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Abstract: This study investigates process conflicts during Starbucks’ global expansion, focusing on the mismatch between
growth scale and management systems. Using organizational behavior theories and empirical data, it identifies key conflicts
in staffing, work processes, leadership turnover, and labor relations, and proposes solutions to enhance organizational
performance. The analysis highlights the need for adaptive management models to address operational inefficiencies and cultural
discontinuities in global expansion.
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1. Introduction

While existing research on firms’ international expansion highlights the role of organizational experience, it often
overlooks the managerial cognitive mechanisms that shape evaluations of risk-reward tradeoffs—particularly how
discrepancies between actual performance and managerial aspirations influence strategic decisions. Building on the
Uppsala model and performance feedback theory, this perspective emphasizes that managers’ willingness to adjust
strategies, allocate resources, and embrace risky changes is fundamentally tied to whether organizational outcomes meet
their aspirational levels. Such cognitive dynamics provide a critical lens for understanding the process conflicts that have
emerged in Starbucks’ global expansion phenomenon rooted in a structural imbalance between the scale of growth and the
adaptability of its human resource management (HRM) system "',

Starbucks’ global expansion has been marked by a series of operational frictions, concentrated in four key areas:
staffing inefficiencies, rigid work processes, erratic leadership transitions, and strained labor relations. These conflicts,
at their core, reflect a disjuncture between managerial aspirations for rapid scaling and the actual performance of HRM
systems—a disconnect that performance feedback theory helps illuminate. For instance, managers’ aspirational goals
for aggressive store expansion may have overshadowed signals of inadequate staffing: peak-hour labor shortages (15%—
20%) and 40% slower order fulfillment emerged not merely from structural gaps, but from a failure to adjust resource
allocation in response to widening gaps between expected growth targets and on-the-ground service capacity. Similarly, the
persistence of cumbersome 14-step beverage preparation processes, compounded by 20+ annual limited-edition launches,
stems in part from managerial adherence to standardization aspirations, even as performance feedback—such as 32%
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longer processing times and 25% error rates among new hires—indicated a need for flexibility.

The misalignment between aspiration and performance is further evident in HRM practices. Traditional offline
training models, for example, clashed with high-intensity work rhythms, eroding employee satisfaction gaps that managers
may have underappreciated as they prioritized expansion speed over adaptive training systems. Performance evaluation
standards, disconnected from frontline service realities, weakened incentives; here, the dissonance between aspirational
“partner culture” ideals and actual reward structures (e.g., 80% of supervisor roles filled externally) created a feedback
loop where employee disengagement (reflected in 400% more labor cases and 20% turnover due to compensation
issues) failed to prompt timely adjustments to managerial aspirations for cost control. Cross-regional cultural differences
exacerbated these frictions, as managers’ aspirational uniformity in HR policies clashed with local performance realities,
increasing implementation hurdles ™.

To address these conflicts, Starbucks’ solution framework—centered on digital transformation of HRM—can be
enriched by integrating insights from performance feedback theory. A data-driven dynamic staffing model, for instance,
not only responds to real-time customer flow but also aligns resource allocation with revised performance aspirations (e.g.,
balancing growth with service speed). Process optimization for high-traffic stores, such as peak-hour simplification of non-
core steps, reflects a deliberate adjustment of standardization aspirations considering feedback on error rates and customer
wait times. Similarly, refining leadership succession mechanisms to codify core values and prioritize internal promotions
(30% of roles) aims to stabilize strategic execution, ensuring that aspirational “partner culture” is translated into consistent
practices that close the gap between rhetoric and employee experience.

Starbucks’ experience underscores that successful global expansion requires not just structural alignment between
growth and HRM systems, but also managerial cognitive agility, specifically, the ability to recalibrate aspirations in
response to performance feedback. By embedding such feedback loops into digital HRM tools and decision-making
processes, firms can avoid the “scale at all costs” trap, balancing expansion speed with organizational health. This
approach not only resolves Starbucks’ current frictions but also offers a blueprint for rapidly growing enterprises:
leveraging cognitive awareness of aspiration-performance gaps to drive adaptive, sustainable growth.

