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ABSTRACT
The relationship between coffee quality and sustainability is typically analysed using symbolic
quality attributes, not material quality. This article provides a bottom-up perspective of Burundi’s
current competitive advantage in the global coffee market: material quality. The research agenda
was embedded within the operations of a Burundian coffee washing station and describes critical
business practices for producing and selling high material quality coffee. We argue that these
business practices represent quality governance mechanisms that are significantly different from
the exogenous and fixed criteria of sustainability certifications and labels. Such quality
governance mechanisms are an important trading trend to recognize and understand in a
producing country such as Burundi that is unable to effectively compete in the certified coffee
market because of the small size and irregularity of its supply. Copyright © 2018 John Wiley &
Sons, Ltd and ERP Environment
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Introduction

ACCESS TO THE GLOBAL COFFEE MARKET FOR SMALLHOLDER PRODUCERS IS SECURED ALONG ONE OF TWO ROUTES: AS A LOW COST

producer of a bulk commodity or through differentiated product offerings in order to access quality or
sustainability-conscious markets (Neilson, 2007). There are different ways of perceiving coffee quality,
and it is best defined by three attributes: material, symbolic and in-person service attributes (Daviron

and Ponte, 2005). Material quality attributes refer to the quality parameters that are embedded within the coffee
fruit and can be measured by using human senses (touch, sight, smell, hearing, taste) or technological devices.
These attributes are embedded in the product because they are the outcome of the interaction between the
biophysical makeup of the country of origin and the processing techniques used (for example Arabica, Yellow
Bourbon varietal, grown at 1800 metres and processed by mechanical depulping). Material quality attributes are also
referred to as intrinsic quality attributes. The value of material quality attributes relates primarily to the existence of
measurement procedures and devices and the accuracy of these measurements. Thus the ability to measure
material quality attributes creates objectivity (Daviron and Ponte, 2005). The symbolic quality attributes of coffee
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are in most cases determined by those living outside of the origin and form the story of where the coffee came from
for the purposes of marketing coffee to consumers and, in some instances, for drawing attention to development
challenges in a particular origin (i.e. coffee producing nation).1 Symbolic quality attributes cannot be measured
by human senses or technological devices and are determined by reputation. Sustainability labels rely on symbolic
quality to create and retain visibility in the coffee market. Symbolic attributes often work together with in-person
service attributes. In-person service attributes are mostly disconnected from the material quality attributes of coffee
and relate to the atmosphere and feeling that coffee professionals create for coffee consumers in a café (‘immaterial
production’).2 Differentiation via exemplary material quality is an expedient way of creating trading opportunities
for origins that are unable to effectively compete in the mainstream market due to low or inconsistent volumes
(Donnet et al., 2007). This is a strategic opportunity, as there is a shortage of exemplary material quality coffee
available in the global coffee market (Daviron and Ponte, 2005; Watts, 2013). Whilst there is a significant body of
sustainability-oriented research and debate on the development possibilities derived from the symbolic quality
attributes of coffee (Bacon, 2005; Blackman and Rivera, 2011; Elder et al., 2014; Giovannucci and Ponte, 2005;
Hudson and Hudson, 2003; ITC, 2011b; Lyons, 2005; Ponte, 2004; Raynolds et al., 2007; Vermeulen and
Metselaar, 2015), less attention has been paid to how the material quality attributes of coffee are involved in the
sustainable coffee discourse (Borrella et al., 2015; Goldstein, 2011; Wilson and Wilson, 2014). ‘Cup quality’ is the
term that coffee professionals and aficionados use to refer to material quality (Steiman, 2013; Sunarharum et al.,
2014; Wilson and Wilson, 2014). Whilst implementation of a sustainability certification may contribute to material
quality improvements, none of the available mainstream sustainability standards are able to certify material quality
attributes (Goldstein, 2011; Linton et al., 2004). For an origin such as Burundi it is impossible to ignore the
relationship between cup quality and sustainability, as cup quality is Burundi’s only competitive advantage in the
market. Burundi’s agro-ecological features are near ideal for high material quality coffee production. These include
growing altitudes of 1500–2200 metres above sea level and moderate tropical conditions with abundant rainfall, the
predominance of the Red Bourbon varietal and a long history of high quality processing using the wet method. The
agro-ecological endowments of Burundi, together with the recent privatization of coffee production, offer an unprec-
edented opportunity to exploit a renewable resource within a global market that is demanding exactly what Burundi
can produce: high material quality coffee.

