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[bookmark: _Toc213964674]Introduction
The coffee shop business of the world is now an important element of contemporary urban consumption and service marketing. Starbucks is the most famous foreign coffee company among the top brands (Starbucks, 2023). The report is a critical comparison of the marketing strategies used by Starbucks in the United Kingdom and China. It uses the PESTLE framework, the STP model and the seven Ps marketing mix to evaluate the way Starbucks changes according to national context, competition and consumer behaviour. The report also evaluates the performance indicators and ethical practices and then provides practical recommendations for future international marketing. The study is based on current corporate reports and reliable industry statistics that guarantee academic validity and up-to-date nature (Starbucks, 2024).
[image: An infographic map shows countries with Starbucks stores as of Dec 2020, highlighting US, Canada, China, South Korea, Japan, UK.]
Figure: Starbucks’ Worldwide Business Activities (Richter, 2021)
The United Kingdom and China have been used as countries to compare them because they have significant differences in terms of culture, economic maturity, and digital behaviour. The United Kingdom is a developed European market that has established a culture of coffee that supplements the tea culture, whereas China is a fast-growing market where the consumption of coffee is still growing in large and small cities. Such differences allow conducting a significant evaluation of the way Starbucks finds a balance between brand standardisation and the local contextualisation and realigns its strategies with global ethical and cultural demands (Starbucks, 2024).
Starbucks opened its first store in China in Beijing in 1999, when it bought the Seattle Coffee Company and first entered the United Kingdom in 1998. These points of entry define two possible directions of growth into Europe and Asia and are the foundation of the next discussion of the international marketing strategy of Starbucks (Starbucks Stories EMEA, 2023; Starbucks China, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc213964675]Brand Overview
Starbucks Corporation is an American coffeehouse multinational corporation that was founded in 1971 in Seattle, Washington. The brand started as a whole-bean coffee and gadget retailer before it was rebranded under Howard Schultz to be a worldwide speciality coffee-shop chain. The mission statement of the organisation is as follows: to inspire and nurture the human spirit, one person, one cup and one neighbourhood at a time (Starbucks UK, 2025).
Starbucks has been able to grow fast globally. This company indicates that as of 2024, the company has about 36% of its overall revenues as external to the United States, which highlights that the company is oriented at expanding internationally (Starbucks, 2025). The brand is placed in the high-end category of coffee-shop business in the world market. It focuses on experiential appeal, store atmosphere, quality of baristas and online experiences.
[image: ☕️ Can Starbucks Be Saved? - by App Economy Insights]
Figure: Revenue and Cost Structure of Starbucks (App Economy Insights, 2025)
Starbucks got into the market of the United Kingdom in 1998 through the acquisition of the Seattle Coffee Company. With its headquarters based in London, Starbucks Europe, Middle East and Africa (EMEA) division has incorporated the UK operation (Starbucks EMEA accounts, 2024). A combination of company-owned and licensed stores provides Starbucks UK with a competitive edge, as the company has registered revenues of US$425.4 million in the UK and EMEA region in 2023, a 31.3% increase in revenues compared to the previous year (Starbucks UK & EMEA, 2024). The UK market is seasoned and has a dense concentration of coffee shops, high product awareness of the branded cafe experiences and relatively good disposable income. The store format is focused on a relaxed third-place experience, online ordering and reward membership, and congruence of international brand experience to the local scenario (Starbucks UK, 2025).
[image: Starbucks coffee in China is better served to-go | Reuters]
Figure: Shrinking Market Share of Starbucks in China (Saba, 2024)
Starbucks first opened its store in January 1999 in the China World Trade Building in mainland China (Starbucks China, 2025). To the current reporting, the Chinese operation has expanded to over 7,800 stores in over 250 cities (Starbucks China, 2025). Starbucks refers to China as one of its most strategic and rapidly expanding international markets (Li, 2023). The company used joint-venture and licensing agreements with local partners to overcome the challenges of regulation and culture and subsequently raised majority ownership where it was allowed (Strategy Institute, 2023). However, over the years the market share in China is shrinking. In China, Starbucks has emphasised localisation and presented localised beverages, the integration of tea culture, and compatibility with the local digital ecosystems (mobile payment and delivery) (Daxue Consulting, 2024).
