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The Starbuckization of Society?
���

If I was to begin a book like this today, rather than in the early 1980s
(when my first essay on McDonaldization was published), there would be

good reasons to at least consider titling it the Starbuckization of Society. In
fact, in a recent USA TODAY interview, I used just that expression, “Call it
the Starbuckization of society. Starbucks has created the image that they’re
cutting edge.”1 Not only does this statement prioritize Starbucks, but it
implies that McDonald’s is no longer perceived as being in the forefront. If
Starbucks rather than McDonald’s is on the cutting edge of the fast-food
industry, then perhaps it should be the model for the process discussed 
here. One customer acknowledged this new prioritization when she said,
“Starbucks is the new McDonald’s.”2 Among the indications of Starbucks’
ascendancy are the following:

� As was (and still is) the case with McDonald’s, other businesses now owe
their existence to Starbucks and seek to emulate it in many ways. Said the
CEO of the nearly 500-store Caribou Coffee chain, “I got into the business
because of what they [Starbucks] created.”3 In China, a small chain, Real
Brewed Tea, aims to be “the Starbucks of tea.”4

� As has also been the case with McDonald’s, Starbucks clones have emerged
around the world. For example, in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, there is Kaldi’s
that “has a Starbucks-like logo and Starbucks-like décor, and its workers
wear Starbucks-like green aprons. . . . A large coffee is called a “tall.”5
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� The increasing ubiquity of Starbucks coffee has led the Economist to toy
with the idea of a “tall latte index” to play the same role as the “Big Mac
Index” in comparing prices around the world.6

� Starbucks has come to replace McDonald’s where the clear model used to be
the latter. For example, in a recent article on the creation of satellite loca-
tions by megachurches, a pastor saw such satellites as akin to franchises:
“It’s kind of like going to Starbucks. You know the product you’re going to
get.”7 There is now a book (discussed later in this chapter) that seeks to
delineate the “leadership principles” behind Starbucks’ success and to com-
municate them to aspiring businesspeople who see Starbucks as a model.8

These are heady accomplishments for a business that was founded in 
April 1971—a full 16 years after the founding of McDonald’s—in Pikes Place
Market in Seattle. Named for the first mate in Herman Melville’s classic novel,
Moby Dick, Starbucks has, as of November 2006, 5,668 company-operated
coffee houses and 3,168 licensed locations in the United States (unlike
McDonald’s, Starbucks does not franchise its stores in the United States,9

although as we will discuss below it is licensing [to, for example, colleges and
universities] an increasing number of them). In addition, since opening its first
shop outside the United States (in Japan—there are now 600 in that country)
in 1996, Starbucks expanded its international presence dramatically and now
is in 36 countries besides the United States (a majority of international loca-
tions are either joint ventures or licensed).10 There are plans to be in 40 coun-
tries in 2006–2007, with the addition of Egypt (opened in Cairo in late 2006),
Brazil, Russia (there is already a Starbucks in the U.S. embassy in Moscow, but
it is not open to the general public), and India. While Starbucks lags far behind
McDonald’s in terms of numbers of restaurants (and total business done, as
well as profits) and global reach, it is expanding far more rapidly than
McDonald’s. In 2006 it opened almost 2,200 new coffee shops (McDonald’s
opened about 800 restaurants) and plans even more new openings—2,400
or more than an average of 6 per day—in 2007 (and to accommodate this
growth, it hires as many as 350 new employees every day). In fact, its longer-
term plan is 40,000 shops worldwide, divided roughly equally between the
United States and the rest of the world. The latter goal makes it clear that
Starbucks intends to expand far more outside the United States than in it. This,
of course, reflects the fact that many American markets are approaching satu-
ration and that there are many more open markets elsewhere in the world.

Starbucks coffee shops are in increasing proximity to one another (the
company calls this “infill”), perhaps across the street from one another or
even on different floors in the same building. This is designed to reduce the
amount of time (calculability) it takes to get to a Starbucks and to increase
the efficiency in obtaining one’s coffee. Reflective of this is a headline in the
satiric newspaper The Onion titled, “New Starbucks Opens in Rest Room
of Existing Starbucks.”11
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A Starbucks’ executive explained not only this process of “infill” but
also why overtaking McDonald’s was likely: 

We’re in a position to have far more outlets than they could ever have. . . . By
way of example, how many people are going to walk into McDonald’s every day
and buy a Big Mac and fries? Not many. But a lot more people walk into
Starbucks four or five times a week and get a cup of coffee.12

It is important to remember, however, that McDonald’s ran into problems
in the early 21st century as a result, at least in part, of overexpansion, and
Starbucks must be wary of this problem, as well. Furthermore, as the biggest
and most famous of the chains, McDonald’s has long been a global target.
Starbucks has already been an object of attack, and hostility can only increase
as it comes to rival, and perhaps exceed, McDonald’s in size and influence.

Starbucks is not only the current star of the fast-food industry and a
model for businesspeople everywhere, but it is also increasingly seen as an
important cultural force and cultural phenomenon (as McDonald’s was in
the past and to some degree continues to be to this day). Beyond the devel-
opment and expansion of a type of coffee—and coffee-house culture—it has
moved into the sale of things such as CDs and books and is involved in the
movie business. Starbucks is a cultural force, and its clear goal is to become
an even greater power in the future.

Although there is much to support the view that this book should focus
on Starbucks and its broader influence rather than on McDonald’s, in the end
I must conclude that Starbucks is in many ways derivative of McDonald’s—
above all, it represents the McDonaldization of the coffee-shop business.
Because McDonald’s is the pioneer and the primary model, it continues to
make sense to focus most of the attention in this book on McDonald’s rather
than on Starbucks. It was McDonald’s that set in motion the series of changes
that led, among many other things, to Starbucks. Starbucks has certainly
made some important innovations, some that McDonald’s and other chains
are now emulating (e.g., higher-quality coffee), but in the end they are simply
relatively minor additions to the McDonald’s model. Thus, while I use the
term Starbuckization here, I am still basically discussing the fundamental
process of McDonaldization that undergirds it and continues to be its pri-
mary source. It is ultimately that process that is of greatest importance and
not whether McDonald’s or Starbucks is considered the leading example of
McDonaldization.

