JURNAL

Z)

Jurnal Ekonomi dan Bisnis, Vol. 14 No. 3 September 2025
P -ISSN :2503-4413
P A E - ISSN : 2654-5837, Hal 956 — 968

THE ANALYSIS OF DIGITAL MARKETING STRATEGY OF STARBUCKS
IN SHANGHAI, CHINA

Yao Lin*
Magister Management, Universitas Pendidikan Ganesha, Bali, Indonesia
Trianasari

Postgraduate School, Universitas Pendidikan Ganesha, Bali, Indonesia

*Correspondence Author
Yao Lin
vao.linnn90@gmail.com

ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

. ) This study examines Starbucks' marketing strategies in China, within a
Article history : dynamic competitive landscape and the evolving post-COVID-19
consumer behavior. Using a descriptive research design, data was

%e%%lgﬁld; 2025 collected through interviews and document analysis, supplemented by a
Revised: y survey of 69 participants. The study explores Starbucks' localization
16 July 2025 strategies, challenges from local competitors, and the impact of global
Accepted: events on its operations. Theoretical frameworks such as the 4P
26 August 2025 Marketing Theory, Gratifications Theory, Global Marketing Strategy,

Motivation Needs Theory, Value Chain Analysis, and the RACE model
guided the analysis. The findings indicate strong brand loyalty driven by
effective digital marketing and local adaptation, though pricing remains
a key concern for consumers. Thematic analysis identified eight key
themes influencing Starbucks' success, including customer engagement
and technological integration. While Starbucks has successfully
localized its offerings, further enhancements in personalization and
pricing strategies are recommended. The study suggests future research
on customer segmentation, emerging technology applications, and
corporate social responsibility initiatives to strengthen market
competitiveness. These insights provide valuable implications for
Starbucks to sustain its market position and drive continued growth in
Shanghai’s evolving consumer landscape.

Keywords: Starbucks strategy, China localization, Shanghai digital marketing, Post COVID consumer
behavior, Coffee market competition.
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INTRODUCTION

The rapid advancement of digital technologies has transformed global marketing
strategies across industries. In highly competitive markets like China, businesses must
continuously evolve their approaches to align with digitally savvy consumers (Smith,
2020). Starbucks, a leading global coffee brand, has embraced digital marketing to
strengthen its market presence, leveraging mobile applications, social media engagement,
and personalized digital tools to enhance brand loyalty and customer satisfaction (Johnson
& Smith, 2019). Among China's cities, Shanghai stands out as a strategic market due to its
high level of technological adoption and evolving consumer behaviors (Chen, 2021).

Shanghai's dynamic market, characterized by strong mobile penetration and an
advanced e-commerce ecosystem, presents both opportunities and challenges for
international brands like Starbucks (Zhang & Li, 2020). As competition intensifies with
both domestic and international coffee brands adopting innovative marketing strategies,
Starbucks must continuously adapt its digital marketing mix—product, price, place, and
promotion—to maintain its market leadership (Wang, 2020). Despite Starbucks' global
reputation for successful marketing, there remains a research gap in understanding how
the company tailors its digital marketing efforts to the unique market conditions of
Shanghai (Gao & Chen, 2018).

As part of its expansion strategy, Starbucks has significantly increased its presence
in China. As of 2023, the company operates approximately 6,804 stores across China, with
over 900 located in Shanghai alone (Statista.com, 2024). This expansion reflects China's
position as Starbucks’ second-largest market globally, generating approximately $3.1
billion in net revenue in 2023. Furthermore, Starbucks aims to open 9,000 stores by 2025,
reinforcing its commitment to long-term growth in China (Statista.com, 2024).

Figure 1

Number of Starbucks stores in China from fiscal year 2005 to 2023

(Source: Statista.com, 2023)
Given these developments, this study seeks to explore the effectiveness of Starbucks'
digital marketing strategies in Shanghai.
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Specifically, it examines how the company utilizes digital tools to enhance brand
recognition, improve market positioning, and foster long-term customer loyalty. Through
mobile apps, social media campaigns, and personalized digital interactions, Starbucks has
successfully engaged with Chinese consumers, yet there remain critical areas for further
exploration, including pricing perceptions, localization challenges, and post-COVID
market adaptations.

