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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Coffee has been consumed by humans for  an extensive per iod of  t ime 
and to th is  day,  remains one of  the most popular  beverages global ly.  Due 
to coffee’s prominence and history,  researchers have invest igated the 
benef i ts  and r isks of  coffee consumption.  Al though coffee consumption 
provides a number of  researched health benef i ts ,  studies have also 
highl ighted potent ia l  r isks stemming from i ts  bioact ive components 
such as caf feine and explored their  impact  on the human body.  This 
report  provides a summary of  invest igated benef i ts  and r isks associated 
with coffee and caffeine consumption.  Type 2 Diabetes,  Cardiovascular 
Disease and Alzhemeir ’s  Disease are three major  areas of  focus.

Decaf fe inated cof fee is  consumed as  a  cof fee a l ternat ive,  par t icu lar 
for  ind iv iduals  concerned wi th  caf fe ine’s  heal th  impacts .  Th is  repor t 
wi l l  d iscuss  the four  common commerc ia l  methods of  decaf fe inat ing 
cof fee and the i r  assoc iated benef i ts  and r isks .  So lvent -based methods 
are s t i l l  the most  preva lent  method due to  the i r  low cost  and ease of 
use.  Swiss  water  decaf fe inat ion is  increas ing in  popular i ty,  par t icu lar ly 
wi th in  the organic  segment  but  the increased costs  remain a  barr ier  for 
widespread adopt ion .

A steadi ly  growing industry ($1 .65B with a projected Compound annual 
growth rate (CAGR) of  5-7% in the next  decade) ,  the decaf  coffee market 
has several  major  players that  dominate in terms of  market  share.  A 
sect ion of  the report  wi l l  d iscuss the state of  the market ,  the compet i tors 
as wel l  as the r ivals  that  new entrants wi l l  have to face.  Al ternat ives 
such as brewed teas,  p lant-based (chicory and dandel ion)  brewed 
coffees,  and adaptogen coffees are explored and discussed as wel l . 
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A l though the decaf  cof fee market  is  square ly  in  a  Red Ocean 
env i ronment ,  there are a  few ident i f ied areas of  opportun i ty.

The c los ing sect ion of  the repor t  d iscusses the avenues that  new 
entrants  can invest igate to  ensure successfu l  ent ry  in to  the market . 
These areas of  opportun i t ies  are  based on observat ions of  the ex is t ing 
compet i t ion as  wel l  as  the ident i f ied cof fee a l ternat ives .  Research 
ind icates  18–24-year -o lds  as  a  potent ia l ly  underserved segment  and 
creat ing product  features  that  target  that  segment  may be benef ic ia l . 
The lack of  creat iv i ty  in  current  decaf  cof fee product  of fer ings a lso 
points  to  a  potent ia l  area to  explore fur ther. 
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BACKGROUND AND DEFINITIONS

The cof fee making process begins  wi th  the Coffea  p lant .  The cherry 
is  harvested,  and the seed is  ext racted.  Th is  seed is  what  the market 
def ines as  the cof fee bean.  There are a  var ie ty  of  methods that  can be 
used to  process the cherry  in to  the dr ied beans ,  and each come wi th  a 
t rade-of f  between f lavor  and ac id i ty.  The dr ied bean is  then c lass i f ied 
as  green cof fee beans ,  which must  be roasted before they can be used 
in  making cof fee.1

Caffeine is  natural ly  found in 28 plants including the Coffea  p lant  and  
i ts  var iants . 

Researchers have conjectured that  caf feine helps the plant  by act ing 
as a natural  pest ic ide due to i ts  toxic i ty  to insects in high volumes. 
Di f ferent  indiv idual  plants contain varying amounts of  caf feine.2 Because 
of  that ,  the average caffeine content  for  a standard port ion of  coffee can 
vary.  According to the US Department of  Agr icul ture (USDA),  the average 
caffeine content  for  100g of  coffee is  40mg.3 

Dr iven by publ ic  concerns regarding the ef fects that  consuming 
caffein may have on health,  cof fee producers developed and marketed 
decaffeinated coffee in an at tempt to retain the taste and benef i ts  of 
coffee.  Ludwig Rosel ius is  credi ted with developing the f i rst  commercial 
decaffeinat ion process in 1905/1906.4,5

The current ,  general  def in i t ion of  decaf  coffee within the US market 
is :  cof fee that  does not  contain (or  contains insigni f icant  amounts) 
of  caf feine.  Al though the federal  government has not  set  required 
caf feinat ion thresholds for  decaf  coffee,  the USDA has issued a number 
of  Commercial  I tem Descr ipt ions (CIDs)  for  a var iety of  coffee products 
(Coffee,  Soluble Coffee and Coffee Dr ink Mixes) .  CIDs provide a precise 
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def in i t ion of  a commercial  product  and include test ing detai ls  for 
food safety and qual i ty,  but  are not  commercial  regulat ions set  by the 
government .  Al l  3 CIDs provide detai ls  on the tolerance level  of  caf feine 
for  decaffeinated coffee in i ts  var ious forms:

Decaffeinated Coffee:  Shal l  not  exceed 0.1%6

Soluble Coffee ( Instant Coffee) :  Shal l  not  exceed 0.3%7

Unflavored and Flavored Coffee Mix:  Shal l  not  be greater  than 0.07%8

Methodologies for  Decaffeinating Coffee

There are current ly  four common methods to commercial ly  remove the 
caf feine f rom coffee.  Al l  methods decaffeinate the green coffee beans 
before i t  goes through the roast ing process;  decaffeinat ing the coffee 
af ter  roast ing and processing has a substant ia l  impact  on the taste of 
the coffee.13

Solvent-based Methods

The f i rs t  two methods ut i l i ze  chemica l  so lvents  to  remove the 
caf fe ine.  The d i rect  method begins  wi th  a  s teaming of  the green 
beans ,  which opens the pores and a l lows eas ier  in teract ion wi th  the 
so lvent .  A l though a  var ie ty  of  so lvents  have been commerc ia l ly  used, 
the two most  used ones are methy lene ch lor ide and ethy l  acetate. 
The Food and Drug Admin is t ra t ion (FDA)  has approved the usage 
of  methy lene ch lor ide as  a  decaf fe inat ion agent  as  long as  i t  does 
not  exceed a  par ts  per  mi l l ion (ppm)  of  0.001%.  The beans are then 
soaked in  the so lvent  for  severa l  hours .  The caf fe ine is  absorbed by 
b inding to  the so lvent .  Af ter  the soaking is  complete,  the beans are 
r insed and s teamed again  to  remove remnants  of  the so lvent  in  the 
bean.14,15
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The second method also ut i l izes solvents ,  but  in an indirect  manner. 
The process begins by soaking the green beans in near-boi l ing water 
for  a per iod of  up to 10 hours.  This draws out  key components of  the 
coffee including caf feine,  oi ls  and micronutr ients that  impact  coffee 
f lavor.  The green beans are taken out  of  the mixture,  and solvents 
are introduced into the l iquid which again bond with the caf feine. 
This mixture is  steamed and due to the solvent ’s  lower boi l ing point 
(as compared to water ) ,  i t  evaporates with the bonded caffeine whi le 
leaving the oi ls  and micronutr ients .  The green beans are reintroduced 
into th is  l iquid to absorb what is  lef t .15

Both above methods have raised safety concerns due to the nature 
of  the chemicals used.  In the direct  method,  the steaming helps 
to remove solvents that  were introduced in the caf feine extract ion 
process,  but  remnants may remain.  This concern is  mit igated,  however, 
by the coffee roast ing process,  which adds another layer of  protect ion 
for  consumers.  Since the solvent ’s  boi l ing point  is  much lower than 
the commercial  roast ing temperature of  coffee beans,  any remaining 
solvents would be removed from the heat .16

Swiss Water Method

The third method is  commonly known as the Swiss Water Method.  This 
process does not  use solvents and instead ut i l izes act ivated charcoal 
f i l ters and temperature- induced caffeine extract ion.  L ike the indirect 
method,  the green beans are soaked in near-boi l ing water to extract 
the caf feine,  oi ls  and micronutr ients .  The green beans are taken out  of 
the mixture and discarded.  This lef tover solut ion (cal led Green Coffee 
Extract ,  or  GCE) is  then passed through an act ivated charcoal  f i l ter, 
which removes the caf feine but  leaves the rest  of  the l iquid intact .  A 
new batch of  green beans are introduced to the l iquid.  Since the GCE 
already contains al l  the non-caffeine elements,  i t  wi l l  only extract  the 
caf feine f rom this  new batch of  beans and render i t  99.99% caffeine 
f ree.  The GCE can also be used mult ip le t imes before replacement or 
replenishment is  required.13,15
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Carbon Dioxide (CO2) Method

The last  common method is  the Carbon Dioxide (CO2) process.  This 
process is  bui l t  around CO2 in i ts  supercr i t ical  state,  where i t  can act 
as a solvent  and select ively extract  caf feine.  This is  done by increasing 
the CO2’s temperature and pressure to i ts  cr i t ical  point .  The process 
begins in the same way – i t  is  f i rst  steamed to increase porosi ty  and 
al low caffeine to be extracted.  The supercr i t ical  CO2 is  then introduced 
into the system which extracts the caf feine f rom the green beans.  A 
l inked storage of  water  draws the caf feine f rom the CO2, a l lowing for 
longer per iods of  caf feine extract ion.15

The Swiss Water and CO2 methods come with s igni f icant  benef i ts , 
most ly  in the form of  f lavor retent ion.  Both methods also avoid the 
usage of  chemicals ,  which helps to remove some consumer fears 
around the consumption of  decaf  coffee.16 The major  drawback for 
these two al ternat ive methods is  the increased cost  for  producers. 
Both methods take a much longer per iod of  t ime (24 hours and 
12 hours for  Swiss Water and CO2 methods,  respect ively)  which 
increases product ion costs .  A study conducted in 2017 examined the 
environmental  impact  of  the CO2 method,  and concluded that  there are 
considerable environmental  impacts ,  most ly  f rom the transportat ion and 
steaming stages of  the process.18 The study recommends modif icat ions 
to the process to reduce the environmental  impact .

