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Introduction 
A letter regarding stocks was sent from Starbucks CEO to Starbucks employees in 2015. The 

letter uses appeals to emotion (pathos) and credibility (ethos), as well as other strategies whose 

effectiveness will be analyzed. Recommendations for similar documents in this genre include 

some strategies used in this letter and some that are not. 

 

Rhetorical Situation 

Howard Schultz, CEO of Starbucks wrote a letter to employees in August 2015. The context is 

that Asian stocks had taken a huge dive that month, a dive dramatic enough that Starbucks’ 

customers and stockholders were getting concerned. This created the exigency for the letter: 

Schultz needed to ease the concerns of employees and encourage them to help customers and 

stock holders to stay calm and confident in the company. 

 

The rhetor in this case is Howard Schultz and the marketing team that likely assisted in 

producing this letter. The primary audience are the almost 200,000 employees of Starbucks, and 

the secondary audience is the general public, specifically, those who are customers and 

stockholders. The reason for the secondary audience is because Schultz’s letters and memos to 

employees are usually shared with the public, meaning that anyone with a financial interest in 

Starbucks is likely to read them. The letter does not have any obvious constraints. 

 

Rhetorical Strategies 
Howard Schultz, being the CEO, has a given credential. Anything he says regarding Starbucks 

will be received well because he is head of the company. In this letter, he does not need to 

advocate his own credentials, but he does advocate the company’s credentials: an ethos appeal. 

The first paragraph talks about how successful the company has been in the course of its 

existence and all that it has weathered through. This strategy is an effective way to reassure 

employees and solidify their confidence in Starbucks, which will show through in the way they 

deal with customers.  

 

Another effective strategy Schultz uses is creating a sense of connectedness by referring to the 

employees as partners. This he combines with an emotional (pathos) appeal when he talks about 

leading the company “through the lens of humility, doing everything we possibly can to continue 

to make your families proud of our company and all we stand for.” He is communicating to 

employees that the company seeks their approval on a moral basis.  

 

Schultz goes on to talk about customers. He explains that they will likely be more anxious than 

usual and that their attitudes will reflect this. He encourages employees to “be very sensitive… 

and do everything we can to… exceed their expectations.” This is where he meets the exigency 

of the letter. The overall need was to make people less anxious about Starbucks’ financial state. 

Schultz does this by asking employees to treat customers especially well, which would in turn 

heighten customers’ sense of loyalty and confidence in Starbucks.  

 



The previous strategy had an effect on the secondary audience. It communicated to other people 

reading the letter, namely customers and stockholders, that Starbucks valued them and took steps 

to ensure their happiness. Anyone who did not witness firsthand the employees’ higher quality 

customer service would at least know that this was the goal.  

 

In the last paragraph of the letter, Schultz ends with another rhetorical strategy: recognizing the 

value of the employees to Starbucks. The last two sentences are, “the primary reason for our 

current and future success is because of all of YOU. I believe in you and have never been 

prouder to be your partner.” This communicates to employees that their hard work is noticed, 

that they are worth something to the company, and are essential to its success. This is the 

equivalent of a written pep-talk. He tells employees what they need to do, that they have done 

well, then boosts their morale with compliments, which will reflect in the way they work and 

treat customers.  

 

One straightforward strategy used in this letter is the style. It has a plain, middle style which 

improves people’s understanding of it. The letter must be professional, but cannot be filled with 

stock jargon or elevated language, since it is being read by thousands of people. 

 

The only thing that could improve the effectiveness of this letter is background information. 

While it makes good use rhetorical strategies, more background information could prevent 

confusion among people reading it.  

 

Overall, the letter is very rhetorically effective. Schultz’s use of several strategies ensures that 

employees are confident in Starbucks and in themselves. It shows the secondary audience that 

his concerns are for customers/stockholders, the welfare of employees, and keeping the company 

humble.  

 

Recommendation 
When writing a letter like this to many people, it is key to foster a sense of connectedness, to 

prevent anyone from feeling alienated. Before asking many people to do something, if you want 

results, make sure to have credibility, even if it means persuading them of your credibility in the 

letter. Another good strategy is to compliment people on what they are doing right, and making 

them feel valued.  

 

One last strategy that will help with this type of communication is including sufficient 

background information. This will keep your audience from being confused and help them better 

understand the purpose for the letter.  

 

 