Although the United Kingdom is a mature market with stable growth and well-developed consumer behaviour, China is a high-growth emerging market with high innovation, digitalisation and increasingly competitive market competition with the domestic players (Wang, 2020; Li, 2023). In the case of Starbucks, elements such as brand consistency, customer loyalty and incremental growth can be realised in the UK, whilst scale opportunity, leadership challenge and strategic adaptation can be found in China. These two contexts underscore the dual global-local approach of the brand: keeping the brand intact but adapting performance to the country-specific conditions of the market.
The historical development of Starbucks as an American roaster to a retail organisation on the international level can be well-demonstrated by the example of its activities in the United Kingdom and China. These markets offer both opposite and complementary frameworks on the branding analysis about international marketing strategy and precondition the following comparative analysis frameworks of the macro-environment, STP, marketing mix, performance and ethics.


[bookmark: _Toc213964676]Socio-Cultural & Macro-Environmental Analysis
To explore the operations of Starbucks in the United Kingdom and China, one must examine the macro-environmental environment of both countries using the PESTLE framework. The analysis gives a reflection on the political, economic, social, technological, legal and environmental factors that influence strategic marketing choices. These two markets are two different environments, with the United Kingdom being a mature economy with fixed institutions and the People's Republic of China being a developing economy with fast digitalisation and cultural transformation.
[bookmark: _Toc213964677]Political Environment
The United Kingdom is a country with high stability, transparency, and a predictable nature in its political context, which promotes foreign investment. The government of the United Kingdom is providing the retail and hospitality industries with business rights relief and sustainable operation incentives (GOV.UK, 2024). This political stability is an advantage to Starbucks as it enables the company to do long-term strategic planning. Nevertheless, the company has also received parliamentary criticism on transparency in taxes that resulted in voluntary corporate tax payments and changed accounting procedures (Neate, 2024). These experiences show the reputational pressure of political regulation on marketing ethics in developed economies.
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Source: (The Global Economy, 2023)
The political environment in China is still centralised, and the regulatory systems are more state-oriented. The Chinese government is a strong supporter of domestic consumption and the modern service industry as its rebalancing economic policy agenda (National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2024). The expansion of Starbucks in China is in line with this direction of policy. Nevertheless, foreign brands are forced to follow stringent regulations on localisation of data, food safety and structures of partnership. Recent concerns of the government regarding the dual circulation strategy focus on local innovation, thus forcing Starbucks to localise its supply chain and reinforce collaboration with domestic coffee cultivators (China Daily, 2024). In China, therefore, political compliance is more of an ingredient of Starbucks marketing planning as compared to the United Kingdom.
[bookmark: _Toc213964678]Economic Environment
The United Kingdom is a high-income, services-based economy having a well-established retail infrastructure. The Office for National Statistics (2024) indicates that the gross domestic product rebounded in 2023 and increased by 0.6 per cent in 2024. The resilience of Starbucks is supported by the recovery of the disposable income and the constant growth of the coffee shop market. According to the British Coffee Association (2024), the United Kingdom coffee market is worth a total of £5.9 billion, and there are more than 9800 branded coffee shops. However, the pressure of inflation and increasing costs of running its operations has helped Starbucks to revisit its pricing and sourcing policies to remain profitable.
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Source: (The Global Economy, 2023)
In China, the growing consumption among the middle classes and urbanisation is leading to an economic environment. In 2024, the real gross domestic product increased by 5.2% (World Bank, 2025). The coffee consumption is low at about 12 cups per year, as compared to 200 cups in the United Kingdom, which means that there is a lot of room to grow (Statista, 2025). This widening consumer base is an advantage of Starbucks, but the market share is being eaten up by competitors like Luckin Coffee, which are turning into domestic chains. Adaptive pricing and expansion strategies are also needed due to economic volatility, currency fluctuations and regional income disparities.
[bookmark: _Toc213964679]Social Environment
Starbucks is strongly affected by cultural aspects as far as market positioning is concerned. Coffee culture has become a part of the social life of the United Kingdom. Consumers appreciate convenience, quality and ethical sources (Purohit, 2025). The increase in remote work has increased the pressure on digital ordering and comfortable seating. The stores of Starbucks can serve as a third place because they are designed to serve as informal meeting places (Mintel, 2024). Another area where the British consumers are highly supportive is sustainability and transparency, which influences Starbucks' promotional message towards recycling and fair trade.
