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Abstract: Cocoa farming in São Tomé and Príncipe (STP) faces several challenges due to its poor
socioeconomic context, the adverse impact of climate changes, the complex and limited access to
global value chains, and worldwide demand pressure for higher cocoa quality and productivity.
This exploratory research investigates potential pathways to a more sustainable organic cocoa (OC)
production in STP by mapping the perceptions of the stakeholders involved in its value chain. Quali-
tative interviews, field observation, and focus group discussions were applied to understand how
sustainability dimensions, drivers, impacts, and challenges of OC are perceived and how these three
dimensions can be improved and balanced. The gathered perceptions are rather diverse, reflecting
the stakeholders’ position and knowledge of the specific contexts and processes. Producers do not
perceive how governance is adopting new organizational structures or practices that allow for an ef-
fective sustainability improvement. Most stakeholders recognize that market-related factors drive the
sustainability adoption and that financing-related constraints challenge their wide implementation.
There are trade-offs and power asymmetries in the OC value chain, which manifest differently, due to
the governance approaches, processes, overall regulations, and training of producers. An alignment
of perceptions and activities as well as a stronger cooperation between cooperatives, private firms,
and public institutions is strongly recommended.

Keywords: cocoa value chain; drivers; impacts and challenges; governance; organic production;
qualitative analysis; sustainability concept

1. Introduction

Agriculture, agribusiness, and food markets are becoming prime sustainable de-
velopment areas in many countries. Moreover, the cocoa value chain sustainability is
increasing as a global concern due to the fact that a large part of the used land is obtained
through deforestation, which has a huge impact on local biodiversity and social cohe-
sion [1]. These are foremost threats to the environment, which have already taken place
on a major scale in cocoa-producing countries [2]. Additionally, the overage tree stocks,
the repercussions of disease and pest infestation, the political instability in West Africa,
the lack of agricultural professionalism, the absence of infrastructure, the low income
of farmers, the shortcomings of the educational and financial systems, and child labor
exploitation in cocoa-growing regions are further concerns [3,4]. Thus, the sustainability
dimensions represent a relevant issue for the management and decision making in the
cocoa value chain.

Cocoa is one of the main goods in the world’s agricultural trade markets, occupying
the third position in exports [5,6]. Its production is primarily concentrated in the tropics
(Africa), which represent two-thirds of the world production and where Côte d’Ivoire is
the main producing country with around 40% of the world production [7]. In STP, this
agricultural commodity plays an important role in the country’s exports and is a vital
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contributor to smallholder producers’ income, although it is facing climate challenges
and several other risks [8]. In this country, the cocoa value chain is very fractional at the
producer level, where approximately 70% of organic producers develop their activity in
plots smaller than 2 hectares [9,10]. In 2018, the number of organic cocoa producers was
approximately 3300 [9], and cocoa, which occupied about 80% of the agricultural area,
represented 90% of the country’s export earnings [11]. In addition to its contribution
to gross domestic product, through heavy weight in exports in the agricultural sector,
the cocoa culture guarantees the livelihood of many families as it creates jobs, develops
local microeconomies, and provides a positive international image of the country [9].
Similar to other cocoa-producing countries, (1) the value chain is interestingly embedded
in a complex global network, from the producer to the manufacturing of cocoa into
chocolate and the final consumers [1] and their persistently growing demand; (2) the
chain is still missing high-quality planting materials to improve the quality of cocoa
and initiatives to increase productivity and farmer profit [12,13]; and (3) there are some
uncoordinated interventions from public organizations, private entities, and exporters,
such as farmer trainings, organic certification schemes, and dissemination of good
agricultural practices, and the value chain remains unprofitable and unsustainable,
especially for cocoa producers [13].

Given the socioeconomic and environmental relevance of organic cocoa in STP, the
perceptions of smallholder farmers and other related stakeholders of their own sustain-
ability are needed for three main reasons. First, farmers’ conservationist behavior (and the
concomitant ecological outcomes) is influenced by farmers’ attitudes and perceptions of
natural resources and the environment [14]. Second, farmers’ perceptions of the attributes
of conservation programs are correlated with program adoption [15–17], and third, compli-
ance with agro-environmental programs (regulations) is connected to farmers’ awareness
of program rules and enforcement practices [18–20]. Furthermore, the actual state of the
sustainability of the organic cocoa value chain also matters because it can have an impact
on the agro-ecological system, the social and environmental context of producing commu-
nities, the economic viability of cocoa, and farmer well-being, as well as the viability of the
consumer market, which directly relates to consumer trust in the organic production and
consecutive willingness to pay a premium price for such.

This article aims to analyze and map out the perceptions of the key actors of value
chains for cocoa, particularly farmers and other stakeholders involved in improving
the sustainability of the production of organic cocoa in STP towards sustainability. It
is an exploratory and qualitative research that tries to understand how sustainability
is perceived and assessed in terms of its importance, impacts, and challenges. The
following sections will describe the methodology used, the generated results, and the
discussion with respect to former studies. Future research directions are highlighted in
the last section.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Research Approach and Theoretical Framework

