
(ONLINE) APPENDIX 

 

The Estrella Case Study 

Note: the case study generated was about a real brand, however, for the publication, 

we have replaced the brand name with a fake one to avoid any conflicts of interest, 

while we used the real brand name in class. All the numbers are taken by AI from 

publicly available online reports provided by the brand or the brand competitors, and 

are therefore, reflect the real market situation. 

 

Estrella: Bottling Purpose or Bottling Up Potential? 

At nine o’clock on a cloudless June morning in Amsterdam, a soft citrus‑green scent 

drifts through the Estrella flagship in the center of the city. The fragrance of the brand 

- Estrella Flor - is carried by the gentle breeze from an open canal‑side window and 

by discreet diffusers placed between shelves of minimalist, black‑and‑white bottles. 

Behind a reclaimed‑oak counter, CEO Juan Boavista stands with a fresh double 

espresso, staring at the two figures that will shape the next board discussion: €19.5 

million in projected 2024 sales and €488 000 automatically reserved for clean‑water 

projects. The numbers look healthy, yet a nagging datapoint from a recent YouGov 

study sits beside them: in Germany and the UK, 49 percent of first‑time shoppers 

cannot articulate whether Estrella is a premium water label or “some kind of Dutch 

Aesop.” That confusion, Boavista knows, is a red flag for a company whose success 

depends on clarity of purpose and architecture. 

A Designer’s Epiphany   

The story of Estrella begins not with bottled water but with a United Nations vote. In 

July 2010 the UN General Assembly formally recognized access to clean water as a 



basic human right. Watching coverage from his studio in Amsterdam, a fashion 

designer Jorge Winston wondered whether a consumer brand could hard‑wire that 

right into every purchase. One year later, in 2011, he launched Estrella with a single 

promise: 2.5 percent of every sale—net of VAT, regardless of profit—would fund 

clean‑water initiatives. The name, borrowed from a nineteenth‑century Belgian 

holy‑water society, signaled the spiritual link between water and wellbeing. 

Munsters’ first product was deceptively simple: mineral water sourced from a local 

spring, bottled in heavy glass and wrapped in a high‑contrast label set in Helvetica. At 

€2.60 per 500 ml, Estrella water cost roughly four times the supermarket average, yet 

Amsterdam’s design cafés and concept stores embraced it as a lifestyle statement. By 

year‑end 2014, revenue reached €4.2 million and cumulative donations crossed €100 

000 (see Exhibit 1). 

From Table to Bathroom 

Growth came quickly, but the team understood that water alone presented limited 

shelf space and low margins. Inspired by the ritual of hand‑washing before a meal, 

Estrella entered body care in 2015 with vegan hand soaps and lotions. The packaging 

mirrored the water bottles’ serene typography; more importantly, every bottle was 

designed to be refilled. Refill pouches cost 25 percent less than the original yet still 

generated higher margins than water—62 percent versus 48 percent (Exhibit 3). The 

soap’s signature scent, again a crisp blend of green tea, citrus peel, and bamboo, 

extended the brand’s sensory footprint from the café table to the bathroom sink. 

From 2015 to 2019, turnover more than doubled to €8 million, and refills accounted 

for nearly a quarter of body‑care unit sales. Estrella opened its first “Store & Refill 

Station” and began listing in boutique hotels that appreciated the cause but valued the 



upscale aesthetic even more. The company’s original promise—that design and 

purpose reinforce one another—seemed vindicated. 

Building a Lifestyle Ecosystem   

The third act began in 2018 with the launch of home‑fragrance products—scented 

candles, diffusers, and room sprays housed in matte‑black glass. Boavista argued that 

scent could turn a commodity donation model into an immersive lifestyle. Three 

additional fragrance proprietary blends were introduced, each developed with 

Grasse‑based perfumers and each tied, by QR code, to a specific water project update. 

By 2020 the category split looked like this: Water 38 percent, Body Care 44 percent, 

Home 18 percent. That same year, Estrella secured B‑Corp certification, placing it 

alongside Patagonia and Ben & Jerry’s in a league of formally audited social 

enterprises. The designation boosted Estrella’s credibility just as “purpose‑driven” 

marketing reached peak volume across Europe. 

The pandemic proved both a headwind and a tailwind. Hospitality clients paused 

orders, but online sales of hand soap and home fragrance boomed. In 2021 

e‑commerce exceeded physical retail for the first time, and the brand relaunched its 

Shopify site with automatic donation tickers that updated in real time. By 2023 

Estrella reported €16.9 million in revenue and a record €422 000 donation—enough, 

the company estimated, to give 20 000 people long‑term access to clean drinking 

water (Exhibit 1). 

Architecture Under Strain   

Yet success created its own friction. By early 2024 revenue stood at €19.5 million, but 

internal data revealed that fewer than 15 percent of customers bought products from 

more than one category. Retailers ordered water for the café cooler or hand soap for 

hotel bathrooms, rarely both. Buyers asked, “Are you a beverage company dabbling 



in beauty, or a beauty company still selling water?” The question went to the heart of 

Estrella’s brand architecture. 

Management could point to the numbers: body care now delivered 45 percent of 

top‑line and nearly two‑thirds of contribution margin, while water—though iconic—

lagged at 35 percent of sales and just one‑third of gross profit. Yet water was the 

brand’s origin story and the physical manifestation of its mission. Dropping or 

downplaying it felt like betrayal; doubling down could limit margins and muddy 

messaging. 

