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Abstract

This paper examines the role of values in transformations toward sustainability. Values, generally defined as what people
deem to matter, are increasingly gaining interest in and outside of academia. For example, sustainability aligns with specific
values such as dignity, equality, safety, and harmony for people and nature. However, current approaches to values are mind-
matter dualistic, and therefore failing to honor the inherently dynamic relations of socio-ecological systems. Drawing on
new materialism, I explore values as part of the relations that make this world and propose to consider values as material-
discursive practices. Ethnographic fieldwork was done in 2017 with coffee producers in Burundi who aimed to transform
production by caring for the coffee and people that grow it. Based on interviews and participatory observation, I present
how values were integral to transforming the relational aspects of coffee production. In this study, values of togetherness,
care, dignity, and faith were dominant and were found to reconfigure the socio-ecological system of coffee production. I
argue that values are inseparable from, and hence co-productive of, the material world that we experience and play a vital

role in sustainability transformations.
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Introduction

"We want dignity and value for each individual; it is about
grace and love in the community. (...) Team, we are all a
team. Farmers are part of the team. I hope you understand
that we are working for something bigger than yourself. You
get to be part of something exciting". This speech was given
by the founder of a company aiming to transform Burundi’s
coffee production. References to values permeate the speech
to motivate and connect the staff ahead of a challenging cof-
fee harvest. What do values mean for transformation?
Transformation is a process of fundamental change (Feola
2015). Yet, despite efforts to transform society toward sus-
tainability, we are confronted by rising global temperatures,
diminishing biodiversity, increased financial inequality, and
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reduced human well-being, not to mention a global pan-
demic (Shrivastava et al. 2020; Hochachka 2020). After
years of separate scholarly attention to both transforma-
tions and sustainability, sustainability transformations have
emerged as an integrated focus of research (Salomaa and
Juhola 2020; Shrivastava et al. 2020). Although the natural
sciences have historically dominated the social sciences and
humanities in sustainability research, in recent years, the
role of values, worldviews, and beliefs in global change pro-
cesses has been highlighted (Shrivastava et al. 2020; Fazey
et al. 2018; Patterson et al. 2017). These human dimensions
are captured in definitions of sustainability transformations.
For example, Patterson et al. (2017, p. 2) define sustainabil-
ity transformations as "fundamental changes in structural,
functional, relational, and cognitive aspects of socio—techni-
cal-ecological systems that lead to new patterns of interac-
tions and outcomes" (Patterson et al. 2017, p. 2). Their defi-
nition draws attention to the fundamental role of relational
dimensions in transformative change processes.

In this paper, I focus on the role of values to dive deeper
into the relational aspects of transformation. Within the lit-
erature, values are presented either as barriers or leverage
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points for fundamental change processes. For instance,
values motivated by conservation are found to contribute
to resistance to climate change adaptation (Nielsen and
Reenberg 2010; Kuruppu 2009; Curry et al. 2015), and val-
ues motivated by self-enhancement are negatively related
to environmental concern and behavior (Schulz, Martin-
Ortega, and Glenk 2018; Hicks et al. 2015; Poortinga et al.
2019). These studies refer to values as stable entities within
the human mind and related to environmental attitudes and
behavior. From this point of view, values are hard to change,
making them a barrier to transformations (Nielsen and Reen-
berg 2010; Wolf, Allice, and Bell 2013). At the same time,
recent publications on sustainability transformations recog-
nize that values influence how humans relate to the environ-
ment and note that they can and need to change, both within
and across generations (Shrivastava et al. 2020). Values are
also suggested as powerful mechanisms of transformative
change in the reconfigurations of social relations (Few et al.
2017). Such perspectives on values recognize that they can
serve as leverage points for systems change, in particular
when they contribute to new perspectives and paradigms
(Meadows 1999; Fazey et al. 2018). Such notions contrast
with the idea that values are stable and resistant to change.

So, what are values? Are values "held" by individuals and
communities, and if so where? Are they stable, or can they
change? It is problematic that the role of values is frequently
mentioned as important for transformations without being
fully understood (Patterson et al. 2017; Few et al. 2017,
Blackburn 2018; Shrivastava et al. 2020). Answering these
questions is necessary to determine whether values such as
dignity, equality, safety, and harmony with people and nature
can change within a generation (“The 2030 Agenda” 2015;
Shrivastava et al. 2020; Patterson et al. 2017). Understanding
the role of values in transformations toward sustainability
requires a deeper engagement with the concept, exploring
how values are a dynamic part of the unfolding evolution of
social-ecological systems.

This paper examines the role of values in transforma-
tions toward sustainability. In joining the recent work
on bridging the dichotomy between nature and society
in sustainability transformations (Walsh, Béhme, and
Wamsler 2020; West et al. 2020), I step away from an
either/or perspective on values (i.e., as fixed or fluid), and
instead engage with them as material-discursive practices
of what people deem to matter. Rather than being stable
subjective ideas or social constructions, values contribute
to the emerging and ongoing ebb and flow of the material
world. This focus draws on new materialism, a relational
school of thought describing discourses and materiality
as being mutually related (Barad 2007). New materialism
provides us with ways of understanding how values can
contribute to sustainability transformations and transcend
rifts between dichotomies such as social-ecological and
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mind-matter (Walsh, Bohme, and Wamsler 2020; Ingold
2004).

