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ABsTRACT • This paper explores the phenomenon 
of “mainstreaming” fair trade products – selling fairly 
traded goods through supermarkets and other conven-
tional distribution channels. I attempt to conceptualize 
(in diagrammatic form) two competing trends in main-
streaming, Commercial Fair trade and Values-based 
Mainstreaming, drawing mainly of the example of fair 
trade coffee. Commercial Fair trade describes a set of 
hierarchical relationships, with the relationship between 
the consumer and the commercial brand dominating any 
link between consumer and grower. Fridell (2007) has 
similarly argued that in order to appeal to mainstream 
interests, the fair trade system has become dominated by 
the logic of consumer sovereignty, placing consumers’ 
interests over producer well-being. Values-based Main-
streaming relationships retain and expand the original 
intention of the fair trade movement to lift the “veil 
obscuring the relations and processes of commodity 
production” (Hudson and Hudson, 2003, p. 407) and 
to shorten circuits of production and consumption 
(Raynolds, 2000, p. 299).

Résumé • Cet article explore le phénomène de la vente 
de produits équitables dans les commerces grand public, 
soit les supermarchés et d’autres voies de distribution 
traditionnelle. Je cherche à conceptualiser de façon sché-
matique deux tendances opposées, le commerce équi-
table et le commerce alternatif (ou la vente grand public 
basée sur des valeurs), à partir surtout de l’exemple 
du café équitable. Le commerce équitable est basé sur 
des relations hiérarchiques ; le lien entre le consomma-
teur et la marque de commerce domine celui entre le 
consommateur et le producteur. Selon Fridell (2007), le 
commerce équitable, pour intéresser le grand public, a 
adopté la logique de la souveraineté du consommateur, 
où les intérêts de ce dernier ont préséance sur le bien-
être du producteur. Toutefois, le commerce alternatif est 
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toujours enraciné dans les principes de base du mouvement équitable ; il poursuit 
l’intention originale du mouvement de « lever le voile qui obscurcit les relations et 
les processus de fabrication des produits » (Hudson et Hudson, 2003, p. 407)1 et de 
réduire la chaîne de production et de consommation (Raynolds, 2002, p. 299). 

REsUMEN • El artículo explora el fenómeno de la venta de productos equitativos 
en los grandes comercios – supermercados y otros canales de distribución tradicional. 
El autor intenta conceptualizar de manera esquemática dos tendencias opuestas : 
el comercio equitativo y el comercio alternativo (o la venta al público basada en 
valores), especialmente a partir del ejemplo del café equitativo. 

El comercio equitativo se basa en relaciones jerárquicas ; el vínculo entre el 
consumidor y la marca comercial domina el que se presenta entre el consumidor y 
el productor. Según Fridell (2007) el comercio equitativo, para interesar al público, 
adoptó la lógica de la soberanía del consumidor, cuyos intereses tienen prevalencia 
sobre el bienestar del productor. El comercio alternativo, por el contrario, siempre 
está arraigado en los principios básicos del movimiento equitativo. Este comercio 
construye basándose en la intención original del movimiento « de levantar el 
velo que oscurece las relaciones y los procesos de producción de commodities » 
(Hudson y Hudson, 2003, p. 407) y de acortar los circuitos de producción y consumo 
(Raynolds, 200, p. 299).

— • —

INTRODUCTION

This paper explores the phenomenon of “mainstreaming” fair trade products 
by selling them through commercial retail channels. The fair trade move-
ment pursues objectives of economic and social justice, capacity-building, and 
community development by fostering trading relations between disadvantaged 
producers in the South and “socially conscious” consumers in the North. Prior 
to the late 1980s, fair trade goods – mainly handcrafts and some food items – had 
largely been sold through alternative distribution channels, such as church 
groups, mail order, and “Third World” shops. Following the development of an 
internationally recognized fair trade certification scheme in the early 1990s, fair 
trade labelled food items became widely available in Northern supermarkets 
where most consumers in developed countries buy their groceries. 

Mainstreaming therefore marks a defining moment in the evolution of 
the fair trade movement, vastly increasing its consumer base and leading to 
greater sales in support of disadvantaged producers. The initial successes of 
mainstreaming led to campaigns to pressure transnationals to participate in the 
fair trade system. Divergent views have emerged about how mainstreaming, 
and the participation of transnational brands in particular, may be affecting the 
fair trade movement. Sanguine views have been expressed by Moore et al. (2006) 
and Nicholls (2002) for example. Others suggest that mainstreaming results in 
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too much compromise between the commitment of the movement to transform 
international trade against the volume of sales facilitated by mainstreaming 
(see for example Low and Davenport, 2006 ; Fridell, 2007). 