The methodology employs a combination of institutional and bibliographic analysis
(Stage 1) with expert interviews, focus groups, and field observation (Stage 2). The first,
supported in the work of Prazeres [9], allowed for the identification of the main stakeholders
in STP’s organic cocoa value chain and the connections between them and the institutional
landscapes of certification among other regulations. The definition of institution was
considered in a broad sense, as suggested by Hindriks and Guala [21] and Dompreh
et al. [19]. It includes policies and organizations, such as cooperatives and certification
bodies, that prescribe several actions to be taken to ensure the sustainable production,
processing, and trade of commodity crops. It also includes other formal and informal
institutions that can interact with many of the processes encompassed in sustainability
standard during its design, adoption, and implementation [22].
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In Stage 2, the main drivers, impacts, and challenges related to sustainability were
identified through a qualitative analysis of interviews with farmers and their associations,
cooperative representatives, certification bodies and experts, and a representative of the
main stakeholders involved in organic cocoa production. The main rationale for eliciting
the perceptions of multiple stakeholders is that they can hold different perspectives on
key aspects and outcomes of sustainability processes in the organic cocoa value chain.
These different perceptions might affect sustainability transition processes and their
adoption, legitimacy, performance, sustainability levels, and standards. Understanding
the perspectives of different stakeholders is a key element of transdisciplinarity in
sustainability science [23], which has been widely used to study different development
interventions [24,25].

2.2. Data Collection and Analysis

While the primary data were collected following an exploratory research approach,
the secondary data resulted from an extensive literature review. In Stage 1, the value
chain structure identified in the previous work of Prazeres [9] was upgraded through field
observation and information provided by stakeholders and other pertinent readings of
internal official documents associated with the organic cocoa value chain. The documents
were collected from relevant organizations (Ministry of Agriculture and some of their
directions and agencies, Centre for Agronomic and Technological Research (CIAT), cooper-
atives, and associations) and other stakeholders, such as distributors and exporters. This
information was consolidated in a schematic diagram that summarizes the main relations
between stakeholders.

In Stage 2, the exploratory primary data collection started with the selection of
the organic cocoa stakeholders’ interviewees. Then, the qualitative interviews were
conducted during 3 months of research (January–March 2021). Aiming at capturing the
breadth and totality of individual perspectives on the drivers, impacts, and barriers of
sustainability, these interviews were executed with the use of a semistructured interview
guide. This interview guide was organized into six topics related to the organization
origin and the respondent role in the enterprise; the structure of the STP organic cocoa
value chain and its relationship with the sustainability concept and dimensions; and
barriers, drivers, impacts, and pathways to the future of this value chain. However, the
interviews mostly included open-ended questions to allow respondents to elaborate
freely on their answers, to probe new areas of interest mentioned by the interviewees,
and to guarantee the exploratory character of the study. Most questions were identical
for all respondents, allowing for some level of consistent perception elicitation between
the participants.

The study used the international criteria of sustainability [26–28]: (1) economic sus-
tainability (high economic productivity, high product quality, limited price volatility, strong
investments platforms, and market diversification); (2) social sustainability (improved
livelihoods of poor farming households, equal distribution of the added value, equal rights
for women, and eradicated child labor); and (3) environmental sustainability (resilient and
sustainable food production systems, use of good agricultural practices, maintenance of
the ecosystem, and biodiversity conservation).

The individual respondents were directly involved in the organic cocoa value chain.
The selection criteria of the individual interviewees were (a) centrality and individual
and/or organization relevance to the organic cocoa value chain, (b) representation of
a wide and legitimate set of individual perspectives, and (c) answer clarity and com-
prehensiveness. As the intention of the study was to elicit the totality of the different
perceptions of the sustainability concept and the drivers, impacts, and barriers of sus-
tainability, the number of interviewees solely ended when no original perspectives could
be obtained.
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Overall, 25 respondents were interviewed. Six were female and 19 male, with
the ages ranging from 30 to 59 years, and the average age was 43. Sixty percent held
an academic degree, and the others attended secondary school. In particular, they
were interviewed individuals reflecting a wide variety of stakeholders who play a
role in STP’s organic cocoa value chain and work experience between 1 and 8 years,
with an average of 3 years. They included governmental institutions (n = 4), private
companies (n = 3), nongovernmental organizations (NGOs; n = 1), researchers (n = 2),
certification bodies (n = 2), cooperatives (n = 4), distributors and exporters (DE = 4),
and sociotechnicians (n = 5). This last group are cooperatives technicians, who provide
training and technical support to producers and substitute state-owned extension
services [8]. Being from different organizations and contexts, the selected individual
stakeholders reflect different interests, roles, and knowledge of sustainability. To
triangulate whether the selected individual stakeholders were the most appropriate, the
respondents we asked during the interviews to indicate experts whom they perceived
to be key players in the organic cocoa value chain in STP. This allowed the research
to have a reality check concerning the most relevant individual stakeholders. All the
interviews were conducted face-to-face and were audio-recorded after securing the
consent of each respondent. Nonetheless, two interviews were complemented through
telephone and WhatsApp.

Apart from the interviews, with the aim of capturing specifically the collective
perspective of the cocoa farmers, the study conducted 10 focus groups until July
of 2021 with 10 farmer participants from the two organic cocoa cooperatives. The
anonymity of the participants was preserved, and prior to the group discussions, all
the participants received a short concept note with background information detail-
ing the motivation and aim of the study. They also received a consent form, which
informed them of their rights and the ethical guidelines that the study adhered to [29].
The organic cocoa farmers’ selection (maximum of 20 per group and per meeting)
was based on purposive sampling whereby the representatives of the cooperatives,
associations, and communities were sought out based on their level of knowledge
of the participants. This took place in the districts of Lembá, Lobata, Me-Zochi,
and Cantagalo, where community farmers have converted all conventional cocoa
production into organic production and where, inside their associations and coop-
eratives, they are trying to achieve greater value and thus greater profitability to
the producers.

