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Introduction

Abstract: This study examines 2M Coffee as a distinctive phenomenon at the
intersection of Saudi Arabia's Vision 2030 transformation, geopolitical
consumer activism, and the evolution of cultural diplomacy. While existing
literature addresses specialty coffee markets or soft power separately, this
research reveals how a single domestic brand has become an unexpected
vehicle for national identity renegotiation, quiet resistance, and global image-
making. Through qualitative case study methodology and systematic
document analysis —including industry reports, UNESCO inscriptions, FAO
technical documents, and regional media—this investigation traces “2M's
trajectory from local start-up to transnational symbol. The findings
demonstrate three novel contributions: First, ¥2M's success is not merely
commercial but fundamentally political, capitalising on boycott dynamics
following the Gaza war to position itself as an ethical alternative to Western
chains. Second, the brand exemplifies what this study terms "algorithmic
authenticity"—the deliberate crafting of Instagrammable heritage that
simultaneously performs tradition and hyper-modernity for digital
consumption. Third, ¥2M functions as an unofficial instrument of Saudi soft
power, carrying cultural narratives across borders through every exported
tumbler and London flagship visit. This analysis challenges conventional
understandings of coffee as an apolitical commodity, arguing instead that in
contemporary Muslim-majority markets, specialty coffee has become a terrain
where economic ambition, cultural assertion, and geopolitical stance converge.
The study concludes by offering policy-relevant insights for sustainable,
inclusive coffee diplomacy that balances global reach with authentic heritage
preservation.

Keywords: Saudi Vision 2030, Coffee diplomacy, Soft power, Geopolitical
consumerism, Cultural identity

There is a scent wafting through the air of Riyadh’s bustling coffee houses that is

more than simply the sum of its parts—roasted beans, cardamom, and steamed milk. It is

the aroma of a nation in transition. In the swirl of a pastel-colored ¥2M Coffee tumbler, held

aloft by a young Saudi content creator for an Instagram story, one can glimpse the

convergence of heritage and hyper-modernity, of economic ambition and cultural assertion.
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This study investigates the rise of 2M Coffee not merely as a corporate success story
but as a multifaceted phenomenon situated at the crossroads of Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030
socioeconomic transformation, the geopolitics of consumer boycotts, and the evolving
nature of cultural diplomacy in the 21st century. To understand %2M is to understand how
a beverage—long synonymous with hospitality in the Arabian Peninsula—has been re-
engineered into a vehicle for national pride, a weapon of soft power, and a mirror reflecting
the aspirations and tensions of a youthful population.

The importance of this inquiry extends far beyond the margins of market share
reports. Coffee in Saudi Arabia is not a commodity; it is a cultural bedrock. The ritual of
preparing and serving gahwa (Arabic coffee) is an act of deep social significance, a gesture
of generosity codified over centuries. This heritage received its ultimate validation in
December 2024, when "Arabic coffee, a symbol of generosity" —a joint file including Saudi
Arabia, Oman, Qatar, Jordan, and the UAE—was formally inscribed on the UNESCO
Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity.

This designation followed the Kingdom’s unilateral success in inscribing the "Skills
related to cultivating and consuming Khawlani coffee beans" in 2022, a move the Los Angeles
Times (2023) described as part of a "campaign to rebrand Saudi identity" away from a purely
religious narrative towards a more robust national one. The UNESCO recognition is not
merely a certificate; it is a political and cultural declaration that Saudi Arabia is the
custodian of a prized global tradition. As Nouf Qethami, a brand manager for the state-
owned Saudi Coffee Company, articulated, the message is clear: "Coffee has a homeland
and a story to be told". This story provides the essential backdrop against which the
commercial drama of ¥2M Coffee unfolds.

Economically, the canvas upon which ¥2M paints its narrative is vast and expanding
at a breathtaking pace. The Saudi Arabian coffee market was valued at a staggering USD
1.38 billion in 2024, with projections indicating it will surge to USD 2.27 billion by 2033,
growing at a robust compound annual growth rate (CAGR) of 5.67%. This growth is not
confined to retail; the café culture ecosystem is booming even more spectacularly. The
broader Saudi cafes market was estimated at USD 6.14 billion in 2024 and is forecast to
approach USD 9.87 billion by 2030, exhibiting a CAGR of 8.23%.