Creating demand for what Burundi can offer the market is not an automatic process. Quality is socially
constructed (Renard, 1999) and its appreciation is ultimately contingent to specific cultural, political and economic
contexts (Ilbery and Kneafsey, 2000; Warner, 2007). Coffee buyers, roasters and cafés utilize the three sets of
quality attributes in different ways as means of positioning themselves in the market and securing a customer base
(Davids, 2013; Daviron and Ponte, 2005; Giovannucci and Koekoek, 2003; Holland et al., 2015; Lundy et al., 2012;
Manzo, 2010; Morris, 2013; Raynolds, 2009; Roseberry, 1996). The variety of ways in which to prepare and
consume coffee, together with diverse cultural associations with the drink, has resulted in a highly fragmented
market manifested by a plethora of coffee-related drinks, flavoured syrups, cafes, single-serve pod machines and
sustainability stickers. Learning how to compete in and negotiate the quality-conscious sector of the global coffee
market is an essential skill for producers who cannot compete using volume. However, in order to compete on
the basis of material quality, producers need to have a clear idea of the quality practices demanded by buyers who
purchase exemplary material quality coffee. Unfortunately, there is a scarcity of accessible information that can
serve as a guide to producers on how to make investment decisions to compete with the material quality of their
production (Wilson and Wilson, 2014). Unlike the rigid requirements of mainstream sustainability certifications
(symbolic quality), there is a high level of flexibility regarding production practices for improving material quality
attributes. In this article, we examine the market relevant quality practices of a Burundian coffee producer who uses
material quality to secure access to niche markets and, as a result, bypasses the agro-economic challenges that
prevents Burundi from effectively competing in the mainstream coffee market.

1See also Davids (2013).
2Daviron and Ponte (2005) illustrate the differences between these three quality attributes in their case study of the Italian coffee market. Their research
clearly shows that ‘high quality’ coffee in Italy is predominantly defined by symbolic quality (generated through roaster brand names and marketing, not
origin) and in-person service quality. Material quality, in the majority of cases, is non-essential to an Italian roaster’s success, as the majority of espresso
consumption relies on the atmosphere of the café where coffee ‘does not get tasted, just ingested’ (Daviron and Ponte, 2005, p. 148).
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Methodology

This study is based on transdisciplinary research work undertaken for the first author’s PhD. The broad, overall,
research aim for the PhD project was to learn about sustainability issues within the Burundian coffee sector by
inserting the research aims into a coffee supply chain in Burundi. Transdisciplinary research is a methodology that
seeks to transcend disciplinary boundaries as well as boundaries between scientific and practical/experimental
knowledge in order to solve problems in the real world (Bergmann et al., 2012; Brandt et al., 2013; Hirsch Hadorn
et al., 2008; Jahn et al., 2012; Pohl and Hirsch Hadorn, 2007). Transdisciplinarity (TD) is a ‘fuzzy and contested
field’ (Hirsch Hadorn et al., 2008, p. 27) precisely because it is shaped by heterogeneous conceptions of science
and allows for the integration of various methods. The approach followed in this study stresses the relational epis-
temology of TD, that is the non-separability of subject and object in knowledge production (van Breda et al., 2016).3

In this approach to TD, an individual researcher is both a participating insider (co-producing knowledge with soci-
etal actors) and an observing stranger (Swilling, 2014).4 The first author began working with a Burundian coffee
producer,5 Long Miles Coffee Project (LMCP),6 in 2013 as part of the larger PhD project and took on the role of
farmer relations officer. The primary objective of this role was to discover the everyday challenges that farmers faced
and design appropriate farmer support programs that could be funded by LMCP and its buyers. Embedding the
research agenda into the everyday operations of LMCP meant that the first author related to individuals working
for LMCP as colleagues and co-researchers, not as key informants. Similarly, both coffee farmers and coffee buyers
related to the first author as someone who worked with LMCP, not as an external researcher doing research on or for
LMCP. The result of this was that everyday experiences at LMCP generated the primary data sources for this study in
the form of journal reflections, email exchanges (with buyers and colleagues) and community meetings with
farmers. Supplementary learning and data were generated from semi-structured interviews conducted between
November 2013 and September 2015 with coffee buyers and other coffee researchers who have working experience
and insight into production dynamics in Burundi’s coffee sector (Appendix 1). The style of writing in this article
mimics the learning experience gained from the TD approached that was followed and thus departs from more
traditional formats of academic writing where context and empirical data are often reported separately. In the TD
approach followed, knowledge integration is unapologetically perceived through the lens of the research context.
Emergent insights from context have guided the selection of theoretical perspectives to be included and connected
to, with a focus on seamless integration of practical/experiential knowledge and scientific knowledge in the
reporting of the research process. Several of the literature sources in this article are not peer reviewed, owing to
the fact that Burundi’s coffee sector is not well researched, despite the significant changes that the sector has
undergone since its effective privatization in 2009.