They included 120 producers from the Cooperative for the Production and Export
of Organic Cocoa (CECAB) and 80 from the Cooperative for the Production and Export
of Cocoa (CECAC11), and only 66 were female. The participants’ ages were between
26 and 71 years old, with an average age of 44 years old among CECAB members
and 49 among CECAC11 members. Their marital status was mainly single, and work
experience in the organic cocoa value chain was between 1 and 21 years, with an
average of 12 years. Ninety percent attended primary school, and only 6% attended
secondary school. Those from CECAC11 were trained in grafting and pruning, and
those from CECAB in organic cocoa.

These focus groups were guided (structured into six topics, such as the interview
guide), although they did not follow a strict order of questions, allowing the partic-
ipants to have a free discussion. This method allowed for the collection of diverse
producer perspectives concerning the sustainability concept and the drivers, impacts,
and barriers of the sustainability of the organic cocoa value chain. Afterwards, the
results generated from these 10 focus groups were compared with the results from the
individual interviews. Lastly, field observation took place during the entire period of
empirical data collection.
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Concerning the data analysis, the interviews and focus group information outputs
were transcribed verbatim, and the transcripts were used to undertake content analysis
using NVivo software. Concerning the issue of saturation of interview numbers [30], the
whole material (field observation notes, interviews, and focus group information) was
assessed to be sufficient for such pilot study. An inductive approach was followed to draw
out the themes and categories from the data focused on general perceptions. The themes
and keywords used for the content analysis were supplied by the reviewed literature on
the sustainability drivers, barriers, and impact on the cocoa value chain. Table 1 sums up
the methodology used in the research.

Table 1. Research methods.

Methodology Involved Stakeholders/Sources Targeted Focus

Extensive literature review
Internet and bibliographic search and reviews of
project reports, peer-reviewed publications, and

unpublished academic theses/dissertations

To gather secondary data that have been
used as baseline for the study

Open qualitative interviews

Governmental institutions (GI), cooperatives (C),
certification bodies (CB), private companies (PC),
nongovernmental organizations (NGO), research

center (RC), sociotechnicians (ST)

To capture individual perspectives of the
sustainability concept and on the drivers,

impacts, and barriers of sustainability

Focus group discussions Organic cocoa producers (OCPs)

To gather joint/collective perspectives of
organic cocoa farmers of the meaning of

the sustainability concept and of the
drivers, impacts, and barriers of

sustainability, and compare them with
the views of the individual actors who

were interviewed during the open
qualitative interviews

Field observation Observing and listening within the local
producer context

To triangulate all other methods with
additional information

A code of themes was developed based on interview and focus group contents to iden-
tify similarities, differences, and trends among the interviews. Themes were then organized
and put into a visual diagram (Figure 1) that supports the organization, management, and
interpretation of gathered data.

Figure 1. Themes coded in the interviews and focus groups regarding sustainability pathways.

3. Results

Table 2 synthetizes the key elements of sustainability perceptions gathered during the
empirical work, which are detailed in the following subsections.
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Table 2. Key elements of sustainability perceptions gathered on the empirical work.

Dimension Concept and Current State Drivers Impacts and Barriers

Economic

Organic production
Consumer demand

Asymmetric value chain
Cocoa prices
Certification
Traceability

Quality standards

Price stability
Premium price

Buyers’ dependency
Market

Commercialization
Costs

Financial support

Income sources
Financial and operational

Marketing
Costs

Innovation
Cocoa beans’ quality

International demand

Social

Certification
Value chain governance

Profit
Livelihoods

Governance
Training

Empowerment
Farming practices

Livelihoods
Extension services

Gender issues
Child labor

Equity

Farmers’ well-being
Health

Institutional capacity
Technical knowledge

Governmental policies
Governance
Bureaucracy

Environmental

Certification
Organic production

Organic features
Ecosystem services

Soil fertility
Biodiversity

Cocoa plants’ quality
Ecosystems’ preservation

Environmental pollution
Preservation of water sources

Deforestation
Biodiversity
Land tenure
Shade trees

3.1. Institutional Landscape of the Organic Cocoa Value Chain

Taking in to account the work of Prazeres [9] and the upgrade developed with infor-
mation collected by field observation, interviews, and the focus group, this section shows
the current organic cocoa value chain structure for STP. It comprises multiple stakeholders
involving, among others, the producers, two cooperatives (CECAB and CECAC11), and the
private sector (independent producers and companies (Satocão and Diogo Vaz), chocolate
industry manufacturers and processors and traders, certification bodies, traders (distribu-
tors and exporters), and consumers) operating at the international, national, and local levels
(Figure 2). Their involvements are not isolated, but they are connected in multiple ways.
The government and civil society belong to the external environment of the organic cocoa
value chain. Despite its large size, the international cocoa market is very concentrated, with
few players representing a significant fraction of the market [9].

Figure 2. Organic cocoa value chain in STP. Source: Adapted from Prazeres et al. [8].
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Each one of the cooperatives brings together several associations, organized by geo-
graphical area, which receive cocoa seed from their respective farmers [9]. According to
Prazeres [9], farmers’ training and motivation strategies, to guarantee production at the
level and quality required by the market, are carried out by cooperatives, which provide
training to member technicians. These later called “sociotechnicians” provide training
and technical support to their producers, being paid for this task and replacing the role
of state-owned extension services. One of the cooperatives (CECAB) is building a choco-
late factory. Its manufacturing will begin shortly and will be destined for national and
international markets. This new factory can be a solution to combine certification and a
contract system. This way, the organic cocoa value chain can perform more effectively,
shortening the marketing chain and increasing farmers’ income value as suggested in the
literature [31,32].

