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[bookmark: _Toc237424942]Part 1
[bookmark: _Toc237424943]1.0 Organisational Context and Overview - Starbucks
Starbucks Corporation, a high-end coffee house chain, was established in Seattle in 1971 and started out selling roasted coffee beans, but eventually expanded into an espresso-style chain of stores in the worldwide market. In 1999, it was brought into mainland China through Beijing, and its concept of the “third-place”, which lies between home and work, was introduced. China was chosen as the focus because it is not only an important but highly competitive Store Market for Starbucks, but is also the country's number two Store Market. In April 2026, Starbucks formed a joint venture with Boyu Capital where Starbucks holds a 40% stake in the Chinese retail arm, and Boyu a 60% stake (Starbucks, 2026a).
[image: Boyu Capital leads race for stake in Starbucks China, Bloomberg News  reports | Reuters]
Figure 1: Starbucks in China
(Source: Starbucks, 2026a)

The company's mission is to be the “premier purveyor of the finest coffee in the world” and to “inspire and nurture the human spirit, one person, one cup and one neighbourhood at a time” (Starbucks, 2025a). While not having a distinct vision statement, it has a vision of maintaining its leadership in the coffee sector in terms of product quality, human interaction and community-focused outlets. Its Chinese value proposition includes high-quality coffee, barista skills, quality control, ease of digitalisation, and ease of social interaction. Starbucks, which historically operated its stores in China, will now adopt a more asset-light approach via retained equity, licensing income and local expertise with the Boyu partnership (Reuters, 2025b). Starbucks' typical approach of establishing its own ambience is demonstrated by the fact that its company-operated stores accounted for 83% of the FY2025 revenue, while the licensed stores contributed only 12% (Starbucks, 2025b).
The coffeehouse business is expanding in China due to several factors, including urbanisation, younger consumers and changing beverage preferences. The market will expand by 5.89% a year from 2026 to 2031, reaching US$7.72 billion by 2031 (from US$5.80 billion in 2026) (Mordor Intelligence, 2026). 
[image: ]
Figure 2: China Coffee Market Size
(Source: Mordor Intelligence, 2026)

However, Luckin Coffee, Cotti Coffee, Manner Coffee, Tims China, and tea shops are all challenging Starbucks with the help of lower prices, localised coffee and digital ordering (Luckin Coffee, 2026). Now, Starbucks enjoys a premium position but no longer has market leadership, and its market share is said to be dropping from 34% in 2019 to around 14% in 2024 (Reuters, 2025b). Comparable-store sales rose by 0.5% in Q2 FY2026, but the decline in the average transaction value suggests the trend of price erosion is ongoing (Starbucks, 2026b).
[bookmark: _Toc237424944]2.0 External and Internal Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc237424945]2.1 External environment: PESTEL analysis
PESTEL analysis identifies the macro-environmental factors that Starbucks cannot control, but still needs to consider in its China strategy. The six dimensions all have an impact on performance, but political uncertainty, economic pressure, sociocultural change and technological disruption are the most important at present.
Political Factors: Extensive transport infrastructure, ongoing urbanisation, and a large consumer market, China provides. Starbucks, however, carries with it the baggage of its American identity and is thus sensitive to geopolitical conflicts, trade issues, and consumer nationalism. This could lead to further harm to the brand and lead to substitution in favour of domestic competitors due to political disagreements of no relevance to the coffee. The joint venture for April 2026 will have a stake of 60% in Starbucks' Chinese retail business with Boyu, holding the remaining 40% (Starbucks, 2026a), which could alleviate the institutional distance and bring Starbucks more regulatory experience and local networks. However, the governance risk comes from losing majority control, as Starbucks will be held accountable for the company's reputation but not have full control of the business. On the other hand, China's focus on revitalising its rural areas and promoting agricultural growth offers an opportunity. Starbucks' Farmer Support Centre has empowered Yunnan coffee farmers to tie the commercial sourcing chain to development at the local level. The promotion of Yunnan coffee can enhance the supply of security and showcase Starbucks' contribution to China.
Economic factors: China's market for coffee is still growing. In 2024, imports are at 191,107 tonnes, around 190% more than in 2014, and per-capita consumption is still lower than the consumption of mature markets (FoodNavigator, 2025). According to Mordor Intelligence (2026), the market is projected to be worth US$5.47 billion in 2025 and will grow by 5.89% annually in the forecast period of 2026–2031. Market estimates, however, differ because some estimates cover instant and ready-to-drink coffee, which means that not all new stores will be profitable due to the growth of the market.
Uncertainty over employment and slower economic growth has made people more sensitive to prices. Often, as is common with Luckin and Cotti, they have coffee or other drinks that cost less than RMB9.9, which is well below the price of Starbucks. In June 2025, Starbucks cut prices by an average of RMB5 on its selected iced and non-coffee drinks, which made them more accessible, but may have affected their premium positioning (Reuters, 2025a). 
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Figure 3: Coffee Price Ranges for Different Companies in China
(Source: Reuters, 2025a)

