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At R&D, each idea contributes to a 
further step in the development of 
Nespresso’s future – and the future  
of coffee.
 
Above: Cédric B., mechanic. Above 
right: Alexa P., Junior Project 
Manager. Left: Alexandre P., Junior 
Project Manager.  
Right: Nesbot™, the coffee robot that
never ceases to amaze (see interview
on the following page).

Nespresso has not only 
revolutionized coffee 
drinking culture, it 
continues to look forward 
towards new possibilities 
for the marriage of 
technology and excellence.  
Above, a peek at the R&D  
“drawing board”.

For the past 20 years, Nespressso has been on a quest for the 
best coffee beans, the most ingenious design ideas and the most 
refined machine technology – an adventurous journey, whose 
success has guaranteed the best possible variety and satisfaction 
for coffee lovers the world over. 

While Nespresso Green Coffee Experts tour the world in search 
of the finest green coffee beans, in Paudex, near Lausanne, the 
centre of attention is all on the machine which performs the 
wondrous task of giving these beans their liquid form. What 
are the specifications for optimum water pressure? How do you 
capture the fleeting moment when the freshly roasted beans 
release the best of their delicate aroma, without losing a hint 
of their valuable flavour? Who can guarantee that the technical 
requirements are implemented in such a way as to create a 
convincing fusion of aesthetics and taste experience? 

Behind closed doors, well protected from the public eye, and 
operating under a pledge of secrecy, the Nespresso Research & 
Development Department in Paudex has been a hive of activity 
for a good 10 years now. It is here that ideas are conceived, 
and tended like highly sensitive plants. Only at the end of their 
development do they become the word on everyone’s lips – 
especially the lips of those who enjoy coffee of the finest quality. 

This is a hot bed of ideas: ingenious designs, which are 
eventually transformed into the clear lines of the Nespresso 
coffee machines, ideas which culminate in the quintessential 
Espresso, Lungo or Latte Macchiato. The initiators of these 
ideas go about their extraordinary tasks in a friendly, collegial 
atmosphere under the guidance of Alfred Yoakim. It takes 
anything between 18 months and 10 years for a newly adapted, 
state-of-the-art coffee machine to make it from the drawing 
board out of the building. The small team is rarely lacking 
in humour as they swap flashes of genius in this creative 
atmosphere.

“Sometimes the best ideas occur just in passing. Then 
everything goes so fast that there’s no need for formal 
meetings,” laughs Annissa C., Alfred Yoakim’s assistant. 
“Unofficially, I’m everyone’s assistant, because here we’re 
all in demand. We work together very creatively, on a non-
hierarchical level. I think of it as a big family.”
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Alfred Yoakim, Director  
of Nespresso Research & 
Development has been 
working on the 
advancement of the 
Nespresso system since 
1986. During his tenure, 
Nespresso registered  
over 70 patents.

Alfred Yoakim is considered by many to be the “father” 
of portioned coffee. The consistently perfect results that are 
Nespresso’s signature are thanks largely to the invaluable 
research he has conducted over the last 18 years. In 2006, 
he received the Nestlé innovation prize for his significant 
contributions to the company.

Nespresso: What do these distinctions mean for you personally?
Alfred Yoakim: Of course, it makes me very proud! But then 
again, it’s the mission of Nespresso as a whole to be at the 
vanguard of innovation and quality. 

N: How is the pressure that you must certainly face?
A.Y.: The world moves fast, and you have to anticipate it 

Team members of Nespresso’s  
Research & Development 
Department reveal their creative 
verve. 

Above from left to right, first row:
Annissa C., Fabien A., Minh Q., 
Alfred Yoakim, Alexandre K. 
Second row: Cédric P., Alexa P., 
Christianne B., Alexandre P.

Below: Fabien A. (right) and 
Christianne B. (left).

As she speaks, Alfred Yoakim hurries by. She waves at him, 
smiling. “Alfred has two sides to him: sometimes he’s totally 
absorbed, and sometimes he just won’t stop joking around. He 
is an artist, and sometimes he’s on another planet. He’s open 
to any kind of questions or problems in his team.” She looks 
after him thoughtfully. “We have a lot of respect for him. In 
general, there’s an atmosphere of respect here. It goes so far 
that some of us are friends outside of work. Apart from that, 
there’s a productive exchange taking place here because we are 
an international team. I myself am Algerian. Alfred is Lebanese, 
and there are also people from Vietnam, Canada and France, 
not to mention Switzerland.”

