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1. Organisational Context and Overview
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                                                    Image 1   Starbucks Logo

Starbucks Corporation was founded in Seattle in 1971 and has grown into the world's largest coffeehouse chain, operating over 40,000 stores globally and generating consolidated net revenues of approximately US$37.2 billion in fiscal year 2025 (Starbucks Corporation, 2025). The company entered the United Kingdom in 1998 with its first store in London and has since expanded to 1,354 stores, making the UK one of Starbucks' most significant markets outside North America and China (Statista, 2025; World Coffee Portal, 2025).
In January 2025, under new Chief Executive Officer Brian Niccol, Starbucks refreshed its corporate mission to: “to be the premier purveyor of the finest coffee in the world, inspiring and nurturing the human spirit – one person, one cup and one neighbourhood at a time.” The associated vision is to be the world's premier coffeehouse – a genuine “third place” between home and work – built on five core values: Craft, Results, Courage, Belonging and Joy. These statements underpin a “Back to Starbucks” turnaround strategy launched in late 2024, which re-emphasises the in-store experience, simplifies operations and reinvests in barista (“partner”) training (Starbucks Corporation, 2025).
Starbucks' UK business model is predominantly company-operated: in October 2024 Starbucks acquired 23.5 Degrees Limited, its largest UK licensee, bringing 113 additional stores into the company-operated estate to improve consistency of execution and control over the customer experience (Starbucks Stories EMEA, 2026). Revenue is generated through in-store beverage and food sales, the Starbucks Rewards loyalty programme and mobile app (which drives digital order-ahead and personalisation), and a smaller network of licensed outlets in travel hubs, supermarkets and franchised locations.
[bookmark: _Toc234881549]This report focuses specifically on Starbucks' UK company-operated retail coffeehouse segment. This focus is justified on three grounds: first, the UK is Starbucks' largest European market and is reported as a distinct legal entity (Starbucks Coffee Company (UK) Limited) with audited UK accounts, allowing rigorous evidence-based analysis; second, the UK operates under a materially different political, economic, legal and labour-market environment from the US or Asia-Pacific, particularly following Brexit and the 2025 increases to employer National Insurance Contributions (NICs) and the National Living Wage; and third, the UK business is at a strategic inflection point, having reported a widening operating loss alongside revenue growth, making it a rich and current case for strategic diagnosis. The UK operates within the branded coffee shop/café segment of the foodservice industry, a market worth approximately £6.1 billion in 2024/25 and growing 4.1% year-on-year, with total branded outlets forecast to exceed 11,800 by January 2026 (Lumina Intelligence, 2025; World Coffee Portal, 2025). The market is moderately concentrated: Costa Coffee leads with roughly 38.3% share and around 2,663 outlets (owned by The Coca-Cola Company), followed by Starbucks at 18.7% share and Caffè Nero at 9.1%. Pret A Manger and the fast-growing bakery chain Greggs are significant value-oriented competitors, while challenger brands such as Black Sheep Coffee, Watchhouse, Knoops and Gail's Artisan Bakery are gaining share among quality-conscious urban consumers, and non-specialists (McDonald's McCafé, JD Wetherspoon, supermarkets) compete aggressively on value. Starbucks UK is therefore positioned as the leading premium, experience-led challenger to Costa's scale leadership – a position increasingly squeezed by cost inflation and value-driven competition, as explored in Section 2.

2. External and Internal Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc234881550]This section applies three complementary frameworks – PESTEL, VRIO and SWOT – to critically diagnose Starbucks UK's operating environment and internal resource base, in line with the strategic position stage of the Johnson, Whittington and Scholes (2020) exploring strategy model.
2.1 External Analysis: PESTEL
PESTEL analysis identifies the macro-environmental forces most likely to shape Starbucks UK's strategic options over the next three to five years.
	Factor
	Key developments (UK, 2024–2026)
	Strategic implication

	Political
	Employer NIC rate raised from 13.8% to 15% and threshold lowered from £9,100 to £5,000 (April 2025); Employment Rights Bill tightening zero-hours and flexible contracts.
	Threat – structurally higher fixed labour costs for a labour-intensive retail model.

	Economic
	CPI inflation running at ~3.4% (Dec 2025), above the Bank of England's 2% target; input cost inflation drove Starbucks UK cost of goods sold up 10.1% YoY; average price of a hot coffee up 17% since 2022.
	Threat – margin compression and risk of consumer trade-down to value alternatives.

