
Introduction  Two decades after the first Coffee Barometer, the structural conditions 
shaping the coffee sector remain largely unchanged. Producer incomes still fall below 
living income benchmarks, labour is poorly rewarded, climate vulnerability continues 
to deepen, and most value is captured downstream rather than in producing countries. 
Sustainability commitments have multiplied, yet systemic reform has not followed. This 
report examines the coffee economy not as a collection of sustainability initiatives, but 
as a political and economic system shaped by concentration, power, and commercial 
incentives that consistently produce inequitable outcomes.

The Poverty trap  Coffee remains fundamentally a smallholder sector and that is both its 
defining feature and its central challenge. Around 12.5 million farming households, most 
cultivating less than two hectares, produce the majority of the world’s coffee while 
struggling to secure a viable income. Even during the record price cycle of 2025, higher 
market prices translated unevenly into improved farmgate incomes, while input costs 
continued to rise. Women and seasonal workers, who provide much of the labour that 
sustains production, remain largely invisible. Climate change is steadily narrowing the 
window for adaptation. Suitable growing areas are shrinking, and intensive monoculture 
systems are showing signs of ecological stress. Sustainability investment continues to 
cluster around commercially visible targets rather than the underlying conditions on 
which the sector’s long-term resilience depends.

Limited reform, rising expectations  The coffee crisis of the early 2000s was a turning 
point. Prices collapsed to historic lows, millions of smallholders fell into distress, and 
the sector’s vulnerabilities became impossible to ignore. As intergovernmental ambition 
faltered, companies turned to voluntary sustainability standards, delivering real gains 
in awareness and traceability, but leaving market structures intact. The mass market 
did not absorb the higher costs associated with more sustainable production. That 
constraint is now being challenged by emerging regulatory requirements. A wave of 
regulation on deforestation, due diligence, forced labour, and greenwashing is redefining 
the conditions of market access. Whether this delivers meaningful change will depend 
on how companies respond: compliance alone will not improve producer livelihoods 
without stronger commercial commitments and active support for farmers.

Collective action gaps  The sector’s collective response to persistent poverty, climate 
risk, and labour exploitation has taken shape through multi-stakeholder initiatives. 
These platforms have built shared frameworks, improved data, and put sustainability on 
the boardroom agenda. But coordination has consistently outpaced commitment. MSIs 
have established living income benchmarks and convened the right actors; however, 
accountability mechanisms remain weak, representation favours multinational buyers 
and donors over producers, and funding falls short of the sector’s ambitions. Voluntary 
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collaboration has not reshaped the market structures that drive inequality. As manda-
tory regulation begins to set a baseline, MSIs have the convening power and capacity to 
push ambition beyond compliance, but only if the capital follows and producer voices 
carry genuine weight in setting the agenda.

Value extraction  The coffee sector generates substantial value, but little of it flows back 
to where coffee is grown. Farmers carry the most labour-intensive and climate-ex-
posed stage of production, sustained by unpaid family labour that subsidises the rest 
of the chain. Market consolidation concentrates buying power among a handful of 
traders and roasters; premium formats generate vast markups that bypass producers; 
corporate structures channel profits through low-tax jurisdictions; and large compa-
nies return billions to shareholders even in years of weaker performance. These are not 
isolated examples; they are structural features of the coffee economy that direct value 
downstream while pushing risk upstream. Governments, companies, and civil society 
will need to address these dynamics more explicitly. Without honest scrutiny of how 
value is extracted, and profits are shielded, sustainability discussions risk remaining 
disconnected from the sector’s underlying economics.

Opacity undermines accountability  As regulatory pressure grows, companies are ex-
panding their sustainability activities, and a small group has made measurable progress 
on climate and deforestation. But many are simultaneously disclosing less, replacing 
independent certification with proprietary systems that limit external scrutiny, and 
quietly stretching timelines on earlier commitments. The most critical gaps remain 
unaddressed. None of the fifteen largest roasters and traders discloses pricing struc-
tures or contract terms — the very mechanisms through which value reaches, or fails 
to reach, producers. Living income does not feature in procurement practice. Climate 
adaptation investment, critical for the smallholder communities on which the sector 
depends, remains obscured by the absence of transparent reporting. The incoming 
wave of mandatory legislation could change this, but only if companies treat compli-
ance as a starting point rather than a substitute for the deeper commercial commit-
ments the sector requires.

Conclusion  Two decades of coffee sustainability efforts have delivered real but insuffi-
cient gains. Voluntary standards raised awareness; MSIs built shared frameworks. But 
both have sidestepped the reforms that matter most: mandatory price transparency, 
enforceable living income benchmarks, and procurement practices that reflect the real 
costs of production. This is also evident in the environmental challenges on which cof-
fee ecosystems depend, including deforestation, biodiversity loss, and climate change. 
The sector has treated systemic failures as technical problems, addressing symptoms 
at farm level rather than confronting the underlying commercial conditions. Regulation 
is now imposing from outside what the sector has been unwilling to accept from within, 
but regulation alone will not be enough. Companies must redistribute value, not simply 
account for it. The sector faces a clear choice: keep managing the appearance of pro-
gress, or undertake the structural change a resilient coffee future demands.