2. Key Process Conflicts and Their Impact on Organizational Performance
2.1. Staffing and Scheduling: Efficiency Crisis from Supply-Demand Mismatch

Starbucks’ “flexible staffing” model has led to operational polarization that permeates both employee experience and
customer satisfaction. In core business district stores, staff shortages during peak hours reach 15%—-20%, creating a
cascading effect: baristas are forced to manage 30% more orders per hour than industry standards, with many skipping
mandatory breaks to keep up. This not only increases employee turnover rates in these high-pressure locations which are
25% higher than in suburban stores—but also reduces order fulfillment speed by 40%. For example, a first-tier Chinese
city store serves over 1800 cups on weekends with standard staffing, a volume that translates to average wait times
exceeding 12 minutes during morning rushes, triggering a 17% rise in customer complaints about service delays. Off-peak
periods, conversely, result in labor idleness: afternoon lulls between 2—5 PM leave 40% of scheduled staff with minimal
tasks, as transaction volumes drop by 60%. This idle time, coupled with overtime costs incurred during peaks, inflates
labor expenses by approximately 18% annually, exacerbating cost inefficiencies that undermine the model’s intended
flexibility .

2.2. Work Processes: The Double-Edged Sword of Standardization

Starbucks’ 14-step standardized beverage preparation process, while ensuring quality consistency, has become an
efficiency bottleneck in high-traffic scenarios. Wall Street Journal data shows peak-hour order processing time has
increased by 32% in five years, driven by complex ingredient mixings such as precise temperature control for steamed
milk and layered syrup infusion and equipment operations that require staff to switch between grinders, espresso machines,
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and blenders. Frequent new product launches (20+ limited editions annually) compound the issue: new employees require
15 days to master operations, with a 25% error rate during training. This not only leads to customer complaints about
wrong orders but also demoralizes staff, who face repeated corrections and pressure to speed up amid rigid protocols.

2.3. Leadership Turnover: Disruptions in Strategic Continuity

Over the past decade, four major leadership changes at Starbucks have triggered strategic inconsistencies that rippled
through every layer of operations. For instance, the 2017 digital transformation strategy—emphasizing mobile ordering,
app-based loyalty programs, and automated kiosks—directly contradicted the 2020 “third place” revival plan, which
prioritized in-store ambiance, human-centric service, and community engagement. This clash left store managers caught
in a tug-of-war: investing in digital infrastructure while being pressured to restore the cozy, social atmosphere, resulting in
muddled execution and frontline frustration. McKinsey data indicates regional stores’ annual goal achievement rate drops
by 18% post-leadership transition, with some Asian markets reporting a 25% plunge as teams scrambled to pivot between
conflicting directives .

Compounding the chaos, varying interpretations of the “partner culture”from aggressive performance metrics
under one CEO to lenient work-life balance policies under the next—have fractured employee trust. Long-term staff,
who once viewed the brand as a career home, now face shifting expectations around benefits, advanced paths, and daily
workflows, pushing long-term employee turnover up by 22%. This erosion of cultural continuity is particularly damaging:
veteran baristas, who once embodied Starbucks’ ethos, are leaving at unprecedented rates, leaving new hires to navigate a
fragmented understanding of the brand’s identity—further widening the gap between corporate rhetoric and in-store reality.

2.4. Labor Relations: The Tear Between Ideals and Reality

Despite its “partner culture” ethos, Starbucks faces escalating labor disputes. U.S. National Labor Relations Board data
shows a 400% surge in labor cases from 2022-2023, driven by wage growth lagging inflation (3 percentage points below),
blocked promotion channels (80% of supervisor roles filled externally), and inadequate health benefits. Gen Z employees’
trust in the company stands at 41%, far below the industry average, with 20% of departures attributed to compensation
issues.

Beneath Starbucks’ celebrated “partner culture”—an ethos that frames employees as valued collaborators rather than
mere workers—Tlies a growing chasm between rhetoric and practice, marked by escalating labor disputes that expose deep
flaws in its organizational structure and human resource management.

Data from the U.S. National Labor Relations Board paints a stark picture: labor cases involving Starbucks surged by
400% between 2022 and 2023. This explosion of workplace conflicts stems from three critical failures: stagnant wages
that trail inflation by three percentage points, systematically blocked career advancement (with 80% of supervisor roles
filled by external hires, shutting out internal talent), and inadequate health benefits that fail to meet workers’ basic needs.
These issues have eroded trust, particularly among Gen Z employees, whose confidence in the company stands at a meager
41%—a figure significantly below the industry average. Compounding the crisis, 20% of employee departures are linked
to dissatisfaction with compensation, according to Yang, highlighting how mismanaged human resources are destabilizing
the workforce .

