Monty Bojangles warns rising cocoa costs push chocolate quality to a tipping point

[image: ]
Leading chocolate brands are navigating a precarious landscape as they grapple with escalating cocoa prices, a situation described as perilous by industry insiders. Andrew Newlands, the founder of premium chocolate brand Monty Bojangles, recently expressed concerns that value engineering—altering product formulations and reducing ingredients to maintain price points—could significantly degrade the quality of chocolate. He pointed out that chocolate is often seen as a "wonderfully complex" and "incredibly premium product," and its current low pricing undermines that perception. “When I see chocolate being sold at low prices, it annoys me,” Newlands remarked, underscoring the importance of recognising chocolate’s intrinsic value. This sentiment reflects a broader industry concern as companies confront mounting pressure from both consumers and fluctuating cocoa market dynamics.
The cocoa market has seen drastic changes, with prices surging up to $12,000 per tonne in early 2024, exacerbated by climate change effects and market speculation. While high-end chocolatiers such as Venchi and Domori have thrived amidst these pressures, experiencing a marked uptick in demand for their premium offerings, many mass-market brands are struggling with declining sales. Established companies like Hershey and Mondelez have resorted to passing increased costs onto consumers, implementing price hikes and altering product sizes, strategies fraught with the risk of alienating shoppers already feeling the pinch of inflation. The reality is stark: while cocoa farmers in West Africa continue to face financial hardship due to local prices remaining artificially low, major corporations boost their profit margins by shifting costs to their customers.
As chocolate prices rise, Newlands advocates for a more sensible approach. He believes that rather than slashing costs through value engineering, brands should raise retail prices to reflect the true quality of the product. This perspective is echoed by broader trends in the industry; as consumers increasingly gravitate towards quality over quantity, premium brands stand to benefit. A spate of poor cocoa harvests has deeply affected the market, particularly in regions like Ghana and Ivory Coast, where almost 75% of the world’s cocoa is sourced. Adverse weather conditions and market volatility have been detrimental not only to production but also to the livelihoods of the farmers, who see little return on their hard work compared to the profits of multinational chocolate companies.
Monty Bojangles' new direction occurs against this challenging backdrop, as their recent rebranding aims to appeal to a younger demographic. Newlands noted, “We’ve acquired and brought new people into the fold,” recognising the need for a fresh narrative that resonates with consumers aged 25 to 44. The brand's updated visual identity, symbolised by a new "spirit cat" logo, commemorates Newlands’ late pet and seeks to embody the qualities of wonder, curiosity, and playfulness—traits he believes are essential in cultivating a deeper connection with chocolate consumers.
As the chocolate industry continues to adjust in response to these economic fluctuations, the delicate balance between maintaining product integrity and navigating consumer expectations remains at the forefront. Newlands’ call for a reassessment of pricing strategies is a reminder that, in a world increasingly obsessed with instant gratification and low costs, the true art of chocolate making must be preserved and cherished. 
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