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News

By ALEXANDRA OLSON 
and JOSEPH PISANI
AP Business Writers

NEW YORK — Star-
bucks, moving swift ly 
to confront a racially 
charged uproar over 
the arrest of two black 
men at one of its stores 
in Philadelphia, plans 
to close more than 8,000 
U.S. stores for several 
hours next month to con-
duct racial-bias training 
for nearly 175,000 work-
ers.

The announcement 
Tuesday comes aft er the 
arrests sparked protests 
and calls for a boycott 
on social media. A video 
shows police talking with 
two black men seated at 
a table. Aft er a few min-
utes, offi  cers handcuff  
the men and lead them 
outside as other cus-
tomers say they weren’t 
doing anything wrong. 
Philadelphia-area media 
said the two were waiting 
for a friend.

Philadelphia police re-
leased a recording of the 
call from the Starbucks 
employee that led to the 
arrests. In the recording, 
a woman is heard say-
ing, “Hi, I have two gen-
tlemen in my cafe that 
are refusing to make a 
purchase or leave.” She 
gives the address of the 
Starbucks store, and the 
entire call lasts less than 
30 seconds. In the com-
munications between 
police and dispatch that 
were also released, some-
one refers to “a group of 
males inside causing a 
disturbance,” and addi-
tional offi  cers are sent.

Starbucks, which was 
once ridiculed for urg-
ing its employees to 
write “Race Together” 
on coff ee cups to start a 
national conversation 
on race relations, has 
found itself through the 
looking glass: under fi re 
for its treatment of black 
people.

The company reacted 
from a high level: Star-
bucks CEO Kevin John-
son called the arrests 
“reprehensible” and said 
he wanted to apologize to 
the two men face-to-face. 
The company and a law-
yer for the two men said 
they did meet, and John-
son delivered the apol-
ogy. Starbucks also said 
the employee who called 
police no longer works at 
the store, but declined to 
give details.

Johnson also promised 
to revamp store manage-
ment training to include 
“unconscious-bias” ed-
ucation. Starbucks said 
its U.S. company-owned 
stores and corporate of-
fi ces will be closed on 
the aft ernoon of May 29 

for the training, which 
will eventually be incor-
porated into the instruc-
tion process for all newly 
hired employees.

The episode highlights 
the risks large corpora-
tions run when they tie 
their brands so closely 
to social messaging. In 
2015, then-CEO Howard 
Schultz shrugged off  the 
“Race Together” fi asco 
as a well-intentioned 
mistake and pressed on 
with his public eff orts to 
engage in the debate over 
race in America. Johnson 
was scrambling to keep 
the Philadelphia incident 
from shattering the mes-
sage Schultz was going 
for: Starbucks is a cor-
poration that stands for 
something beyond profi t.

“The more your brand 
is trying to connect 
emotionally to people, 
the more hurt people 
feel when these kinds of 
things happen,” said Ja-
cinta Gauda, the head of 
the Gauda Group, a New 
York strategic commu-
nications fi rm affi  liated 
with the Grayling net-

work. “They are break-
ing a promise. That’s 
what makes it hurt deep-
er.”

Beyond racial rela-
tions, Starbucks has 
staked much of its brand 
on its dual promise of 
providing good custom-
er service and treating 
its employees well, said 
John Gordon, a restau-
rant industry analyst 
with Pacifi c Management 
Consulting Group.

But in a multinational 
company with more than 
28,000 stores worldwide, 
there has “to be a situ-
ation every day where 
some human being han-
dles things wrong,” Gor-
don said. “Even with a 
huge operations manual 
that lays out what to say 
and what to do, you can’t 
cover everything.”

Gordon called the de-
cision to hold the May 
29 training sessions “the 
most practical way to get 
word out to all employ-
ees, the same way at one 
time.”

Starbucks has set its 
own high bar.

Last month, the com-
pany claimed it had 
achieved 100 percent 
pay equity across gen-
der and race for all its 
U.S. employees and com-
mitted to doing the same 
for its overseas opera-
tions, an initiative pub-
licly backed by equality 
activist Billie Jean King. 
The company also touts 
the diversity of its work-
force, saying minorities 
comprise more than 40 
percent of its employees 
in the U.S.

In 2016, Starbucks 
promised to invest in 15 
“underserved” commu-
nities across the coun-
try, trying to counter an 
image of a company ca-
tering to a mostly white 
clientele. One of those 
stores opened in Fergu-
son, Missouri, the scene 
of 2014 protests follow-
ing the police shooting 
of Michael Brown, one of 
several such killings that 
moved Schultz to launch 
the Race Together cam-
paign.

Gauda, who has devel-
oped workplace inclu-

sion strategies for cor-
porate clients, called the 
bias training initiative 
“the right thing to do.”

“It’s a tremendous 
statement that they are 
making,” she said. “I think 
that the fact that they are 
making the whole com-
pany go through this is 
a recognition of how im-
portant this training is.”

Starbucks said the cur-
riculum for the training 

would be developed with 
input from several ex-
perts, including Bryan 
Stevenson, founder and 
executive director of the 
Equal Justice Initiative, 
Sherrilyn Ifi ll, presi-
dent and director-coun-
sel of the NAACP Legal 
Defense and Education 
Fund and former U.S. 
Attorney General Eric 
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Starbucks to Close Stores For an Afternoon for Bias Training
More than than 8,000 stores will close May 29 after protests and calls for a boycott after arrest

Philadelphia City Councilman, Kenyatta Johnson, center, fl anked by two fellow members, speaks at 

the podium during a press conference outside the Starbucks on 18th & Spruce Streets in Philadelphia, 

Monday, April 16, 2018. Two black men were arrested last week in a video incident that went viral over 

the weekend. 
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See STARBUCKS on page 14