The Chinese social life is different. The initial cultural factors that prevented the use of coffee were the historical connection of the population to the tea culture. Nevertheless, coffee is a symbol of the contemporary way of life and the fresh identity of urban young professionals (Xu and Wang, 2025). Starbucks has established itself as a place of social desire and online comfort. There is effective cultural adaptation, which is manifested by collaboration with local cultural symbols and seasonal menus based on Chinese festivals (Daxue Consulting, 2024). In addition, the collectivist values promote group consumption, which dictates the store design and marketing tone. The examples of culturally sensitive engagement of Starbucks are its community stores and collaborations with universities in the local areas.


[bookmark: _Toc213964680]Technological Environment
The UK market is a technologically advanced market. Starbucks has a mobile application that is part of the reward program and contactless payment. Working with Uber Eats and Just Eat allows home delivery, which is a manifestation of the digital transformation of retail. The digitisation of stores and renewable energy systems of the company contributes to efficiency in the operations (Starbucks UK, 2025).
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Source: (The Global Economy, 2023)
China is one of the most developed digital ecosystems in the world. Over 80 per cent of urban consumers are mobile payment penetrated (McKinsey, 2024). Starbucks collaborated with Alibaba to launch an online Starbucks Now platform that incorporated ordering, delivery, and interactions with customers (Yu and Goh, 2020). This alliance has changed its marketing strategy radically. Product recommendations and store-location strategies are informed using artificial intelligence and big data analytics. Chinese technological innovation is moving at a very fast rate, which means that Starbucks needs to be as nimble as it can and localise its digital instruments to stay competitive.


[bookmark: _Toc213964681]Legal Environment
The United Kingdom has clear consumer protection, employment and environmental laws. Starbucks complies with the Food Standards Agency regulation, labour legislation, and data-protection regulation under the United Kingdom General Data Protection Regulation (Information Commissioner’s Office, 2024). Customer trust is supported by compliance, but it also adds complicated administrative costs. The recent discussions regarding the categorisation of self-employed gig workers in delivery agreements in partnerships with Starbucks may affect this enterprise in its operations.
The issue of legal compliance is different in China. The food service business is governed by the State Administration of Market Control, which has strict licensing and checking procedures. The Cybersecurity Law and the Personal Information Protection Law require storage of data on the territory of the country (CBBC, 2025). Starbucks should thus have local data holding points and be digitally transparent. The protection of intellectual property has been enhanced, but local copying of the style of a beverage is still very common. These law situations influence the product innovation and marketing content of Starbucks.
[bookmark: _Toc213964682]Environmental Environment
Starbucks has made sustainability the key component of its worldwide plan. Environmental awareness is the order of the day among consumers in the United Kingdom. Waste-cutting initiatives, reusable-cup offers, and recycling initiatives have been adopted by Starbucks. It stated a target of becoming carbon neutral by 2030 (Starbucks Sustainability Report, 2024). These efforts are enhanced by regulatory support from local councils for recycling infrastructure.
Environmental awareness in China has been growing, but it is not uniform all over (Wang and Cao, 2024). Starbucks started an initiative called Greener Stores China, which they pledged to operate with eco-friendliness and make use of local sources (Starbucks China, 2025). Partnership with the Alibaba logistics system also aids in emission delivery. However, the current policies on the environment are changing in China, and implementation varies in various regions, which poses a challenge in ensuring uniform sustainability performance.
[bookmark: _Toc213964683]Comparative Summary
The United Kingdom and China have different PESTLE profiles. The United Kingdom is predictable in terms of regulations, culturally mature, and environmentally conscious, whereas China is big, growing, and technologically innovative. In the United Kingdom, political and legal elements are more open, whereas in China, they are intrusive. The economic conditions are more stable in the United Kingdom and changeable in China. In China and the United Kingdom, social and technological environments provide Starbucks with more opportunities in terms of innovation and successful brand equity. These differences characterise the international marketing challenge Starbucks must deal with to manage both standardised international global identity and adaptive localisation approaches that must deal with different cultures, technologies, and policies.
[bookmark: _Toc213964684]Segmentation, Targeting and Positioning (STP)
The segmentation, targeting and positioning model indicates how Starbucks chooses customer segmentation, specific segmentation and value propositions to develop a differentiated brand image in the national context. The United Kingdom and China are unique socio-economic and cultural settings, and the marketing strategies of Starbucks in these two markets have a combination of global brand consistency and local adaptation.
