.
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Jesse is one of the coffee drinkers who could be called a connoisseur. When talking about the
issues in the coffee sector, he explains how he mostly gets his information from articles in
magazines or newspapers, and from the places where they sell coffee. An example of these
“PR stories”, as he calls them, is from the online coffee store Wakuli:
Wakuli, for example, explains very clearly where it [the coffee] comes from on a card which
you receive with every order. That is of course a PR story and it is always the question whether
you believe it or not. I’m not going to fact-check it, it’s a little too far from my heart for that
anyway. […] The card explains exactly where your money goes to: partly to the farmer, to
Wakuli, to transport and so forth. And then there’s also a short story about the farmer. It is
really just a charming story.35

By saying that it is a little too far from his hearth for him to fact-check the information he
receives with his coffee-order, Jesse clearly illustrate how the interest and motivation of the
consumer make a significant difference on the knowledge they take on. Jesse already has
more enthusiasm for coffee than the average consumer I encountered, which means he
receives more information. Yet, if he was interested enough to look for more sources, he
might have formed a different opinion. Even though all consumers I talked to have similar
access to information on ethical coffee, how much of this information will reach or resonate
with an individual, depends on their personal interest and meanings they attach to coffee.
Furthermore, with his example of the story of the farmer that comes with an order at Wakuli,
Jesse also illustrates how information on products can appeal to consumers. In the next
paragraph, I will further explore ethical labels and claims, and how consumers use these as
sources of information.

6.3 Ethical labels and claims
Consumers also indicate labels and information displayed on products as a source on which
they base their knowledge of the coffee sector, as shown in Figure 6. After news articles (42)
and personal contacts (21), this was acknowledged most (19 times). Almost on the same foot
as social media (18). During conversations and interviews, however, coffee drinkers often did
not mention ethical labels naturally36. And after asking about ethical labels directly, they had
mixed attitudes about their role in providing information about the issues in the coffee
sector.
This observation is also pointed out by Peter, who works at a certification initiative. During
our interview, we talk about the critique on labelling schemes by scholars. I explain how
some authors argue that the amount of labels and their different interests and meanings
could confuse consumers, and ask for his opinion on this. He responds by asking “how many
labels can you list on the spot?”, to which I name Fairtrade, Organic, and Rainforest Alliance.
He then explains how in the studies he reads, about 45 percent of the Dutch consumers can
name Fairtrade, without help. Organic scores a little bit higher, while Rainforest Alliance and
UTZ are at 0 percent. He adds:
And then we’re really talking about the biggest labels in The Netherlands, so there won’t be
any consumer knowing the rest. It is factually true that there are a lot of different labels. But
for the consumer, well, they see a check mark and think that it must be good, but it doesn’t
35
36

Semi-structured interview with Jesse, coffee drinker, 21-01-2021.
Based on conversations and interviews throughout the research period.
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stick with them. It only resonates with the consumer when they want the product to be
Organic, or Fairtrade, for whatever reason they may have.37

This comment illustrates how ethical labels can be a way for the ethical consumer to know
whether a product adheres to their values or beliefs, but it is not necessarily a way to provide
information to people who are not informed. This also shows from the conversations I had
with people at the cafés. Many of them had not noticed these cafés served ethical coffee, and
even though some of them were coming there for a while, the information in the cafés had
not caused any awareness about the issues in the coffee sector.

6.3.1 Confusion

Although labels and claims on products aim to provide consumers with a quick and easy way
to know whether a product adheres to their values, too many labels can become confusing.
This is pointed out in the literature (Eden, 2011) and is affirmed by the consumers I spoke to.
For example, Thomas tells me how he does not really look at ethical labels when buying
coffee: “It’s such a jumble of certificates that you can hardly understand what's going on in
that world anymore, so to speak”.38 He goes on explaining:
It’s just so complicated, it becomes hard to understand what’s best for what you consider
important. Because there’re different focus points: income for the farmer, animal welfare,
biodiversity and so on… Those are all different objectives and there’s different labels for them.
But it’s just unclear which goal you can link to which certificate.39

During my interview with Jesse, he endorses this opinion. He explains how a label is just a
small logo on a product, and you have to do your own research on the internet what it
actually stands for. “And if you have to do that for five or six labels”, he tells me, “it’s just not
doable”. Jesse believes the large range of labels, undermines what they aim to do:
Fairtrade is perhaps an exception, many people know what that means. But they are
disadvantaged by the smaller labels. Companies who make something up for themselves, for
example. Fairtrade simply loses half of its value because there are so many options.40

He would rather see a more elaborate story with the product, like the example he gave me of
Wakuli. Such a personal story would be more trustworthy to him.

6.3.2 Trust
The problem with trust in ethical labels has been a recurring subject within my conversations
and in the questionnaire, in which a lack of transparency by coffee and certification
companies has been indicated as an issue by some respondents (see Figure 5 at the beginning
of this chapter). Mark, a coffee drinker in his late forties, reflects upon the division of money
in the supply chain during our conversation: “if you think about the price in the store, to
whom does the money go? It’s tricky to see what the farmer actually gets from the purchase
price. But I might be somewhat suspicious in this myself. I often think, yes, there is a label on
this but what does that actually say?”41

Semi-structured interview with Peter, coffee entrepreneur, 16-12-2020.
Semi-structured interview with Thomas, coffee drinker, 22-01-2021.
39 Semi-structured interview with Thomas, coffee drinker, 22-01-2021.
40 Semi-structured interview with Jesse, coffee drinker, 21-01-2021.
41 Semi-structured interview with Mark, coffee drinker, 22-01-2021.
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Thus, contrary to what the literature seemed to imply, consumers in Utrecht did not rely fully
on labels and certification schemes to construct their idea of the production of coffee. And
some even have a hard time trusting labels, both as a source of information and as an
indication of ethicality.

6.4 Assuming ethicality
Since labels did not seem to be guiding consumption choices for the consumers I spoke to,
the conversations led to the question: how do you decide whether a product is ethical? This
was not an easy question, and required some reflection. During my conversation with Jesse,
for instance, he tells me he does not look at labels when buying coffee. He buys most of his
coffee from a specialty coffee and tea store, Simon Lévelt. He then says:
I don’t actually know if Lévelt has one [an ethical label], but I assume they do. Because I think
since it’s a small-scale… That’s actually funny, I think that because I pay a lot more for a bag
[of coffee] than in the supermarket, I assume that there’s a sustainability policy behind it.42

Jesse further explains how this also has to do with the growing popularity of high-quality,
trendy products, which he refers to as “yuppie-products”43:
If there’s more of these yuppie-products that are of better quality, then it’s almost always the
case that they also have some sort of sustainability aspect… I think they really always have a
sustainability aspect. I think I’m kind of blindly assuming that.44

This was also something reflected upon by Emma, a student in her early twenties, during our
interview. When talking about how she knows whether her coffee is responsibly produced,
she tells me that she feels like the cafés she goes to are consciously working on it:
Or at least I hope so. Perhaps that’s actually really foolish. I do have a better feeling when I go
to these trendy coffee places. Those kind of hip, organic places with expensive coffee. So then I
assume and hope that their coffee is ethical… That’s actually a strange assumption, that if
something is vegan or organic that it’s also fair for people. But I do assume that though.45

These moments of reflection from Emma and Jesse, but also from others I spoke to, show
how imaginations of ethicality and the meanings people attach to the practice of ethical
consumption are in large part based on the feeling consumers get from a product or the store
or café which sells it. Additionally, Emma illustrates how ethical labels can be interpreted
differently. Emma expects vegan and organic products to be socially responsible as well,
although this is not the focus of these products and labels. This reflects the argument made
by Eden (2011), in which she explains how many consumers misunderstand what the
‘organic’ label actually stands for.
The specialty coffee places in Utrecht where I conducted the research, were good examples of
how the expectations from customers are proven right. However, as Abel explains, specialty
coffee is not necessarily synonymous with ethical coffee, or the other way around:
Semi-structured interview with Jesse, coffee drinker, 21-01-2021.
Yuppie is short for young urban professional, referring to the generation of young, successful
residents in a city. Often with a fruitful career and a high social mobility.
44 Semi-structured interview with Jesse, coffee drinker, 21-01-2021.
45 Semi-structured interview with Emma, coffee drinker, 23-01-2021.
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Specialty coffee does not necessarily have to be ethical. There are good specialty coffees that
are not concerned with environmental impact and there are very bad coffee blends from the
supermarket that are very ethical. So there is not necessarily a direct link between quality and
ethics. 'Specialty coffee' is also not a protected name with certain requirements, you can
basically say that about anything. If you don't ask further questions, you don't know if the
coffee is fair. A lot of 'specialty coffee' is also just a subsidiary of the big coffee companies.46

Although consumers were hesitant to believe the claims and labels on products, they
explained how expensive, trendy or high quality coffee did raise their expectations of
ethicality. This is not necessarily based on information, but an assumption – some sort of
natural link - most people make. Additionally, it was usually something that came up further
along in our conversations, and consumers reflected upon this on the spot. It is thus not a
very conscious association.

