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Abstract: Geographical Indications (GIs) are recognized as a development strategy to help family farmers’ 
access markets and increase product value. These farmers often face challenges such as limited capital, 
low production scales, and lack of information, which hinder their market access. GIs, through traditional 
knowledge and product origin recognition, can support farmers by promoting niche markets. However, the 
rules outlined in a GIs’ Code of Practice (CoP) may be difficult for family farmers to meet. This paper analyses 
how GIs’ meso-institutions translate, allocate, implement, monitor and incentivize compliance with their 
rules, as well as how this process affects the access of family farmers to GI. Interviews with farmers and 
supporting actors from Alta Mogiana and Região de Pinhal were conducted, and content analysis was used 
to interpret the findings. The concept of meso-institutions was employed to understand the relationship 
between farmers and the CoPs’ implementation. Results reveal that, while the GI rules can be followed 
by family farmers, the CoPs in these regions face challenges across all meso-institutional dimensions. 
The findings suggest that more tailored GI policies are needed, ensuring a participatory approach in CoP 
development that accurately reflects regional characteristics and farmers’ needs.
Keywords: rural development, family farmers, meso-institutions.

Resumo: As Indicações Geográficas (IGs) são uma estratégia de desenvolvimento que pode agregar valor 
aos produtos e ajudar agricultores familiares a acessar mercados. Esses agricultores enfrentam dificuldades 
como falta de acesso a informações e baixa escala de produção, o que limita seu acesso ao mercado. 
Nesse contexto, as IGs, ao reconhecerem o conhecimento tradicional e a origem dos produtos, podem 
ser fundamentais para o desenvolvimento dos agricultores, promovendo acesso a mercados de nicho. No 
entanto, as regras das IGs, descritas no Caderno de Especificações Técnicas (CET), podem ser difíceis de 
cumprir pelos agricultores familiares. Este estudo analisa como as meso-instituições das IGs (que incluem o 
CET e os agentes responsáveis por implantá-lo) traduzem, alocam, implementam, monitoram e incentivam 
regras e direitos, e como isso afeta o acesso dos pequenos agricultores familiares às IGs. Foram realizadas 
entrevistas com agricultores e apoiadores de duas regiões (Alta Mogiana e Região de Pinhal), e uma análise 
de conteúdo foi realizada para interpretar os dados. O conceito de meso-instituições foi usado para 
entender a relação entre os agricultores e e a implementação dos CET. Os resultados mostram que, embora 
as regras das IGs possam ser seguidas pelos agricultores, os CET dessas regiões enfrentam problemas 
em várias dimensões meso-institucionais. Esses resultados indicam a necessidade de políticas de IG mais 
específicas e participativas.
Palavras-chave: desenvolvimento rural, agricultura familiar, meso-instituições.

1 Introduction

Around the world, supply chains are believed to favor buyers, while small farmers have been 
excluded or struggle to be part of the supply chain mainstream (Hanf, 2014; Hingley et al., 2006). 
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This problem has called the attention of policymakers who have been working on developing 
mechanisms to mitigate this issue. Among the strategies that have the potential to ameliorate 
this matter are Geographical Indications (GI). According to the Article 22 of the Agreement on 
Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS), GIs are “[…] indications which 
identify a good as originating in the territory of a member, or a region or locality in that territory, 
where a given quality, reputation or other characteristic of the good is essentially attributable 
to its geographical origin” (World Trade Organization, 1994).

Some authors show that consumers can pay higher prices for a product with a GI label 
(Quiñones-Ruiz  et  al., 2017; Hoang  et  al., 2020; Ghosh, 2016; Quiñones-Ruiz  et  al., 2016; 
Mattas et al., 2019). By adding value to products, GI helps farmers to access niche markets, 
which allows them to hold a larger part of the value of their product. Thus, in many parts of 
the world, especially in Europe, GI are considered an important instrument for development. 
However, its benefits are not granted, since its effects can differ from one region to another. 
As pointed out by Török et al. (2020) in their review paper, GI’s outcomes can substantially 
vary depending on the region or product. In this sense, it is important to consider that while 
the importance of GI has long been consolidated in Europe, the potential outcomes of these 
labels are still uncertain for developing countries (Jena & Grote, 2012; López-Bayón et al., 2020).

In Brazil, one of the most important exporters of agricultural commodities, GI has been a 
potential strategy to facilitate smallholder family farmers’ access to markets. Smallholder family 
farmers were responsible for 23% of the country’s gross domestic product in 2017 (Instituto 
Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatística, 2017). In this paper, we adopt the concept of smallholder 
family farmers from Brazilian Law n. 11,326, which is used to classify these types of farmers 
in every government policy or institution. Therefore, this is the concept adopted by Brazilian 
institutions when addressing national GI (Brasil, 2006). This law defines family farming according 
to four main criteria: they do not hold an area larger than four fiscal modules (which vary 
according to the state); the predominantly form of labor used in their activities come from the 
family; most of their income comes from the agricultural activity and, finally, the famer and 
their family are responsible for managing their farm (Brasil, 2006).

Due to their multi-dimensional nature, these smallholders are also key agents for sustainable 
development, as they promote food security and nutrition, as well as the preservation of natural 
resources and cultural heritage (Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 
2019). Despite their importance, they face several difficulties that hinder their development. 
Even though family farms represent 77% of the 5 million Brazilian farms, they occupy only 
80,9 million hectares, which represents 23% of Brazil’s agricultural land (Instituto Brasileiro 
de Geografia e Estatística, 2022). Moreover, these farmers deal with issues such as low access 
to land and energy, low incomes, and insufficient levels of education. Consequently, most of 
them have limited access both to technologies for their production process and to markets 
(Medina et al., 2015).

To overcome these problems, some mechanisms have been used to develop niche markets 
that value traditional products of smallholders despite their limitations. According to Niederle 
(2017), marketing channels fostered by GI can be viewed as an alternative to incorporating 
smallholders into the market. In Brazil, there are 142 GIs, of which 36% were registered in the 
last ten years (Instituto Nacional da Propriedade Industrial, 2024a, 2024b), which illustrates 
the support these labels have received from the Brazilian government.