Comparable-store sales rose 0.5% in Q2 FY2026, the same trend as transactions, as the average ticket decreased 1.6%, suggesting that traffic is recovering while the amount spent per visit is lowering (Starbucks, 2026b). There is additional pressure from coffee price inflation, wages and rents, and exchange-rate volatility. While Starbucks' buying power provides some safeguards, its big stores are more barista-oriented and have higher fixed costs than Luckin's pickup service. The lower tier of expansion will thus need smaller size as well as locally appropriate pricing.
Social Factors: Many young urban consumers are linking coffee to productivity, identity, and the modern lifestyle, as well as opting for tea, coconut, fruit, floral and low-sugar blends instead of traditional espresso. Luckin's lower-priced offerings at Chinese price points have led to new sales and brought in Starbucks customers (Li, 2022). The market is becoming more and more segmented, with functional consumption (caffeine, speed, price) and experiential consumption (meetings, studies and social interaction). On the one hand, Starbucks is more suitable for the experience; on the other hand, with the development of mobile ordering and remote work, it is not suitable to use one universal ‘third place’ format (Jiang, 2024). Another threat is the increased confidence people have in the local brand. Another threat is the growing level of confidence people have in the local brand. Starbucks has to have a global quality alongside local innovation, but not necessarily run with every passing trend, and not at the detriment of their coffee expertise (Xu, 2025).
Technological Factors: Mobile payments, super apps, delivery apps and algorithmic promotions are the factors that drive the retail market in China. Luckin's app-first approach combines customer acquisition, ordering, payment, personalisation and forecasting, reducing the need for cashiers and seats. Starbucks has mobile ordering, delivery and Rewards, which are no longer unique features. Today, digital marketing and localised engagement are key to post-pandemic competitiveness (Lin, 2025). AI could help with better staffing, predicting stock, site location and customised promotions. But when discounts are given to replace purchases that would have been made at the regular price, they can erode margins. The incremental contribution and customer lifetime value should be used to evaluate promotions. Other uncertainty about data ownership between Starbucks and Boyu, as well as over-profiling and lack of security, pose compliance and trust issues.
Environmental Factors: Climate change poses a risk of decreasing yields and quality of Arabica due to extreme temperatures, drought and crop disease. Starbucks has over 200 checkpoints for quality, transparency and environmental and social responsibility (ES&S) in its C.A.F.E. Practices (Starbucks, 2024a). Commodity price exposure is still possible but minimised through farmer relationships and diversified sourcing. Cups, lids, straws and food waste are further generated in the delivery economy in China. Starbucks has debuted a line of coffee-ground straws and different packaging (Starbucks, 2021) and aims to cut carbon emissions, water use and landfill waste in half by 2030 (Starbucks, 2024b). However, progress towards a 20,000 outlets target may lead to a rise in absolute environmental impacts even if efficiencies are gained.
Legal Factors: Starbucks has to adhere to the various laws regarding food safety, employment, advertising, competition, data protection and intellectual property. Its quality positioning could be undermined in a matter of hours in the event of a food-safety incident. Therefore, the Boyu agreement demands tight quality control, labour standards, royalties, store design, data usage and brand utilisation. This is not a way to divest of Starbucks' brand risk.
[bookmark: _Toc237424946]2.2 Internal Environment analysis: VRIO framework
The VRIO framework is used to assess the value (V), rarity (R), imitability (I), and organisation (O) of Starbucks China's resources and capabilities. There are four conditions that a resource needs to meet to create sustained competitive advantage.
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Figure 4: VRIO Analysis of Starbucks China
(Source: Self-created)