While new conceptual understandings are important,
sustainability transformations also need empirical stud-
ies to support them. Some claim that without these, sus-
tainability transformations cannot be called an empirical
phenomenon (Salomaa and Juhola 2020). Based on an
empirical study of a specialty coffee company aiming to
transform coffee farming in Burundi, I explore the role of
values in sustainability transformations. In this study, I
witnessed values forming collectively, not within a genera-
tion, but within a coffee harvest season. Based on this, I
argue that values are not as fixed as assumed. This promis-
ing insight suggests that sustainability-related values can
be put into practice by the current and future generations,
and within a short time period. This finding supports the
idea that values are material-discursive practices that con-
figure the relations within socio-ecological coffee produc-
tion systems.

I start by reviewing the dominant approaches to values
and then present the concept of material-discursive prac-
tices, drawing on new materialism. Then I describe the case
study setting and outline the ethnographic design and meth-
odology. Next, I present how values are entangled with the
materiality of coffee production, and I discuss what values
as material-discursive practices entail and how they are part
of unfolding transformation. Finally, I consider the implica-
tions of approaching values as material-discursive practices
for sustainability transformations.

Theoretical approaches to values

The word "value" is so prevalent that it risks losing its value
due to vague and all-encompassing use (Rohan 2000; Few
et al. 2017). In the most general way, values refer to what
individuals or groups deem to matter (Kenter et al. 2019;
Schwartz 1994). However, the range of value definitions,
theories, and frameworks is not surprising, considering the
many disciplines that research values (for a recent systematic
review, see Rawluk et al. 2019; Kenter et al. 2019). What
is clear is that each discipline approaches values with dif-
ferent ontologies and epistemologies, leaving the term in a
"messy" and an incommensurable place (Kenter et al. 2019).
Out of the numerous approaches, I focus on two camps in
which theoretical knowledge of values research has mostly
diverged before suggesting an alternative. One approach
considers values as individual and stable over time, while
the other considers values as socially constructed and always
shifting (Kenter et al. 2019).
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Held values

Social psychology scholars tend to conceptualize values
as being deeply held by individuals (Rawluk et al. 2019;
Schwartz 1994). Values refer to subjective and prescriptive
beliefs of whether behaviors or outcomes are desirable and
serve as guiding principles (Rokeach 1973; Schwartz and
Bilsky 1990). Values are thought of as pre-formed and some-
what stable. They can, therefore, be meaningfully isolated
and elicited through self-reporting (Schwartz and Bilsky
1990). Individual values can also be aggregated to reveal
shared values among groups of people or societies (Bardi
and Schwartz 2003; Schwartz and Sagie 2000). Such notions
from social psychology have increasingly been adopted
interdisciplinarily by environmental social sciences; for
example, to explain how disagreements on climate change
adaptation strategies, ecosystem services, and water policies
are rooted in conflicts between deeply held values (Schulz,
Martin-Ortega, and Glenk 2018; Hicks et al. 2015; Poortinga
et al. 2019). As such, they claim to reveal in-depth aspects of
environmental conflicts (Ford et al. 2009; Ives and Kendal
2014). Conceptions of held values located within the indi-
vidual mind have dominated values research since its infancy
(Lovejoy 1950; Rokeach 1973). However, providing insights
into subjectivities by reducing people to their values, as
something that can be objectively known, has increasingly
been questioned over the last 30 years. Such critiques tar-
get the foundational dualism of approaching the world as
separate from humans (Walsh, Bohme, and Wamsler 2020;
Mansfield 2000).

Constructed values

Constructivist scholars view values as embedded into larger
social structures, cultures, and worldviews that are under
constant construction (Irvine et al. 2016; Ives and Kidwell
2019). Values are assessments of how something ought to be,
and they are defined through socially constructed discursive
practices used to legitimize society (Harvey 1996). Within
this perspective, individual values cannot be captured or
meaningfully known because they are formed continuously
in different situations and positioned outside the mind. This
makes it meaningless to then talk of shared values based on
aggregated individually “held” values (Irvine et al. 2016).
For example, a study by Irvine et al. (2016) shows how
shared values formed in response to a suggested change in
public forest ownership. People identified the importance of
forests for future generations and asserted that "these forests
are ours" for the whole population’s common good (Irvine
et al. 2016, p. 188). These authors suggest that ‘forest’ val-
ues may not have existed prior to all the participants but
were generated during the collective response provoked by
the forest ownership change. Therefore, some values seem

to form collectively and are different from what people may
deem to matter in isolation (Irvine et al. 2016). The stark
difference from the previous perspective is that values are
never really individual or constant within the mind, but are
instead in an ongoing process of being formed and re-formed
in structures outside the mind. Both perspectives ascribe to
a dualistic perspective of the world by positioning values
within or outside the mind, without addressing the intrinsic
relations between the entities.

Values as a material-discursive practice

One way to honor socio-ecological dynamics is by approach-
ing values as an integral part of the whole. I do so by sug-
gesting that values are material-discursive practices. Values
as material-discursive practices have not been explored thor-
oughly in values research, but build on a long tradition of
materialist approaches within social science (Haraway 1991;
Pulido 2000; Parker 2016). For example, representational
gender discourses are argued to have material real-world
effects (England 2004). Gender is not only a discursive
representation of the predominantly masculine—feminine
binary, but has material consequences, for example, in how
young girls construct and reproduce themselves and their
households (Hyams 2003). Gender, race and class emerge
throughout the entangled dynamics of discursive imagina-
tions and material articulations (Massey 1994; Haraway
1991; Harvey 1996). Echoing the materialist perspective on
gender, race, and class, I argue that it is worth consider-
ing values—ideas about what matters to people—as similar
material-discursive practices.