Despite the benefits GI may bring to rural development, there are also problems related 
to the efficiency of its rules in representing the interests of diverse smallholders (Bowen, 
2012; Galtier et al., 2013; Neilson et al., 2018, Matos & La Rovere, 2020). To be able to use the 
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GI label, farmers must follow a set of rules described in a document called Code of Practice 
(CoP). In Brazil, the CoPs establish the main characteristics of a product or service, in addition 
to explaining how it must be produced and the control mechanisms used to monitor the 
production and commercialization process. It also attributes to local actors the responsibilities 
of monitoring and implementing the rules. However, the literature shows that bringing together 
the different perspectives and productive capacities of local agents in this single document 
may be challenging (Locatelli and Carls, 2015), as well as developing governance systems that 
efficiently allow the implementation of those rules.

When the GI rules are not efficiently defined and implemented, they fail to protect and 
value the traditional quality of local products, what leads local traditional farmers to not have 
access to the highest value of their product, as extensively shown by the literature (Bowen, 
2010, 2012; van der Merwe et al., 2019; Mancini, 2013; Tregear et al., 2007; Belletti et al., 2016; 
Galtier et al., 2013; Durand & Fournier, 2017; Belletti et al., 2017).

Since problems associated with CoP rules and their implementation may hinder the access 
of family farmers to GI benefits, which can compromise the potential of these labels to foster 
rural development, this paper analyses how GIs’ meso-institutions translate, allocate, implement, 
monitor and incentivize compliance their rules, as well as how this process affects the access 
of family farmers to GI. To this end, it evaluates two GIs located in São Paulo, one of the most 
significant coffee-producing states in Brazil.

To achieve the proposed objective, this has as its theoretical background in theNew Institutional 
Economics (NIE), with an especial focus on meso-institutions, an emerging concept in the 
literature introduced by Claude Menard (Menard et al., 2024; Ménard, 2014, 2017, 2018). These 
institutions, which operate at an intermediate level between macro- and micro-institutions 
and are responsible for monitor, implement, and translate rules and rights. In the case of GIs, 
meso-institutions are formed by the CoPs and the organizations and actors responsible for 
implementing them. The same general rule or policy can be implemented by different models 
of meso-institutions since they are context based (Ménard et al., 2022), what makes it important 
to understand how the GI policy in Brazil is operationalized in different contexts.

At the beginning of 20th century, most of the coffee production of São Paulo state was 
destined for exportation, which made the state responsible for supporting the Brazilian economy 
(Perissinotto, 1996). The Mogiana region where the two GIs under analyzed in this article are 
located was, at that time, the world’s largest coffee exporter. During this period, coffee was 
produced not only in big farms but also by local smallholders, showing that coffee production 
was suitable for all kinds of farmers (Colistete, 2015).

This paper is structured as follows: besides this introduction, the second section introduces 
the conceptual framework used for this research; the third section presents the research 
methods; the fourth section describes the research results and discussions; and finnaly, the 
main conclusions of the study and implications for future research.

2 Theoretical Foundation

The NIE can be understood as an interdisciplinary approach that aims to comprehend how 
social, political, and commercial institutions are formed (Klein, 1999). The NIE has three levels 
of analysis: micro-institutional, meso-institutional, and macro-institutional (Azevedo, 2000; 
Vinholis et al., 2021). The macro-institutional level is formed by the institutional environment 
(Davis & North, 1971). The institutions that form the institutional environment are formal and 
informal restrictions created to establish order and reduce transaction uncertainties (North, 
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1991). The micro-institutional level, on the other hand, is related to governance structures and 
transaction costs (Azevedo, 1997).

Between the macro-institutional and micro-institutional levels, there is an intermediate one 
called meso-institutional level. Meso-institutions were firstly described by Ménard (2014), who 
reported a gap in the knowledge of the NIE regarding a missing intermediate level between 
the macro and micro-institutional ones. Meso-institutions are responsible for ‘implementing 
the general rules of the game through their translation into rules specific to sectors and/or 
geographic areas, thus framing and delineating the domain of activities of actors (individuals 
as well as organizational arrangements) operating within these rules’ (Ménard, 2014, p. 578).

Meso-institutions are formed by mechanisms and devices responsible for translating, adapting, 
allocating, monitoring and incentivizing rules and rights. Mechanisms can be understood as 
the procedures through which coordination and monitoring are processed, while devices are 
the organizational modalities through which mechanism operates (Ménard, 2018, p. 8). Table 1 
shows the institutional levels of GI schemes according to the supranational, national and local 
geographical levels.

Table 1 – GI institutional environment

Geographical Level Macro-institutions Meso-institutions Micro- institutions
Supranational - Trade-Related Aspects 

of Intellectual Property 
Rights (TRIPS)

- - Hybrid forms of 
arrangement that 

shape the behavior 
of economic actors 
interested in the GI. 
(E.g. CoP developed 

for each regions 
assigns the main 

responsibilities related 
to the implementation 

of each GI in the specific 
context)

- Paris Convention 
for the Protection of 
Industrial Property

- Protocol on 
Harmonization of 

Intellectual Property in 
MERCOSUR

- Other international 
agreements

National - Law n. 9.279 - INPI’s resolutions and 
normative instructions

Local - - Regulatory Council
- CoP

Source: prepared by the authors.

As shown in Table 1, at the macro-institutional level are the international agreements and 
laws that set the general rules of how a GI must work. Law no. 9.279 of 1996 regulates the rights 
and duties related to industrial property in Brazil, besides general concepts associated with 
Brazil’s GIs. The meso-institutional level includes the INPI resolutions and normative instructions, 
which establish how the process related to Brazil’s GIs should be carried out, including how to 
register a GI and the documents required to do so. A Regulatory Council and the CoP are also 
at meso-institutional level. Considering the concepts of mechanisms and devices previously 
presented, it is possible to state that the CoP is a mechanism, while the Regulatory Council, 
which is responsible for implementing the CoP rules, is a device. At the micro-institutional level 
are the hybrid arrangements1 of governance that shape the GI transactions, which consequently 
influence the economic behavior of agents, including family farmers.