Brand reputation and premium positioning: Starbucks is a valuable brand; it conveys the same product quality, food safety, and a coffee house experience. The production is still very rare in China and hard to replicate, as it is built on a combination of customer trust, unique store design and investment over a long period. According to Jiang (2024), Starbucks has more premium brand recognition than Luckin Coffee. However, its sales are becoming less popular among Chinese people, who are increasingly appreciating domestic brands as innovative and culturally relevant. The figure was down from around 34% in 2019 to 14% in 2024, suggesting that brand awareness has not halted customer turnover to cheaper options for Starbucks (Reuters, 2025). Brand equity, then, is a potential sustainable advantage backed by a better customer experience and local relevance.
Coffee expertise and supply-chain infrastructure: The knowledge of Starbucks’ sourcing, roasting and quality control meets all four VRIO requirements. It is important that these capabilities can be used for consistency; they are relatively scarce and hard to replicate as they rely on farmer relationships, specialist knowledge and organisational practices built up over decades. C.A.F.E. Practices are comprised of over 200 checkpoints that address quality, economic transparency, social responsibility and environmental leadership (Starbucks, 2024a). Moreover, China Coffee Innovation Park in Kunshan combines roasting, distribution and product development, worth about US$220 million. This will shorten delivery times, allow local innovation and keep international standards. As such, it is one of Starbucks China’s most significant sustainable competitive assets.
Third-place experience and human capital: A comfortable store, a familiarity with the coffee and a personal touch offer value beyond the coffee itself. They are socially complex capabilities that are hard to replicate and can help differentiate from their pickup counterparts. But their benefit is only as long as. High rent and high labour costs are necessary to run large stores, and mobile-order congestion can extend the wait time and diminish human interaction. Any over-capacity of labour reduction would thus jeopardise the experience that makes premium prices worth it. The company's partner culture will only be a positive going forward if its team members are trained, staffed and developed as the company expands.
Digital and localisation capabilities: Starbucks Rewards, mobile ordering and delivery are great features, but they are not particularly unique and are not hard to copy. Luckin’s business model is an app-first, a store-last approach, which allows payment, promotions, and customer analysis to work more cohesively with their low-cost pick-up stores. However, Li (2022) notes that Luckin’s ease of access and offering a product that appeals to Chinese tastes has drawn customers away from Starbucks. Slow product localisation is thus an internal weakness and dig’tal capability a competitive parity. To address site selection and market responsiveness, as well as weaknesses in local decision-making, Boyu needs to integrate Starbucks’ brand and coffee criteria with his local capacity, a process that can be achieved through governance.
[bookmark: _Toc237424947]2.3 SWOT Analysis of Starbucks China 
	Strengths
	Starbucks China’s key advantage is its internationally renowned high-quality brand that conveys product quality, food safety and the promise of a uniform coffeehouse experience. Starbucks has a higher premium recall rating than Luckin Coffee, but the difference is decreasing (Jiang, 2024). Starbucks also has a lot of experience in the areas of coffee sourcing, roasting and quality control. It has over 200 criteria ranging from quality, transparency, social responsibility and environmental performance (Starbucks, 2024b). In addition, the US$220 million China Coffee Innovation Park in Kunshan brings together coffee roasting, distribution and product development, promoting the efficiency of the supply chain and local innovation. It has expert baristas and a “third place” atmosphere that can’t be easily matched by drive-thrus.

	Weaknesses
	Starbucks’ premium high-bargista business model generates larger rent and labour expenses compared to the smaller pickup stores of its local rivals. This hampers its ability to match the promotions of Luckin and Cotti, each around RMB9.9. In fact, its market share has reduced, despite customer switching, as the Chinese market is reported to have seen even less recognition of the brand (Reuters, 2025b). Starbucks’ mobile ordering and loyalty app are useful, but not special. Starbucks’ mobile ordering and loyalty app are useful, but not special, especially when compared to Luckin’s app-integrated approach. At the same time, Luckin’s lower prices and attention to Chinese preferences drew customers to their brand away from Starbucks (Li, 2022). Moreover, with majority ownership, Boyu may have less direct control over Starbucks’ operations.

	Opportunities
	China’s coffee market has great growth potential. Starbucks can capitalise on this opportunity by strategically choosing low-level cities, low-scale stores, personalised digital experiences and localised offerings of coffee, tea, coconut, fruit and lower sugar content. The quality premiums of Yunnan-origin products might be linked to the sense of Chinese identity and rural development. Local knowledge may also help to optimise site selection, regulatory engagement and expansion efficiency (Starbucks, 2026a).