	Social
	Hybrid working suppressing weekday footfall in office/commuter locations; rising demand for plant-based milks, health-conscious and lower-sugar options; strong youth/social-media-driven “coffee culture”.
	Mixed – opportunity in product innovation and experience marketing; threat from footfall volatility.

	Technological
	Growth of mobile order-ahead, AI-personalised offers (“Deep Brew”), delivery marketplace integration (Uber Eats/Just Eat) and streamlined store equipment.
	Opportunity – digital ecosystem can lift frequency, basket size and operational efficiency.

	Environmental
	Consumer and regulatory pressure for reusable cups and reduced packaging waste; Extended Producer Responsibility packaging reforms; climate change threatening Arabica-growing regions.
	Mixed – opportunity for sustainability-led differentiation; threat of long-run green-coffee price volatility.


Table 1: PESTEL Analysis – Starbucks UK, 2025–2026

Taken together, the PESTEL factors most material to Starbucks UK are economic and political: the combined effect of NIC and National Living Wage increases is estimated to add roughly 7.7% to UK hospitality employment costs, against a sector norm of 10–15% net margins (UKHospitality, 2025), which explains much of the widening operating loss discussed in Section 2.2. The clearest opportunities lie in the technological (digital/loyalty) and environmental (sustainability-led differentiation) domains, both of which align with the “Back to Starbucks” reset and are revisited in the Balanced Scorecard in Section 3. The political and legal picture is complicated further by Starbucks' September 2025 global restructuring, in which 627 stores were closed, over 90% of them in North America, alongside a comparatively smaller UK closure programme carried out the same month (New Food Magazine, 2025; Starbucks Stories EMEA, 2026). This signals that the political-economic pressures identified here are not UK-specific, but the UK's particularly steep 2025 employment-cost step-change means Starbucks UK is absorbing a disproportionate share of margin pressure relative to other developed markets, reinforcing the case for UK-specific strategic attention rather than reliance on global policy.
Socially, the picture is more nuanced than a simple demand slowdown. While hybrid working has structurally reduced Monday-to-Friday footfall in commuter-belt and office-district stores, footfall data shows weekly high-street footfall growing year-on-year across 2025 in cities with strong tourism and professional economies – London, Edinburgh, York and Cambridge foremost among them (Savills, 2025). This bifurcation matters strategically: it suggests Starbucks UK's future store-location decisions should be guided by granular, location-level footfall analytics rather than treating the “high street” as a single homogenous channel, a theme returned to in the Ansoff-based growth recommendations in Section 4.
[bookmark: _Toc234881551]2.2 Internal Analysis: VRIO
The VRIO framework (Barney, 1991) assesses whether Starbucks UK's resources and capabilities are Valuable, Rare, costly to imitate and supported by the Organisation, to determine the type of competitive advantage each confers. This internal lens complements the external PESTEL analysis by testing which of Starbucks UK's own resources can realistically defend it against the cost and competitive pressures identified above.

	Resource/Capability
	Valuable?
	Rare?
	Costly to imitate?
	Organised?
	Competitive implication

	Global brand equity & premium positioning
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Sustained competitive advantage

	Starbucks Rewards loyalty app & digital ecosystem
	Yes
	Partially
	Moderately
	Yes
	Temporary advantage (Costa Club, Nero app narrowing the gap)

	“Third place” store experience & trained baristas
	Yes
	Partially
	Moderately
	Yes (Back to Starbucks reset)
	Temporary advantage

	C.A.F.E. Practices ethical sourcing programme
	Yes
	No
	Moderately
	Yes
	Competitive parity (rivals run comparable schemes)

	UK prime real estate footprint (1,354 stores)
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Sustained-to-temporary advantage

	Company-operated control post 23.5 Degrees acquisition
	Yes
	Yes (recent)
	Moderately
	Improving
	Emerging temporary advantage

	Global scale sourcing & grower relationships (C.A.F.E. Practices network)
	Yes
	Moderately
	Yes
	Yes
	Sustained advantage on procurement, but does not offset UK labour-cost structure


