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‘At Your Service’ Spotlight: Hospitality Starbucks-style 

Starbucks Reserve Roastery in New York. Photo courtesy of Starbucks.

Everything about Starbucks is staged: the cozy sofa and coffee table arrange-
ments often around a charismatic fireplace, the cheery staff with the ‘Can Do’ 
attitude, the pungent aromas of coffee beans, the stories around the walls and 
on the cups and coffee products, the Italian-sounding names of the drinks. It is 
a highly recognizable theme which has transcended cultures and borders, per-
suading even the tea-drinking nations of the world such as China and Japan to 
switch to coffee.  

But none of it came about by accident: it was the brainchild of Howard Schultz 
who visited Italy in the early 1980s while working for the original Starbucks 
Coffee Company, a roasting and coffee bean distributor in Seattle, Washington. 
Having been inspired by the atmosphere and bonhomie of Italian espresso bars, 
Schultz gave in his notice and set up two coffee shops called Il Giornale – one in 
Seattle and another in Vancouver – to play out his innovative theme. 
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He wanted his coffee shops to be everyone’s ‘third place’, a home-from-home 
for work, play and community interaction. ‘If home is the primary or “first” place 
where a person connects with others, and if work is a person’s “second place” 
then a public space such as a coffeehouse – such as Starbucks – is what I have 
always referred to as the “third place”’, he says in his book Onward. ‘A social, yet 
personal environment between one’s house and job, where people can connect 
with others and reconnect with themselves.’ By 1987 Schultz was able to buy 
Starbucks Coffee Company from his former employers and use it as the basis for 
his global chain of coffee shops.

What Schultz did from the outset was create an inviting, comfortable and com-
pelling servicescape full of sensory pleasures designed to make his customers 
relax and linger. Determined to bring the romance of Italian coffee drinking 
to the US, he re-created the ambiance he noticed in Milan and Verona, paying 
minute attention to layout, furnishing, decor, lighting, temperature, smells and 
social interaction between employees and customers. 

There were flashbacks to Italy in the decor and in the terminology he developed. 
Waiters were called baristas, drinks were given names such as latte and frappu-
cino and sizes such as grande and vente. These musical names being shouted out 
by the baristas added to the geniality which he also encouraged by creating a 
system of writing the first names of each customer on the paper coffee cups. This 
personal touch went a long way towards making Starbucks seem like a friendly 
oasis in the midst of the anonymity of a sprawling city.

Schultz is famous for his personal visits to stores and it was during one of these 
in 2006 that he realized that new espresso machines were undermining his care-
fully crafted servicescape. The machines were too tall, creating a physical barrier 
between the barista and the customer, precluding conversation and engage-
ment in the coffee making process. He wrote about this in a memo to his top 
executives: ‘When we went to automatic espresso machines, we solved a major 
problem in terms of speed of service and efficiency. At the same time, we over-
looked the fact that we would remove much of the romance and theater that 
was in play...’ Naturally he put this right, commissioning different machines.

After more than a decade of expansion, Schultz stepped down as ceo (all job 
titles are written in lower case at Starbucks) and became chairman to focus 
more on global strategy than on day-to-day operations. However, he came back 
to the ceo position in 2008 when he noticed that the leap from 1000 stores in 
the mid-1990s to 13,000 stores by 2006 had led to a watering down of the Star-
bucks’ Experience. His mandate was to restore Starbucks to its original goals and 
refocus on the customer experience. 

One of the things that had slipped through during his absence from operations 
was the breakfast sandwich introduced in 2003. Although it was profitable, it 
became his mission to eradicate it. And his reasoning was totally founded on 
the servicescape: the smell of melted and burnt cheese was ruining the coffee 