Marketing on a Shoestring   

Complicating the debate, Estrella’s growth had been achieved on a surprisingly low 

marketing budget—just 6 percent of net sales (for marketing budget distribution see 

Exhibit 2). Roughly 40 percent of that spend went to digital assets: 

art‑direction‑heavy Instagram posts, quarterly impact videos, and a tight 

micro‑influencer network of thirteen creators across Benelux and DACH. Another 25 

percent funded classic PR, including design‑award entries and placements in world’s 

best magazines. The rest was channel support for hospitality roll‑outs and the “Refill” 

program, under which stores installed bulk soap dispensers that customers could top 

up for €21—a refill price intentionally set to remind shoppers that they were paying 

for impact, not just ingredients. 

The approach kept costs low, but bigger competitors—Aesop, Rituals, Diptyque—

were outspending Estrella by factors of five to ten. In the UK, where Estrella entered 

Selfridges’ concept corner in 2022, spontaneous brand awareness remained stuck 

below 8 percent. 

Purpose at a Crossroads   

There was also the issue of purpose fatigue. A 2024 McKinsey report found that 57 



percent of European consumers doubted brands’ social claims. For Estrella that 

skepticism cut deep: if people questioned the authenticity of its donations, the 

premium price collapsed from virtue to vanity. Internally, teams debated whether the 

company should replace the universal 2.5 percent rule with a more vivid, 

impact‑per‑euro metric: “€20 buys clean water for life for one person” Finance 

worried that such framing might expose uncomfortable variability in project costs; 

marketing argued that abstraction was the real enemy. 

The Scaling Dilemma   

June 2025 brought a new temptation: a leading UK department‑store chain offered to 

list Estrella body care and home fragrance in 300 doors. Volume forecasts suggested 

the deal could double revenue within eighteen months, but the same forecast showed 

that 70 percent of incremental customers would be new to premium beauty. Would 

the brand’s minimalist bottles still feel special when flanked by twenty competing 

soaps? And would a mass roll‑out alienate the boutique hotels and concept cafés that 

had built Estrella’s aura? 

Meanwhile, German distributor talks presented their own quandary. To secure a 

national launch, Estrella would need to match the merchandising fees of larger FMCG 

players and guarantee on‑shelf performance targets in a country where premium water 

already meant Voss or San Pellegrino at half the price. The finance team’s model put 

water margins (48 percent) under pressure, even as fragrance margins (68 percent) 

looked enticing. 

 



Exhibits 

 

Exhibit 1 – Donations & Sales (2015‑2024) 

Year Sales € m Donation € k Cumulative Impact 

(people) 

2015 4.2 105 18 000 

2018 8.0 200 55 000 

2020 11.9 298 82 000 

2023 16.9 422 125 000 

2024* 19.5 488 145 000 

*2024 projected by management. 

Exhibit 2 – 2024 Marketing‑Spend Breakdown 

Channel Share of Budget 

Digital (content, social, e‑com) 40 % 

Influencer / PR 25 % 

Hospitality Programs 20 % 

Retail POS 10 % 

Other 5 % 

Exhibit 3 – Gross Margin by Product Line 

Product Line Gross Margin 

Water 48 % 

Body Care 62 % 

Home Fragrance 68 % 

Exhibit 4 – Competitive Map (Purpose vs. Premium Price) 



High Purpose, High Premium – Estrella, Aesop 

High Purpose, Mid Premium – Lush, The Body Shop 

Low Purpose, High Premium – Diptyque, Le Labo 

Low Purpose, Mid Premium – Voss 

 

Exhibit 5. Brand Timeline (2011–2025) 

Year Milestone 

2011 Brand founded; mineral water launch 

2014 First personal‑care line (hand soap) 

2016 Partnerships with boutique hotels begin 

2019 “No.92 Objets d’Amsterdam” signature scent debuts 

2022 €1 million cumulative donations reached 

2025 Refill packs + supermarket expansion announced 

Exhibit 6. Current Product Portfolio and Price Ladder (Netherlands, 2025) 

Format Channel Price €/unit Strategic Role 

75 cl Glass 

Water 

Hotels / Boutiques 3.50 Entry experience 

500 ml Hand 

Soap 

Boutiques / E‑shop 19.00 Hero SKU 

Refill Pouch 

500 ml 

Supermarkets 12.90 Accessibility & impact 

Travel Kit 

(4×50 ml) 

Duty‑Free 24.00 Trial & gifting 

Home Fragrance Concept Stores 38.00 Premium halo 



250 ml 

Exhibit 7. Selected Brand‑Equity Metrics (Q1‑2025) 

Dimension (1‑100) Early‑Adopters New Mainstream 

Self‑Connection 82 56 

Perceived Quality 88 74 

Brand Love Index 79 61 

Purchase Intent 67 72 

Exhibit 8. Core Consumer Segments 

Segment Share Key Motivator Risk to Brand 

Connoisseurs 20 % Status + aesthetics Churn if ubiquity rises 

Eco‑Progressives 35 % Impact + refill savings Limited brand love 

Aspirational 

Shoppers 

25 % Affordable luxury cues Switch if cheaper alt. 

Hotel Guests/Gifts 20 % Experience memory Low awareness = low 

repeat 

 

Exhibit 9. Financial Performance Highlights 

Metric Q1‑2024 Q1‑2025 % Δ 

Net Revenue (€ m) 8.5 9.7 +14 % 

Average Selling Price (€) 17.80 16.35 ‑8 % 

Gross Margin 52 % 48 % ‑4 ppt 

Donation €/unit 0.50 0.34 ‑32 % 

Instagram Follower Growth +22 % +7 % –15 ppt 

Exhibit 10. Life‑Cycle Impact per 500 ml Hand Soap 



Measure Glass Bottle Refill Pouch Δ % 

CO₂e (kg) 0.42 0.12 ‑71 % 

Plastic (g) 0 15 +15 g 

Water Usage (l) 1.8 1.3 ‑28 % 

Cost to Consumer (€) 19.00 12.90 ‑32 % 

 