1	  To better understand the concept of hybrid arrangements, see Williamson (1991) and Ménard (2004).



Revista de Economia e Sociologia Rural  64: e293197, 2026 5/24

Coffee Geographical Indications (GIs) in Brazil: an analysis through the perspective of meso-institutions

Figure 1 shows the conceptual framework of this research.

Figure 1 – Conceptual framework 
Source: Prepared by the authors.

As observed in Figure 1, this research focuses on the meso-institutional level of GIs, more 
specifically on the CoP and its implementation.

3 Methodology

This research is a multiple case study with a qualitative approach. Before data collection, a 
bibliography review and documental analyses were carried out to understand the historical 
background of the two regions under analysis and their characteristics, as well as the concept 
of meso-institutions.

To gather the information required for this research, the CoPs of both regions were analyzed. 
To compare various perspectives on GIs, we interviewed family farmers and non-family farmers 
– those who do not meet the criteria of Law 11.326 – as well as actors and representatives 
of organizations considered meso-institutions of each GI. The main criteria for the selection 
of farmers were their geographical location, which should be part of the GI. For defining the 
sample size, we followed the recommended number of interviews suggested by the literature 
for qualitative and case studies. The recommended sample size to reach saturation in qualitative 
studies typically falls between 9 and 17 (Hennink & Kaiser, 2022). The sample size was expected 
to fall somewhere between these ranges for each case, and the final number was defined at 
the point when the interviews started to reach saturation.

For Alta Mogiana GI, 10 coffee farmers were interviewed, of which five are family farmers, 
six of them (three of them family farmers) have already used the GI label. The manager of 
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Alta Mogiana Specialty Coffee Association (AMSC), which is an association of coffee farmers 
responsible for Alta Mogiana GI, and an agent of the Brazilian Micro and Small Business Support 
Service (Sebrae) were also interviewed, since they are meso-institutions that help with the 
operationalization of the GI. For Região de Pinhal GI, 11 coffee farmers, a Sebrae agent, and 
a farmer who helped in the GI development and is a member of the Cooperative of Coffee 
Growers of Região de Pinhal (Coopinhal) and the Coffee Board of Mogiana de Pinhal (COCAMPI) 
were interviewed. The interviews occurred from July to late August of 2021. To preserve the 
farmers’ identity, during the analysis they were identified as Farmer 1, Farmer 2, and so on.

Still, regarding the small sample size, it is important to remember that case studies do not 
aim at statistical generalizations, but theoretical ones, as explained by Yin (2018). The findings of 
a case study are used to, at a higher and conceptual level, promote corroboration, refinement, 
or modifications of theories or concepts. In this paper, the cases show the importance of 
considering meso-institutions when designing strategies for development such as GI.

Figure 2 shows where the two regions are located. The Alta Mogiana region is formed by 15 
municipalities. This region has 1879 Arabica coffee farms, of which 53,96% are family farms. 
Região de Pinhal, on the other hand, is composed of eight municipalities and contains 830 
Arabica coffee farms, from which 63% is formed by smallholder family farmers. It is worth 
noting that there are municipalities in Região de Pinhal that are not strong in coffee production, 
for instance, Estiva Gerbi, which has only one coffee farm (Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e 
Estatística, 2022).

Figure 2 – Data collection area 
Source: Prepared by the authors based on Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatística (2022).

The data collected for this research was processed by content analysis, as proposed by 
Bardin (2011). The information gathered from each source of information was categorized as 
follows (Table 2).

It is worth mentioning that these categories were created based on the literature review. The 
categories used to analyze the CoPs were elaborated according to the Normative Instruction no. 
095/2018 of the National Institute of Industrial Property (INPI), which defines all the necessary 
elements of a CoP in Brazil. NVivo software was used to conduct the content analysis.
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Table 2 – Categories used for content analysis

Meso-institution 
functions

Source Code of 
Practice

Source Interview 
with farmers

Source Interview 
with support 
organizations

Monitoring and 
incentives to rules 

and rights

Subcategories Subcategories Subcategories
− Description of 

monitoring and control 
over production

- 
- 

− GI benefits − GI benefits
− GI difficulties − GI as a tool to foster 

development
- 

− GI as a tool to ensure 
and foster quality

− Description of control 
mechanisms over 
farmers and their 

production processes
- 
- 
- 

− Difficulties in 
supporting GI

− Support for specialty 
coffee production

− How to support a GI

− Knowledge about the 
Regulatory Council

- 

− Choice of quality 
evaluation and 

monitoring model
− Members of the 
Regulatory Council

Translation and 
allocation of rules and 

rights

Subcategories Subcategories Subcategories
− Geographical 

delimitation of GI
− Level of knowledge 

about rules
- 

− The capacity of 
farmers to follow GI 

rules
− Description of 

production process
- 
- 
- 
- 
- 
- 
- 

− Exclusionary nature of 
the rules

- 

− Appropriation of value

− How the rules 
represent family 
farmers’ interests

- 

− Rulemaking process
− Representativeness of 
family farmers’ interests 

at GI rules
- − Required changes in 

the production process 
to meet the GI rules

- 

− Flexibility of the 
rules on production 

standards
- 
- 

− Costs of producing a 
GI product

− Participation in 
rulemaking process

Implementation of 
rules and rights

Subcategories Subcategories Subcategories
− Conditions and 

prohibitions on the use 
of a GI

− Efficiency of the 
protection offered by 

a GI
- 
- 

− Efficiency of the 
protection offered by 

a GI
- 
- 

− Sanctions for GI 
misuse

− Duties of the 
Regulatory Council

Source: Prepared by the authors.

4 Results and Discussion

4.1 Alta Mogiana

In the context of historical importance of coffee production and increasing demand for 
specialty coffee, in 2013 the Alta Mogiana GI was registered. It protects the reputation of coffea 
arabica produced in the geographical delimitation formed by 15 municipalities from the state 
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of São Paulo, namely, Altinópolis, Batatais, Buritizal, Cajuru, Cristais Paulista, Franca, Itirapuã, 
Jeriquara, Nuporanga, Patrocínio Paulista, Pedregulho, Restinga, Ribeirão Corrente, Santo 
Antônio da Alegria and São José da Bela Vista (Brasil, 2011). In 2019, 146.358 tons of Arabica 
coffee was produced in the region, which highlights the importance of this product for local 
economy (Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatística, 2021).

