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1. Introduction
In the contemporary global market, global brands are forced to adapt their marketing models to fit various economic, cultural and competitive landscapes. The case study of Starbucks, one of the most familiar coffeehouse brands in the world, demonstrates how MNCs transform their marketing strategies to satisfy the expectations of consumers in other countries. This report will analyse the advertising policies of Starbucks in the United States and China, its domestic market and its most rapidly expanding foreign market. Whereas the USA is a mature, competent culture in making coffee, China is a rapidly growing market whose Western coffee consumption is yet to develop. Through the analysis of the macroenvironment using PESTLE and analysis of Segmentation, Targeting, Positioning (STP) and the 7Ps marketing mix, the report assesses how Starbucks aligns its strategies in these markets. It also evaluates the efficiency of these strategies using market data, raises ethical issues, and provides future international marketing development recommendations.

2. Company overview
Starbucks Corporation was established in 1971 in Seattle. It has become the biggest Speciality coffee retailer and roastery chain in the world. The company has a vertically integrated model that comprises retail outlets, roasting, packaged products and licencing for more than 5 decades (Starbucks, 2024). It also operates a digital-based customer ecosystem, especially Starbucks Rewards and mobile ordering, which is helping it expand globally. Starbucks posted consolidated net revenues of approximately 36.2 billion in fiscal 2024, and the digital membership increase has been noted as one of its strengths, with 33.8 million active U.S. Rewards members in the fourth quarter of FY24 (Trading Economics, 2025).
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Figure 01: Starbucks (Starbucks, 2024)
Starbucks Operation in the USA
Starbucks has its home market in the US, and that is the largest generator of revenue. It operates over 16,000 locations in the United States, with the majority being a combination of company-managed and licensed stores (APNews, 2024). The U.S strategy emphasises convenience formats, drive-thru, suburban and mobile order/pick-up. It also focuses on frequency, loyalty with Rewards, seasonal innovations, such as Pumpkin Spice, and operational initiatives that improve in-store experience and throughput (Buchholz, 2023).
Starbucks Operation in China
Starbucks made its entry into mainland China in 1999, and since then, it has become the second-largest supplier in China in both the number of stores and marketplace significance (Chau et al., 2022). As of the conclusion of 2024 and the beginning of 2025, it had approximately 7,500 to 8,000 stores, tens of thousands of partners, and introduced the high-quality format, including the Reserve Roasteries and flagships. The chain also intensified digital connections with local ecosystems such as WeChat and Alipay to access more customers (Congress.Gov, 2025). As competition intensifies and the same-store sales trend slows, Starbucks has embarked on localisation and, most recently, building strategic partnership opportunities with Chinese investors in accelerating regional growth.
International brand management and brand development 
The firm has a stable international brand identity with a focus on high quality, third place experience and adjustment of stores, menus and online products to the local market. The most recent brand developments are Reserves and Roastery, which further pamper the experience, loyalty and digital personalisation, and grocery, RTD and consumer packaged goods integration (Joehawkes, 2025). These will have a wider scope than cafes and preserve essential brand equity. The discussion of joint ventures in China indicates an approach to integrate international brand control with increased local operational capabilities (Stanway, 2025).

