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Executive Summary
This report is a strategic analysis and development plan of Dark Horse Roastery, a small coffee sustainability-based company in Oxfordshire. The company has merged artisanal coffee production with business ethics and the environment, and it runs under the philosophy of People. Planet. Flavour.” Being an expanding SME, it experiences the problems of scaling, financial potential, and the presence on the national market and preserves its initial sustainable principles. The report critically assesses the strategic direction of the company that it currently follows, the situation it faces in the environment, and its competitive position based on such frameworks as SWOT, Value Chain, PESTEL, and Porters Five Forces. The results indicate that the ethical brand personality and the quality of craft of Dark Horse Roastery is highly differentiated, yet its growth is restrained due to the lack of resources and localisation of business. Strategic models such as Ansoff Matrix and Porters Generic strategies were used to solve these problems. The current analysis suggests a differentiation strategy with a combination of product development and market expansion by digital marketing as well as national e-commerce and sustainable product innovation. A RACI-based implementation framework and stakeholder mapping reveal that the collaboration of the owners, suppliers, employees, and local partners are necessary to approach the implementation as feasible. An implementation plan of 18 months has been presented in detail to become more digital, increase offerings, find green financing, and create national partnerships in wholesale. These initiatives are supposed to enhance ethical reputation of the firm, its operational resilience and profitability. In general, Dark Horse Roastery can attain long-term sustainable development through balancing commercial performance with the social and environmental purpose.
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1. Introduction to the Organisation
Dark Horse Roastery is a small, specialty coffee company that is based in Brightwell-cum-Sotwell, Oxfordshire. Founded in 2018 by its founder Emily Stewart, the operation was formed in the year 2014 as an extension of Horsebox Coffee Co., an espresso coffee mobile business, aimed at making quality coffee accessible to the rural population (Dark Horse Roastery, 2025). Since then, the company has grown into a large scale roasting business, providing ethically sourced small-batch beans to retail consumers, local cafes, and hospitality partners throughout the South of England (Independent Oxford, 2024).
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Figure 01. Dark Horse Roastery
The company has freshly roasted coffee beans, barista courses, corporate coffee experiences, and mobile event catering with its lovingly redone horsebox as its core products and services (Dark Horse Roastery, 2025). Its business model is a direct trade sourcing with a dual revenue structure, which is wholesale partnerships and direct-to-consumer e-commerce, which enables flexibility and scalability characteristic of successful small and medium enterprises (Burns, 2022). Through the introduction of digital marketing and subscription, Dark Horse Roastery can use online to create community engagement and brand loyalty (Kotler et al., 2015).
One of the characteristics of the organisation is its sustainability and craftsmanship. Its roastery has a non-emitting infrared roasting process that decreases emissions by almost half as well as compostable packaging to have minimal environmental effects (Dark Horse Roastery, 2025; European Coffee Federation, 2023). Its philosophy, People, Planet, Flavour, fits the general trend of the shift in UK consumer demands to ethically made and locally sourced products (Mintel, 2024). Such combination of environmental sustainability, local authenticity and high quality of goods places Dark Horse Roastery as the unique competitor in the UK specialty coffee market and the bright example of how SME can be made competitive basing on the sustainable differentiation.