Some years after the GI registration, farmers realized that some of the rules established in 
the original CoP did not precisely represent the region. It is worth noting that the original set of 
rules was drawn by large coffee farmers, without the effective participation of local smallholders. 
In 2016, the Alta Mogiana GI began to use an informal set of rules called Normative Instruction 
no. 001/2016, which replaced the original CoP. In 2018, after the Normative Instruction no. 
095/2018 was released and made it possible to change some aspects of the GI registration, 
including its CoP, the AMSC required a change in the CoP of Alta Mogiana. During the period 
of data collection of this research in 2021, the new CoP was still under evaluation and was 
only approved in May of 2023. While the new CoP is not approved, the region keeps using the 
Normative Instruction no. 001/2016, which equals the new CoP, to regulate the Alta Mogiana GI.

As shown in Table 3, a substantial change in the geographical delimitation of Alta Mogiana 
GI was made.

According to the AMSC and Sebrae, when farmers established the original geographical 
delimitation of the GI, they did not know that a GI could encompass municipalities of different 
states, which justifies why they limited the GI geographical boundaries only to some municipalities 
of São Paulo state. However, after some years the GI registration, they realized that some 
coffee farmers capable of producing coffee with the same characteristics as the ones from Alta 
Mogiana were being excluded from the GI. In other words, since these farmers were located in 
municipalities of Minas Gerais state, they were not able to access the GI. Therefore, they were 
excluded from the right to use the GI due to an imprecise geographical delimitation.

Another significant problem is the quality standard originally set. According to the AMSC, 
the farmers who elaborated the original set of rules did not know that only coffees scoring 80 
points or above on the Specialty Coffee Association of America (SCAA) scale could be considered 
a specialty coffee. In addition, since this score is currently being demanded by the high quality 
coffee market, the minimum score requirement was changed from 75 to 80 points in the new 
set of rules. According to the AMSC and Sebrae, about 60% of the coffee farmers in the region, 
including small farmers, are able to achieve this score. All interviewed farmers were able to 
produce coffee scoring 80 points or higher, which suggests that the current quality standard 
is not excluding local farmers from the right to use the GI.

Since GI works as a collective sign, its rules must be built by a group of local agents so that 
they can discuss and evaluate together the strategies related to the sign (Instituto Nacional da 
Propriedade Industrial, 2021; Brasil, 2010). Only three of the 10 farmers interviewed, of which 
only one is a family farmer, participated in the GI rulemaking process. Regarding the knowledge 
about these rules, only four farmers reported knowing the CoP and having already used the 
GI label. The other two farmers who have already used the label said that they know the rules 
but only superficially. The other four farmers who have not used the GI stated that they do 
not know the CoP. In addition, even though six of the 10 farmers interviewed reported having 
already had used the GI label, only two of them know the Regulatory Council.

According to the AMSC, the new set of rules was built by a heterogenic group formed by two 
farmers and professionals working with coffee quality and coffee market. After establishing 
the new rules, the AMSC presented the new document to the farmers to know if they agreed 
with the rules or not, and only after that, the new CoP was submitted for evaluation by the INPI.
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Table 3 – Main changes in Alta Mogiana GI rules

Meso-institution 
functions Original CoP Normative Instruction no. 

001/2016
Translation and 

allocation of rules and 
rights

− 15 municipalities
- 

− 23 municipalities
− Arabica coffee

- 
- 

− Arabica coffee and its varieties
− Description of production 

processes
Monitoring and 

incentives to rules and 
rights

− The Regulatory Council audits 
an agreement with a body or 
institution capable of carrying 

out analyses of the organoleptic 
properties of products through 

harvest samples
- 
- 

− Roast level according to Agtron 
Disk no. 45 to 75 from Agtron/SCAA 

System
− Coffee must score at least 80 

points on the SCAA scale
− A Q-Grader is responsible for 

evaluating the coffee quality

− Coffee must score at least 75 
points on the SCAA scale

− The AMSC may require at any 
moment coffee samples to recheck 

their quality level
- 

− The Regulatory Council must 
collect coffee samples for analysis

- − The AMSC may visit the 
production process at any moment 
to verify compliance with the rules

- 
- 

− The AMSC is responsible for 
monitoring the compliance with the 

CoP rules
− The Regulatory Council is 

responsible for controlling the 
production process and auditing 

documents related to coffee 
production

Implementation of rules 
and rights

− Description of the Regulatory 
Council’s functions

− Both the farm and farmers 
must be registered at the AMSC’s 

database
− Adoption of production practices 

that mitigate environmental 
impacts

- 

− Information about production 
must be registered in a form

− The farmer must sign a 
sustainable responsibility form

− Compliance with current 
social, environmental, and labor 

legislations

− The AMSC will use its right to 
apply sanctions, according to the 
current Law, to those who misuse 

the GI label
− Infractions: noncompliance with 
rules, not following GI principles, 

and commercialization of products 
that do not follow GI rules

− If farmers do not provide a 
sample of their products or 

information about the coffee lot 
that will use the GI, there will be a 
notice on the webpage that shows 

coffee information about the 
nonconformity; the website will be 

taken down
- 

− Sanctions: writing warning, fee, or 
permanent suspension of the right 

to use the GI

Source: Prepared by the authors.

The main GI rules were explained to those who claimed not to know the CoP. Afterward, 
the farmers were asked if the current GI rules represented the interests of local coffee family 
farmers, of which 90% responded positively. Many of them explained that since family farmers 
are not able to produce on a large scale, the production of high-quality coffee can be a profitable 
opportunity. Table 4 shows the farmers’ perceptions of the potential of GI rules to benefit 
family farmers.
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Table 4 - Farmers’ perceptions of the potential of GI rules to benefit family farmers

Type of farming Have already used the GI Farmers’ opinions
Family Farmers Yes GI gives a perspective of a 

more valued market. It is not a 
guarantee, but gives farmers a 
different perspective (FARMER 

2).
No It is a good opportunity to add 

value to the product once the 
farmer is interested in doing so 

(FARMER 4).
No Small farmers cannot produce 

on a large scale; if they try to 
produce with high quality, they 
can access the markets. A little 

becomes a lot (FARMER 7).
Yes All the agents of the supply 

chain can benefit from the GI 
(FARMER 8).