	Threats
	Rivalries are fierce as Luckin, Cotti, Manner, and Tims China compete with Starbucks. Luckin’s FY2025 revenue went up by 43%, indicating its size and competitive edge (Luckin Coffee, 2026). However, Starbucks’ pricing power is undermined by aggressive discounting practices, low switching costs and consumer prudence in their spending (Starbucks, 2026b). Other risks involve geopolitical tension, data regulation, coffee inflation because of climate change and possible brand dilution due to quick expansion. Starbucks should refrain from the direct cost leadership strategy, and instead seek to be experiential in terms of localised differentiation, with the affordability of a selective strategy and the digital convenience of a digital strategy.


(Source: Self-created)
[bookmark: _Toc237424948]3.0 Comprehensive and Holistic View of Starbucks China 
[bookmark: _Toc237424949]3.1 CSR strategy and alignment with business objectives 
Starbucks China's Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) action plan includes responsible procurement, the development of farmers and workers, community engagement and environmental protection. It's a nod to the company's mission to “nurture the human spirit, one person, one cup and one neighbourhood at a time” and its high-end differentiation strategy of associating the quality of the coffee with responsible business practices (Starbucks, 2025a).
In terms of Social Purpose vs Business Purpose, it has relatively strong alignment in its programmes in Yunnan. Starbucks has shown farmers how to grow better coffee beans, how to improve their lives and their supply chain's ability to withstand shocks and stress. As of March 2025, Starbucks had made a total of RMB60 million in philanthropy in Yunnan, such as assisting rural women and supporting cultural heritage development (Starbucks China, 2025a). This is a shared value as farmer capabilities can enhance their incomes as well as Starbucks' sourcing of high-quality Chinese coffee. Similarly, by August 2025, the Beijing Starbucks Foundation had directly touched the lives of some 200,000 people by providing disability inclusion and community programmes and rural revitalisation, with more than RMB41 million invested (Starbucks China, 2025b). These activities bolster the legitimacy of an American brand in a world where there is a growing preference for domestic companies.
Operational efficiency is also related to environmental responsibility. The Starbucks China Coffee Innovation Park incorporates a roasting and distribution model and was awarded LEED Platinum, WELL Platinum and China Green Building Design Label Three-Star certifications (Starbucks China, 2024). It has introduced digital carbon management in over 7,500 stores with Envision in 2025 and will expand to cover all its direct and important indirect suppliers within three years (Starbucks China, 2025c). The monitoring of energy use and elimination of waste, combined with efficient logistics and shipping, can help to cut costs, all while contributing to Starbucks' global goal of reducing carbon emissions, water use and landfill waste by 50% by 2030 (Starbucks, 2024b).
[image: Unveiling Starbucks' Coffee Innovation Park in China | M Moser Associates]
Figure 5: Starbucks China Coffee Innovation Park
(Source: Starbucks China, 2024)

But CSR alignment is not complete. This disposable-cup, lid and food waste is still being created by delivery and takeaway growth. Moreover, while individual stores become more efficient, additional stores could result in greater absolute environmental impacts when reaching a 20,000-store expansion. The evaluation of CSR claims should therefore be based on any figures of expenditure or activity, but on independently assured China-specific outcomes instead. According to Zhang, Rahmawati and Widiastini (2025), CSR dimensions can increase the brand loyalty of Starbucks in China; however, with consumer scepticism and greenwashing, there is a need for measurable performance to back up the communication. After the Boyu deal, it's also important that contractual governance will be in place to make sure that quick expansion does not compromise employee, sourcing or environmental standards.


[bookmark: _Toc237424950]3.2 Balanced Scorecard for Starbucks China
	Perspectives
	Objectives
	KPIs and targets
	Strategic Initiatives

	Financial 
	Resume profitable growth, maintain the premium positioning and enhance returns on the Boyu joint venture.
	· Competitor-store-sales growth of 5% or more each year.
· An increase in transactions and average ticket.
· Retain 300bps of contribution margin improvement by 2029.
· The payback of the investment in new stores in 36 months.
	Open smaller stores in lower-tier cities, use city-level investment criteria, review cannibalisation every quarter and review promotion on incremental profit and customer lifetime value. This is required since China transactions rose 2.1% in Q2 FY2026, and average ticket fell 1.6% (Starbucks, 2026b).