Coffee Quality as Context

The idea of producing ‘quality coffee’ emerged as a central research theme at the beginning of 2014 as LMCP
expressed that it was a strategic goal for the company to meet current and future demand from buyers. A brief note
on Burundi’s position in the global coffee market is needed in order to fully appreciate why differentiation by quality
would be important to LMCP. Burundi is the smallest origin in East Africa and it is known for its highly irregular
supply and low volumes (Figure 1). The continuously declining nature of its supply positions Burundi as virtually
inconsequential to global production. In general, Burundian coffee producers face a unique mix of compounding
socio-political, economic and institutional challenges that threaten the longevity of the entire coffee sector. These
challenges are further complicated by cyclical instability: horrific and destabilizing episodes of ethnic-based violence

3Immersion into the research context is thus non-negotiable.
4This approach to TD remains contested, as there is disagreement in the literature regarding the necessity and extent of involvement of non-academic
actors in the research process (Jahn et al., 2012).
5In Burundi, smallholder coffee farmers rely on coffee washing stations (CWSs) to depulp and export their coffee.
6www.longmilescoffeeproject.com
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in 1965, 1972 and 1988 and a civil war from 1994 to 2005 (Daley, 2006; Lemarchand, 1970, 1995). As of April 2015,
Burundi is experiencing further political turmoil after the decision of President Pierre Nkurunziza to run for a third
term in office.

Burundi’s low agro-economic performance (and the associated image problems this creates with buyers), its
political instability and its low level of economic development7 make it difficult to reach for voluntary sustainability
standards (VSSs). Burundi’s production is too small and too unreliable to be of any concern for the majority of
sustainable coffee buyers, despite the potential benefit that wide scale adoption of VSS could catalyse. Furthermore,
the high risk of buying coffee affected with the potato taste defect (PTD) – an inconsistent flavour defect found only in
Burundian, Rwandan and DR Congo coffees – is a major deterrent to many large volume coffee buyers who require
absolute dependability for their brands8 (Gueule et al., 2015). Burundi’s (current) strongest competitive advantage in
the global market is the relatively high quality of its supply, which has attracted a new wave of specialty coffee9 buyers
since the late 2000s who recognize the unique and characteristic flavour profiles (material quality) of Burundian
coffee, despite the risk of PTD. It is these buyers that LMCP seeks to initiate and sustain trading relationships with,
and as a result these buyers continue to generate the mainstay of LMCP’s business.

Three Waves of Coffee Quality

At LMCP the first author was introduced to the idea of third wave coffee –a term used to describe a new approach to
producing, roasting and selling coffee that is characterized by a near exclusive focus on the material quality of coffee.
Coffee aficionados and industry professionals perceive the current heterogeneity of consumption trends in the
market according to three distinct, but overlapping, waves (Borrella et al., 2015; Hartman, 2011; Manzo, 2010,

7Burundi ranks 180 out of 187 countries on the Human Development Index (UNDP, 2014).
8Brewed coffee beans with PTD literally taste like a raw potato. It is common knowledge that traditional commercial buyers would readily reject entire
containers of coffee if one incidence of PTD were found in their order. The macro-economic consequences of this can be dire. There is currently no clear
solution to eliminating PTD from production (Bouyjou et al., 1999; Jackels et al., 2014; Songer, 2014).
9Erna Knutsen originally coined the term ‘specialty coffee’ in 1978. Knutsen described specialty coffees as coffees ‘made from coffee beans grown in
special geographic microclimates with unique flavor profiles’ (Rhinehart, 2009). However, since the 1970s, the term has not always denoted terroir and
is often used as a positional term for marketing purposes. It often implies a beyond minimum standards product, which creates the idea that it should
command a premium price (Ilbery and Kneafsey, 2000). Unsurprisingly, there is no universally accepted definition of specialty coffee (ITC, 2011a).
Specialty coffee represents 48% volume share and nearly 55% value share of the American coffee market, which is estimated at $48 billion dollars
(SCAA, 2015). Although void of a formally accepted definition, the specialty coffee market often aligns itself with different values and notions of quality
compared with the market positioning of ‘regular’ coffee. Certified coffee, for example, is part of the growth of the specialty coffee market.
10Coffee professional Trish Rothgeb is credited as the first person to put into writing this perspective on coffee after experiencing the styles of cafe that
were available in Norway in 2002: ‘First Wave, Second Wave, Third Wave: this is how I think of contemporary coffee’ (Skeie, 2003).