Yes Small farmers can produce a 
better beverage than the big 

ones if they dedicate themselves 
(FARMER 10).

Non-family Farmers Yes Specialty coffee is a good 
opportunity for small farmers to 
compete with big farmers. The 
cost of being part of the farmer 

association is fair, the label is 
fair, the control process is fair 

(FARMER 1).
Yes There is a great chance of 

producing specialty coffee 
because the control is in the 
farmers’ hands. The required 

investment is small. The 
investment is in knowledge 

(FARMER 5).
No Every farmer who has a 

certification is benefited; it does 
not matter if he/she is a big or 

small one. It is easier to identify 
the origin of products (FARMER 

6).
No GI is the best strategy for small 

farmers. They can sell high-value 
coffee, and this can change their 

lives (FARMER 9).
Source: Prepared by the authors.

As shown in Table 4, the opinions of family and non-family farmers about the GI potential 
benefits for smallholders are quite similar. It is worth mentioning that only one farmer believes 
that GI is not a good strategy for family farmers, as shown below:

Family farmers have a different economic reality and a different way of thinking. They are 
not involved in quality issues. Cooperatives take advantage of this. The cooperatives also 
buy quality coffee as a commodity regardless of its quality. There is a lack of contact with 
other agents, and most small farmers are held hostage by large agents. The lack of technical 
assistance contributes to this. Small farmers are focused on producing; they have little contact 
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with agronomists and the municipality, and do not have time to understand it (the concept of 
coffee quality) (FARMER 3).

However, it is noteworthy that there are family farmers that do have access to the Alta Mogiana 
GI, such as those who participated in this research. Furthermore, the winner of the 17th Coffee 
Quality Contest of Alta Mogiana, which happened in 2020, is a family farmer. He works on his 
farm with the help of his father, and even with some limitations, his coffee scored 90 points 
on the SCAA scale. Therefore, the fact of being a farmer does not prevent them from having 
access to the GI. According to the AMSC, the current rules represent the interest of smallholders.

Table 5 shows the farmers’ perceptions of the main potential benefits of a GI. It must be 
mentioned that of the 10 farmers interviewed, one said that he did not know the potential benefits 
of a GI, while another one claimed not finding any benefits during the period he was using the 
label. The points of view of the remaining eight farmers are presented in the table below.

Table 5 - Farmers’ perception of the benefits of a GI

Type of farming Have already used the GI Farmers’ opinions
Family farmers Yes The GI is vital for a characteristic 

region of coffee production. 
It shows that the coffee in 

the region was not produced 
somewhere else (FARMER 2).

No It adds value to the product and 
creates a stronger supply chain 

(FARMER 7).
Yes GI promotes our region and 

adds value to everyone. There 
are benefits for the entire region 

(FARMER 8).
No It helps with marketing and 

works as a quality certificate 
(FARMER 10).

Non-family farmers Yes GI generates credibility, the 
person knows that the coffee is 
coming from a specific farm. It 

is a way of ensuring that it has a 
single origin and we do not mix 

batches (FARMER 1).
Yes The greatest benefit is the 

financial compensation. The 
idea of a GI is to add value to the 

product (FARMER 3).
No It generates guarantees and 

greater scope in terms of 
commercialization. People look 
for certification, for a process 
that offers a guarantee. The 

sign guarantees this credibility, 
it proves where the product is 

from and guarantees its quality. 
It standardizes and guarantees 

a minimum quality standard 
(FARMER 6).

No GI presents the terroir to the 
market. Coffee becomes more 
competitive, and the GI creates 

value (FARMER 9).
Source: Prepared by the authors.
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As shown in Table 5, there are no big differences among the opinions of different types of 
farmers about GI. To them, the potential benefits of a GI are closely linked to the idea of value 
aggregation and guarantee of origin. To 90% of the farmers interviewed, GI incentivizes the 
improvement of production quality. Curiously, both family and non-family farmers who have 
already used the GI label said that it does not lead to higher prices. According to them, what 
increases prices is the coffee score on the SCAA scale, thus making the GI unnecessary. Although 
the costs of using a GI are relatively low (the AMSC membership fee per hectare and the label 
cost per coffee bag are less than one dollar), those farmers who have already made use of a 
GI do not feel motivated to keep using the label since there is no demand for it.

In this sense, even though farmers organized themselves to access the GI, after obtaining it 
they realized that it was possible to access better coffee channels without the label. Therefore, 
GI can promote an improvement in the coffee production process and indirectly help farmers 
to access better market channels. In this regard, the AMSC and Sebrae explained that although 
GI does not lead to higher prices yet, this label is boosting the supply chain development, as 
it stimulates communication between agents. If before the GI the local actors were used to 
working without any collective planning process, now they work in a coordinated way due to GI.

Supporting organizations play a fundamental role in local development. The AMSC was 
mentioned by 70% of the farmers as the local institution that helps farmers during the specialty 
coffee production process. This association offers courses, shares information about specialty 
coffee production on social media and organizes coffee events to promote the GI. It is worth 
noting that even those farmers who have never had access to a GI mentioned the AMSC during 
the interviews, which shows that the actions of this organization can reach even those who are 
not completely familiar with GI benefits.

Table 6 shows the main difficulties encountered by farmers in accessing the GI.

Table 6 – Difficulties in accessing the GI label

Difficulties % of farmers 
interviewed % of family farmers % of non-family 

farmers
Lack of knowledge and 

motivation
50% 20% 30%

Communication 
problems among actors

30% 20% 10%

The GI does not add 
value to coffee

40% 20% 20%

There are no difficulties 30% - 30%
Source: Prepared by the authors.