2. Appraisal of Current Strategic Direction
The strategic direction of Dark Horse Roastery has a high level of correspondence of ethical values with sustainability and business performance. Its mission clearly states:
To source, roast and sell a sustainable, high-quality coffee ethically and give all the contributors their fair share as well as reduce the negative effects on the environment through responsible practices.
The strategy is shown to be both socially equitable and steward of the environment, which is in line with the idea of the Triple Bottom Line approach by Elkington (1999) to balance people, planet, and profit.
The vision of the company is also inspirational:
Making a good positive change by learning the diversity of coffee, inspiring people and making communities richer with ethical business activities and a common passion towards coffee.
This is in line with the framework of shared-value by Porter and Kramer (2011), which balances between social good and corporate good.
[image: ]
Figure 02. Brand’s Ethos
The brand’s ethos — “People. Planet. Flavour.” — embodies this synergy, reinforcing its identity as both a sustainable enterprise and a lifestyle-driven brand (Independent Oxford, 2024).
Dark Horse Roastery’s current strategic objectives can be summarised as follows:
· Operational sustainability: Reduce emissions by 50 per cent using eco-efficient Diedrich infrared roasters.
· Sustainable sourcing: Maintain direct-trade partnerships with certified smallholder cooperatives and pay fair-trade premiums.
· Circular packaging: Continue utilising 100 per cent compostable and plastic-free materials to reduce waste.
· Market diversification: Expand e-commerce sales and subscription models to reach national customers.
· Community engagement: Deliver barista training, educational workshops, and experiential events to strengthen local ties.
· Brand collaboration: Partner with regional cafés and farm shops for wholesale growth and co-branding initiatives (Dark Horse Roastery, 2025; European Coffee Federation, 2023).
Although there is a consistent ethical orientation, there exist loopholes in formal strategic planning. This might limit accountability and long-term assessments due to the lack of reported SMART goals or quantifiable KPIs (Whittington et al., 2019). Moreover, sustainability-oriented operations may upsurge the costs and would not be scalable to larger competitors who utilize the economies of scale (Grant, 2021).
The strategy of Dark Horse Roastery is already a successful way of balancing sustainability and commercial purpose, but its codification with mission, vision, and measurable objectives would contribute to the improvement of internal balance, resource efficiency, and competitive advantage in the long term (Barney et al., 2021).
3. Environmental Scan and Competitive Positioning
The overall analysis of the environment enables an organisation to realise how internal resources and weaknesses interact with the external opportunities and threats to formulate competitive advantage (Whittington et al., 2019). In the case of the small, sustainability-focused SME like Dark Horse Roastery, this two-fold analysis is needed to ensure that the ethical mission of the company is aligned to market forces in the ever-expanding specialty coffee market in the UK.
3.1 Internal Environment
SWOT Analysis
The following SWOT table summaries Dark Horse Roastery’s key internal strengths and weaknesses alongside external opportunities and threats influencing its strategy:












Table 1: SWOT Analysis of Dark Horse Roastery’s 
	Strengths
	Weaknesses

	· Strong ethical brand identity and transparent sourcing practices (Dark Horse Roastery, 2025).
	· Limited scalability due to small production capacity and financial resources (Grant, 2021).

	· Distinctive product quality with small-batch roasting and diverse blends (Mintel, 2024).
	· Limited national visibility and brand recognition outside Oxfordshire (Kotler et al., 2015).

	· Deep community engagement through local partnerships and barista training (Independent Oxford, 2024).
	· Absence of formal strategic documentation and measurable performance objectives (Porter et al., 2007).

	Opportunities
	Threats

	· Expanding demand for ethically sourced coffee and traceable products (Statista, 2024).
	· Highly competitive market with similar ethical claims from larger roasters (Euromonitor, 2024).

	· Growth in e-commerce and subscription models post-pandemic (Burns, 2022).
	· Economic volatility and inflation affecting consumer purchasing power (ONS, 2024).

	· Collaboration with independent cafés and farm shops for distribution expansion.
	· Climate change threatening supply stability and crop yields (European Coffee Federation, 2023).



Overall, the SWOT analysis highlights that Dark Horse’s authenticity and sustainability create differentiation, yet limited scale and low visibility may restrict long-term competitiveness unless digital and operational capacities are strengthened.
Value Chain Analysis
According to Porter (2008), value is created when each business activity contributes to differentiation or cost efficiency. 
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Figure 03. Value Chain Analysis
Dark Horse Roastery’s value chain is built on ethical procurement, sustainable operations, and customer experience enhancement.
· Inbound logistics: Direct trading with smallholders cooperatives is the way to be transparent and offer fair prices.
· Operations: Infrared Diedrich ovens cut down on emission by half and incorporate sustainability in the manufacturing (Dark Horse Roastery, 2025).
· Outbound logistics: Local deliveries use reusable tubs and carbon-neutral couriers, reinforcing environmental responsibility (DEFRA, 2025).
· Marketing and sales: Digital storytelling promotes authenticity and customer loyalty (Mandung, 2025).
· Service: The community connection and post purchase value are produced by training programmes and tasting experiences (Pine and Gilmore, 2011).
Collectively, these activities reinforce Dark Horse’s position as a focused differentiator through sustainability and craftsmanship rather than price competition.
3.2 External Environment
It is important to note that the external environment of SMEs is exposed to external shocks because SMEs have limited resources and rely on suppliers (Porter et al., 2007).
PESTEL Analysis
A PESTEL analysis therefore provides insights into macro-environmental factors shaping the firm’s strategic context.