Table 2: VRIO Analysis – Starbucks UK

The VRIO analysis suggests Starbucks UK's most durable, sustained advantage is its global brand equity and premium positioning – a resource built over five decades that is difficult and slow to replicate. However, several capabilities that management often treats as differentiators – the loyalty app, the in-store experience and ethical sourcing – are only temporary advantages or competitive parity, because well-resourced rivals (notably Costa, backed by The Coca-Cola Company) can and do imitate them. This finding is important: it implies that Starbucks UK cannot rely on experience or sourcing narratives alone to justify its cost base, and helps explain why scale and brand strength have not translated into UK profitability.
The addition of global-scale sourcing to the VRIO review is instructive: Starbucks' grower relationships and forward-buying capability represent a genuinely sustained advantage relative to independent and mid-sized rivals, giving it superior visibility and some insulation against green-coffee price volatility. However, this advantage operates on the cost-of-goods line, not the labour-cost line, and Section 2.1 showed that it is labour cost inflation – not commodity cost – that is driving the widening UK operating loss. In resource-based terms, Starbucks UK's problem is therefore not an absence of valuable resources, but a mismatch between where its sustained advantages sit (brand, sourcing scale) and where its current cost pressure is concentrated (people costs in a labour-intensive, UK-specific regulatory environment) – a gap the strategic recommendations in Section 4 must directly address.
[bookmark: _Toc234881552]2.3 SWOT Analysis
Synthesising the PESTEL and VRIO findings, the SWOT matrix below consolidates the most decision-relevant internal and external factors.
	Strengths
	Weaknesses

	• Strong global/UK brand recognition and premium positioning • 1,354-store UK footprint incl. prime high-street and travel-hub sites • Ethical sourcing credentials (C.A.F.E. Practices, traceability) • “Back to Starbucks” reset improving service and consistency • Greater operational control following the 23.5 Degrees acquisition
	• Persistent UK operating losses (–£29.8m FY2025, widening from –£27.5m FY2024) • High, largely fixed labour cost base vulnerable to NIC/NLW rises • Premium pricing exposed to cost-of-living trade-down • Employee-relations strain and union organising activity • Heavy reliance on footfall-sensitive real estate



	Opportunities
	Threats

	• Digital ordering, AI personalisation and loyalty growth to raise frequency/basket size • Sustainability/ESG leadership as a differentiator • Targeted expansion in high-footfall cities and transport hubs • Further consolidation of remaining licensees • Product innovation (plant-based, health-forward, limited-time ranges)
	• Structural labour-cost inflation compressing margins • Intensifying competition from value and quality challengers (Greggs, McCafé, Pret, Black Sheep, Gail's) • Unionisation and tightening employment regulation • Consumer trade-down under continued inflation • Climate-driven green coffee price volatility