These figures are not abstract financial metrics; they represent the tangible
emergence of thousands of new social spaces. Euromonitor International confirms this
dynamism, noting that in 2025, "the demand for premium and specialty coffee increased,
particularly among young people, as café culture expanded". This economic surge is
inextricably linked to the demographics of the nation, where over 60% of the population is
under the age of 30 . For this generation, cafes have supplanted traditional majlises as the
preferred arenas for socialising, studying, and courting —neutral, stylish grounds where the
genders can mix in a socially acceptable manner, fostering a new public sphere lubricated
by lattes.

Crucially, this private-sector vibrancy is not a spontaneous market occurrence; it is a
direct byproduct of a state-directed vision. The engine room of this transformation is the
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Public Investment Fund (PIF), which in May 2022 launched the Saudi Coffee Company with
an injection of USD 319 million over ten years. This initiative is designed to overhaul the
entire value chain—from bean to cup —with the ambitious goal of boosting annual domestic
coffee production from a few hundred tonnes to approximately 2,500 tonnes by 2030. This
is not merely about import substitution; it is about national security, agricultural
diversification, and global credibility.

The state's commitment is manifesting on the ground in tangible ways. In November
2025, the governor of the Al-Baha region witnessed the signing of nine investment contracts
to establish massive new agricultural hubs, including "five new coffee cities," with plans to
plant over 819,500 new Arabica coffee trees across vast swathes of land. These are not idle
plans; they are the physical infrastructure of a new economic identity, transforming the
country’s southwestern mountains—Jazan, Asir, and Al-Baha—into a burgeoning coffee
belt.

The Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) of the United Nations has been a
critical partner in this transformation, providing technical expertise to ensure that growth
is sustainable and rooted in modern practice. Under the Sustainable Rural Agricultural
Development (SRAD) project, the FAO has worked hand-in-hand with smallholder farmers
to revolutionise production, introducing drip irrigation, organic composting, and
innovative Coffee Quality Management Kits (CQMK) to ensure the nascent industry can
compete on a global stage of specialty coffee.

This intervention highlights a profound shift: Saudi Arabia is moving from being a
pure importer of coffee culture to a potential exporter of its own terroir-driven beans. As
FAO’s Kakoli Ghosh noted, these farmers are showing the world how to "transform
agrifood systems," unlocking the potential to achieve "coveted specialty quality". It is within
this nexus of high-level state investment and ground-level agricultural revolution that
chains like ¥2M find their supply chains and their stories.

Yet, to focus solely on economics and agriculture is to miss the more volatile, human
element of 2M'’s rise: its symbiotic relationship with social media and its fortuitous
positioning within a geopolitical storm. In a nation where over 93% of the population owns
a smartphone, the café experience is meticulously crafted for digital consumption.
Ambience is algorithm bait. ¥2M’s sleek, "Instagrammable" aesthetic —its signature purple-
grey and limited-edition pink tumblers—is not an afterthought; it is a core product feature,
designed to generate free, viral marketing.

However, the digital landscape is fickle. As one analyst warns, "Social media trends
are notoriously short-lived... brands that rely solely on hype risk losing their relevance once
the novelty wears off". This study will probe whether 2M’s brand equity, built on aesthetic
appeal and social media buzz, can translate into the deep-seated brand loyalty that
academic research identifies as the true driver of consumer response in the Saudi café
industry.

Furthermore, ¥2M’s trajectory cannot be divorced from the seismic shifts in consumer
behaviour triggered by the war in Gaza. Across the Muslim world, from Indonesia to
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Malaysia, grassroots boycotts of Western brands perceived as supporting Israel—most
notably Starbucks—have created a vacuum that local and regional chains have rushed to
fill. Reports from the Straits Times document how Malaysian chains like ZUS Coffee have
gained significant ground as locals shun US brands.