3. Comparison of the Socio-economic context of the USA and China
This part assesses and contrasts the socioeconomic contexts of the US with China in six significant PESTLE analysis dimensions. This comparison is vital to the international brands like Starbucks that should adapt their strategies to fit.
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Figure 02: PESTEL Analysis (Stanway, 2025)
Political factors
United States: The political environment is mostly conducive in the United States. There is a stable democracy in the country, predictable trade and business regulations, and characteristically transparent regulatory procedures that make up grand-scale retail operations and franchising choices (Starbucks, 2024). Nonetheless, contemporary labour movements and changing local legislation, including local minimum-wage laws and mobilisation by unions, pose an operational risk and pressure on costs (Statbase, 2024).
[bookmark: _Hlk214813036]China: China is a complex case that is mostly positive to grow, but politically challenging. The centralised policymaking has stimulated the growth of urban retailing and expedited permits for new stores (Stanway, 2025). However, more stringent control over foreign companies in Beijing, periodic regulatory changes and geopolitical frictions, particularly in trade and politics is also a source of strategic risk and requires keen government relations. The combination of joint ventures and company-owned stores depicts how Starbucks has been able to fit in this environment (Starbucks, 2025). 
Economic factors
[bookmark: _Hlk214812582]United States: U.S. economies are stable and strained. Premium pricing is supported by high household disposable income and high coffee-drinking habits. Nevertheless, headwinds are caused by inflation and a rise in discretionary spending after the pandemic (Trading Economics, 2025). These forces cause store optimization and pricing changes or provide offers. Nevertheless, the U.S. disposable incomes and maturity of Starbucks revenues favour scale, despite stagnant comparable-store growth (Uta, 2021).  
China: The economic situation of China is stable but volatile. The quick urbanisation and a rising middle-income group offer Starbucks a strong growth potential in the high-end lifestyle category (National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2025). The recent declining retail purchases and the housing sector winds undermine the proximity consumption in certain areas. There is long-term potential and short-term skewed demand as indicated by McKinsey and local data (Myllyvirta, 2025). 
Socio-cultural factors
United States: The United States has positive social factors. Coffee has become an ingrained daily routine, and Starbucks enjoys the familiarity, loyalty schemes, and a solid level of third-place, which attracts large groups of people (The Culture Factor Group, 2023). However, saturated urban and suburban markets demand product innovation to sustain customer return (Wale, 2025). 
China:  The Chinese socio-culture is favourable with high growth prospects. Tea is an ancient tradition, but contemporary Chinese consumers, particularly urban youth, regard cafes as places of life and socialising (CKGSB, 2023). Starbucks reacts with local menus, matcha, red-bean dishes and mooncakes, flagship experience stores like the Shanghai Roastery. These services align with the status-seeking and social-media culture, and they reinforce the high-end positioning of the brand (National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2025).  
Hofstede’s Cultural Dimension Analysis: 
The following chart shows six cultural dimensions for China and the USA.
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Figure 03: Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions comparison (Hofstede, 2025)
 Power Distance: China (80) is more tolerant of hierarchy and inequality than the USA (40). Chinese consumers expect an orderly service experience, authority and formal communication. American customers, on the contrary, like flat hierarchies and a kind, informal service style (Hofstede, 2025).
Individualism: The Chinese market is oriented to collectivism, and group cohesion and family can make a purchase. Customisation is a good fit for U.S. consumers who appreciate autonomy and individual preference (Wale, 2025).
Achievement Orientation: China has a somewhat higher score, thus demonstrating a higher level of competitiveness and ambition, especially among young professionals who work in urban environments (The Culture Factor Group, 2023).