According to Table 6, the main problem is the lack of information and motivation to access a 
GI. It is also possible to notice that there are no significant differences between the perceptions 
of family and non-family about the problems in accessing a GI. It is important to highlight that 
part of the farmers believe that there are no difficulties in accessing the food label. No farmer 
mentioned problems about compliance with rules. Furthermore, 90% of the farmers said 
that no changes or investments in their production are required to access the GI. According 
to them, they would only need to organize their production to be able to achieve the current 
quality standard required.

The information gathered also shows that the protection offered by the Alta Mogiana GI is 
not enough to avoid unfair competition. Six farmers (of which five have already used the GI 
label) believe that the current GI control mechanisms do not guarantee compliance with the 
rules, which gives room for opportunistic behaviors. According to the AMSC, it is difficult to 
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know if someone is using the GI sign without permission. Additionally, it is also too expensive 
to sue someone who is misusing the label. Cases of GI label misuse were reported by the AMSC 
and by some of the farmers.

4.2 Região de Pinhal

Although Região de Pinhal GI was registered in the same context of historical coffee production 
and increasing demand for specialty coffee as Alta Mogiana GI, it has a different history. This GI 
was registered in 2016, and since then it has never been used by local farmers until the moment 
of the interviews. Besides, many of the farmers and supporting agents interviewed referred 
to the local GI as ‘something new’ yet to be established. A few farmers participated in the GI 
rulemaking, and even though eight municipalities are part of this geographical delimitation, only 
a few farmers from Espírito Santo do Pinhal participated in the GI registration and rulemaking 
processes. Moreover, the rulemaking process was marked by difficulties in reaching a consensus 
about some of the CoP rules.

Of the 11 farmers interviewed, only three (of which two are family farmers) reported knowing 
the rules and the Regulatory Council. These three farmers participated in the rulemaking process 
and two of them are now helping in the reformulation process of the current CoP, since they 
realized that some of these rules do not represent the region. To those farmers who did not 
know the GI rules, it was explained in a simple way which requirements needed to be met in 
order to access the GI. Subsequently, the farmers were asked if they believed that the current 
rules could favor family farmers’ interests.

Six of the 11 farmers interviewed believe that the current GI rules can favor smallholders’ 
interests. Farmer 4 said that ‘The small ones (family farmers) are not able to produce in a large 
scale, so (GI) is a way to add value to their coffee’, while according to Farmer 8, ‘It is not hard for 
them (family farmers) to meet the current quality requirements’. Farmer 10, on the other hand, 
explained that making changes to the farm to meet GI requirements is difficult and expensive, 
whereas another farmer said that the current quality pattern does not add value to the product.

In contrast, Coopinhal argued that family farmers participated in the rulemaking process 
and that the CoP does represent their interests. The other support agents interviewed stated 
that the region has a considerable number of family farmers that can be positively impacted 
by a GI. According to the Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics (Instituto Brasileiro de 
Geografia e Estatística, 2021), there are 830 Arabica coffee farms in the eight municipalities, 
of which 63% are considered family farms.

As determined by the CoP of Região de Pinhal GI, only coffee that scores 75 on the SCAA 
scale or above can use the GI label. When the CoP was designed, there were different opinions 
regarding the minimum score. Some argued that 80 points should be the minimum score 
required, as this is the value demanded by the market, as cited before. However, with the 
intention to achieve as many farmers as possible, the final CoP set 75 points as the minimum 
score to access the GI. Nevertheless, according to the interviews, the current score does not 
represent the coffee produced in the region.

With the exception of one non-family farmer who has not evaluated his coffee yet, all 
farmers interviewed have already produced coffee that scored 80 points or more. According 
to the Q-Grader, who evaluates the coffee of local farmers, such individuals produce coffees 
that vary from 78 to 84 points. Coopinhal stated that at least 100 local farmers can produce 
specialty quality. This shows that the current quality requirement is not excluding local farmers, 
which includes family farmers. Currently, Coopinhal is analyzing the possibility of increasing 
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the minimum score requirement to 80 points. The following paragraphs present part of two 
interviews with family farmers who participated in the rulemaking process. According to them, 
the current GI requirements do not add value to coffee.

I believe that regarding price, quality adds more than the indication itself. It’s no use having 
a geographical indication if you don’t have a quality product. Today the market demands, you 
know, that you have some kind of certification, some kind of traceability. So, let’s put it this 
way, whoever doesn’t have something like that will end up being kind of excluded from the 
market, right? Yeah... but I believe that the issue of quality adds more value than the indication 
itself. You must have both to offer a more presentable product to your customer (FARMER 7).

If the minimum quality requirement doesn’t increase, it won’t be an incentive to improve 
quality. The requirement must be raised to 80 points. A small part of local farmers is not able 
to reach 80 points, but it is difficult to access information, they have difficulties in evaluating 
their coffee quality. Medium and large farmers have more access to assistance (FARMER 11).

The geographical delimitation set by the CoP is also imprecise. Both the Sebrae agent who 
works in the region and the Coopinhal agent explained that the geographical delimitation does 
not consider the local terroir, but the region’s hydrographic basin. According to Sebrae, that 
is why municipalities such as Estiva Gerbi and Mogi Guaçu, which almost do not have coffee 
production, are considered part of the GI. Problems related to the implementation of the CoP 
rules were also identified. In the CoP, there is no description of sanctions and actions that must 
be taken in case of misuse of the GI label. According to Coopinhal, they are still determining 
how to ensure compliance with the CoP rules.

Regarding the monitoring process, Coopinhal stated that, when the GI starts to work, the 
farmer cooperative will offer them a limited number of coffee bags with the GI label, according 
to the amount of specialty coffee produced. Therefore, only those coffees which have their 
quality assessed will receive a GI bag. In this context, it is worth mentioning that for 66.11% of 
the farmers interviewed, of which 27.27% are family farmers, the GI rules are not enough to 
protect local farmers against unfair competition strategies like counterfeiting.

Despite these problems with the GI rules, local farmers have some expectations regarding the 
GI. Eight of the 11 farmers interviewed were able to describe these expectations (see Table 7).