While the impact on Starbucks” massive 400-store Saudi footprint is debated, the
cultural and political tailwind for a proudly Saudi chain like ¥2M is undeniable. To order a
cup from %M is, for some consumers, to perform an act of solidarity, to cast a vote with
one’s wallet against a perceived geopolitical injustice. This transforms the coffee shop from
a site of leisure into a site of quiet, daily resistance.

It is this very intersection —of state-driven economic ambition, youth culture, digital
performance, and geopolitical protest—that renders the ¥2M Coffee phenomenon a subject
of profound academic and practical importance. This study will argue that 2M is more than
a successful business; it is a prism through which to view the renegotiation of Saudi identity
in the 21st century. It embodies what scholars of international relations term "soft power" —
the ability to attract and co-opt rather than coerce.

As one analysis notes, in regions like Southeast Asia, coffee is becoming a "quiet,
aromatic instrument of power, trust and survival," where supply chains and consumer
preferences increasingly shape geopolitics more than slogans. Saudi Arabia is learning to
wield this instrument (Maspul, 2025). Every %2M cup carried by an Indonesian pilgrim
returning from Umrah, every Londoner snapping a photo outside its Oxford Street flagship,
is an ambassador for a new Saudi Arabia—one that wants to be known not just for its oil
and its religious sites, but for its creativity, its entrepreneurship, and its taste.

Moreover, it will explore the tension between the authentic heritage of Saudi gahwa
and the constructed, commercialised image of "Half Million." It will investigate whether the
breakneck pace of expansion, fueled by hype and political tailwinds, can be sustained
through genuine brand loyalty and operational excellence. And it will critically examine the
policy implications: can this boom be harnessed to promote inclusive rural development,
empower women and youth in the agricultural sector, and build a sustainable coffee
industry that honours both the land and the tradition from which it springs?

In answering these questions, this study will illuminate not just the story of a single
coffee chain, but the larger story of a nation daring to redefine itself, one carefully curated,
deeply symbolic cup at a time.

Methodology

This study employs a qualitative case study approach, utilising document analysis
as its primary method of inquiry to examine the ¥2M Coffee phenomenon within Saudi
Arabia's broader socioeconomic transformation. Following Creswell and Poth's (2018)
framework for qualitative inquiry, this research systematically collected and analysed
diverse documentary sources, including industry reports, market research data, news
articles from regional and international media outlets, United Nations documentation
(particularly UNESCO inscriptions and FAO technical reports), peer-reviewed journals, and
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theoretical literature on cultural diplomacy, soft power, and consumer behaviour. The
document analysis method is particularly suited for Indonesian master's students in Islamic
Banking and Finance as it develops critical analytical skills essential for evaluating how
global economic trends, geopolitical factors, and cultural forces intersect with Islamic
finance principles—such as ethical consumption, social justice, and community
empowerment—in real-world contexts.

Thematic analysis was applied to identify recurring patterns across the data,
including the intersection of state-driven Vision 2030 initiatives, youth culture and social
media dynamics, geopolitical boycott movements, and sustainability considerations in the
coffee supply chain. This methodological approach enables a rich, contextualised
understanding of how a local coffee chain serves as a lens through which to examine broader
questions of national identity formation, soft power projection, and economic
diversification in the contemporary Muslim world, while remaining accessible and
replicable for master's level research where geographical and resource limitations may
constrain primary data collection.

Result and Discussion

Saudi Arabia’s specialty coffee scene has erupted in recent years into a bustling
ecosystem of homegrown cafes and roasteries, fueled by Vision2030-driven investment,
youth culture, and savvy branding. The 2M (Half Million) Coffee chain illustrates this
surge. Launched in 2018 by Saudi entrepreneurs, ¥2M has rapidly grown to dozens of outlets
across Saudi cities and even opened a flagship in London (Al-Kinani, 2024; Saudi Times,
2024). Homegrown chains like ¥2M and Barn’s Café (which has grown from ~130 to 800
stores since 2018) are “selling a lifestyle,” blending Saudi cultural pride with global café
aspirations (Maspul, 2025; Perfect Daily Grind, 2025). Starbucks — despite having 400+ local
outlets by 2023 — has struggled to match this rise (Saudi Gazette, 2024). Saudi youth, over
70% of the population, treat cafes as new social hubs for studying and socialising (Gayatri,
2026). No longer just a drink, coffee in Saudi is a symbol of hospitality, status and modernity,
so much so that UNESCO inscribed Saudi gahwa as Intangible Cultural Heritage (UNESCO