Figure 1. Cyclical and declining production Source: ISTEEBU (2009, 2014), World Bank (2011), ICO (2015)
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2014; Thurston et al., 2013).10 LMCP’s business model focuses on producing exceptionally high material quality
coffee that can command a premium on the international market to deliver higher prices to farmers. LMCP
self-identifies and markets itself as a third wave coffee producer. LMCP’s production is not certified by a third party
sustainability certification or standard. However, it uses the industry standard method of sensory perception and
analysis (called cupping) to evaluate and ‘certify’ the material quality (cup quality) of the coffee it produces
(Bhumiratana et al., 2011; Di Donfrancesco et al., 2014; Franca et al., 2005; Goldstein, 2011; Sunarharum et al.,
2014). Although there are many styles and variations of cupping that coffee businesses use internally, the de facto
sensory framework for cupping used by producers and buyers is the Specialty Coffee Association of America
(SCAA) Cupping Protocol (Carvalho et al., 2015; Stewart, 2013).11 The SCAA standards define specialty coffee as
any coffee that scores above 80 (out of 100) on their cupping protocol (SCAA, 2014). The average cupping score
for the first LMCP container exported during the 2014 harvest was 86.8 points. LMCP’s exclusive focus on material
quality sets it apart from all mainstream sustainability standards for coffee production that have a primary focus on
symbolic quality. During the many cuppings with third wave roasters during 2014 and 2015, the practices of third
wave coffee production and consumption became apparent. Third wave coffee is process oriented and celebrates
coffee as a fruit (not a drink), with all processing geared towards enhancing fruit quality rather than creating a
standardized taste. Cup score is the final determinant of fruit quality and provides rich data regarding the influence
of processing on material quality attributes. As a result, at LMCP, significant investment is directed towards
ensuring that the latest cup scores dictate how the technical processing protocols are designed and implemented.
LMCPs create micro-lots that can be sold to buyers as means of highlighting and differentiating the material quality
attributes of their annual production. Micro-lot coffee is a term used to refer to highly differentiated coffee that is
differentiated by a combination of terroir, processing method, size and cup score over and above its differentiation
by origin. A micro-lot can be as small as a single 60 kilogram bag: a clear departure from the volume-based
approach to selling, where the aim is to sell coffee in container loads. At LMCP micro-lots are created primarily
through differentiation by terroir (discovered through cupping) and secondarily by the date on which they are
processed during the harvest period. Although this article is not focused on the demand side of the coffee supply
chain, brief insight into these dynamics during the first and second waves is necessary to fully understand how
LMCP differentiates its offerings in order to be attractive to third wave buyers. Table 1 summarizes the most obvious
distinguishing differences of each wave according to each quality attribute with the most significant differences
listed first. Table 1 is non-exhaustive, as coffee, the drink, is always connected to a particular style and culture of
consumption (that differs between countries as much as it does within countries) to the point that ‘coffee is never
“just coffee”’ (Morris, 2013, p. 883).

First wave coffee roasting and retail is associated with standardization and mass marketing with the aim of mass
consumption (Roseberry, 1996).12 Roasting during the first wave was a large scale and industrial process with little
to no effort directed towards enhancing material quality. Second wave coffee is the result of roasters differentiating
their products through improved material quality and attention to symbolic quality attributes (Davids, 2013). The
opening of Peet’s Coffee & Tea store in California in 1966 is said to be the beginning of second wave coffee in
America (Bacon, 2013; Borrella et al., 2015; Davids, 2013; Daviron and Ponte, 2005). Notions of coffee quality are
the focus of the second wave, with the introduction of a wide array of customizable (size, flavouring, origin, milk)
espresso-based drinks that Ponte (2002) has described as the ‘latte revolution’ because of the predominance of milk
(latte in Italian) over coffee content. Unlike the first wave, the retail strategy of the second wave revolves around
fragmentation and attracts consumers through differentiated, out-of-home consumption experiences in ambient
cafes, placing high value on in-person service quality attributes (Ponte, 2002; Roseberry, 1996). Undoubtedly, the
pervasive presence of Starbucks is the (ongoing) epitome of the second wave (Daviron and Ponte, 2005; Hartman,
2011; Skeie, 2003). Interestingly, the second wave is known for the paradoxical consumer experience it created. On
the one hand, in the second wave coffee connoisseurship begins to resemble that of wine through increased
recognition of the importance of unique attributes of origin and its relation to material quality (Howell, 2013;

11The SCAA was established in 1982 and is the largest trade association (by members) in the coffee industry.
12Borrella et al. (2015) argue that the first wave occurred between the 1930s and 1960s; however, as Thurston et al. (2013) stress, there is no agreement
on the exact time frame of this wave of consumption. What is agreed upon is that low quality coffee beans were used to create instant coffee blends that
were packaged and sold in cans to ensure a long shelf life. Freshness of roast was not a priority.
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Raynolds, 2009; Wilson et al., 2012). Yet, at the same time, the competition between major second wave stores also
resulted in automation of process to achieve brand recognition (symbolic quality) via standardization: a Starbucks
Caramel Macchiato should look and taste like a Starbucks Caramel Macchiato regardless of which store in the world
it is purchased from.