The organizational architecture that once supported Starbucks’ growth now appears rigid and unresponsive to worker
concerns. The reliance on external hiring for supervisory positions not only demoralizes long-serving staff but also
undermines institutional knowledge, as seasoned employees—who understand daily operations and customer dynamics—
are passed over for leadership roles. This disconnects between frontline workers and management exacerbates tensions,
creating a hierarchy that prioritizes top-down decision-making over collaborative problem-solving. Meanwhile, the
failure to align wages with inflation reflects a short-sighted approach to labor costs, treating employees as expenses rather
than investments. This mindset ignores the link between fair compensation, employee retention, and consistent service
quality—cornerstones of Starbucks’ brand identity.

-166-



2025 Volume 3, Tssue 4

Health benefits, often touted as a pillar of the “partner culture,” have also fallen short, leaving workers vulnerable
and resentful. In an era where holistic well-being is increasingly central to job satisfaction, inadequate coverage signals
a disregard for employees’ lives beyond the workplace. This breach of trust, combined with stunted career growth and
unlivable wages, has transformed simmering discontent into active resistance.

Starbucks’ labor strife is not a series of isolated incidents but a symptom of deeper structural failures: an
organizational model that prioritizes efficiency over equity, and a human resource strategy that struggles to reconcile lofty
ideals with the practical realities of workers’ lives. Until these systemic issues are addressed, the gap between “partner
culture” rhetoric and on-the-ground experience will continue to widen—threatening both employee morale and the
company’s long-term viability.

3. Research Framework: Variables and Impact Analysis
3.1. Dependent Variable (DV): Organizational Performance

Organizational performance is measured via comprehensive indicators:
- Financial metrics: Revenue growth rate, profit margin
- Operational efficiency: Service speed, customer satisfaction
- Market competitiveness: Brand loyalty, market share

3.2. Independent Variables (IVs) and Their Effects
3.2.1. Staffing and Scheduling Flexibility
- Core issue: Inability to balance supply and demand, leading to 15%—-20% staffing shortages in peak hours and 40%
slower order fulfillment.
- Impact: 30% voluntary turnover rate due to inflexible scheduling, reducing operational proficiency and customer

retention.

3.2.2. Work Process Standardization
- Core issue: 14-step processes and frequent product updates cause 32% longer processing times and 25% error rates
among new hires.
- Impact: Service quality degradation, customer complaints, and damaged brand reputation.

3.2.3. Leadership Turnover Frequency
- Core issue: Strategic contradictions (e.g., digital transformation vs. “third place” focus) and cultural discontinuity.
- Impact: an 18% drop-in goal achievement rates and 22% higher long-term employee turnover.

3.2.4. Labor Relations and Employee Development
- Core issue: Wage stagnation, limited promotions, and poor benefits.
- Impact: Low employee satisfaction, high turnover, and inconsistent service quality.

3.3. Moderator and Mediator Variables
3.3.1. Moderator Variables
- Store location: Amplifies the impact of staffing shortages on service efficiency in high-traffic areas .

- Product update frequency: Strengthens the link between standardized processes and service errors.

3.3.2. Mediator Variables
- Employee turnover rate: Fully mediates the effect of inflexible scheduling on organizational performance (30%
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turnover rate impact).
- Strategic execution consistency: Partially mediates the effect of leadership turnover on performance, with an 18%

goal achievement rate decline.

4. Proposed Solutions
Drawing on performance feedback theory and insights from the Uppsala model—which highlight that firms’ strategic

adjustments in international expansion are shaped by the alignment between organizational performance and managerial
aspirations—Starbucks’ solutions to process conflicts can be framed as targeted responses to performance gaps, ensuring
that its global expansion remains adaptive and sustainable. Just as firms in the international business context calibrate
their expansion strategies (e.g., incremental vs. radical entry into foreign markets) based on whether performance meets
aspirations, Starbucks’ measures address misalignments between its growth scale and management systems by integrating
real-time feedback and strategic recalibration .