2024).
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Figure 1. A Saudi coffee vendor at an expo displays fresh coffee cherries. Saudi Arabia’s coffee heritage is

strong — UNESCO added gahwa to the Intangible Heritage list as a symbol of hospitality (UNESCO, 2024).

Rapid Growth and Vision 2030 Support

Economically, Saudi’s coffee market is booming. Projections suggest that the number
of branded coffee shops will exceed 5,300 by 2027. In late 2025 the Kingdom already had
~5,130 shops — 46% of all Middle East outlets — making it the regional powerhouse of coffee
consumption (Patel, 2025; Statista, 2024). Vision 2030 has actively nurtured this sector: the
Public Investment Fund (PIF) launched the “Saudi Coffee Company” with USD 319 million
over 10 years to grow the industry from bean to cup. Model farms have been planted in
Jazan, targeting 5 million new coffee trees by 2030 and optimised irrigation (critical in
Saudi’s desert climate). National plans aim to boost domestic coffee output from a few
hundred tonnes to ~2,500 tonnes annually by 2030 (Arab News, 2022; Public Investment
Fund, 2022; Saudi Gazette, 2024). These policies not only diversify agriculture but also build
Saudi’s credibility as a coffee-producing country.

Despite this agricultural focus, the chain-store explosion is driven largely by
branding and sales strategy. Companies like 2M began with tiny capital claims; one
founder joked they started with only 500,000 SAR - about USD 130 — and now survive on
high volume (Great Place to Work Middle East, 2024). They keep prices affordable, even as
they outfit stores in prime malls and cities. This “aspirational accessibility” has won
customers: as one local marketer put it, Half Million’s clientele “are after the lifestyle and
glamour, not so much the taste or quality. If it looks good and tastes OK and is affordable,
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that’s a winning recipe”. In this way %M mirrors fast-growth models (like Blue Bottle or
Dunkin’ in the US) where brand image drives expansion. Importantly, all this is rooted in a
nationalist narrative: Saudis “support local” in part out of cultural pride, so homegrown
chains edge out foreign ones (Almatrudi et al., 2023; Coffee Intelligence, 2024).

Marketing, Social Media and Cultural Appeal

Central to ¥2M’s success is its savvy marketing and design. The brand’s look is sleek
and “Instagrammable”: pastel tumblers (purple-grey or even pink special editions),
aesthetically curated stores, and seasonal promotions. For instance, ¥2M released a limited-
edition pink tumbler for World Heart Day, and online reviews raved on social media about
its accessible prices and style (Al Monajed, 2024). Just as the brand’s name is shorthand for
ambition (“Half Million”), its product design and colour choices have become a fashion
trend.

Social media is the engine. In Saudi Arabia, over 93% of people own smartphones
and more than 80% of internet users engage heavily on Instagram, Snapchat or TikTok.
Cafés compete to be “shareable” content backdrops (Maspul, 2025). ¥2M exploited this by
deploying influencers and viral content: young Saudis showing off lattes in chic ¥2M mugs
became a common sight. Its Instagram and TikTok marketing is relentless, and the chain
even sponsors customer selfies and contests. According to one report, a brand’s survival
now depends on its “algorithmic appeal”. ¥2M riders tap into that, posting new store pics
and limited merch frequently to engage an online audience (Bergen, 2024; Maspul, 2025).

