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Social Media and Micro Lending: The 
Case of Direct Trade Coffee

Keith Whittingham
Rollins College

San Rafael Sustainable Coffee Initiative 

• Collaboration among coffee growers and small 
coffee processors

• Born of challenges in the traditional value 
chain

• Industry‐Specific, Community‐Wide project

• Need for non‐traditional sources of capital

Whittingham July 2011
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San Rafael Sustainable Coffee Initiative 

• Collaboration among coffee growers and small 
coffee processors

Whittingham July 2011

Challenges in the Value Chain

Traditional US Value chain

Whittingham July 2011
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Industry‐Specific & Community‐Wide

Larger Community

Multiple Beneficiaries

Farmer Farmer Farmer

SRSCI

Multiple Donors

Tourist Tourist Tourist Tourist
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Need Non‐traditional Capital Sources

• Difficult to obtain pre‐harvest financing

• Traditional co‐op financing under pressure

Source: CIMS

Annual Production Cost Distribution 2006‐2007
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Tourist Interaction Model

Tourist Interface

• Common Cup Café

• Colibrí Cafe

• Agro tourism

• Social media 
follow‐up

From Customer to Partner

Purchase +/or Microloan

Relationships

Story

Great 
Product

Whittingham July 2011

Micro Lending Program

• Typically tied to coffee purchase

• Customer “purchases” $35 microloan

• Invested into following season’s crop

• Repaid in roasted coffee during following year

• 100% ROI to lender

$35 + $35 = $70 worth of coffee

Whittingham July 2011
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Customer Facing

Whittingham July 2011

Customer Contacts

• 2350 contacts in 15 months

• Including

– 933 Facebook “Likes”

– 196 Blog Subscribers

– 70 Twitter followers

Whittingham July 2011
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SRSCI Social Media

Whittingham July 2011

SRSCI Social Media
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SRSCI Social Media

Whittingham July 2011

Analytics

Success in Social Media requires monitoring

• Facebook Insights

– 36668 Post Views

• Google Analytics for blog

– 2,229 unique blog readers

– 9,252 pageviews

Whittingham July 2011
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3 Research Questions

Were contacts who engaged with CC/SRSCI via 
social media…

1. more likely to feel connected with the 

2. more likely to purchase coffee 

3. more likely to participate in the microloan 
program

than those who only engaged via traditional 
media (in person contact and/or e‐mail)?

Whittingham July 2011

Online Survey over 2 weeks

• 1711 Invites to e‐mail list

• 219 clicks

• 140 completes (4 discarded)

• 8.1% response rate

Whittingham July 2011
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12 Questions

• 2 demographic

– location and social media usage

• 10 questions

– impact of SRSCI’s social media efforts on… 

• level of connection with SRSCI

• their purchase of coffee 

• adoption of microloan program

Whittingham July 2011

Results – Contacts and “The Ask”

67.65%

22.79%

4.41% 2.94% 2.21%
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Results – Contacts and “The Ask”

50.91%

23.64%

16.36%

5.45% 3.64%
0.00%
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In person at the cafe By e‐mail Via SRSCI website/blog Other Via Facebook

Distribution of Microloan Prompts
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Social Media Contacts

• Survey asked what communication vehicles 
were used with SRSCI
– In person

– E‐mail

– Facebook

– Blog/Website

– Twitter

• 64% used only Traditional Media

• 36% also used Social Media

Whittingham July 2011
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Social Media Impacts Connection Level

59.77%

83.67%
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Social Media Impacts Connection Level

8.05%

22.45%
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13% Strongly Connected
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Social Media Impacts Coffee Purchase

• 80% had purchased coffee

77.01%

89.80%
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Social Media Impacts Microloan Rate

• 40% had made microloan

31.03%

59.18%
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Statistical Results

Reported 

Condition

Social Media 

Contact

Traditional 

Media Only 

Contacts

Statistically 

Significant

p‐value

Felt Connected 83.67% 59.77% Y 0.0009

Purchased 

Coffee

89.80% 77.01% Y 0.0223

Adopted 

Microloan

59.18% 31.03% Y 0.0006

Whittingham July 2011

Additional Learning on SM

• Strong trend with Connection Level

0.00% 13.33%
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Reported Importance of Channels

Communication Channel Mean Ranking Score Usage

By E‐mail 1.93 77%

In person at the cafe 2.59 63%

Via Facebook 2.93 26%

Via SRSCI website/blog 3.19 17%

Via Twitter 4.37 <1%

Whittingham July 2011

Actual Importance to Microloan

Communication Channel Statistically Important

By E‐mail Yes

Via SRSCI website/blog Yes

Via Facebook No

In person at the cafe No

Via Twitter No

In contrast,  In person and Via Facebook have more impact on coffee sales.

Whittingham July 2011
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Conclusions

• Social Media shown to have positive impact 
on philanthropic outcome (microloan)

• Definite correlation to level of connection

• Metrics and analysis allow you to dig deep and 
discover what is really working to deliver 
success

Whittingham July 2011

THANK YOU!
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