In fact, as we saw in Chapter 2, this book is premised on the idea that
the fast-food restaurant supplanted the bureaucracy as the model for the
rationalization process (relabeled McDonaldization to demonstrate that
change). The point is that rationalization remained much the same (although
it did extend into the realm of consumption), even though the model had
changed. Thus, even if we were now to change the name once again (and we
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are not) from McDonaldization to Starbuckization, the same point would
apply—the underlying process remains rationalization (McDonaldization).

HOWARD SCHULTZ AND THE FOUNDING 
OF THE STARBUCKS EMPIRE: NO MORE SWILL

The history of Starbucks has much in common with that of McDonald’s. For
example, like McDonald’s, Starbucks was a local (Seattle) institution before
it was discovered by the person who was to transform it into a global pow-
erhouse. Like Ray Kroc, Howard Schultz was involved in a company selling
products—in this case drip coffeemakers—to this small, nationally unknown
business. Also like Kroc, the business piqued Schultz’s interest. He visited 
the Seattle coffee shop in 1981 and was impressed with both it and its cof-
fee. In yet another similarity to Kroc, Schultz had big plans for Starbucks,
but they were not shared by the original owners who were content (like the
McDonald brothers) to remain much as they were. Both Schultz and Kroc
got involved with businesses that were greatly interested in the quality of
what they offered customers.

After drinking Starbucks’ brew, Schultz realized that the coffee he had
been drinking was “swill,” and he tells us why:

In the 1960s, the large American coffee brands began competing on price. To
cut costs, they added cheaper beans to their blends sacrificing flavor. They also
let coffee cans stay on supermarket shelves until the coffee got stale. Year after
year, the quality of canned coffee got worse, even as advertising campaigns made
claims for its great taste.13

In contrast, the Seattle Starbucks offered dark-roasted coffee made from
high-quality Arabica beans instead of the lower-quality robusta coffee beans
used by others. A key difference is that Arabica beans can withstand high
heat and therefore be dark roasted, whereas robusta beans cannot burn
under high heat. Interestingly, the original Starbucks did not sell brewed
coffee but only offered brewed samples of its coffee.

The other important consideration about the original Starbucks was
that its owners’ philosophy of doing business had a lasting impact on the empire
that developed. For one thing, the original Starbucks, at least as Howard Schultz
tells it, was a true “place” designed to offer customers a unique setting as well as
a sense of magic, a “brief escape to a distant world.”14 Schultz describes it in
ways reminiscent of what I have called a “cathedral of consumption.”15 “I
stepped inside and saw what looked like a temple for the worship of coffee.”16

There was also a sense of mission about the place; the traditional philosophy
of giving customers what they wanted was not enough—one had to educate
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consumers accustomed to poor-quality coffee to the joys of Starbucks’ coffee.
Finally, there was a strong commitment to quality, especially in the coffee beans
used and the way the coffee was brewed, originally one cup at a time, with hot
water poured over the freshly ground coffee placed in a cone with a filter. The
coffee was served in porcelain cups.

It is worth noting here that, although Schultz may have been affected
initially by this commitment to quality and though he still pays lip service
to it in his book and in numerous public relations releases, the enormous
expansion of Starbucks has meant that, in fact, he has had to sacrifice
virtually all of the company’s early principles:

� While the goal continues to be the creation of a temple for the con-
sumption of coffee, it is a highly McDonaldized temple. That rationali-
zation process, as we have seen and as Max Weber originally recognized,
operates against the enchantment required of temples. People rushing,
queuing up, and then running off with their coffee have little time or inter-
est in being in such a temple, and this is even more true of those who use
the drive-through and never enter the coffee shop at all.

� There is little education of consumers being achieved at today’s
Starbucks. Imagine getting a lecture, even a short one, on the glories of
Starbucks’ coffee while standing in the queue or, even more outlandish,
while at the drive-through window with a long row of cars waiting their
turn behind you.

� As we will discuss again below, Starbucks’ coffee may have been
better, and may still be better, than that available in cans in the supermar-
ket, but its need to buy in huge bulk today means that it often does not buy
the best-quality beans. Schultz is thus being hyperbolic, and he and the
company are often prone to hyperbole, when he says, “Starbucks will
always sell the highest-quality fresh-roasted whole-bean coffee.”17

� And, Starbucks’ coffee is no longer brewed by hand, one cup at a
time; it is mass-produced in huge coffee machines. It is also increasingly
difficult to find porcelain cups there; they have been largely replaced by the
ubiquitous Starbucks paper cup (with the now-famous sleeve). Since the
vast majority of Starbucks’ customers leave the shop with their coffee in
hand, the porcelain cup is no longer even feasible for most customers.

To pick up the Starbucks’ story, Schultz visited with the owners in the
spring of 1982 and discussed his hope of being hired to expand Starbucks
throughout the United States and Canada (global expansion beyond those
locales had not yet entered even Schultz’s consciousness). He wanted it to be
what, in fact, it has become—an instantly recognized brand18 that people
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associate with quality coffee. The original owners initially resisted, but Schultz
convinced them and was hired with a cut in pay from his previous job and with
a small equity share in the company.

Early in his career at Starbucks, Schultz was sent to Milan, Italy, where
he discovered the espresso bar and the barista. Once again he was struck by
the enchantment of such a setting, of the skill of the barista, and by the fact
that the espresso bar was such a congenial place to be. He had a self-professed
“epiphany”—Starbucks had to sell coffee by the cup, and it had to be in a set-
ting that recreated the practices and the romance of the Italian espresso bar.
In April 1984, Starbucks opened its first store in Seattle that sold not only
beans but also coffee by the cup. Within 2 months it was serving 800 cus-
tomers a day, and the baristas could not keep up with the demand.