The configuration of connections within the organic cocoa value chain is under “pres-
sure/demand” from international buyers (international/multinational companies and
chocolate industry traders) and consumers concerned with sustainability, who change
behaviors and attitudes, adopting more responsible consumption patterns. There is a
rather stark difference between this context and the reason why the producers in STP end
up adopting sustainable practices. The smallholders are integrated in two cooperatives,
which produce practically all of the organic cocoa in STP. The organic cocoa certification is
completed by independent private bodies, and the decision to adopt these schemes and
standards rests on the cooperatives. These decisions are: (a) usually influenced by the
stakeholders, such as the chocolate manufacturing industry traders and their respective
representatives and other partners in the market, and (b) induced by market evolution
signals, price expectations and growing sales, and market share. Independent organic
cocoa smallholders, who are not integrated in the cooperatives and wish to get certificated,
generally search and make direct contacts with the certification agencies and stablished net-
works and market connections to promote cocoa beans. All the decision-making processes
rest with these producers.

The government agencies and institutions, which support the organic cocoa pro-
duction in diverse ways, are associated with the Ministry of Agriculture. Through
different funds and projects (International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD)
and Smallholder Commercial Agriculture Project (PAPAC)), they financially support
both cooperatives and their actions. The CIAT supports production though genetic im-
provement, selection of cocoa plants, and quality control of cocoa beans prior to exports.
The civil society organizations and nongovernmental organizations that support the
organic cocoa value chain and the cooperatives are: Action for Agricultural Development
and Environmental Protection (ADAPPA), ADIL (Local Initiatives Development Action)
Zatona, and National Federation of Small Farmers (FENAPA). They play a major role in
implementing certification, through advocacy, farmer training, and sometimes research
and information on funding access programs. Finally, other external important players
in the organic cocoa value chain include (a) financial institutions (banks and others), (b)
third-party certifying bodies that audit certified producers to confirm compliance with
standards, and (c) independent research organizations, such as universities, particularly
the University of Évora, which have developed a substantial amount of research in the
cocoa value chain.

3.2. Perceptions of the Concept and the Current State of Sustainability

Mostly due to the use of open questions in the interviews, focus group discussions,
and field observation, it can be exposed that STP’s organic cocoa value chain has positive
characteristics overall. All the individuals interviewed (public and nonpublic orga-
nizations, certification bodies, experts, cooperative representatives, sociotechnicians,
and farmers) perceive the sustainability concept to be important for future generations.
They see organic cocoa certification as a positive step towards improving the current
sustainability state. Government representatives agree that the organic nature of cocoa
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production makes the value chain ecologically and economically sustainable. Moreover,
some agro-ecological areas in STP, with specific soils and climatic conditions, produce
high-quality organic cocoa with unique organoleptic features. Moreover, cooperative
representatives (C1, C2) highlight the ecosystems’ benefits (ecosystem services) within
the regions of cocoa production. However, when asking respondents about the overall
current sustainability of the organic cocoa value chain, all agreed that an improvement
is needed in all the dimensions.

“It is not in a bad situation but must be improved. I desire that it be improved.”

(C2—Open qualitative interview)

The reasons presented for sustainability improvement are diverse. CB1, for instance,
maintains that high consumer demand in organic cocoa sustainability standards is essential
for the improvement of the current situation. Contrastingly, for NGO1, the reason laid on
the social dimension of sustainability is generally or very often forgotten. For CB2, the
problem is the type of organic cocoa value chain governance. ST1 and the PC2 agree that
global cocoa prices are determinants of their current sustainability status.

“International cocoa prices are the problem. They determine the weak current state of
organic cocoa sustainability in ST.”

(ST1, PC2—Open qualitative interview)

When asking stakeholders through the open interviews which pathway suggested to
be the most suitable for STP to achieve higher sustainability standards, the participants
diverged in their choices. Likewise, the focus group revealed that the choices designated
by the respondents varied significantly. No participant, during an individual interview
or a focus group discussion, maintained the organic cocoa value chain in its current state.
For farmers, CB1 and CB2, certification was the pathway that was further highlighted
as a driver of sustainability. Their justification relied on the fact that certification is the
easiest way to access a specific and profitable niche market, ensuring returns to farmers. In
addition, it ensures the quality of organic cocoa beans and increases the traceability of the
value chain. The high costs of certification and concerns regarding low premium prices
paid by buyers were some of the greatest disadvantages perceived by the respondents,
particularly by the cooperatives (C1, C2). The private-driven pathway was chosen by PC
(PC1, PC3), which was considered by government representatives to be having privileged
access to financial resources. In addition, certification bodies (CB1, CB2) and ST (ST1,
ST3, ST4, ST5) defend that an increase in production volumes and productivity could
be directly linked to a joint effort between private entities and cooperatives. From the
sociotechnician’s perspective, this could lead to improvements on the economic and social
dimensions of sustainability through greater profit and better livelihoods. However, the
individualistic behavior of private actors and the existence of value chain asymmetric
power were perceived to be great barriers, revealed due to the open-ended questions of the
interviews and the focus groups.