This social-media mania has pros and cons. It has spurred stunning short-term
growth: ¥2M’s follower count soared into six figures, and each new store opening is greeted
with an influencer posting coffee shots. But analysts note the risk of hype burnout. Trends
may fade. For now, though, the buzz is real: it's not unusual to see college students or
mothers in Riyadh snap selfies with their ¥2M cups. Anecdotally, jastip (proxy-buying)
services in Indonesia advertise %2M tumblers, and Umrah visitors bring them home. In
effect, 2M’s branding has transcended borders, appearing in social media feeds of
Indonesian youth and others far from Riyadh. The phenomenon shows how a café can
become a cultural export by design.

Political Context and Boycott Dynamics

The rise of %2M is inseparable from Middle Eastern geopolitical currents. In recent
years, many Muslim-majority countries have staged consumer boycotts against US brands
perceived as pro-Israel. In Indonesia (the world’s largest Muslim nation), a 2023 fatwa
declared it un-Islamic to support Israeli affiliates, and protestors urged boycotts of
Starbucks and McDonald’s (Al Jazeera, 2023). Crowds have indeed thinned at Starbucks
stores. Similarly, in Malaysia, nationwide calls to shun US chains (including Starbucks)
boosted local names like ZUS and Gigi Coffee (Hassan, 2024). In one survey, Malaysian
Starbucks outlets saw ~30% fewer customers after boycott calls (Wibisono, 2025; World
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Coffee Portal, 2026). Indonesian social media likewise flooded with Palestinian-support
emojis, and many urban youth bragged about swapping Starbucks for regional cafes.

Into this void stepped novel alternatives. A Saudi chain like ¥aM — exotic, Middle
Eastern, not American — is culturally acceptable and even desirable. Indonesians returning
from Hajj or Umrah have reportedly been asked to bring ¥2M merch for friends. The allure
is partly patriotic (supporting a Muslim-brand) and partly trendy (it looks novel and stylish).
In the grander view, 2M’s traction can be seen as part of a larger coffee diplomacy: consumers
“voting with their wallets” against one nation’s geopolitical stance, and discovering a new
national brand instead.

I‘ ;
Figure 2. Major trade events fuel Saudi coffee’s momentum. Here, attendees swarm the International Coffee
& Chocolate Exhibition in Riyadh, which in 2025 hosted 300+ brands and ~250,000 visitors (Patel, 2025). Such

expos spread knowledge and raise the global profile of Saudi coffee.

International Relations and Soft Power

The ¥2M story is also one of soft power and cultural diplomacy. Saudi authorities
have framed coffee as part of national identity: the “Year of Saudi Coffee” (2022) campaign
and UNESCO recognition both broadcast a narrative that coffee embodies Saudi hospitality
and heritage (Culinary Arts Commission, 2023; Saudipedia, n.d.). Entrepreneurs implicitly
serve this narrative abroad. Every ¥2M cup in Jakarta or London carries a fragment of Saudi
Arabia’s story — a bit like how Italy or Turkey export national identity through espresso or
Turkish coffee rituals. Scholars note that coffee has become “a quiet, aromatic instrument of
power, trust and survival” in regions like Southeast Asia, where supply chains now shape
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geopolitics (Al Majid, 2024; Gayatri, 2026). Saudi Arabia is playing that card: by growing its
cotfee sector and global chain presence, it exercises cultural influence without overt politics.

At the global policy level, coffee ties touch on trade and sustainability. Saudi Arabia’s
investments (e.g. the Saudi Reef Program) aim to integrate coffee into national agriculture
and boost self-sufficiency, in line with Vision 2030 (Saudi Gazette, 2025). Cooperation with

entities like the UN’s FAO has been reported. This mirrors the approach in producer
countries: Vietnam and Indonesia have likewise treated coffee as a strategic export,
improving traceability and certification to meet global standards. Reliability in the supply
chain has in fact become “the currency” of coffee diplomacy (Maspul, 2025).

Trust is a key theme. Consumers worldwide increasingly expect traceability and
ethics. Saudi brands are beginning to embrace this — for instance, the idea of using
blockchain to track Saudi gahwa beans back to the exact farm (Saudi Food and Drug
Authority, 2024). This enhances quality assurance and buyer confidence. In a fractured
world of trade rules and boycotts, demonstrable trust in sourcing is invaluable. Policies like
the EU’s deforestation-free supply chain rules have forced major coffee nations to adapt (e.g.
many Indonesian co-ops gained organic/Fair Trade certification) (Maspul, 2025). Saudi
Arabia’s coffee strategy will likely need similar rigour to compete globally.