This paper draws on recent work by Low and Davenport (2005a, 2005b, 
2006), Hudson and Hudson (2003), Raynolds (2002), Fridell (2007) and Gendron 
et al. (2006) to conceptualize, in diagrammatic form, two divergent approaches 
to mainstreaming fair trade products. “Commercial Fair trade” is driven by 
the market logic of niche markets, allowing commercial interests to develop 
niche products to capture a share of the premium price market created by fair 
trade certification. The primary relationship within the Commercial Fair trade 
value chain is between the consumer and Commercial Brand, and consumers 
and producers remain as distant as in any purely commercial transaction. The 
primary focus of fair trade consumers becomes paying a “fair price” to produc-
ers, and this becomes synonymous with trade reform and “making trade fair” 
(to borrow the tagline of Oxfam’s international campaign on trade justice). 

I contrast this with “Values-based Mainstreaming”, highlighting contin-
ued attempts by parts of the fair trade movement to “lift the veil obscuring 
the relations and processes of commodity production” (Hudson and Hudson, 
2003, p. 407) and to shorten circuits of production and consumption (Raynolds, 
2000, p. 299). 

The journey from the margins to the mainstream

Fair trade is a global social movement that embodies a “business and campaign” 
(Zadek and Tiffen, 1996). Fair trade pursues objectives of economic and social 
justice, capacity-building, and community development by fostering trading 
relations between disadvantaged producers in the South (e.g. women’s groups, 
landless urban poor, or disabled people) and “socially conscious” consumers 
in the North. Building on a tradition established by faith-based and secular 
international relief agencies which sold handcrafts to fund emergency relief 
efforts, a movement grew to support a model of trade justice (Kocken, 2003). 

The movement reached a crossroads in the mid-1980s when sales of its 
main product ranges – handcrafts – stagnated. Faced with increasing competi-
tion in the Northern “ethnic” giftware and house-ware markets, the fair trade 
movement took the bold step of pursuing growth by refining its model for 
marketing fairly traded foods. Many fair trade organizations had already been 
importing tropical foods directly from small producers for a number of years to 
promote trade reform. For example, Trade Aid – New Zealand’s only fair trade 
organization – first began importing tea in 1976 “as a way of educating people 
about […] trade injustices” (Trade Aid, 1998, p. 42). The early model favoured 
values-added products, processed and packaged in the South, reflecting the 
import-substitution approach to development (Bruton, 1998) that aimed at 
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maximizing the share of value-added going to Southern partners. For example, 
Equal Exchange (in Scotland) pioneered fairly traded coffee in the UK in 1981 
by importing instant coffee from Tanzania. 

The sales strategy used to market these products, called Solidarity Trade 
(see Low and Davenport, 2006), targeted a natural constituency of consumers 
sympathetic to the politics of front-line states. Early offerings of fairly traded 
coffee and tea were criticized for being poor quality, reflecting the inability of 
growers and processors in frontline states to invest in production improve-
ments in the face of commercial pressures and political embargoes. A manager 
at a major North American Fair Trade Organization identified the dilemma of 
continuing to pursue the Solidarity Trade marketing strategy when he said : “Do 
you sell the product based on a needy producer or based on market demands ? 
You’re not doing the producer any good if you are selling something that the 
market doesn’t want or can’t appreciate” (quoted in Litrell and Dickson, 1999, 
p. 349). 

The model of direct purchasing and importing by fair trade organizations 
addressed the perceived inequity of the traditional tropical agricultural value 
chain. Research by Fitter and Kaplinsky (2001, p. 6) suggests that, depending 
on whether coffee cherries are dry versus wet processed, farmers capture only 
between 10-21 % of coffee’s final value in conventional trading (see Figure I). 

Other research suggests that farmers may receive as little as 6.5 % of the 
final retail value (Slob, 2006, p. 130). Overall, 41 % of the price consumers pay 
for coffee at the supermarket stays in the South (Fitter and Kaplinsky, 2001). 
Since value-added processing such as washing is usually done in factories not 
on the farm, and the costs of exporting (shipping, insurance, etc.) are captured 
by intermediaries, fair trade attempted to eliminate some of the Southern 
middle-men by buying directly from growers and importing the products 
themselves. 

In the late 1980s, a new fair trade model emerged aimed at turning 
undifferentiated agricultural commodities such as coffee beans into “ethically 
augmented” products (Crane, 2000) that could be sold through mainstream dis-
tribution channels to a growing segment of “socially conscious” consumers. The 
method was to establish a fair trade label similar to those identifying “dolphin-
friendly” tuna, organically grown foods and sustainably harvested wood.2 The 
first fair trade label was started in 1988 when the Mexican coffee cooperative 
UCIRI, which was looking to sell to the European market, partnered with the 
Dutch ecumenical group, Solidaridad, to launch Max Havelaar coffee. 
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Figure I
Value Chain : Wet processed beans and roasted ground coffee

Farmer 

Processing Factory 

Exporter 

Importer/wholesaler 

Processing company 

Retailer: Supermarket 

Consumer 

Growing, picking, wet processing – 21 %  of final 

Washing and packing green beans – 9% 

Import duties, shipping – 8% 

Branding, marketing, distribution – 2% 

Processing (blending, roasting) – 29% 

41% 

59% 

Value in South  

Value in North  

Shipping, export duties, freight and insurance – 1% 

Adapted from Fitter and Kaplinsky (2001, p. 6).