Emerging decaffeination methods 

To answer  the demand for  a  safe,  eco- f r iendly,  and bet ter - tast ing 
decaf fe inat ion method,  new technologies  adapted to  regular 
caf fe inated beverages are being developed.  An innovat ive product 
commerc ia l ized by the company Decaf ino  uses polymer-conta in ing 
“ tea bags”  act ing as  a  magnet  to  t rap caf fe ine molecules  d i rect ly  
f rom the cup.18B Made f rom food-grade ingredients  that  are  genera l ly 
recognized as  safe  by the FDA,  these composi te  caf fe ine absorbents 
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can remove up ~65-80% of  caf fe ine f rom a cup of  cof fee or  tea in  four 
to  e ight  minutes  wi thout  impact ing the f lavor  of  the beverage. 

Other solut ions aiming to reduce caffeine content  direct ly  f rom the 
Coffea  p lant  are emerging.  This includes the select ion of  natural ly 
low-caffeine var iet ies such as Coffea Laur ina  and Coffea Eugenioides . 
However,  as ment ioned ear l ier  caf feine plays an important  role in the 
plant  defenses implying some yield l imitat ion observed in low-caffeine 
plants .  With the recent advent in genet ic engineer ing,  current  ef forts 
using CRISPR technology focus on the development of  Coffea  p lant 
s i lenced for  their  caf feine-making pathway in the coffee beans without 
af fect ing the leaves to minimize growth perturbat ion.18C,18D Whi le th is 
strategy appears promising,  genet ical ly  engineered coffee may st i l l 
have to overcome publ ic  acceptance barr iers .
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HEALTH IMPACTS OF COFFEE 
AND CAFFEINE

Coffee is  consumed for  a  var ie ty  of  reasons outs ide of  s imply  boost ing 
energy levels  as  a  vessel  for  caf fe ine.  Other  heal th  benef i ts  inc lude a 
potent ia l  reduct ion in  r isk  of  developing Type 2 d iabetes 19,  increased 
protect ion against  bra in  d iseases such as  Alzheimer ’s  and dement ia 20 
as  wel l  as  reduced r isks  of  card iovascular  d iseases 21.  These heal th 
benef i ts  s tem f rom the var ious b ioact ive components  present  wi th in 
cof fee,  namely  caf fe ine,  ch lorogenic  ac id ,  d i terpenes and t r igonel l ine. 25 

For consumers who want to take advantage of  the var ious benef i ts 
associated with coffee but  not  r isk the impact  of  excessive caf feine 
intake,  they can turn to decaffeinated coffee.  An approximate 15% of 
consumers in the US consumed decaffeinated coffee.47  This number 
is  expected to grow, part icular ly  in the special ty  decaf  segment. 
The growth trend indicates an increased interest  and demand in 
decaffeinated coffee.  Health concerns may be a key dr iver  of  th is 
increased interest  and studies have been conducted to invest igate the 
impact  of  caf feine on the human body. 
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HEALTH BENEFITS OF COFFEE 
CONSUMPTION

Type 2 Diabetes (T2D)

Diabetes  i s  becoming  an  inc reas ing ly  common and expens ive  medica l 
i ssue ,  par t i cu la r l y  in  the  US .  Based on  the  Ins t i tu te  o f  A l te rna t ive 
Fu ture ’s  p ro jec t ions  fo r  d iabetes ,  be tween 2015  and  2030 the  number 
o f  Amer icans  w i th  d iabetes  w i l l  g row to  54 .9  mi l l ion  (54% inc rease 
f rom 2015 )  w i th  an  assoc ia ted  cos t  o f  more  than  $622 b i l l ion  by 
2030. 22 Accord ing  to  the  Centers  fo r  D isease  Cont ro l  and  Prevent ion 
(CDC) ,  approx imate ly  90-95% o f  d iabetes  cases  a re  T2D. 23

Wi th  a  g rowing  number  o f  l i ves  a t  r i sk ,  so lu t ions  to  reduce  the  impact 
were  sought  ou t  th rough both  pharmaceut ica l  and  nut r i t iona l  rou tes . 
Due to  the  g loba l ,  w idespread consumpt ion  o f  co f fee ,  researchers 
have  inves t iga ted  the  impact  o f  co f fee  consumpt ion  on  common but 
deb i l i ta t ing  hea l th  i ssues ,  inc lud ing  T2D.  A  meta -ana lys is 24 conducted 
in  2018  aggregated  and  eva lua ted  30 s tud ies  conducted  between 
2002 and 2015  and  found a  30% reduct ion  o f  r i sk  in  deve lop ing 
T2D in  consumers  tha t  were  regu la r  consumers  o f  co f fee .  The  s tudy 
exp lores  a  number  o f  potent ia l  exp lanat ions  fo r  th i s ,  inc lud ing  the 
thermogen ic  and  ant iox ida t i ve  e f fec t  o f  co f fee .