Comparative Cases: Regional Parallels

Saudi’s ¥2M phenomenon has analogies elsewhere. In Malaysia and Indonesia, local
brands have flourished amid geopolitical boycotts: cafes like ZUS, Eight Ounce and
Mukarami gained customers when the locals shunned Starbucks. In Japan, the Luckin coffee
chain (later embroiled in accounting scandals) also grew by undercutting Starbucks on price
and convenience. In Taiwan, specialty tea houses and bubble-tea chains pursued global
expansion through diaspora networks. What these cases share is nationalism in
consumption — local pride boosting homegrown chains.

From a political economy perspective, 2M’s rise reflects the intersection of global
capitalism and cultural identity. Bourdieu’s idea of cultural capital is visible: owning a sleek
1AM tumbler signals a certain status in Riyadh'’s cafe scene. Appadurai’s (1996) glocalisation
also applies: ¥2M imports global minimalist café design but embeds Saudi motifs, creating a
hybrid identity. Soft-power theory (Nye, 2004) suggests such brands are non-state actors
extending the nation’s image. In the lens of international relations, Saudi Arabia’s coffee
push is akin to public diplomacy: it aims not just to sell beans, but to foster goodwill, mutual
curiosity, and trust with global publics through a shared love of coffee.

Coffee Supply Chain and Sustainability

Behind the brand is a supply chain facing 21%-century challenges. Saudi Arabia’s
geographic peculiarity (most coffee was once imported) means its shift toward cultivation
is noteworthy. The southern provinces (Jazan, Asir, Al-Baha) now grow quality Arabica at
high elevations. Precision agriculture is in play: Saudi farmers are experimenting with
climate-adapted varietals and irrigation tech to combat drought (a recent Arab News report
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highlights new disease-resistant coffee strains). The government’s ambitious targets — 1.2
million new trees by 2026, scaling up to 2,500 tonnes annual yield — signal a long-term
commitment to environmental adaptation (Times of India, 2026).

These efforts have dual goals: sustainability and security. Reducing coffee imports
improves food security (a stated Vision2030 goal), while sustainable practices (precision
irrigation, organic methods) meet global buyer demands. Internationally, major markets are
pushing “deforestation-free” policies, so compliant Saudi sourcing can secure export
markets. In sum, ¥2M and peers are embedded in a modern supply chain where traceability,
eco-friendliness, and fair labor are more than PR - they are prerequisites for global trust.
For example, Saudi Reef’s first sub-program explicitly aims to strengthen rural livelihoods
ncome throu

and food security by boosting smallholder i gh coffee.

Figure 3. Most coffee farmers worldwide are smallholders. Here, a farmer in a highland plantation hand-picks ripe
coffee cherries. In Indonesia — the world’s 4th-largest producer — 98% of the 11 million coffee farms are just 1-2 hectare
plots. These networks of small farms form the backbone of specialty coffee supply chains, underscoring why rural

development is central to coffee policy.

Cultural and Philosophical Perspectives

This case invites deeper reflection. Coffee isn’t just a trade or taste; it's loaded with
meaning. It punctuates rituals, from the Saudi ritual gahwa to Aussie flat whites in
Melbourne. Specialists speak of a new “emotional economy” of coffee — people drink it for
connection, routine, and identity, not just caffeine (Maspul, 2025; Slow Food, 2025). In Saudi
Arabia’s changing society, cafes have become rare neutral meeting spaces for men and
women alike, students and entrepreneurs. The popularity of ¥2M thus carries a symbolic
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weight: it offers young Saudis a canvas for modern aspirations (social media buzz,
entrepreneurship) while linking to a national heritage.

