
2017 Kona Coffee Cultural Festival cupping competition 
Judging system details 

 

 

Common scoring systems, including the SCA 100-point system, have two major faults 

 

1. No system defines what a winning coffee would taste like. This lack of definition 
prevents judges from scoring accurately as they have no standard of excellence to 
compare to. Moreover, competitors never know what to submit if they don’t know 
which taste is actually competitive. Without a definition of quality, every competition 
score is based somewhat on the whims of the judges. 

2. Scoring in general, including in competitions, is very subjective. When the 
preferences and expectations of individual judges influences the scoring, the 
composition of judges can be more important than the items being judged. 

 
We wanted to address these flaws by developing an entirely new scoring and judging 

system.  We aimed for total transparency and we invited input from the local and global 
coffee community.  We don’t suspect we’ve gotten the system perfect the first time, but if 
we didn’t start, we’d never finish. 

Below we discuss the theory of defining coffee quality followed by how we’ll use the 
definition to score coffees in the competition.  Finally, we’ll describe the actual process with 
the stakeholders. 
 
Defining coffee quality 

Defining the taste of a winning coffee is simple. It only requires establishing what 
characteristics are important and how much of each characteristic should be present.   

Over time, the coffee industry has collectively, consciously selected parameters of a 
coffee that are important to assess. For example, acidity, sweetness, and body are 
universally valued characteristics in a brew. There is nothing inherently magical about these 
three; any other characteristics could also potentially be considered important aspects of a 
coffee. For a competition, somebody must decide upon which of these or which additional 
characteristics to use. 

Determining how much of the characteristic should be present simply requires someone 
in charge to say there needs to be X amount. For example, someone might say the coffee 
should have X amount of acidity. However, that only has meaning if an objective scale exists 
that can allow multiple users to accurately measure X versus any other amount for this or 
other characteristics. 

We can use intensity — not present to very present — as that objective scale. It works 
because it is definable and entirely independent of the user. It can be defined using the same 
work and methodology World Coffee Research used in creating the flavor lexicon, 
where real world products or flavor solutions are used to define the specific intensity of a 
characteristic. 

https://worldcoffeeresearch.org/
https://dailycoffeenews.com/2015/05/21/is-this-your-standard-for-blueberry-in-sensory-evaluation-of-coffee/


As an example, we can add citric acid to water at a concentration of .05 percent.  That 
taste of acidity is then defined as a 3.5 on a 15-point intensity scale.  Then, instead of saying a 
coffee has to have “a lot” of acidity, the evaluator might say it should have a 12 on the 
intensity scale.  A consequence of using intensity is that the user’s preference need not — as 
it should not — be used to measure the characteristic in any way. Rather, the characteristic 
is there or it isn’t, and it is there by a definable amount. Thus, characteristics like balance 
that rely on the user cannot ever be used. 

In practice, we can apply a numerical scale to each characteristic that represents its 
intensity: 0 for “not present at all,” to 10 for “no other coffee could have a higher 
presence of this characteristic.” To define a winning coffee, someone merely selects what 
intensity is most highly valued; higher intensities are not always better. Thus, the winning 
coffee might be defined as: Acidity = 7, Body = 4, Floral = 9, etc. Once the definition is 
established, comparing any other coffee to it is objective and relatively simple. 

The challenges in this process lie in who gets to do the defining and what definition they 
settle upon. Defining the winning coffee as described above is, ultimately, arbitrary. This 
gives the decider a lot of power. If the decider loves natural-process coffees or dark roasted 
coffees or sour coffees, then such profiles are likely to thrive in that competition. There’s 
nothing inherently wrong with any of those profiles, but they could conflict with local, 
political, or communal ideas and desires.   

What’s the value in a competition if the idea of what a winning coffee should taste like is 
only meaningful to one person, or a small handful of people? And how do we choose those 
people? How do they become the decider? Each competition organizer is going to have to 
answer that important question on their own. 

For this competition, we invited the following stakeholders to decide on the definition of 
the winning coffee: a board member of the festival, representatives from supporting 
companies (Daylight Mind Coffee Company, Greenwell Farms, and UCC Hawaii), the judges 
of the competition, and representatives from the Kona Coffee Council and the Kona Coffee 
Farmers Association. 
 