Table 2: PESTEL Analysis of Macro-Environmental Factors Affecting Dark Horse Roastery
	Factor
	Impact on Dark Horse Roastery

	Political
	UK government incentives for sustainable SMEs support growth, but post-Brexit trade barriers raise import costs for green coffee (HM Treasury, 2025).

	Economic
	Inflation and rising energy prices increase costs, while premiumisation trends sustain specialty coffee demand (Statista, 2024).

	Social
	Ethical consumerism and “coffee culture” among younger demographics drive loyalty to sustainable, local brands (Mintel, 2024).

	Technological
	Advancements in roasting efficiency and digital marketing enhance competitiveness, though high adoption costs challenge SMEs (Movahed et al., 2024).

	Environmental
	Climate change affects coffee supply; eco-packaging and carbon-neutral logistics mitigate ecological risks (European Coffee Federation, 2023).

	Legal
	Compliance with UK food safety and environmental legislation is mandatory and contributes to long-term trust (Food Standards Agency, 2024).



The PESTEL analysis reveals that Dark Horse’s sustainability ethos aligns well with consumer and regulatory expectations, but economic and environmental volatility pose ongoing operational risks.
Porter’s Five Forces Analysis
Applying Porter’s Five Forces (1980) provides insight into the firm’s competitive intensity within the UK specialty coffee sector:
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Figure 04. Porter’s Five Forces
· Industry Rivalry – High: There are a lot of artisan roasters and well-established brands competing in terms of quality and sustainability.
· Threat of New Entrants – Moderate: The barriers to entry are minimal, and the reputation and sourcing experience restrict new entrants (Grant, 2021).
· Supplier Power – Moderate to High: Dependence on smallholder farms makes pricing sensitive to harvest and climate conditions (European Coffee Federation, 2023).
· Buyer Power – High: Consumers have many ethical coffee alternatives; loyalty depends on perceived quality (Kotler et al., 2015).
· Threat of Substitutes – Moderate: Instant and ready-to-drink coffee products present substitutes, though artisanal authenticity maintains niche demand (Mintel, 2024).
3.3 Competitive Positioning
Within the UK’s specialty coffee market, Dark Horse Roastery adopts a focused differentiation strategy—targeting environmentally conscious consumers seeking high-quality, traceable coffee (Porter, 2008). 

[image: ]
Figure 05. Competitive Positioning of Dark Horse Roastery
It focuses on ethical sourcing and local authenticity as its competitive advantage instead of cost leadership. The alignment between operations and the philosophy of People. Planet. Flavour.”, Dark Horse develops relational capital which justifies brand equity in the long run. Nevertheless, to become increasingly national, it is necessary to invest in digital branding, expand wholesale relations, and set specific growth goals (Whittington et al., 2019).
4. Strategic Growth Choices and Sustainable Strategy Proposal
Strategic growth analysis helps organisations to see the direction to take that helps them balance opportunities and resource capability (Whittington et al., 2019). When it is an SME with a sustainability mindset like Dark Horse Roastery, expansion has to be able to maintain its ethical principles and to improve competition. The Ansoff Matrix and PortersGeneric Strategies give a clear guideline on the assessment and choice of a long-term avenue to sustainable growth.
[bookmark: _Hlk211943800]4.1 Ansoff Matrix Analysis
The Ansoff Matrix (1957) outlines four strategic options—market penetration, market development, product development, and diversification. 
[image: ]
Figure 06. Ansoff Matrix
Each is evaluated for Dark Horse’s context:
· Market Penetration: Building the presence in the current regional markets through the expansion of brand awareness and brand loyalty with the help of promotions, loyalty programs, and local partnerships. This is the least risky and appropriate with limited resources of the SMEs (Porter et al., 2007).
· Market Development: Expanding distribution to new UK regions via wholesale contracts with independent cafés, farm shops, and online retailers. Leveraging digital marketing and national e-commerce could extend reach cost-effectively (Kotler et al., 2015).
· Product Development: Introducing complementary offerings such as sustainable coffee pods, cold-brew beverages, or brewing accessories aligns with consumer demand for convenience and innovation (Mintel, 2024).
· Diversification: To move into other unrelated segments such as hospitality or bakery partnership, it would be an investment and a huge risk (Grant, 2021).
A hybrid Market Development + Product Development strategy presents the most long term viable course because resources and brand identity are taken into consideration. It provides it with the latitude to develop in small increments without affecting the artisanal values and the sustainability ethos of Dark Horse.