Table 7 – Farmers’ expectations about GI benefits

Type of farming Farmers’ opinion
Family farmer The ultimate (GI) goal is to add value through quality, it’s to bring farmers 

together to make sales. So, the indication makes the recognition of quality, it is 
to make the farmer able to sell via cooperative, via commercialization through 

the value added to his/her product (FARMER 7).
Farmers will produce carefully according to the rules. Buyers look for origin, 

and (GI) adds value to the product (FARMER 8).
GI helps to reach consumers and makes it possible to buy coffee with an 

assurance of its origin because the coffee is audited  
and controlled (FARMER 11).

Non-family farmer Pinhal Region is good in specialty coffee production, so a GI helps in the 
commercialization (FARMER 2).

It adds value to the coffee and the region (FARMER 3).
I imagine that the GI benefit is to generate valorization. It adds value to the 

product, which leads to a financial benefit (FARMER 4).
It gives farmers an advantage, since it shows the origin of their product. It 

adds value to the product (FARMER 5).
It adds value and organizes farmers (FARMER 9).

Source: Prepared by the authors.
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According to the farmers’ perceptions (Table 7), the main benefit a GI can offer is to add value 
to a product. However, despite the expectations of adding value to local coffee production, it 
is worth remembering that these farmers have not yet used the GI label and are not able to 
know the real potential of the Região de Pinhal GI to add value and lead to higher prices, which 
can compromise the accuracy of their expectations.

For Coopinhal, GI is also capable of promoting local development, as it presents local coffee 
to the world, making the region’s quality internationally recognized. In addition, from the 
cooperative’s perspective, farmers also benefit from a correct environmental management as 
well as a better crop management, as they will receive support to improve their production, 
conduct soil analysis, and use fertilizers.

The Q-Grader stated that ‘Usually there is no immediate financial return, but it adds to the 
process. GI has tools that require the production, economic and process organization”. For 
Sebrae, the two main benefits that a GI can offer to farmers are the addition of value to their 
product by meeting minimum quality standards and guaranteeing the coffee origin. However, 
still according to Sebrae, the current GI configuration does not contribute to local development, 
as there is no integration and coordination between local agents.

Farmers were also asked about the main difficulties they expect to face while trying to access 
a GI. Table 8 shows the main problems mentioned.

Table 8 – Farmer’s frequency of expected difficulties in accessing a GI

Difficulties % of farmers 
interviewed % of family farmers % of non-family 

farmers
Production costs 30 10 20

Lack of motivation to 
require a GI

10 10 -

Bureaucracy 10 - 10
Lack of technical 

assistance
30 20 10

There are no difficulties 30 10 20
Source: Prepared by the authors.

As seen in Table 8, the lack of technical assistance was the main problem mentioned by family 
farmers. According to the farmers interviewed, they do not receive any support to produce 
better-quality coffee. Sebrae, on the other hand, stated that it is difficult to offer support to 
farmers because they are not organized, which makes it is hard to prepare courses and other 
actions that can help them improve their production.

4.3 How meso-institutions affect the participation in the GI

After describing the two GIs, it was possible to identify similar problems in both regions. 
It was also possible to notice that the two CoPs present problems in every dimension of 
meso-institutions. As already mentioned, a CoP is responsible for guiding a GI. Therefore, it 
is necessary that its rules reflect the region and its characteristics in a proper way (Instituto 
Nacional da Propriedade Industrial, 2021). Many authors explain that when the rules of a CoP 
do not protect the traditional knowledge and the product quality of a territory, it is possible 
that the local farmers do not have access to the value that a GI would have the potential to 
offer (van der Merwe et al., 2019; Bowen, 2010; Mancini, 2013; Tregear et al., 2007; Belletti et al., 
2016; Galtier et al., 2013; Durand & Fournier, 2017; Bowen, 2012; Belletti et al., 2017). Table 9 
shows a summary of the main findings of this research.
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There are similar problems related to the monitoring and incentives dimension. The two 
CoPs established coffee quality requirements that do not represent coffee production in 
the region, and a few farmers know about the existence of the Regulatory Council, a device 
from the perspective of meso-institutions. For Ménard (2017), the devices are responsible for 
implementing and controlling the proper use of the rights that the rules were designed to 
protect. The lack of knowledge about the Regulatory Council and GI rules suggests a distance 
between the device and those who hold the right to use the GI. These problems directly impact 
another challenge that is part of the implementation dimension: the lack of efficiency regarding 
the protection offered by the GI. As it can be seen in Table 9, farmers of both regions consider 
the protection offered by the GI ineffective against unfair competition.

Regarding the translation and allocation of rules and rights, the two CoPs failed to determine 
the geographical delimitation of the GIs. The original geographical delimitation of Alta Mogiana 
excludes farmers who meet the requirements of the GI, while the geographical delimitation of 
Região de Pinhal includes municipalities that are not strong in coffee production. In this sense, 
the allocation of rights based on the geographic delimitation did not precisely consider the 
characteristics that built the reputations of both regions. The quality requirement established 
by the original rules seem to be unsuitable for both regions. Due to these problems, the AMSC 
developed a new CoP, and Região de Pinhal has been discussing changes in its rules.

The new rules aim to correct the original CoPs so that they can more accurately allocate the 
rights to use the GI. These changes corroborate the idea of Ménard et al. (2020), who explain 
that, based on the feedback provided by agents at the micro-institutional level, meso-institutions 
undergo adjustments. To offer efficient guidelines, these institutions need to be recognized 
by the actors who are under their guidance. These actors have different mental maps, in 
addition to different abilities to monitor elements of the institutional arrangements around 
them, evidencing that meso-institutions should be flexible enough to go through changes when 
necessary (Ménard et al., 2020).

Finally, problems related to rule implementation were also identified. As pointed out by 
Vinholis et al. (2021), macro-institutions fail to achieve their purpose when their implementation, 
which occurs at the meso-institutional level, also fails. Problems with the implementation 
of meso-institutions were already reported by other studies, such as those conducted by 
Ménard et al. (2018, 2020).