The importance of digital marketing in contemporary business strategy cannot be
overstated, particularly in highly digitalized markets like Shanghai. As Starbucks
continues to expand, a deeper understanding of its localized digital marketing strategies
will offer valuable insights into brand adaptation and customer engagement in China (Liu,
2020). By contributing to the academic and practical discourse on global brand
management, this study aims to provide recommendations that may benefit Starbucks and
other multinational companies looking to refine their digital marketing strategies in
similarly competitive and technologically advanced markets.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND EMPIRICAL STUDIES

This section examines previous research on Starbucks' marketing strategies in
Shanghai, focusing on localization, innovation, promotion, and pricing strategies. It also
explores theoretical frameworks, including the 4P Marketing Theory, Global Marketing
Strategy, and Consumer Behavior Theories, to assess Starbucks’ market positioning and
adaptation strategies in a rapidly evolving environment.

The localization strategy has been fundamental to Starbucks' success in Shanghai.
Unlike its Western counterparts, Starbucks in China has adapted its product offerings to
local tastes by incorporating traditional Chinese flavors, ingredients, and cultural elements
into its menu (Roberts et al., 2022; Lin & Bi, 2023). For instance, Starbucks offers
mooncakes during the Mid-Autumn Festival and has integrated traditional tea-based
beverages such as matcha lattes and tea-infused coffees (Wang & Zhang, 2022). Store
design has also played a significant role in localization, with Starbucks collaborating with
local artists and designers to create an ambiance that reflects Shanghai's cultural identity
(Guo et al., 2022). The incorporation of Chinese architectural elements in store designs
enhances Starbucks’ brand connection with local consumers (Gao & Chen, 2021). This
strategy has enabled Starbucks to establish a “third-place” concept—a social gathering
spot between home and work—aligning with Chinese consumer behavior, where coffee
shops are often used for social meetings rather than quick purchases (Fariss et al., 2021;
Liu, 2022). Starbucks' name adaptation strategy has also contributed to brand localization.
The company modified its brand name to “Xing Ba Ke” (2. %) in China, ensuring
phonetic alignment while retaining its global identity (Lombardi et al., 2021; Chen, 2023).

Innovation has been a key driver in Starbucks' digital marketing efforts. The brand
has introduced mobile payment options through WeChat Pay and Alipay, aligning with
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China's mobile-first economy (Guerola-Navarro et al., 2021; Xu, 2024). Starbucks has also
leveraged big data and Al-driven analytics to offer personalized promotions and enhance
customer experiences (Liu & Xu, 2023). The company has adopted smart ordering
systems, where customers can place orders through the Starbucks mobile app and collect
them at designated pick-up points (Zhao & Feng, 2023). Additionally, Starbucks Reserve
Roastery in Shanghai, the world’s largest Starbucks store, integrates Augmented Reality
(AR) technology, allowing customers to engage with the coffee-making process through
mobile devices (Reuters.com, 2024; Zhang, 2022).

Starbucks employs multi-channel digital marketing, using social media platforms
such as WeChat, Weibo, and Douyin (TikTok) to engage with consumers (Xu, 2024; Kang
& Bi, 2022). Influencer marketing has been a major strategy, where key opinion leaders
(KOLs) promote Starbucks products to younger demographics (Li, 2022). Starbucks'
pricing strategy remains a challenge due to the presence of low-cost competitors like
Luckin Coffee, which offers cheaper alternatives through aggressive discounting strategies
(Cadestin et al., 2021; Qiu, 2022). To maintain its premium brand positioning, Starbucks
emphasizes experience-based value rather than price-based competition, offering
exclusive in-store experiences and premium product selections (Chen, 2023; Alam, 2021).

Despite its dominance in the Chinese coffee market, Starbucks faces strong
competition from local brands like Luckin Coffee, which leverages technology and
aggressive pricing to capture market share (Xu, 2024; Zhaozhe, 2023). Luckin Coffee
operates a fully digitalized ordering system, allowing customers to place mobile orders
and pick up their coffee at designated outlets, reducing operational costs (Gao & Chen,
2021; Liu et al.,, 2022). Additionally, consumer behavior is shifting toward health-
conscious choices, with growing demand for low-sugar, plant-based, and functional
beverages (Melnyk & Wang, 2020; Zhao, 2023). Local tea brands, such as HeyTea and
Nayuki, have capitalized on this trend, attracting younger consumers with fruit-infused
teas and bubble tea innovations (Posada-Quintero & Chon, 2020).

The COVID-19 pandemic significantly impacted Starbucks' operations in China.
In 2022, Starbucks' revenue in China declined by 23%, mainly due to lockdowns and
reduced foot traffic (Statista.com, 2024; Alam, 2021). The company responded by
enhancing online delivery services through partnerships with Meituan and Ele.me, as well
as expanding its digital loyalty program (Xu, 2020). Geopolitical tensions and nationalistic
consumer sentiment have also affected Starbucks' brand perception. Social media
controversies, such as misunderstandings regarding Starbucks’ stance on local events,
have led to temporary public backlash (Zhi & Chen, 2021; Bertels & Desplaces, 2021).