Apart from books written for coffee professionals and aficionados, there is scant academic research around the
phenomenon of third wave coffee, except for the work of Manzo (2010, 2015), Borrella et al.(2015) and Fischer
(2017). The transition into third wave coffee should be seen as a move towards the artisanal approach to crafting
quality that has long been evident in the wine industry (Folmer, 2014; Howell, 2013).

Opportunities and Constraints for Burundi in Coffee’s Third Wave

In 2012 the Cup of Excellence (COE) programme was introduced in Burundi, one of only two African origins to
participate in this competition. The COE programme is the hallmark of specialty coffee, representing the highest
award that can be given for material quality, as the level of analysis that winning coffees undergo is unrivalled.
All coffees are cupped ‘blind’ without any information given about production (Alliance for Coffee Excellence,
2015). Apart from the COE programme, Burundi has also demonstrated its ability to produce exemplary quality
coffees with a unique cup profile to the market, and these have attracted direct trading relationships (Bamber
et al., 2014; Elena, 2010; Leeson, 2015; USAID, 2013; Wennersgaard, 2015; World Bank, 2011, 2012). Our ongoing
research in the Burundian coffee sector continues to reveal that buyers perceive Burundian coffee as a good cost to
performance product that offers unique and desirable terroir offerings at a highly competitive price point compared
with coffees with similar cup scores and flavour profiles from other origins. However, there remains considerable
concern from buyers regarding the PTD – a direct challenge to sustaining the reputation of the high material quality
attributes of Burundian coffee in the market.

What is currently lacking amongst Burundian producers is the business know-how to connect to buyers
interested in high material quality coffee. An intentional commitment is required from producers to differentiate
their product according to material quality attributes, as market access created by material quality upgrading occurs
primarily at farm level. In Burundi, although the correct pre-conditions exist to produce high material quality coffee,
the sector has not yet capitalized on these nor has there been significant investment to retain this competitive
advantage. We see this as one of the unfortunate influences of the previous governance of the coffee sector. Up until
2009 the state monopolized all activities related to the production and export of coffee, and relied on a strategy of
rent seeking off the simple production of bulk, undifferentiated coffee. In the next sections we explain two business
practices of third wave coffee production used by LMCP to attract and retain buyers. These are the production of
material quality attributes, and the production of symbolic quality attributes at origin to sell alongside material
quality attributes. Thereafter, we show how direct trade is an important tool to sustaining third wave coffee
production for small volume producers and buyers.

The Production of Material Quality: Cupping in Origin

Although historically exporters and buyers have employed cupping as faultfinding exercise, cupping is now used as
a flavour discovery tool to create new sales (Freeman et al., 2012; Goldstein, 2011). At LMCP cupping is an integral
part of everyday operations, with extensive resources dedicated to ensuring that coffees are cupped in the best way
possible.13 Initially, it was difficult to discern how the time investment into cupping coffee was directly connected to
improving the livelihoods of poor smallholder farmers. However, what became apparent after a year of working with
LMCP is the necessity for LMCP to be competent in the operational logic of both ends of its supply chain. In order to
capitalize on the investments made at farm level (for example, providing farmers with organic fertilizer), LMCP

13For example, paying for various tests to ensure that water quality is optimal to counter the irregular quality of water supply in Burundi.
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needed to be able to clearly link these investments to improvements in cup score, otherwise these investments
would be of no interest to material quality buyers. Third wave buyers are looking for terroir: the taste of place that
‘divides the world into ever smaller areas for the purposes of ascribing value to both the uniqueness of the foods
produced in that area but also to define its relative scarcity’ (Wilson et al., 2012, p. 501). Continuous cupping of
the current harvest is the means by which terroir is discovered and correlated with farm-level investment. The ‘farm
to cup’ connection (often touted in ethical coffee marketing campaigns) is not a given and needs to be intentionally
integrated into the business operations of a producer. In the case of LMCP, all farm-level investments are
scrutinized through annual monitoring and evaluation, and any investment that cannot be linked to an
improvement of cup score is discontinued.