Coincidentally, suspension of the International Coffee Organisation (ICO) 
in 1989 caused green coffee bean prices to fall from around US $1.30 per pound 
to below US $0.60 which was less than Thomson’s (1995) estimate of the cost 
to grow the coffee (US $1.10). Development of a fair trade label for coffee 
therefore proved timely and strategically astute. As the second most widely 
traded commodity by value after oil, developing fair trade coffee was a means 
for the movement to reach millions of Northern consumers on a daily basis to 
spread the message of trade justice. Retail prices did not fall to match the drop 
in green bean prices, reflecting the market power of Northern coffee processors 
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and retailers relative to consumers. Meanwhile, millions of smallholders across 
Latin America, Asia and Africa, who account for around 70 % of global coffee 
production, faced ruin as their incomes collapsed. 

Since the founding of Max Havelaar in 1988, fair trade labels have been 
established in every Northern market. Presently there are 20 national or regional 
certification initiatives labeling food products. The proliferation of nation-
ally-based standards required international coordination and harmonization, 
leading to the establishment of Fair Trade Labeling Organization International 
(FLO) in 1997. Importers, roasters and processors participating in the fair trade 
certification system pay a licensing fee to FLO and purchase their green beans 
from FLO registered growers at the agreed floor price (currently set at $1.26 per 
pound). Through this floor price, the certification system has both raised and 
stabilized the incomes of participating growers while the fair trade practice 
of by-passing intermediaries has also increased the farmers’ share of the final 
price. Milford (2004, cited in Slob, 2006, p. 128) suggests that coffee beans can 
change hands as many as 150 times between the farmer and the consumer. As 
Figure I shows, in a highly stylized and simplified way, the fewer the number 
of intermediaries in the value chain, the greater the amount that can accrue 
to the growers. Murray, Raynold and Taylor (2006, p. 183) present research 
showing that a cooperative in Mexico earned over three times as much for the 
coffee it sold directly into the fair trade system as it received for the same coffee 
sold to local intermediaries. FLO also mandates an additional small premium 
for organic production to encourage environmentally sustainable production 
practices and a social premium that is intended to fund social development 
projects in producer cooperatives.

The stunning commercial success of fair trade certification was its ability 
to penetrate the oligopolistic Fast Moving Consumer Goods market and win 
space on supermarket shelves.3 From its inception, Max Havelaar coffee was 
sold through both Worldshops and supermarkets in the Netherlands. In other 
countries, the route to the supermarket was longer and slower. In 1992, UK 
supermarkets began to offer fair trade coffee, and other European countries 
followed. But by 2000, 130 brands of fair trade coffee were available across 
Europe in over 35,000 retail outlets (Waridel, 2002, p. 97). While fair trade coffee 
sales have stagnated in some major markets like Germany and Switzerland, 
sales of fair trade bananas have grown substantially. The fair trade product 
offering has grown “from one brand of coffee to 130 foods, including fruit, juices, 
vegetables, snacks, wine, tea, sugar, honey and nuts” (Vidal, 2004). Sales of fair 
trade certified goods have gone on to grow by 40-90 % per year in the UK and 
USA over the past decade (Murray, Raynold and Taylor, 2006 ; Vidal, 2004).
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Mainstreaming : taking the High Street or the High Road ?

Mainstreaming had long been seen by some people in the movement as the 
only way forward for fair trade. A delegate at a meeting of the International 
Fair Trade Association (IFAT, 1999 : 1) summed this view up by asking :

Do we need alternative channels at all ? [T]he market share [of 
alternative channels] will remain limited because it is something 
that is separated from the mainstream, and the success of the whole 
fair trade movement depends on there being no alternative trade 
channels at all […] that is the ultimate success. 

The dilemma underlying this sentiment was whether or not mainstream-
ing was going to make all trade “fair trade” or creating a large niche market 
controlled by commercial interests ? As Buck et al. (1997, cited in Raynolds, 
2000, p. 299) warn, “where progressive movements have created viable niche 
markets for alternative products, large corporations may capture the most 
lucrative share, threatening the sector’s progressive social and environmental 
foundations.” 

The nature of the fair trade certification system has made increasing com-
mercialization of the movement inevitable. The FLO system has opened up use 
of the fair trade label to commercial roasters who buy fair trade certified green 
beans (directly from registered growers or through FLO licensed brokers), then 
roast the beans and sell the coffee directly to the public or to coffee houses. This 
is evident even in the very first Max Havelaar coffee, produced from green beans 
supplied by Mexican cooperative UCIRI which were imported by A. van Weely 
B.V. (an established family-owned Dutch coffee trading house) and roasted by 
Neuteboom Coffeeroasters (one of the top five Dutch coffee producers). In 2007, 
there were “469 certified traders, consisting of exporters, importers, processors 
and manufacturers, coming from 50 countries all over the world.”4

The fair trade market has become dominated by brands developed by 
commercial roasters rather than fair trade organizations. Supermarkets try to 
offer a variety of brands to appeal to as wide a set of consumer tastes as possible, 
and producers use multiple brands to segment the market and maintain their 
overall market share. In response to increasing consumer demand, all the 
UK supermarkets have developed their own private label fair trade brand, 
and two – the Co-op and Sainsbury – use only fair trade coffee for their own 
brands. 