6.5 Discussion
The way consumers perceive problems and ethicality related to coffee, is highly dependent on
their personal interests. This is dependent on their information sources, emotions, beliefs,
and motivations. When taking that into account, the understanding consumers form about
what is ethical in relation to coffee consumption can also be approached as a practice on its
own, requiring materials (data sources), meanings (emotions, beliefs, motivations) and
competences (research skills).
Whereas in the literature, the links are almost inextricably drawn between ethical
consumption and labelling or certification schemes, this relationship has proven to be less
straightforward in practice. Labels are not taken on by consumers as a way of providing
information. Many consumers are confused about what a label actually means in practice, or
even loose trust because of them. Authors such as Evans & Miele (2017), Goodman (2004),
Raynolds (2002), Eden (2011), and Guthman (2007) have criticized labels because they will
never be a neutral or objective representation of the production process. Which has proven to
be true in the case of ethical coffee in Utrecht, yet it also does not seem like ethical consumers
make use of labels as such. Consumers do not blindly accept that labelled coffee is ethical,
and prefer products with more of a background story. And often, consumers do not even
notice or look for labels in retail locations.
Interestingly, the consumers I talked to do base their assessment of ethicality on a product’s
taste, price or appearance. These qualities do not directly reflect how a product is produced,
yet they convey a feeling of ethicality with consumers. This confirms the claim made by Evans
and Miele (2017), in which is explained how ethical products are subjected to trends in the
marketplace, and how consumers interpret and understand products not always as expected.
They make use of different sources of information, including news articles, conversations
with people around them, and the visible aspects of the product. As Eden (2011) has argues,
consumers are not passive recipients of the information that is conveyed to them. Some
pieces of information are accepted, though often reinterpreted, to put together to construct
an imagination of the coffee market system, while others are rejected or ignored.
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Semi-structured interview Abel, coffee entrepreneur, 19-01-2021.
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The assumption people make between a product’s appearance and ethicality also shows how
consumers can be sensitive to smart marketing tactics, and that ethical products do make use
of this to spread their message. Personal stories from farmers, for instance, have proved to
work well, since they can bring the site of production in the Global South to the imagination
of consumers in the Global North. This is not only employed by labelling schemes, like
Goodman (2004) has pointed out, but also by direct trade initiatives, like Wakuli, or Moyee.
In short, consumers can clearly form an idea of the issues in the production and trade of
coffee, which is influenced by people’s beliefs and emotions (i.e. meanings). This idea is often
based on informal, and even surprising information sources. This is illustrated by Julia, at
the beginning of this chapter, who stumbles upon a documentary on television, sparking her
interest in finding out more. However, this knowledge does not necessarily mean that
consumers will change their consumption practices accordingly. In the next chapter, I further
explore the practices of ethical coffee consumption.
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7 Consuming ethically

On a Friday morning I arrive at Thomas’ house. I know Thomas through my master’s in
International Development Studies. Like me, he lives in Utrecht and had to commute to
Wageningen for classes at the university. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic all education and
communication shifted to online, which meant we did not encounter each other as often as
before. Yet, we did have conversations about my research topic and since Thomas is both a
coffee enthusiast and interested in sustainability, he agreed to a more formal interview as
well.
We decided to make use of this rare social occasion to study together for the day, so we
arranged to meet at his house in the morning. When entering his room, he naturally offers
me a cup of coffee from his Nespresso machine. “This is probably not very ethical coffee
though”, he jokes when he hands me the mug, “with all the waste from these capsules”. He
confesses that he often just buys the cheap coffee from the supermarkets and that he actually
never really thought about ethical alternatives for coffee. Even though he would describe
himself as a very devoted coffee drinker, with at least three to four cups a day, he admits that
he is not very knowledgeable about the origins of coffee. Throughout the day, we talk about
ethical coffee and after the interview he seems to be inspired:
So in conclusion, I’m going to buy Fairtrade coffee from now on. Or at least… Well, that’s the
tricky thing, because what is actually good to buy? There’s Fairtrade and organic and good for
the farmer and things like that, but all these labels stand for different things. And it also
depends a bit on what tastes good. It’s all just an experiment I guess, so I’m just going to start
with the first option and see how far I get.47

This conversation shows that although Thomas is informed on the issues in the coffee sector,
and he is ready to act in order to influence it, he is still somewhat confused about what
actually is the best way to move forward. When it comes to ethical consumption, the
connection between knowledge and practice is complex (Eden, 2011). This chapter will go
into the practices of ethical consumption and its possibilities to empower consumers. It aims
to answer the following sub-questions: How do coffee consumers in Utrecht motivate
consumption of ethically labelled coffee?, and How do coffee consumers in Utrecht
experience empowerment through their individual consumption practices?
Firstly, I will explore the factors consumers take into consideration when buying coffee for
both at-home and away-from-home consumption. Then, I will analyse three types of ethical
consumers, after which I explore the responsibility of consumers and how awareness plays an
important role in this. Lastly, I will delve deeper into the choices of ethical consumers, and
whether they experience a form of empowerment through them.

7.1 Consumers’ considerations
Quality and price proved to be the main considerations for most consumers when buying
coffee. As made visible in Figure 7, people do mention that they take social and
environmental impact of a product into consideration. Yet, when asking for the decisive
factor, quality and – to a lesser extent – price are indicated as most important. As one woman
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Semi-structured interview with Thomas, coffee drinker, 22-01-2021.
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told me when talking to her in front of the café she just ordered her coffee: “I want to drink a
nice cup of coffee, that’s what matters most”.48

FIGURE 7 CONSIDERATIONS WHEN BUYING COFFEE FOR AT-HOME CONSUMPTION
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Source: Questionnaire Ethical coffee consumption. Answers to the multiple select question “What are your
considerations when buying coffee in an (online) store or supermarket?” and the subsequent multiple choice
question “Which of the above mentioned considerations is usually decisive?” Based on 64 respondents.

Besides the considerations people have when buying coffee in stores, I also asked them about
their considerations for away-from-home consumption. This is displayed in Figure 8. In this
case, the decisive factor becomes the atmosphere of the café. The answers to the
questionnaire thus illustrate a difference between the motivations of people to buy ethical
products in the store and when visiting cafés, which has also been brought up during the
conversations I had with consumers. Elisa, for instance, told me how she considers both
quality and the impact of the product on people and the environment when buying her coffee
in a store. She gives the example of Douwe Egberts 49 coffee, of which she does like the taste
but she knows it is bad for the environment. She therefore stopped buying this brand of
coffee. But when talking about drinking coffee in a café, she admits that she often does not
know what kind of coffee they serve there: “that’s not really the reason why I go to a café”50.

Conversation in front of Anne’s café, 14-01-2021.
Douwe Egberts is the coffee company with the biggest market share in The Netherlands and is the
most well-known brand under Dutch consumers (Euromonitor International, December 2020).
50 Semi-structured interview with Elisa, coffee drinker, 20-01-2021.
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F IGURE 8 C ONSIDERATIONS WHEN BUYING COFFEE FOR AWAY -FROM-HOME
CONSUMPTION
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Source: Questionnaire Ethical coffee consumption. Answers to the multiple select question “What are your
considerations when getting a cup of coffee at a café or restaurant?” and the subsequent multiple choice
question “Which of the above mentioned considerations is usually decisive?” Based on 64 respondents.