	Customer
	Reinforce and build customer loyalty, local relevance and convenience without compromising Starbucks’ “third place” premium experience.
	· A 15% annual increase in Active Rewards membership.
· NPS (net promoter score) greater than 70.
· Order accuracy above 98%.
· By 2029, a 20% decrease in customer complaints.
· Craft beer products that are developed locally and make up 25% of beverage sales.
	Provide personalised Rewards offers, Yunnan-origin coffee and Chinese coffee-tea products; provide separate locations for mobile ordering of coffee and tea; plan community events. Starbucks is an example to look at, with their 1800 interest-based community spaces that bring in-store experiences to online communities (Starbucks China, 2025).

	Internal-business-process
	To speed up the product innovation process, reduce the variation in operations, improve food safety, and environmental efficiency.
	· Local product development cycle of less than 12 weeks.
· Food waste reduced by 30% by 2029.
· Energy and water use per transaction reduced by 25%.
· The order accuracy was kept above 98%.
· All stores are audited annually for food safety and brand standards.
	Leverage the specialised platform of the Kunshan Coffee Innovation Park to develop products; apply AI technology to forecast product demand and adjust inventory; expand renewable energy use; start supplier-carbon tracking. But not understaffing to attain service efficiency, as this would reduce the bond of customer service.

	Learning-and-growth 
	Build barista capabilities, engage employees, build local leadership and responsible digital skills.
	· Reduced voluntary employee turnover by 25%.
· A minimum of 40 hours of training for every employee each year.
· No less than 70% of management-level positions filled in-house.
· Data ethics and cybersecurity training completed for 100%.
	Launch a Starbucks–Boyu leadership academy, scale up the Coffee Master certification, and offer clear career maps and training in AI, data protection, and cybersecurity.


(Source: Self-created)
[bookmark: _Toc237424951]4.0 Strategic Choices and Implementation 
[bookmark: _Toc237424952]4.1 Business-level strategic choices 
	Strategic choice
	Application to Starbucks China
	Critical suitability

	Cost leadership
	Small pickup shops, standardised products, automation and low prices.
	It is not a suitable strategy to use as a main strategy. Structural costs are higher in Starbucks' large coffeehouses due to their use of high-quality inputs and their barista-intensive service. By the end of 2025, Luckin had 31,048 stores, 94.2 million AMUs and had experienced revenue growth of 43% (Luckin Coffee, 2026a; 2026b). The promotion of RMB 9.9 will hurt Starbucks' margin and brand equity.

	Broad differentiation
	Challenge by coffee quality, barista artistry, service, ambience, ethical sourcing and community connection.
	A good fit with the Starbucks brand and the “third place” value proposition. In 2025, its commitment to service was to focus on the quality of the espresso, the appearance of the latte and the personalised interaction in more than 7,600 Chinese stores (Starbucks China, 2025a). But local products and digital convenience must be included to accommodate differentiation (Li, 2022; Jiang, 2024).

	Focused differentiation
	Reach premium customers with premium and 'Reserve' experiences.
	Safeguards margins while limiting growth in less affluent cities.

	Hybrid strategy
	Experiential differentiation through premium prices and selective affordability, localisation and smaller formats.
	Most suitable as it will safeguard Starbucks' unique resources, while addressing price sensitivity and convenience. It should not be “stuck in the middle” by having clearly defined and easily accessible premium and accessible product tiers.


(Source: Self-created)
[bookmark: _Toc237424953]4.2 Five Forces Validation
	Competitive rivalry (very High)
	Competition is extremely intense. Luckin, Cotti, Manner, Tims China and tea chains compete on price, speed of expansion and the number of times they launch new items (Reuters, 2025a). Starbucks would be best off not to directly compete on price and to enhance the experience that can't be easily compared.

	Buyer power (High)
	Low switching costs and the use of digital platforms allow for comparison of prices at the moment of purchase. To boost customer loyalty, the loyalty marketing plan should address the need for Personalised Rewards, consistent service, and community involvement (Lin, 2025).

	Threats of Substitution (very High)
	 Tea and milk tea, convenience store coffee, energy drinks and home-brewed coffees meet the same functional or social needs. But Starbucks cannot just differentiate the coffee; it has to differentiate the whole coffeehouse experience.

	New entrants (Moderate)
	The process of creating and developing a national supply chain is costly; however, new brands and partnership stores can grow fast. Starbucks' barriers are not insurmountable, but they are there with its brand, locations and its integrated supply chain.