Research into the connect ion between coffee and weight  have 
found evidence that  habitual  consumption leads to increased energy 
expenditure,  enhanced sat iety,  and thus weight- loss.26 This study 
also highl ights potent ia l  heal th r isks of  heavy caf feine consumption, 
part icular ly  for  cardiovascular  heal th and expands on the possibi l i ty  of 
other non-caffeine,  bioact ive compounds such as chlorogenic acid and 
their  impact  on reducing diabetes r isks. 
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Studies  have l inked the reduct ion in  T2D r isks  f rom consumpt ion of 
ant iox idants , 27,28,29 and cof fee in  i ts  var ious forms conta in  some of  the 
h ighest  ant iox idants  wi th in  the beverages category ; 39 a  re la ted s tudy 
a lso found ch lorogenic  ac id  to  be the main  contr ibutor  of  ant iox idants 
wi th in  cof fee. 31 A l though no comprehens ive s tudy has been conducted 
to  measure the impact  of  common decaf  methods on ch lorogenic  ac id 
content ,  a  s tudy 32 found a  3-9% reduct ion in  ch lorogenic  ac id  wi th in 
roasted decaf fe inated cof fee.  In terest ing ly,  i t  repor ted a  17% increase 
in  ch lorogenic  ac id  wi th in  decaf fe inated green cof fee beans .

Cardiovascular Health

In  2016,  121 .5 mi l l ion Americans had some form of  Cardiovascular 
Disease (CVD) and has been the leading cause of  death s ince 1921 . 41 In 
2020,  CVD caused 696,962 deaths.42 Simi lar  to T2D, the importance of 
th is  publ ic  heal th issue has prompted mult ip le studies on the impact  of 
coffee consumption on CVD.

A study publ ished in 2017 concluded a 15% reduct ion in CVD r isk 
in heal thy indiv iduals who habitual ly  consume three to f ive cups of 
coffee a day.43 Potent ia l  causes of  th is  ef fect  are the var ious bioact ive 
components of  coffee that  provide ant ioxidat ive and ant i - inf lammatory 
ef fects and improved insul in sensi t iv i ty. 44 For high-r isk groups such as 
indiv iduals suf fer ing hypertension,  the study caut ions against  habitual , 
heavy consumption of  coffee as i t  was l inked to uncontrol led blood 
pressure.  A separate study supported the ant i - inf lammatory ef fects of 
coffee consumption but  h ighl ights both the ant i  and pro- inf lammatory 
ef fects of  caf feine found in var ious studies.  I t  concludes that  caf feine 
may not  be the component leading to th is  heal th benef i t  of  coffee 
consumption.45

Strokes are another major form of CVD, and a study of 2.4 mil l ion 
part icipants found a 21% reduction in r isk of stroke in coffe consumers.46 
The study highl ights caffeine, diterpene and chlorogenic acid as major 
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contr ibutors to this effect.

Alzheimer’s Disease and Dementia

Alzheimer’s  Disease (AD) is  another growing publ ic  heal th problem 
in the US,  with more than 6.5 mi l l ion recorded cases and upwards of 
$355 bi l l ion spent in 2021 for  pat ient  care.  AD is  predominant ly  present 
in people 65 and older,  account ing for  94% of  recorded cases.34 The 
number of  Americans with AD is  projected to grow to 12.7 mi l l ion by 
2050 (a 95% increase) ,  part icular ly  due to i ts  aging populat ion (25% of 
the US populat ion is  projected to be 65 and older by 2060) . 35 With no 
cure current ly  avai lable for  dement ia ,  researchers have also focused on 
ways to reduce the r isk of  developing AD.

Current  research on the connect ion between coffee consumption and 
r isk for  AD appears conf l icted.36 One study found a 27% reduct ion in AD 
r isk when comparing part ic ipants with the highest  and lowest  coffee 
consumption.36 Another,  demonstrated a protect ive ef fect  of  caf feine 
for  mice with AD.38 Several  studies however show no or  negat ive 
correlat ion between the two and highl ights the di f f icul ty  in associat ing 
speci f ic  bioact ive components of  coffee to their  impact  on the body.37,38 
The consensus is  that  more c l in ical  t r ia ls  are required to conf i rm 
these potent ia l  heal th ef fects .  Reduced r isks of  T2D as wel l  as better 
cardiovascular  heal th could also be potent ia l  explanat ions of  these 
ef fects ,  due to their  impact  on the development of  AD.39,40
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IMPACT OF CAFFEINE

