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NESPRESSO: HOW TO PROTECT YOUR BRAND FROM SOCIAL 
MEDIA ATTACKS 


EMBA 2015 graduates Anne 
Irigoyen, Karsten Ranitzsch, 
Philipp Lehner prepared this 
case under the supervision of 
Professor Stefan Michel as a 
basis for class discussion rather 
than to illustrate either effective 
or ineffective handling of a 
business situation. 


SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 3, 2011. A video entitled, “The secret Clooney 
Commercial, Nespresso wants to forbid…” was unexpectedly launched 
on YouTube by the NGO Solidar Switzerland. The parody – featuring 
a Clooney lookalike – was aimed at getting Nescafe to commit to using 
only fairly traded coffee throughout its Nespresso and other product 
ranges.


The narrator in the videos explains that Nespresso is one of the most 
expensive coffees, but sadly, it is not fairly traded. He then goes on to 
say that George Clooney can change this and encourages viewers to post 
messages to Clooney through Solidar’s Facebook page. This resulted in 
1.2 million messages against less than 0.01 million followers on 
Solidar’s Facebook page. Supporters were also asked to post messages 
on Nespresso’s Facebook page. 


It was time for Nespresso to react. 
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Source: Solidar, www.youtube.com/watch?v=2G8QljHVn_A 
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Nespresso’s Sustainability Journey  


At the time, Nespresso was proud of the Nespresso AAA Sustainable Quality™ Program, 
which was part of a larger effort by the company – Nespresso ecolaboration™ – to address 
sustainability and fair trade issues.


Source: Nespresso 


According to Nespresso, “The Nespresso AAA Sustainable Quality™ Program was developed 
to meet a goal shared by Nespresso and the Rainforest Alliance: to create a sustainable supply 
of the highest quality coffee, while improving the situation for coffee farmers and their 
communities.”1 In addition to the Rainforest Alliance, the company was also in close 
collaboration with its coffee suppliers in Central and South America  


Although Nespresso’s AAA program had been recognized by professionals, it had not been 
endorsed by other companies or NGOs. Additionally, consumer awareness and understanding 
of the program was limited. Consequently, the Nespresso brand was an easy target for 
criticism.  


Furthermore, as environmental and sustainability issues became increasingly relevant, 
Nespresso was continuously criticized for using aluminum capsules that were rarely recycled, 
even though the company had a recycling system in place in Switzerland since 1991.  


1 www.nestle-nespresso.com/newsandfeatures/nespresso-aaa-sustainable-quality-tm-program-a-triple-
win-collaboration-between-nespresso-and-the-rainforest-alliance 


Nespresso Agronomist farm visit 
La Girorgia Costa Rica 


Rainforest Alliance farm management workshop –
Huhuetenango Guatemala 
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In addition to coffee sourcing and production, ecolaborationTM focused on the use and disposal 
of capsules, as well as the lifecycle of the machines, and it provided a framework for 
partnership and innovation to drive on-going sustainable development.  


Nespresso committed to the following sustainability achievements by 2013:  


Source 80% of green coffee through AAA. 


Put systems in place to increase capacity to recycle used capsules to 75%. 


Reduce the overall carbon footprint required to produce every cup of Nespresso coffee 
by 20% 


Headlines in 2009, after ecolaboration™ 
was launched: “Sustainable Coffee! What 


else? 


Headline in 2007: “Uncap it”


Headline in 2009, after ecolaboration™ was 
launched: “Nespresso has put in a dose of 


green for housewives” 
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The Nespresso Story2


The capsule technology behind the Nespresso system originated in Geneva’s Battelle research 
institute. Nestlé acquired the rights to commercialize the idea in 1974. At the time, Nestlé 
dominated the instant coffee market, which generated over 80% of the company’s coffee sales, 
but was missing a significant presence in the much larger roast and ground coffee market, 
which represented 70% of the total world coffee consumption. Furthermore, a growth 
opportunity was identified in the rapidly growing gourmet segment. Nestlé’s ability to 
combine its R&D strength with deep knowledge of the coffee business was an asset for 
entering this segment. 


The project gained early support from the Nestlé food service division, which saw Nespresso 
as an entry into the restaurant market. But, in 1982, following a market test with eight 
automatic machines in Swiss restaurants, that strategy was abandoned in favor of the office-
coffee sector. 