	Suppliers (Moderate)
	The global scale of Starbucks, its relationship with farmers, and the C.A.F.E. Practices, along with climate change and arabica-price volatility, serve as some protection (Starbucks, 2024a).


(Source: Self-created)
[bookmark: _Toc237424954]4.3 Ansoff Matrix and performance contribution 
	Ansoff option
	Recommended application
	Risk and suitability

	Market penetration
	Expand customer base by improving service for current urban customers with customised Rewards and daypart bundles.
	Lower risk and immediately suitable, provided promotions remain contribution-positive.

	Product development
	Promote Yunnan coffee products, Chinese coffee-tea blends and low-sugar coffee (Xu, 2025).
	Highly suitable; requires faster experimentation without menu proliferation.

	Market development
	Grow in Tier 2-4 cities in a compact community/pickup format.
	High potential but significant willingness-to-pay and cannibalisation risk.

	Diversification
	Do not diversify beyond related packaged coffee and at-home products to prevent strategic dilution.
	Selective only; excessive diversification could distract from rebuilding coffeehouse distinctiveness.


(Source: Self-created)
[bookmark: _Toc237424955]4.4 Recommended Strategic Programme 
Open several store types: Starbucks' stores should be flagship stores, neighbourhood stores, pick-up stores, lower format community stores, and licensed travel stores based on the local market demand. Each site must be able to satisfy the demand, cannibalisation, profitability and three-year payback requirements.
Enhance effective localisation: A Shanghai innovation hub should involve consumer research, barista skills, culinary skills, supply chain ability and digital information. Cultural relevance can be reinforced without deconstructing the identity of Starbucks coffee, and can be done with tea, fruit, reduced-sugar beverages, local food, and Yunnan coffee.
Redesign pricing: Starbucks should keep the premium products and offer smaller sizes, bundles, subscriptions, and select entry beverages priced at RMB20-25. Promotions that aim to make incremental, profitable purchases should be aimed at that goal and should not drive expectations for a permanent discount.
Integrate digital and human experiences: Separate pickup areas, demand forecasting and better staffing. Starbucks Rewards ought to be more than just discounts; it must be tastings, workshops, limited-product access, and community events.
Implement sustainability: Ensure that stores are operating in a sustainable manner that is measurable in carbon, energy, water, sourcing and waste. Efficiency measures should bring both environmental and economic benefits.
Strategic value expected: Programme can provide asset-light royalty income, reduce store costs, accelerate innovation and increase customer frequency. But if they're going to expand to 20,000 stores, it should be based on margin and payback, as a growing number of transactions and declining average ticket prove that volume is not necessarily profitable. It leverages Starbucks' special resources while building flexible capabilities to quickly adapt to the ever-evolving Chinese market.
[bookmark: _Toc237424956]4.5 Implementation challenges and mitigation 
Conflict of a joint venture: Starbucks may be more concerned about brand protection than the expansion of stores, while Boyu might be more concerned about store expansion. A governance committee should be a joint board of decision-makers that takes care of quality, labour, customer data and sustainability. Profitability, Customer Satisfaction and Employee Engagement should be included in the management incentives, not just store numbers.
Global expansion: Growth can lead to poor performance and inconsistent services. Starbucks should test new formats by city cluster, be able to show a profit within 36 months, and review stores that are losing money quarterly (Whittington et al., 2020).
Premium-brand dilution: Regular discounts can lead to what becomes a habit for customers to avoid paying full price. Starbucks should keep the pricing structure clear and have tiers of good–better–best prices, and limit deep promotions. The drop in price of selected drinks by RMB5 is both a potential positioning threat and an accessibility opportunity (Reuters, 2025b).
Slow innovation and service inconsistency: China-based teams should follow a 12-week product-testing cycle, and minimum staffing levels will ensure the quality of baristas, with Coffee Master training.
Data risks and sustainability: Starbucks should implement independent data privacy and cybersecurity and environmental audits, as well as expand carbon monitoring to suppliers (Starbucks China, 2025b).
[bookmark: _Toc237424957]Part 2: Reflective Account: Gibbs' Reflective Cycle
[bookmark: _Toc237424958]2.1 Description
For the preparation of section 1, I took the perspective of a strategic management consultant who is analysing the Starbucks coffeehouse business in China. Firstly, I learned the history, mission, business model and competitive position of the organisation and applied PESTEL, VRIO and SWOT. I then checked the CSR, created a balanced scorecard and analysed strategic options with the help of Porter's and Ansoff's matrices. Starbucks reports, competitor disclosures, industry reports, news and academic literature were used to bring theory to life and provide current business evidence. I chose Gibbs' cycle because the cycle has six stages (Machost and Stains, 2023; Ezezika and Johnston, 2023) that allow for a systematic progression from describing an experience to developing an action plan.