Uncertainty Avoidance: China (30) embraces uncertainties, which allows for adopting new payment systems and social commerce quickly. The U.S. (46) is moderate in terms of rules and prefers clarity (Aditya Rangroo, 2024).
Long-Term Orientation: China (77) scores higher because it focuses on long-term planning, education and long-term brand relationships. Meanwhile, the U.S. consumers are short-term oriented and tend to react actively to the seasonal campaigns (Hofstede, 2025).
Indulgence: The American culture is hedonistic, focused on pleasure and personal satisfaction. China is more conservative, preferring luxurious aesthetics with restraint.
Advantages and disadvantages of Hofstede’s model: 
Hofstede provides a brief comparative framework to make positioning, message, and channel decisions. It is non-complex and is popular in global marketing research and practice (Wale, 2025). However, the model can be stereotyped, it ignores intra-country diversity, and it uses old survey findings. Thus, it must be part of modern market research, such as social-media analytics and area segmentation (Barrano, 2025). Researchers caution that scores cannot be used in a deterministic fashion; Hofstede is a guide rather than a substitute for local understanding. 
Technological factors
United States: Technological factors are also favourable in the United States. Efficiency and customer relationship management are enhanced through high smartphone penetration, a mature mobile-order and payment system, and a built-in loyalty app ecosystem. The U.S. marketing of Starbucks focuses on its apps and digital promotions (TrustArc, 2024).  
China: The technological climate in China is quite conducive. Super apps and virtually ubiquitous mobile payments, such as Alipay and WeChat Pay, form frictionless shopping and potent digital marketing platforms. Promotions and delivery-related integration with these ecosystems give Starbucks a decisive growth advantage (IEA, 2025).
Environmental Factors
United States: The U.S. environmental factors have a favourable trend, but are under scrutiny. Consumers are demanding sustainable production, ethical sourcing and reduction of wastage. Greener Stores and C.A.F.E. practices are global impact initiatives of Starbucks, but packaging and waste are also being criticised (Hawksford, 2025). 
China: In China, the environmental nature is favourable, yet enforcement is on the rise. Sustainable regime and governmental goals programs generate compliance expenditures and brand-building incentives (EPA.Gov, 2015). In China, consumers are becoming more sensitive to sustainability narratives, and therefore green stores and corporate social responsibility can benefit brand equity (National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2025). 
Legal Factors
United States: There are clear food safety and retail regulations,  such as the FDA Food Code guidance; however, the complexity of the existing multi-jurisdictional labour and commercial regulations increases compliance time and costs, and recent litigation and union activity create legal risk (Briefing, 2021). Hence, the legal factors provide a mixed environment for the company. 
China: In China, the legal environment is also challenging. Stricter food-safety regulations and the changing regulatory frameworks (data, advertising, and labour) demand effective compliance mechanisms (Myllyvirta, 2025). The norms of intellectual property protection and contracting require a cautious legal approach to branding and the supply chain. New amendments and enforcement efforts indicate that the government is proactive (InfluChina, 2024). 
Similarities and dissimilarities
Overall, both countries are favourable to Starbucks, but on different grounds: the USA provides a stable, high-income, technologically advanced, and mature market where Starbucks should handle saturation, labour forces, and labour efficiency (CKGSB, 2023). The economic/technological climate is positive, but the political and legal one is ambivalent. China has a high urbanisation level, a high-aspirational and wealthy consumer base and a dominant mobile-commerce infrastructure. This renders the social and technology aspects highly favourable, yet political and regulatory sensitivity and short-term economic instability render the political, economic and legal aspects mixed (Barrano, 2025). Sustainability is a relevant positive trend in any market, and Starbucks can exploit it, whereas food safety and labour standards are operational issues in both countries. 