To move more quickly and independently, a separate company called Nespresso was created 
in June 1986, as a 100% Nestlé-owned affiliate. With its distinctive brand, luxury image and 
exclusive focus on espresso drinks, Nespresso represented a major departure from most Nestlé 
lines of business, which were reputed for large scale production and mass marketing.  


Initial results were disappointing; a high rate of machine defects hampered Nespresso from 
reaching its machine and coffee sales targets. In 1988, Nespresso brought in Jean Paul Gaillard, 
a 33-year-old former Philipp Morris executive who was Swiss-born and US-educated. He soon 
concluded that the top-end household market was much more promising, but he faced internal 
skepticism that was sustained by grim initial market research findings. Gaillard’s new strategy 
involved selling Nespresso machines priced between CHF 350 and CHF 900 through select 
household appliance retailers and department stores. Nespresso offered its retailers margins 
that were 5% to 10% higher than its competitors. Using a model similar to printers and print 
cartridges, Nespresso made its profit from its coffee capsules rather than its coffee machines.  


2 Source: Nespresso internal archives and co-author insight 


CS 100 Machine, 1986 Lattissima Touch, 2015
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According to some, the idea of channeling capsule sales through supermarkets was explored, 
but it was rejected because Gaillard felt that it would simply transfer the profitability of the 
business away from Nespresso. For its competitors, the first attempts to sell via supermarkets 
were a failure because the narrow consumer base resulted in low rotations and retailers, 
particularly in Switzerland, did not believe in portioned systems and criticized their 
sustainability credentials. Whatever the reason, Nespresso decided to develop a direct-
marketing structure, and the Nespresso Club was launched, which in addition to handling 
service calls, offered consumers:  


Around the clock order taking  
Prompt delivery of capsules within two business days  
Personalized advice by trained coffee specialists. 


The Club was the first direct-marketing experiment within the Nestlé organization, and it was 
an immediate success. It bolstered the brand’s premium positioning and helped Nespresso 
grow through word of mouth and with the help of direct marketing. In 1990 with 2,700 Club 
members in Switzerland, France, Japan and the US, Nespresso’s sales targets were achieved 
one year ahead of schedule. By 1997, there were 220,000 Club members, a 30% year-on-year 
increase. Nespresso became profitable in 1995. In 1996 its first Internet site offered a platform 
to promote Nespresso coffee expertise and products.3


In late 1997, Gaillard moved to a Nestlé unit in the US and was replaced by Willem Ponk, who 
had spent his whole career at Nestlé. Ponk started developing loyalty by segmenting the 
Nespresso Club database according to consumption habits and length of membership.  


In 2000, Paris was chosen for the opening of the first Nespresso boutique. Nespresso went on 
to own more than 400 boutiques in 55 countries, which was another major step away from the 
standard way of doing business at Nestlé. In 2006 Nespresso exceeded CHF 1 billion in 
revenue for the first time. George Clooney4 became the global Nespresso brand ambassador 
and starred in the first of a series of celebrity publicity campaigns, which made the company 
widely known even beyond its primary target customers. 


3 Corporate film Nespresso: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wrON7BtKRew  
4 First Clooney “What else?” pub: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sVx1kQ0RioE  


First Nespresso Club Logo Nespresso Boutique Toronto, 2015 
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In August 2010, it was reported that Nespresso sales had grown on average 30% per year over 
the past 10 years and more than 20 billion capsules had been sold since 2000. Nespresso only 
reported detailed figures until 2011, when annual sales were US$3 billion. The estimated sales 
volume for 2014 was more than US$4.9 billion.5


Solidar Switzerland6


Mandate


Solidar Switzerland, a non-profit NGO, had a goal of achieving a socially, politically and 
economically equitable society. The organization fought for decent working conditions, 
solidarity, social justice, democratic participation and human rights in the poorest countries of 
Africa and Latin America, as well as in threshold countries in Eastern Europe and China. 
Solidar also provided disaster relief and humanitarian aid. Another mandate of Solidar 
Switzerland was to raise public awareness of how consumer behavior could impact workers in 
developing countries. In this context the NGO encountered unfair working conditions with 
coffee farmers in El Salvador and Nicaragua and decided to address these issues with one of 
the major players – Nespresso. 


