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Do you like your chocolate 
sweet and creamy, bitter 
and dark, or perhaps a 
bit fruity or with notes of 
smoke? Whatever flavor you 
desire, rest assured there’s 
a bar for that. As the global 
demand for chocolate keeps 
growing, amounting to $98 
billion in annual sales, the 
options keep coming. 

And thanks to a craft 
chocolate boom, the 
world’s favorite confec-
tion now enjoys a foodie 
reputation rivaling coffee 
and wine—with prices to 
match. In some groceries 
and specialty shops, it’s not 
unusual to find small-batch, 
single-source chocolate 
bars costing up to $15. 

Yet despite its sunny, 
universal appeal, creat-
ing chocolate remains an 
intensive process with a 
far-reaching impact. The 
chocolate trade is rife with 
human and environmental 
abuses, making enjoyment 
of this delicious treat far 
more complicated for the 
mindful consumer. 

FAIR
Indulgence

by KELLE WALSH
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Kelle Walsh is Mindful’s Senior Editor.

The mindful effort to make the 
world’s most desired sweet…nicer. 
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FROM BEAN 
TO BAR
1   It all starts with cacao, 
a prolific tree that thrives 
within 20 degrees of the 
equator. The tree’s large 
seedpods are manually 
harvested and then opened 
to expose the prized cacao 
beans inside. 

2   Once removed, the beans 
are fermented and then 
dried, often on tarps or racks 
in the sun, for up to a week; 
roasted to confer a desired 
flavor; and winnowed to 
remove the outer shell. 

3   The remaining cacao 
nibs are ground into a paste 
called chocolate liquor, and 
further processed to sep-
arate out the fat, or cocoa 
butter. The leftover solid, 
the cacao press cake, is 
milled into cocoa powder.

4   Chocolate liquor and 
cocoa butter (together 
called chocolate mass) 
are blended in varying 
amounts with sugar and 
other ingredients, such as 
vanilla or milk solids, to 
create a desired flavor. That 
mixture is then refined in 
an intensive heating and 
aeration process called 
conching, which smooths 
any residual graininess. 
(Some chocolate manufac-
turers skip this step and 
instead add an emulsifier, 
such as soy lecithin.) 

5   The chocolate is 
then poured into molds, 
wrapped, and delivered to 
store shelves. → 

Cacao seedpods are 
harvested by hand. 

The pods are opened to 
reveal the prized cacao 

beans inside.

The beans are 
fermented, dried, 

roasted, and winnowed 
down to the nib. 

The nibs are ground 
into a paste.

Chocolate is poured 
into molds to cool. 

VIDEO 
Give Thanks

Five ways to 
acknowledge  
the hundreds  

of people 
responsible for 
your everyday 

food.

mindful.org/
givethanks

m
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THE PRICE OF 
CHOCOLATE
In the West African coun-
tries of Ivory Coast and 
Ghana, where nearly two 
thirds of the world’s cacao 
is grown, increased crop 
demand has led to wide-
spread deforestation. These 
impoverished nations, 
where cacao farmers 
typically earn below the 
World Bank’s international 
poverty line of $1.90 per 
day, are also the site of the 
industry’s greatest labor 
and human rights abuses, 
including child and slave 
labor. A 2015 US Labor 
Report estimated that more 
than 2 million children 
work in cacao production. 

Despite public scrutiny 
and pressure, including 
from the US Congress, the 
largest chocolate produc-
ers haven’t been able to 
stop the problem. Watch 
groups point to the root 
issue of extreme poverty in 
these regions, which feeds 
desperate measures, even as 
the world demand for cacao 
grows. Parents put their 
children to work farming 
cacao instead of into school, 
families send kids across 
borders to find work in 
cacao production, and the 
unrelenting need for cheap 
manual labor creates an 
easy target for traffickers. 

And new threats stem-
ming from climate change, 
particularly in Central 
and South America, have 
compounded the concerns 
about both the impact and 
the sustainability of the 
chocolate industry. 

These factors have led 
to urgent efforts by human 
rights and environmental 
groups, as well as a grow-
ing group of small-scale → 

Chocolate bar labels reveal 
a lot of information. Megan 
Giller, author of Bean-to-Bar 
Chocolate: America’s Craft 
Chocolate Revolution, offers 
tips for choosing chocolate 
that tastes great and was 
made with intention and care.