Materialist approaches have developed over time, and
new materialism has joined the field by offering a perspec-
tive where materiality and discursivity are fundamentally
entangled rather than distinct entities that affect one another
causally (Barad 2007). New materialism is concerned with
matter in response to the growing realization that reality
is much more entangled, and open-ended than previously
assumed, and therefore full of possibilities (Barad 2007;
West et al. 2020). New materialism is a relational perspec-
tive,! with parallels to process philosophy (Whitehead
1978), assemblage—network-theory (Latour 2007), and
complex systems theory (Fischer and Riechers 2019). The
common thread is that “relations between entities are more
fundamental than the entities themselves” (Wildman 2006
in Walsh, Bohme, and Wamsler 2020, p. 3). This means that
the primary objects of existence are continually unfolding
processes and relations. No object can be understood outside
its relation because the relation constitutes the object itself

! I use the word perspective when referring to ontology, epistemol-
ogy and subsequent ethics and methodology to avoid complex jargon.
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(Barad 2007; West et al. 2020; Walsh, Bohme, and Wamsler
2020).

Bringing in transformation again begs the question of
what the object of transformation is (Feola 2015). If relations
exist prior to all other entities, then relations ought to be the
object of transformation. It is essential to underline that rela-
tions are not framed in a dualistic sense as in between mind-
matter or human-nature, but an ongoing entangled becom-
ing of the world and its socio-ecological systems. This is
best explained with Barad’s term intra-action, suggesting an
ongoing relation between entities (2007). This differs from
interaction, which presumes the existence of separate enti-
ties (such as values) or things (such as coffee) that interact.
Instead, entities such as values come to be in the moment of
their intra-action and do not exist independently beforehand
(Barad 2007; Walsh, Bohme, and Wamsler 2020). Similar to
how relations exist prior to all else, intra-action refers to this
process of relations that constitute the entity itself.

Building on this, meaning and matter are not static and
separate elements, but an entangled, ongoing becoming,
simultaneously productive of one another (Barad 2007).
Values are thus not separate entities but come to be in the
continual intra-action of the relations that configure the
becoming of socio-ecological systems. This means that val-
ues are not only determined by the context within which they
arise but also configure the unfolding materiality moment
by moment. While the individual integrity of humans is
respected, their being in this world is fundamentally under-
stood as constituted by relations of all kinds (Walsh, Bohme,
and Wamsler 2020, p. 7). Values as material-discursive
practices differ from held values located within the mind,
upholding the dichotomy between humans and nature, and
from constructivist approaches by shifting the attention from
structures to processes and relations. Such a relational per-
spective can, therefore, help explore and integrate "inner"
and "outer" dimensions of sustainability, rather than study-
ing values within these separate dimensions themselves
(Ives, Freeth, and Fischer 2020).

How can such relational and processual notions of values
be operationalized empirically? Empirical work focuses not
on things or entities, but on experiences of practices and
relations (Walsh, Bohme, and Wamsler 2020; Barad 2007).
In this case, the ongoing relations between the soil, the sugar
in the coffee cherries, people, and values enact the particular
socio-ecological systems of coffee production in Burundi.
Coffee production is a socio-ecological system with dynamic
relations and entanglements of the world. However, as has
been rightfully pointed out by West and colleagues (2020),
despite adhering to a relational perspective where everything
is connected in the ongoing becoming through intra-action,
one has to start using words that separate entities from
one another in writing. The challenge remains to say any-
thing meaningful about such relations in isolation, without
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reproducing the binaries of human-nature (West et al. 2020).
However, it is through the specific intra-actions that socio-
ecological systems such as coffee production in Burundi are
reconfigured. It is of interest to see how these specificities
unfold by describing the intra-action of coffee production
relations and the values that emerge through them (Barad
2007, p. 140).

Setting and methods
Coffee production in Burundi

Burundi is a small East African country that is also among
the least developed globally (UNDP 2019). The vast major-
ity of Burundians have spent the last five decades in severe
multidimensional poverty with recurring ethnic-based vio-
lence (Uvin 2009; UNDP 2019). The recent political unrest
with a failed coup d’ état in 2015 underlines how intractable
the cycle of conflict and violence in Burundi has become
(Jobbins and Ahitungiye 2015; Vandeginste 2015). The
political instability has led to "an institutionalized system
of corruption, social exclusion, impunity, unpredictability,
a total lack of accountability and clientelism" (Uvin 2009,
pp- 109-110). Such tendencies are also seen in the coffee
sector, which Burundi depends on for as much as 80 per-
cent of their foreign exchange earnings (Lenaghan, Clay,
and Kamwenubusa 2018).

Coffee production in Burundi has experienced a steady
decline since 1990, with a subsequent decline in income for
coffee farmers, despite its financial importance. The state is
known for continuing unnecessary regulatory restrictions,
resulting in severe management constraints for private actors
(Lenaghan, Clay, and Kamwenubusa 2018). One regulation
is that farmers are not allowed to process coffee. Only gov-
ernment- or privately-owned washing stations are granted
permits to process and export coffee. Therefore, the "coffee
producer” is a relationship between a coffee farmer and the
specific washing station they choose to work with? (Rosen-
berg 2017). The coffee producer entity, by definition being a
relationship, makes it an interesting case study for exploring
changes in a socio-ecological system in need of transforma-
tion from a relational perspective.

