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Don't Panic: A Hitchhiker's Guide to Starbucks

By Greg Rosenthal

     For years, Starbucks has been baffling millions of Americans with its inscrutable coffee menu.  When casual coffee drinkers stop by for a good ol' cup of American Joe, the Starbucks culture quickly exposes them as java ignoramuses.

     But by offering the public a 20-page booklet titled Make it Your Drink: A Guide to Starbucks Beverages, Starbucks has finally given customers the knowledge they need to hobnob confidently with the espresso elite.  Earlier this year, subscribers of The Washington Post awoke to find this Starbucks users guide sealed inside their newspaper wrapper, creating hopes in many that they could at last become Starbucks sophisticates.  

The Official Starbucks Spin

     To Jenny Walsh, a Starbucks public relations specialist based in Seattle, creating a coffee-ordering decoder makes perfect sense for customers.
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     “We thought this would be a great idea for customers to find a beverage that’s right for them from over 19,000 choices,” she said.  “Customers now have an opportunity to try new things they didn’t know about and find a new beverage.”

     Walsh said that Starbucks aims to give customers a place between home and work to be happy and comfortable, where they can smell brewing coffee, listen to music overhead, sit in a comfortable chair, and linger for hours.  No doubt customers will need those hours as they stare into space, trying to grasp the idea of more than 19,000 beverage permutations.

Repeat After Me

     The booklet urges Starbucks neophytes to master 38 coffee-related glossary terms, but some of the definitions are about as clear as a cloud of steamed milk.  The guide describes a macchiato drink this way: "Italian for 'marked' or 'stained.'  For example, the Starbucks caramel macchiato."  Perhaps the name refers to the "mark" or "stain" the beverage leaves on a drinker's tie or scarf when dribbled, but some readers might want to know what exactly is in this drink.

     Left equally undefined is the Frappuccino Blended Beverage, which the glossary describes as a "deliciously icy and smooth drink made only at Starbucks!"  Readers thirsty for a more rigorous coffee curriculum are left wondering what the mysterious Frappuccino Blended Beverage contains, other than ice.
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     No matter, once Starbucks newbies have memorized the 38 terms, Starbucks speak comes along naturally.  Now novice customers are ready to converse with the person who makes the drinks, known as the barista, though the glossary author somehow omitted this term.  Perhaps there was no room to squeeze in a 39th word.

May I Take Your Order?

     Still, no worries, because the end of the booklet devotes three pages to describing how to order an actual drink from a barista, reassuring the Starbucks initiate with a soothing but naïve preamble: "If you're nervous about ordering, don't be."  The booklet goes on to describe how really easy it is to order coffee at a shop that has published an entire booklet to explain just how easy it is to order coffee at the shop.

     The next-to-the-last page actually diagrams a syntactically correct order: "I'd like to have an iced, decaf, triple, grande, cinnamon, nonfat, no-whip mocha."  Never mind that the glossary contradicts this order by stating that a drink made with nonfat milk should be called a "skinny"; this part of the book is still as useful as any foreign-language travel dictionary, and no customer should enter a Starbucks without it.

Free Psychological Profiles

     Most tantalizing in the booklet is the revelation that Starbucks officials think that "what you drink reveals more about who you are."  They support this theory with the observation that "triple, grande, decaf latte people aren't the same as tall, iced caramel macchiato drinkers."  The reader is left to guess in what ways those people differ.
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     While Starbucks has revolutionized coffee drinking in America, is the company on the cusp of revolutionizing personality tests as well?  Certainly most people would rather order a $5 coffee beverage than slog through the traditional Myers-Briggs Type Indicator personality test.  With luck, this theory will percolate into academia.

Real Customers

     How does the average Starbucks drinker respond to the idea of needing a 20-page guide to navigate through more than 19,000 combinations of espresso shots, syrups, sweeteners, foam, whipped cream, and different kinds of milk, among apparently thousands of other options?  Occasional Starbucks customer Kate Larson, of Rockville, Md., may be a keen observer of consumerism, or she may be a coffee curmudgeon.

     “When I found out they were serious about the booklet, I was disturbed,” she said.  “If they had been tongue-in-cheek about it, it would have been funny.  But to suggest that customers don’t know how to order coffee suggests that their company doesn’t know how to sell coffee.  It’s something wrong with their system.”

     Larson’s 10-year-old daughter, Maggie, showed more enthusiasm toward Starbucks’ offerings.  “I’ve filched about half of all the drinks my mom ever got,” she confessed.

     Maggie said she particularly likes “caramelized, whipped cream-ized Frappaccinos,” a description sure to make a barista sniff with disdain.  Hopefully Maggie will come to own a Make It Your Drink booklet of her own one day so she can avoid any public humiliation.
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Is There Any Hope?

     Still, because of the booklet's complexity, some readers of Make It Your Drink may suffer even lower self-esteem after reading what might have been their last hope at attaining java enlightenment.  Raised expectations turn to horror as these Starbucks dreamers face the truth – the publication has lost them.

     Perhaps such special-needs students of the coffee culture will be forced to take their studies to Dunkin' Donuts, where at least the cashier understands the phrase, "Gimme a large coffee to go."

SIDEBAR:

Starbucks’ Continuing Education

     If the 20-page Starbucks users guide Make it Your Drink: A Guide to Starbucks Beverages doesn’t quench your thirst for coffee-ordering knowledge, Starbucks’ web site offers three online courses at http://www.starbucks.com/aboutus/press.asp:

· Customology 101: Part 1, “Beverage Basics: The Origin and Evolution of Starbucks Beverages”

· Customology 101: Part 2, “Top 10 Ways to Customize Your Beverage”

· Customology 101: Part 3, “Building Confidence in Beverage Ordering”

     You will find the payoff from these courses invaluable.  After taking the classes, the most studious Starbucks scholars should be able to drop the following phrases trippingly from their tongues:
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     “I would like a: for here, triple Grande, vanilla, 2% extra hot with-whip Mocha, please.” 

     “Could I please have a: half-caf Venti®, sugar-free vanilla, with room, Americano?” 

     “Today, I will try a: double short skinny, extra caramel, Caramel Macchiato, please.”

     Parts of these phrases such as “I would like a,” “Could I please have a,” “Today,” and “please” may be improvised by experienced customers.  Beginners should stick with the script.

###
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