The fair trade movement has itself adopted a brand strategy to market 
its fair trade products in mainstream distribution channels. As Onkvisit and 
Shaw (2004, p. 314) say, branding “when feasible, transforms a commodity 
into a product [or] a value-added commodity and this bundle of added value 
includes the brand itself as well as other product attributes.” In 1991, joint 
efforts between several UK NGOs and Southern coffee growers led to the 
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establishment of Cafédirect, the first fair trade coffee brand sold in UK super-
markets. Cafédirect has exceeded expectations ; its target was 5 % market share 
but it already commands about 6 % of the UK market and is now aiming at 
10 % (personal communication, 6/1/05). The UK’s Divine Chocolate Ltd. was 
launched through a similar partnership arrangement in 1998 to bring fair trade 
chocolate to the mass consumer market (Tiffen, 2002).5

One benefit of engaging with commercial brands has been a symbiotic 
relationship that has developed between fair trade and “brand names” as a 
result of mainstreaming (Gendron, Bisaillon and Otero, 2006, p. 25) :

Labelling organizations have also focused on addressing another 
commercial problem : the quality and image of fair trade. By asso-
ciating themselves with known brands of roasters, fair trade labels 
could not only benefit from their knowledge but also from their 
image of quality, thus overcoming prejudices concerning the “soli-
darity” coffee – see also Renard (2003, p. 90). 

Mainstream consumers are argued to buy products as much for the 
conventional appeals of quality than solidarity (Shaw…). Commercial food 
processors and retailers demand consistently high quality commodities in order 
to protect their brand reputations. Together, this market pressure of being in the 
mainstream has raised the quality of the fair trade product offering. 

A prominent member of the International Fair Trade Association (IFAT) 
noted at the 2006 regional meeting of its Pacific Rim members that 40 % of 
fair trade coffee is now accounted for by commercial interests and expressed 
concern about the influence this gives profit-driven entities in a movement that 
is notionally committed to transforming existing trade relations (personal com-
munication, 1/7/06). However, Low and Davenport (2006) refer to competing 
discourses underlying mainstreaming – adoption, assimilation and appropria-
tion – and argue that the dominant discourse is currently appropriation of the 
movement by transnational interests. Nonetheless, the fair trade movement has 
actively lobbied the transnationals who dominate the “in-home” retail market 
and the “out-of-home” High Street coffee shops to participate in fair trade. 
Clearly, the volume of coffee that the transnationals sell will benefit registered 
growers, many of whom are selling only a limited portion (20 % on average) of 
their crop to the fair trade system. To put matters in perspective, Nestlé directly 
buys 110,000 tonnes of green beans annually (Nestlé, undated), more than four 
times the 25,000 tonnes available from all FLO-registered producers in 2004.6 
Starbucks, the world’s largest chain of coffee shops, sold 950 tonnes of fair 
trade coffee in 2003 (Roosevelt, 2004), more than all the fair trade coffee sold 
in Canada during 2004 (estimated at the 930 tonnes by Transfair Canada, 2005, 
p. 7). Without sales growth, many growers also fear the certification system 
constitutes an exclusive club benefiting only the limited number of growers 
lucky enough to be existing members. 
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To capture these contrasting viewpoints about mainstreaming, the next 
two sections of the paper conceptualize, in diagrammatic form, what I call 
“Commercial Fair trade” and “Values-based Mainstreaming”.7 Gendron, 
Bisaillon and Otero (2006) have applied the labels “soft and commercial” versus 
“radical and militant” to describe the divergent approaches to mainstreaming. 
One of the crucial ideas captured by distinguishing different types of main-
streaming is expressed by Marsden et al. (2000, cited in Raynolds, 2002) : “it is 
not the number of times a product is handled or the distance which is neces-
sarily critical, but the fact that the product reaches the consumer embedded 
with information.” The models presented below illustrate how one approach 
embeds products with more information than the other. 

Conceptualizing Commercial Fair trade

Figure II illustrates the relationships between actors in the value chain when 
a commercial approach is used to mainstream fair trade products. Social rela-
tionships are shown by dashed lines and flows of value are shown using 
dotted lines. One key idea the diagram conveys is the hierarchical nature of 
the relationships with the consumer at the apex. Fridell (2007) argues that  
“[a]s is the case with conventional consumerism, fair trade consumerism accepts 
that the needs of poor Southern producers are ultimately subservient to the 
demands of Northern consumers.” The dominant relationship is between the 
consumer and the Commercial Brand, which is characterized as an exchange 
of marketing information. 

