
Researching the Coffee and Coffee Shop Industries 

________________________________________________________________ 

The coffee shop industry in the UK has experienced significant growth over the last decade 

with recent estimates suggesting the industry is worth £9 billion with over 24,000 outlets. 

Coffee shops are present in places across the country from the high streets to the suburbs. 

The dynamics of the industry are fascinating, not only in terms of what is happening inside 

the industry itself, but in terms of how it is impacts different communities.  

I began with an initial idea to explore the geography of the coffee shop industry in the UK, 

thinking about the economic impact of coffee shops on the high street. However, this has 

blossomed into a wide research agenda that explores different economic, social and 

environmental facets of the industry. This has led me to utilise a range of different research 

methods to investigate the different elements of the industry, and the people and processes 

that are involved in it.  

I completed a research project entitled ‘Spaces of Community: Exploring the Dynamics the 

Café Industry’ which explored how the industry has developed and the role of coffee shops 

in different urban spaces. I am now undertaking a project ‘From the Grounds up: The Coffee 

Shop Industry and the Circular Economy‘ which explores issues related to sustainability in 

the coffee shop industry. These projects have led to a range of different research avenues 

related to the coffee and coffee shop industries from considering the economics of the 

coffee shop sector, to certification and standards schemes on coffee farms. The global 

nature of the coffee and coffee shop industries make them ideal for geographers to explore; 

there are multiple areas for investigation from the local scale to the global.   

Having discussed these projects and research areas with many people, I have received much 

interest from geographers, and in particular secondary school geography teachers, who 

would often talk about students keen to investigate geographical issues related to coffee 

shops, high streets and urban change, particularly with the development of the Independent 

Investigation. Given the Independent Investigation has to link directly to content of A Level 

specifications I have highlighted in this document areas which could relate to the coffee and 

coffee shop industries for three awarding organisations (AQA, OCR and Pearson).  

This document is a response to some of these conversations with teachers who have been 

keen to know how I go about my research, in particular the methods that are used. This is 

not a comprehensive guide to the research methods used, but highlights some of the 

methods, and places to find out more information about them. This is designed to act as an 

introduction to a sample of methods which could be used by students to investigate urban 

phenomena more generally, not just about the coffee shop industry.   

https://cafespaces.wordpress.com/2017/04/25/spaces-of-community-dynamics-in-the-cafe-industry-research-summary/
https://cafespaces.wordpress.com/2017/04/25/spaces-of-community-dynamics-in-the-cafe-industry-research-summary/
https://cafespaces.wordpress.com/2017/12/21/new-research-project-from-the-grounds-up-the-coffee-shop-industry-and-the-circular-economy/
https://cafespaces.wordpress.com/2017/12/21/new-research-project-from-the-grounds-up-the-coffee-shop-industry-and-the-circular-economy/


Key Texts on Research Methods 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

There are a range of key textbooks which provide details of methods used by human 

geographers which are worth consulting when designing research projects.  

 Phillips, R. and Johns, J. (2012) Fieldwork for Human Geography. London: Sage.  

 Hay, I. (2016) Qualitative Research Methods in Human Geography. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press.  

 Kitchen, R. and Tate, N. (1999) Conducting Research in Human Geography. London: 

Routledge. 

 Flowerdew, R. (2005) Methods in Human Geography: A Guide for Students Doing a 

Research Project. London: Routledge 

 Cloke, P. Cook, I, Goodwin, M and Painter, J. (2004) Practising Human Geography. 

London: Sage.  

These books are aimed at undergraduate students who are producing their dissertation but 

they are accessible texts which would be of use to A Level students completing their 

independent investigations too.  These are general texts and encompass a variety of 

methods from across the discipline.  

For those wishing to investigate phenomena in the urban context more specifically, a highly 

recommended text is:  

 Ward, K. (2014) Researching the City. London: Sage.  

This is a much more focused text exploring methods used by geographers who explore 

urban worlds and lives.   

 

 

 

 

 

  



Research Methods 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

There are a range of methods which can be used to investigate phenomena 

in cities (these methods are of course transferable to other areas of 

investigation too) from interviews and surveys to GIS and photography. 

Some of the methods I have used in recent research projects include:  

 

Secondary Data  

__________________________________________________________________________ 

 As part of many research projects in geography it is useful to explore existing data 

that can be used to support the primary data that is collected through the research. 

In the case of my research on the coffee shop industry, this related to data around 

the number of shops and coffee consumption of coffee, for example. In addition to 

both qualitative and quantitative data gleaned from existing consultancy reports, a 

vast array of articles from the media were collected in order to build a picture of the 

industry according to existing sources.  