Studies have found evidence for  correlat ion between coffee consumption 
and health benef i ts ,  part icular ly  for  T2D and cardiovascular  heal th. 
These studies were unable to direct ly  at t r ibute these ef fects to caf feine 
and insuff ic ient  evidence exists  to at t r ibute the speci f ic  bioact ive 
components of  coffee to speci f ic  heal th benef i ts .  A number of  publ ished 
studies have also explored the var ious negat ive heal th ef fects l inked to 
caf feine consumption,  in part icular  anxiety,  insomnia,  increased blood 
pressure and potent ia l  for  addict ion.48,49,50

The consensus f rom these studies indicates that  many of  these health 
ef fects are l inked to or  exacerbated by the excessive consumption of 
caf feine.  Research f rom the 1980’s and 1990’s explored caffeine- induced 
anxiety and most l inked heavy consumption of  caf feine to increased 
anxiety and reported that  the benef i ts  of  habitual ,  moderate caf feine 
outweighed the associated r isks.49 More recent studies invest igated the 
impact  of  caf feine consumption on anxiety and depression,  part icular ly 
for  chi ldren and students.51,52,53 In  terms of  anxiety,  the f indings f rom a 
secondary school  in England indicate no posi t ive correlat ion between 
caffeine consumption and increased anxiety.  The report  does highl ight 
heavy caf feine consumption as a predictor  for  h igh anxiety within 
students.  A study of  caf feine consumption’s impact  on depression in 
Korean middle school  students found a connect ion between higher 
caf feine consumption and increased sever i ty  of  depression and anxiety. 
S imi lar ly,  a  study of  caf feine intake’s impact  on mental  heal th in col lege 
students at  F lor ida State Univers i ty  found a posi t ive correlat ion between 
caffeine consumption and both anxiety and depression.  Both studies had 
smal l  sample s izes and cannot def in i t ively prove caffeine to be the cause 
of  anxiety or  depression.
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IMPACT OF DECAFFEINATED COFFEE

A recent report  publ ished in 2020 explored the current  research on 
decaf  coffee intake and highl ighted several  key benef i ts :  
ant i - inf lammatory and ant ioxidants act iv i t ies as wel l  as ant ibacter ia l , 
ant iv i ra l  and ant i fungal  in other components of  coffee.54 In terms of 
the ant ibacter ia l  benef i ts ,  chlorogenic acids are again found to be the 
leading contr ibutor  of  th is  ef fect .  Roasted coffee beans also contain 
another compound cal led melanoidins,  which have been found to have 
natural  ant ibacter ia l  ef fects .55 Both chlorogenic acids and caffeic acid 
(another component commonly found in coffee)  have observed benef i ts 
against  v i ruses such as herpes,  hepat i t is  B v i rus and certa in respiratory 
v i ruses.54,56

Another study comparing the ef fects of  caf feinated and decaffeinated 
coffee consumption also found that  decaf  coffee led to reduce waist 
c i rcumference within part ic ipants .57
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HEALTH IMPACTS: CONCLUSION

Due to  the widespread and habi tua l  consumpt ion of  cof fee g lobal ly, 
mul t ip le  s tudies  have been conducted on i ts  consumpt ion and how i t 
re la tes  to  human heal th .  Speci f ic  s tudies  of  each b ioact ive component 
of  cof fee have a lso been conducted to  explore corre la t ions wi th 
speci f ic  heal th  benef i ts .  Ex is t ing research genera l ly  conc lude that 
moderate,  habi tua l  consumpt ion of  cof fee prov ides heal th  benef i ts  that 
can be assoc iated wi th  caf fe ine,  ch lorogenic  ac ids  or  CA.  A l though no 
def in i t ive  l ink  between caf fe ine consumpt ion and anx iety  or  depress ion 
has been found,  research does point  towards increased r isks  due to 
heavy consumpt ion.

Decaf  coffee has also been found to have many of  the benef i ts 
associated with coffee consumption.  Studies on the impact  of  decaf 
consumption have not  proven s igni f icant  negat ive heal th ef fects . 
Methylene chlor ide,  one of  the two most common solvents used in the 
decaffeinat ion process,  does have harmful  ef fects i f  ingested.58,59 The 
FDA al lows the use of  th is  chemical  for  th is  purpose and have set  a 
required maximum level  of  10 ppm.60 Solvent- f ree methods such as CO2 
and Swiss Water decaffeinat ion el iminate this  concern.
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STATE OF THE MARKET

Market Size and Activity

The global  decaffeinated coffee market  is  valued at  $1 .65B in 2019 
and is  expected to grow at  5-7% CAGR from 2021 to 2031.  The US is 
est imated to hold $433.8M of  that  market . 9,10,11 