Governmental institutions and cooperative representatives were undoubtedly in favor
of a pathway driven by the public sector, more specifically through the cooperatives (GI1,
GI3, GI4, C1, C2). All the participants of the stakeholders’ group in the study maintained
that price stabilization mechanisms are the driver that can increase the quality of organic
cocoa and reduce the negative impact of volatility and international price fluctuations.
Public funds to support cooperatives were perceived by the respondents belonging to
the cooperatives and research centers to be insufficient to develop the value chain (C1,
C2, RC1). The existence of corruption is weakening the sustainable improvement of the
organic cocoa value chain, as revealed in the focus group interviews with the organic cocoa
farmers. This matter was also maintained by the representatives of the private sector (PC1,
PC3), the nongovernment organization (NGO1), the certification bodies (CB1, CB2), and
the distributors and exporters (DE1, DE3, DE4).
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It is worth mentioning that due to the large prominence of organic cocoa in STP’s
economy, a designated agency should exist (e.g., STP Organic Cocoa Board), which
would have custody of the policy development and management of cocoa sustainability-
related interventions and policies (CB1, CB2, PC1, PC2, PC3, DE2). This would include
the improvement of the beans’ quality standards, the purchase terms and prices of
organic cocoa, and the registration and overseeing of it all. In this respect, the creation of
a protected geographical indication (PGI), as Prazeres [9] and Prazeres and Lucas [10]
suggested, is viewed by PC3, DE4, and ST5 as a way to protect organic cocoa-specific
beans and promote their unique characteristics, which are linked to their geographical
origin as well as traditional know-how. A PGI’s recognition of organic cocoa can be
granted to its specific link to the place where it is made (STP). This recognition enables
consumers to trust and distinguish quality products while helping STP producers and
their cooperatives better market their products. Additionally, this legal figure (PGI)
mentioned by the research center representative (RC1), which is linked to a quality
policy, would contribute to an increase in the income of cocoa farmers and the reduction
of poverty in rural areas.

3.3. Perceptions of Sustainability Drivers

The respondents suggested very diverse factors, which were interrelated as drivers
of the sustainability levels of smallholders’ organic cocoa. These factors are related to
(a) price stability and nondependency on a few buyers (OCPs, C1, C2, ST1, ST4); (b) mar-
ket access and stability (OCPs, ST1, ST2, CB1); (c) strong farmers’ associations and coop-
eratives with high bargaining power (GI2, NGO1, ST3, C2); (d) containment/diminishing
of environmental problems, such as losses of soil fertility and biodiversity (CB1, CB2);
(e) training and other initiatives to improve farming practices, production, and produc-
tivity (RC1, PC2, ST2, C1); (f) increase in genetic selection and the quality of organic
cocoa plants (RC1, C1, C2, OCPs); (g) diminishing gaps between sustainable standards
and practices and cocoa value chain governance; (h) changes made in the organic cocoa
fermentation, transformation, and commercialization processes (RC1, C1, PC1, PC2,
PC3); and (i) other expectations of positive impacts. Thus, there are three major groups
of factors driving organic cocoa value chain sustainability, one related to the market, the
other connected to the smallholder livelihoods, and the third linked to ecosystems and
environmental preservation.

Concerning the market (access, stability, prices, consumer demand, market linkages,
and changes), for approximately one-half of the producers (OCPs), the marketing chain is
long and ineffective and oriented towards the export market, which remains the benchmark
for determining organic cocoa prices. For others, achieving premium pricing is one of the
most important drivers of sustainability improvement among cocoa smallholders. This is
because these smallholders perceive premium prices as a good reward for their work and
invested time and resources.

The premium price of organic cocoa as the main driver of smallholders’ engagement
in sustainability practices is acceptable and understandable. Premium price will be
an extra payment to compensate/incentivize organic cocoa smallholders who ensure
sustainable production. Although the price of both conventional and organic cocoa
beans is defined by the world market, the direct payment of a premium price for organic
cocoa to the farmers, through associations or cooperatives accounts, will be a driver
for better adoption and improvement of sustainable practices. The lack of premium
prices paid directly to the producer as a reward for his good work towards sustainability
is potentially due to the governance of the global cocoa value chain, especially in the
further downstream links (CB1, CB2, PC2, ST3). It is concentrated in a few agents,
creating asymmetric power relations, which block the distribution and transmission of
upstream value to small producers.
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National consumption of chocolate is low and perceived by the OCPs in the focus
group to be an expensive tourist product. On the other hand, the international con-
sumer is geographically distant from production, which results in difficult linkages
and involvement with the country and the production practices. The reduction of
these gaps can allow for an improvement in sustainable practices, such as the organic
mode of production and cultural practices in land use and other resources, as well as
organic cocoa value chain governance (ST2, CB1, CB2, NGO1). According to the vision
presented in these interviews, international consumer pressure can play a critical role
in the improvement of sustainability and the adoption of organic certification on a
broad scale. This is due to the influence of an increase in consumer awareness, demand
for sustainability, and increase in the purchase of sustainable products belonging to
smallholder productions.