To summarize, Burundi has an ineffectively governed
coffee sector, with declining production, few alternatives for
export goods, and an institutionalized system of corruption.
A recent report suggests that regulatory unpredictability and
constraints retain state control of the increasingly unprofit-
able washing stations tied to the public sector (Lenaghan,

2 In the rest of the paper, when I refer to a coffee producer, I refer to
this relationship.
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Clay, and Kamwenubusa 2018). Due to the political and
security instabilities discussed, doing business in Burundi
remains costly and risky (Baghdadli, Harborne, and Rajadel
2008). There is therefore an agreement between government
officials, Burundian coffee institutions, and private actors
that Burundi’s coffee sector will continue to decline and
fail to "reverse course to profitable and sustainable sector in
the long-term" (Lenaghan, Clay, and Kamwenubusa 2018,
p- 12). In other words, the coffee-dependent country is in
dire need of transformation toward sustainability. What
are the current movements to make this happen, and what
role do values play in this needed transformation toward
sustainability?

The main approach to transform the Burundian coffee
sector is to realize the possible quality and productivity
potential in transitioning from cheap commodity coffee to
higher valued specialty coffee (IMF 2012; WB 2016; Lena-
ghan, Clay, and Kamwenubusa 2018). By increasing pro-
ductivity, quality, and coffee prices, 600,000 households that
depend on coffee for their livelihoods could be lifted out of
poverty. The World Bank and the International Monetary
Fund have repeatedly focused on: (1) pressuring governance
practices, (2) ecological requirements in terms of upgrading
land-use practices, (3) technical processing requirements,
and (4) monetary incentives for transforming Burundian cof-
fee to quality coffee (IMF 2012; WB 2016; Lenaghan, Clay,
and Kamwenubusa 2018). However, none of the reports
(IMF 2012), grants (WB 2016) or policy recommendations
(Lenaghan, Clay, and Kamwenubusa 2018) mention any
aspect of the dynamic social-ecological systems as inher-
ently relational, nor consider any social aspects of transfor-
mations toward sustainability.

Study design

This study pays specific attention to values to compensate
for the void of relational aspects in current approaches to
transform the Burundian coffee sector. Since the primary
object of transformation from a relational perspective is rela-
tions, I explore how values in the coffee producer relation
reconfigure the socio-ecological system of coffee produc-
tion. This study investigates the relationship between farm-
ers collaborating with the washing stations of one particular
specialty coffee company. I chose to study this company due
to its explicit goal to transform coffee farming in Burundi
toward quality coffee by caring for both the coffee and the
farmers that grow it (Gobo 2007). An entrepreneurial Chris-
tian couple moved to Burundi in 2013 and started the com-
pany due to the potential and need they noticed during a visit
a few years earlier. It is therefore a relevant setting to explore
the role of values in deliberate transformations toward sus-
tainability within multifaceted challenges, such as working
with small-scale farmers growing climate-sensitive coffee

in depleted soil and multidimensional poverty and dealing
with internationally volatile prices, a hostile business envi-
ronment, political instability, poor infrastructure, and lack
of essential goods (Baghdadli, Harborne, and Rajadel 2008).
Due to this study’s inductive nature, values emerged as a
central part of the deliberate transformation process during
data analysis.

The empirical evidence is based on participant observa-
tion and interviews carried out in Burundi during fieldwork
between January and June 2017. I conducted 106 interviews
with farmers, staff, and founders. They are in focus because
they are the main stakeholders in this coffee producer rela-
tionship. I worked with a research assistant fluent in Kirundi
and English since all farmers and some staff members spoke
Kirundi. During the recorded interviews, the assistant could
translate the responses with more time and attention. How-
ever, I did not record or take notes during field conversations
according to recommended best practices for ethnographic
fieldwork. An ongoing translation entailed a reduced trans-
lation quality that could not be verified later. Such transla-
tion issues were addressed to the degree possible by rec-
ommended strategies for ethnographic research (Emerson,
Fretz, and Shaw 2011).

The approximately 55 Burundian small-scale coffee farm-
ers in this study navigate war, disease, theft, poverty, climate
change, and infertile soils. Coffee is their primary and often
only cash crop. The annual payment for an average coffee
farming family equates to about one dollar a month for a
whole family, far below any poverty line. The 36 specialty
coffee company staff included in this study serve in roles
such as washing station managers, accountants, and agrono-
mists. Most of them live in communities surrounding the
company’s washing stations, where they listen to farmers’
concerns and assist farmers with coffee-related tasks during
field visits. I have anonymized the informants and setting
due to the political and security pressures discussed, which
could put informants at grave risk.

The primary data source is field notes from participant
observation while working as an intern for the company.
I specifically chose ethnographic research, focusing on
relational materialities suggested to suit materialist social
inquiry (Fox and Alldred 2015). For instance, the materiality
of coffee is not separable from any other related entity, such
as the intra-action between soil, climate, farmers, country,
and company, or the values within which the specific coffee
production is configured (Barad 2007). Such an approach to
relational materiality shifts the attention from studying what
things are to what things do (Fox and Alldred 2015) and is
therefore suited to examine the role of values as material-
discursive practices rather than stable entities.

Being an intern for a coffee company came with posi-
tionality challenges, as expected, following the ethnographic
participatory approach (Delamont 2007). While reflexivity
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can make us aware of the power-laden relations in the field,
being aware does not make the power relations disappear
(England 1994). Reflecting on the ethical dimensions of
doing this work, I identified several potentially problematic
aspects of my positionality, including the inability to obtain
informed consent at all times and the friendships devel-
oped with informants. These issues were addressed through
transparency and dialog to the extent possible yet highlight
the inherently subjective and messy participatory research
process.

Results

In the quest to understand the role of values in transforma-
tions toward sustainability, I present how values unfolded
and were enacted. I have written this section in a personal
tone, hoping to share the reality of coffee production in
Burundi and to allow for a deeper appreciation for the emer-
gence and importance of values in this context.