Transparency Market Research9

2021 -  2031:  7.9% CAGR

$6.93B in 2021,  $14.8B in 2031

$2.73B in Europe in 2021

Research and Markets10

$1.6B in 2020, $2.4B by 2027

US Market :  $433.8M

2020-2027:  5.8% CAGR

Grand View Research11

$1.65B in 2019,  $2.8B by 2027

2020-2027:  7% CAGR

Raw decaf :  60% of  global  revenues (2019,  $1B)

Roasted:  Expand fastest  CAGR of  8.1% from 2020 to 2027

The market  has observed considerable growth over the last  decade. 
Al though the total  cof fee per capita consumption in the US from 2011-
2020 has remained relat ively consistent  (wi th drops in 2015 and 2016) , 
the decaffeinated coffee per capita consumption f luctuated in the last 
decade,  peaking in 2017 at  0.39 cups per day.12



The Market  for  Decaffeinated Coffee & Coffee Alternat ives  |  19

Market Segmentation and Persona

Based on an onl ine survey conducted by the Nat ional  Coffee 
Associat ion,  Hispanic-Americans are the leading ethnic i ty  for  decaf 
dr inkers,  wi th 12% of  their  coffee consumption being decaf.
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Decaf  coffee consumption for  Caucasian-Americans,  Afr ican Americans 
and Asian-Americans account for  9%, 7% and 6% respect ively.



The Market  for  Decaffeinated Coffee & Coffee Alternat ives  |  21

In terms of  age,  indiv iduals between 18-24 account for  19% of  decaf 
consumers and are the largest  consumer group.11

Art ic les have ci ted the increasing awareness and emphasis on health 
concerns within th is  age group as a leading cause of  decaf  popular i ty 
and growth.  Interest ingly,  in  2020 this  age group accounted for  the 
lowest  total  cof fee per capita consumption,  and only 47% drank coffee. 
This indicates potent ia l  room for  future growth within th is  speci f ic 
segment of  the populat ion.
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Major Players within the Decaf Market

Based on a report  publ ished by Grocery Headquarters in 2017,  the 
leading ground decaf  coffee brands in the US at  the t ime are below:
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The Folger Coffee Co. ,  Starbucks,  Dunkin’Donuts,  Maxwel l  House and 
Peet ’s  Coffee are the top brands within the industry.  Pr ivate label 
products a lso account for  a s igni f icant  18.3% of  the market  share, 
whi le Folger ’s  leads the market  at  27.7%.  Folger ’s  is  a l ready the largest 
vendor of  regular  ground coffee61,  and they have been able to leverage 
that  to dominate the ground decaf  coffee market  as wel l .
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Coffee Alternatives and Other Rivals

With addit ional  scrut iny put  on caf feine and i ts  impact  on the human 
body,  companies have expanded into other a l ternat ives that  provide 
s imi lar  benef i ts  of  coffee.  These include brewed “coffee” a l ternat ives 
that  use other base ingredients ,  such as chicory,  cacao and dandel ion. 
Another popular  category are teas,  part icular ly  matcha and yerba 
mate.  Last ly,  adaptogen coffees combine regular  brewed coffee with 
adaptogens such as ginseng and ashwagandha,  and are increasingly 
popular62 due to addit ional  heal th and energy benef i ts . 

Alternative Brewed Coffees

Chicory,  a plant  within the dandel ion fami ly,  is  a source of  var ious 
nutr ients ,  v i tamins and f iber. 63 Chicory coffee is  made by s imply 
brewing roasted and gr inded chicory root .  A study found evidence 
that  suggest  certa in benef i ts  of  chicory roots for  gut  heal th and 
regulat ing blood sugar levels64,  but  more research is  needed to conf i rm 
the ef fects and ident i fy  the root  cause.  Chicory is  a lso caf feine f ree 
and is  thus at t ract ive for  coffee dr inkers that  want to reduce their 
caf feine consumption.  Last ly,  a  study of  bioact ive components in coffee 
subst i tutes also found potent ia l ly  toxic substances within chicory that 
could t r igger a l lergic react ions i f  consumed.63,65 Closely related to 
th is  is  dandel ion coffee and i t  is  a lso brewed using the roasted and 
gr inded plant  root .  I ts  popular i ty  stems from i ts  c loseness in terms of 
color  and f lavor to coffee,  as wel l  as benef i ts  very s imi lar  to chicory.66 
Dandel ion also contains bioact ive components such as caf feic acid and 
chlorogenic acid,  which were both discussed as potent ia l  causes of 
var ious heal th benef i ts  of  coffee. 
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Popular  brands such as Dandy Blend  combine these two roots ,  as wel l 
as sugar beetroot ,  bar ley and rye to create a strong coffee subst i tute.68 
A study publ ished in 2014 explored the acceptabi l i ty  of  dandel ion 
brewed coffee and tea in Egypt and conducted a panel ist  taste test ing 
exper iment .  I t  found that  dandel ion roots mixed with l ight  Arabic 
coffee or  instant  coffee were most highly received and dandel ion roots 
that  were s imply brewed with water were the least  preferred.69 This 
suggests the importance of  combining these roots with a var iety of 
other ingredients to improve taste and acceptabi l i ty. 