[bookmark: _Hlk211943907]4.2 Porter’s Generic Strategy
Elementary application of Porters Generic Strategies (1980) will emphasize that already Dark Horse follows the directions of focused differentiation, which is the ethical minded and quality-conscious consumer by focusing on the specifics of sustainability and craftsmanship.
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Figure 07. Porter’s Generic Strategy
This is a sustainable national stance that can be maintained in the scaffolding procedure to highlight competitiveness in the long-run. The high flavour and green environmental value propositions of the company result in brand authenticity, which is difficult to replicate by large players in the mass market (Barney, 1991).
To strengthen this approach, Dark Horse should:
· Invest in digital storytelling and brand transparency to communicate ethical sourcing.
· Enhance customer experiences through barista workshops and “roastery-to-cup” tours.
· Develop subscription models to stabilise revenue and build long-term customer relationships.
· Establish strategic alliances with sustainable cafés or eco-hotels to expand reach (Burns, 2022).
This strategy builds on differentiation through values rather than price competition, aligning with Porter and Kramer’s (2011) shared value concept that integrates social impact with profitability.
4.3 Sustainable Long-Term Strategy
The sustainable growth plan suggested to Dark Horse Roastery is hence Focused Differentiation with Product and Market Development. Such a mixed-method approach is scalable and at the same time authentic. It promotes the mission of the organisation to ethically source and share exceptional coffee and make a positive impact on people and the planet (Dark Horse Roastery, 2025) and uses the environmental sustainability as a strategic benefit.
Through investment in technology, improved digital distribution, and diversification of product lines under one ethical brand, Dark Horse can be able to gain a gradual national expansion without losing its local connection. This type of alignment of growth and sustainability of business guarantees a level of profitability as well as resilience amid a market place that is becoming increasingly values-driven (Elkington and Rowlands, 1999; Johnson et al., 2020).
5. Stakeholder Analysis and Evaluation
The stakeholder analysis helps organisations to comprehend the competing interest and formulate strategies that are appropriate, viable, and convenient to the affected persons (Whittington et al., 2019). In the case of Dark Horse Roastery, stakeholder engagement is a necessity since the sustainability and ethos of community in this company relies on open partnerships and value creation.
5.1 Identification of Key Stakeholders
The principal stakeholders include:
· Owners/Management: Founder Emily Stewart and senior team overseeing strategic direction.
· Employees: Roastery staff, baristas, and administrators.
· Suppliers: Smallholder coffee farmers and certified co-operatives providing ethically sourced beans.
· Customers: Retail buyers, wholesale partners, and online subscribers.
· Community: Local residents, partner cafés, and social enterprises in Oxfordshire.
· Regulators: Environmental agencies, Food Standards Agency, and HM Revenue & Customs.
· Partners: Courier services and packaging providers supporting eco-logistics.
[bookmark: _Hlk211944228]5.2 Mendelow’s Power–Interest Matrix
The model categorises stakeholders by their relative power and interest (Mendelow, 1991).
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Figure 08. Mendelow’s Power–Interest Matrix
Owners and suppliers possess decisive power since they have the power to control strategy and quality of raw materials. Regulators have high power yet less day to day engagement at the same time as the employees and communities are very interested in the ethical results but less formal power. A balance of these dynamics will maintain legitimacy and trust (Freeman, 2010).
5.3 Stakeholder Expectations and Potential Conflicts
· Owners expect profitability while preserving sustainability.
· Employees seek fair wages, training, and job security (Burns, 2022).
· Suppliers expect long-term contracts and equitable pricing (European Coffee Federation, 2023).
· Customers demand premium quality, traceability, and transparency (Mintel, 2024).
· Communities value local investment and environmental stewardship.
Confidentiality The conflicts may arise between expenditure on profitability and sustainability aspects of a business such as compostable packaging is more expensive but also improves the brand image. On the same note, smallholder suppliers can have higher prices than the short-term margins of the firm (Grant, 2021). To manage these tensions, there is the need to have open communication and shared-value approach (Porter and Kramer, 2011).
5.4 RACI Framework for Implementation
The RACI Framework (Responsible, Accountable, Consulted, Informed) clarifies roles during strategy execution:
Table 3: RACI Framework for Strategy Implementation at Dark Horse Roastery
	Activity
	Responsible
	Accountable
	Consulted
	Informed