Table 3: SWOT Matrix – Starbucks UK

The SWOT matrix crystallises a central strategic tension: Starbucks UK has genuine brand and footprint strengths and faces real digital and sustainability opportunities, yet these are outweighed by a cost structure (weaknesses) that collides with a hostile cost environment (threats). The strategic priority emerging from Sections 2.1–2.3 is therefore not to abandon differentiation, but to defend it more efficiently – a theme developed through the Balanced Scorecard and the strategic recommendations in Sections 3 and 4.
 A Strengths-Opportunities pairing (brand equity plus digital/loyalty growth) points towards accelerating app-led personalisation to defend premium pricing; a Weaknesses-Threats pairing (high fixed labour costs plus intensifying value competition) is the most dangerous combination, since it is precisely where Starbucks UK is currently least well defended and where a passive strategy risks continued losses; a Strengths-Threats pairing (real estate footprint plus footfall volatility) suggests using granular location-level data to prune underperforming sites rather than defending the whole estate uniformly; and a Weaknesses-Opportunities pairing (cost base plus sustainability trends) suggests that efficiency and environmental initiatives (for example, energy-efficient “Greener Store” formats) can be framed as simultaneously cost-reducing and brand-reinforcing. The SWOT matrix crystallises a central strategic tension: Starbucks UK possesses genuine brand and footprint strengths and faces genuine digital and sustainability opportunities, yet these are currently outweighed by a cost structure (weaknesses) colliding with a hostile cost environment (threats). 
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Figure 1: UK Branded Coffee Shop Market Share, 2025 (Sources: World Coffee Portal, 2025; Statista, 2025)
[bookmark: _Toc234881553]3. Comprehensive and Holistic View of the Organisation
[bookmark: _Toc234881554]3.1 Corporate Social Responsibility Strategy
Starbucks' global CSR strategy rests on three pillars: ethical sourcing, environmental stewardship and community/partner investment. Through its C.A.F.E. Practices programme, most of Starbucks' coffee is verified against environmental, social and quality standards, increasingly supported by blockchain-based traceability tools; the company has distributed more than 80 million climate-resilient coffee trees toward a target of 100 million (Starbucks Corporation, 2025; Sustainability Magazine, 2025). Environmentally, Starbucks has certified over 3,500 “Greener Stores” globally against a 10,000-store ambition and is working to make reusable cups the default customer choice. In the UK specifically, Starbucks operates surplus-food donation partnerships (e.g. via Neighbourly/FoodShare) and invests in barista apprenticeships and “Green Apron” training.
Critically, however, the alignment between this CSR narrative and Starbucks UK's lived business reality is uneven. The company's “third place” and community-oriented messaging sits in tension with the September 2025 restructuring, in which stores were closed and Workers United formally requested information and effects bargaining over the impact on unionised employees (New Food Magazine, 2025; Business Chief, 2026). Similarly, while Starbucks pays above the National Minimum Wage, it is not a Living Wage Foundation accredited employer in the way some UK hospitality competitors are, which weakens the credibility of its “belonging” and “partner” value proposition. This is a common CSR-strategy misalignment identified in the literature: firms invest heavily in supply-chain and environmental CSR, which is visible to consumers and low-cost relative to labour CSR, while under-investing in employee-facing CSR, which is costlier but arguably more material to a labour-intensive service brand.
Viewed through Carroll's (1991) CSR pyramid – which layers economic, legal, ethical and philanthropic responsibilities – Starbucks performs strongly on the philanthropic and environmental layers (coffee-tree distribution, Greener Stores, the Starbucks Foundation's community grants, and the “Bean Stock” equity scheme that gives eligible UK partners a stake in company performance) but is more exposed at the ethical layer, where fair treatment of employees during restructuring and freedom to organise are judged. Carroll's model is useful precisely because it shows that philanthropic CSR cannot substitute for ethical CSR: a well-funded coffee-tree programme does not offset perceived unfairness toward a company's own workforce in the eyes of increasingly CSR-literate UK consumers and employees.
For the Board, the recommendation is to rebalance CSR investment toward the labour-relations (ethical) pillar – for example, pursuing Living Wage accreditation, formalising union engagement protocols, and linking partner welfare metrics to executive incentives – to protect the brand equity that Section 2.2 identified as Starbucks UK's most sustained source of competitive advantage. A brand built on “inspiring the human spirit” is reputationally fragile if it is seen to under-deliver for its own workforce.
	 The 23.5 Degrees Acquisition and the September 2025 Restructuring (case study)
In October 2024, Starbucks acquired 23.5 Degrees Limited, its largest UK licensee, bringing 113 stores into the company-operated estate to standardise service quality and support the “Back to Starbucks” reset (Starbucks Stories EMEA, 2026). Less than a year later, in September 2025, Starbucks closed several underperforming UK stores as part of a wider global restructuring that removed 627 stores worldwide, prompting Workers United to formally request information and effects bargaining for affected unionised employees (New Food Magazine, 2025; Business Chief, 2026). The episode is a compact illustration of the tension running through this report: a strategically sound move to increase control and consistency (supporting the VRIO-identified real-estate and operational-control resources) was followed almost immediately by a restructuring that undercut the CSR narrative of “belonging” and community, exposing the gap between Starbucks' stated values and its labour-relations practice discussed in Section 3.1.



[bookmark: _Toc234881555]3.2 Balanced Scorecard
The Balanced Scorecard (Kaplan and Norton, 1992) translates Starbucks UK's mission and “Back to Starbucks” strategy into measurable objectives across four perspectives, linking non-financial drivers to financial outcomes.
	Perspective
	Objective
	KPI
	Target
	Key initiative

	Financial
	Restore sustainable UK profitability
	Operating margin; comparable store sales growth
	Move from –£29.8m operating loss toward breakeven within 24 months; sustain 4–6% comp sales growth
	Cost discipline, selective portfolio rationalisation, food/attachment upsell

	Customer
	Elevate experience and deepen loyalty
	Net Promoter Score; active Rewards membership; average service time
	+15% active UK Rewards members in 2 years; reduce average order time
	“Back to Starbucks” service redesign; menu simplification; app enhancements