His partners at Starbucks did not share his grand plans for expansion, 
so Schultz left and started a company that created an Americanized version
of an Italian-style espresso bar. It was called Il Giornale, and it opened in
Seattle on April 8, 1986. In spite of a commitment to authenticity, Il Giornale
quickly made a series of adaptations that moved it in the direction of
McDonaldization—it gave up the exclusive use of ceramic cups and offered
its to-go customers paper cups, it created a quicker and more efficient coffee
machine with three taps that could serve three different types of coffee at one
time, and the logo featured Mercury, the swift messenger of the Lord. Within
6 months, there was a second Seattle store, and within a year Il Giornale had
expanded to Vancouver, Canada. By the middle of 1987, each shop was
doing about $500,000 a year in business, but the company, like many new
companies, was still losing money.

In March 1987, the owners of Starbucks decided to sell it, its name, 
and its then six coffee shops. Schultz raised the $3.8 million needed for the
purchase, and, of course, the rest is history. Il Giornale was merged with
Starbucks, and the names of its shops were changed to Starbucks. A private
company until 1992, Starbucks began its national expansion in 1988,
adding 15 company-owned shops to the existing 11 that year, 20 in 1989,
32 in 1991, and 53 in 1992. A pattern of massive and accelerating expan-
sion was set in motion.

WHAT HAS STARBUCKS ADDED TO, 
OR REMOVED FROM, THE MCDONALD’S MODEL?

Starbucks’ most obvious advance has been to move away from the mediocre
quality of McDonald’s products and toward the McDonaldization of higher-
quality products, especially its coffee. (However, it is not alone in this move—
mid-level [e.g., Red Lobster, Olive Garden] and even high-end [e.g., Morton’s]
chains have done the same [see Chapter 1].) There is no question that, prior to
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Starbucks, the quality of American coffee was quite dismal. Overall, Starbucks
has spearheaded a now-widespread trend in the United States toward the
appreciation and consumption of higher-quality coffee. It has done the same
in other countries—most notably Great Britain (more than 500 Starbucks)—
where the quality of the coffee served before Starbucks’ arrival was, if any-
thing, even worse than in the United States. Starbucks has succeeded wildly in
countries with a history of poor coffee and without a strong coffee culture
(Japan being a good example), but it will be a major challenge for Starbucks
to succeed as wildly in societies that already have high-quality, and most
would argue higher-quality, coffee than Starbucks offers and are famous for
their rich coffee cultures (for example, Italy, France, or Turkey—as of mid-
2007 there are still no Starbucks in Italy, but there are 30 of them in France,
28 of them in Paris, as well as a number in Turkey).

We can also credit Starbucks with creating in the United States and else-
where great interest in coffee and in coffee houses as a way of life. Many smaller
coffee houses, though they are threatened by Starbucks (and sometimes driven
out of business by it, as discussed later), owe their continued existence to the
much greater market for coffee and coffee shops created by Starbucks.

Muting McDonald’s Hard Edge

In many ways, the most important change Starbucks has made is to soften
McDonald’s hard-edged approach and image. For example, instead of the 
stiff and unwelcoming seats offered by McDonald’s, Starbucks has come to be
defined, at least in part, by its overstuffed armchairs and sofas and its convenient
tables and chairs. In fact, Howard Schultz explicitly seeks to distance Starbucks
from McDonald’s-style fast-food restaurants by associating it with Ray
Oldenburg’s more homey notion of a “third place”19 (see Chapter 7): “We’re in
the business of human connection and humanity, creating communities in a third
place between home and work.”20 Schultz associates several characteristics with
Starbucks as a third place, including

� “a taste of romance” of coffee from far-off places in an otherwise routine day,
� “an affordable luxury” (the coffee is expensive, but many can treat them-

selves to it, at least occasionally),
� “an oasis”—a small escape from the hectic world (although Starbucks with

its drive-throughs and to-go coffee—to say nothing of its caffeinated bever-
ages designed to further stimulate those who drink them—have increasingly
become an integral part of the hectic, highly McDonaldized world), and

� “casual interaction”—the social life available at Starbucks (although not 
to the vast majority of customers who get their coffee in line or at the drive-
through windows).
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The sense that Starbucks is a third place has been amplified in recent
years by encouraging customers to come to Starbucks with their laptop com-
puters and to connect to the Internet through a wi-fi connection (for a fee).
They can also browse not only the newspapers (especially the New York
Times) for sale (or left behind by others) but also the books and CDs for sale,
and they can stay as long as they desire. Regardless, even Schultz recognizes
that Starbucks is “not yet the ideal Third Place,” with its lack of adequate
seating and the fact that even the relatively few customers who choose (or
are able) to stay for awhile rarely, in fact, get to know one another.21

In contrast, McDonald’s has focused on the dangers of people staying too
long, citing the experience of now-defunct chains like the Automat (cafete-
rias) that were hurt by large numbers of street people who occupied chairs 
for long periods of time but bought little or nothing (see Chapter 6). The
Automat’s paying customers were hard-pressed to find seats, and when they
did, their appetites were not enhanced by the often-unappealing appearance
of the people sitting nearby. To prevent this result, McDonald’s created,
among other things, that hard edge—those garish colors, uncomfortable
seats, and other amenities (or, rather, the absence of amenities)—that makes
customers feel unwelcome. (In recent years, however, McDonald’s has altered
the designs of its restaurants to reduce or eliminate some of these harsh char-
acteristics. This is part of the emerging convergence of McDonald’s and
Starbucks that will be discussed at the close of this chapter.)

Indeed, the more general message from McDonald’s has been that the
customer is less than welcome. Yes, customers can come in and buy their
food, but the idea is that they are expected to eat it fast and get out as quickly
as possible. Better yet—and in more recent years the message has become—
don’t enter the restaurant at all! Instead, whenever possible, customers are
expected to use the drive-through window, buy their food, and then leave
immediately, taking their food and debris with them. The ideal McDonald’s
customer has become one who never sets foot in the store.