Concerning smallholder livelihoods, the soil is one of the most important resources.
Therefore, there was a common agreement among the participants across the 10 focus
groups that a good soil can support cocoa sustainability growth and increased crop yield,
which translates into increased household income and better living standards (OCPs). The
majority of OCPs also believe that the sustainability of their farms is dependent on the
provision of subsidies and aids. This is because cash availability is the main challenge they
face, and it is invariably required to adopt enhanced sustainability practices. It should be
noted that one of the most prominent drivers of sustainable production mentioned by the
OCPs and cooperatives (C1, C2) concerns access to extension services/capacity building
and agricultural resources. Both are done by sociotechnicians and cooperatives and are
particularly relevant to changing and/or adopting new practices towards sustainability,
those that can mitigate climate change risks and support soil fertility. This is particularly
important to most OCPs who have little training and extension to support sustainable
production practices and knowledge on how to tackle cocoa plant diseases and pest infes-
tation (RC1, C1, CB2, PC2). The high cost of organic fertilizers, even though there is no
upfront payment, places large financial burden on smallholders (OCPs, NGO1, PC1, C1,
ST2, ST5) and further erodes their overall income (C1, C2, GI2). Fortunately, they have
the cooperatives’ collateral to purchase inputs on credit or access loans (C1, C2, ST4). By
joining the cooperative, smallholders usually benefit from better access to organic cocoa
inputs in many ways. Cooperatives and their farmers’ associations can serve as collateral
for accessing inputs on credit and service this debt after harvest (C1, C2, ST1, ST2, ST3, ST4,
ST5). Some governmental institutions and related agencies and programs purchase inputs
and distribute them to cocoa farmers according to their farm requirement (GI2, OCPs). A
few smallholders directly use their own money to buy agricultural inputs (OCPs), and
others access loans or financial programs from COMPRAN (a project to support market-
ing, agricultural productivity, and nutrition) or other subsidized credit bank programs to
buy input.

COMPRAN, started in June 2020, is a project cofinanced by the government of STP
and IFAD. Despite the existence of different pathways to organic cocoa producers’ empow-
erment, the facilitation of empowerment processes should be mentioned as a smallholder’s
great need (C1, PC3). Simultaneously, perceptions reveal that there are multiple avenues to
empower organic smallholders in financial, social, and gender terms (CB1, ST5, NGO1, PC2,
DE3). Some organic smallholders mentioned that they were trained on issues pertaining to
gender and child labor (OCPs).

Finally, the study regarded a group of drivers concerned with environmental and
ecosystem preservation. Environmental sustainability is viewed as a major factor in connec-
tion to organic cocoa. This production mode is considered an important starting point to
improving the organic cocoa value chain’s sustainability (C1, C2, G1, PC2, PC3, RC1, DE2,
ST1, ST5). However, some participants in the study defend the need to reorient organic
cocoa farmers’ perceptions to improve the visibility of the overall benefits of sustainable
organic cocoa production (CB2). More cooperation between the public and private sectors
is mentioned by some participants (CB2, RC1, NGO1) as a way to get better environmental
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preservation, avoid deforestation, and integrate more trees in the organic cocoa ecosystem
(CB1, ST2). A representative of a government institution (GI2) stated that one crucial
pathway for the achievement of environmental sustainability is the integration of the young
generation in different levels of the organic cocoa value chain (from production to pro-
cessing). The justification is that young people are more responsive to the future of the
planet. For another representative (GI4), this is also a way to achieve the social dimension
of sustainability. However:

“Only producers well trained and well paid can produce very good sustainable organic
cocoa.”

(RC2, CB2, DE1—Open qualitative interview)

3.4. Perceptions of the Sustainability Impacts and Barriers

The perceived impacts underlying the sustainability impacts as reflected in the inter-
views and focus group are positive and negative. The positive impacts are mostly perceived
as being related to the reduced environmental pollution and preservation of water sources
(ST2, CB1, CB2, GI1, GI3, RC1), the possibility of having productivity gains due to greater
capacity building access (GI2, C2), the decrease in deforestation and biodiversity loss (RC1,
NGO1), the income gains (OPC, C1, ST3), and the improvement in farmer well-being and
health, diminishing the associated burdens (PC2, CB1, ST1, C1).

Concerning the negative impacts, the individuals interviewed and the focus group
suggested several financial, operational, marketing, capacity (organic cocoa farmers’
low education and lack of technical know-how), and institutional issues as the main
barriers of the chain. Low education level often constrains effective smallholder training,
which seeks to implement better innovative practices (GI1, ST4, DE2). The financial
barrier is the most mentioned barrier because cost increase is perceived to be linked
to sustainability’s improvement (OCPs, C1, C2, GI2, PC3). Both smallholders and
large private companies perceive the high cost of sustainability improvement in the
organic cocoa value chain (PC1, PC2, PC3, C1, ST4, ST5, DE3, DE4). It is considered
closely related to the changes that should be made in some operations to internalize
the innovative sustainability processes, requiring specialized staff recruitment and
significant financial commitments that are beyond the financial capacity of private
companies and cooperatives (ST2, ST4, C1, C2, PC3). Even in the cooperatives, where
organic cocoa farmers are organizing into groups as a means of reducing costs, these
are still perceived to be prohibitive (C1, C2, ST1, ST3, GI3, GI4). For some OCPs and
PC (1 and 2), ensuring the sustainability of the cocoa value chain requires support
and consistency in governmental policies and banking support programs, as well an
increase in the farmers’ bargaining position by strengthening farmer cooperatives and
associations and support from them.