	Internal Business Processes
	Operational efficiency and consistency
	Order accuracy/speed; store energy & waste metrics; supplier lead time
	90%+ orders within target service time; Greener Store certification across UK estate
	Streamlined equipment investment; store-format redesign; reusable-cup rollout

	Learning & Growth
	Engaged, skilled workforce (“partners”)
	Partner turnover rate; training hours per partner; engagement survey score; pay vs Real Living Wage
	Reduce partner turnover; pursue Living Wage accreditation
	Green Apron training; career pathways; structured union engagement


Table 4: Balanced Scorecard – Starbucks UK
The scorecard makes explicit the causal chain implicit in Starbucks' own strategy: investment in Learning & Growth (partner training and fair pay) should improve Internal Process consistency, which should raise Customer satisfaction and loyalty, which should ultimately restore financial performance. This reinforces the Section 3.1 recommendation that Learning and Growth/CSR metrics deserve Board-level attention equal to financial KPIs, not a secondary reporting role.
Kaplan and Norton (1992) themselves caution that the Balanced Scorecard's four perspectives can pull in different directions in the short run, and Starbucks UK is a clear illustration: Financial-perspective pressure to restore margin creates an incentive to defer Learning and Growth investment (training hours, wage premiums), yet Section 2.2's VRIO analysis suggests it is precisely workforce-related capability that most needs reinforcing. The Board should therefore treat the Learning and Growth targets in Table 4 as protected, ring-fenced investments during the turnaround period rather than the first cost line to be cut, since eroding them would undermine the Customer and Internal Process improvements the recovery plan depends on.
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Figure 2: Starbucks UK Revenue Growth vs Operating Result, FY2021–FY2025 (Source: Starbucks Stories EMEA, 2026; figures for FY2021–FY2023 are indicative trend estimates; FY2024–FY2025 are as reported)
[bookmark: _Toc234881556]4. Strategic Choices and Implementation
[bookmark: _Toc234881557]4.1 Business-Level Strategic Choices
At the business level, Porter's (1985) generic strategies frame three broad options for Starbucks UK. A cost leadership strategy is not credible: Starbucks' premium real estate, staffing model and sourcing standards make it structurally unable to match the cost base of Greggs, McCafé or supermarket coffee counters. A differentiation strategy – competing on brand, experience, product quality and ethical credentials – builds on the sustained advantage identified in the VRIO analysis. A focused differentiation strategy (e.g. concentrating solely on flagship urban/travel-hub locations) would shrink the estate and sacrifice scale benefits (Kim and Makadok, 2023).
Bowman's Strategy Clock offers a finer-grained view of the same choice. Positions 1–2 (low price/low added value) are ruled out for the reasons above; position 3 (hybrid – low price, some differentiation) is closer to Greggs' and McCafé's current market position and would dilute Starbucks' premium equity if pursued directly; positions 4 (differentiation) and position 5 (focused differentiation) are the credible options. Given the scale of the existing 1,354-store UK estate and the fixed-cost base already committed to it, an outright focused-differentiation retreat (position 5) would forfeit hard-won scale and brand-recall benefits for uncertain margin gain. The best-fitting position is therefore a broad differentiation strategy – position 4 – built on digitally-enabled experience and reinforced by disciplined cost management, which best matches Starbucks UK's resource base and the competitive map established in Section 2.
[bookmark: _Toc234881558]4.2 Recommended Strategy and Validation
The recommended business-level strategy is broad differentiation, anchored in digital-enabled experience and reinforced by disciplined cost management. This is validated below using Porter's Five Forces, which tests whether differentiation is defensible given industry structure, and Ansoff's Matrix, which sequences the growth activity needed to deliver it.
	Force
	Assessment and implication for strategy

	Threat of new entrants
	Moderate-to-low for scaled chains (high capital and real-estate requirements) but low for independent artisanal entrants (Black Sheep, WatchHouse), who erode the premium segment from above – reinforces need to keep differentiating on experience, not just brand heritage.

	Bargaining power of buyers
	Rising, as cost-of-living pressure increases consumers' price sensitivity and willingness to switch to value operators – favours loyalty-scheme lock-in and perceived value-for-money.