Starbucks has worked hard to create the opposite, or at least a very dif-
ferent, image—that customers are welcome, so welcome that they can stay for
hours, if not all day. Of course, this message is more image than reality. While
wi-fi is offered “from the comfort of your favorite cozy chair,” it can cost as
much as $6 per hour.22 As one journalist put it, “how welcome can one feel
when staring at a meter that is running?”23 (Panera Bread is one chain
[Schlotzky’s Deli is another] that offers free wi-fi access to help its customers
feel welcome and to linger. But it has many more seats to fill than Starbucks,
especially during the afternoon following the lunch rush, so free wi-fi brings
in additional business during a slow part of the day.) Furthermore, if more
than a handful of customers tried to take Starbucks up on its “invitation” to
stay for hours, the coffee shops would soon be inundated with people. There
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is only a minuscule number of sofas, armchairs, tables, and seats for the enor-
mous numbers of customers who stop at a Starbucks on a given day. The vast
majority of Starbucks’ customers either pick up their coffee in the shop and
leave immediately or use its drive-through window. In fact, according to
Howard Schultz, 80% of Starbucks’ customers take their coffee and leave the
shop; they are “to-go” customers.24 Thus, almost all of Starbucks’ customers
behave in much the same way that many McDonald’s customers behave—
they take their drinks and food and they leave. (In fact, it is undoubtedly the
case that the vast majority of McDonald’s customers remain in the restaurant
longer than Starbucks’ customers.) The difference between the two food chains
is much more appearance than reality.

It’s a Show

Thus, it could be argued that Starbucks’ major innovation has been in the
realm of theatrics. It is not really about the coffee alone; it’s about “provid-
ing a great experience accompanied by coffee.”25 Starbucks has succeeded in
creating a kind of stage set in its coffee shops in which a few, unpaid actors
(really paying customers who choose to linger awhile) act out the illusion of
an old-fashioned coffee house. Although they may like watching the show,
most customers do not want, or are unable because of time constraints, to be
performers in it, and they probably could not be those performers even if they
wanted to be (because of a lack of enough seating). They often do, however,
feel good witnessing the performance (assuming they don’t use the drive-
through), in effect being the audience, as they line up for their coffee and then
leave with it. They may even imagine that some day they, too, might have the
time to be part of the show and linger in one of those armchairs. Starbucks
has created great theater,26 and in so doing, it has created a new way of doing
something McDonald’s invented—using customers as unpaid workers.
McDonald’s customers (at least those who still eat in the restaurant) line up
for their own food, deliver it to their tables, and then clean up after them-
selves. Starbucks’ customers do all of these things and sometimes more—such
as adding the desired amount of milk and sugar to their coffee. And a few of
them do something that is in many ways more important for Starbucks—they
stay to drink their coffee in the shop, thereby serving as unpaid actors in the
ongoing show taking place at their local Starbucks.

These “actors” include not only casual coffee drinkers but also people
who use Starbucks as a place to meet dates or (with the wi-fi access) as a part-
time office. In fact, some people regularly schedule business meetings there.
Starbucks officials say that they encourage this sort of thing, but what is unsaid
is that they can do so because only a small number of people are interested in
working (or able to work) there, and in any case, the possibility of working
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there is limited by the small number of tables and chairs. The vast majority of
customers (even businesspeople) could not stay even if they wanted to.27

On Dramaturgy

It is worth pausing at this point and discussing the relevance of sociolog-
ical thinking on theatrics, especially the pioneering work of Erving Goffman
on what he calls dramaturgy.28 Goffman is mainly concerned with the way
individuals present themselves in social situations, but my focus here is more
on what is, in effect, the “stage” created by Starbucks at each of its locations.
Goffman does deal with this aspect through what he calls the front stage, or
the part of a performance that functions in a rather fixed and predictable way
to define the situation for those observing the performance. Thus, when
people enter Starbucks’ physical structure (the setting in Goffman’s terms),
the people—employees and customers—already there are part of the front
stage for the new customers. In effect, employees and other customers are
“performing” for newly arrived customers (and themselves). Of course, there
are big differences between the two types of performers, even beyond the fact
that employees are paid for their work and customers are not. Particularly
important is that employees are carefully instructed in how they are to per-
form, and some of what they say may even be scripted. They may wear cos-
tumes (e.g., green aprons) to accompany and enhance their performance. The
customers who sit in Starbucks are, of course, not instructed in how they are
to perform (or dress), but they do learn certain behaviors, at least in broad
terms, by observing others, especially long-term denizens of these shops. They
need to learn the answers to various questions, among them:

� Can they really sit there for hours?
� What is the etiquette on surrendering (or not surrendering) tables?
� How about holding tables or even chairs?
� When can they move from chair to sofa or stuffed chair?
� Must they buy newspapers, or can they pick up those left behind by others?
� Can they browse books and CDs, and is it okay to bring them to their table?
� How much of a book can one read without buying it?

Over time, regular customers learn the answers to all these questions and
become adept performers.

Customers also must learn the appropriate personal front, that is, how
they are supposed to express themselves when they are “on stage” at
Starbucks. For example, customers at Starbucks are expected to be calm
and serious, whereas much more raucousness is permitted at, say,
McDonald’s. Of course, employees also learn their personal front, but that
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task is accomplished much more formally as they are trained and instructed
in how to express themselves on the job. Those who do not express them-
selves appropriately will be corrected, admonished, and perhaps even fired
for failing to live up to expectations.

While people’s performances at Starbucks show individual variation
and vary from one visit to another, Goffman makes the point that perfor-
mances, and the fronts associated with them, tend to become institutional-
ized. This is certainly true for employees, whose fronts and performances
are institutionalized by the company that employs them, but it is also true
for customers, whose fronts and performances become more informally
institutionalized over time. The point is that people tend to select and 
not create their fronts and performance. They enter established fronts and
select the pre-established, acceptable performances for such settings. This is
clearly true for Starbucks’ employees, but it also happens with customers,
although for them it is much more informal and they are much less con-
scious of the pre-established character of both the front and performance.
Indeed, they may think they are spontaneously creating both front and
performance, when in fact the company has played a powerful role in pre-
structuring and pre-determining both.