 

 Collection and exploration of secondary data is often a good initial step for an 

investigation, but can continue to take place throughout a research project, and can 

in some cases provide evidence to support research findings, or guide areas that 

need further research as the research progresses.  

 

Interviews and Questionnaires 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

 Interviews are an excellent way to investigate people’s views, ideas and behaviours, 

and are widely used in human geography. They are a key component of my recent 

research projects, interviewing both people who work in the coffee shop industry, 

and consumers.  

‘These days if would be hard to find many pieces of social science research seeking to 

understand the ways that cities work, whether as sites of day to day living or as spaces of 

political, social or economic power, that do not draw on interview as at least one important 

source of evidence’, Cochrane (2014) in Researching the City, p.39. 

 Interviews can vary in both form and function. Structured interviews are usually 

considered to be more like surveys/questionnaires often with a series of closed-

ended responses. Unstructured interviews are more like a conversation between the 

researcher and the participant around a particular topic.  



 A more common approach is the semi-structured interview where the researcher 

uses a discussion guide or interview protocol with a number of questions to guide 

the conversation, but allows for probing different issues in depth where appropriate. 

The extract below is from a ‘Spaces of Community’ project interview protocol. 

 

 It is important to remember that each interview is unique as the way researchers 

and participants interact will be different. Depending on who you interview, the 

relative power relations involved, where and when the interview takes place, and 

the amount of time you have can all affect the data you collect.  

‘All interviews are performances, but both interviewer and interviewee are playing parts in 

the performance, which makes it important for researchers to reflect on the changing 

balance between participants throughout the interview’, Cochrane (2014) in Researching the 

City p.49. 

 Considering your influence as a researcher in this project will be important. For 

example, if you are a young researcher interviewing an ‘elite’ business person, you 

need to consider what impact this might have on the information you gather from 

this participant, and what steps you might be able to take to address this. This paper 

by William Harvey explores some of these issues in more depth:  

Harvey, W. (2010) ‘Methodological approaches for interviewing elites’. Geography Compass 

4(3):193-205. Available at: https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/43094094.pdf   

https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/43094094.pdf


 It is advisable, if consent is obtained from participants, to record interviews. First this 

allows the researcher to write down other useful notes during the interview and 

focus on the conversation taking place more carefully, rather than having to write 

everything down that is being said. Second they can then be transcribed which 

allows for more robust use of this data in the analysis stage.  

 

 For researchers wishing to generate a data set with a larger set of respondents, 

where there a range of questions researchers wish to pose to participants, often 

questionnaires are used. These can be conducted in person or online. Questionnaires 

can include both closed questions where there a limited number of responses, which 

are often useful for quantitative analysis, and open-ended questions which allow 

free response from the participants.  

 

 An important consideration for using surveys is how to ensure suitable sampling of 

those who are involved. Think about the target sample population, and consider the 

most appropriate method for the project (stratified, random etc.).  

 

 In the design of the questionnaire it is important that the wording is considered 

carefully in order to ensure questions are neutral and do not lead the participant. 

Before starting to administer the questionnaire, it often useful to conduct a test, or 

pilot-study, to with a few respondents to test that the questionnaire is fit for 

purpose.   

Ultimately it is important to remember that: 

 ‘the requirement that questionnaires are standardized so that respondents are asked the 

same questions means that surveys are not nearly as flexible as other methods of 

interviewing that allow respondents greater leeway in answering questions in their own 

words. Furthermore, questionnaires do not allow investigators to ‘go with the flow’ of the 

interview and as a series of follow up questions after being given an intriguing response. 

Because of this, the questionnaire might miss important aspects of the condition that is 

being studied.’ Theodore (2014) in Researching the City, p.81 

 

Focus Groups  

__________________________________________________________________________ 

 Sometimes it is useful to conduct interviews in a group situation, which are called 

focus groups. In these circumstances, it allows the researcher to pose questions to a 

number of respondents at once.  

 



 There are a number of important challenges and issues for using focus groups: how 

to ensure all participants can respond to questions; keeping the discussion focused 

on the topic, and ensuring data is accurately captured. Like interviews, where 

possible, and where consent it provided, recording interviews will allow the 

researcher to focus more on guiding the focus group discussion and asking more in-

depth questions where appropriate.  

Observation 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

 Observing the world around us is a key skill for geographers, and observation as a 

specific research methodology is a fantastic way to begin to understand different 

urban phenomenon.  

 

 Two broad types of observation: participant observation where the researcher 

becomes involved in the activities that are being observed; and non-participant 

observation where the researcher watches participants but does not become 

actively involved in the activities, events or interactions.  