Cupping protocols (such as the SCAA protocol) provide a language that is mutually intelligible to actors at either
end of the supply chain: a process that involves ‘the objectification of the subjective’ (Freeman et al., 2012, p. 60).
Professional cuppers (such as those at LMCP) undergo training in order to ensure that their sensory analysis skills
are calibrated with international cuppers. Calibration happens informally (every time a buyer visits from abroad) and
formally (during international coffee competitions and trade fairs). LMCP’s ability to perform sensory evaluation
and analysis of their own production according to international protocols creates a language with which to connect
to buyers, especially those who are searching for a particular material quality attribute. What was also evident is that
LMCP’s ability to confidently cup with potential buyers and existing clients appeared to be the beginning of negoti-
ation of the sales contract. For long-standing clients who regularly travel to Burundi to sample LMCP’s production,
cupping is the subject around which discussions about improvements in processing occur. Cupping at LMCP is a
non-negotiable activity: it ensures the sustainability of the company in much the same way as the arrival of each
harvest does.

The Production of Symbolic Quality at Origin: Traceability

One of the challenges that LMCP faces as a small, third wave coffee producer (in one of the world’s most unreliable
origins) is competing with importers and traders abroad who are able to offer spot coffee that is certified and is fully
traceable at a lower price point. ‘Spot coffee’ refers to coffee that has already landed at a coffee-receiving warehouse
(e.g. Antwerp, Hamburg) and can be bought by roasters ‘on the spot’ by simply ordering off a trader’s offer list (ITC,
2011a). Spot coffee comes in various qualities and price points, and generally caters for almost every roaster and
retailer. LMCP produces its own symbolic quality in order to compete with cheaper spot coffee offerings. Coffee
producers create symbolic quality through traceability (Neilson, 2007). For LMCP this means being able to trace
every kilogram of coffee produced to individual farming families. LMCP’s ability to do so is only possible because
it has created a farm database of agro-economic indicators14 that is updated each harvest period and is read
alongside the information generated by cupping. LMCP also employs a professional photographer to capture high
quality images of production and the communities in which it works. Every micro-lot of coffee sold by LMCP is
accompanied by a dossier of marketing material (symbolic quality) that is produced in situ. LMCP’s marketing
material cannot be replicated because the symbolic quality attributes are unique to place and complement terroir
(material quality). These symbolic quality attributes flow out of the messy processes of building trust with farming
communities in an environment that is hostile to private enterprise.

Symbolic quality attributes are the means by which sustainable coffee labels secure market position. However, as
Raynolds (2009) shows, there are three categories into which sustainable coffee buyers fall: mission-motivated
buyers, who believe in the ethical cause(s) undergirding the certification, quality-motivated buyers, who buy certified
coffee insofar as the coffee is of a high quality, and market-motivated buyers, who purchase certified coffee to gain
or retain market share. Whilst a significant body of work exists to understand the effects of the purchasing practices
of mission- and market-motivated buyers, the purchasing habits of quality-motivated buyers are less understood
(Borrella et al., 2015). Similarly, research on the production practices of producers who produce high material
quality coffee and their own accompanying symbolic quality attributes is almost non-existent. Third wave buyers

14Size of farm, number of trees, level of fertilizer use, household size, yields from previous harvests etc.
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look for unique micro-lots of limited availability in order to distinguish their businesses in the market. What was
apparent at LMCP is that the production of its own symbolic quality is extremely appealing to material quality buyers
and far more desirable than the symbolic quality attributes curated by traders and importers.

Direct Trade: Visible and Invisible Actors that Facilitate Third Wave Coffee

LMCP uses direct trade to connect ‘coffee farming families with roasters who believe that exceptional coffee
includes traceability and sustainability’ (Carlson and Carlson, 2014). The concept of direct trade (or direct import)
is not new in the coffee industry, and has been in use since the 1950s by various alternative trade organizations
(Fridell, 2004; Jaffee, 2007; Raynolds, 2009). Traditionally, the term direct trade was associated with the idea of
a (literally) shorter supply chain with the removal of intermediaries, who stereotypically generated exploitative rents
from coffee that they purchased at low farm gate prices. The idea of a shorter supply chain has previously created
significant symbolic quality with product differentiation that was appealing for ethically conscious consumers.
However, for a producer, direct trade refers to whether or not the sales contract has been directly negotiated with
a buyer (Cycon, 2007; Lundy et al., 2012; Watts, 2013). The ability to directly negotiate the value of the final sales
contract is significantly more important to a producer than a shorter supply chain where there is no ability to
negotiate the value of the contract. Third wave producers and buyers will typically only shorten the supply chain
(in the literal sense) insofar as it enhances material quality (Hartman, 2011; Lundy et al., 2012; Raynolds, 2009).
At its simplest, third wave direct trade is the result of regular and direct engagement between producer and buyer,
often with the aim of securing a long term trading relationship, to obtain high quality coffee fruit. Third wave
roasters distinguish themselves in the market by offering exclusive micro-lots (some of which are as small as one
60 kilogram bag) that are seasonally available according to the various harvest cycles at origin. The work required
to sustain this operating principle, multiplied by the number of origins that roasters source from, is a full time
job and only a few third wave roasters have the human and financial capital to do this themselves. Likewise,
producers such as LMCP who wish to export small quantities of differentiated lots face the same problem in
exporting to micro-roasters. Third wave producers and roasters use ‘connective businesses’ to connect with each
other and facilitate the logistics involved in small-volume coffee trading (Borrella et al., 2015). Connective businesses
make direct trade relationships between producers and buyers possible but remain ‘invisible’ in the marketing of
the coffee – possibly because of the negative connotations associated with middlemen in the supply chain.
Connective businesses are also not simply importers and occupy different roles in the supply chain both at origin
and in consuming countries.15