Thus, though they might seem different, the fact is that there is rela-
tively little variation in performances at Starbucks from one time or place
to another. Most customers who enter the shop line up obediently and leave
quietly. Those who choose to remain are generally rather subdued, sip their
coffee discreetly, chat quietly, read casually, dreamily listen to the music,
eavesdrop on nearby conversations (although not too obviously), and so
forth. In fact, John Simmons goes further and argues that “the vast major-
ity of Starbucks customers made no conversation or social interaction in 
the store. Come in, order, take away or sit down; there is no pressure to be
sociable.”29

Another aspect of its theatrics involves the ways in which Starbucks
presents itself as a kind, gentle, and caring corporation. They manage this
in various ways. First, they tell us (through their mission statement, endless
public relations blurbs and efforts, and Howard Schultz’s self-serving book,
Pour Your Heart Into It: How Starbucks Built a Company One Cup at a
Time)30 a great deal about how much they care about their 135,000 (as of
late 2006) employees. (In a blatant public relations effort, they call them
“partners”;31 if they are partners, they are certainly not equal partners with
billionaire Schultz and his top executives.) The company demonstrates this
care through, for example, the provision of seemingly generous benefits
(e.g., health care, pensions, stock options). Schultz claims that these actions
help Starbucks maintain lower turnover than the rest of the industry.32

This practice stands in stark contrast to McDonald’s, which has often been
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criticized for employing young, part-time workers and for providing them
with few, if any, benefits. Then there is their concern for the coffee grow-
ers, as expressed in their interest in fair-trade coffee. Again, the contrast is
with McDonald’s, which is often accused of exploiting the land and those
who provide them with beef, chicken, potatoes, and so forth.

There is growing evidence, however, that this contention, too, is more
myth than reality; it is more public theater, or perhaps better public relations.
In the examples mentioned above, Starbucks does not treat its employees as
well as it would like us to think, and its commitment to fair-trade coffee is min-
imal. According to one source, less than 4% of Starbucks’ coffee is fair-trade
coffee, it rarely offers fair-trade varieties as its coffee of the day, and it has not
followed through on its promise to brew such coffee on demand for customers
who request it.33 Starbucks’ commitment to the small coffee farmer is much
more myth than reality, and there are other chains (Costa and Caffe Nero are
large chains in Great Britain) that do much more to ensure that fair-trade cof-
fee is sold. Starbucks has also come under attack for using milk from cows that
have been injected with bovine growth hormone and, therefore, for not hav-
ing the health and well-being of its customers as its highest priority. Starbucks
recently announced it would begin phasing out milk products containing such
hormones, however it promised to do this very same thing in 2001 but did not
carry through on that promise. Almost all other industrialized countries have
banned the hormones still found at Starbucks.34

Starbucks’ interest in its own profits rather than in coffee growers and
workers has recently surfaced in the case of Ethiopian coffee.35 Starbucks sells,
at very high prices, various coffees from Ethiopia such as Sidamo and Harar
(the names come from the regions in Ethiopia where the particular variety is
grown). Starbucks sells these coffees for as much as $13 a half pound, but the
co-op involved in growing the beans gets about 75 cents for each pound of
beans, and the Ethiopian processor sells them to Starbucks for $1.45 per
pound. Some Ethiopian farmers, fed up with such low prices, are pulling up
coffee plants and replacing them with khat, a mild stimulant that they can sell
at three times the price of coffee and that can be harvested three times a year
(coffee can be harvested only once a year). The Ethiopians view the huge gap
between the price paid to them and the price charged by Starbucks for their
coffee as unfair, and they are trying to increase their revenue by trademarking
Ethiopian coffee (coffee represents over a third of the country’s total yearly
exports of about a billion dollars). Starbucks has thus far refused to sign a
trademark agreement, even though there is no requirement for Starbucks to
pay royalties to the Ethiopians. Starbucks claims that the agreement is onerous
from a legal point of view and that it could sell more Ethiopian coffee if it was
not hampered by such restrictions. As a result, Starbucks has been accused of
“coffee colonialism.”36 Social advocacy groups claim that, in the case of the
Ethiopian demand for a trademark, Starbucks is concerned about setting a
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precedent that would increase the price of coffee that it buys from many 
other countries. Such a stance is seen by such groups as being inconsistent with
Starbucks’ desire to be considered a socially responsible company. A Starbucks’
official has responded by saying that “we’re not really apologizing for the
[profit] margin.”37 They claim that the profits are used to open new stores and,
therefore, create a greater market for all coffee growers. The coffee growers of
Ethiopia, however, would prefer a larger (and fairer) share of the pie by being
able to sell their coffee at higher prices.

The tiny IWW Starbucks Workers Union is attempting to organize 
Starbucks’ workers. Its major objectives are:

� Increased pay and raises (pay is above the minimum wage, but not in the
union’s view a livable wage)

� Although Starbucks offers health insurance and a 401(k) pension plan to
employees, the union argues that few employees earn enough to purchase the
former or to contribute to the latter; it wants to see earnings increased so
that such benefits can be afforded

� Guaranteed hours with the option of full-time status
� An end to understaffing
� A healthier and safer workplace38

The union complains that Starbucks is anti-union (it clearly does resist the
unionization of its workers) and is firing workers who become involved in
unionization. 

In addition, many critics see similarities between Starbucks and
McDonald’s, as well as associate both with the “Wal-Martization” of soci-
ety.39 Supporters of small local coffee shops often oppose Starbucks in much
the same way, and for many of the same reasons, that there is organized and
widespread opposition to McDonald’s and Wal-Mart. To many, they are all
part of the same general process. (There is a Web site, http://www.ihatestar
bucks.com, for those with these and many other grievances against Starbucks.)

It is interesting to note that Schultz balks at such comparisons, especially
with Wal-Mart. Of the association of Wal-Mart with Starbucks, he said:

The charge is unfair and inaccurate. First, we don’t change the economics of a
town. We don’t undercut prices charged by other stores, in most cases our prices
are higher, not lower. We don’t draw traffic out of town, . . . instead we enhance
downtown traffic for neighboring shops.40

Whatever the accuracy of his comparisons, and the questions raised by what
is left out (e.g., destroying small, independent coffee shops), Schultz’s defen-
siveness on this issue is fascinating. Perhaps he protests too much!