How can you work so seriously with so much 
cheerfulness?
“The nice thing is, that there’s a strong sense of enthusiasm 
in the team. Everyone’s easily inspired. You rarely hear 
“No, but…” More often it’s “Yes, why not?” At the Research 
& Development Department, Alfred Yoakim leads the 
investigation into the ideal coffee machine. Alongside 
engineers and technicians, press and public relations experts, 
product managers, electricians and mechanics also form 
part of the team. First of all, a concept is devised. Then the 
first prototypes are assembled. During a test phase, these 
prototypes are further developed and reconstructed, and 
sometimes discarded, or put on hold until their time comes.

Virtual coffee machines are initially drawn using 3-D 
computer programmes, the first visible manifestation of many 
brilliant ideas, which often originate from a purely technical 
or mechanical starting point.  “Thanks to the latest computer 
technology, I can often solve complicated problems right 
here on the screen,” enthuses engineer and project manager 
Alexandre K. “At the same time, Minh Q. can get to work 
on the first models in the laboratory next door.” “We often 
build several new prototypes,” explains electrician Minh 
Q., “because the construction process often leads to new 
solutions.” 

The production phase is a complex and long-term affair. 
Often the teams alternate – sometimes in front of the 
machines, sometimes behind the machines, and sometimes in 
collaboration with the marketing team – to come up with new 
concepts. Alexandre P. is highly motivated. He has been junior 
project manager for one and a half years in the Nespresso 
Research & Development Department. A trained engineer, 
he is responsible for revising the first ideas to find a proof of 
concept, which shortly afterwards will become a basic concept 

Alfred Yoakim. An insightful encounter 
with a Nespresso founding father.

correctly. Apart from this, the pressure is a positive one that is 
more akin to exaltation!
N: In your research, how much room is left for the “inner child”, 
or do you approach your creations purely rationally?
A.Y.: You can’t forget to dream, that’s for sure. That’s something 
we’ll never stop doing. Still, at a certain point in a product’s 
development, you have to consider certain requirements that 
naturally lead to limitations. We always come back to the 
question: What was our intention with this idea? Who knows, 
maybe one day a coffee machine will be sitting here answering 
the questions…

N: And this might be closer to the truth than we think...?  
A.Y.: (laughs) Actually, yes. Three years ago at Nespresso’s 20th 
anniversary party, we pulled a little stunt. Former Nestlé CEO, 
Peter Brabeck, was asked how he imagined the coffee of the 
future. Before he could answer, a coffee robot scooted across the 
stage to Brabeck and made him a coffee – all by itself! Brabeck – 
and of course the rest of the guests – were speechless! As for the 
robot – well, that’s still company secret!

N: Is there a secret to the longevity of Nespresso machines?
A.Y.: It’s the result of several years of experience! And a 
meticulous selection of highest quality technical components as 
well as thorough “lifecycle” tests that are done at every level. 

N: Will the concept of the machines ever change? 
A.Y.: As I see it, there are two parallel paths: the machines, 
which we will continue to develop, even though the quality is 
already excellent; and the coffee itself, for example the discovery 
of new varieties with their specific tastes. 

N: How is the work with Antoine Cahen?
A.Y.: We have been working with him for 20 years. He’s part 
of the family and knows the product, and he’s a fantastic 
designer. We also work with other designers to keep widening 
our horizons. But we have a lot of trust in Antoine Cahen, and 
that’s a great inspiration.

N: What is so groundbreaking about the new CitiZ concept?
A.Y.: The basic idea was to create a module with various 
options. The “double head” principle of CitiZ&Co was 
something we had been wanting to do for years. Thanks to our 
newest technology, we’ve been able to achieve that goal.

N: What is the tie between function and design? 
A.Y.: You produce something beautiful, whose performance 
must live up to its appearance. It’s essential that we keep our 
promises to the end!
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How have things improved for you 
since you joined the AAA Sustainable 
Quality™ Program?
In the last five years I have learned what I 
can do to improve my farm to earn more 
from my crop. This program provides 
technical assistance on how to produce 
better quality coffee and get higher 
prices for our harvest. Also, we have been 
replanting trees on our farms to make 
sure we look after the environment. On 
my farm we are already seeing more 
butterflies and birds and my children have 
learned to name them. - Pedro Antonio 
Aguirre Galvis, a Nespresso AAA coffee 
farmer for four years, Caldas Colombia