4. STP analysis
This section will clarify how Starbucks deploys the Segmentation, Targeting and Positioning (STP) model in its major global segments. The STP approach facilitates Starbucks to unpuzzle heterogeneous consumer groups, the most profitable ones, and adjust its market stance in each country to match specific cultural, economic, and lifestyle needs.
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Figure 04: STP Analysis (Park, 2020)
STP strategies in the USA
Segmentation: Starbucks uses a multi-layered strategy in the U.S. market, which is one of the most mature coffee markets in the world. The majority of customers are young professionals aged 18-40, students, and middle-income consumers, who are the biggest group that prioritises convenience and high-end experiences (Park, 2020). Behavioural segmentation recognises the heavy users, who shop in the stores 3-5 times a week, about 47% of Starbucks revenue in the U.S. Starbucks is psychographically aimed at a consumer segment that values speciality drinks, online convenience, and third place lifestyle (Deepak and Jeyakumar, 2019). Geographic segmentation also plays a major role, with more than 60% of its stores in metropolitan regions and suburbs, where premium beverages are in the highest demand. 
Targeting: Starbucks has differentiated targeting, in which the firm provides separate goods to separate groups- popular coffee lines to the mass market, Catalan Reserve speciality to high-income patrons, and RTD coffees to highly mobile buyers (Kotler et al., 2022). The Starbucks Rewards loyalty programme targets digital-savvy millennials and Gen-Z customers, achieving close to 33 million active U.S. members in 2024. These members create more than half of the U.S. store revenue, which shows high targeting precision (Aaker and Moorman, 2023). Indirect targets target children and families with breakfast, snack boxes, and seasonal beverages such as the Pumpkin Spice Latte.
Positioning: In the US, Starbucks aligns itself as a high-end but affordable coffee shop that has better product quality, personalisation, and lifestyle experience. It is based on the value proposition of high-quality ethically sourced coffee, customised beverages, that third-place atmosphere, and digital convenience, as mobile ordering features 31% of U.S. transactions (Aarikka-Stenroos and Ritala, 2017). U.S. positioning is focused on community, innovation and quick customer service that make Starbucks a leading brand in the high-end cafe segment.
STP analysis in China
Segmentation: Consumer behaviour in China is vastly different, and Starbucks takes the socio-economic, psychographic and behavioural segmentation depending on the emerging coffee culture (Mohamed and Başar, 2023). Demographically, the targeted group consists of the middle-class aged 20 to 35 years, urban dwellers, whose income and lifestyle follow current consumption patterns. The middle classes in China have shown rapid growth, with an estimated population of 530 million reported in 2024. Psychographically, Starbucks focuses its marketing to consumers who view coffeehouses as a source of status, aspiration, and identity. Behavioural segmentation focuses on social events, gifting, and high lifestyle events (David et al., 2017). Geographic segmentation concentrates on Tier-1, Tier-2 towns- Shanghai, Beijing, Shenzhen, and Hangzhou, where Western-style cafe demand is highest.
Targeting: The company focuses on upwardly mobile professionals, undergraduates and the high-end middle-class of cities, groups that associate western brands with modernity and global identity (David and David, 2019). Besides, Starbucks also focuses on social groups who utilise cafes in studying, dating, get-togethers, and small festivities. Its targeting approach is localised in its provision of region-specific food items and culturally-linked seasonal drinks, such as Red Bean Frappuccino and Mid-Autumn Festival moon cakes, which are appealing to consumers with a tradition-oriented disposition (Miao, 2021). Digital targeting is an essential part of the strategy; Starbucks partners with Alibaba, Meituan, and WeChat to achieve millions of daily digital interactions.
Positioning: In the Chinese market, Starbucks has positioned itself as a high-end, aspirational lifestyle brand instead of a coffee retailer. The in-store experience is designed to make consumers feel luxury, global and connected to the world. Its flagship Shanghai Roastery, which is the largest of its kind globally, is used to strengthen this premium positioning (Jiang and Murmann, 2022). Besides, the brand operates as a community and cultural bridge by using Chinese flavours, tea-based drinks and luxury interior design details. Compared to the United States, its positioning in China shows higher status signalling and cultural adaptation.
Perceptual Map of Starbucks in the USA
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Figure 05: Perceptual Map (Jiang and Murmann, 2022)
Starbucks holds the high-cost, high-value category, symbolic of its luxury brand experience in the United States. Rival companies like McCafe and Dunkin place themselves at the bottom-price/bottom-experience segments, indicating a focus on affordability and convenience (Jiang and Murmann, 2022). Peet Coffee is proximate to Starbucks, but it serves in a niche artisanal market, which further highlights the greater mainstream premium focus of Starbucks.
Comparative evaluation
The difference in Starbucks' STP strategy is an indication of differences in the cultural norms, economies, and consumer expectations in the two markets (Hui-Jung, 2019). The company targets convenience-based, high-individualistic customers in the United States, providing customised services and online convenience. On the other hand, in China, it is marketing to consumers who prize social identity and luxurious Western lifestyles, making Starbucks a symbol of an aspirational lifestyle (Zhaozhe, 2023). In the U.S.-based strategic framework, behavioural and psychographic factors dominate the strategy, but in China, social class, lifestyle aspirations, and cultural relevance are the main forces.