	Sustainability reporting
	Sustainability manager
	Founder/Director
	Regulators
	Employees, Community

	Supplier engagement and fair-trade contracts
	Procurement lead
	Operations manager
	Growers & Co-ops
	Owners

	Product innovation & market expansion
	Marketing team
	Founder/Director
	Key Customers
	Employees

	Barista training and community programmes
	Training manager
	Operations manager
	Local partners
	Community

	Financial planning and budget allocation
	Finance officer
	Director
	Bank/Investors
	Regulators



The use of RACI would make the process accountable, lessen redundancy, and enhance interdepartmental coordination which is critical in lean SMEs (Porter et al., 2007).
Through close interactions with high-power stakeholders, as well as empowering the high-interested individuals, the organisation can make sure that its proposed focused-differentiation growth strategy is not only ethically consistent but also socially accepted and operationally viable to achieve long-term success (Whittington et al., 2019).
6. Strategic Recommendations and Implementation Plan
To be competitive and ethical, Dark Horse Roastery needs to have strategic solutions that respond to the opportunities of growth along with SME-related issues like inadequate financing, scalability, and human resource capability (Porter et al., 2007). The plan suggested combines sustainability and operational enhancement and growth of the market.
6.1 Strategic Recommendations
1. Digital Expansion and Brand Visibility - Increase national reach through SEO-optimised e-commerce, influencer collaborations, and ethical storytelling campaigns that communicate the brand’s sustainability ethos (Kotler et al., 2015).
2. Product Diversification through Innovation - Launch new offerings such as compostable coffee pods, cold-brew ranges, and reusable packaging solutions to capture eco-conscious market segments (Mintel, 2024).
3. Strategic Partnerships for Wholesale Growth - Collaborate with independent cafés, farm shops, and eco-hotels to expand wholesale operations beyond Oxfordshire, improving brand visibility and economies of scale (Grant, 2021).
4. Financial Sustainability through Green Funding - Provides access to SME green grants and low-interest sustainability loans to invest in infrastructure and digital growth (BEIS, 2023).
5. Human Resource Development - Introduce structured staff training, barista certifications, and retention incentives to sustain service quality and innovation (Burns, 2022).
6.2 Implementation Plan
The following table outlines the key activities, timeframes, responsible personnel, and mitigation strategies necessary for effective implementation.






Table 4: Strategic Implementation Roadmap for Dark Horse Roastery
	Action
	Timeline
	Key Responsibility
	Resources Needed
	Risk Mitigation

	Launch national e-commerce and digital marketing campaign
	0–6 months
	Marketing Manager
	£10,000 digital budget
	Track analytics; adjust campaigns for ROI improvement

	Introduce new sustainable product line (e.g., cold brew, pods)
	6–12 months
	Operations & R&D
	Supplier collaboration; £15,000 investment
	Pilot small-scale trials before launch

	Secure 5–8 regional wholesale partnerships
	12–18 months
	Founder & Sales Lead
	Partnership contracts
	Diversify partner mix to minimise dependency

	Apply for SME green funding or innovation grants
	6–9 months
	Finance Officer
	Grant consultancy services
	Maintain full compliance with eligibility criteria

	Develop ongoing employee training and reward framework
	Continuous
	HR & Training Manager
	Internal trainers; external facilitators
	Regular reviews to evaluate training effectiveness



By implementing these initiatives, the company can achieve sustainable growth and reinforce its focused differentiation strategy within the UK’s competitive specialty coffee industry (Whittington et al., 2019).
7. Conclusion
Comprehensively, the strategic analysis of Dark Horse Roastery indicates that there exists a healthy correlation between the sustainability values and the business of the company. The community engagement, high quality and ethical sourcing of coffee make the company a special contender in the UK market of specialty coffee. The threats to its growth which despite the success have been achieved include weak financial capacity, scalability and market visibility. The proposed plans of the digital growth, new product development, and business relationship creation are viable and practical within the SME context. These will be implemented through a well laid out plan and positive co-operation with the stake holders, and will improve on the competitive advantage of the organization. Its people-centered, planet-centered, and product-centered excellence will enable Dark Horse Roastery to develop in a sustainable way in the long term without forfeiting the integrity of its moral values and the authenticity of its products.
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