Figure II
A Model of Commercial Fair trade
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The main message (information) being passed from Commercial Brand to 
consumer is that paying “a little more” for the coffee sold under a fair trade label 
will help coffee farmers struggling to break out of poverty. This is the extent of 
the message of about transforming global trade embedded in a commercial fair 
trade brand. Raynolds (2000, p. 299), following Polanyi (1957), contends that 
“if alternative products enter existing market circuits, their environmental and 
social qualities become subordinated to their price, as occurs with other com-
modities.” While price is often used as a proxy for quality, branded products 
use complex marketing messages to signal intangibles such as sophistication 
and exoticism. A consumer who chooses a specific brand identifies with, or 
aspires to, the specific lifestyle segment to which that brand is appealing ; its 
purchasers can even be said to constitute a community (Muniz and O”Guinn, 
2001) or a tribe (Cova and Cova, 2001). Nonetheless, even the concession that 
fair trade pricing can help is a significant volte-face for transnationals such as 
Nestlé which, as recently as 2004, was saying that fair trade was not the answer 
to the global coffee crisis of the 1990s because by “exceeding market price the 
result would be to encourage farmers to increase production further distorting 
the imbalance between supply and demand, and therefore, depressing prices 
for green coffee” (Nestlé, undated).

Flowing in the opposite direction, the transnational seeks to extract mar-
keting information from the consumer to hone its brand’s appeal according to 
the demographic and psychographic characteristics of the market segment(s). 
Therein lies the appeal of the fair trade market to transnationals, as a lucrative 
niche market attracting a growing number of affluent and educated consum-
ers willing to pay a premium for various socially and ethically augmented 
products (Crane, 2001). The goal of the Commercial Brand is to build a strong 
marketing relationship between itself and the consumer, with fair trade acting 
as the “hook” to attract new consumers to the brand and to keep existing 
customers loyal.

I argue that buying a Commercial Brand creates virtually no relationship 
between the consumer and the certification organization (FLO), where the latter 
is the only possible source of information about global trade in this value chain. 
The consumer simply looks for the fair trade label. Figure II characterizes the 
relationship as one of trust on the part of the consumer that FLO will ensure the 
“little bit more” she has paid is really going directly to the commodity grower 
and will result in a better standard of living for producers and their families. 
FLO does engage in advocacy to promote trade reform and fair trade principles, 
but this advocacy is not part of the market transaction apart from the limited 
information (story) often attached to the product package.

The relative absence of information in the Commercial Fair trade rela-
tionship derives in large part from the nature of the mainstream distribution 
channel. As a result, the weakness of the fair trade message embedded in 
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mainstream commercial distribution relationships is not limited to commercial 
brands. The impact of mainstream distribution on the fair trade relationship is 
highlighted by Gendron, Bisaillon and Otero (2006, p. 25), who quote Roozen 
and van der Hoff : 

In World Shops we put a great value on information and raising 
awareness. Selling was a way to implicate citizens. A supermarket 
isn’t a place of information and we question whether a consumer 
of a Max Havelaar product does so consciously […].

Crispell and Brandenburg (1993) add substance to Roozen’s and van 
der Hoff’s sentiments, claiming that the consumer spends only four seconds 
choosing between products on a supermarket shelf. Earl (2004) argues that 
consumers practice heuristic decision-making rather than complex cost-benefit 
or utility maximization while standing in the supermarket aisle, a view sup-
ported by psychological evidence of the limited cognitive capacity people have 
to compare options. Similar issues arise when attempting to convey nutritional 
information to consumers via food labels – labels such as the Canadian Heart 
Foundation Tick are used as a heuristic to denote healthy food choices to busy 
consumers facing information deficit or overload. 

The weakness of the fair trade message in Commercial Fair trade is exac-
erbated by the fact that the relationship between the Commercial Brand and 
FLO is purely a legal one. The transnational pays the appropriate license fee 
to use the fair trade label and must conform to the rules imposed by FLO, but 
otherwise has very little engagement with the fair trade system. The Commercial 
Brand relies on the movement to promote the idea(ls) of fair trade on which this 
niche market depends, but a transnational has a greater interest in promoting 
its own brand in a crowded marketplace to compete for market share than in 
developing innovations and nuances in the fair trade system. Indeed transna-
tionals are actively partnering with a variety of NGOs, such as Conservation 
International, Utz Kapeh and Rainforest Alliance, to develop other “ethical” 
and “sustainable” coffee standards which compete with fair trade (for critical 
assessment of these initiatives, see Fridell, 2007 ; Low and Davenport, 2005b). 

