
5 Musts for Building the Perfect Nonprofit Coffee Shop 
 
Starting a nonprofit coffee shop does not (should not) mean you can’t make money. In today’s 
cultural climate, opening a coffee shop that serves both a mission and a bottom line, might be the 
only way to truly make a difference in your local community. Gone are the days when starting a 
business and serving a quality product was enough, especially, in the specialty coffee industry. 
Coffee drinkers are looking for more than a delicious pour-over menu and artisanal grain bowl; 
they are looking for a cafe where their money makes a difference.  
 
The specialty coffee industry holds a unique position in the larger economic development of a 
neighborhood. The cafe is, and always should be, an inclusive space where people feel safe and 
welcome. Inherently, it is a “third place,” a place outside of one’s home or work where they feel a 
sense of belonging. It is a place to be known and to be accepted. The responsibility of the coffee 
shop extends further than serving customers, it is called to create a community.  
 
From supporting farmers at origin to taking an active role in advocating for underserved groups in 
the community, a new wave (if you want to call it) of socially aware coffee shops are on the rise and 
taking a stance (read: Red Bay Coffee: Building for the Future (And Beyond) for more on this trend). 
Among the ranks of cafes making a difference, is the not-so-traditional nonprofit business model. 
Leading with a mission, the nonprofit cafe starts with a purpose and follows with a product.  
 
Often it is the case that well-intentioned nonprofits (read: churches, community organizations, and 
high school groups) open a coffee shop because they see its ability to impact and strengthen a 
community, but have little to no experience in the industry. So when they turn on the open sign, 
brew up a batch of coffee, and no one shows up, they are confused. Running a coffee shop isn’t that 
complicated, right? Wrong. 
 
Operating a cafe is much more than brewing coffee and making fancy squiggle lines in a latte. It is a 
complicated business. However, the reason these socially conscious cafes are not succeeding is 
simple: their coffee tastes bad and their pastries are stale. Their business model was based on the 
assumption that because they knew how to create a community, they could develop a thriving 
coffee shop. Unfortunately, it isn’t that easy.  
 
When coffee-drinkers are presented with the option to grab a coffee at the well-respected roastery 
down the street or the community cafe that serves Costco Sumatra, the high-end shop is going to 
win out more often than not. That is because coffee drinkers want (and are coming to expect) both a 
quality product as well as a compelling mission to put their money towards.  
 
If you are a non-profit looking to open a coffee shop, below are five key steps to consider before 
turning the lights on at your new cafe.  
 
 

https://sprudge.com/red-bay-coffee-building-for-the-future-in-oakland-and-beyond-135899.html


1. Find the perfect partner. Reach out to an expert in the specialty coffee industry and ask 
them to consult or partner with you on the project. It will save you time and money.  

2. Focus on quality. Learn about the industry and what it means to serve a quality product. It 
is not about writing up a trendy menu. Look for a local or national coffee roaster that can 
support the needs of your coffee shop.  

3. Lead with hospitality. At the end of the day, people come through your doors because of 
your mission, but they will come back because they enjoyed the hospitality. Take time to 
train your team about what real hospitality looks and feels like to a customer.  

4. Create an experience. Build a coffee shop you want to be a regular at. If you don’t want to 
buy your morning coffee there or host your afternoon meetings in the space, something 
went wrong. Be honest. Do you want to be there?  

5. Ask the people what they want. A coffee shop is a local business that serves the people 
who live directly around it. Don’t forget to do some research and ask the neighborhood 
what they want. If you win them over, you’ll have a steady revenue source from day one.  
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