	Bargaining power of suppliers
	Moderate-to-high; climate change and commodity volatility affect green coffee prices – favours long-term ethical sourcing contracts and hedging.

	Threat of substitutes
	High – home brewing, instant/pod coffee and value chains are readily available substitutes – reinforces the need for an experience Starbucks' price premium can be justified against.

	Competitive rivalry
	Intense – Costa's scale leadership, Greggs' rapid value-led growth, and independents' quality positioning squeeze Starbucks from multiple directions – differentiation must be visibly superior, not merely claimed.


Table 5: Porter's Five Forces – UK Branded Coffee Shop Market

The Five Forces analysis confirms that price-based competition would be value-destroying for Starbucks UK given high buyer power and substitute availability, validating differentiation as the only strategy consistent with the firm's resource base and the industry structure.
	Ansoff quadrant
	Application to Starbucks UK and recommended priority

	Market penetration (existing products, existing markets)
	Priority 1 (immediate). Deepen share within the existing UK estate via the Starbucks Rewards app, AI-personalised offers, and “Back to Starbucks” service improvements to increase visit frequency and basket size without new capital-intensive expansion.

	Product development (new products, existing markets)
	Priority 2 (12–24 months). Expand plant-based, health-forward and limited-time ranges to capture social/health trends identified in the PESTEL analysis, protecting premium price points.

	Market development (existing products, new markets)
	Priority 3 (selective, 24+ months). Targeted openings in recovering high-footfall UK cities (e.g. Edinburgh, York, Cambridge) and transport hubs, informed by footfall data rather than blanket expansion.

	Diversification (new products, new markets)
	Not recommended currently. Given the existing UK operating loss, unrelated diversification would dilute management attention and capital better directed at fixing the core estate.


Table 6: Ansoff Matrix – Growth Sequencing for Starbucks UK
Sequencing growth through the Ansoff Matrix ensures Starbucks UK consolidates profitability in its core estate (market penetration) before committing further capital to expansion, aligning strategic ambition with the financial discipline demanded by the Balanced Scorecard's Financial perspective.
[bookmark: _Toc234881559]4.3 Delivering Optimum Performance and Competitive Advantage
This differentiation strategy delivers competitive advantage by reinforcing precisely the resources the VRIO analysis identified as sustained advantages – brand equity and prime real estate – while using digital and process investment (Internal Business Processes perspective of the Balanced Scorecard) to address the cost-base weakness that erodes profitability. A relevant real-world precedent is CEO Brian Niccol's earlier turnaround of Chipotle Mexican Grill, where menu simplification and faster, more consistent service restored differentiation-based growth without resorting to discounting; the “Back to Starbucks” plan applies the same logic to Starbucks globally, and early FY2026 results (4% global comparable sales growth) suggest the approach is gaining traction (CNBC, 2026). Applied specifically to the UK, the combination of loyalty-driven market penetration, disciplined cost management and selective, data-led expansion should allow Starbucks UK to defend its premium price position while narrowing its operating loss.
[bookmark: _Toc234881560]4.4 Implementation Challenges and Mitigations
Three implementation risks are salient. First, continued input and labour cost inflation could outpace efficiency gains; this can be mitigated through coffee price hedging and phased, KPI-monitored rollout of the Back to Starbucks reset rather than a single large-scale change programme. Second, further store closures or restructuring risk deepening employee-relations conflict with Workers United, as the mini case study in Section 3.1 illustrated; the Board should adopt transparent, proactive union engagement and a fair, well-communicated consultation process to protect brand reputation. Third, execution risk in large-scale technology and store-redesign rollouts could disrupt operations; piloting changes in a representative subset of stores, then scaling only once KPIs (Section 3.2) confirm success, will reduce this risk while generating an evidence base for the Board.
Kotter's (1996) eight-step model for leading change offers the Board a practical implementation discipline for managing these risks. Establishing a genuine sense of urgency around the FY2025 operating loss, building a guiding coalition that includes UK store-level management and, where appropriate, union representatives, and generating visible short-term wins from early pilot stores would all reduce the risk of the reset stalling – a common failure mode Kotter identifies when change is announced top-down without embedding it in day-to-day store practice. Anchoring the changes in the Learning & Growth perspective of the Balanced Scorecard (Section 3.2) – rather than treating them as a one-off restructuring exercise – would help ensure the gains from “Back to Starbucks” are sustained rather than eroding once initial cost-cutting pressure eases.