The relationship between Commercial Brand and producers in Commercial 
Fair trade does have the potential to be deeper than would occur otherwise as 
fair trade promotes direct purchasing from grower cooperatives, and mandates 
“long-term” contracts that cover at least one growing season. However the 
chief flow of information within this market relationship is essentially uni-
directional, from brand to producer ; the former uses its demand to signal 
whether the quality of the commodity meets the brand’s requirements. Little 
sharing of market knowledge is likely as commercial interests view this infor-
mation as proprietary and the key to gaining competitive advantage in the 
market. Interestingly, and perhaps paradoxically, transnationals may be willing 
to develop direct buying relationships, to promote consistent quality at the 
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desired volumes for example, than smaller commercial operations who offer a 
fair trade brand as one of their range of products. In many cases of Commercial 
Fair trade brands, the commodities such as green beans are bought through 
FLO registered importers / wholesalers, and no direct relationship is established 
between the brand and the producer at all. 

Figure II characterizes the relationship between FLO and producers as 
a partnership. A key to the relationship is monitoring compliance with the 
certification rules. However, together the partners work to sustain, develop 
and promote fair trade principles and practices. Market information is shared 
to promote product development and to grow demand. The partnership rela-
tionship central to fair trade is illustrated using two examples, albeit ones not 
related to fair trade food products (personal communication, 8/6/98). 

Trade Aid in New Zealand regularly sends its buyer to visit producer 
partners to review new and existing product ideas and product lines. During 
a meeting with a Bangladeshi producer of jute products, the buyer suggested 
a redesign of a simple jute rectangle with pockets sold to store shoes into a 
brightly coloured elephant shape with pockets for children’s toys. Whereas 
the former had not sold well, this new product proved to be the producer’s 
best selling item that Christmas season. Highlighting the partnership model of 
fair trade, Trade Aid did not exercise any proprietary rights over the product, 
choosing instead to play the role of business development partner and incuba-
tor, and the producer was free to sell the item to other retailers. In contrast, the 
year previously a large buyer, despites its well-known reputation as an “ethical 
business” had rejected thousands of jute bags from this producer because the 
dye used resulted in a slight variation to the shade specified in the order. The 
producer was forced to absorb the loss, selling some of the products locally and 
finding alternative trade organizations willing to buy the remainder at below 
cost (personal communication, 8/6/98).

A Model of Values-based Mainstreaming

Figure III below conceptualizes Values-based Mainstreaming : specific efforts 
by parts of the fair trade movement to create “thriving practical experience of 
what social solidarity and alternative economics feel like in reality” (Tiffen, 2000, 
p. 25). While many of the relationships identified in the model of Commercial 
Fair trade persist, Values-based Mainstreaming is characterized by more diverse 
information and value flows between the actors in the value chain. Once again, 
the interrelationships must be understood to arise from both the use of distri-
bution channels outside the mainstream and the exercise of power within the 
value chain. Fair trade Brands encompass products offered by long-standing 
alternative trade organizations such as Trade Aid in New Zealand, and those 
sold by for-profit values-driven organizations established as a result of the fair 
trade certification such as Cafédirect.
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Figure III
A Model of Values-based Mainstreaming
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Figure III organizes consumers, producers and the Fair trade Brand in 
a triangle, all linked by FLO which sits in the center of the system. While less 
hierarchical than Commercial Fair trade, nonetheless the relationship depicted 
at the top of the triangle is between the consumer and the Fair trade Brand. 
While Tiffen and Zadek (1998) suggest that traditionally “the heart of fair trade 
is that the primary producers come first, not the product or even the consumer,” 
the advent of mainstreaming has, I suggest, shifted marketing strategies in the 
movement from being mainly “product oriented” to become “sales oriented” 
(Andreasen and Kotler, 2003, p. 41). But where the Commercial Brand’s rela-
tionship with consumers is essentially devoid of trade justice messages, the 
interaction between the consumer and the Fair trade Brand is an opportunity 
to open a dialogue about the living conditions of Southern producers (see Low 
and Davenport, 2005b). 

For example, the Interfaith Coffee Program run by USA-based FTO Equal 
Exchange. One initiative aims to convince 10 percent of U.S. Catholic churches 
to serve fair trade labeled coffee at meetings, etc. The strategy used is to serve 
fair trade coffee to the congregation after religious services where people “learn 
about development and fairly traded coffee and they raise money for small scale 
farmers” (Macadam 2000, p. 16). Expanding this theme, Fair trade Brands regu-
larly sponsor producer representatives on speaking tours of Northern markets. 

Similarly, one of the founders of Canadian fair trade company Level 
Ground Trading does extensive work informing children about trade justice and 
the lives of the Columbian coffee farmers who are the company’s partners. He 
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argues that this work is crucial to mainstreaming fair trade because “children are 
open and receptive to new messages, and are the strongest advocates for change 
in the future” but equally importantly does not use the sessions as an opportu-
nity to promote his own company (personal communication, 21/12/04).

The relationship between a Fair trade Brand and the producer is also 
qualitatively different than the relationship between a Commercial Brand and 
the producer. Firstly, fair trade organizations often have very long-standing 
relationships with producers and may have nurtured the entry of the producer 
into the FLO registered or IFAT-monitored system. Second, the fair trade orga-
nization plays an on-going role in product, business and social development 
with the communities in the producing villages and regions. 