For Jesse, the reason why he visits cafés is most of all for social affairs. So, for him the
ambiance of the café is important51. This is a sentiment shared by many people I spoke to.
Additionally, convenience is often mentioned. Especially in times of COVID-19, when people
can only get a cup of coffee to-go, they just go to the café which happens to be on their
route52.
Another explanation of the difference between consumer considerations for at-home and
away-from-home consumption, are the expectations of good practices consumers have of
cafés. As discussed in the previous chapter, consumers relate high-quality and expensive
coffee to ethicality. While in the case of supermarkets, on the contrary, consumers do not
assume that supermarkets make the right choices. As Emma explains:

51
52

Semi-structured interview with Jesse, coffee drinker, 21-01-2021.
Conversations at cafés throughout the research period.
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Supermarkets don’t have the same passion for coffee as baristas have. So there’s less attention
to ethicality. Coffee is just one of the products there. Cafés are much more into that [ethicality]
because they are more specialized on coffee.53

So within the consumption-encounters in cafés, consumers assume that there will be some
sort of policy in place to safeguard a sustainable consumption. Consumers are in that sense
devoid of the responsibility to make the right decision. Contrarily, when buying coffee in a
supermarket, they are aware that it is their own responsibility. Furthermore, as explained in
the context chapter of this thesis, coffee for at-home consumption is sold at very competitive
prices, with many different options to choose from (Panhuysen and Pierrot, 2020). Whereas
in a café this is different. There is a less straightforward choice for consumers, since there is
often just one kind of coffee. Consumer choice here is limited to the choice between different
cafés. Which, as argued before, is often based on ambiance or convenience.
Consumers thus seem to be making less conscious decisions regarding ethicality when
drinking coffee at a café. However, as Julia explains, cafés and specialty coffee places in
particular did bring her an awareness of ethicality that she did not have before. She attributes
this to the different experience in a café and in a supermarket:
I think it has to do with convenience, I have to admit. Because when I do the groceries for my
dinner at the supermarket, and I know I’m also out of coffee, I just bring a bag of coffee with
me.54

The same goes for Emma, who explains how she is less conscious of her decisions when doing
groceries at the supermarket. For her, buying coffee at the supermarket is more functional,
whereas going out for a coffee is more of an outing or a present to yourself. The difference,
she says, lies in how much you enjoy it55. And exactly that, the extent of enjoyment, seems to
be a decisive determinant in the consideration of consumers. This influences the meanings
consumers attach to the distinct practice of consumption, which thus differs per consumption
location and environment (i.e. the materials that are part of the practice). The next chapter
will further explore these meanings, by dividing the ethical coffee consumer into three
distinct types.

7.2 The ethical consumer
During our interview, coffee roaster and importer Abel told me that he believes there are two
ways for consumers to get involved in ethical coffee: “The experience of really good coffee can
draw you into the world, or a personal interest in ethical products”56. The first falls under the
category of coffee connoisseurs, which I have introduced before. The latter implies a more
intentional choice for ethicality. Additionally, Peter made me aware of another category,
which I later often recognized: the consumer who does not even know that they are
consuming ethical products57. In the following sub-paragraphs, I will further explore these
three different categories of ethical consumers.

Semi-structured interview with Emma, coffee drinker, 23-01-2021.
Semi-structured interview with Julia, coffee drinker, 03-02-2021.
55 Semi-structured interview with Emma, coffee drinker, 23-01-2021.
56 Semi-structured interview with Abel, coffee entrepreneur, 19-01-2021.
57 Semi-structured interview with Peter, coffee entrepreneur, 16-12-2021.
53

54
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7.2.1 The coffee connoisseur

The coffee connoisseur is a sub-category of coffee drinkers who have made coffee their hobby
and are thus very knowledgeable on different brewing methods, origins, and varieties of
coffee. I have mentioned this type of coffee consumer before in this thesis, as knowledge and
interest play a decisive part in consumers’ awareness of ethical issues and consumption
habits. The coffee connoisseur often buys coffee at specialty stores or cafés, and is less
interested in supermarket-coffee. At these sites of consumption, generally more attention is
paid to the ethicality of the product. While working as a barista, Tim has also noticed this: “I
do feel like in the specialty coffee world, there is a culture in which it’s normal to pay farmers
a fair price and that they’re in direct contact with the farmers without intermediary”58.
The coffee connoisseur is similar to the people Shaker Ardekani and Rath (2020)
encountered in their study of specialty coffee bars, whom they named the ‘new urban middle
class’. They explain how visiting these cafés and consuming ethical and high-quality coffee
becomes a marker of identity. This is also noticed by Thomas, who explains that this is what
makes coffee different than other commodities:
If you look at rice or similar products, less attention is paid to the fact that it is produced
organically or that the farmer has a fair income. While in the case of coffee, this is much more
prevalent. There is more status attached to coffee, I think. It’s something to be ingenious
about. It’s just a bit of a snob product in that respect. Really a luxury product. And yes, that of
course offers opportunities to make use of that in the ethical market.59

Peter makes a similar remark during our conversation. He explains that if a product is treated
like a commodity, price is often leading in consumption. In these specialty cafés he believes
people are more easily persuaded to pay a fair price, since it comes with a background story
or concept. While in the supermarket, it is still considered a commodity. Although he does
notice that the trend spills over to the supermarkets, since consumers want to have a similar
experience at home as they are used to in cafés60.
It thus seems that a higher personal interest in a product leads to higher demands on the
conditions of production. Jesse, for example, tells me that his interest in coffee makes him
want to spend more time on choosing his coffee, including the ethical background of it. This
is different when buying products he does not have the same amount of interest in, like
potato chips:
You cannot pay attention to everything you buy. If you see coffee as a normal food, like 80
percent of people probably do, you have the same problem as me not knowing if a bag of crisps
is sustainable or not. Or like rice. Then that’s just one of the things you throw in your basket,
that’s it. The more common and smaller the product is, the less you pay attention to it.61

For the coffee connoisseur, coffee thus has a different meaning than rice or crisps. This
influences the competences that are part of their consumption of ethical coffee, since they put
more time and effort into doing research and understanding the production methods of
coffee.

Semi-structured interview with Tim, coffee maker, 11-01-2021.
Semi-structured interview with Thomas, coffee drinker, 22-01-2021.
60 Semi-structured interview with Peter, coffee entrepreneur, 16-12-2021.
61 Semi-structured interview with Jesse, coffee drinker, 21-01-2021.
58
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7.2.2 The intentional ethical consumer

The intentional ethical consumer most closely resembles the consumer as conceptualized by
Spaargaren and Mol (2008), who expresses a sense of solidarity with the world and the
people in it through the products they buy. This is the type of ethical consumer which is
mostly discussed in the literature, and even seen as integral to ethical consumption.
However, I did not encounter many consumers who were purely led by their political ideals
or citizenly sense of duty. An exception was Elisa, a woman in her early 60s, who explains
how she feels a responsibility towards the future generations to make the right choices. She
stopped buying coffee at multinationals such as Starbucks, because of the bad impact they
have on the environment. Even though she did like the taste of it, she explains that it does not
fit her “way of life”62.
For Elisa, the values she has as a person are clearly translated in her consumption habits. The
meaning she attaches to the practice of consuming coffee is thus highly influenced by her
world view. For other consumers I spoke to, this was less absolute. Thomas, for example, has
expressed an idealistic view of the world, in which both people and the environment are
treated fairly. However, he also tells me that he only recently began to change the choices he
makes as a consumer based on this. This happened when he started doing research in
alternative agriculture, and the farmers he talked to pointed out that consumers have a big
role to play in sustainable transitions. As explained in the theoretical framework and in the
beginning of this chapter, a person’s political or personal values are not necessarily reflected
in their consumption choices. There are many other factors involved, such as trends, price, or
just mere convenience, like with the following type of ethical consumer.

7.2.3 The accidental ethical consumer

The third category of ethical consumers, and probably the most overlooked category, refers to
the consumers who are not aware of the fact that the coffee they buy is ethical. I have named
this category the accidental ethical consumer. Peter, who works at a certification company,
was the first to introduce this category to me. He explained how there are so many different
coffees in the supermarket that have some sort of ethical label nowadays, that most
consumers do not even know they buy ethical coffee63.
This category has most clearly been visible during my visits at cafés. For example at the café
of Anne, which I referred to at the beginning of Chapter 5. Even though there was a sign in
front of the café with a clearly visible Fairtrade logo, not one person I talked to knew that the
café served Fairtrade or ethical coffee. Also, Anne told me that no one really asked where the
coffee comes from or how it is produced. Sophie, the manager of an ethical café in the centre
of Utrecht, had a similar story. The café where she works even has the word ‘fair’64 in its
name, yet in all the years she worked there, there has only been one person who actually
asked about the ethicality of the coffee. This could possibly be due to the fact that customers
already expect the café to serve ethical coffee, as discussed before. However, based on the
conversations I had, it is most likely because people often do not consciously think about all
of their consumption habits. It is exactly that: a habit. Or, as Hargreaves (2011) describes it:
an everyday and routinized performance of practices.