Brewed cacao is  another coffee al ternat ive with var ious s imi lar i t ies 
in terms of  appearance and taste to coffee.  The process of  making 
brewed cacao is  ident ical  to coffee -  the cacao bean is  roasted and 
grounded before i t  is  brewed.70 The brew is  normal ly  made using a 
French press or  v ia cold immersion to create a cold brew. The cacao 
i tsel f  contains ant ioxidants ,  i ron as wel l  as theobromine,  a st imulant 
that  is  plent i fu l  in  cacao but  not  in coffee.71,72,73

Brewed Teas

Teas are another vast ly  popular  beverage that  share some benef i ts  to 
coffee.  Due to i ts  long associat ion and history,  a wealth of  research 
exists  on the health benef i ts  of  tea consumption.  Because of  i ts  h igh 
polyphenol  content  and thus r ich amounts of  ant ioxidants ,  i t  has also 
been reported to reduce the r isk of  T2D and cardiovascular  disease 
and certa in cancers,  as wel l  as improved metabol ic  heal th.74,75
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Matcha tea is  f requent ly  highl ighted as one of  the best  teas to 
consume for  i ts  heal th benef i ts .  Al though i t  comes from the same 
plant  as regular  green tea,  the ent i re leaf  is  ground up and used 
to brew the tea.  The end resul t  is  a tea that  contains even higher 
levels of  ant ioxidants and bioact ive compounds.76 Many of  the health 
r isks associated with consumption of  tea ar ise f rom the same r isks 
previously associated with caf feine.77 The tea var iety and preparat ion 
method impact  the caf feine content ,  but  in general  caf feine content  for 
a l l  forms of  coffee are higher than that  of  brewed tea.  The table below 
compares the two beverages in i ts  var ious forms:

Coffee drinks Size in oz (mL) Caffeine (mg)

Brewed 8 (237) 96

Brewed,  decaf 8 (237) 2

Espresso 1 (30) 64

Espresso,  decaf 1  (30) 0

Instant 8 (237) 62

Instant ,  decaf 8 (237) 2

Teas Size in oz (mL) Caffeine (mg)

Brewed black 8 (237) 47

Brewed black,  decaf 8 (237) 2

Brewed Green 8 (237) 28

Ready to dr ink,  bott led 8 (237) 19
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Yerba mate,  a plant  nat ive to South America,  is  another tea that  has 
been growing in popular i ty,  due to i ts  energy providing benef i ts  as 
wel l  as the associated brewed tea heal th benef i ts .  The yerba mate 
industry is  expected to grow to $316.12 mi l l ion by 2025,  with a CAGR of 
4.50% between 2021-2025.  Argent ina,  Brazi l ,  Uruguay and other South 
American countr ies are expected to contr ibute 72% of  the growth.78 
Guayaki  is  the leading yerba mate brand in the US,  owning 65% of 
the market  share for  North America79 in 2005,  and had sales revenue 
of  $27 mi l l ion in 2014.80 The company sel ls  both yerba mate in i ts  tea 
leaf  form, as wel l  as canned carbonated yerba mate dr inks and energy 
dr inks.  These three product  categor ies remain as the dominant form of 
yerba mate beverages on the market . 81

A study publ ished in 2021 explored the benef i ts  and r isks of  yerba 
mate and concludes the ant ioxidant ,  ant i - inf lammatory,  ant i  cancer 
ef fects ,  as wel l  as reduced r isks of  cardiovascular  disease.82

Adaptogen Coffees

Adaptogens are classif ied as plants and fungi that provide health 
benefits to humans by increasing resistance and speeding up adaptation 
to stress.83 Adaptogens have been consumed for an extended period of 
t ime in various parts of the world, part icularly in East and South Asian 
tradit ions.84 Popular examples of adaptogens included ginseng and holy 
basi l .  Due to i ts long history and prevalence, studies have looked into 
health impacts of adaptogens such as ginseng and have been able to 
conclusively l ink their consumption to increased resistance to stress 
in humans.84,85 They also act as regulators and help the body return to 
proper immune responses. Other studies have highl ighted reduced r isks 
for CVD and inf lammatory diseases. Adaptogen coffees are made by 
combining adaptogens with brewed coffee and provide benefits from 
both beverages, and certain adaptogens have been shown to regulate 
the impact of caffeine on part icipants.86



The Market  for  Decaffeinated Coffee & Coffee Alternat ives  |  28

Three major  downsides have been ident i f ied for  adaptogens;  the f i rst 
is  the increased cost  compared to regular  coffee.  A quick comparison 
of  top ground coffees and top ground adaptogen coffees on Amazon 
showed the cost  per ounce is  s igni f icant ly  h igher,  wi th regular  ground 
coffee averaging $0.59 per ounce and adaptogen coffees averaging 
$2.35 per ounce.