Using the definitions in the competition 

In coming up with a definition of a winning coffee, specific characteristics must be 
selected, and the exact intensity enumerated. For example, if acidity is chosen as part of the 
definition, then it must have a specific intensity value, as well, such as 7. For the value of 7 to 
have any meaning, the intensity scale must be established and the judges must be trained on 
how to use it. Once they learn it, they can measure any other coffee using that scale, while 
removing variables such as how they may feel about the coffee, or how any given 
characteristic relates to another. When the judges are assessing competition coffees, all 
they have to do is score the intensity of each characteristic. 

Ranking the coffees against the winner definition requires some simple algebra. Please 
note, the choice of algebraic functions is arbitrary and can be tweaked to fit the needs or 
wants of competition organizers.  In this competition, we’re going discover the rankings by 
calculating the absolute difference of the scores for each characteristic, squaring those 
differences, then adding them together. 

https://www.daylightmind.com/
http://www.greenwellfarms.com/
https://www.ucc-hawaii.com/


Here’s an example: Let’s say the definition of our winning coffee has three components: 
acidity = 7, body = 4, and floral = 9. A coffee that is assessed ends up having the following 
scores: acidity = 3, body = 2, and floral = 10. To calculate the ranking of the coffee, we’ll first 
calculate the absolute differences: 

 
Acidity: |7 – 3| = 4 
Body: |4 – 2| = 2 
Floral: |9 – 10| = 1 
 
Then, we square each of those numbers: 
 
Acidity: 42 = 16 
Body: 22 = 4 
Floral 12 = 1 
 
Finally, we add up the squares: 16 + 4 + 1 = 21. This coffee is 21 points away from the ideal, 

according to the winner definition. A perfect coffee would have no deviation from the 
definition as every characteristic would have an absolute difference of 0. The coffee with the 
lowest score, then, is the winner. 

The reason we take the difference is because we’re interested in how similar the coffee 
is to the ideal. By subtracting each individual characteristic, we get a very real sense for the 
importance of each chosen characteristic. The numbers are then squared so as to penalize 
coffees that are aligned closely with the ideal on many characteristics but are very different 
in just one or two characteristics. 

In our example, the acidities of the two coffees are quite different, whereas the other 
two characteristics are fairly close. One could imagine, with many more characteristics in the 
definition, that two coffees could attain a similar score but one coffee misses the definition 
by a point or two in each characteristic and the other coffee matches many characteristics 
but has one or two that are wildly off. In our competition, we value the coffees that are 
mostly aligned in all characteristics rather than ones with one or two large deviations, so we 
square the numbers. Another competition could just as easily not square the numbers 
before summing them. 

In our example, floral was a characteristic. However, it is possible to choose only 
standard characteristics — acidity, sweetness and body, for example — and create two 
additional categories to help capture the gestalt of the experience: complexity and defects. 

These categories would not be scored on intensity but instead on their absolute values. 
For example, the definition may include a complexity value of 3, which would mean three 
unique, positive descriptors — fruit, floral and caramel, for example — could be identified 
by the judges. Desired defects would almost certainly be set at 0, and every unique defect 
identified would add a point to the score. Weights could also be given to defect occurrence 
(Is it in one cup or all 5? Should defects incur a larger numerical penalty per occurrence?) as 
well as cut-offs for how many judges need to detect the descriptors and the defects. 

 
 



The process with the stakeholders 
The stakeholders had their conversations over email through the course of about three 

weeks.  Each week, a different segment of the process was worked on.   
In week one, we decided what kind of flavor profile we wanted to use: the classic Kona 

coffee profile or a modern, geeky, complex profile.  We decided both were quite valuable.  
One represents the legacy of Kona coffee while the other explores Kona coffee as a 
competitor on the international specialty coffee scene.  We chose to use the classic profile 
for both divisions (commercial and artisanal) but to include the modern profile in the 
artisanal division, as well.  This means there will be 2 winners within the artisanal division. 

In the second week, we decided we would use a 10 point intensity scale for measuring 
characteristics.  We then determined what characteristics we would use to define these 
profiles.  We decided on acidity, body, coffeeness, sweetness, floral, complexity, and 
defects. 

In the third week, we defined those characteristics and gave each of the profiles an 
intensity value for that characteristic. 

 
The characteristic definitions and profile definitions can be found in a separate 

document.  It can be access from the Daylight Mind KCCF cupping competition website. 
If you have any questions about the system or the process, please contact Shawn 

Steiman via email (shawn.steiman@daylightmind.com) or via phone (808.223.0982). 
 
 
 

mailto:shawn.steiman@daylightmind.com