Semi-structured interview with Elisa, coffee drinker, 20-01-2021.
Semi-structured interview with Peter, coffee entrepreneur, 16-12-2021.
64 In Dutch: ‘eerlijk’.
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Although these three categories of ethical coffee consumers have been distinctly visible
during my research, they are in no way exhaustive or exclusive. Someone’s interest in
specialty coffee could, for example, spark an interest in ethicality, or the other way around.
And, someone could simultaneously believe in their responsibility to make the right decisions
as a consumer, and be unaware that the coffee they buy at a café is Fairtrade or Organic
certified. Furthermore, specialty coffee places are becoming more and more popular to the
wider public, meaning that not everyone visiting these places will be interested in origins of
coffee. The consumers I encountered during my research were usually a combination of two
or even all of these categories. This paragraph is thus merely meant to show that consumers
have different, intermixed motivations and interests that shape their consumption practices
and bring them into the sphere of ethical consumption.

7.3 Responsibility and awareness
When talking about addressing the problems in the coffee sector, most consumers agreed
that it should be a joint effort. Governments, supermarkets, cafés, brands, distributors, and
consumers are all mentioned as actors who could bring about change. As Sarah, a woman
working at a certification initiative, explains:
The responsibility lies with everyone in the coffee sector. It is difficult to put the responsibility
on the shoulders of consumers, since there are many links in the chain. They also simply know
too little about production.65

Almost all consumers I talked to mentioned that creating awareness would make a difference.
Providing information on the production process will guide consumers to make the right
decision. Like Julia argues, “your actions and choices are based on the information you
receive.” 66 She therefore thinks that awareness will make a difference when it comes to
consumption practices. This is similar to the knowledge fix that is mentioned, and highly
criticized, in the literature (Eden, 2011; Goodman, 2010; Gunderson, 2014; Guthman, 2009).
While working as a barista at a specialty coffee place, Tim has had experience with providing
information as a way to influence people’s consumption choices:
I regularly had conversations with people who were coming in for the first time. They had to
pay about 4 euros for a medium cappuccino, and they found that ridiculously expensive
because in a normal café you pay half of that, so to speak. So then you have to explain that this
is what you have to pay to ensure that the coffee is of high quality and that the farmer gets a
good price. And some people then find it acceptable, while others still find it ridiculous.67

Tim thus experienced that it is more complicated that merely providing knowledge, and price
also plays an important role. Which has also been visible in the results from the
questionnaire, that are discussed above. He does believe that when people are willing to delve
into the issue, they will be inclined to pay a bit more. Although in his work as a barista, he

Semi-structured interview with Sarah, coffee entrepreneur, 16-12-2021.
Semi-structured interview with Julia, coffee drinker, 03-02-2021.
67 Semi-structured interview with Tim, coffee maker, 11-01-2021.
65

66
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noticed that “a very large part of the Dutch coffee sector still clings to supermarket coffee,
and most people rather save some money than put effort in delving into it”68.
Similar to Tim, and in line with criticism from academics, most consumers expressed a more
nuanced vision of consumer awareness and the knowledge fix. Like Mark, for instance, who
explains that even if information is provided on a product, that does not necessarily mean
that he knows more about the circumstances of production or trade: “As a consumer you just
have to believe what it says on the package. Even if it says Fairtrade, what does that mean?”69
So, even if there is information to guide your decision, like ethical labels, it still remains
difficult for consumers to know which option is really ethical.
Mark therefore thinks that distributors and importers of coffee have a big role to play. They
are responsible to assure the ethicality of a product. For Sarah, a big part of the solution lies
with the “big boys of coffee”, so the big brands and retailers. According to her, they can and
should make a significant difference if they decide to conduct their business responsibly. She
explains how communication towards consumers can help, but “there is no lack of
information. More an unwillingness to read up”70. Which is in line with what Tim notices as a
barista. He also mentions price as an obstructive factor for some consumers, which is
something others also contemplated on. Jesse, for instance, explains:
People need to have a certain interest in coffee, but also access to resources. I know I’m part of
my own highly educated ‘bubble’, but there are of course a whole lot of people who don’t have
the means to pay a few euros more for a cup of coffee. Then you have other priorities.71

Like Jesse, other coffee drinkers also mentioned that they feel like they live in a bubble when
it comes to ethical consumption. Their friends have become more aware of the impact of their
consumption and try to consume more ethically. They thus notice a change in consumption
patterns around them, which is also illustrated by the growing popularity of high-quality and
ethical coffee places in Utrecht. Yet, they presume that this is not the case with the wider
population. As Jesse contemplates during our conversation:
I actually wonder how many people actually go to cafés to drink coffee. That’s a very yuppy
thing to do, I think. You also have to get the masses on board. Like construction workers on a
construction site.72

This shows how ethical consumption is interlinked with class issues, with varying access to
trends and certain high-quality products. Which is something that has also been brought up
in the literature (Evans & Miele, 2017). This makes it seem like the ability to care about issues
in production and trade of coffee is restricted to the people who can afford to pay a premium.
And brings up the question how ethical consumption relates to the empowerment of people
as citizen-consumers. The next paragraph will further explore this.

Semi-structured interview with Tim, coffee maker, 11-01-2021.
Semi-structured interview with Mark, coffee drinker, 22-01-2021.
70 Semi-structured interview with Sarah, coffee entrepreneur, 16-12-2021.
71 Semi-structured interview with Jesse, coffee drinker, 21-01-2021.
72 Semi-structured interview with Jesse, coffee drinker, 21-01-2021.
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7.4 Consumer empowerment?
Paying a fair price for a cup of coffee seems to be the solution according to the ethical
consumers I spoke to. When talking about what is a fair price, the things that are often
mentioned are an income for farmers from which they can live, pay for the education of their
children and produce coffee without harming the environment. However, since consumers do
not buy their coffee directly at the farmer, they have to rely on middle-men to make the right
choices as well. This brings in the problem of trust. Like Tim explains, “if you pay a fair,
higher price in the supermarket, it doesn’t necessarily mean that it will end up at the right
places”73. This is also reflected upon by others, who are not sure whether a label on their
coffee actually means that the premium they pay for those products is going to the right
people in the value chain.
Consumers thus clearly have doubts and reservations about ethical claims on products. Yet,
they do agree that it helps with awareness about the issues in the coffee sector. When talking
about the impact of their individual consumption choices, this was also something that came
up as important. Emma, for instance, explains:
People are becoming more aware these days. Or at least in my own bubble. They are more
aware of what they buy. But it does have some restrictions though. In the supermarket you just
quickly want to get the things you need, you buy what you always buy. That’s mostly out of
convenience, you want to get in and out of the supermarket quickly. If you can change that
pattern, you really make a difference.74

This quote illustrates how consumption practices can be very unconscious, since they are
based on habits or routines (“you buy what you always buy”). This is in the same line with the
accidental ethical consumers I spoke to. They did not really think about what is behind the
coffee they buy. Yet, Emma’s quote also shows how by becoming conscious, these patterns
could change. During our conversation, Emma concludes by saying that together, consumers
could make a difference. Just like what happened in her bubble, as she calls it. Making
different choices as a consumer, can be contagious. Mark comes to a similar conclusion. He
tells me that he does not really know whether his choices make a difference, or at least he
does not feel like he makes a difference by himself:
I don’t really know whether my choices make a difference. I don’t make a difference, but if
many people would do it with me then it would change something. But in the end, of course,
you’re dependent on many different individuals. That’s a tough one. Maybe you do it partly to
for your own conscience. But if you do or don’t buy a bag of ethical coffee, that won’t make a
difference in the short run. But in the long run I think it does. In 5 or 10 years, if more and
more people will switch to organic or fair products, that will make a difference. Look, on the
long run it will, but I don’t think that every time I buy a product like that, that it will make a
difference. That is an individual choice and it’s short term.75

This difference between short term individual choices, and long term collective choices is
highlighted by all consumers I spoke to. They believed that if more people would start moving
towards ethical products, the issues will be resolved. However, they do not see that
happening on the short term. It is a slow movement, but they do recognize how the people

Semi-structured interview with Tim, coffee maker, 11-01-2021.
Semi-structured interview with Emma, coffee drinker, 23-01-2021.
75 Semi-structured interview with Mark, coffee drinker, 22-01-2021.
73

74
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around them are changing their consumption practices. An individual’s practices of
consumption are thus influencing other individuals’ practices.
Thomas, however, questioned whether it would be enough. During our conversation, he was
contemplating if it might help when the ethical differences are more clearly shown to
consumers. Since he is confused about what all the different labels mean, he thinks a
universal certification system might be better. However, he says:
The question is whether you want to make a change within the current system. So introducing
a new certificate within the supermarkets and the retail system. You could do that, or you can
think of getting your food in a more revolutionary way.76