5. Marketing Mix 
This part examines how Starbucks has differentiated its marketing mix to the socio-economic and cultural milieus of the United States and China. 
Product classification: 
Starbucks presents the cross of consumer goods and service experiences, which fall under convenience, speciality, and unsought goods depending on the context of the market (Bertels and Desplaces, 2021). A key driver of brand preferences, low sensitivity to price and the tendency to travel to consume preferred drinks make Starbucks beverages classified as speciality consumer goods, both in the United States and in China. The Starbucks drinks, including handcrafted lattes, Frappuccinos and specially tailored espresso drinks, need specialised skills, further supporting their status as a speciality (Sholihah et al., 2016). 
This experience of the cafe is a service product that provides intangible value achieved through ambience, social space, interaction with the barista, and emotionalism. Starbucks also sells shopping products, such as packaged coffee, such as whole bean, ground, and capsules, branded products, and seasonal collections (Ge et al., 2021). These products are more involved purchases and a strategic move by Starbucks to lifestyle branding. Ready-to-drink bottled coffees, which are widely packaged in supermarkets, can be classified under convenience goods, as these meet the on-the-go consumer preferences.
Product width:
Product width (brand extensions) represents the global growth of Starbucks to merchandise and lifestyle items in addition to beverages. They can be branded reusable cups, seasonal tumblers, such as Pumpkin Spice tumblers in the U.S., packaged coffee and bottled chilled cups in China, food gifting products, such as mooncakes in China, licensed apparel and merchandise sold both in stores and online (Starbucks, 2025). These extensions make Starbucks a lifestyle brand, generate new streams of revenue, and enhance brand awareness.
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Figure 06: Starbucks product width (Starbucks, 2025)
Product depth:
The product depth (diversity of beverage and food lines) of Starbucks varies significantly in the USA and China. In the USA, depth is represented by seasonal and regional coffee detailing, including Pumpkin Spice Latte, nitro cold brew, and a full line of bakery products, to satisfy habitual coffee drinkers (daily) and seasonal tastes (Bisello, 2021). Depth takes place in China, with local flavour innovations, such as matcha and red-bean Frappuccinos, hojicha, mooncake seasonal products, tea-based ready-to-drink products, and vibrant local [image: ][image: ]adaptation (Starbucks, 2025).
Figure 07: Starbucks product depth (Starbucks, 2025) 
Product dimensions: 
The product level model identified three dimensions of a product, including core product, actual product/packaging, and auxiliary product. 
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Figure 08: Product Dimensions (Lemus et al., 2015)
Core products: The core product relates to the basic customer need that Starbucks satisfies through quality coffee and beverages (Lemus et al., 2015). It is a place where one can unwind or socialise/work, and identity, community and lifestyle identification. In the United States, everyday convenience and personalisation are the fundamental appeal, whereas in China, the fundamental attractiveness is linked to social status and aspirational lifestyle experiences. 
Packaging: This encompasses product design, ingredients, packaging, visual branding and style of stores. The menu in the USA is focused on customisation, with over 87000 beverage combinations (Haskova, 2015). The Pumpkin Spice Latte is a seasonal favourite that triggers a lot of revenue annually in the fall. Packaging emphasises sustainability as it deploys recyclable cups and plans to use reusable cup incentives. Store aesthetics capture the third place notion, as informal, relaxed, and convenient. Whereas, the menu in China conforms to local preferences and offers such drinks as Red Bean Frappuccino, Oolong Tea Latte, Black Sesame Macchiato and beverages with a festival theme (Campbell and Helleloid, 2016). Chinese motives are also common in packaging during Chinese holidays like the Lunar New Year. Stores focus on high-end design, such as more seating space, handcrafted decor, and a social-oriented layout. Starbucks Reserve ® stores in major urban areas offer high-end experiences to satisfy demand.
Auxiliary features: This involves customer services, digitalisation, loyalty programmes, and experience-based benefits. In the USA, Starbucks Rewards is one of the most thriving loyalty programmes in the world, having 33 million members in 2024; this adds to over 50% of sales in the U.S. Robust digital offerings comprise mobile order-and-pay, curbside delivery and integration with Uber Eats to deliver (Alwaleed et al., 2019). Brand trust is strengthened through community programs as well as sustainability efforts. In China. Starbucks is incorporated into WeChat and Alipay to allow mobile ordering, gifting, and social sharing. Meituan and Ele.me delivery partnerships facilitate the rapid growth of Starbucks Delivery. The Starbucks Social Gift enables users to send virtual gifts of beverages, which is very popular within the collectivist culture (Gupta et al., 2018). Premium augmented experiences are the Starbucks Reserve Roastery Shanghai and barista-guided tasting tours.
Marketing mix comparison
	Areas 
	USA
	China
	Comparison 