[bookmark: _Toc213964685]Segmentation
Starbucks uses a mix of demographic, psychographic and behavioural segmentation in the markets. The segmentation is on the urban professionals and the students and middle and upper-income consumers of the United Kingdom who prefer high-quality coffee and comfortable social settings (Mintel, 2024). The demographics of the greatest consumer population range between the ages of 18 to 45 years with medium to high disposable incomes. They are psychographically convenience-loving, digital and ethical consumers. The United Kingdom segment has a strong brand loyalty, behaviourally supported by the Starbucks Rewards programme that by 2024 had over 1.2 million active members (Starbucks UK, 2025).
The younger and digitally connected consumers relate Starbucks to modern lifestyle and personal expression in China, which is reflected in the segmentation. The key demographic segment will comprise urban millennials and Generation Z customers whose incomes and exposure to Western culture are increasing. Psychographic segmentation focuses on aspiration consumption and social acknowledgement. On the behavioural side, Chinese consumers are highly responsive to online marketing, online ordering, and occasionally limited to seasonal drinks that generate a social-media buzz (Daxue Consulting, 2024). Starbucks thus incorporates cultural festivals and local tastes like red-bean or green-tea drinks to enhance local resonance.
[bookmark: _Toc213964686]Targeting
Starbucks uses a differentiated targeting strategy in the United Kingdom in which the market targets individuals who enjoy a high-quality coffee experience and who do not consider the low-price coffee offered by Greggs or Costa Coffee. The brand is marketed as a non-exclusive but high-end product in urban centres, travel centres and college campuses. According to the data obtained at Allegra World Coffee Portal (2024), the competition within the United Kingdom branded coffee-shop market is, nevertheless, led by the three leading chains of coffee shops, Costa, Starbucks, and Caffè Nero, in which Starbucks occupies about 25% market share.
Starbucks uses a focused targeting strategy in China, which emphasises the urban professionals and students who are very wealthy and view drinking coffee as an urban cultural activity (Li, 2024). Its expansion into the lower-tier cities in 2024 has broadened its target. However, the marketing communication remains geared towards consumers who seek high-quality Western-style experiences. It will work with local digital platforms like WeChat and Alipay, which will guarantee direct access to these target audiences.
[bookmark: _Toc213964687]Positioning
Starbucks has a stable international presence of a third place between home and work where customers can unwind, meet friends and have high-quality drinks (Starbucks Stories, 2024). This positioning in the United Kingdom is focusing on warmth, community and ethical responsibility. The focus on sustainable sourcing and the environmental dedication of the company help its ethical brand image. The feeling of comfort and familiarity, which are the priorities of British consumers, is supported by advertising and store design.
In China, Starbucks positions itself as a brand of contemporary aspirations and online presence and sophistication. The cooperation with Alibaba to run the stores called Starbucks Now indicates an innovative positioning that combines the use of technology with lifestyle (McKinsey, 2024). The luxurious experience is supported by high-end stores like the Starbucks Reserve Roastery in Shanghai, which positions the brand as a luxury brand. The fact that the company has been able to connect digital convenience and social prestige has enabled the firm to keep brand equity even though local competition is high.
[bookmark: _Toc213964688]Comparative Evaluation
Comparison of these two shows that Starbucks has a standardised brand identity and localised performance. Positioning in the United Kingdom concerns authenticity, familiarity and ethical sourcing as compared to China, where positioning concerns innovation, modernity and social status. Both use emotional appeal as opposed to functional differentiation only. The segmentation strategies show the Starbucks data-driven application of loyalty programmes and digital analytics in refining the customer profile in both. These marketing choices can be seen as an example of how the world frameworks were used in the company in a balanced way alongside the cultural sensitivity of the local markets; this has enabled the company to maintain its competitive edge in two markets that are fundamentally different.
[bookmark: _Toc213964689]Marketing Mix (7Ps) Strategies
The marketing mix explains the ways Starbucks uses product, price, place, promotion, people, process and physical evidence to provide value in various markets. The comparison of the United Kingdom and China indicates the fact that Starbucks can preserve the global brand consistency and customise to the needs and preferences of the local population.
