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Chocolate is considered one of the most gratifying confections there is, and this 
holds as true in New Zealand as elsewhere in the world.  

Evidence of this high interest in chocolate in New Zealand is demonstrated in 
the arrival of small artisanal bean-to-bar chocolate makers in the early 2000s; 
the voting of Whittaker’s as New Zealand’s single most trusted brand for eight 
years running (Reader’s Digest New Zealand’s Most Trusted Brand) [1]; the 
reporting on the economic, social and cultural impacts of the closure of the 
Cadbury chocolate factory in Dunedin [2]; and the opening of the first fair trade 
chocolate factory, Sweet Justice Chocolate Factory, in Christchurch by Trade 
Aid New Zealand [3].  

These examples also demonstrate a clear transformation within New Zealand’s 
commercial chocolate production, reflecting worldwide changes in 
multinational confectionery companies but also the emergence of artisanal 
production that directly addresses issues of sustainability and transparency [4, 
5]. 

While broader culinary traditions in New Zealand have been well-
documented, the food history of chocolate production has not yet been 
explored. Consequently, this study explored the history of chocolate 
production in New Zealand, with a specific focus on bean-to-bar products [6].  

The study, based on a narrative history and interviews with current bean-to-
bar chocolate makers in New Zealand, traced the history of bean-to-bar 
chocolate production in New Zealand. This process allowed for a multi-faceted 
reconstruction and interpretation of historical data to help understand various 
transformations within New Zealand’s chocolate industry, an industry long 
dominated by multinational companies such as Cadbury and Nestlé. This 
domination by overseas companies has recently been challenged by the 
emergence of small artisanal bean-to-bar chocolate makers and the rise of local 
chocolate company, Whittaker’s. 

Among the key findings was evidence of the maturing of the local chocolate 
industry to the point where it is clear that New Zealand-made chocolate is now 
widely viewed and trusted by local consumers as a high-quality product. This 
trust extends to both the current strong player in the market, Whittaker’s, and 
equally to smaller artisanal bean-to-bar chocolate makers, a confidence in 
product comparable to the New Zealand craft beer industry and the more well-
established wine industry.  
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The research also finds that the emergence of more artisanal bean-to-bar 
chocolate makers, and their focus on more transparency around the production 
of chocolate, reflects similar trends overseas. The findings highlight the fragile 
structure surrounding growth and sustainability in the chocolate production 
industry, with the view that closer ties should be formed with New Zealand’s 
Pacific cacao-growing neighbours.  

The findings point to the need for additional research around the history of 
food in New Zealand, an area of study often undervalued in academia [7]. The 
findings of the research are timely as they highlight opportunities for the 
industry to place current worldwide sustainability concerns in perspective 
with a view to the future – a future that New Zealand chocolate manufacturers 
cannot avoid. 

The historical archival data captured together with the contemporary voices of 
New Zealand’s new generation of chocolate makers combine to tell a story of 
creativity and competition. 

The original research this article is based on can be accessed here: 
https://openrepository.aut.ac.nz/bitstream/handle/10292/12970/SturnyA.pdf?sequence=3
&isAllowed=y 
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