Challenges

I landed in Bujumbura, Burundi, on January 25th, 2017,
eager to meet the people I was going to work with, get to
know, and research. However, there were no people, cars,
or messages waiting for me. Two company staff members
arrived 30 min later, telling me in what felt like 100 km
per hour English that they had just come from a meeting
about a sudden change in law that was crippling the com-
pany. The government was banning collection points where
farmers used to deliver their harvest of coffee close to home.
Without such collection points, farmers are forced to carry
backbreaking coffee bags directly to washing stations up to
25 km away. This walk was dangerous when slippery steep
muddy paths stretched into hours of darkness. Soon, my days
and months filled with nervous farmers telling me, "I am old,
and I have a limp. It is tough for me to carry this far"; and
the staff and founders grappling with how to compensate
for the loss of collections points sourcing 40 percent of the
company’s coffee.

Uncertainty and unpredictability quickly became the
constant rhythm of life. One law moved all USD busi-
ness accounts to the national bank at an inflated exchange
rate, and 33.7 percent of the company’s capital dissipated
overnight. Then extreme petrol shortages interfered with
washing station operations that depended on 120 L of fuel
daily for generators to process coffee. Cars lined up for
days around petrol stations, only to get 10 L of fuel when
they reached the pump. With no fuel, visiting farmers in
far off hills, a vital part of this company’s relational prac-
tice, was also at a standstill. Then there was the challenge
of farming coffee in Burundi, a climate-sensitive crop
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in completely depleted soil and a changing climate. The
Bourbon coffee trees grown in Burundi can yield five times
more than the average Burundian coffee farmer producing
a meager 800 gr of coffee per tree. The fertilizer, which
could only be ordered through the government and was
paid for three months prior, did not arrive until the end
of harvest, when it no longer could affect yield or quality.
Even though it was only my second day, it was clear that
it would require outstanding motivation to pull the coffee
producers through these challenges, let alone to transform
coffee production toward sustainability.

Values unfolding

Ethnography allowed me to discover what mattered to cof-
fee producers and the manner in which the harvest of 2017
came to be. During the first few days, the founders kept
asking staff members and me what the theme of this year
should be. "What is important to us this year? How can we
produce coffee in a way that we believe it ought to be?"
On a long drive to one of the washing stations, we again
discussed themes for the year. Once we arrived, a series
of speeches were held, an essential practice in Burundi.
The founder held a speech mentioning several of the com-
pany’s values:

This company started with a vision to create an
impact on one hill in Burundi. (...) It was not about
making much money. We have a triple bottom line
that is our vision and our foundation: 1) The first is
the financial impact. Everyone needs to make a liv-
ing; farmers, the team on the station, you, my fam-
ily, US, and European coffee shops; that we can all
make a living without taking advantage of anyone.
2) The second is social and environmental impact:
that our neighboring farmers can send their children
to school. That they can have better health, and that
the environment becomes healthier. 3) The third is
the kingdom’s impact. It is the worldview following
Jesus, which influences the decisions we make.

Then a staff member introduced himself with a speech
starting with: "Thank you, God, thank you, team. You
know me, I know you, and we know each other. Together!"
The moment the staff member said "together," in synchro-
nicity from different corners of the room, the founder,
two staff members, and I turned to each other with eyes
wide open and mouthed "together!" silently, nodded, and
smiled. From that moment and onwards, I got to expe-
rience, observe, and partake in manifesting the value of
"together" in practice. What is important here is that the
togetherness value was formed due to a collective search
for meaning and motivation.
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Becoming with togetherness, care, dignity, and faith

The next few months were spent preparing for the upcoming
harvest by producing coffee legally and with care for coffee
farmers. It was a challenge that seemed impossible at times
in Burundi, where the expected norm was to break the law
and cover it up with corruption. The company approached
finding a solution to outlawed collection points by holding
frequent dialog-based meetings. I spent most days in meet-
ings and visiting farmers in their fields, where together-
ness saturated plans, actions, and conversations. Farmers
shared their frustration that this law was taking them back
to slavery. Staff and junior agronomists approached farm-
ers responding, "We understand your concerns, and that
is why we are here, to think of solutions fogether." Farm-
ers expressed how much they appreciated the contact the
company kept with farmers. One farmer said, "The issue is
that the other washing station does not treat us well. If they
give this other washing station a collection point license,
but not you, we see that something is not right!" Farmers
were torn by refusing to deliver to washing stations closer
to them but also being physically unable to deliver to this
company’s washing station on their own. Another farmer
continued, "If we deliver to another washing station, they
[government] will say, ’Now we got you!’. We demand that
we stay together and that we work together. We see this law
as acting as a game." Togetherness had clearly become a part
of the coffee producer relationship.

Togetherness fits into a broader set of values observed,
such as faith, care, and dignity. For instance, I observed
the significance of faith in how farmers, staff, and found-
ers spoke and acted. The importance of faith was evident
by dedicating one of the company’s bottom lines to Chris-
tian values. The farmers spent each Sunday in church and
explained that "in everything we do, we put God first and
thank him for everything". While the staff often started
interactions with farmers with prayer, "as usual we’d like to
start our meeting by praying, so I invite one of you to pray
for us and for the activities that we want to start". Despite
belonging to different denominations of Christianity, farm-
ers, staff, and founders evidently valued faith by referring to
the importance of God and practicing prayer in most interac-
tions. Considerations about faith values being part of broader
worldviews are discussed by other researchers (Christie,
Gunton, and Hejnowicz 2019; Ives and Kidwell 2019), but
have to be left aside here due to length constraints. However,
it is significant to note how the value of faith became a cen-
tral part of this coffee producer relationship and the way it
became integral to coffee production.