Fair trade Brands have also found ways of using product development to 
link consumers and producers. Cafédirect argues one of the unique features of its 
commercial process is to match consumer needs with those of its producers.8 

When a new product is developed, Cafédirect examines both 
consumer and producer requirements […] Cafédirect identifies 
new product lines, conducts feasibility studies with producers to 
establish the most effective production processes, and then brings 
it to market with a comprehensive sales and marketing program.

Similarly, Divine Chocolate’s Dubble chocolate bar was “designed and 
developed with input from thousands of children from initial concept to 
finished product,” resulting in a “crispy crunchy milk chocolate bar” that 
is marketed to promote the charity Comic Relief. The bar was formulated to 
sell at an attractively low price point to compete with mass consumer rather 
than “luxury” chocolates, despite the fair trade premium paid for the cocoa. 
The relationship is argued to be of special benefit to producers : “The rewards 
are vast, including the farmers gaining an inside knowledge of the industry, 
a proportion of profits and preparation for entry into the free market when 
external liberalisation is completed.”9

Another powerful example of the difference between Commercial Fair 
trade and Values-based Mainstreaming is the on-going efforts of the latter to find 
innovative ways to increase the proportion of value going directly to producers 
(see the value flows in Figure III between producers and Fair trade Brands). 
One of these innovations is the “equity share model”. Divine Chocolate Ltd. 
was established so that its Southern partner, Kuapa Kokoo of Ghana, holds 45 % 
of the ordinary shares and a further 283,605 preference shares earning interest 
at 7 %. As a major shareholder, the cooperative therefore has a major say in 
business decisions and benefits directly from its profits. In 2007, total dividends 
amounted to £47,352 (£27,500 dividend and £19,852 interest on preference 
shares).10 Using a less formal mechanism, Trade Aid decided to pay a “dividend” 
to its producer partners following a successful 2005 trading year that brought 
higher than expected profits (personal communication, 23/8/05).
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Cafédirect was also established using an equity share structure which 
gives producers a direct stake in all levels of the business. But in 2004 the 
company took this concept one step further, successfully issuing £5 million 
worth of shares to the public. Now individual consumers also have a direct 
stake in the company – an example of “ethical public offerings (EPOs) which 
have helped a range of co-operative and ethically-minded businesses in recent 
years” (Bibby, 2004). Thus these three actors in the value chain are truly linked 
in close relationship.

Values-based Mainstreaming has also expanded the available points of 
sale while creating strong relationships between consumers and producers. 
The model of Fair Trade Towns / Cities / Universities was developed in the 
UK to democratically institutionalize the use and sale of fair trade products. 
A town / city or campus must vote to accept Fair Trade status, with local busi-
nesses and organizations signing a pledge to use fair trade items and local retail-
ers agreeing to sell fair trade products (though not exclusively). The world’s first 
fair trade town, Garstang in Northwestern England, has sent a delegation to visit 
Ghana to learn more about the living and working conditions of members of 
Kuapa Kokoo and a delegation made the reverse visit from Ghana to Lancashire 
the following year. Interest amongst Northern consumers to experience the lives 
of Southern producers has even led to the development of “fair trade” tourism 
opportunities (see Marsh, 2000).11

CONCLUSIONS

Low and Davenport (2005a) wrote about a subtle shift in the discourse of fair 
trade, with “fair” replacing “alternative” as the preferred lexicon for describing 
the movement. Now some sections of the movement are considering reverting 
to a earlier moniker of “alternative trade” to distinguish themselves from the 
commercial interests increasingly dominating (in their opinion) the fair trade 
certification system. Such a move would be retrogressive and unnecessarily 
abandons the “goodwill capital” and name recognition vested in the term fair 
trade. This paper has conceptualized how trends in mainstreaming fair trade, 
“Values-based Mainstreaming” and “Commercial Fair trade,” co-exist and 
create qualitatively different outcomes, even though the quantitative outcomes 
are largely the same. 

Quantitatively, Commercial Fair trade and Values-based Mainstreaming 
result in the same monetary gain for producers per unit of product sold because 
that is the basis of the certification system. To be a certified product, a set price 
must be paid to the producers of the commodity in question : coffee, tea, bananas, 
etc., and is the guarantee on which the trust relationship between consumers 
and FLO is based. FLO membership is open to any company willing to pay 
the requisite fees and abide by the rules, attracting profit-driven participants, 
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from small independent coffee roasters to transnational coffee retailers. FLO is 
concerned (as are other private regulatory systems such as Forest Stewardship 
Council) with certificating the production process that brings “raw materials” 
to market, not the attributes of the organization(s) operating at the Northern 
end of the value chain which process and market the finished products. This 
allows Commercial Brands to treat fair trade certification as another market 
segmentation strategy, alongside their other premium product offerings. In the 
coffee market, this includes organic certified, shade-grown, bird-friendly and 
“socially responsible” coffees, all with their own certification processes. 