WHAT’S IN IT?
“Cocoa beans or chocolate 
should always be the first 
ingredient, to ensure that 
it’s a quality product,” Giller 
says. If sugar is listed first, 
and if vegetable oil, artificial 
sweetener, or vanillin 
(opposed to real vanilla) 
are added, “these are all 
indicators that the chocolate 
is subpar,” she adds. 

HOW DARK CAN 
YOU GO?
The percentage listed 
indicates the amount of 
cocoa mass used relative to 
other ingredients. The higher 
the percentage, the more 
concentrated the cacao—and 
the darker and more bitter 
the bar. A lower percentage 
indicates more non-cacao 
ingredients. 

WHERE DOES IT 
COME FROM?
The country listed indicates 
the cacao beans’ origin. Beans 
from different regions confer 
different flavors. “Direct trade” 
or “sourced directly” indicates 
a relationship with local 
farmers. “The more a company 
includes information about 
the specific cocoa farmers 
they work with, the more you 
can guarantee that they’re 
following sustainable and 
ethical standards,” Giller says. 

LABEL  
Decoder
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chocolate producers, to 
prioritize sustainable cacao 
farming and production, fair 
labor standards, and support 
of worker-owned co-ops 
to help stabilize farmer 
income. “At the core of fine 
chocolate there is an aspi-
ration that looks to change 
the world for the better—
through better chocolate,” 
TCHO chocolate’s Brad 
Kintzer wrote in CandyUSA.

Yet these efforts may 
not be enough, according 
to Cocoa Barometer, in its 
2018 report on the industry. 
Price drops for sustainable 
cacao in the past few years 
threaten what gains may 
have been made toward 
incentivizing farmers to 
transition to sustainable 
practices. “If business as 
usual continues, it will be 
decades—if ever—before 
human rights will be 
respected and environ-
mental protection will be 
a basis for sustainability 
in the cocoa sector,” the 
report warned. 

The pressure has forced 
major players in the global 
chocolate industry to 
commit to buy 70% certi-
fied ethical and sustainable 
cocoa by 2020—a deadline 
that many in the industry 
doubt will be met.  

In the meantime, what 
can a mindful chocolate- 
lover do to help? Choose 
wisely, say experts.

SEAL OF  
APPROVAL
A handful of organizations 
try to ensure standards for 
the chocolate industry that 
protect workers and the 
environment. You can look 
for these certifications on 
chocolate bar labels:

 
Fair Trade Certified
Ensures the cacao comes 
from farms that provide 
fair wages and safe working 
conditions.

Equal Exchange  
The ingredients in the 
chocolate came from small, 
democratically run farmer 
co-ops that farm organically 
and don’t use child or forced 
labor. The Exchange itself 
is an independent nonprofit 
worker-owned cooperative. 

Certified Organic 
(also IFOAM) 
Farmers use sustainable 
farming methods. Many 
grow diverse crops, 
providing greater pro-
tection from weather 
and supporting wildlife. 
The International Fed-
eration of Organic Agri-
culture Movements is an 
umbrella organization 
for the organic market, 
with adopted principles of 
organic agriculture. 

Rainforest Alliance 
Principles of sustainable 
farming are in place, 
including biodiversity con-
servation, natural resource 
conservation, planning 
and farm-management 
systems, and improved 
livelihood and human 
well-being. In 2018, Rain-
forest Alliance joined with 
UTZ Certified, another 
international certifying 
body, to create a new 
certification that addresses 
wages and livelihood in 
cacao production.
 
Non GMO Project Verified
All  ingredients come from 
plants, animals, or other 
organisms whose genetic 
material hasn’t been artifi-
cially altered. ●
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Savor Your  
CHOCOLATE

HONOR THE MOMENT

Take a moment to acknowledge the origin story 
behind the chocolate: where it came from; all 
the natural elements of sun, rain, soil, and wind 
that allowed the cacao to grow; the farmers who 
cultivated it; the chocolate maker who blended it 
with other ingredients to create the bar you hold 
right now; even the thought that went into the 
package design.

CONNECT WITH YOUR SENSES

Before eating, pause for a moment to take in 
any aroma. What scents can you pick up? Does 
a memory emerge? Take a second look. What 
colors do you see? Then take a bite and see what 
you notice. How many layers of flavor are there?

EXPERIENCE EVERY BITE

When we eat we are often “doing” something else 
at the same time (working, looking at a device, 
talking with someone, reading, etc.), which takes 
away from tasting and fully enjoying the food. Try 
just eating the chocolate without any distraction, 
slowly savoring every bite.

—Adapted from Elisha and Stefanie Goldstein

To truly appreciate the complexity of chocolate, 
try eating it mindfully. 
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