Care was another pronounced value oriented toward
the well-being of others, albeit in different ways. Farmers
expressed care toward the family and their immediate com-
munity. One farmer was proud to share that "each day, these

three women go to one of their lands to farm together. It is
a great thing to see people help each other." Another farmer
said, "It is important to me that my son is caring for his sib-
lings." I observed that references to care were often linked
to survival in a wider context. However, as crucial as cof-
fee was for farmers’ income, care was not observed to be
expressed toward coffee among most farmers. There was
therefore a difference in the way staff and founders extended
care values compared to farmers. Staff and founders spoke
of care and enacted care toward family, the broader commu-
nity of coffee farmers, and the environment, including the
intertwined relation between coffee, the rain forest, and soil.

Care values showed up frequently in the speeches and
actions of the company. For example, the founders kept
reminding the staff during meetings that "We serve the farm-
ers. The farmers do not serve us". The founders referred
consistently to farmers as their neighbors and/or friends, and
the company as a coffee farming family, team, and commu-
nity. The staff confirmed that "everyone is working. We are
working as we were a family. Even the boss is not treating
the laborers as simple people." Two staff members pointed
out that their approach to others had changed toward dignity,
equality, and respect due to the experience of working with
people who acted out such values. However, I quickly real-
ized that there was a subtle difference between claimed care
values and enacted care values, and that it was imperative
for the company to enact care in all domains of contact with
the farmers.

Transformational becoming

It was the experience of enacted care values that proved to
be transformational in fundamentally changing the relational
aspects of coffee production. For instance, the company
refused to celebrate before the farmers could do the same
and postponed the Christmas party for the staff until farmers
had been paid, an act communicating care and equality. The
list of such seemingly minor actions was many, but among
the ones most mentioned by farmers were the following:
first, thanking farmers for making an effort to deliver to
their washing station was employed as a routine practice
among staff. Second, the company paid farmers in sealed
envelopes. Each envelope had the farmer’s name, hill, farmer
card number, total harvest, and price written on it. Despite
most farmers being illiterate, they explained that "envelopes
are important in our culture because it is something official
and shows respect." Farmers reported that they had not expe-
rienced coffee production as a practice of respect, dignity,
and care before. Farmers expressed how being thanked each
time at the washing station and paid in envelopes was mean-
ingful in reshaping their own experience of self-worth and
dignity, which is here considered as fundamentally changing
relational aspects of coffee production. One farmer reported
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that: "The washing station is so far from our hill. There are
stations closer, but going to yours has more advantages
than others, and the [owners] are caring for farmers." Fur-
thermore, farmers explained that reconfiguring what being
a coffee farmer meant by experiencing coffee production
with dignity and care motivated and incentivized them to
take care of their coffee trees and improve their yield and
quality, as called for in the transformation of the Burundian
coffee sector.

The solution to the challenge of delivering coffee without
collection points was formed collectively. Farmers and the
company agreed to add a transport allowance to the price
for each kilogram of coffee delivered, allowing farmers to
pay for transport assistance or compensate for their added
efforts. The season started, and the staff and founders won-
dered if farmers would come from as far as they said they
would. Then an old farmer walked in from the most remote
hill, with no coffee. He had heard a rumor that the founders
were leaving and had come on behalf of many farmers want-
ing to double-check that their coffee would be accepted here.
Farmers had organized themselves in groups and rented a
bike for collective coffee transport. The old farmer told of
an illegal roadblock checking that coffee cherries cannot
pass the district border, despite the law allowing farmers to
deliver to a washing station of their choosing. In response
to this, the farmers planned to distract guards at the road-
block with a skit, allowing the coffee to pass unnoticed. They
camouflaged the red coffee cherries with tomatoes on top,
just in case. This farmer left again once he heard from staff
that they support, encourage, and are grateful for farmers’
efforts. The next day, the team nervously waited to see if
farmers from this hill would make it safely. That they did.
During the harvest season of 2017, the company produced
1093 tons of coffee, delivered by 4785 farmers. Nearly 2000
new farmers delivered coffee to the company’s washing sta-
tion in 2017, providing more than 17 per cent above project
volume without collection points or petrol. Such results are
analyzed as new outcomes, as called for by transformations
toward sustainability.

Expression of values

References to the presented values were evident in the
speeches, plans, and actions of the company. Explicit value
expressions were so frequent that it was impossible to avoid
relating to them. Below is a speech by the founder from
when the company paid farmers a bonus in envelopes, with
expressed values added in parentheses.

I want you to know that we are working together with
you. (togetherness)

@ Springer

Last year the banks changed the rules.

[...]

But, we said we could do this because of two things.
Number one is we can trust in God, (faith)
Together we can trust in God. (togetherness, faith)
And the second thing; we have great coffee! So, we
can push for a better price.

[...]

Together we make quality coffee. Together! (togeth-
erness)

So, we took the coffee and the message, and we
asked the people buying the coffee for more.

Not so we could eat.

But so together, we could share. (togetherness)
And so today, even though it is not a big premium,
we have something to share. (well-being of others)
[...]

If we work together, we can overcome any chal-
lenge. (togetherness)

Because together we have overcome the changes in
the rules, (togetherness)

And we can share the reward together. (togetherness)
[...]