History


“Solidar Switzerland was founded in 1936 as the Swiss Labour Assistance by the Swiss 
Federation of Trade Unions and the Social Democratic Party of Switzerland. The purpose was 
to help workers, both men and women, impacted by the Great Depression of 1929. It went on 
to give humanitarian aid during the Spanish Civil War. After WWII the organization 
concentrated on helping refugees in Switzerland. Starting in 1949 the organization was one of 
the first Swiss groups to engage in development programs and humanitarian aid for foreign 
countries. The organization’s name was only changed to Solidar in 2011.”78


Source: Solidar 


5 Wall Street Journal. http://www.wsj.com/articles/nespresso-cafes-planned-for-vienna-london-
1423597057  
6 Source: http://www.solidar.ch  
7 Source: http://www.solidar.ch/en 
8 Solidar Switzerland is member of Solidar, a network of approximately 50 European relief 
organizations with a similar background and direction. 
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Coffee Market Overview


Coffee: A Globally Traded Commodity 


Green Coffee (the raw material for every roaster) is the second most traded commodity after 
crude oil in terms of value. The main trading markets for green coffee, and as such potential 
suppliers, are the London International Financial Futures Exchange (EURONEXT) and the 
New York Board of Trade (NYBOT). However, most coffee roasters use these markets to 
hedge rather than buy coffee. The two main varieties of coffee bean are Arabica (London) and 
Robusta (New York) and there are differences in price and quality between them. Many 
roasters use the exchanges to define the price they are willing to pay for their physical 
purchases in order to manage their price risk.  


Coffee trading started in NY 1882 Electronic derivatives trading today 
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Coffee Farmers Often Live Below the Poverty Line 


The extreme poverty of coffee farmers was an issue that Solidar wanted to eradicate. Nespresso 
shared this concern, as its long-term sustainable coffee supply also depended on the capacity 
of coffee farmers to maintain their activity. In certain cases, coffee changed hands several 
times as the supply chain tended to be very complex. Coffee was grown around the Equator 
between the Tropic of Cancer and the Tropic of Capricorn. The majority of producers were 
so-called small holders. The American NGO TechnoServe9 estimated that of the roughly 10 
million coffee farmers worldwide, 95% were small-holder family farmers. Coffee was often 
the only or main source of income for these families, and nearly half of them – about 4.2 
million households and 20 million individuals – lived below the poverty line.  


Coffee is more than just one of the world’s most popular beverages. It is a daily ritual, a shared 
passion, a source of inspiration. And for farmers struggling to survive at subsistence levels, 
coffee represents food, clean water, medicine, children’s school fees or a better home.10


The Coffee Supply Chain 


Depending on the country, farmers either sold their coffee cherries on the day they were 
harvested or they de-pulped, washed, fermented and dried them themselves. In both cases, 
their product was purchased by either middlemen, cooperatives or private exporters. The latter 
two would do the processing of the cherry if it was not done by the farmer. The 
exporter/cooperative would grade the coffee and in some cases would blend it.  


Coffee is a very seasonal agricultural product that is normally harvested once a year; at that 
time, coffee farmers need to pay back their loans, pay schooling fees, etc. The industry, 
however, has a rather linear demand pattern throughout the year. Therefore, it is common for 
participants in the value chain, such as the trade houses, exporters or cooperatives, to assume 
the role of buffering and storing the coffee until it is needed by the roaster. 


Nespresso’s Competitors 


For many years, Nespresso enjoyed the advantage of owning 1,700 patents worldwide around 
the Nespresso design. This advantage suddenly ended in 2010 with the introduction of two 
copycats that were compatible with Nespresso machines, namely L’Or Espresso by Sara Lee 
Corp and coffee pods from the Ethical Coffee Company (ECC), a company founded by former 
Nespresso CEO Jean Paul Gaillard. These capsules were distributed through mainstream 
grocery channels in Switzerland as well as other European countries. Nespresso considered 
those products an infringement on its existing patents and pursued legal action against its 
competitors with differing outcomes. Initially some judgements required competitors to take 
their products off the shelf, while other competitors were permitted to continue selling their 
coffee. Nespresso’s brand awareness in countries such as Switzerland was very high, so the 
different outcomes made the headlines numerous times.  