[bookmark: _Toc237424959]2.2 Feelings
In the initial stage, it was certain that I could apply the existing strategic frameworks that I had, but I did not realise how challenging it was to create an integrated analysis instead of a descriptive analysis. At first, I thought that the global Starbucks brand and its tremendous network of Starbucks stores in China would be competitive advantages. But facts about Luckin's growth and Starbucks' shrinking market share and average ticket questioned this theory. I also had a sense of unease when there were markedly different figures on the market in various industry reports. This discomfort was useful because learners needed to challenge their own assumptions when deciding on their choices, rather than affirming their own beliefs (Mohamed et al., 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc237424960]2.3 Evaluation
Multiple evidence types were a successful element. The company reports were a good source of operational and financial information, and the reports from competitors helped to compare Luckin's scale and digitally-focused business. Academic sources helped me understand the evidence using strategic theory. Another really helpful and informative idea that I found useful was VRIO, which I used to help me avoid assuming that any capability was a sustainable advantage (Yeh et al., 2023; Ingles et al., 2025). 
However, I did do some preliminary work that was overly business-focused. Starbucks' publications emphasised CSR and growth in a positive light, but it failed to clearly expose its weaknesses in competition or risks of implementation. I added Reuters, industry reports, and competitor results to correct this. I also realised that SWOT may be repetitive if it just rewrites PESTEL and VRIO. To prevent this, I used SWOT to synthesise the internal and external data I had found and draw the implications for strategy. Dhollande et al. (2025) suggest that structured reflection can facilitate the organisation of learning, but this can be limiting with too much reliance on pre-arranged stages for deepening questions.
[bookmark: _Toc237424961]2.4 Analysis
The key learning was the need to not only use frameworks to support judgements, but not to take them over. PESTEL identified macro conditions but was not necessarily prioritised. So, I felt that the factors of price sensitivity, local-brand confidence and digital disruption were more pressing than others. Likewise, the balanced scorecard was a lesson for me that financial results are driven by customer, process and learning capabilities. By cutting down on labour, they could make short-term margins, but it would hurt the barista interaction that underpins Starbucks' premium differentiation.
I also was able to differentiate between market growth and organisational performance. But having more coffee does not necessarily lead to profitable Starbucks growth; in less-populous cities, people might not be as willing to pay more for the product. This permeated my thinking and influenced me to abandon cost leadership and advocate for localised experiential differentiation with selective affordability. In the field of critical reflection, Indrašienė et al. (2023) describe how experience led to new knowledge to develop new understanding, which I did when I shifted my perception of store expansion from positive to the level of payback, cannibalisation and brand consistency.
This research also revealed some shortcomings of my analysis. A significant amount of company-level data was non-China-specific, and some of the suggested targets for the balanced scorecard were suggestions and not actual commitments reported. So, I had to make a positive separation between evidence and Consul's judgment. Harvey et al. (2025) warn that reflection should transcend the description of the process and go beyond examining uncertainty, assumptions and context.
[bookmark: _Toc237424962]2.5 Conclusion
I gained insight into the need for triangulation, prioritisation and acknowledging the limitations in evidence for effective strategic analysis. The best thing I did was take my isolated framework application and put it into a connected argument: external pressure and digital pressure were contrasted with Starbucks brand, coffee and service capabilities, and the result was a defensible strategic recommendation. But I need to work on the source verification, quantitative comparison and conciseness (Sow et al., 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc237424963]2.6 Action Plan
In future assignments, a source quality matrix will be established separating company, competitor, industry, news and peer-reviewed evidence. Before I write, I will document the publication dates, geographical relevance, definitions and possible bias. I will also be working out similar metrics like store productivity, customer growth/change in margins, etc., instead of relying on metrics that are in the headlines. Lastly, I will use a reflective research log to explain my choice, rejection, and/or adaptation of each framework. This should make me more aware of my metacognition, critical thinking, and the ability to change strategic theory into evidence-based recommendations. 
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