But we can only do this together. (togetherness)
And we can only do this with God. (faith)

So, I want to thank you for being together. (dignity
and togetherness)

Looking at the crowd during this speech, I noticed
that farmers and staff nodded, sighed, and placed their
hands on their heart, indicating a sense of accord when
the founder referred to values. In summary, despite lim-
ited fuel, finances, and no collection points, 2000 new
farmers chose to walk long distances to deliver to this
particular company, resulting in an unexpected increase
in coffee volume produced. The values of togetherness,
dignity, care, and faith were an entangled part of the cof-
fee producer relations, enacting outcomes indicated by
the increased number of farmers and coffee volume. And
again, if relations are the primary objects of transforma-
tion that reconfigure socio-ecological systems of coffee
production, then values clearly play a role in how these
relations unfold. Furthermore, this study shows that values
can be formed and chosen deliberately by the intentional
search for the togetherness value, which was formed and
enacted during the coffee season of 2017. The next section
discusses the repercussions of these findings for the role of
values in transformations toward sustainability.
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Discussion: do values matter
for transformations?

How material-discursive practices are
transformative

This paper explores the role of values in transformations
toward sustainability. The point of departure being the
relational perspective of new-materialism (Barad 2007;
Walsh, Bohme, and Wamsler 2020), entails adjusting the
definition of sustainability to transformations as funda-
mental changes of relational aspects of socio-ecological
systems that lead to new outcomes (drawn on Patterson
et al. 2017, p 2). Here, the objects of transformation are
considered the relations that exist prior to all else (Feola
2015; West et al. 2020; Barad 2007). To operationalize it
empirically, these relations are limited to the socio-eco-
logical system of coffee production in one specialty cof-
fee company in Burundi. I find that values are part of the
moment-by-moment relations that make this world. Values
that are manifested through these relations define the pat-
terns of intra-action and therefore the unfolding outcomes.

This paper suggests approaching values as material-
discursive practices (Barad 2007). This means that val-
ues are part of configuring the relations that produce
coffee and the world in specific ways (Barad 2007). For
instance, farmers set out on slippery, muddy paths at night
and found creative ways to transport up to 500 kg coffee
bags as far as 25 km, bypassing other washing stations.
The fact that nearly 2000 new farmers delivered coffee to
the company’s washing station in 2017 and produced 17
per cent above projected volume without collection points
or petrol is considered a new outcome of the intra-active
socio-ecological coffee production system, as called for
by transformations toward sustainability (Patterson et al.
2017; Walsh, Bohme, and Wamsler 2020). These findings
align with Barad’s claim that "different material-discursive
practices produce different material configurings of the
world" (2007, p 184).

However, to qualify as transformations toward sustain-
ability, they need to be achieved by fundamental change
in the relational aspects of socio-ecological systems (Pat-
terson et al. 2017; Barad 2007). I argue that values play
the role of configuring the relations that make this world
moment by moment, and in such, provide details of the
relational aspects of transformations. People in this study
continuously voiced values in conversations, speeches,
and actions. By making them so explicit, they introduced
and reproduced ideas about what mattered to people in
this specific coffee producer relationship. The expres-
sions of gratitude at the washing station and the payment
in envelopes can be considered as the material-discursive

practices of dignity and care. These lived experiences of
being treated respectfully were part of reconfiguring farm-
ers’ reported sense of self-worth and dignity. Such simple
acts of gratitude and respect can seem mundane yet were
transformative for farmers who spoke of coffee farming
feeling like slavery where they were treated more like
animals than humans. The point is that the lived experi-
ence of producing coffee with the values of dignity was a
different pattern of being from producing coffee without
dignity. Being treated with care and dignity as humans
changed the very experience of being a coffee farmer and
is therefore considered a transformative becoming. The
practices of togetherness, care, dignity, and faith shaped
the unfolding relations by how the staff and founders ran
the company, met with people, communicated, and prac-
ticed coffee production. It was a relational way of being,
thinking, and acting (Walsh, Bohme, and Wamsler 2020).
I find that the enactments of these values fundamentally
changed the relational aspects of coffee production, as
called for in transformations toward sustainability (Pat-
terson et al. 2017).

How are values central to achieving desired sustainability
outcomes, such as ensuring the quality of Burundian coffee
(Lenaghan, Clay, and Kamwenubusa 2018)? For instance,
whether farmers transported coffee via a road, or a path
proved to be defining for the outcome of coffee production in
several ways. Due to the unfolding dynamic between banned
collection points, poverty, and the petrol shortage, the major-
ity of coffee farmers harvested coffee during the day and
carried their harvest on foot at night. The steep muddy paths
were taken to produce coffee at a washing station entangled
with values of togetherness, care, dignity, and faith. This
long journey meant that coffee cherries got processed later,
and time became an entangled part of the unfolding coffee
production. The sugar in the coffee cherries started ferment-
ing and the coffee’s clean quality desired in the specialty
coffee market started to fade, a challenge when the aim was
to transform the Burundian coffee sector from commodity to
specialty coffee (Lenaghan, Clay, and Kamwenubusa 2018;
WB 2016).

Such processes of coffee production cannot be detached
from values formed and manifested through the coffee pro-
ducer relationship. Farmers walked and carried their coffee
for a slightly better coffee price, but also to be treated with
care, to be part of the collective becoming in a certain way.
To experience becoming together, with dignity. This illus-
trates how the quality of the coffee is a manifestation of the
dynamic relation between values, time, muddy paths, and
sugar molecules. This shows how the relational aspects of
values are central to the process of a coffee farmer carrying
a bag of coffee to a washing station far away from their farm
in Burundi in 2017. They were in the process of making
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the world. As material-discursive practices, values play an
active role in coffee production, both in the lived experience
of coffee producers and in the material quality that coffee
drinkers experience. Values are found to be both ideas of
what people collectively deemed to matter and manifesta-
tions of the very same ideas in unfolding material articula-
tions (Kenter et al. 2019; Barad 2007). Neglecting the role of
values in sustainability-oriented practices would ignore the
vital part of values in the relation that configures the socio-
ecological systems meant to be transformed.