The 4P marketing mix framework—Product, Price, Place, and Promotion—
explains Starbucks’ strategic decisions in China (Chiari, 2024; Liu, 2022). In terms of
product, Starbucks customizes its menu items to suit Chinese tastes by offering matcha
latte, mooncakes, and locally inspired beverages (Xu, 2024). The company employs a
premium pricing strategy despite cost-sensitive competition, leveraging brand exclusivity
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to justify higher prices (Zhao, 2023). Starbucks' place strategy involves expanding store
locations in prime urban areas and integrating digital platforms for online orders and
deliveries (Wang, 2022). Promotion-wise, Starbucks relies on digital engagement via
social media, influencer collaborations, and experiential marketing (Gao et al., 2021).

The Cultural Adaptation Theory suggests that multinational corporations must
modify their strategies to fit local cultures (Xu, 2024; Meyer & Nguyen, 2020). Starbucks
has adapted its store aesthetics, menu, and marketing campaigns to reflect Chinese
traditions, allowing for greater acceptance among local consumers (Smith Maguire & Hu,
2013). The Competitive Advantage Theory, proposed by Michael Porter (1985), states that
companies achieve a sustainable advantage by offering unique value propositions.
Starbucks' differentiation strategy is built on brand prestige, customer experience, and
innovation. Unlike price-driven competitors, Starbucks focuses on premium quality and
brand storytelling to maintain customer loyalty (Alam, 2021; Nazir et al., 2014).

Regardless of extensive research on Starbucks’ global strategies, several gaps
remain. Limited studies explore Starbucks' city-level marketing strategy in Shanghai, as
most research focuses on its national strategy rather than city-specific adaptations (Xu,
2024; Zhang, 2014). Additionally, post-pandemic consumer behavior analysis is lacking,
leaving unanswered questions about the long-term impact of COVID-19 on Starbucks’
digital marketing engagement and customer loyalty in Shanghai (Heng, 2019; Colangelo,
2010).

RESEARCH METHODS

This study employs a qualitative research approach to gain in-depth insights into
Starbucks' digital marketing strategies and their impact on brand recognition, market
position, and customer loyalty in Shanghai. A qualitative approach is particularly suitable
for this study as it allows for an exploration of the subjective experiences and perspectives
of Starbucks management. The goal is to understand how these strategies are implemented,
perceived, and adapted within the local context.

The research was conducted in Shanghai, China, a major economic hub known for
its vibrant consumer market and strong presence of international brands. The city’s mix of
traditional Chinese culture and modern Western influences makes it an ideal location to
examine how Starbucks navigates digital marketing in a highly urbanized and competitive
landscape. Shanghai’s infrastructure and high digital penetration rate also allow for an
effective assessment of how Starbucks integrates technology into its marketing strategies.

The study's participants were selected from Starbucks' management team in
Shanghai, specifically focusing on supervisors and managers directly involved in
implementing and overseeing the company’s digital marketing initiatives. A total of 46
participants were recruited using purposive sampling, ensuring that only those with
relevant knowledge and experience in Starbucks’ digital marketing strategies were
included. Each participant had at least five years of management experience at Starbucks
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in Shanghai, providing a deep understanding of the company’s marketing approach and
consumer engagement.

Data collection was conducted through semi-structured interviews, which allowed
for a flexible yet focused discussion on Starbucks' digital marketing strategies. This
method facilitated an in-depth understanding of the subject while enabling participants to
share their insights and experiences. The interviews covered key aspects of Starbucks'
digital marketing approach, including the application of the marketing mix, the role of
digital platforms in brand recognition, and the challenges of fostering customer loyalty in
a digital-driven market. Each interview lasted between 45 minutes and one hour and was
recorded with participants’ consent. The interviews were conducted both in person and
virtually, depending on participants’ availability.

Thematic analysis was employed to analyze the collected data. This qualitative
analysis technique is effective in identifying recurring themes and patterns within data,
providing meaningful interpretations of the findings. The analysis involved several stages,
starting with familiarization with the data through repeated reading of transcripts. Initial
coding was performed to categorize relevant responses, followed by identifying and
grouping related codes into broader themes. These themes were then reviewed and refined
to ensure they accurately reflected the data. The final step involved defining and naming
the themes to present a structured analysis of Starbucks’ digital marketing strategies in
Shanghai.