9 Technoserve is a non-profit organization that develops business solutions to poverty by linking people 
to information, capital and markets.  
10 Source: www.technoserve.org/our-work/sector/coffee 
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Certification and Standard-setting NGOs


Proliferation of Certification Labels 


Certification seals existed for all types of products and could be found on most fast-moving 
consumer goods. The debate about who had the best standard was often led by none experts. 
Leading standard-setting NGOs addressed the issue of codes of good practice in the late 1990s.  


Initially four certification organizations – Forest Stewardship Council (FSC), the International 
Federation of Organic Agriculture Movements (IFOAM), Fairtrade and Marine Stewardship 
Council (MSC) – came together to discuss the feasibility and benefits of working in closer 
collaboration. Although these organizations covered different sectors – timber, fish, organic 
and fair-trade agriculture – they recognized areas where their systems overlapped and in 
November 2000 they agreed to create a formal organization. Soon, four more organizations – 
International Organic Accreditation Service, Marine Aquarium Council, Rainforest Alliance 
and Social Accountability International – were on board, and in 2002 the International Social 
and Environmental Accreditation and Labelling Alliance (now just referred to as the ISEAL 
Alliance) was registered in the UK as a not-for-profit organization. Since the early days many 
more organizations joined the umbrella organization, which required a public consultation 
process for any new standard in order to strengthen the sustainability-standards systems for 
the benefit of people and the environment.11


Source: As originally seen on the Brand Packaging website at www.brandpackaging.com 


11 Source: http://www.isealalliance.org
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The Social Media Campaign against Nespresso’s Fair Trade Practices 


What Happened After Saturday, September 3? 


On Sunday, September 4, Solidar counted 49 likes and 5 comments. Facebook fans of both 
sides start to get involved and exchange views on both Solidar’s and Nespresso’s Facebook 
pages:


H.E.  “Yes, great. The chance to change something is huge!!! It means a better life for a lot of 
people. A nice target. Children, who go to school. Healthcare…..I will write to all my distribution 
list.”


P.J.: “Let us assume that this story is right – very nice idea. Only: a counterfeit spot is as unethical 
as the criticized behaviour. Indeed in some other dimensions. But fundamentally. It’s a pity. It’s 
a great pity.” 


C.S. @ Sustainability by Nespresso: “Yes, they do a little already. Mostly for PR purposes and 
only what is necessary to film nice videos. But we do not want 30 or 50% certified coffee, we 
want 100%.” 


P.W.: “Sensational! And a wonderful evidence of what a Swiss NGO can produce with inventive 
ideas and in cooperation with critical internet users. Congratulation to Solidar Suisse, keep 
pushing!!!” 


S.G.: “Well, I work in “the industry,” whatever is meant, and I am not aware that Rainforest 
Alliance (RA) would have a questionable image. There are of course some discussions and 
different strategies, but according to me, all have their legitimacy. Now to clout Rainforest is 
inadequate.”  


J.J.: “My second comment on Nespresso Facebook page was deleted just as fast as the first one.”  


On Thursday, September 8, Solidar had collected more than 26,000 complaints to be sent to 
George Clooney.  


On Friday, September 9, Nespresso requested a personal meeting with Solidar in Bern. 


Solidar’s attack instigated the following emotional responses from some of Nespresso’s key 
stakeholders:


Karsten Ranitzsch, Head of Coffee at Nespresso: “This is just ridiculous, after all our efforts and 
the real positive impact we do see in the countries of origin! There is so much we are doing, 
because we believe in it and here comes an organisation which attacks us without knowing what 
they are talking about, pretending to know better than us. What a cheap way of getting attention, 
I wonder whether there is not more or somebody else behind. What a coincidence that this 
happens at the same time compatible capsules are being launched.” 


Jerôme Perez, Head of Sustainability at Nespresso: “Nespresso partners are saying that Solidar 
has chosen the wrong target. Nespresso has a state of the art sustainability program which is well 
recognized by the competition. It is an amazing Swiss made model of quality. I am frustrated 
about an untrue, unfair and unrealistic attack.”  


Juan Carlos Ardila, Managing Director of Cafexport, representing the 5 top coffee exporters of 
Colombia: “Solidar is provoking Nespresso. I have the authority to speak on behalf of the 
farmers. Who gives Solidar from Switzerland the right to talk on behalf of Colombian Farmers?” 
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