 

 Observation is not simply watching what goes on around you but being meticulous 

about noticing details of the activities taking place. Thinking about how to record 

observation data is an important consideration. Some researchers prefer to simply 

have a notebook and write down their observations and thoughts, while others 

prefer a more structured approach. For example, in the ‘Spaces of Community’ 

research project I used a template for recording observation data. This not only 

allowed me to structure the observations taking place but it meant that the data was 

more easily organised for the analysis stage of the research. 

 



Archival Research 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

 If you are investigating historical change in a city then consulting any available 

archives in this area may be a useful source of data. Archives will often contain a 

range of different data sources and documents from letters, photographs and maps 

to official documents or video materials. Many archives are now even making their 

material available online e.g. The National Archives:  

http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/help-with-your-research/research-

guides/?letter=&search=&research-category=online  

 

‘The key thing to remember when undertaking archival research is that the materials being 

examined was prepared for purposes other than your project’ Ward (2014) in Researching 

the City p.29. 

 

 This is important to remember as you conduct your analysis, as you will be 

interpreting information that was developed by other people for different purposes.  

 

Using diaries 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

 Diaries can be an important tool to gather information about people’s experiences in 

cities over a period of time. These diaries can involve both written material or 

photographs or both and may be recorded manually or digitally. Diaries might focus 

on a particular element of people’s lives (e.g. their retail habits), or be more general 

to understand broader patterns of urban life.  

 

 Activity diaries might ask participants to record particular activities and their details 

over a period of time, e.g. Details of visits to coffee shops over a week time period.  

 

 Other types of diaries may prefer respondents to write at more length about 

particular issues over a time period. This could include descriptions of their day and 

reflections on their activities.  

 

 Diaries can also include photographs which can then also be discussed in more 

depth. In some cases purely photographic diaries are produced, which can reduce 

the time commitment for the participant.  

 

 Often follow up interviews are conducted with participants to discuss the diaries.  

http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/help-with-your-research/research-guides/?letter=&search=&research-category=online
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/help-with-your-research/research-guides/?letter=&search=&research-category=online


Visual Methods 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

 Photographs are often included in pieces of research in order to support analysis and 

to help the reader visualise the points of discussion. However, the use of 

photography as a visual method should be considered in research project design 

because as Bradley Garrett argues in his chapter in Researching the City (pages 135-

152) ‘the process of making photos and videos is just as important as what we do 

with them’ (p.136).  

 

 When designing your project think about the ways in which collecting visual data 

could support your research whether this is of places, people or activities and how 

this could fit into your analysis later in the research. Analysis of photographs can be a 

lot more than just an annotated photograph.  

 

Netnography and the use of Social Media 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

 While social media tools are used every day, they are often overlooked by students 

as platforms to gather data. Social media platforms such as Twitter, Facebook and 

Instagram can be used in a variety of ways to explore social interactions online.  

 

 An in-depth exploration of this approach is discussed in:  

Kozinets, R. (2015) Netnography: Redefined. London: Sage.  

 There are lots of ways social media data can be extracted from platforms, some 

researchers use online tools such as Netlytic, or obtain data manually by working 

through twitter feeds, conducting hashtag searches etc. and recording relevant 

information.  An extract of a social media recording sheet I have used in a recent 

project:  

 



 Netlytic (https://netlytic.org/) is an online tool allows you to capture publicly 

available data from social media sites, explore themes of discussion in this data and 

begin to visualize some of the online social networks using social network analysis. 

Netlytic is a user friendly tool, with very clear guides and tutorial videos, and is free 

to use for a small number of data sets.  

 

 For example: after the London Coffee Festival in 2017 I created this visualization to 

explore the level of discussion taking place, as well as various others that utilise 

textual analysis. The data points displayed in these visualizations can be explored in 

more detail through the Netlytic platform.  

 

 

 

 

Combining Methods 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

While each of these methods on their own are useful for exploring cities, it is often useful to 

adopt a multi-method approach. Using a range of research methods allows triangulation of 

data at the analysis stage which can improve the validity of the research. It allows 

researchers to cross-reference their findings, gain greater in-depth insights and form a more 

holistic view of different phenomena.   

There are also a much broader range of techniques to choose from than are discussed here. 