Ethical considerations were carefully addressed to ensure the integrity of the study.
Participants provided informed consent before the interviews, and their confidentiality was
strictly maintained. All recorded data was anonymized and securely stored to prevent
unauthorized access. Additionally, participants were informed that they had the right to
withdraw from the study at any stage without any consequences. Ethical approval for the
study was obtained from the relevant institutional review board to ensure adherence to
research guidelines.

By employing a qualitative research design with semi-structured interviews and
thematic analysis, this study aims to provide valuable insights into how Starbucks executes
its digital marketing strategies in Shanghai’s competitive market. The findings will
contribute to understanding the effectiveness of these strategies and their role in
maintaining Starbucks' strong market presence in the city.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS

The research involved 46 participants, all of whom were supervisors or managers at
various Starbucks locations in Shanghai. The purposive sampling ensured that only
individuals with direct involvement and experience in Starbucks’ digital marketing
strategies contributed to the study. The findings indicate that Starbucks employs a multi-
faceted digital marketing strategy, primarily integrating mobile marketing, social media
engagement, and personalized customer experiences. This strategic approach enables the
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company to maintain a strong market presence in one of the world’s most competitive
digital environments.

The demographic characteristics of the participants are presented in Table 1. These
attributes are crucial in understanding the depth of experience and insights shared during
the research, as they provide a foundation for analyzing Starbucks’ digital marketing
effectiveness.

Table 1: Demographic Characteristics of Participants

Category Sub-category Count Percentage
Gender Male 25 36.25%
Female 21 30.43%
Age Group Under 18 2 2.90%
18-24 5 7.25%
25-34 13 18.84%
35-44 19 27.54%
45-54 16 23.19%
55+ 14 20.29%
Years of Experience 5-7 years 17 24.67%
8-10 years 32 46.38%
More than 10 years 20 28.99%
Educational Background | Diploma 11 15.94%
Undergraduate 36 52.17%
Postgraduate 22 31.88%
Role in Starbucks | Store Managers 27 39.13%
District Managers 26 37.68%
Marketing 16 23.19%
Supervisors

The findings reveal that Starbucks' digital marketing strategy in Shanghai is heavily
reliant on mobile and social media platforms, reflecting the digital behaviors of urban
Chinese consumers. The Starbucks China app and WeChat were identified as the primary
tools for customer engagement. Participants emphasized the role of personalized digital
experiences, where the app provides tailored offers based on customer preferences,
enhancing loyalty and retention. One manager highlighted that mobile marketing allows
Starbucks to deliver targeted promotions and rewards, which fosters stronger customer
relationships. The use of WeChat for direct communication, product promotions, and
customer feedback further strengthens Starbucks’ engagement with its target audience.

Figure 1 illustrates the integration of Starbucks’ mobile and social media strategies,
highlighting how personalized offers and direct engagement drive customer interaction.
These findings align with previous research emphasizing the importance of customized
digital marketing in increasing customer loyalty (Wang, 2020). The focus on mobile
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marketing is consistent with broader trends in China, where mobile devices dominate
online transactions and social interactions (Zhang & Li, 2020).

Furthermore, the analysis of Starbucks' digital marketing mix—product, price, place,
and promotion—reveals how digital strategies contribute to brand recognition and market
positioning. New product launches are frequently promoted through WeChat and the
Starbucks app, often coupled with limited-time offers exclusive to loyalty members.
Starbucks maintains its premium pricing model while offering personalized digital
promotions, making its pricing more adaptable without compromising brand integrity.
Additionally, the app and WeChat facilitate online orders and deliveries, ensuring
convenient access to Starbucks products. Promotional campaigns leverage digital
advertising, holiday-themed marketing, and collaborations with local influencers to
enhance brand visibility. These elements collectively reinforce Starbucks' market position
in Shanghai, supporting research on how digital platforms enhance luxury brand
accessibility (Kapferer, 2018).

The findings also indicate that Starbucks' digital marketing strategy significantly
impacts customer loyalty, primarily through the Starbucks Rewards program, personalized
offers, and active social media engagement. The loyalty program encourages repeat
purchases through reward points and exclusive benefits, a strategy participants viewed as
crucial for customer retention. Personalized marketing, where offers are tailored based on
purchasing behavior, was seen as a key driver of customer loyalty. Regular engagement
with customers on WeChat further strengthens brand affinity, aligning with research on
the role of social media in building long-term customer relationships (Gao & Chen, 2018).

