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The independent coffee shop experience should be about  
more than a great cup of espresso, says Ian Sanders 

Meet your 
match

o p i n i o n

’m thinking about the profile,  
the weight, the body…” It may 
sound like this accountant is 
lusting after a woman, but he’s 
actually talking about what goes 
through his head when he has  
his first coffee of the day at 

Stumptown Coffee Roasters in New York. 
Stumptown is the only place where New 

Yorkers wait patiently in line. There’s no free 
Wi-Fi, no tables or chairs, and when I get there 
twenty people are ahead of me, so it’s a long while 
before I’m rewarded with my espresso. It’s one of 
the best cups of coffee I’ve ever had. 

Stumptown is an American success story that 
started in Portland and then spread to Seattle and 
New York’s Chelsea, with a branch in Los Angeles 
coming later this year. It inspires the kind of 
devotion that proves there’s more to the 
independent coffee scene than the quality of 
what’s in your cup: You may tell a lot about a 
person by their friends, but where they drink their 
coffee reveals a lot about them too. As a Caffeine 
reader I’ll take it for granted that you choose 
artisan indie coffee shops over the chains, not just 
because the coffee’s better, but because the 
atmosphere reflects your style. I choose the 
unique over the uniform and enjoy being 
surrounded by like-minded souls. I like the music 
to be a staff selection that matches the mood of 

like London and New York, where 
customers have so many options for 
their daily flat white, expectations are 
high, so it’s not just about quality coffee 
but also a great experience. This means 
it’s all about your people. Coffee-shop 
owners have proudly told me how they 
“train the crap” out of their people, not 
just in the craft of making a coffee, but 
also in having the right attitude. 

Stumptown recently made a film 
about its staff that is easily one of the 
best “corporate videos” I’ve ever seen, 
perfectly capturing its business ethos 
(watch it here: http://tinyurl.com/
stumptownvideo). All big corporations 
could learn some lessons in customer 
service from these indies.

I

Your local coffee shop is also often at the heart 
of a community and can be a driver for more 
businesses coming in to the area. Stumptown’s 
Operations Director Matt Lounsbury told me how 
a coffee shop can be the first step in reinvigorating 
a run-down neighbourhood: “Once the coffee 
shop goes in, there follows a restaurant, a bar, a 
movie theatre. Coffee is the driver. There’s a lot of 
good that can come from it.” Which goes to prove 
a good coffee is worth waiting in line for.
Ian Sanders is a writer and business consultant 
who helps companies tell their story. His latest 
book is “Mash-Up! How to Use Your Multiple 
Skills to Give You an Edge, Make Money and Be 
Happier” (Kogan Page). http://iansanders.com

the day, not a pre-programmed mix. And I want 
eye contact from the person who serves me. All 
these details inform my choice.

At a time when many of us no longer work from 
an office, the local coffee shop has become a 
productive place to work – and network. 
(Although please don’t hog tables for three hours 
over one espresso.) It’s where we have our best 
ideas and the most valuable meetings. It also 
provides a sense of belonging; for at-home 
workers who might otherwise face solitude, the 
coffee shop provides a sense of community. 

Fortunately – despite the pressures elsewhere 
on the High Street – the international indie coffee 
scene seems to be thriving. In New York, a recent 

report revealed that of the 1,700 coffee shops in 
the city, the single-location or small chain shops 
represent 57% (or 972) of total coffee locations. 
Indies are obviously doing something right, so 
perhaps some of the struggling businesses on the 
High Street could benefit from injecting “coffee-
shop thinking” into their trade?

From Stumptown on West 29th Street to The 
Espresso Room on London’s Great Ormond Street, 
I’ve witnessed the passion and hard work that 
coffee-shop owners put into their businesses. 
They’ve shared insights into the economics of an 
independent and how hard it can be to make a 
decent profit. But despite this, they still raise the 
bar in terms of quality and service. In global cities 