For example, the use of GIS to support your research can be very important, depending on 

your topic. Whichever methods you decide to choose for your research project you can also 

keep a research diary. This will allow you to reflect on the research as it progresses.  

https://netlytic.org/


Links to A level Specifications for topics related to coffee and coffee shop industries 

 

AQA 

 

Topic 3.2 Human Geography 

 3.2.1.3 International trade and access to markets 

 3.2.1.6 Globalisation critique 

 3.2.2.1 The Nature and Importance of Place 

 3.2.2.2.2 Meaning and representation 

 3.2.2.4 Place studies 

 3.2.3.1 Urbanisation 

 3.2.3.3 Social and economic issues associated with urbanisation 

 3.2.3.6 Urban waste and its disposal 

 

OCR 

 

Topic 2.1 Changing Spaces; Making Places 

 2.a People see, experience and understand place in different ways, this can also 

change over time.  

 2.b Places are represented through a variety of contrasting formal and informal 

agencies.  

 5.a Place is produced in a variety of ways at different scales.  

 5.b The place making process of rebranding constructs a different place meaning 

through reimaging and regeneration.  

 

Topic 2.2 Global Connections 

 2.2.1 Global Systems: Option A Trade in the Contemporary World 

 2.a Access to markets are influenced by a multitude of inter-related factors.  

 

Topic 3.4 Future of Food 

 1.c Globalisation is changing the food industry.  

 

Pearson 

 

Topic 3: Globalisation 

 3.3. Globalisation has affected some places and organisations more than others.  

 3.6 The emergence of a global culture, based on western ideas, consumption and the 

attitudes towards the physical environment, is one outcome of globalisation.  

 3.9 Ethical and environmental concerns about unsustainability have led to increased 

localism and awareness of the impacts of consumer society.  



Topic 4A: Regenerating Places 

 4A.5 Variation in the lived experience of place and engagement with them. 

 4A.6 Range of ways to evaluate the need for regeneration.  

 4A.9 Rebranding attempts to represent areas as being more attractive by changing 

public perception of them.  

 

Topic 4B: Diverse Places 

 4B.3 How past and present connections have shaped the demographic and cultural 

characteristics of your chosen places.  .  

 4B.6 Range of ways to evaluate how people view their living spaces.  

 4B.9 Changes to diver places can lead to tension and conflict 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Find out more…. 

 

You can find out more about my research areas and activities on my research blog 

‘Cafespaces’: https://cafespaces.wordpress.com/ . Here there are posts about the different 

research projects, as well as more general commentaries on coffee, coffee shops, and café 

cultures from around the world.  

 

The research summary from the ‘Spaces of the Community: 

Dynamics of the UK café industry’ is free to download from: 

https://cafespaces.files.wordpress.com/2015/04/59452-

spacesofcommunitysummaryreportfinalforprint.pdf  

The following journal article which originates from some of 

this research in the journal Area, has been made freely 

available until January 2019:  

Ferreira, J. (2016) ‘Café nation: Exploring the Growth of the 
UK cafe industry’. Area. 49(1): 69-76. Available at: 
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/area.1228
5  
 

 
I have also written three short pieces for The Conversation:  

Ferreira, J. (2017) ‘Has Britain Reached Peak Coffee Shop’. The 
Conversation 30/10/2017. Available at: 
https://theconversation.com/has-britain-reached-peak-coffee-shop-
86439  
 
Ferreira, J. (2016) ‘Minutes on the lips, a lifetime on the tip: the 
coffee cup waste mountain’. The Conversation 29/07/2016. 
Available at: https://theconversation.com/minutes-on-the-lips-a-
lifetime-on-the-tip-the-coffee-cup-waste-mountain-63164  
 
Ferreira, J. (2015) ‘How the third wave of coffee shops is 
transforming high street’. The Conversation. 27/07/15 Available 
at: https://theconversation.com/how-the-third-wave-of-coffee-
shops-is-transforming-high-streets-45118 
 
If you have any questions about the research or the topics 
discussed in this document, please get in touch:  
 
  
          Jennifer.Ferreira@coventry.ac.uk                      @jennywrenwatts  

https://cafespaces.wordpress.com/
https://cafespaces.files.wordpress.com/2015/04/59452-spacesofcommunitysummaryreportfinalforprint.pdf
https://cafespaces.files.wordpress.com/2015/04/59452-spacesofcommunitysummaryreportfinalforprint.pdf
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/area.12285
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/area.12285
https://theconversation.com/has-britain-reached-peak-coffee-shop-86439
https://theconversation.com/has-britain-reached-peak-coffee-shop-86439
https://theconversation.com/minutes-on-the-lips-a-lifetime-on-the-tip-the-coffee-cup-waste-mountain-63164
https://theconversation.com/minutes-on-the-lips-a-lifetime-on-the-tip-the-coffee-cup-waste-mountain-63164
https://theconversation.com/how-the-third-wave-of-coffee-shops-is-transforming-high-streets-45118
https://theconversation.com/how-the-third-wave-of-coffee-shops-is-transforming-high-streets-45118