4.1. Data-Driven Dynamic Staffing Model
To align staffing with fluctuating demand (a critical performance gap in high-growth phases), implement real-time
customer flow monitoring (via cameras and mobile signals) to establish an elasticity coefficient system:

* When foot traffic exceeds 10% of baseline, mobilize reserve staff or activate streamlined service protocols—

mirroring how firms in the Uppsala model adjust their resource allocation based on market feedback.

* Optimize scheduling in 15-minute intervals to balance labor costs and wait times.

Shanghai pilot results: 40% improvement in workforce responsiveness, 12% increase in labor costs, and 90%+
customer satisfaction—demonstrating that data-driven feedback loops enhance performance alignment with service quality

aspirations.

4.2. Process Optimization for High-Traffic Stores
To resolve rigidity in standardized processes (a barrier to meeting efficiency aspirations), adapt practices based on frontline
performance feedback:
¢ Introduce differentiated standards: Simplify non-core steps (e.g., ingredient mixing) during peak hours, reflecting a
pragmatic shift akin to how firms adjust entry strategies in response to market familiarity.
* Implement targeted training for new products: Reduce onboarding time to 7 days via simulation tools, ensuring
employees’ capabilities keep pace with expansion speed.

4.3. Strategic Inheritance Mechanism for Leadership Succession
To mitigate strategic discontinuity from frequent leadership turnover (a threat to long-term performance aspirations),
codify feedback from past expansion experiences:

* Document core values and long-term strategies in a “Leadership Transition Playbook,” ensuring consistency in
strategic execution—Ilike how firms leverage institutional knowledge when expanding into culturally proximate
markets.

* Maintain 30% of leadership positions from internal promotions to preserve organizational memory and cultural
continuity, reducing the “distance” between managerial decisions and on-the-ground operations.

4.4. Enhanced Labor Relations and Employee Development
To address labor tensions (a critical performance gap undermining “partner culture” aspirations), align policies with
employee feedback, much like firms adapt to local contexts in international expansion:

* Align wage growth with inflation (minimum 3% annual increase) to close the gap between compensation
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expectations and market realities.
» Expand internal promotion channels: Allocate 50% of supervisor roles to internal candidates, reducing perceived
inequity and strengthening employee commitment.
¢ Introduce profit-sharing programs for frontline staff, fostering a sense of ownership that bridges the divide between
organizational goals and individual aspirations.
These solutions collectively reflect a feedback-driven approach to global expansion: by continuously monitoring
performance gaps (e.g., staffing inefficiencies, process rigidities) and adjusting strategies accordingly, Starbucks can
navigate the tension between scale and stability—much like firms that balance incremental adaptation with strategic

boldness based on how their performance aligns with managerial aspirations in international markets '".

5. Future Research Directions

* Longitudinal study on the impact of dynamic staffing on long-term organizational performance: Track how
fluctuating staffing models affect employee engagement, customer retention, and cost structures over 5—10 years,
exploring correlations with brand loyalty in volatile markets.

* Cross-cultural analysis of labor relations management in emerging markets: Compare regulatory compliance,
union dynamics, and “partner culture” adaptation across regions like Southeast Asia and Latin America, identifying
localized vs. global best practices.

* Integration of Al in predicting leadership turnover effects on strategic execution: Develop algorithms to model how
leadership transitions disrupt operational consistency, using historical data on strategy shifts and performance dips
to forecast risks.

6. Conclusion

The conflicts arising from Starbucks’ rapid global expansion underscore the critical necessity for enterprises to align their
growth strategies with adaptive human resource management systems. If a company expands blindly without considering
the matching human resource structure, organizational structure, and corresponding incentive mechanisms, it will lead to
a decline in organizational performance. Excessive operational steps and frequent offline training will increase employees’
workload. It becomes difficult for employees to balance work and life, resulting in reduced job satisfaction and subsequent
resignations. However, enterprises will also incur various hidden costs in the process of re-recruiting employees. Starbucks
not only needs digital-driven human resource management but also needs to allocate appropriate human resources
according to different passenger densities to ensure customer satisfaction while reducing the turnover rate. Adhering
to a people-oriented management model is essential for the sustainable development of an enterprise, ensuring that all
stakeholders are treated reasonably ©*.
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