The operational barriers to sustainability improvement mentioned tend to be con-
centrated around heavy bureaucracy, lack of organic cocoa value chain governance,
lack of farmer knowledge, and corruption (PC2, ST3, NGO1, DE1). In more detail, the
cooperatives pointed out the extensive documentation of organic cocoa production prin-
ciples, guidelines, and criteria (C1, C2, ST3, ST5). The bureaucracy when dealing with
national authorities is sustained by the certification bodies (CB1, CB2). Finally, the pro-
liferation of different organic certification schemes (with different processes, guidelines,
criteria, and principles) tends to confuse many smallholders in their implementation
(C1, ST3, PC3).

An organic cocoa production mode and its certification require extensive recordkeep-
ing (e.g., cocoa farm activities, auditing), which is supported by the farmer cooperatives.
To do that, there is a need for a specialized highly technical staff, and the existing staff often
lacks capacity for this, and the same will occur in the future sustainability management
(C1, C2, ST1, ST2).
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Marketing barriers include lack of payment of premium prices by consumers and
unknown market demand for sustainable cocoa products. In this case, some organic cocoa
products can end up being sold as conventional products in global markets, despite their
quality and the added effort/cost of the organic production mode (PC1, PC3, ST4).

Finally, diverse policy factor constraints are perceived to be barriers to sustainability
improvement. These encompass inconsistent government policies, lack of clarity over
land tenure, and mostly importantly, lack of a comprehensive national policy for the cocoa
sector. Despite the fact that cocoa organic production is being led by the cooperatives and
supported by government institutions, agencies, and programs, government policies and
measures are not consistent throughout the years and are often affected by the existing
government of the day (PC2, PC3, CB1, CB2). This poses barriers to the advanced planning
of organic cocoa activities and the effective implementation of sustainability requirements
related to pyrotechnical treatments (PC3, DE3). Such inconsistencies also affect the coop-
eratives and other stakeholders (producers’ associations and sociotechnicians) who are
tasked to support smallholders (ST1, ST3). Apart from the barriers posed by prevailing
land tenure rules, which always belong to the state, tree tenure can also be controversial
(OCPs, ST1). Assuming that organic cocoa farmers are encouraged to incorporate shade
trees in their farms, all the autocratic processes related to this and to the further exploitation
of planted trees disincentivize the integration of these trees (PC1, PC3, ST5).

Finally, the major barrier concerns the lack of a comprehensive national policy for the
promotion and sustainable development of the organic cocoa value chain (ST3, PC4, NOG1,
RC1, DE4). This partially invalidates the widespread improvement of a sustainability
agenda (CB1, CB2). Strengthening cocoa farmer cooperatives to collaborate more deeply
with industry and research institutions and improving the implementation of the cocoa
organic farming system to fulfill the international community’s demand for healthy organic
products are recommended by the certification bodies’ representatives (CB1, CB2) and
traders (DE1, DE3).

4. Discussion

The findings of this work expose disparities in the perceptions obtained from the
stakeholders contacted according to their experiences within the scope of the role they play
in their respective link of the value chain. However, the sustainability pathway implies
collaborative work between multiple stakeholders involved in a holistic perspective, aiming
for the development of an inclusive strategy that can create benefit for all the players of the
organic cocoa value chain [33].

As this exploratory study has shown, numerous often interrelated factors can be
perceived as influencers of the sustainability of the organic cocoa value chain. This en-
compasses stakeholders from different levels, including the governance of the organic
cocoa value chain. There was a common agreement among the stakeholders engaged
in the study that organic cocoa is set to expand in the future due to not only increasing
demand for chocolate but also STP’s government project and plan for its increase (e.g., [34]).
This perspective is also echoed in recent reports [35] and the academic literature [36–40],
although the potential of organic cocoa as a solution to agricultural sustainability challenges
is unclear [39].

The discussions centered around sustainability perceptions and how to achieve growth
in their three dimensions with a range of contributions emerging from the discussions and
interviews. Vogel et al. [13] highlighted that an analysis of transition pathways without an
assessment of the overall stakeholder contribution to sustainability outcomes provides an
incomplete picture of the underlying challenges that need to be addressed. Additionally,
for Adiyah et al. [40], the adoption of good sustainability practices is dependent on the
economic status of cocoa farmers. The study also highlights the relationship between
farmers’ training and changes in their adopted practices and how these practices can
mitigate climate change; support soil fertility [40], productivity, and profitability; and avoid
land degradation [39]. Farmers’ training provides better knowledge on pest control [36] and
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other sustainability issues, such as greenhouse gases, profitability, and gender equity [39]
or deforestation [1,41].

Most stakeholders also identify market-related factors (premium prices, consumer
demand, market access, and social difference within the cocoa value chain) as, simultane-
ously, the main constraints and drivers among smallholders, their cooperatives, and private
companies. These results are in line with previous research [36,42,43], which showed that
cocoa farmers in Indonesia, Cameroon, and Peru perceive the marketing chain to be long
and ineffective and oriented towards the international market. These factors determine
domestic organic cocoa prices and expressed concerns about low pricing, price volatil-
ity, difficulty in accessing the market, small-scale production, low productivity, and lack
of partnerships.

The sustainability improvement in the organic cocoa value chain is perceived to be
associated with positive economic, social, and environmental impacts, such as income
generation, farm productivity gains, and reduced deforestation and pollution. This is
in line with a study by Ingram et al. [3] in West Africa. Nevertheless, the organic cocoa
value chain is perceived to be facing multiple financial, institutional, marketing, capacity,
and operational barriers to achieve this sustainability improvement. Moreover, equity in
governance and power dynamics within the organic cocoa value chain would be necessary
to ensure the widespread improvement of the sustainability dimensions, which would be
translated into positive sustainability outcomes. Additionally, a study by Lalwani et al. [44]
highlighted the importance of reducing social differences and asymmetries of power within
the cocoa value chain.