We talked about which way he thought would work. He gave the example of Community
Supported Agriculture (CSA), since he read about that in his own research. Through this
system, consumers are more directly and personally involved in production, making them
aware of the issues that may arise and thereby driving them to pay a fair price. Yet a system
like that would be difficult in the case of coffee in Utrecht, since it does not grow here.
However, he explains, if we focus more on sourcing locally with other products, this would
cause a more broad shift in how people perceive consumption and the impact it has.
According to him, changing people’s attitudes towards farmers in our own country, would
also change their attitudes towards farmers on the other side of the world. Thereby causing a
more equal divide of money in the product chain.
This also came up in my conversation with Elisa. She comes across as an idealist, and believes
that the power dynamics can shift when consumers change their practices:
As citizens in Western countries, we need to start paying a fair price for products. The process
must be fairer, profits must be distributed fairly, human rights must be respected. We can
achieve this if we do it together, if we change our demand.77

Elisa believes consumers should take matters in their own hand, and when they change their
consumption practices, the issues will be resolved. However, she also admits that the
government should have some responsibility for this, which is a sentiment shared by many
consumers I spoke to. The government can enforce ethical business practices, and demand a
minimum price for imported coffee78. Or play a role in promoting awareness of the issues in
international value chains79.
Another reason why consumers mention the government as important actor, is simply
because not everyone can pay a higher price for products. As explained before, not all
consumers in Utrecht have the same access to ethical products and the same ability to
develop their competences within the practice of consuming ethically. Especially in the case
of ethical coffee, which is often associated with an elitist trend. This is also reflected by the
ethical bubble consumers talk about. They are aware that it is only a select group of (often
highly educated) people that thinks about the impact of their cup of coffee.

Semi-structured interview with Thomas, coffee drinker, 22-01-2021.
Semi-structured interview with Elisa, coffee drinker, 20-01-2021.
78 As mentioned by Jesse, Sarah, Sophie, Tim, and Anne.
79 As mentioned by Thomas, Elisa, Mark, and Julia.
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However, the fact that consumers think the government should take responsibility, does not
mean that they believe this will happen. On the contrary, the people I spoke to were actually
quite cynical about the responsibility the government shows. They do not trust that much will
change if they leave the problem in their hands. This reflects the forsaking of responsibility
by the state, handing it over to the market and consumers. Which is mentioned as a
consequence of intermixing the roles of the citizen and the consumer (Evans and Miele,
2017). Consumers do recognize their responsibility in addressing the issues in the coffee
sector, not only due to their own motivation but also due to a sense of obligation.
The power consumers gain through ethical consumption is thus not completely voluntary,
and unequally divided according to a person’s socio-economic status. Yet, the people I spoke
to do feel somewhat empowered. They believe that changing collective practices of
consumption could make a positive impact, although it might be a slow process. And,
although one individual’s consumption choices might not have a direct impact in the coffee
sector, it could cause others to reflect upon theirs. Like explained throughout this thesis,
reflection was a recurring subject in my conversations and interviews. By my research, I
invited consumers to reflect upon their daily, often unconscious, choices. Emma articulated
this very clearly, although jokingly, when wrapping up our interview:
The biggest problem with consumers lies with the fact that most people are not that conscious
about it. I myself have never actually thought that much about coffee and the impact it has. So
maybe you should just call everyone for half an hour and ask them questions about their
choices, and then there won’t be a problem anymore.80

7.5 Discussion
As explained in this chapter, there are different reasons for consumers to get involved in
ethical consumption of coffee. I have explored three different categories of ethical consumers:
the coffee connoisseur, the intentional ethical consumer, and the accidental ethical
consumer. Buying ethical coffee is not always based on political beliefs. In fact, more often
than not it is based on taste, trends or availability, without awareness of the issues in the
coffee sector and the impact you may have as a consumer. The consumer who expresses their
ideals and solidarity through the products they buy, which is often mentioned in the
literature, is thus merely one of the types of ethical consumers I encountered.
An important element of differentiation, is the extent of enjoyment or interest in coffee, or in
other words: the meanings people attach to it. Coffee can be seen as a product through which
people express their identity, and is subjected to cultural dimensions (Tucker, 2011). In this
line, I encountered a group of people who like to spend time on coffee making and drinking,
such as the coffee connoisseurs or the “new urban middle class” introduced by Shaker
Ardekani and Rath (2020). However, as expressed by different consumers, there are many
people who just want to drink a nice cup of coffee, and do not dwell on the process behind
making it.
Throughout this chapter, it becomes clear that even though consumers increasingly know
where to find the ethical problems and they are motivated to do something about it, they are
confused about the solution. They do agree that they have a certain responsibility to make the
80

Semi-structured interview with Emma, coffee drinker, 23-01-2021.
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right decision as consumers, and awareness is often mentioned as an important factor in this.
When consumers become aware of the inequalities in the coffee sector, they have a greater
incentive to buy ethical alternatives. However, there are many different factors obstructing
awareness to be a solution, which is also pointed out in the literature (Eden, 2011; Goodman,
2010; Gunderson, 2014; Guthman, 2009). First of all, awareness is again based on
information sources which can be reinterpreted, rejected or ignored. As my conversations
have illustrated, there can be a hesitation amongst consumers to trust labels and claims on
products, and thus act on it. And even if consumers do want to turn their knowledge into
practice, consumers are confused about what is actually the ethical alternative. This is clearly
illustrated by the quote of Thomas at the beginning of this chapter, in which he does not
know whether to choose a product that is good for people or for the environment. This
confusion thus complicates ethical consumption practices.
Another restricting factor is that consumption practices are not always conscious. A
consumer cannot do research about the ethicality of every product they buy in the
supermarket. This would take way too much time for the average person. Like Hargreaves
(2011) argues, consumption can become a routine. This is different for coffee connoisseurs,
who have made their hobby out of choosing and trying out different coffees. The choices
consumers make thus really depend on their relationship with coffee and the meaning they
attach to the consumption of it. Furthermore, by doing these interviews and having
conversations with people, they became aware of and reflected upon their consumption
choices and practices. Some people even mentioned how their conversation with me made
them think of coffee differently and how they learned something from it. Reflexivity is thus
important for the ethical consumer.
Consumer choice is also restricted by the choices that are made before in the global coffee
chain (Eden, 2011; Wheeler, 2012), which is what Spaargaren (2011) refers to as systems of
provision. This is the case when buying coffee in a café, in which consumers can often not
choose between different production methods of coffee. But also in supermarkets, where the
choice is bigger, since they decide what they do and do not want to put up in stores or
marketize. Together with consumers, cafés, roasters, stores and supermarkets, but also the
actors further along the supply chain, such as importers and farmers, all have their part in
constructing the market system.
However, not all consumers have an equal ability to contribute towards this. Many of the
specialty coffee places are significantly more expensive than the coffee sold elsewhere, which
means that it is not accessible to everyone. This is also reflected in the quote by Anne at the
beginning of Chapter 5, in which she did not think her neighbourhood would be the place
where people care about the exact origins of the coffee they buy. This is in line with what
Evans and Miele (2017) have argued in their research on political consumption. The ability of
a consumer to show their concern about issues related to production, now depends on their
access to ethical products. And in the case of specialty coffee, this access is not the same for
everyone. This is illustrated by the fact that many consumers told me that they feel like they
are in a bubble when it comes to ethical consumption. The people I interviewed are all
middle-class and highly educated people. They are aware of the fact that this influences their
access to, and thereby their interest in, ethical products.
Despite these restricting factors, most people I spoke to had a positive view towards the
impact they could make with consuming differently. Not necessarily of their own individual
consumption choices, but of the ability of these choices to influence others to do the same.
51

Through a sense of collective individualism, consumers believe that they can make a
difference buy buying ethical alternatives. Consumers do not necessarily see their
consumption as an individual process. They directly relate it to the people around them, and
the trends they observe in society. This is precisely how practice theory approaches
consumption. As Spaargaren (2011) explains, it is important to deal with the role of
perception, norms and personal commitments in a non-individualist way. Through this, we
can understand how the collective power of individual consumers can be used for good
(Eden, 2011).
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8 Conclusions

Ethical consumption is increasingly accepted as a viable solution to the social and ecological
problems that are related to overconsumption. Instead of consuming less, consumers are
urged to consume differently: by considering their duty and values as citizens when they
make transactions in the market. Brands, retailers, but also NGOs and civil society actors
promote this idea, and ethical products are becoming more popular. Slogans and quotes like
the ones at the very beginning of this thesis are thrown at consumers daily. The message is
simple: if you just choose the right products, you can positively impact people and the planet.
In the city of Utrecht, one of the products which reflects this sentiment is coffee. Even though
sales of ethical coffee are booming, there is no clear understanding of what this actually
entails. There is not one universal interpretation of ethical coffee, and people have different
motivations to engage in ethical coffee consumption. By applying the social practice approach
as introduced by Shove et al. (2012), this thesis aimed to clarify how consumers of ethical
coffee in Utrecht understand and give meaning to their consumption practices as ethical.