[bookmark: _Toc213964690]Product
Starbucks also packages its products as high-quality beverages with continuous quality and innovation. The menu includes some of the core coffee in the United Kingdom, including Caffè Latte, Cappuccino and Flat White and seasonal beverages, including the Pumpkin Spice Latte. Alternatives to coffee, such as plant-based milk, bakery products and sandwiches, will serve an increasing interest in health and sustainability (Mintel, 2024). Starbucks has been able to grow its plant-based brand by collaborating with other companies like Alpro and Beyond Meat. In the United Kingdom, product innovation is also a taste of the locals, such as oat-milk lattes and sugar-free syrups.
The product strategy in China is based on localisation and cultural resonance. Starbucks presents products like Red Bean Frappuccino, Black Sesame Latte and Oolong Tea Macchiato to meet the conventional flavour profiles (Daxue Consulting, 2024). Mooncakes and rice rolls are made available in the food menus of national festivals. Digital data analysis of the Starbucks Rewards programme and Alibaba partnership helps with product innovation. Both markets are dedicated to sustainable sourcing as per the Coffee and Farmer Equity practices, although in the Chinese market, more attention is paid to limited editions, which promote social-media interaction.
[bookmark: _Toc213964691]Price
Starbucks uses perceived value-based pricing, which is based on perceived quality and brand equity. Average beverage prices in the United Kingdom are between 3 and 4.5, which is a little expensive compared to other competitors like Costa Coffee (Allegra World Coffee Portal, 2024). Exclusivity is communicated by premium pricing, and customer retention is achieved by allowing occasional discounts in terms of loyalty points. The 2023 and 2024 inflationary pressures resulted in moderate price changes, yet the readiness of consumers to pay was high because of the brand trust.
[image: A map of the world with the price of a Starbucks Tall Latte listed against each country.]
Figure: Starbucks’ Pricing Level in Different Countries (Rao, 2023)
Starbucks in China adheres to the prestige-pricing model, which can be applied to middle- and upper-income consumers. Drinks cost between 30 and 40 RMB, which is relatively high in comparison with local competitors like Luckin Coffee, which is generally priced at 20 RMB (Statista, 2025). Nevertheless, Starbucks maintains demand despite the increased price due to its luxury values and customised offers with the help of digital applications. Such a strategy enhances its aspirational positioning but also creates a weakness in cases where consumer confidence reduces.
[bookmark: _Toc213964692]Place
Its distribution approach is based on the wide networks of stores and online platforms. Starbucks currently owns more than 1,100 stores in the United Kingdom, which are categorised as company-owned and licensed stores that are placed in high pedestrian places like transport hubs, shopping centres and university campuses (Starbucks UK, 2025). The cooperation with Uber Eats and Just Eat helps the company to deliver services throughout the country. The shifting consumer trends of convenience and hybrid working are met by the drive-through format and smaller express stores (British Coffee Association, 2024).
Starbucks in China operates over 7800 stores in more than 250 cities, which is the largest international coffee chain in China (Starbucks China, 2025). The alliance with the Ele.me delivery service of Alibaba and the so-called Starbucks Now idea combines the system of online ordering and direct pick-up. Digital location strategy is based on the use of geographic data analytics to optimise the site choice. The market penetration through the localisation, as expansion in lower-tier cities and a unified brand helps to maintain brand uniformity.
[bookmark: _Toc213964693]Promotion
The cultures of communication vary with regard to promotional activities. In the United Kingdom, advertising is focused on the ethical sourcing, involvement of the community and quality of products. Instagram and TikTok social-media campaigns promote seasonal drinks and environmental messages of sustainability. The core of promotion is Starbucks Rewards, which launched in 2009 and was reintroduced in 2024, providing personalised discounts and game-based point schemes (Starbucks UK, 2025). PR initiatives also entail encouraging local charities and environmental causes that strengthen corporate citizenship.
[image: Starbucks WeChat mini program]
Figure: Starbucks’s WeChat Mini-Programs in China (Sekkei Digital Group, 2024)
Digital ecosystems are important for promotion in China. Starbucks employs WeChat Mini-Programs to order and run interactive campaigns with the integration of games and social-sharing functionality. The promotion of the brand is boosted through influencer marketing and live streaming on websites like Douyin and Weibo (McKinsey & Company, 2024). Beverages that are exclusive to cultural festivals create viral content. Starbucks' communication in China is unlike the United Kingdom. It leans more towards innovation, technology and emotional narrative of urban modernity.