The weakness of the certification systems competing with FLO are high-
lighted by the Ethical Trade Initiative (ETI). The ETI is a partnership between 
major UK retailers, NGOs and unions formed in 1998 to promote Corporate 
Social Responsibility which encompass agricultural products and manufactur-
ing.12 ActionAid (2007) says that suppliers have been forced to shoulder the cost 
of implementing the ETI’s “base code” of conduct because the retailers refuse 
to pay higher prices for the goods. Hence the imposition of CSR initiatives such 
as the ETI allows the retailer to publicize that its goods adhere to ILO labour 
standards but the producer actually sees little benefit. In contrast, the cost of 
maintaining and monitoring the fair trade system is covered by the licensing 
fees paid by Northern participants. Growers do not pay a fee to register with 
FLO while at the same time the system ensures a floor price. Therefore, unlike 
the ETI experience, the producer is not being asked to bear the risk of investing 
to improve quality with no guarantee of a pay-off. 

Low and Davenport (2005b) warn that transnational engagement in 
fair trade amounts to “clean-washing,” using fair trade to offset criticism of 
“business as usual” practices in the rest of their operations (see also Renard, 
2003). One simple suggestion to ensure greater commitment by commercial 
interests in fair trade would be to set targets to increase the percentage of coffee 
transnationals source through FLO, with a timetable for reaching that goal. The 
proposal would likely meet opposition from transnationals who argue that 
finding enough high quality fair trade certified production is already difficult. 
It would also heighten tension between soft and radical actors as the former 
advocate expanding fair-trade coffee certification to plantations, which runs 
counter to the principle that fair trade helps the poorest to develop. 

Closing the qualitative gap between Commercial Fair trade and Values-
based Mainstreaming will be difficult. Whether to apply pressure on commercial 
interests to become more engaged in the principles of fair trade begs a number 
of questions. Does the fair trade movement need the volume of sales made 
possible by the participation of large agro-food processors / retailers, more than 
the latter need the fair trade system ? Has fair trade become so institutionalized 
in the agro-food sector that commercial interests feel they cannot ignore that 
segment of market demand ?
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Notes
 1. Traduction libre.

 2. Fair trade certification fits within a wider movement to regulate international relations through volun-
tary systems of global governance. HALL and BIERSTEKER (2002) refer to the various initiatives in 
the forestry, marine and organic sectors. These systems of private regulation can be traced to social 
movements targeting “exploitative” companies (e.g., the anti-sweatshop campaign) at a time when 
the regulation of industries has shifted away from states to be replaced by private, non-state actors 
(see BARTLEy, 2003).

 3. The four coffee trading giants – Neumann Kaffee Gruppe AG, Volcafe Holdings Ltd., Ecom Agroin-
dustrial Corp. Ltd., Dreyfrus – together control 40 % of the market (SLOB, 2007, p. 129). The four 
transnational coffee roasters/producers – Nestlé SA, Kraft Foods Ltd., Proctor and Gamble, and 
Sara Lee Corporation – control a further 45 % of the market. The international chocolate market is 
similarly oligopolistic, being dominated by four firms : Nestlé SA, Cadbury Schweppes, Mars Inc., and 
the Hershey Company.

 4. See <http://www.fair trade.net/figures.html> 

 5. The company was originally called Day Chocolate Company. Fair trade NGO Twin Trading owned 52 % 
of the original 99 shares, 33 % were held by Kuapa Kokoo farmers’ co-operative and the international 
retailer Body Shop International owned the remaining 14 %. In July 2006, Body Shop International 
donated its shares in Divine Chocolate to Kuapa Kokoo. Subsequently, international development 
finance institution Oikocredit has bought 12 % of the shares, with the cocoa producing cooperative 
now holding the largest single share (45 %) of the business.

 6. See <http://www.fair trade.net/coffee.html>. 

 7. Raynolds, in an unpublished version of her 2002 paper (see <http://www2.ucsc.edu/globalinterns/
cpapers/raynolds.pdf>, page 5), suggests a simpler graphical representation than is developed here. 
The linear nature of conventional agro-food chains which place consumers and producers at distant 
ends of a value chain resembles Figure I presented earlier in this paper. A circular arrangement is used 
to represent the potential for shortening the distance between actors in alternative agro-food systems. 
In this paper, two models of mainstreaming in alternative agro-food systems are developed.

 8. See <http://www.jusbiz.org/resourcesonline/casestudies/cddevelopment.html>.

 9. See <http://www.jusbiz.org/resourcesonline/casestudies/daypremiums.html>. 

 10. See <http://www.divinechocolate.com/about/story.aspx>.

 11. Starbucks is also offering its customers opportunities to visit and to work in coffee growing areas (see 
<www.starbucks.com>). 

 12. See <www.ethicaltrade.org>.
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