Speaking of broadening the market, I need to return to Starbucks’ move
into the sale of other products such as music CDs (“Starbucks Hear Music”)
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and books (for example, Mitch Ablom’s For One More Day).41 Some see this
development as likely to have a profound effect on music and book tastes, as
well as on the culture more generally.42 This belief is based on analogies to phe-
nomena such as Oprah Winfrey’s book club and its effect on book sales and
what large numbers of people read. While Starbucks’ venture into the music
business may have such an effect, there is nothing particularly innovative here.
Most of the fast-food chains have sought to sell ancillary products, one exam-
ple being the McDonald’s marketing of DVDs and, earlier, videotapes of
movies. (Of course, McDonald’s was primarily selling these items to children,
so its impact on the larger culture, at least in this realm, was minimal.) What
is more innovative is Starbucks’ recent entry into the movie business with
Akeelah and the Bee.43 But viewed more broadly, there is also nothing new here
either, since there is a long history of corporations seeking to enhance their
sales and profits by expanding the number and variety of products they sell.

It should be added, as alluded to above, that the sound of music, especially
the middle-brow music preferred by Starbucks, as well as the presence of CDs
and books (as well as the New York Times) for sale all add to the kind of the-
ater Starbucks is seeking to create. They nicely complement the unpaid actors
sitting at the tables, chairs, and sofas doing work, reading, and chatting.

SHOULD THE CONCEPT OF 
“STARBUCKIZATION” REPLACE “MCDONALDIZATION”?

In the end, the key question as far as the theses of this book are concerned is,
Are the successes of Starbucks, and the innovations associated with it, enough
to conclude that “Starbuckization” should replace “McDonaldization” as the
term to be used to describe the various changes discussed in this volume? I
think the answer is a clear and resounding—No! After all, McDonald’s was
the “pioneer” (although this is a much too heroic term to use for even its inno-
vations), both in the fast-food industry and in bringing the process of ratio-
nalization to it, and especially in its impact on customers and consumption.

Starbucks and the Principles of McDonaldization

Starbucks clearly fits, and operates in accordance with, the principles of
McDonaldization. Starbucks is:

� Efficient. Customers line up in the shops for their coffee (and perhaps
some food), pay, make their way to the cream and sugar stand, fix their cof-
fee to taste, and in most cases dutifully leave; the drive-throughs at those
Starbucks that have them offer the same kind of efficiency that is provided by
the McDonald’s drive-throughs. Since the only thing produced in Starbucks
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is the coffee, it can be accomplished far more efficiently than in McDonald’s
where a couple of dozen different food and drink products are “made.”

� Predictable.44 The logo, the shops,45 the counters, the marquees listing
available drinks, the coffee (especially the more exotic versions), the green
aprons, the methods of preparation, the stand with cream and sugar, the
carafes with half-and-half, whole milk, and skim milk, the array of other
products, the shelves with goods for sale such as coffeemakers, mugs, books,
CDs, and so on are all pretty much the same from one locale to another.

� Calculable. While there is no pretense of low cost, the emphasis on
quantity is clear in the coffee sizes, especially the large sizes. There is no
small Starbucks coffee; the smallest—in the best tradition of “newspeak” in
George Orwell’s 1984—is a “large!” (The other alternatives, using faux
Italian names—and more theatrics—are venti and grande; the latter certainly
communicates an even larger-sized cup of coffee than the tall—it is made to
seem taller than tall.) Also indicative of calculability are the number of
“shots” of espresso one can get as well as the (high) prices associated with
the various drinks and sizes. In fact, while McDonald’s associates itself with
low prices, Starbucks has succeeded in getting people to pay very high prices,
sometimes $4 (or more)—as a result, some call Starbucks “Fourbucks”46—
for some exotic varieties of its coffee. In fact, the high prices add to
Starbucks’ effort to position itself at the high end of the market. And there
is theatre involved here, too. This is a high-end, “classy” show, not the cheap
and garish one on view at the McDonald’s down the road.

� Control by nonhuman technology. As in McDonald’s, the system at
Starbucks exerts great control through nonhuman technologies. For example,
creative baristas have been replaced by (mostly) automatic espresso makers
(with a corresponding loss of skill and magic), and although Starbucks’ the-
ater may lead customers to want to stay, lingering, as we have seen, is impos-
sible for most given other commitments and destinations, to say nothing of
the drive-throughs that encourage them never to enter in the first place.

The Irrationality of Rationality at Starbucks

Starbucks has most if not all of the irrationalities associated with
McDonald’s (homogenization, disenchantment, dehumanization) as well as
additional ones, like the much higher prices than at McDonald’s.

� Customers are paying an extraordinary amount of money for what is
essentially flavored water; the profit margins on each cup of coffee are enor-
mous, and those margins are even higher in the case of the high-priced and
more exotic drinks. There is a huge markup on a cup of coffee—perhaps as
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high as 95%.47 Thus, a venti coffee that costs the consumer close to $2.00
might cost Starbucks as little as 10 cents to make. While Karl Marx wrote
about the exploitation of the worker in the era of the domination of pro-
duction capitalism, the focus has now shifted (although the worker is still
exploited, as well) to the exploitation of consumers through not only unpaid
labor but also extraordinary markups and price inflation.

The great expansion of Starbucks means that it must buy huge quanti-
ties of coffee beans, and that flow must continue uninterrupted. One negative
associated with this need is that they cannot, as mentioned above, necessarily
always get the best beans; indeed, the best beans may be grown in such small
quantities that they are of little interest to Starbucks given its enormous
requirements. In spite of its claim to be selling high-quality coffee, one hears
many experts complain about how mediocre it actually is.48

� While Starbucks has eschewed franchising, it has increasingly embraced
licensing. The latter is contradictory to what Schultz had to say about why fran-
chising is a “forbidden word” at Starbucks: “To me, franchisees are middlemen
who would stand between us and our customers. We prefer to train all our own
people and operate all our own stores, so that each cup of coffee you buy from
Starbucks is the real thing.”49 But immediately afterward, he describes how
Starbucks had to reluctantly relinquish control because they couldn’t resist the
possibility of so many new customers. Thus, in 1991 they gave Host Marriott
license to operate Starbucks coffee shops in airports. The number of licensed
Starbucks has increased rapidly (Safeway, Barnes & Noble, etc.), and now over
a third of Starbucks in the United States are licensed rather than being run by
Starbucks. And overseas there are more licensed and joint venture Starbucks
than those that are company owned.

