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[bookmark: _Toc237464337]Element 2: Segmentation, Targeting, Differentiation and Positioning (STDP)
Segmentation, targeting, differentiation and positioning serve as the analytical link between the brand extension concept in Element 1 and the actual path to market (route to market) (Sharma, Kaur and Syan, 2021).
[image: ]
Figure 1: Brand Development Strategy Matrix for Starbucks Circular Cup+
This section applies the STDP framework to the Starbucks Circular Cup+ reusable cup subscription and smart return system, which is based on the Starbucks brand.
[bookmark: _Toc237464338]Segmentation
The segmentation of Circular Cup+ can be done through geographic, demographic, psychographic and behavioural criteria as shown in Table 1.
Geographically, launch is limited to Starbucks' thickest, most tightly controlled metropolitan markets in the United Kingdom, E.U. and North America. The dense store networks are beneficial for the smart return kiosks that the reusable packaging markets rely on to scale, while the EPR legislation and municipal bans on single use plastic provide strong regulatory pull in these markets (Scrioșteanu and Criveanu, 2023). The packaging and single use cups are also a large portion of emissions in these markets, as revealed by Starbucks' own carbon disclosures, which supports the argument for giving these markets special emphasis, a trend that has been followed by Starbucks' previous corporate responsibility initiatives through the existing Starbucks store network (Wang, Dargusch and Hill, 2022). Roll out is prioritized in flagship stores near university campus, business districts and transport hubs.
Demographically, the main segment is composed of Millennial and Generation Z consumers, born between the ages of approximately eighteen and forty, with mid to high disposable income, in employment or higher education, and mostly gender neutral. Previous studies on this group indicate that green consumer knowledge and consumer social responsibility positively influence the purchase behavior of these consumers with the effect being enhanced by green advertising and consumer trust (Borah, Dogbe and Marwa, 2024). This group also exhibits the highest level of sensitivity towards green marketing mix cues after controlling for environmental attitude as moderator (Kaur, Gangwar and Dash, 2022).
Values-driven and digitally engaged, psychographically the target consumer is sceptical of general environmental claims, reacting to impact that is measurable and quantifiable. A credible claim is a key determinant of willingness to pay for sustainable products (Shah and Yang, 2022) and information seeking behaviour is a mediator between environmental attitude and purchase of circular packaging (Testa, Iovino and Iraldo, 2020), which underlines the poster's positioning of Circular Cup+ on measurable and trackable reuse data.
Behavioural attributes include usage rate, existing reuse behaviours and loyalty status. The central target is for “near daily” Starbucks Rewards members, who are already accustomed to frequent visits to the coffee chain, but who will now turn their regular habit into a sustainable one. A study on consumer behaviour towards circular packaging has revealed that the biggest challenge to the adoption of circular packaging is not the attitude of consumers, but rather their lack of understanding of the return process (Du Rietz and Kremel, 2023). The choice of the core segment of habitual Rewards members is reinforced by the findings of a systematic review of sustainable reusable packaging, which shows that the frequency of return experiences over time is predicted by the consistency of such experiences, and the ease of effort required to return the packaging. The findings of a systematic review of sustainable reusable packaging further support the choice of the core segment of habitual Rewards members, as these experiences are shown to be consistent and low on effort over time (Bradley and Corsini, 2023).
Table 1: Segmentation variables for Starbucks Circular Cup+ (Author’s own work, 2026)


	Base
	Variable
	Description

	Geographic
	Region, store density
	UK/EU/North American metros with strong EPR regulation and high store density

	Demographic
	Age, income, occupation
	18 to 40, mid to higher income, students and urban professionals

	Psychographic
	Values, attitudes
	Environmentally conscious, green sceptical, evidence seeking

	Behavioural
	Usage rate, loyalty status
	Frequent, habitual visitors already enrolled in Starbucks Rewards