8.1 Materials, meanings, competences
I have explored the different materials, meanings and competences that make up the practice
of ethical consumption of coffee. Although I have deliberately chosen not to divide the thesis
according to these three elements, I do want to discuss them as separate here. In order to
take a step back and interpret my findings through the lens of the framework. The first
element consists of the materials that are part of consuming ethically. These are the visible
entities, technologies and the stuff of which the objects involved in the practice are made. In
the case of ethical coffee, the materials encompass (among others) the coffee itself, the
packaging (including claims and labels), the consumption site (cafés, specialty coffee bars,
supermarkets, stores or online stores), the coffee machines, price tags, and the people who
sell or prepare the coffee. Based on the literature, an important part of the materials that
make up ethical consumption, are ethical food labels. However, my research shows that
labels are not so much used by consumers to define the ethicality of a product. Instead, price
seems to be an important marker for consumers, even though that is not directly related to a
product’s ethicality. If a product or a café is expensive, consumers often assume that someone
before them in the commodity chain would have paid attention to the ethicality of a product.
Whereas when it is cheap, consumers relate a product to negative impact. This link is also
made when it comes to the quality of the coffee, as high-quality coffee is often associated with
fair business practices. Moreover, high-quality coffee is more expensive. These associations
do make sense in a way, since a fair price is often mentioned as critical for a product’s
ethicality. And a fair price for the producer, often is reflected in a higher retail price.
Generally, the cheapest coffee means an unfair price. However, expensive coffee does not
necessarily mean that the money ends up at the beginning of the product chain, with the
people who grow it.
In the case of ethical coffee consumption in Utrecht, labels thus appear not to be more of an
indicator of ethicality than ‘mundane’ factors, such as the price, taste, and looks of a product
or a café. This contrasts with some of the literature, in which ethical labels are seen as
intrinsic to ethical products. Yet, it does reflect the quite novel shift from labelled coffee to
private initiatives focussing on ethicality. More and more companies buy their coffee directly
at the source, in order to ensure both quality and ethicality. These initiatives are often critical
about the role of labels, deeming them redundant. The contrast between my research and the
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literature could thus be due to the fact that it is quite a recent development. Additionally, as
labelling practices are highly country-specific (Evans and Miele, 2017), it could also mean
that this is something specific to Dutch society. More research would be needed to reflect on
this.
The second element that makes up a practice, consists of the meanings people attach to it.
This refers to the social and symbolic significance of participating. In the case of ethical
consumption of coffee this significance can be based either on people’s interest in coffee, or
their interest in consuming ethically. I have illustrated this with the different categories of
consumers I encountered: the coffee connoisseur, the intentional ethical consumer, and the
accidental ethical consumer. These categories were distinctly visible (yet often also
intertwined), and all attached different meanings to the practice of ethical consumption of
coffee. The coffee connoisseur possesses a large amount of knowledge about coffee and likes
to spend time on it. This type of consumer wants to drink high-quality coffee, in which it is
important to know exactly where and how the coffee is produced. This means that the
importer, retailer or café is often in direct contact with coffee farmers, shortening the
production chain and therefore also the distance between the consumer (at the end of the
chain) and the producer (at the beginning). Most of the times (though not all) this leads to a
more equal trade relationship and less environmental impact. In this type of consumer,
quality and ethicality thus together form the motivation of consuming ethically.
The second type of consumer, the intentional ethical consumer, is above all motivated by
their sense of solidarity. They feel like they can make a difference, and therefore should. They
therefore buy ethical coffee only, through which they enact their role as citizen-consumers. I
only met one consumer who can clearly be categorized as an intentional ethical consumer.
Many others were to some extent motivated by this sense of responsibility, but this played
only a minor role in their consumption practices. Other meanings, materials, and
competences were more influential. Interestingly, there was also a category of consumers
who did not know that the coffee they consumed was ethical. Although these consumers do
participate in the practice of consuming ethically, they are not driven by meanings. According
to the three elements framework, it could therefore be argued that they are not practitioners
of ethical coffee consumption, since all three elements need to be in place in order to make a
practice. The accidental ethical consumers only actively participate in the practice of
consuming coffee, which then happens to be ethical. However, I do not think this category
needs to be discarded that easily, since these people do somehow play a part in ethical coffee
consumption.
Finally, a practice is also shaped by competences. This refers to consumers’ know-how, skills,
technique and understanding of what the practice should look like. Part of the latter is how
consumers understand ethicality in relation to coffee and consumption. This has been one of
the focus points of my research. Ethical consumption as a practice is different from
consumption as a practice, simply because of its adjective. Ethicality brings an extra layer of
meaning or value to the practice itself. However, this also makes it more complex. Consumers
have different understandings of what is ethical in relation to coffee and to consumption, yet
there has been some overlap. Most consumers mention both environmental and social
aspects, although some find the one more important than the other. The word consumers
often use to describe ethicality is ‘fair’: fair price, fair labour conditions, and fair treatment of
the environment. This refers to the whole commodity chain, from production to
consumption, to waste and recycling. In short, the shared understanding of ethical
54

consumption of coffee is thus consumption of coffee that has come to be (discarded) through
a fair interaction with people and the environment. This can, of course, still be interpreted in
different ways. And the more knowledge a consumer has of coffee, the more they can go into
details about its ethicality. This is again influenced by the meanings people attach to coffee,
and coffee connoisseurs usually know more about how coffee is ethically produced and
consumed. This could explain why a knowledge-fix, as is the base of much policy-initiatives
regarding ethical consumption, does not work. The information on a product only resonates
with the people who have some sort of interest in the product. Competences are just one of
the aspects influencing practices.
I believe that the three element framework has helped to scrutinize the different factors and
processes that influence the practice of ethical consumption. It breaks down the practice in
different pieces, and simultaneously highlights the interconnectedness. However, there were
some findings that did not really fit into this framework, like the accidental acts of ethical
consumption. Additionally, I found it difficult to address inequality. Some of the consumers I
spoke to mentioned that they were in an ethical bubble, and that a majority of the population
would not be able to afford ethical coffee. Additionally, I have shown that the supply of
ethical coffee is dependent on the neighbourhood. Most of the ethical coffee sites are located
in or adjacent to the city centre, meaning that access is differentiated amongst consumers.
You could argue that access is related to the systems of provision which are added to practice
theories by some scholars (e.g. Spaargaren, 2003). However, as ethical consumption is
presented as a citizenly act, I believe inequality should have a more central stage in analysing
the practice. If all people are citizen-consumers in contemporary society, this means that
people who cannot consume ethical products would be second-rate citizens. This is a
dynamic that requires further theorization.

8.2 A consumers’ perspective
In the above paragraphs, I have conceptualized ethical consumption of coffee through the
three elements framework of practices. Now, I wish to return back to the perspective of the
consumer, in order to answer the main question of this thesis: How do consumers of ethical
coffee in Utrecht understand and give meaning to their consumption practices as ethical?
Part of the answer lies in the fact that the practice of consuming ethically is often, indeed,
routinized. Consuming coffee is a repetitive aspect of everyday life, and consumers do not
consciously think about every single instance of consumption. The conversations and
interviews I had with consumers provided a moment of reflection. While talking to me, they
became aware of these routines and started to reflect upon them. Some of the people I spoke
to actually mentioned that they would change their practices after our conversation. They had
not really thought about their practice of consuming coffee before, and my research thus in a
way took the routine out of the practice.
Additionally, the answer is related to the issue of trust. As explained before, consumers rely
on secondary sources to understand the ethicality of coffee. They sources they trusted to be
reliable have been somewhat surprising. The price of the coffee, for instance, has proven to be
important, while ethical labels are regarded with suspicion. Consumers give meaning to the
ethicality of coffee through the price, which illustrates the trust consumers have in the
market. What also seems to appeal to consumers, is coffee with a story. When the exact
details of a coffee’s origin are explained to consumers, including personal information about
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the people involved in the process, they seem to place more trust in it. Direct trade initiatives
were applauded by the consumers I spoke to, especially because of this ‘charming’ story as
one consumer told me. They are willing to pay more for these kinds of coffee, although this
willingness goes hand in hand with the quality of the product as well. This reflects the
importance of an (imagined) personal relationship between the consumer and the producer,
in order to gain some level of trust.
Lastly, the way consumers give meaning to their consumption practices as ethical is related to
empowerment. Ethical consumption is based on the idea that buying a product with more
just, humane, or environmentally friendly characteristics will cause a positive impact. Many
consumers do not, however, feel like their individual practices of consumption have direct
impact on the problems they recognize in relation to coffee. While they are somewhat cynical
about the impact of their individual choices, consumers recognize that collective ethical
consumption practices can make a difference. Consumers do not regard ethical consumption
as an individual act per se. They notice how they are influenced by the people around them
and, in turn, influence others. Consumption practices reflect and are shaped by wider trends
in society, which can restrict, but also enable the choices of consumers.