Figure 3 summarizes the main findings of this study and its implication for the meso-institutions 
theory. As illustrated in Figure 3, the meso-institutions are formed by mechanisms and devices 
that represent, in the case of this study, the CoPs and the Regulatory Council, respectively. These 
mechanisms and devices are interconnected, since the Regulatory Council is responsible for 
implementing CoP rules and ensuring that farmers will follow them.

As already discussed, the two cases analyzed reveal problems in all meso-institution dimensions. 
These dimensions influence how GI works and the farmers’ access to this label. Although the 
focus of this research was on the CoP, a certain distance between the Regulatory Council and 
the farmers was observed, besides some difficulties in implementing the rules. In this sense, 
this article demonstrates that the existence of devices that guarantee the compliance with 
rules is as important as their definition.

CoP rules are expected to shape the agents’ behavior. However, the results show that in both 
regions the original rules are not followed and, during the data collection (2021) were being 
reformulated. To understand how agents interact with meso-institutions, it is also important 
to consider other elements that influence not only how rules are perceived by agents, but also 
how they are formulated and reformulated.
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Table 9 – Summary of the main information gathered about the CoPs

Meso-institution dimension Alta Mogiana Região de Pinhal
Monitoring and incentives − The original quality 

standard established was not 
representing the coffee of 

the region, which led to the 
reformulation of the minimum 

SCAA score required for 
accessing the GI

- 

− The original quality standard 
established is representing the 

coffee of the region
− CoP rules are only known by 
those who helped draw them

- 

− CoP rules are only known by 
those who have already used 

the GI
− Despite being recognized as 

an incentive to improve quality, 
farmers who have already used 
the GI explained that this label 
does not lead to higher coffee 

prices

− Although farmers believe 
that a GI can encourage 

improvements in production 
quality and add value, they do 

not believe that the current 
quality pattern will lead to better 

prices
- 
- 

− Farmers lack knowledge and 
motivation to access the GI
− The AMSC is responsible 
for sharing most of the GI 
information with farmers

- 

− Lack of support and access to 
information about the GI

- 

− In addition to the AMSC 
assistance for the production of 
specialty coffees, entities such as 
CATI and Sebrae are also active 

in the region
Translation and allocation − Original geographic 

delimitation excluded farmers 
capable of using the GI, which 

led to an expansion of the 
geographic area

− Geographical delimitation 
does not consider characteristics 

of coffee production in the 
region, which makes the current 

geographical delimitation too 
broad

- 
− Rules are not difficult to be 

met by family farmers
- − Current rules can be easily 

followed by family farmers
Implementation − Few farmers know the 

Regulatory Council
− A few farmers know the 

Regulatory Council
- − The process of guaranteeing 

compliance is difficult and too 
costly

- 

− Strategies for monitoring 
the GI not defined and still 

under development and 
implementation

- 
− The protection offered by a GI 
is seen by farmers as insufficient

- − The protection offered by a GI 
is seen by farmers as insufficient

Source: Prepared by the authors.

Among these elements is the agents’ access to information about the external environment, 
such as market trends, alternative strategies and certifications, and consumer demands. For 
instance, farmers explained that there is no domestic and international demand for Alta Mogiana 
GI and that buyers prioritize other elements such as coffee score. For this reason, farmers feel 
unmotivated to use the GI label.
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Figure 3 – Relationship between GI meso-institutions and farmers 
Source: Prepared by the authors.

Information about the internal environment also influences farmers’ opinions about the rules. 
For example, their knowledge about the region and the quality of their coffee, as well as the GI 
and how it works, can make farmers see these rules as adequate or not. The expected costs 
and benefits also shape farmers’ behavior. There is a general expectation that differentiated 
products can help farmers access high-value market channels, which is mentioned by several 
authors, for example, Boaventura et al. (2018), Ghosh (2016), and Giesbrecht & Minas (2019). 
However, in the case of Alta Mogiana, although farmers have reported that it is not expensive 
to meet the established requirements for accessing the GI, those who have already used the 
GI explained that there is no demand for the label. Therefore, even though the costs of using 
a GI are low, farmers see no reason to use the label due to the low demand.

Another important factor is the relationship between farmers and other agents, such as 
Sebrae, Integral Technical Assistance Coordination (CATI), and other economic agents interested 
in the GI. When local agents have a collaborative behavior, chances are that the GI rules will be 
recognized by local actors. In the case of Região de Pinhal, as only a few agents participated in 
the rulemaking process, there are only a few agents in the region that know about the GI. The 
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relationship between agents is linked to the concept of governance, which is in turn related to 
the ability to coordinate complex supply chains (Zylbersztajn, 2014, p. 270).

Furthermore, farmers must receive technical assistance and information about the GI and 
specialty coffee production, which can be provided by support institutions. As explained by 
Pereira et al. (2018), technical assistance is essential for farmers to access a GI. In their article 
about the Norte Pioneiro do Paraná GI in Brazil, the authors explained that technical assistance 
along with support for production management is an element that influences coffee quality.

All of these elements have an impact not only on how farmers see these meso-institutions but 
also on the process of formulating and reformulating these rules. As pointed out by Williamson 
(1985), economic agents have limited rationality, which directly impacts their transactions. 
Therefore, since neither farmers nor other economic agents have access to all the information 
about the environment of which they are part, they are constantly learning more about their 
context. Furthermore, the territories are also dynamic. According to the AMSC, there are 
constant changes on factors like climate and production practices, which alters the products 
characteristics over time. Given the changes in the territories and the level of knowledge of 
local agents, GI rules must be flexible enough to be adapted to new contexts.

4 Conclusions

In conclusion, although the GI rules can be easily followed by family farmers, other factors 
can affect farmers’ perception and willingness to follow these rules. This paper also offer 
insights into research gaps that should be covered in future studies. First, it is necessary to 
identify how GI rules change over time, since this research shows that modifications in CoP 
may be necessary. Second, understanding the translation process of terroir into specific rules 
is an important issue, as it directly impacts how the GI will work in the future. Finally, the role of 
governance and the support of other institutions seem to be fundamental for the maintenance 
of GIs over time, and this is certainly something that deserves to be further studied. In the case 
of Região de Pinhal, it was observed that farmers struggle to sustain the GI over time and need 
help from other institutions.
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