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Introduction:

Over a decade after its inception, Starbucks Coffee developed “flavor-lock,” a kind of whole-bean packaging that allows gasses from the beans to escape while preserving an airtight seal.  This was a significant breakthrough.  Green coffee beans are harvested and shipped from the country of origin to one of four global roasting plants where they are roasted to a dark shade of brown.  Roasted beans are then packaged snugly and distributed to retail stores.  Before the advent of flavor-lock, beans would have to be roasted, packaged, distributed, and sold within seven days to ensure “freshness,” as defined by Starbucks.  Flavor-lock, however, lengthens the shelf life of roasted beans dramatically, to roughly a year, allowing Starbucks to annually purchase, roast, and sell more whole-bean coffee.  Presently Starbucks purchases close to 600 million pounds of coffee each year, about two percent of the world’s coffee.  

In 2005 Starbucks Coffee redesigned the appearance of flavor-lock packaging as part of a larger strategy to inform, or rather, persuade the public of its commitment to sustainability and sustainable development.  Flavor-lock packaging, now, is a pristinely clean shade of white.  A decal placed towards the top indicates the blend and is itself highly suggestive, featuring, for example, a wild animal – a peacock or a komodo dragon – or a woman from Central America gathering ripe coffee beans.  A colored strip around the base of the packaging denotes the coffee’s origin: an orange strip denotes central or south America, a yellow strip east Africa or Arabia, a red strip Asian-Pacific, and a green strip multi-region.  The most important feature of the new flavor-lock is a paragraph printed on the side, under the heading “Good coffee, doing good.”  One paragraph, taken from Ethiopia Sidamo’s packaging, reads:


“We believe there’s a connection between the farmers who grow


our coffees, us and you.  That’s why we work together with coffee


growing communities – paying prices that help farmers support their


families and improve their farms, and funding projects like building


a bridge in Ethiopia’s Sidamo region to help farmers get to market


safely.  It’s all part of our commitment to sustainable growing 


practices and an equitable relationship with farmers that allows us


to deliver superior coffee to you.  By drinking this coffee, you’re


helping to make a difference.  Find out more at www.starbucks.com

/csr” (emphasis mine).

Outline:
I intend to analyze whole bean packaging as well as other mediums – newspaper ads, corporate social responsibility reports, websites, and layouts of retail stores – in hopes of determining:

1) How Starbucks introduces the issue of sustainability into public discourse

2) How it steers the debate and constructs its own definition of sustainability 

3) How it persuades the public of its commitment to sustainability

The study could also be framed within a larger context as a response (or contrast) to different sustainability models employed by different corporations.  I am most interested in an individual’s relationship to The Corporation - how the ideologies of both parties permit them to see one another - and would like to use Starbucks as a starting point.  I was an employee, or in Starbucks nomenclature, a “partner,” for three years and have an inside point of view.  I have a thorough knowledge of their coffees, a basic understanding of the tools they use to educate partners and the public about sustainability, but only a scant idea of how their claims take on flesh in the countries of origin.  I want to learn more about growing conditions, growing practices, in short, more about the life of the bean and the farmer in the field.  