8.3 Limitations of the research
This thesis has been produced as part of my master’s program in International Development
Studies. Besides contributing to academic discussions, the thesis was thus meant as a way for
me to practice gathering, analysing and interpreting data. Both of these dimensions require
some reflections, in which the limitations of the research are acknowledged and explained.
These limitations have sometimes been deliberately made, while some of them were
unintentional. Reflecting on this helps to place the conclusions of the research in perspective.
Furthermore, they could serve as lessons for myself and other researchers, and as a base for
further research.
One of the main pitfalls of my research, and the weakness which arguably affects my
conclusions most, is the fact that I did not collect as much data as I wanted. At the start of the
project, I planned to base a large part of my research on participant observation. I wanted to
use this to examine practices of ethical consumption at the consumption sites themselves.
Additionally, this would allow me to interact with and speak to many different consumers,
broadening my perspective. Unfortunately, cafés, restaurants and stores were closed for my
entire data-collection period, due to the COVID-19 pandemic. This made it difficult for me to
go into the ‘field’ and have informal conversations, as I am used as an anthropologist. As a
way of overcoming this restriction, I consorted to a different method to get in contact with
consumers: an online questionnaire. This did prove to work quite well, both as a
conversation-starter when approaching consumers at the two cafés where I conducted
participant observation, and as a way of reaching out to other consumers. My experience with
collecting and analysing quantitative data, however, is limited. Although this method was
never meant as a main form of data collection, I believe it could have been more valuable
when I had more knowledge on the way quantitative research should be executed.
Furthermore, I could have done more interviews for a more comprehensive understanding of
ethical consumption. Not only with more consumers, but also repeated with the same
consumers. I believe that my data analysis would have reached another level if I had the
chance to go back to the participants of the research and discuss my interpretations with
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them. In particular, I am curious to know if their practices of consuming ethical coffee has
changed after discussing and reflection upon it during the interview. However, my research
period came to quite an abrupt ending when I got the opportunity to start an internship. This
made it very difficult for me to carry on doing interviews. Conducting a long-term research,
in which consumers were more directly involved in the construction of data, could be an
interesting approach of another study.
The closing of coffee-places did not only affected my method of data collection, it also meant
that the practices of consuming coffee were different. In regards to away-from-home
consumption, people could only get a coffee to-go. I did not know how long this would be in
effect, and whether this would alter the data I collected. I tried to overcome this by also
asking consumers about their motivations for consumption in times before COVID-19, and
how this has changed. This provided me with interesting answers. In hindsight, I actually
believe that this sudden interruption in consumption practices proved to be an insightful
moment of reflection for consumers. It made them think about practices which have become
routinized. During conversations, people indeed told me that they had become more aware of
the impact of their practices, or started to dive deeper in the world of (specialty) coffee.
Besides restricting it, the pandemic has thus also added some value to my research.
During the research, I had to refrain myself from making claims about the role of ethical
consumption in grander processes of sustainable transitions. I am personally interested in
this, and had many conversations with friends to discuss what (positive or negative) impact
ethical consumption could have on our planet. However, answering these questions is not an
aim that fits within the limits of this research, and might require different methods than
ethnography. One of the strengths of ethnography lies in its ability to gain a deeper
understanding of how people deal with and ascribe meaning to a certain issue or process.
Furthermore, it allows a researcher to approach this issue holistically. The results, however,
are often not suitable for generalisation, meaning that it is not possible to make grounded
claims about larger processes and transitions. It is thus important to clearly demarcate the
aim and the limits of the research, which is something I have learned in the process.
Limiting the aim of the research does mean there is much left to explore. For instance, I have
made the choice not to include consumers who do not drink ethical coffee (either deliberately
or because they are not aware of the difference). Comparing this to non-ethical coffee
drinkers and basing conclusion on this would mean doubling my interviews, for which I did
not have time. I do, however, expect this comparative approach to provide illuminating
insights, which is why I highly encourage others to do so. Another suggestion I want to make,
is to further explore the friction between empowerment and subjugation, which comes with
the merging of the citizen and the consumer. I did touch upon this in my theoretical
framework and the conclusions, yet I believe it to be relevant to make this the central focus
within another research.
It cannot be stressed enough that the research has been greatly affected by the COVID-19
pandemic and the restrictions that were imposed by the government. Not only did have an
effect on my data, as explained above, but also on my own state of mind. It has been
demanding to do everything (from reading, writing and analysing to interviews and
conversations) from within the confinement of my small student-room. I had to deal with
disappointments and adapt to new circumstances. The process of writing this thesis has thus
been challenging, yet it was also insightful, allowing me to learn about doing research and
about myself.
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Appendix 1 | Ethical coffee labels

This appendix lists the ethical labels I have found on coffee-products during my research in
Utrecht, including a short description of the label’s scope and method.

Fairtrade

Certification program focussing on the trade process, meaning that it is
applicable to all who trade (buy, sell or process). It is not issued to individual
farmers, but to farmer cooperatives. This is done to stimulate farmers to
collaborate, and thereby increase their power in the trade system. In order to
use the Fairtrade mark on a finished product, every step in the supply chain
must be certified against the Fairtrade Standards.
The Fairtrade standards involve economic, social and environmental criteria,
designed to support the sustainable development of small producer
organizations and agricultural workers in the Global South. Economic criteria
include the Fairtrade Minimum Price (which is often considerably higher than
the global market price of coffee) and a Fairtrade Premium. This premium is
meant for farmers and workers with the possibility to invest in the quality of
their businesses and communities. Promoting democratic self-organization is a
focus point of Fairtrade. This reflects in the fact that Fairtrade is 50 percent
owned by farmers and workers themselves, giving them an equal day in the
system’s decision-making.
The certification is audited by independent third parties. The costs are
dependent on the size and volume of production.
Sources: Fairtrade International (2021, July); What is Fairtrade? (n.d.);
Kuepper and Kusumaningtyas (2020).

EU Organic

Certification program focussing on producing food using natural substances
and processes. The aim is to limit environmental impact. Imported organic
products have to adhere to the same standards and is subjected to control
procedures to guarantee that they have also been produced and shipped in
accordance with organic principles. EU Organic is part of IFOAM, the umbrella
organization for the organic agriculture movement which is active in 120
countries.
The EU Organic standards involve environmental criteria only. The market
value of organic-certified coffee is often considerably higher than the market
value of uncertified coffee, and even the Fairtrade Minimum Price (without the
premium).
The certification is audited by independent third parties. During the first 2
years of farming according to organic requirements, the product is not allowed
to have the Organic seal. This means that there are no premiums paid for the
product in this time, even though substantial changes and investments need to
be carried out beforehand.
Sources: Organic farming (n.d.); Kuepper and Kusumaningtyas (2020).

UTZ

Note: in 2018, the UTZ certification program merged with Rainforest
Alliance. Since 2020 they have published a new standard under the name
Rainforest Alliance, meaning that the UTZ label is being phased out.
Certification program focussing on more sustainable farming and better
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opportunities for farmers, their families, and the planet. The standards include
social, environmental and management criteria. Part of this is the payment of a
premium on top of the global market price of the product.
The certification is audited by independent third parties. The costs of auditing
are between 500 and 4,500 USD, depending on the size and volume of
production and the certification body used.
Sources: UTZ Certification (n.d.); Kuepper and Kusumaningtyas (2020).

Rainforest Alliance

Certification program focussing on nature conservation and better social
standards in forestry and agriculture. The program is rooted in several key
principles: continuous improvement, data driven, contextualized approach, and
shared responsibility.
The Rainforest Alliance standards involve environmental, social and
management criteria for sustainable agriculture (including both farmer and
supply chain requirements). It requires a premium to be paid on top of the
global market price of the product. Additionally, Rainforest Alliance started a
program to stimulate the payment of a living income for producers.
The certification is audited by independent third parties. Farmers pay for audit
services from the certification body of their choice. The fees vary depending on
the size and location of the farm.
Sources: 2020 Certification Program (n.d.); Rainforest Alliance (2020, June);
Kuepper and Kusumaningtyas (2020).

64

Appendix 2 | Questionnaire
Below is the list of questions asked in the questionnaire, translated from Dutch.