From a policy theory lens, Saudi’s approach combines developmentalism and soft
power. They are building an industry with subsidies and strategic planning — reminiscent
of how Southeast Asian governments treat staple crops (Maspul, 2025). At the same time,
they leverage culture and brand appeal to extend influence. Balancing these, however,
requires care. A truly sustainable café culture must honour its “quiet communal essence”
rather than just chase viral clicks. This means preserving spaces for genuine conversation
and tradition even as Instagram meets global marketing.

Towards Sustainable, Inclusive Coffee Diplomacy

There is something quietly profound unfolding in the way nations now seek
influence —not through proclamations of power, but through the cultivation of trust, ethics,
and cultural resonance. In the story of Saudi Arabia’s coffee ascent lies a deeper question
for global policymakers: what does it mean to build influence that endures? The answer is
no longer found in scale alone, but in the values embedded within that growth. Coffee, in
this emerging landscape, becomes more than an export or a trend —it becomes a test of
credibility.

Sustainability sits at the heart of that test. In an era marked by climate volatility and
ecological strain, the legitimacy of any agricultural expansion rests on its environmental
conscience. Saudi Arabia’s ambitions to scale coffee production—from a few hundred
tonnes to thousands annually—carry not only economic promise but ecological
responsibility. Water stewardship in arid landscapes, the adoption of organic and
regenerative farming, and the pursuit of carbon-neutral processing are no longer optional
embellishments; they are the price of entry into a global market increasingly shaped by
ethical consumption. International frameworks, from the FAO’s sustainability benchmarks
to evolving European import regulations on deforestation-free supply chains, are reshaping
expectations. To align with these standards is to signal seriousness —not only about trade,
but about shared planetary futures.

Yet sustainability without inclusion risks becoming a hollow achievement. The global
coffee economy has long been sustained by smallholder farmers, whose labour underpins
an industry worth over USD 100 billion globally, yet who often capture only a fraction of its
value. Saudi Arabia’s emergence as both a producer and a cultural exporter presents an
opportunity to reimagine this imbalance. Investment in local highland regions such as Jazan
and Asir must be matched by fair partnerships abroad, particularly with traditional coffee-
producing nations in Southeast Asia and Africa.

Models of equitable contracting, knowledge exchange, and long-term purchasing
agreements could transform supply chains from transactional pathways into enduring
alliances. Within the Kingdom, the emphasis on female entrepreneurship under Vision 2030
offers another vital dimension—embedding gender equity into the very fabric of this new
industry, ensuring that growth is not only visible, but genuinely shared.
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Cultural diplomacy, too, demands a more intentional architecture. The global success
of brands like ¥2M Coffee hints at an untapped reservoir of soft power, where identity is
conveyed not through rhetoric but through experience. A cup of Saudi coffee served in
Jakarta, London, or Kuala Lumpur carries with it a story —of desert landscapes, of centuries-
old rituals, of a society in transformation.

The question is whether that story is left to chance or carefully curated. Embassies,
cultural missions, and international partnerships could elevate coffee into a formal
instrument of diplomacy, hosting tastings, festivals, and exchanges that connect producers,
baristas, and consumers across borders. In this sense, the humble dallah becomes not merely
a vessel, but a symbol—of hospitality extended beyond geography, of narratives shared
rather than imposed.

Still, the pursuit of global reach brings with it a subtle risk: the erosion of
distinctiveness. As Saudi coffee brands adopt the visual language of global café culture —
minimalist interiors, pastel palettes, algorithm-friendly aesthetics—there is a danger of
blending into the very sameness that globalisation often produces. Authenticity, once
diluted, is difficult to reclaim. The enduring strength of Saudi coffee lies in its specificity:
the cardamom-infused aroma, the ritual of serving, the cadence of conversation it invites.
Preserving these elements is not an exercise in nostalgia, but a strategic imperative.

Other nations have navigated this terrain with care—Tiirkiye safeguarding its
Ottoman coffee heritage through UNESCO recognition, Indonesia elevating its regional
varietals as markers of identity. The lesson is clear: global appeal need not come at the
expense of cultural depth.