Values clearly play a crucial role in the transformation of
the relations that intra-act and result in the socio-ecological
system of coffee production in Burundi. Focusing on the
technical and ecological aspects of transforming the Burun-
dian coffee sector toward sustainability has resulted in cof-
fee farmers without incentives to increase the productivity
or quality of their coffee (Lenaghan, Clay, and Kamwenu-
busa 2018). Based on this study, I suggest that neglecting
the dynamic socio-ecological aspects means neglecting the
relationality of how the world unfolds (Shrivastava et al.
2020; West et al. 2020). This study has shown that values
can reconfigure coffee production to result in increased
collaboration, coffee volume, and retained quality despite
grave material and managerial challenges. By paying atten-
tion to the role of values, we see how central values are to
the relational aspects of coffee production, because coffee
production is a relational process after all, like any socio-
ecological system (West et al. 2020; Walsh, Bohme, and
Wamsler 2020).

Value change

The argument so far is that values are central to the transfor-
mation of relations configuring the socio-ecological coffee
production systems and their outcomes. However, I also find
that values can and do change. The assertion that values
can change requires revisiting the dominant value perspec-
tives. The majority of values literature considers values as
inherently separate from the material world by assuming
that individuals hold values as entities in the mind (Rokeach
1973; Schwartz 1994). Held values are seen as barriers to
sustainability transformations because they change slowly.
Furthermore, held values can be identified and felt, but
not necessarily acted upon it. They are then neither part
of unfolding relations, material outcomes, nor transforma-
tional change (Everard, Reed, and Kenter 2016; Nielsen
and Reenberg 2010). Dominant constructivist approaches,
on the other hand, consider values as continually forming
outside the mind in systemic structures (Kenter et al. 2019).
However, both perspectives uphold the binary between the
social and ecological by concentrating on entities rather than
inherently dynamic unfolding relations of socio-ecological
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systems (West et al. 2020; Walsh, Bohme, and Wamsler
2020; Shrivastava et al. 2020).

Recent studies suggest that values can form over time
during the socialization processes that allow people to inter-
act and reflect on what matters to them (Everard, Reed, and
Kenter 2016). This study has provided many examples of
such socialization processes, but theoretically considers
these as intra-actions rather than interactions. This difference
requires nuancing the idea of forming values as separate
entities, which does not align with the relational perspec-
tive of new materialism. If we approach the socialization
process as a relational becoming where values are material-
discursive practices, expressed, re-forming, and intra-acting
within the unfolding material articulations, then values are
part of the active articulation of the world in which we have
our being. Values are of this world, rather than fixed entities
in the mind, or fluid entities outside the mind upholding
social structures.

This study has shown that the value of togetherness was
deliberately searched for, formed collectively, and mani-
fested in unfolding coffee production relations. This was
initiated by the founders, but the search for meaning was
a collective and intra-active process that included not only
the perspectives from various people, but also the material
constraints of the system. Togetherness was manifested as
a material-discursive practice during a challenging coffee
harvest spanning over six months, not during a generation.
What is noteworthy in this study is also the manner in which
values were formed and unfolded. The process was toler-
ant and inclusive by forming and manifesting shared values,
rather than aiming to change values in specific ways. Tol-
erant and inclusive change processes are in line with how
sustainability transformations ought to come about (“The
2030 Agenda” 2015; Ravenscroft 2019). The point here is
that values can and do change as part of the ongoing rela-
tions configuring the world.

At the same time, it is worth mentioning that faith val-
ues had been central to most of the informants throughout
life. Considering such constant faith values as material-dis-
cursive practices entails that these values are continuously
chosen and maintained by individuals as they experience and
enact their lives in ongoing socio-ecological systems. Yet,
as material-discursive practices, there is no expectation that
faith values will persist, but that they were observed as part
of the way this coffee production unfolded. It is an open-
ended approach to values that acknowledges the histories of
becoming, without defining the future trajectories based on
what came before the specific relational intra-actions.

The previous section asserts that the role of values is to
transform relations, because everything that arises from
these relations is transformed, being coffee or cognitive
aspects of being human of this world. Building on this, I
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further argue that the role of values is to transform the way
in which these relations unfold by choosing what values to
enact and prioritize. The intentional agent is purposefully
undefined because it is inherently relational. It can be an
individual, community, company, coffee producer relation-
ship, government ministry, or a scientific advisory board.
The relations constituting the agent can choose what values
to manifest. Enacting values by voicing them and manifest-
ing them in policies and actions can transform relations we
have to each other, our co-workers, friends, enemies, stran-
gers, nature, and the climate. It sounds easy, and yet it is not.
It is a constant fight to choose equality, dignity, respect, and
care, amid competition, authority, and power.

Conclusion: values matter for sustainability
transformations

The central thesis of this paper is that what people care about
matters in a material and spiritual sense. I argue that values
are the differences that matter based on two main findings.
First, values are material-discursive practices, meaning that
they play the role of configuring the unfolding materiality,
such as sustainability outcomes. Second, values can and do
change, meaning that which values to intentionally manifest
is a choice to a higher degree than previously thought. The
repercussion of this combination is that we can and need to
choose values such as dignity, equality, safety, and harmony
for people and nature in our relations to one another and the
world (Agenda 2030). Paying more attention to which values
we prioritize can make sure that we deliberately choose and
manifest values that are to a higher degree consistent with
an equitable and sustainable world.
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