LMCP has leveraged its connective businesses ecosystem to help overcome some of the constraints described
above. LMCP works with carefully selected partners, chosen by their ability to appreciate the immense time and
effort that has been invested in creating material quality attributes in its micro-lot offerings. It is also important
to LMCP that its connective businesses appreciate and utilize the symbolic quality attributes it produces. For LMCP,
a connective businesses needs to be more than simply a service provider (e.g. simply providing marketing services).
LMCP chooses to work with connective businesses that understand Burundi’s niche position in the global market
and the associated fragility of such a market position by connecting LMCP to clients (usually boutique
micro-roasters) who value uniqueness of supply over ubiquity of supply. Connective businesses are often built
around business models that are incongruent with the logic of supplier substitutability that has become
commonplace in the mainstream sustainable coffee market (Borrella et al., 2015; Daviron and Vagneron, 2011).16

Connective businesses are critical for an origin such as Burundi that is often substituted out of purchasing plans
of roasters because of the threat of buying coffee affected with the PTD or because of the political instability, which
affects production. Whilst most connective businesses strive to establish durable and direct relationships with the

15An emergent learning in this research is that, ironically, connective businesses are often financed or partly owned by large trading companies. These
larger trading companies seek to invest in the emerging third wave market but do not wish to do so by involving the reputation of their own (second
wave) companies.
16Supplier substitutability is common because origin is less important than evidence of certified production.
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aim of improving consistency and quality of supply for the long term (Borrella et al., 2015), at times contextual
challenges can put pressure on these relationships despite the best efforts of the producer:

Working with Burundi as an origin this year has been a discouraging experience. When I compare the amount
of time and effort it takes to work in Burundi with all the other origins we work in, Burundi is heads and above
more challenging. I expect this, to a certain extent, considering the many challenges the coffee sector faces, but
my customers are not as understanding… The customers don’t have access to all the info about the challenges
within Burundi and quite frankly, a lot of them don’t have enough time to know and care about everything
that’s going on. In the end, more and more roasters will simply conclude that Burundi is a ‘difficult’ place
to buy coffee from. The logistics combined with the potato defect has meant that we’ve lost customers for
Burundian coffee each consecutive season (September 2014, email communication with a connective
business that handles LMCP’s logistics for exporting to Europe).

Regardless of the contextual challenges involved in producing coffee in Burundi, a small third wave coffee
producer such as LMCP will always have to rely on connective businesses in order to reach its optimal client base.
This is largely due to the fact that most third wave roasters to whom LMCP sells coffee are independent
micro-roasters: small to medium sized businesses for which pre-financing the export of coffee frommultiple origins
is beyond their capabilities.

Discussion

The importance of understanding the production of ‘quality coffee’ emerged from everyday interactions and
experiences generated by being embedded within LMCP. Quality was defined in terms of what is desirable to third
wave coffee buyers (high material quality attributes) and what allows LMCP to retain a competitive advantage in the
global market (symbolic quality attributes produced in situ). The production of quality for LMCP has created a
learning platform around which interaction with buyers occurs. Sustainable business models based on the material
quality attributes of coffee require a mutual understanding of quality as value in order to be successful (Lundy et al.,
2012). Both buyers and producers need to have a clear idea of the quality standards necessary to sustain their trading
relationship, and cupping is the primary tool that a producer will use to communicate with buyers regarding
material quality. Although several trained cuppers exist in Burundi (USAID, 2013), far more need to be trained in
order to assist producer organizations to describe the material quality attributes of their supply (Bamber et al.,
2014). LMCP’s ability to cup its own production (in a manner acceptable to international standards) has resulted
in increased capacity to negotiate price based on material quality. However, it is not enough for a producer to know
how to cup or to have their production cupped by a professional. What is also required is the know-how to cup with
production protocols in mind in order to correlate farm-level activities (or the lack thereof) to taste. The production
of material quality using cupping is thus a never-ending learning curve for a producer. Terroir is complex and
dynamic: contingent on the interaction between the genetic composition of the coffee fruit and environmental
conditions (Sunarharum et al., 2014). In order to hold court in the third wave market niche, Burundian producers
need to be au fait with describing the terroir of their production. If they are not, they lose the ability to connect with
clients who are searching for unique products that Burundi is capable of producing. This is an important market
niche for Burundian producers, which should not be overlooked, as third wave coffee roasters often pay significantly
higher prices to producers to secure access to high material quality coffees (Borrella et al., 2015; Lundy et al., 2012;
Peterson, 2013; Wilson and Wilson, 2014; Wilson et al., 2012).