[bookmark: _Toc237464339]Targeting
Circular Cup+ is a targeting approach that concentrates on the main segment mentioned above. This is consistent with the reality of operation: for reuse infrastructure to be effective, there must be a critical mass of engaged users within a specific geographic area, as the value of smart return kiosks is only realized when there is enough demand from consumers to return cups regularly to support the cost of the network (Ellsworth-Krebs et al., 2022). ESG, or the ambition of investors who focus on environmental, social, and governance, is mentioned indirectly in the credibility that the reuse data provides to Starbucks' 2030 commitment.
[bookmark: _Toc237464340]Differentiation
Circular Cup+ is different from three types of competitor. There are also independent reusable cup companies, like KeepCup, that provide a good product, but no loyalty or return program, so it relies on personal discipline. The research on the circular economy reveals that circular economy initiatives at the consumer level are effective only when supported by system level infrastructure, not just product design (Hossain et al., 2024), which is what the independent reusable products lack. The small price that is generally offered by rival coffee chains for bringing a reusable cup is a device that has minimal and somewhat disputed impact on behaviour (Testa, Iovino and Iraldo, 2020). Unlike the other approaches, Circular Cup+ is built on two pillars: loyalty integration and kiosk infrastructure combined with the circularity data verified by the brand; it is able to fill the value gap that lacks trust in less substantiated green claims (Bigliardi, Filippelli and Quinto, 2022; Golob et al., 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc237464341]Positioning
Circular Cup+ is set up this way: If you are a rewards member of Starbucks who cares about the environment, Circular Cup+ is the reusable cup system that provides verified and trackable environmental impact and rewards reuse just as much as it rewards purchase.
This position is plotted in Figure 2 on two axes: sustainability and circularity commitment; convenience or integration into daily habit. Unlike stand-alone reusable products, disposable cups or discount schemes in the competition, Circular Cup+ is in an empty, convenient circularity quadrant. This aligns with brand extension theory, where perceived fit and transferred parent brand equity are the most significant drivers of extension success (Peng et al., 2023), and with research on circular economy, which states that convincing positioning must be based on tangible and systemic change instead of minor changes in the products (Rosário, 2024).
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Figure 2: Positioning map for Starbucks Circular Cup+ (Author’s own work, 2026)