[bookmark: _Toc234881561]Section 2: Reflection
This reflection uses Gibbs' (1988) Reflective Cycle – Description, Feelings, Evaluation, Analysis, Conclusion and Action Plan – to critically consider the process of researching, analysing and preparing the Starbucks UK strategic report.
The assignment required selecting a single organisation and market, applying multiple strategic frameworks (PESTEL, VRIO, SWOT, CSR review, Balanced Scorecard, Five Forces and Ansoff's Matrix), and producing Board-ready recommendations. I chose Starbucks' UK operations because the company is well documented yet currently at a genuine strategic inflexion point – growing revenue alongside a widening operating loss – which made the analysis feel consequential rather than academic. My process began with broad orientation research (company history, mission, industry structure), before moving to targeted searches for UK-specific financial, regulatory and competitive data, and finally to synthesis across frameworks.
Early in the process I felt a degree of uncertainty about scope: Starbucks is a heavily documented global brand, and it was initially tempting to default to globally available data rather than insisting on UK-specific evidence. Once I located Starbucks' UK statutory accounts and UK-focused market data (e.g. Lumina Intelligence, World Coffee Portal), I felt considerably more confident, because the analysis could be grounded in verifiable, current figures rather than generic brand narrative. Building the Balanced Scorecard was the most intellectually satisfying stage, as it required translating qualitative strategic judgements into specific, measurable KPIs – a discipline that is easy to describe in theory but harder to execute credibly in practice.
What went well was the triangulation of multiple independent sources (company disclosures, trade press, market intelligence providers) to cross-check figures such as market share and cost inflation, which reduced the risk of relying on a single, potentially biased source. What was more difficult was maintaining genuine UK specificity throughout – several sources (for example on CSR and turnaround strategy) reported at global or US level, requiring careful judgement about what could reasonably be extrapolated to the UK context versus what needed an explicit caveat. I was also conscious of the risk of confirmation bias: having identified an appealing “differentiation” narrative early, I had to consciously revisit the Five Forces and VRIO evidence to check it was not simply being used to justify a predetermined conclusion.
A further evaluative point concerns currency of data: strategic management as a discipline assumes a reasonably stable evidence base, yet several of the facts underpinning this report – store closure numbers, operating losses, wage legislation – were only months old at the time of writing and are likely to be superseded again before the Board acts on any recommendation. This taught me that a Board-facing strategy report needs to state explicitly, as I have tried to do throughout, the date and source of each figure, so that the reader can judge for themselves how much has likely changed since.
[bookmark: _Toc234881565]Analysis
Using Kolb's (1984) experiential learning cycle as a complementary lens, this task moved me through concrete experience (grappling with genuinely conflicting and dispersed data sources), reflective observation (recognising where my initial assumptions about Starbucks' brand strength were not fully supported by the VRIO evidence, particularly regarding the imitability of loyalty schemes), abstract conceptualisation (understanding that frameworks are only as reliable as the evidence populating them, and that Board-level recommendations require explicit acknowledgement of data limitations), and active experimentation (deliberately structuring the report so each framework built on, and was cross-checked against, the previous one, rather than treating PESTEL, VRIO and SWOT as isolated exercises). This reinforced a core strategic management lesson: frameworks do not generate insight on their own – they are only valuable when populated with current, market-specific evidence and interrogated critically rather than applied mechanically.
[bookmark: _Toc234881566]Conclusion
Overall, the exercise strengthened my ability to integrate multiple strategic frameworks into a single, internally consistent argument rather than presenting them as disconnected checklist items, and improved my discipline around evidencing claims with dated, sourced data appropriate for a fast-moving competitive environment. I could have strengthened the analysis further with primary research (for example, interviewing UK store managers or surveying customers), which time constraints did not permit, and I should be more systematic in flagging where global data has been used as a reasonable proxy for UK-specific insight.
[bookmark: _Toc234881567]Action Plan
In future strategic analyses I will, first, build a structured evidence log at the outset that records each data point's source, date and geographic scope, to make gaps and proxies visible early rather than discovering them late in the writing process; second, deliberately seek disconfirming evidence for my preferred strategic recommendation before finalising it, to guard against confirmation bias; and third, where possible, supplement secondary research with at least limited primary data collection to strengthen the practical credibility of Board-facing recommendations.
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