Question 1: What are your considerations when buying coffee in an (online) store or
supermarket? Multiple answers possible.
a)
b)
c)
d)
e)
f)

Price
Quality
Brand
Packaging
Social and/or environmental impact
Other, namely…

Question 2: Which answer to the previous question is usually decisive?
a)
b)
c)
d)
e)
f)

Price
Quality
Brand
Packaging
Social and/or environmental impact
Other, namely…

Question 3: In normal times, without COVID-19, what are your considerations when getting
or drinking a cup of coffee in a café? Multiple answers possible.
a)
b)
c)
d)
e)
f)

Price
Quality
Brand
Ambiance of the café
Social and/or environmental impact
Other, namely…

Question 4: Which answer to the previous question is usually decisive?
a)
b)
c)
d)
e)
f)

Price
Quality
Brand
Ambiance of the café
Social and/or environmental impact
Other, namely…

Question 5: Is there anything that concerns you about the way coffee is produced or traded?
If so, what?
Question 6: Which information sources do you use regarding these concerns? Multiple
answers possible.
a) Not applicable
b) Personal contacts (friends, family, colleagues etc.)
c) Social media
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d)
e)
f)
g)
h)

News articles
Scientific articles
Labels and/or information on products
In-store information
Other, namely…

Question 7: Does your knowledge on these products influence your decisions when buying
coffee?
a)
b)
c)
d)

Not applicable
Yes
No
I don’t know
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Appendix 3 | Interview guide for coffee drinkers
Introduction
1. Introduction
a. Welcome and thank you for participating in this interview.
2. Purpose of the interview
a. This interview is part of a research I am conducting for my MSc thesis at
Wageningen University.
b. I am doing the research by myself, so it’s not in collaboration with any third
parties other than Wageningen University.
c. For my thesis, I am interested in coffee consumption and the motivations
behind consumption choices.
d. Since you are [visiting a café which sells ethical coffee; a consumer of ethical
coffee; etc.] I am very interested in your opinions on the topic.
3. Privacy
a. The interview is completely anonymised. I’ll change your name and remove
identifying characteristics in my report. I will also leave out names of the
cafés.
b. The information you share will be used within my thesis and saved in the
University’s data storage. The interview will not be directly shared with other
parties, yet my thesis will be publicly available.
c. Do you mind if I record the interview?
Main and follow-up questions
1. Meaning of coffee
a. How much coffee do you drink on an average day?
b. How do you like your coffee?
c. Where do you usually drink coffee?
i. At home, café, work etc.
d. How has this changed lately?
e. What do you enjoy most about coffee?
2. Consideration when consuming coffee
a. When you buy coffee at the grocery store, what are your main considerations?
i. E.g. price, taste, brand, origin, packaging, logos/labels, ethical
considerations
b. What would you say is the most important consideration among your list?
c. And when you go out for a coffee in a café, what are your considerations then?
d. Which is the most important?
e. When there is a difference between considerations at the store and in a café:
Why is this different for you?
3. Ethical issues in coffee sector
a. You mentioned …… [environmental issues, social issues, etc.] as a motivation
for your coffee consumption choices, can you tell me more about that?
b. OR: I notice you didn’t mention ____ [environmental issues, social issues]
related to your coffee consumption choices. I myself am quite interested in
these issues. Is it something you think about?
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4.

5.

6.

7.

c. In addition to ….. [environmental issues, social issues, etc.], are there other
issues related to coffee that you consider important?
d. How do you think these issues should be regulated?
i. Standards and labels
e. Where do you get information about these issues?
i. Production and trade issues
f. Where do you get information about labels and standards?
g. What is your opinion on the available information?
Responsibility
a. Who do you think is responsible for addressing the issues that you
mentioned?
i. Government, NGOs, coffee companies, retailers, consumers,
producers
b. Which of these people/organizations can achieve the most according to you?
c. In what ways can they make a difference?
d. Do you think these actors are related in any way?
e. You mentioned a certain responsibility for consumers, can you tell me more
about this?
f. OR: You didn’t mention consumers as responsible for change. What do you
think about that?
Personal consumption choices
a. What about your personal sense of responsibility?
b. How does this relate to your consumption choices?
i. Do you only consume ethical coffee?
ii. Has this changed recently?
c. Do you feel like your choices make a difference regarding the issues you
mentioned? Why (not)?
Consumption practices
a. How would you describe the consumption behaviour you see around you?
b. How does this relate to your own consumption behaviour?
c. Do you notice a change in this behaviour lately? In what ways?
d. What do you think has caused this change?
i. Information, government policies, awareness etc.
Political engagement
a. Besides buying responsibly, what other things do you do to change the issues
you mentioned?
b. Do you feel like you could or should do more?
c. If so, what is restricting you?
d. How can these restrictions be overcome?

Conclusion
1. Round up the interview with a short summary.
2. Do you have any questions or comments yourself? Something you want to add? Or
leave out?
3. Thanks for your time and answers.
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Appendix 4 | Interview guide for coffee managers
Introduction
1. Introduction
a. Welcome and thank you for participating in this interview.
2. Purpose of the interview
a. This interview is part of a research I am conducting for my MSc thesis at
Wageningen University.
b. I am doing the research by myself, so it’s not in collaboration with any third
parties other than Wageningen University.
c. For my thesis, I am interested in coffee consumption and the motivations
behind consumption choices.
d. Since you are working in the coffee sector, I am very interested in your
opinions on the topic.
3. Privacy
a. The interview is completely anonymised. I’ll change your name and remove
identifying characteristics in my report. I will also leave out names of the
cafés.
b. The information you share will be used within my thesis and saved in the
University’s data storage. The interview will not be directly shared with other
parties, yet my thesis will be publicly available.
c. Do you mind if I record the interview?
Main and follow-up questions
1. Meaning of coffee
a. How much coffee do you drink on an average day?
b. How do you like your coffee?
c. Where do you usually drink coffee?
d. At home, café, work
e. How has this changed lately?
f. What do you enjoy most about coffee?
2. Managing coffee
a. How did you get involved in the coffee business?
b. How would you describe your role in the coffee sector?
3. Consideration when selling coffee
a. When you choose the coffee you serve in the café, what are your main
considerations?
b. What would you say is the most important consideration among your list?
4. Ethical issues in the coffee sector
a. You mentioned …… (environmental issues, social issues, etc.) as a motivation
for your coffee choices, can you tell me more about that?
b. OR: I notice you didn’t mention ____ (environmental issues, social issues)
related to your coffee choices. I myself am quite interested in these issues. Is it
something you think about?
c. In addition to ….. (environmental issues, social issues, etc.), are there other
issues related to coffee that you consider important?
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5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

d. How do you think these issues should be regulated?
i.
Standards and labels
e. Where do you get information about these issues?
i.
Production and trade issues
f. Where do you get information about labels and standards?
g. What is your opinion on the available information?
Responsibility
a. Who do you think is responsible for addressing the issues that you
mentioned?
i.
Government, NGOs, coffee companies, retailers, consumers,
producers
b. Which of these people/organizations can achieve the most according to you?
c. In what ways can they make a difference?
d. Do you think these actors are related in any way?
e. You mentioned a certain responsibility for consumers, can you tell me more
about this?
f. OR: You didn’t mention consumers as responsible for change. What do you
think about that?
Personal management choices
a. What about your personal sense of responsibility?
b. How does this relate to your business choices?
i.
Do you only sell ethical coffee?
ii.
Has this changed recently?
c. How would you describe ethical coffee?
d. How do you determine whether the coffee you sell is ethical?
i.
Ethical labels, own research, etc.
e. How do you communicate your ethical vision to your customers?
f. Do you feel like your initiative makes a difference regarding the issues you
mentioned? Why (not)?
g. We mostly talked about your choices as a manager. Is this different from the
choices that you make as a consumer of coffee?
Ethical landscape in Utrecht
a. As you explained, you made a decision to sell ethical coffee in your café. Do
you recognize other initiatives like this in Utrecht?
b. How has the interest in these ethical initiatives developed lately?
c. How do you (or does your business) relate to other initiatives regarding ethical
coffee?
Consumption practices
a. How would you describe the consumption behaviour you see around you?
b. Do you notice many customers that are dedicated to buying ethically?
c. Do you notice a change in this behaviour lately? In what ways?
d. What do you think has caused this change?
i.
Information, government policies, awareness etc.
Political engagement
a. Besides selling ethical coffee, are you involved in other initiatives to change
the issues you mentioned?
b. Do you feel like you could or should do more?
c. If so, what is restricting you?
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d. How can these restrictions be overcome?
Conclusion
1. Round up the interview with a short summary.
2. Do you have any questions or comments yourself? Something you want to add? Or
leave out?
3. Thanks for your time and answers.
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