	Product 
	Starbucks is highly individualised in beverages, with a drink mix of over 87,000 and a high level of seasonal offers (Volle, 2022).
	Starbucks tailors its menu to local flavours like Red Bean Frappuccino and tea-based beverages, and markets itself based on a high-end lifestyle.
	The United States focuses on customisation and convenience, and China focuses on localisation and high-quality cultural relevance, making them examples of the adaptive product strategy of Starbucks (Zhaozhe, 2023).

	Price 
	The price levels follow a high-end pricing approach but are affordable to middle-class customers, as the average price of beverages is USD 5-7.
	Pricing in China, on the other hand, is also higher, but is perceived as aspirational luxury, with the price levels often being 15% to 25% higher than in the United States (Sakal, 2018).
	Premium pricing has been used by Starbucks in both markets, but in China, the premium is used as a status signal, while in the United States as a brand loyalty and quality perception.

	Place 
	The United States boasts extensive distribution, with more than 16,352 stores, both drive-thru and suburban (Miao, 2021).
	China has over 6,800 stores, mostly located in Tier-1 and Tier-2 cities and strong digital integration.
	Both markets have a wide distribution network, but the United States is more focused on accessibility via drive-through, and China is on saturation in cities and online platforms (Musonera, 2021).

	
	Market entry methods
In the United States, Starbucks employs fully owned or company-operated stores and selective licensing and franchising to maintain close control on store experience, supply chain and brand standards (Volle, 2022). It allows the brand to open new places fast nationwide, but the quality remains consistent. 
Starbucks was introduced to China as a joint venture in 1999. Gradually, it became a direct owner and operated by licence, culminating in a sizeable joint venture with Boyu Capital to accelerate penetration of smaller cities (Zhaozhe, 2023). 
Joint ventures offer quicker market penetration and local knowledge, but lessen part of earnings, lessen control and subject the organisation to regulatory and political reforms which may restrict decisions (Bisello, 2021).

	Promotion 
	Advertising activities focus on digital marketing, rewards programme marketing, and seasonal promotions like Christmas and Fall promotions (Wei, 2016).
	Social media, such as WeChat, Douyin, and Weibo, are heavily used in promotion, as they help to integrate social gifting and influencer culture.
	The tactics of the promotion differ significantly. American campaigns predict tradition and customisation. Campaigns in China focus on interaction (Park, 2020).

	People 
	Customer expects in the United States friendliness, efficiency, and service quality.
	Customers in China prefer formality, attentiveness, and experience-oriented service. Hence, it promotes a higher power distance culture (APNews, 2024).
	Starbucks varies its service styles according to cultural expectations, using a fast and informal style in the United States and a formal, status-enhancing style in China (Chau et al., 2022).