Despite the success of Starbucks' digital marketing strategy in Shanghai, the research
identified several challenges. The rapidly evolving digital landscape in China requires
continuous adaptation and innovation, making it necessary for Starbucks to stay ahead of
trends. One manager noted that maintaining global brand consistency while ensuring local
relevance presents a significant challenge. This aligns with previous research highlighting
the difficulties international brands face in localizing digital marketing strategies in China
(Xu & Wu, 2018). Nevertheless, Starbucks' ability to navigate these challenges
underscores its strong market adaptability.

Additionally, consumer behavior in Shanghai is shaped by a dynamic and fast-paced
lifestyle, requiring Starbucks to maintain flexibility in its marketing strategies. The
competition in Shanghai’s digital market is intense, with other coffee brands and local
chains increasingly leveraging digital innovations to capture customer attention. This
ongoing competition emphasizes the need for Starbucks to remain innovative and
continually refine its engagement strategies.

The implications of this study offer valuable insights for both academia and industry
practitioners. The findings contribute to digital marketing literature by demonstrating how
global brands successfully adapt their marketing mix to different cultural and
technological ecosystems. For industry practitioners, Starbucks' approach highlights the
importance of personalized marketing and loyalty programs in driving customer retention.
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The study underscores the need for brands to remain agile and innovative in the rapidly
changing digital marketplace while maintaining a strong global identity.

While this research provides meaningful insights, it has limitations. The study
focuses on Starbucks' digital marketing strategy in Shanghai and is based on a relatively
small sample size of managers, which may not fully capture broader market dynamics.
Future research could explore comparative analyses of digital marketing strategies across
multiple brands or different cultural contexts to gain a more comprehensive understanding
of localization in digital marketing.

In conclusion, the findings demonstrate that Starbucks effectively integrates mobile-
first marketing, personalized digital experiences, and localized social media engagement
to enhance brand recognition and customer loyalty. The strategic use of the Starbucks
China app and WeChat exemplifies the brand’s adaptability to the Chinese market.
However, challenges such as keeping pace with the digital landscape and balancing global
consistency with local customization remain critical considerations. The insights from this
study provide a framework for international brands seeking to optimize their digital
marketing strategies in competitive, digitally advanced markets like Shanghai.

CONCLUSION, SUGGESTION, AND LIMITATION

The findings of this study demonstrate that Starbucks' digital marketing strategy in
Shanghai is a robust and multi-faceted approach that effectively engages consumers
through mobile and social media platforms. By leveraging WeChat, the Starbucks China
app, and influencer collaborations, the company has successfully localized its global
marketing strategies to suit the preferences of Chinese consumers. The integration of
personalized offers, loyalty programs, and seamless digital ordering processes further
reinforces customer retention and brand loyalty.

A key takeaway from this research is the critical role of the 4P marketing mix
(Product, Price, Place, and Promotion) in Starbucks’ digital strategy. The ability to
promote new product launches through digital platforms, offer customized pricing
incentives, facilitate seamless ordering experiences, and engage customers through
targeted promotions has significantly enhanced Starbucks’ competitive positioning in the
Shanghai market.

Despite these successes, the study also identifies several challenges. The rapidly
evolving digital landscape in China necessitates continuous innovation and adaptation, as
Starbucks must keep pace with emerging technological trends and shifting consumer
behaviors. Additionally, balancing a consistent global brand identity while catering to
local preferences remains a delicate challenge. Starbucks must refine its strategies to
ensure that it remains culturally relevant while maintaining its premium brand image.

From a practical perspective, Starbucks can further enhance its digital marketing
strategy by deepening its use of data analytics to provide even more personalized customer
experiences. Investing in artificial intelligence and machine learning to optimize customer
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interactions and engagement can ensure sustained customer loyalty. Additionally,
fostering stronger community engagement through localized marketing campaigns and
sustainability initiatives will further solidify Starbucks’ connection with its Shanghai
consumers.

Future research should explore how Starbucks and similar international brands
navigate the evolving Chinese digital marketing ecosystem, particularly with the rise of
new technologies such as artificial intelligence, blockchain, and augmented reality.
Comparative studies with local competitors, such as Luckin Coffee, may also provide
deeper insights into the most effective strategies for maintaining a competitive edge in
China’s rapidly expanding digital economy.

In conclusion, Starbucks’ digital marketing success in Shanghai highlights the
importance of an adaptive, customer-centric approach. By embracing technological
advancements, personalizing customer interactions, and maintaining a balance between
global consistency and local relevance, Starbucks has set a benchmark for digital
marketing excellence in international markets. This study contributes valuable insights
into global digital marketing strategies and provides actionable recommendations for
businesses seeking to enhance their presence in dynamic and culturally diverse markets.
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