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Chapter 8

EXAMPLE

HOW STARBUCKS SAVED 
MY LIFE
In 2007, the book How Starbucks Saved My 
Life, written by Michael Gates Gill, was pub-
lished. In short, it is an autobiography about 
the successful Yale graduate and marketing 
man, Michael, who, towards the end of his 
working life, is hit by accidents on all fronts: 
his star as a businessman fades, and he loses 
his job and the associated million-dollar sal-
ary. He gets divorced and is diagnosed with a 
tumour in the brain.

The consequence of these incidents – 
and of the absence of any health insurance – 
is that he goes into personal bankruptcy and 
has to live under very poor conditions, while, 
at the age of 63, trying to find a new job.

One day, he sits at a Starbucks coffee 
shop and drinks a cup of coffee before go-
ing on to the next job interview and –as he 
is quite certain – get the next rejection. The 
manager of this Starbucks, a black woman 
named Crystal, approaches him and asks him 
if he wants a job. Much to his surprise, he 
answers, “Yes”.

As an employee of Crystal’s Starbucks 
coffee shop, Michael experiences a brand-
new approach to business. In the book, he 
talks about how all the intrigue, talking be-
hind people’s backs, and cut-throat mentality 
of employees, which he was accustomed to 
in the industry he came from, were now sud-
denly gone and replaced by genuine cooper-
ation, real presence, true team spirit, and true 
respect for each other. At Starbucks, the em-
ployees are referred to as “partners”. The boss 
nicely asks her/his partner to do this and that. 
No command, no orders and, above all, no 
hierarchy. There is room for everyone, and the 
older white man – Michael Gates Gill – 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
is not subjected to bullying or contempt from 
the young, the blacks or others:

“We are like a big family,” he writes in the 
book.

Starbucks offers its partners (= employ-
ees) health insurance, help with further edu-
cation, stock options and more, and Michael 
Gates Gill’s overall experience of Starbucks’ 
culture was, according to his own statement, 
so incredibly positive that his brain tumour 
stopped growing.

Gates Gills still has his job and is report-
edly still living in his small apartment, but 
now also spends time giving lectures about 
the book, which incidentally – perhaps –will 
become a film, starring Tom Hanks as the 
main character! Of course, you may like 
or dislike Michael Gates Gill and his book. 
Some reviewers followed the book’s tracks 
and were very impressed when they saw the 
unique Starbucks culture. Others were not 
easily seduced, but thought that Gates Gill 
was unusually ignorant of real-life before he 
met Starbucks and got his wake-up call.

However, as an example of cultural clash-
es and prejudices about the company cul-
tures of other companies, the book is, in any 
case, worth reading.

FIGURE 8.3 Starbucks.

Organization and people_tryk.indd   370 13-03-2020   10:22:33

FIGURE 8.3
Starbucks.� © Praxis – Nyt Teknisk Forlag 2020

194016-1.indd   220 4/18/2020   1:45:00 PM