[bookmark: _Toc213964694]People
Starbucks' brand experience is based on its employees. The company has over 17000 partners in the United Kingdom, and it invests in barista training and diversity programmes. Employee engagement at a high level promotes consistency and customer satisfaction with the service. Apprenticeships and university-level education benefits are also available to employees in Starbucks (Starbucks UK, 2025).
Starbucks has more than 60,000 partners in China, and it pays a lot of attention to local career growth and family-related rewards. In China, Starbucks has the Starbucks China Family Forum that brings the families of employees to events honouring work and is in line with the collectivism cultural values (Starbucks China, 2025). The company’s strategy of the company consequently enhances loyalty and low turnover in the competitive labour market.
[bookmark: _Toc213964695]Process
The business operations in the two nations are more focused on efficiency and convenience. Starbucks in the United Kingdom makes use of mobile ordering and click and collect systems, and contactless payment to enhance the speed of service. A centralised supply-chain management is reliable in quality and consistency of products. By integrating the Starbucks Rewards app, customers can easily go through the ordering and payment process (Mintel, 2024).
The digital infrastructure of Alibaba is applied to process innovation in China. The Starbucks Now model will enable customers to get drinks within minutes by ordering them via the app. Artificial intelligence applications use consumer data to predict the demand and customise recommendations (McKinsey & Company, 2024). Such online procedures will decrease wait time and improve the perceived level of service quality, which is directly related to brand loyalty.
[bookmark: _Toc213964696]Physical Evidence
The physical environment at Starbucks is a message of comfort, design consistency and communal sense. The United Kingdom has embraced warm colour schemes and sustainable furniture and local pieces in their stores to make them familiar and connected. The store plan allows individuals and communities to use it flexibly, which underpins the idea of the third place (British Coffee Association, 2024). Redesigns of packaging in 2024 emphasise recyclable packaging and sustainability pledges.
The design of the stores is a combination of local cultural motifs with modern aesthetics in China. The Shanghai reserve roastery of 2,700 square metres is a symbol of Starbucks' focus on experiential retail (Starbucks China, 2025). The smaller community stores in the suburban regions use bamboo decorations and local art in order to fit local identity. Consistence in visuals among the stores guarantees brand familiarity, and the differences in designs facilitate cultural respect.
[bookmark: _Toc213964697]Comparative Summary
The analysis shows that Starbucks has an appropriate strategic balance between international standardisation and localisation. Marketing mix in the United Kingdom depicts ethical accountability, uniformity and ease. In China, it focuses on digital innovation, cultural resonance and experience value. The most localisation is on product and promotion, whereas price and physical evidence retain premium positioning across the world. The marketing mix that Starbucks could use in the two markets, therefore, enhances robust brand equity with the ability to be flexible in meeting local consumer expectations and economic realities.


[bookmark: _Toc213964698]Evaluation of Marketing Performance
To assess the marketing performance of Starbucks in the United Kingdom and China, one must consider such indicators as financial performance, market share, brand equity and online presence. The analysis shows that both markets make significant contributions to the total revenue of Starbucks in the world, but with different performance profiles depending on the level of consumer maturity and the level of competition.
Starbucks in the United Kingdom is in a saturated market that is dominated by three brands: Costa Coffee, Starbucks and Caffé Nero. Allegra World Coffee Portal (2024) states that Starbucks owns around a quarter of the market segment of branded coffee shops. The United Kingdom and EMEA region recorded a 31% revenue increase in 2023 in US dollars to reach US x425.4 million, as the region is recovering from the impact of the pandemic, and it has a high presence in its loyalty programme (Starbucks UK and EMEA, 2024). The consumer-retention rate of the United Kingdom operation is more than 60% with Starbucks Rewards and mobile-app ordering (Mintel, 2024). Costs of energy and inflation pressure on profit margins have, however, resulted in slight price adjustments. Nonetheless, the low level of brand awareness and the lack of ethical promotion still allow for maintaining a customer base and sales growth at a steady level.