Although Schultz didn’t want franchisees to become middlemen between
the company and consumers, the licensees have nevertheless come to occupy
exactly that position. And, it may be that Starbucks has less control over them
than they might have had over franchisees.50 The quality of what Starbucks has
to offer has been compromised by licensing. There are licensed Starbucks at
my university; I frequent the one in the library (consorting with the enemy,
doing research, etc.). Among my observations—the coffee is often lukewarm,
the half-and-half jug is almost always empty, the stirrers are too short for the
venti coffee and I frequently burn my fingers trying to reach the bottom of the
cup, the staff is awful—as are the pastries (standard University of Maryland
offerings)—and the place is filthy; it is disgusting (if I wasn’t addicted to strong
coffee, I’d stop going . . . maybe). Schultz’s fear of “losing control”51 was quite
justified; indeed, some of his worst fears seem to have become reality as a result
of the rush to expand at all costs. Furthermore, I doubt that most of those who
buy Starbucks’ coffee at my library realize that it is not company owned but
rather a licensed location (and they may well not even know the difference
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between them). They may therefore develop a negative view of the company
as a whole; the failures of licensees redound to Starbucks as a whole (the rea-
son Schultz was originally afraid of losing control). Indeed, it is arguable that
there is greater control over franchisees than licensees, one of the reasons Ray
Kroc went in the franchise direction.

� The critique of mediocrity extends to the “culture” Starbucks increas-
ingly seeks to sell—CDs, books, movies (e.g., Akeela and the Bee)—on a one-
stop basis. Since it wants to sell culture to the broadest possible population,
it will only offer society’s most innocuous, and least controversial, forms.52

� The problem of homogenization is reflected in a statement by
Howard Schultz about the burgeoning number of Starbucks in China
(about 450 in early 2007, but likely to grow dramatically in a short time),
especially the one at the Great Wall: “Our stores there are a mirror image
of what you see in Madison Park and Pike Place.”53 In addition, there is fear
in Taiwan that Starbucks is playing a major role in the disappearance of its
distinctive tea shops and tea culture.54

� There is also considerable uniformity to the coffee shops themselves
both in the United States and the rest of the world, although in recent years
Starbucks, like McDonald’s, has grown increasingly sensitive to this issue
and there is more variability in store designs and greater efforts to adapt to
local environments.55 Nevertheless, each shop is, and must be, unmistak-
ably a Starbucks.

� Starbucks often drives small, local, and unique coffee shops out of busi-
ness and is, in fact, currently being sued for antitrust violations.56 (However,
the opposing view is that Starbucks has helped small coffee shops by raising
the awareness of higher-quality coffee, helping to create an interest in coffee
culture, pioneering high prices for coffee, and providing niches where smaller
shops can survive within the context of the expansion of Starbucks.)57

� An issue at Starbucks, one that also dogs McDonald’s, is the nutritional
value of many of its products. This is particularly the case with many creamy,
sugary, Frappuccino-type drinks (inherited by Starbucks from The Coffee
Connection, which it bought out in 1994).58 Such drinks tend to have about
the same (large) number of calories and fat as a McDonald’s milkshake.

� Although it has a public policy of not marketing to children and of not
hooking children on addictive coffee drinks, its “starter drinks”—such as cin-
namon dolce latte, banana mocha Frappuccino, vanilla white chocolate
mocha, and caramel macchiato—inevitably attract children (mostly pre- or
early teens) because they have similarities to milkshakes and Slurpees. The
types of music and movies promoted also attract children and teenagers to
Starbucks and therefore place them in a context in which coffee is purveyed.59
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This constitutes another way in which Starbucks has stood on the shoul-
ders of McDonald’s. It could be argued that what McDonald’s did was to
“infantilize” food.60 First, it created a circus-like atmosphere (the playgrounds,
for example) and used a clown (Ronald McDonald) and other cartoon-like
characters (the “Hamburglar”) to lure children who, in most cases, had to bring
their parents along. It played into the needs and orientations of children by
offering finger food: food that could be eaten with one’s hands and without
utensils. It also offered very basic and limited tastes—most generally the very
sweet and highly salty, sometimes in the same food. Then there were the vast
numbers of toys given away or sold, as well as the tie-ins to movies such as
those made for children by Disney. In fact, while infantilization was the source
of McDonald’s early success, it later became a problem when this strategy failed
to attract enough adult customers who were being drawn to other chains (e.g.,
Burger King) that, while not eschewing children, appealed more to adults and
adult tastes. McDonald’s experimented with making Ronald McDonald more
adult by, for example, presenting advertisements showing him playing golf, but
that campaign failed. McDonald’s continues to be hampered (and advantaged)
by the orientation to children that was the initial source of its success.

But how does this apply to Starbucks, which is oriented to adults and
sells a largely adult-oriented range of coffees? The appeal to young people
and young adults of its higher-priced and exotic coffees is the source of much
of its success and, undoubtedly, its greatest profits. Many of the drinks are
very sweet, highly flavored, very creamy, and/or quite frothy. They are, in the
main, coffees for those who don’t really like coffee. Starbucks has infantilized
coffee in order to broaden the market for its products. In the process they
have, of course, created drinks that are extraordinarily high in calories, sugar,
and saturated fat, in some cases being worse for consumers and their health
than comparable McDonald’s products.

THE “STARBUCKS EFFECT”

While there may not be anything very new about Starbucks, its powerful
impact cannot be denied.61 It has altered the way many people live. For
example, many commuters now plan their trips to (and sometimes from)
work on the basis of where the most convenient Starbucks is to be found.
Driving routes have thus been altered, wreaking havoc with the way roads
and lights have been laid out to handle flows of traffic before and after work.
Others plan the running of errands or even socializing with friends (with or
without toddlers) around the location of a nearby Starbucks.