[bookmark: _Toc237464342]Element 3: Marketing Mix (7Ps)
[bookmark: _Toc237464343]Product
The centerpiece of the product is a closed loop, reusable cup system, which includes a high quality, long-lasting, dishwasher safe cup, a network of QR code smart return kiosks, and a digital tracking layer in the Starbucks Rewards app. This re-positioning of product from artefact to product service system, in line with the literature of the circular economy, which stresses the shift from product ownership to product use (Zhu et al., 2022), means that Starbucks has a responsibility to the cup throughout its life cycle, not handing it over to the customer at the point of sale.
The design for durability and repeated use directly tackles the environmental break even point that was identified in the research on reusable packaging, which is the point after which a reusable container is environmentally better than a single use alternative (Miao, Magnier and Mugge, 2024). Starbucks can therefore design the cup, and communicate a minimum cup use threshold through the app, to ensure that there is real environmental benefit and not just perceived.
[bookmark: _Toc237464344]Price
Pricing is the idea of a small one-off cup deposit plus a subscription tier that will be included in current levels of Starbucks Rewards, making an environmental cost into a predictable revenue stream. The price premium for sustainable options is only accepted when the environmental claim is viewed as credible and measurable, according to willingness to pay research (Shah and Yang, 2022). Circular Cup+ does this by offering a higher price for reusing a cup based on data that is verified on the kiosk, and not on a blanket sustainability buzzword discount. The deposit is deliberately low and can be returned at any kiosk, so the price is a light nudge towards return, rather than an impediment to adoption.
[bookmark: _Toc237464345]Place
Distribution is based on Starbucks' current store footprint with a fleet of dedicated smart return kiosks at high footfall flagship stores. The research on circular economy reveals reverse logistics (RL) as the most underdeveloped and critical link in the supply chain of reusable packaging (Butt, Ali and Govindan, 2023; Lai et al., 2022). While cup design is part of the solution, Circular Cup+ tackles the technology gap in return infrastructure, which is identified as a gap by Ellsworth-Krebs et al., 2022, as a barrier to scaling reusable packaging beyond niche pilots. Unlike a uniform geographic distribution, kiosk placement is based on foot traffic; a small number of high traffic sites will provide a return loop that can be maintained faster than a large number of low traffic sites.
[bookmark: _Toc237464346]Promotion
Instead of one-off discount messaging, promotion is directed primarily through the Starbucks Rewards app, which features gamified progress tracking, such as levels, streaks and impact counters. Mobile app engagement research indicates that game based rewards boost engagement more than value based rewards (Paschmann et al., 2025). Rather than generic sustainability jargon designed to create a wide sense of brand awareness, promotional messaging focuses on real, tangible and measurable figures like litres of coffee served in reusable cups or tonnes of waste diverted. The activity is focused in the priority metropolitan markets under segmentation, with in store signage and app notifications based on the typical shopper's visit pattern.
[bookmark: _Toc237464347]People
The front line explanation of the return process and the mechanics of the reward, by baristas and store staff, is key to the credibility and thus early adoption of Circular Cup+'. Internal brand management research shows that employees who are aligned with a brand's positioning are far more likely to display brand citizenship behaviour that affects customers' perception of the brand (Afshardoost, Eshaghi and Bowden, 2021). Staff training should therefore not be based on the premise of introducing a new product on to the shelf, but rather on the premise that the Circular Cup+ is an extension of Starbucks' services and that the introduction of the scheme is based on the reasons behind it, and not on how to operate the kiosk. The customer also depends on the barista to deal with moments of failure from the system, for example, if the kiosk fails, and the quality of their response to this exception is what determines whether or not that moment will trigger the abandonment of the subscription.
[bookmark: _Toc237464348]Process
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Figure 3: Circular Cup+ Closed-Loop Customer Journey and Return System
Drinking, returning and being rewarded should be as smooth as disposal to be competitive. Research on behaviour on reusable packaging highlights that the more effort needed to re-use and return packaging, the more the uptake will decrease, even if the increase is small (Miao, Magnier and Mugge, 2024). The kiosk process is thus designed to allow a return within 10 seconds or less, without any further action, rather than discarding a cup, so that the return action is less costly than discarding. It also doesn't require the app to be open, as requiring the customer to unlock the phone first would bring back the friction the kiosk network is supposed to eliminate.
[bookmark: _Toc237464349]Physical evidence
The physical evidence includes the cup itself, the visual design of the return kiosks and the impact dashboard in the app that displays individual and cumulative progress. Having the same visual identity on all these touchpoints will help reinforce brand recognition and indicate authenticity. Consequently, when companies shift away from disposable, branded packaging, digital and environmental touchpoints are expected to take on an increasing share of the brand's communicative load, making the kiosk network a visible and tangible element of the 2030 sustainability commitment mentioned in Element 1, and thus a brand asset. It shares the green and white branding of the Starbucks retail locations, so the customer doesn't see a distinct project but a single brand instead, and the cup will be recognisably high-quality after multiple washings, as if it is visibly worn will compromise the image of quality that the extension relies on.
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Figure 4: 7Ps Marketing Mix
[bookmark: _Toc237464350]Element 4: Reflection
The following section is reflective, based on Gibbs' (1988) reflective cycle as it has been applied to reflective practice research in the higher education context in recent times (Coutts, Irwin and Del Vecchio, 2024).
Description and feelings. The assignment involved a synthesis of brand development theory, STDP analysis and the extended marketing mix, in one coherent and convincing strategy for an actual organisation. I was convinced of the conceptual model very early on. The decision between brand extension and line extension, or a completely new brand, was easy to make based on Kotler's brand development matrix (Kotler, Armstrong and Opresnik, 2024). I underestimated the challenge of basing all design decisions, from pricing cups to kiosk locations to incentivizing mechanics, on evidence and not assumption.
Evaluation. The successful approach was to consider research for the product, place and process together; it was the return network, not the cup itself, that was actually the real constraint, and this altered my priorities from the cup to the kiosk system. Time management between research and design was not so successful. The poster's visual limitations forced the late incorporation of arguments that were more fully developed in the written portions, and in retrospect I should have developed the full strategy before I designed the poster, rather than concurrently.
Analysis. This experience helped to illustrate the rationale for the separation of STDP from the marketing mix. Not only did I have to explain the purpose of the strategy to them before I could determine what to offer, but they lacked the discipline that STDP has. The literature on brand extensions (Peng et al., 2023) states that weaker brand extensions lack this. It also demonstrated the dangers of relying on a few papers throughout a strategy: having more sources of evidence that were more specific and more recent made for a more balanced and more defensible argument at every step.
Conclusion. In all, this helped me to develop a greater capacity to shift from the big picture of marketing theory, to the nuts and bolts of the strategy, and to justify design decisions using named evidence instead of gut instinct. The presentation of the poster also helped me to learn a new skill: to present a fully evidenced argument in a time constrained pitch that is both convincing and customer and investor friendly.
Action plan. For future projects of this type, I would create the complete written strategy first, and then design the poster as a distillation of this strategy instead of a parallel process, and develop a common evidence log during the research process so that citations do not have to be checked again under the pressure of the deadline. I would also aim to get feedback on the positioning statement as soon as possible from peers, as this was the most difficult element to make succinct and supported with evidence, and would keep monitoring where evidence comes from when claims are repeated to identify this earlier in the writing process.
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7Ps Marketing Mix for Starbucks Circular Cup+
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