The stakeholders’ suggestion of strengthening the cooperatives’ relationships with the
industry and research institutions to improve the organic cocoa value chain’s sustainability
and fulfill international demand for healthy organic products is in line with other stud-
ies [36]. However, ensuring the sustainability of the cocoa value chain requires support
and consistency in government policies and banking support programs as well as better
performance of smallholder cocoa farmers. Thus, it is necessary to increase the bargaining
position of organic cocoa farmers by strengthening their cooperatives and associations and
communicating cocoa benefits to society [45].

In all dimensions of organic cocoa production, the measures that reduce land degrada-
tion, improve market access and profitability, enhance social integration through gender
equity and accountability are the main driving forces to ensure the sustainability per-
formance of a farming system. This commitment to sustainability matters, and in STP’s
context, it should be deeply encouraged to improve sustainability and ensure balance in
all its dimensions, conforming with a study by Bandanaa et al. [39]. Despite the efforts
made by the CECAB and CECAC11 cooperatives, their associations, extension divisions,
government departments, and agencies of agriculture, more actions should be encouraged
to improve and balance all the sustainability dimensions.

Several sustainability challenges related to the organic cocoa value chain have been
identified both in the literature [43,46] and in this study. These mainly relate to the eco-
nomic dimension of sustainability (governance and powers and interactions of various
stakeholders along the value chain), but also, and less, to the environmental [47] and
social [44] dimensions.

Relevant emerging topics arose throughout the study, which were repeated by vari-
ous respondents during the interviews, focus group discussion, and field observation.
Such topics include identifying the livelihood strategies of small cocoa producers; de-
termining market diversification; understanding how organic cocoa chain governance
mechanisms, structures, and policies improve sustainability and add value to farmers;
and analyzing the value added as well as the relationships between the value compo-
nents and sustainability. This means producing alternatives to organic cocoa beans for
exportation and diversification at the production level in order to expand crop types,
adding value and further sources of income to smallholder farmers. This is one crucial
aspect for the economic and social dimensions of sustainability in the future. The sustain-



Sustainability 2022, 14, 136 14 of 17

able development of a national organic cocoa processing industry and market was also
mentioned and perceived to be promising. This is in progress in one of the cooperatives,
which aims to transform organic cocoa beans into diversified products within internal
boundaries, retaining the added value in STP. The need to attract and integrate younger
generations to the organic cocoa value chain is another emergent topic. This can be done
through education, land tenure, financial access, and further interventions, incentives,
and initiatives.

5. Conclusions

This study contributed to the sustainability transition research by eliciting the
perspectives of the main stakeholders engaged in the organic cocoa value chain in STP
to explore and evaluate future directions and challenges towards a more sustainable
value chain.

Mapping the stakeholders’ perceptions is a step towards going further in the organic
cocoa value chain research, particularly in issues such as livelihood strategies of organic
cocoa farming households, prevention or mitigation of the perceived negative impacts,
and governance improvement. All these were pointed out by the participants in the
study, who were involved directly or indirectly in the organic cocoa value chain. Addi-
tionally, in the development of transition pathways to improve sustainability in STP’s
organic cocoa value chain, it is useful to emphasize the role and contribution of different
actors to define and develop those transition pathways. The assessment of stakeholders’
perceptions strengthens the analysis by providing insights into the drivers and barriers
to the transition towards sustainability and how policymakers, cooperative managers,
and other actors can promote and support a deeper and more inclusive sustainability
transition process.

The stakeholders have common and different perceptions and agendas on the
drivers, impacts, challenges, and pathways to sustainability improvement. There was
a broad consensus among all the participants on the most likely pathway, that is, not a
complete process shift but rather a continuance of the dominant organic mode of cocoa
production with a gradual shift towards a higher sustainability level, through improve-
ments in all value chain steps and processes. Most of the participants also identified
market-related factors (premium prices, consumer demand, and market access) as, si-
multaneously, the main constraints and drivers among smallholders, their cooperatives,
and private companies.

The findings are supported by the literature, which highlights the power of stakehold-
ers as change agents and as individuals who are resilient to most sustainability challenges
in the chain. By reflecting the diversity of stakeholders’ foci, despite being exploratory,
the results are useful in order to find a path towards more sustainability in the organic
cocoa value chain, as a broader sustainability perspective is needed. There is a lack of
a holistic approach to tackle all of the sustainability dimensions—economic, social, and
environmental—in the cocoa value chain [48]. We therefore conclude that there is still a
long way to go in order to fully expand on the existing sustainability levels of the organic
cocoa value chain.
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Nomenclature

ADAPPA Action for Agricultural Development and Environmental Protection
ADIL Local Initiatives Development Action
C Cooperatives
CB Certification bodies
CECAB Cooperative for the Production and Export of Organic Cocoa
CECAC11 Cooperative for the Production and Export of Cocoa
CIAT Centre for Agronomic and Technological Research
DE Distributors and exporters
FENAPA National Federation of Small Farmers
GI Governmental institutions
IFAD International Fund for Agricultural Development
NGO Nongovernmental organization
OC Organic cocoa
OCPs Organic cocoa producers
PAPAC Smallholder Commercial Agriculture Project
PC Private companies
RC Research center
ST Sociotechnicians
STP São Tomé and Príncipe
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