	Process 
	Ordering systems are digitised, barista operations are optimised, and the waiting time is shortened (Starbucks, 2024).
	The extreme digitalised ordering is connected with the WeChat and Alibaba ecosystems, and in-store operations become more and more experiential.
	The two markets are both digital leaders, but the super-app ecosystem in China is more integrated and sociable than the US-based app-based system.

	Physical evidence 
	Stores focus on comfort and familiarity using neutral colour schemes and common layouts.
	Each of the stores focuses on luxury and a high-quality atmosphere. Reserve stores, especially, are distinguished by huge seats and artistic decor, raising the level of experience (Barrano, 2025).
	Starbucks maintains its global branding in both markets. The stores of the U.S. are more functional, and the stores of China are more aspirational and aesthetic.



Similarities and differences
Starbucks maintains a conventional core marketing mix both in the U.S. and China, given a stable brand image, store ambience, product quality, and high-end positioning. Online order, loyalty programmes, and powerful physical clues support the notion of the third place (Chau et al., 2022). Nonetheless, localisation influences major distinctions: the menu will include tea-themed drinks and mooncakes in China, prices will be higher, marketing will rely on WeChat and influencers, and experiential stores as flagships will influence the experience (Musonera, 2021). U.S. consumers are more convenience-driven, price-competitive, drive-through, and everyday-use, more indicative of consumer habits and market maturity.

6. Evaluation of Success in the USA and China
This segment discusses the performance of Starbucks in the two important markets USA and China. It explores the financial performance, market share, customer interaction, and long-term positioning.
Success in the USA
Starbucks continues to be the biggest coffeehouse chain in the USA, with an anticipated North American revenue in FY 2024 at approximately 32 billion US dollars, which is 74% of its worldwide revenue (Bryson et al., 2023). The company thrives as a result of digital transformation. Starbucks' Rewards programme had over 34 million active U.S. members in 2024, generating over half of its company-managed store revenues. Mobile ordering, mobile payment and personalised offers enhance retention and increase purchase rates (Xu, 2020). 
Increasing operational efficiency increases success. The drive-thru has been introduced to accommodate the post-pandemic trend, and siren stores and modernised back-of-house technologies reduce service delivery time by at least 20%. Innovation of products, which now comprise over 75% of the beverage sales in the United States, proves the capacity of Starbucks to respond to changing consumer trends (Musonera, 2021).
Success in China
China is the next-largest international market of Starbucks, with over 6,800 stores in over 250 cities as of 2024, making it the largest market the company has beyond the United States (Bisello, 2021). Macroeconomic slowdowns and low-cost entry competitors like Luckin Coffee have not kept Starbucks down, with efforts focused on premium positioning, local menu innovation, such as green-tea drinks and mooncake-based offerings, and immersive retail experiences, including the Shanghai Roastery, which is visited by millions of people a year (Wei, 2016).
Starbucks' success is due to its integration into digital form. Collaboration with Ele.me, Hema, and Alipay of Alibaba offer delivery, built-in retail, and easy mobile ordering. Rewards programme in China had exceeded 20 million active members, which strengthened brand loyalty despite difficult market environments (Gupta et al., 2018).
Overall, Starbucks attains success levels in both the United States and China, but based on entirely different rationales. The United States contributes growth via wide-scale outscale digital-loyalty initiatives and operations innovation, whereas China supports growth via upscale experiential branding and localisation of product market orientation (Sakal, 2018). Collectively, those markets make up over 60% of the stores and revenue of Starbucks worldwide, thus highlighting their strategic importance.
Customer reviews of Starbucks 
Customers in the U.S. often complain of poor service quality, wait time, bugs in apps, and unreliable beverage preparation. On Trustpilot, there are numerous negative reviews, frequently referring to slow service and ordering issues (Trustpilot, 2025). However, in larger surveys, Starbucks ranks at the top of diner brands, so even though there are dissatisfied customers, there are also numerous customers who like the company's food and atmosphere.
Online customer sentiment is both positive and negative in China. Certain reviews praise the ambience and quality of the drinks in Starbucks based on positive Tripadvisor reviews of locations in Beijing and Guangzhou. Conversely, app reviews are highly critical of the loyalty benefits and change of rewards, with almost half of all reviewers recording negative experiences with the apps (Musonera, 2021). Growing competition and price sensitivity of Chinese consumers are emphasised in social media and media reports, and their impact on perceived value.