Secondly,  there are also concerns regarding the regulat ion and safety 
of  adaptogens.  Since they are not  regulated as a drug for  safety or 
ef f icacy,  i t  may be di f f icul t  to ensure consistent  qual i ty  and safety 
for  consumers.  Last ly,  addit ional  research needs to be conducted to 
conf i rm and add evidence to the benef i ts  associated with adaptogens.
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CLOSING SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Coffee wi l l  cont inue to be one of  the major  beverages consumed 
global ly  by consumers pr imar i ly  due to i ts  energy-boost ing propert ies, 
as wel l  as the associated health benef i ts .  Al though there is  a body 
of  evidence that  suggests potent ia l  negat ive heal th impacts f rom the 
consumption of  caf feine,  part icular ly  in cases of  heavy consumption, 
there is  current ly  insuff ic ient  evidence to conclusively make that  c la im. 
With that  said,  consumers have started to explore coffee al ternat ives 
that  do not  contain caf feine and the market  has seen increased demand 
for  these beverages.  Many of  these al ternat ives contain the same health 
benef i ts  that  coffee provides. 

The decaf  coffee market  cont inues to grow, part icular ly  within the 
18-24 age range.  Evidence suggests th is  t rend stems from a more 
health conscious populat ion who are increasingly careful  wi th their 
consumption of  caf feine.  Research also indicates that  the major i ty  of 
heal th benef i ts  of  coffee remain af ter  the decaffeinat ion process.  The 
decaffeinat ion method makes an impact  on the taste and potent ia l 
heal th r isks of  the coffee and methods such as the CO2 and Swiss water 
methods al leviate many of  these drawbacks at  the cost  of  increased 
product ion expenses.  The popular i ty  of  the discussed coffee al ternat ives 
may force companies to use these more expensive methods to ensure 
minimal  reduct ion in taste and health benef i ts  f rom consumption.

New entrants into the decaf  market  wi l l  be facing a steep,  uphi l l  batt le. 
They are enter ing a steadi ly  growing,  yet  saturated market  where major 
players have had a long-standing dominance of  market  share. 
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Developed partnerships in transportat ion, production and distr ibution 
of these players al low them to take advantage of economies of scale 
that smaller entrants may not have. The current supply chain issues 
plaguing global logist ics and transportat ion wil l  exacerbate this situation 
and increase startup and setup costs for small-scale new entrants.  Rival 
products,  in part icular adaptogen-based beverages, wi l l  also need to be 
careful ly considered and their associated health benefits researched. New 
decaf coffee products wil l  have to showcase their superior value in terms 
of health benefits or price when compared to these growing alternatives.

With that  in mind,  there are a few areas of  opportuni ty within th is 
market :  a l l  of  the popular  decaf  coffee products are s imply decaffeinated 
vers ions of  f lagship coffee beans (such as Starbucks’  house blend,  or 
Folgers’  c lassic )  instead of  special ty  beans grown speci f ical ly  for  decaf 
purposes.  In addit ion,  companies st i l l  tend to use solvent-based methods 
to decaffeinate their  coffee beans (Folgers uses ethyl  acetate for  their 
Classic Decaf  Ground Coffee whi le Starbucks’  uses methylene chlor ide 
for  the major i ty  of  their  decaf  coffee)  which not  only retains the health 
r isk associated with the solvents ,  but  a lso created coffee with subpar 
tastes.  New entrants should invest igate both of  these areas further.

Secondly,  previously c i ted research showed a potent ia l ly  underserved 
market  for  decaf  coffee:  18-24 year olds.  Current  of fer ings f rom major 
decaf  brands general ly  have dated packaging and design ( in part icular 
Maxwel l  House and Folgers) .  The growing popular i ty  of  smal l -scale, 
pr ivate label  coffee brands indicate consumers’  interest  and wi l l ingness 
to purchase them for  a var iety of  social ,  f inancial  or  environmental 
reasons.  A cursory look at  popular  pr ivate label  coffee brands show 
packaging that  is  s leeker,  more modern and minimal ist ic .  The market ing 
aspect  is  another area of  considerat ion and potent ia l  d i f ferent iat ion for 
new entrants to ser iously consider.
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Last ly,  new product  of fer ings should also consider combining decaf 
coffee with other mater ia ls  with heal th benef i ts ,  such as adaptogens or 
other herbs and plants discussed above.  Since decaf  coffee is  observed 
to retain many health benef i ts  of  coffee without the r isk of  caf feine 
consumption,  i t  should remain as a base component ;  but  s ince reduced 
taste tends to be a common afteref fect  of  the decaffeinat ion process, 
combining decaf  coffee with natural  f lavor enhancers or  plants may help 
al leviate th is  drawback.  The increased health benef i ts  of  th is  concoct ion 
may also be another product  di f ferent iator.
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