Alongside the ability to cup, producers also need to invest in creating systems that maintain and present
traceability-informed quality characteristics to buyers in order to benefit from product differentiation (Neilson,
2007). For myriad reasons, the right combination of knowledge and infrastructure required to produce differenti-
ated coffee is often difficult to achieve (see Appendix 2). If however these are catalysed, there is potentially much
reward to be gained (Borrella et al., 2015; Lundy et al., 2012; Wilson and Wilson, 2014; Wilson et al., 2012). As
Daviron and Ponte (2005) have argued, producers who are able to control how their products are marketed globally
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– by selling the symbolic attributes of their coffee – are able to capture more value than those who do not. Sustain-
able coffee research needs to pay more attention to how producers – not roasters – control and create symbolic
quality around their products. This remains an area that receives insufficient policy attention and where there is
significant trade potential for producers to exploit (Daviron and Ponte, 2005). LMCP’s production of symbolic
quality attributes, in situ, represents a new perspective within the ‘coffee paradox’ articulated by Daviron and Ponte
(2005, p. 160): ‘Farmers and other producer-country actors sell material coffee. In consuming countries, coffee is
sold packaged with symbolic and in-person service components, which value is firmly controlled by roasters,
retailers and coffee bar owners’.

The production of high material quality through cupping, the accompanying production of symbolic quality in
situ and the use of connective businesses to facilitate third wave direct trade are understood as the ‘continual
coordination of ways of doing and practices of quality’ (Holland et al., 2015, p. 3). The ways of doing and practices
of quality act as quality governance mechanisms to assist producers to retain economic rents associated with terroir
(Neilson, 2007). These quality governance mechanisms are significantly different from the exogenous and fixed
criteria of sustainability certifications and labels. In particular, we wish to highlight the role that connective
businesses play in third wave coffee quality governance. The primary work of a connective business in the third
wave is to locate exceptional quality coffee and to ‘certify’ this quality through cupping with a producer and correlate
it to terroir. For third wave producers looking to sell exclusive, high scoring micro-lots, the role that connective
businesses play can be likened to that of a matchmaker. The connective businesses that LMCP works with operate
as sensory intermediaries (focusing on material quality) to source coffee and then as logistics partners to move the
coffee from Burundi to various warehouses across the world. Occasionally the connective businesses that LMCP
works with will also operate as event coordinators to create marketing platforms for LMCP at coffee trade fairs. It
is essential for LMCP that the connective businesses it works with remain fruit focused, as this is Burundi’s
competitive advantage in the market.

Whilst a focus on material quality has allowed LMCP to bypass the agro-economic challenges that buyers usually
associate with Burundian coffee, it must be noted that this approach is insufficient to guarantee longevity. In order
to ensure long term competitiveness, LMCP will need to increase its investment in new trees and the appropriate
inputs needed to stabilize yields.

Conclusion

The categorization of coffee production via three waves of consumption has been overlooked in the literature to date;
rather, the focus has been critical inquiry into the impacts of certified coffee. Only a small body of research exists on
the economic benefits that producers of high material quality coffee derive from selling to the diffuse network of
independent micro-roasters who are willing to pay more for material quality improvements. We have described
third wave coffee production from the perspective of a Burundian producer using an embedded research
methodology. Third wave coffee producers and buyers occupy a miniscule percentage of trade within the global
coffee market and their activities are often completely invisible to the majority of coffee drinkers. However, the
production practices around which these supply chains are organized deserve more attention from researchers
interested in how different groups of producers carve out and maintain niche positions in the market. Further work
is needed to analyse the long term impacts of connective businesses that source according to material quality. This
form of research will require immersive, country-specific research, given that – unlike sustainability standards – the
production of taste is unique to place. This study has revealed that Burundi is unable to compete with large volume
origins and is often considered an unreliable origin in the market because of its irregular supply and the constant
challenge of the PTD. Burundi does however have advantageous agro-ecological endowments that have allowed its
producers to demonstrate that Burundi is capable of producing coffee with high material quality attributes and
unique flavour profiles. The emergent learning discussed in this article has shed light on market-relevant practices
and quality governance mechanisms that need to be further developed in Burundi in order for the sector to further
enhance its position amongst quality-conscious buyers.
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