7. Ethical Issues in the Marketing Mix
This part presents the critical evaluation of ethical issues Starbucks faces in product, price, place, and promotion elements. 
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Figure 09: The ethical marketing mix (Petrova et al., 2024)
Product Ethics
Starbucks asserts that it sells ethically sourced coffee, but there are still serious tensions. Despite 98% of its coffee being certified by C.A.F.E., practices in 2024, governments and negotiating agencies claim that the certification does not address the issues of poverty among farmers as well as regional wage inequality (Petrova et al., 2024). Furthermore, ethical issues about high sugar content, with some Frappuccino drinks having over 65g of sugar, almost twice as much as the World Health Organisation recommends, cast doubt on consumer health. Critics in China argue that domestic sweet drinks could increase the health risk among the younger generation.
Pricing Ethics 
Starbucks uses high-premium pricing policies both in the United States and in China, which has been met with criticism, especially when inflation is rife. In 2024, menu prices increased in the United States by 5-7%, which left the question of affordability and the disproportionate effect of rising prices on lower-income consumers debatable (Lee and Jin, 2019). The prices of Starbucks are still two to three times higher than local rivals, such as Luckin Coffee, in China, raising ethical questions of luxury pricing in a price-sensitive market.
Place Ethics 
Rapid expansion into stores in China, greater than one new store every nine hours in 2023-24, has serious sustainability, community, and market saturation issues. Scrutiny of fair labour practices has been drawn to the company in the United States, especially high-profile unionisation cases, which have included store closures, irregular scheduling, and larger employee-rights issues (Siwu et al., 2023).
Promotion Ethics 
Starbucks prefigures social impact and sustainability in its advertisements; however, critics usually see these claims as cases of greenwashing, particularly regarding single-use cup waste (Bryson et al., 2023). Though the company has committed to halving its waste by 2030, the progress has been uneven, with less than 5% of transactions involving reusable cups in 2024. 

8. Recommendations and Conclusion  
Recommendation 
Starbucks must focus on digital reinvention and product premiumisation to maintain a competitive advantage in the United States. The growth of AI-powered personalisation is a must because over 34% of U.S. transactions are already performed through mobile channels. Moreover, faster mobile order placements and automated back-of-office functionality will improve operational efficiency, along with increasing customer retention. The business should also expand its range of functional beverages, such as with protein, and zero-sugar cold brews, to attract health-conscious drinkers, who are forecasted to experience an 8.2% growth per year in the U.S. beverage sector.
Starbucks needs to ensure an increased localisation in China. The rivalry among local competitors is also increasing where national brands such as Luckin Coffee expand to the 10,000 stores by 2024 and, by that, surpasses the distribution of Starbucks. Starbucks should intensify its efforts to cater its cultural preferences against the Chinese, particularly, product bundlings, namely, matcha-based beverage and red bean beverages, additional categories of premium teas and competitive-focused pricing strategies. Additionally, expansion can be facilitated through the improvement in the relationship of delivery through sites such as Meituan with the food delivery industry in China continuing to be edged at well above 150 billion dollars in yearly revenues.
Conclusion 
Starbucks remains a strong performer in the USA due to its brand equity, impressive digital ecosystem, and effective product innovations. The brand is highly competitive and dynamic in terms of consumer shifts in China and, therefore, needs greater value propositions through increased localisation. The formation of digital transformation, ethically oriented activities, and market-specific approaches would allow Starbucks to maintain long-term global expansion and strengthen its roles in developed and emerging markets.
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