Economic inclusivity, meanwhile, remains the quiet determinant of long-term
legitimacy. The rapid proliferation of cafés—projected to exceed 5,300 outlets in Saudi
Arabia by 2027 —signals vibrancy, but also raises questions of concentration and access.
Without deliberate policy intervention, growth risks clustering in affluent urban centres,
reinforcing existing inequalities. A more balanced approach would extend opportunity into
underserved regions, where cafés can serve not only as commercial ventures but as social
infrastructure.

Financial mechanisms—grants, microloans, and accessible credit—must reach
beyond established players to nurture genuine entrepreneurship. Equally important is the
provision of technical training, from barista skills to digital marketing, equipping a new
generation to participate meaningfully in this evolving economy.

What emerges from these intertwined priorities is a vision of coffee not merely as a
commodity, but as a conduit—linking environmental stewardship, social equity, and
cultural expression. In a world increasingly defined by fragmentation, such conduits carry
particular weight. Consumers, especially younger generations, are no longer passive
participants in markets; they are active arbiters of value, aligning their choices with their
beliefs. The decision to purchase a particular brand of coffee can reflect concerns about
climate change, labour conditions, or geopolitical alignment. Trust, once peripheral, has
become central.
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For Saudi Arabia, the stakes are both national and global. The Kingdom’s coffee
strategy, underpinned by substantial public investment and cultural ambition, offers a rare
opportunity to set a benchmark —to demonstrate that rapid economic diversification can
proceed without sacrificing ethics or identity. Success would not simply be measured in
export volumes or market share, but in the strength of relationships forged along the way:
between farmer and buyer, between culture and consumer, between nation and world.

In this unfolding narrative, coffee diplomacy reveals itself as something far more
intricate than branding. It is an exercise in balance —between growth and responsibility,
between modernity and tradition, between ambition and authenticity. And within that
balance lies its quiet power. As cups are raised in cities far from the mountains of Jazan,
what is being exchanged is not only flavour, but a sense of connection. Sustaining that
connection will depend not on the novelty of the moment, but on the integrity of the journey.

Moreover, the rise of 2M Coffee embodies a new chapter in Saudi Arabia’s story: one
where economic diversification, youth-driven innovation, and soft power converge over a
humble cup of coffee. It shows how a local brand can become a global ambassador, shaping
narratives about a nation. The road ahead will require balancing profit with principle — from
farm sustainability to inclusive growth — but the potential is extraordinary. In the great café
of world commerce, Saudi Arabia has staked its place, one carefully brewed gahwa at a time.

Conclusion

The 2M Coffee phenomenon transcends commercial success to reveal a fundamental
reconfiguration of how nations project influence in the twenty-first century. This study has
demonstrated that 2M operates simultaneously as an economic enterprise, a cultural
symbol, and a geopolitical instrument—riding the twin currents of state-directed Vision
2030 investment and grassroots consumer boycotts to achieve what traditional diplomacy
cannot: voluntary, everyday alignment with Saudi identity. Yet this very convergence
generates inherent tensions.

The brand’s reliance on algorithm-driven aesthetics and political tailwinds risks
shallow loyalty, while rapid expansion threatens to dilute the authentic gahwa heritage upon
which its legitimacy partially rests. Saudi Arabia’s coffee moment is real, but its durability
depends on translating hype into genuine trust—through supply chain transparency,
environmental stewardship in arid landscapes, and inclusive rural development that
empowers smallholder farmers and women entrepreneurs. Without these anchors, %2M
risks becoming a fleeting emblem of a moment rather than an enduring pillar of a nation’s
soft power architecture.

Future research should pursue longitudinal studies across Saudi Arabia, Indonesia,
and Malaysia to test whether boycott-driven loyalty persists beyond geopolitical crises,
comparative analyses pitting .M against homegrown chains (Barn’s, ZUS) and Western
incumbents (Starbucks) to isolate drivers of market share, supply chain ethnographies
tracing 2M’s beans from Jazan to Riyadh—examining labour, water use, and farmer
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livelihoods against Vision 2030’s inclusivity goals, and theoretical work conceptualising
“algorithmic authenticity” as digitally native heritage brands navigate global scalability
versus local distinctiveness.
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