Then there is the increasingly ubiquitous automobile coffee holder. One
could argue that the increasing popularity of such cup holders, and the grow-
ing number of them in cars, mini-vans, and SUVs, is a result of the growing
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prevalence of Starbucks and its take-out coffee, which fits so neatly in them.
Coffee holders also accommodate the desire to drink coffee while on the way
to some destination (adding to the proliferation of “multitasking” in con-
temporary society). Furthermore, an increasing number of products are being
produced and marketed for those ubiquitous cup holders—McDonald’s sal-
ads in cups, 7-Eleven’s fruit in a cup, and microwaveable products from the
supermarket (Campbell’s soup). As a result, many of us eat and drink more
food and beverages in our cars these days while on the go to some other loca-
tion. In fact, the average American eats 20 meals a year in his or her car. In
a related phenomenon, the highly McDonaldized convenience stores (e.g., 
7-Eleven) did almost $400 billion in business in 2004, and much of what is
purchased there is consumed in the car.

THE CONVERGENCE OF STARBUCKS AND MCDONALD’S

It is increasingly possible to see convergence between McDonald’s and
Starbucks. For example, for some time Starbucks has been adding drive-
throughs (pioneered and developed by McDonald’s). More recently, we are
seeing a convergence of the two chains (and others, including Burger King,
Wendy’s, Dunkin’ Donuts, and even Subway)62 in some of their menu items,
especially as they relate to breakfast offerings. The competition is growing
fierce for that huge market ($77.6 billion per year), which has been domi-
nated by McDonald’s. According to a consultant, “‘Everyone wants a piece of
McDonald’s breakfast success.”63

As a general rule, people have gone to Starbucks for the coffee but
eschewed the food, which was considered by most as being of lesser qual-
ity than the coffee. On the other hand, others have gone to McDonald’s
(and other chains) for its signature Egg McMuffin but ignored its coffee.
The result is an inefficiency in a McDonaldized society where consumers
are getting coffee in one place and then driving some distance to obtain
food in another. A market thus existed for anyone who could provide both
high-quality food and coffee in the same setting.

As a result, McDonald’s has moved in the direction of offering higher-
quality coffee by replacing the 60, or so, coffee blends that it used around
the United States with higher-quality, darker-roast Arabica beans. And
McDonald’s is testing the possibility of serving more specialty coffees such
as caramel cappuccinos and vanilla lattes and of selling them at lower
prices than Starbucks. For its part, Starbucks is moving toward producing
five breakfast sandwiches (and already serving some at selected locations),
especially an Egg McMuffin clone—a hot egg and cheese on English
muffin. Befitting its desire to be seen as offering more upscale (but still
McDonaldized) food, Starbucks’ versions will be fancier and more complex
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(e.g., peppered bacon, egg, and natural aged cheddar cheese on an English
muffin). The problem is that most Starbucks are built without kitchens.
They thus lack the facilities that McDonald’s has to actually “cook” the
Egg McMuffin. Instead, Starbucks will use nitrogen frozen food cooked
elsewhere and then heated in high-speed, high-heat ovens now being
installed in the stores. This technology is able, to take one example, to
“bake” a chocolate cake in 1 minute, 15 seconds.64

Thus, in the not-too-distant future, McDonald’s and Starbucks will
both offer about the same food for breakfast—a decent-tasting egg-and-
cheese on English muffin sandwich and high(er)-quality coffee. Of great
interest about this is that, in many ways, the Starbucks’ breakfast will be
more McDonaldized than McDonald’s breakfast offerings. After all,
McDonald’s has griddles, toasters, and the like that permit its employees to
actually cook the Egg McMuffin in the restaurant. Employees will crack
eggs, melt cheese, and toast English muffins. In contrast, at the local
Starbucks the pre-prepared Egg McMuffins will just be “cooked” (in a way)
in the high-speed, high-heat ovens.

In this sense, at least, Starbucks is even more McDonaldized than
McDonald’s, although the main point is that, in any case, it is highly
McDonaldized, a trait that serves to further buttress the basic argument of
this chapter. Regardless of the amount of rationalization at Starbucks, the
process of concern in this volume should not be re-labeled Starbuckization;
McDonaldization remains the best term for this re-process.65

Reflective of this conclusion is a statement in early 2007 by Howard
Schultz indicating a concern that Starbucks had lost its “soul,” that it had,
in effect, grown too rationalized.66 More specifically, and directly related
to McDonaldization, Schultz discussed the “watering down of the
Starbucks experience” and said: “some people even call our stores sterile,
cookie cutter, no longer reflecting the passion our partners [i.e., employ-
ees] feel about our coffee.”67 Schultz expressed a related concern that
Starbucks had lost some of its theatrical elements (e.g., the aroma of cof-
fee now that it uses flavor-locked packaging). More specifically, the use of
more efficient automatic espresso makers instead of skilled baristas scoop-
ing, grinding, and making the coffee has led to what he called the loss of
“romance and theatre” involved in watching the drinks being made by
skilled baristas.68

In effect, Schultz seems afraid that Starbucks is in danger of being seen
for what it is, for what has been termed in Chapter 8 “nothing” (rather than
the “something” it purports and aspires to be). As a result, at least in Seattle,
Starbucks seems to be losing out to small, local coffee shops. To a coffee afi-
cionado in one such shop, “Starbucks does not define the coffee conversa-
tion. . . . It is defined by independents.”69 In such independents, baristas still
work their magic: 
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Look at the baristas. . . . This is a calling, what they do, like an old-school
European barber. This is not pulling fries out of the vat when the thing beeps at
you. With these old machines, you run the risk of variability in every cup. But
sometimes you get art.70 

Deconstructing this quotation, we find criticism of McDonaldization
and nothing (the beeping when fries are done) and appreciation for de-
McDonaldization and something (old European barbers, variability, art).

Of course, in spite of his lamentations, Schultz and his team are the 
ones who have set upon a course of greatly expanding Starbucks throughout
the world, including a massive expansion of licensed locales, and it is this
expansion that is threatening the “soul” of Starbucks. It is not at all clear that
Schultz is willing to give up on that expansion to save Starbucks’ soul.

Returning to the theme of McDonaldization, the owner of one of the
small Seattle competitors to Starbucks claims that, among her regular cus-
tomers, are Starbucks employees who come for her coffee, made by hand in
an old-fashioned Italian espresso machine. Some of them want to work for
her as baristas, but she says that, as holders of the McJobs at Starbucks, “all
they know how to do is push the buttons on the automatic machines.”71
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