How has the current economic crisis 
affected coffee farmers and what are 
IFC and Nespresso doing to help?
The IFC is part of the World Bank Group 
and we help to finance businesses in 
developing regions. The coffee industry 
needs financing to pay farmers in advance 
for their crop, so that they do not have to 
wait until the harvest to receive cash. With 
Nespresso we are testing ways to provide 
finance to AAA farmers to guarantee they 
can produce highest quality coffee in this 
time of economic instability. - Alzbeta 
Klein, Manager and Chief Investment 
Officer, Agribusiness, International Finance 
Cooperation

How is Nespresso collaborating with 
INCAE? 
We are the leading business school in 
Latin America focused on helping these 
countries become competitive through 
sustainability. Nespresso created the 
idea of Real Farmer Income™, a series 
of processes that help AAA Sustainable 
Quality™ Program farmers make more 
profit from their farms. - Lawrence Pratt, 
Associate Director, Latin American Center 
for Competitiveness and Sustainable 
Development, INCAE Business School

We would be happy to receive your 
questions or input. Please submit them to 
www.nespresso.com/magazine.

What attracted you to work with 
Nespresso on sustainability?
We have many years of experience helping 
coffee farmers towards sustainability and 
were attracted by Nespresso’s commitment 
to highest quality. The partnership 
has allowed us to explore jointly the 
integration of quality and sustainability. 
Together we have learned that this 
joint commitment to AAA Sustainable 
Quality™ Program has tremendous 
power to help coffee farmers get higher 
income and preserve critical ecosystems 
and habitats. - Tensie Whelan, President, 
Rainforest Alliance

What makes Nespresso beans so special?
A range of different natural conditions 
combined with different approaches to the 
ways in which the beans are treated create 
the unique flavours Nespresso is looking 
for. Our farmers in the Nespresso AAA 
Sustainable Quality™ Program ensure 
the highest quality coffees are farmed in 
ways that are sustainable; and we reward 
them with premiums for sharing our 
passion for the finest coffees in the world. 
- Karsten Ranitzsch, Head of Green Coffee 
Nestlé Nespresso

What is Nespresso doing in Guatemala? 
In Huehuetenango our farmers have been 
supplying AAA Sustainable Quality™ 
Program coffee to Nespresso for five years. 
Nespresso is continuously challenging us 
to prove how good we can become.  
- Fernando Quintanal, Managing Director 
Export Café S.A., Guatemala

Questions from Coffee Connoisseurs, Answers from Coffee Experts.
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to be developed into a more tangible form in the Marketing 
Department. “Of course the starting point for designs is based 
on technical requirements. Then we develop blueprints that 
we will use as a basis for the collaboration with our colleagues 
from other departments at Nespresso.”

Paudex is where the latest ideas for the newest coffee machines 
become reality, and are subsequently prepared for the first 
test runs with potential consumers. Together with his team of 
specialists, Alfred Yoakim constructs the first models, which 
sometimes go in to serial production in no time at all. Many 
models, produced by Cédric P. under the strictest safety 
regulations, remain in the test stage. 

Fabien A., industrial designer, is bursting with energy and 
ideas. He has been working with Nespresso R&D for six years. 
In his work, he concentrates on giving the prototypes the 
physical form and material qualities that make reference to 
the basic feasibility of the machines. His designs form the 
point of departure for Swiss designer Antoine Cahen, who 
gives the prototypes their final shape. “My work is extremely 
forward-looking and anticipatory. I deal with practically 
everything which could be possible in this sector in the 
future,” emphasizes Fabien. As he speaks, you can practically 
see the ideas coming out of his head. “Pinpointing every 
conceivable possibility, which eventually could become reality 
in the future – that’s the aim of my work. Sometimes it takes 
three years of theoretical experimentation to get to where the 
ideas are today.” His operational research ends in cooperation 
with designer Antoine Cahen: “When we get to that stage, 
Antoine Cahen gives the machines their typical style, a kind of 
architecture, if you like, and we go through the concept that 
has been agreed on together.” 

Once the machine has left Paudex, having received its new 
face and signature design, it takes no longer than 18 months 
to go into production. But by then, the Nespresso Research & 
Development Department will have long moved on, back to 
the drawing board – and into the future!

Behind closed doors.  
Above, R&D electrician 
Minh Q. protects well-kept 
blueprints for success. 

For more info: www.nespresso.com/aaa-program