The performance of Starbucks in China can be characterised by the impressive magnitude and increased competition. Having over 7800 stores, the company has a presence in 250 cities, which is its second-largest market in the world (Starbucks China, 2025). In 2024, both the net sales in China improved by 16%, and comparable-store growth declined to 1% as a result of competition by domestic players, including Luckin Coffee, which has surpassed Starbucks in the number of stores (Statista, 2025). However, Starbucks also has good brand equity, with the highest brand awareness of foreign coffee shops by Chinese consumers (Daxue Consulting, 2024). The performance of digital engagement is one of the main strengths: over 60% of transactions were conducted via mobile channels in 2024 via the platforms Starbucks Now and WeChat Mini Program (McKinsey and Company, 2024). The partnership with Alibaba allowed the company to enhance its delivery efficiency and maintain consumer contact in cities of a lower tier.
Starbucks in the United Kingdom is comparatively resilient in its loyalty and brand heritage, whereas in China, it is agile in its digital transformation and localisation. The stability of the revenue and the retention of customers in the United Kingdom is an indication of stability in the mature markets. The performance of China exhibits the ability to penetrate the market despite the increased competition. The marketing of Starbucks in either setting has managed to retain global brand integrity and to generate positive payoffs, but further growth will require cost control in the United Kingdom and differentiation with local rivals in China.
[bookmark: _Toc213964699]Evaluation of Ethical and CSR Practices
Starbucks has made ethical responsibility and corporate social responsibility the core aspect of its global brand strategy. The operations of the United Kingdom and China indicate the willingness of the company to be sustainable, ethically sourced and community-based, but the focus on the latter varies based on the cultural and regulatory peculiarities.
Starbucks' operations in the United Kingdom are in line with the environmental and social standards of governance. The company is a member of the United Kingdom Plastics Pact and provides incentives for reusable cups, minimising the number of single-use wastes (British Coffee Association, 2024). Starbucks has been working with the local councils to increase access to recycling and hopes to be carbon-neutral by 2030 (Starbucks Sustainability Report, 2024). The Coffee and Farmer Equity programme is a sourcing policy that incorporates the ethical sourcing of coffee and other products that guarantee transparency of the supply chain and fair payment to coffee farmers. The United Kingdom operation also helps in the youth employability programmes as well as community volunteering initiatives to strengthen its image as an ethical corporate citizen (Starbucks UK, 2025). This has shown that corporate accountability has been enhanced, as evidenced by the improvement in public trust after prior scandals of tax transparency (Neate, 2024).
Starbucks in China incorporates cultural and social priorities together with corporate responsibility. The Greener Stores China project is based on a more environmentally friendly design and minimising waste (Starbucks China, 2025). Starbucks Foundation China focuses on education and the development of the youth and community, which is a collective social value. The company also encourages ethical sourcing of Yunnan coffee farmers and the sustainability of the rural livelihoods and sustainable agriculture (China Daily, 2024). Nevertheless, there are still difficulties associated with consistency in different regions because of unequal application of environmental laws.
The ethical and CSR policies of Starbucks enhance the brand image of the company in both nations. The United Kingdom model is mature in terms of environmental stewardship, and the China model is concerned with community involvement and empowerment of the locals. These concomitant engagements with sustainability and ethical practice lead to brand equity and social legitimacy in the long term across markets.
[bookmark: _Toc213964700]Recommendations and Conclusion
Starbucks needs to increase its localisation policy in China through increased partnership with local coffee producers and alternative digital platforms to Alibaba. Market coverage and less reliance on one ecosystem can be enhanced by partnering with technological companies operating in the region. Inclusive growth would be promoted by opening community-based stores in smaller cities and customising menus to regional preferences (McKinsey and Company, 2024).
In the United Kingdom, Starbucks ought to consider the concept of cost efficiency and innovation of customer experience. The implementation of automation and forecasting supported by artificial intelligence may reduce the cost of operations without affecting the quality of services. Increasing in-drive-through and compact-store would support the post-pandemic behavioural changes in favour of convenience and remote working (Mintel, 2024).
Starbucks ought to strengthen its ethical leadership in both markets by directly connecting the objectives of sustainability with marketing communication. Launching transparent sustainability dashboards on a market-by-market basis would show visible improvement on carbon-neutral goals (Starbucks Sustainability Report, 2024). The improvement of the collaboration with universities and youth organisations would increase brand perception and social value. The addition of an augmented reality or immersive digital storytelling to loyalty apps may enhance customer interaction. The use of gamified experiences would fit the digital expectations of younger consumers in China and update brand perception in the United Kingdom.
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