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Abstract. In 2025, Chinese tea and ice cream brand Mixue surpassed McDonald’s to become the
world’s largest fast-food chain by store count. Built on affordability, virality, and a vertically
integrated supply chain, Mixue’s ultra-low-cost franchising and meme-driven marketing fueled
rapid expansion across emerging markets. Yet, as the brand moves into developed economies, it
faces mounting challenges: franchise strain, service inconsistency, cultural misalignment, and
reputational risks. This case examines Mixue’s logistics-first business model and parasocial
branding strategy, raising a central question: can a brand engineered for scale and speed build the
trust and relevance needed for long-term global success?
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Introduction

In early 2025, a Chinese tea and ice cream brand most Western consumers had
never heard of became the world’s largest fast-food chain, overtaking both
McDonald’s and Starbucks with over 45,000 stores worldwide' (see Appendix 1).
Founded in 1997 in Zhengzhou with a borrowed 3,000 RMB (~US$400) and a
homemade shaved ice machine, Mixue Ice Cream & Tea (% T /K¥K, Mixug
Bingchéng, or “honey snow ice city”) rose to global prominence through an
unconventional mix of ultra-low-cost franchising, parasocial branding, and
cheerful affordability.2 Its signature jingle loops endlessly in stores across Asia,

1. https://www.fastcompany.com/91289668/the-biggest-fast-food-chain-in-the-world-is-one-
youve-never-heard-of

2. Li, B. (2022). Analyzing the Phenomenon of the Increase of Brand Awareness of Mixue Ice
Cream & Tea in Chinese Market through Para-social Interactivity Theory. BCP Business &
Management, 33, 421-426.
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and its mascot has become a meme, a comfort symbol, and, for many, a digital
companion.3

Mixue sells drinks for under US$1 and requires as little as 210,000 RMB
(~US$30,000) to open a franchise, a fraction of the cost demanded by global
competitors.4 This low barrier to entry, combined with a vertically integrated
supply chain spanning from coconut farms in the Philippines and a warehouse in
Vietnam, to ice cream factories in Henan, has fueled rapid expansion, particularly
across emerging Southeast Asian markets.’

Mixue’s US$444 million IPO on the Hong Kong Stock Exchange, the city’s
largest of the year, propelled its market valuation to US$14 billion.% Investors
praised its evolution from retail brand to vertically integrated logistics platform
for thousands of franchisees.’

Yet beneath the snow-white brand image, cracks have begun to appear. In
2024 alone, Mixue closed over 1,600 stores, faced viral backlash over food safety
incidents, and saw declining per-store revenues despite soaring topline growth.8
Analysts have raised concerns over franchise overreach and cannibalization,’
weak quality oversight,10 and the brand’s limited appeal in more developed
markets.!!

With its early success anchored in emerging markets, Mixue has begun
cautiously testing expansion into wealthier countries such as Australia in 2024,
and analysts suggest the company is eyeing entry into the U.S. and Europe.!?
Notably, this global ambition is not new: since its founding in 1997, Mixue’s
mission has been to “bring affordable and high-quality products to people all over
the world”.!3 The company has adopted a phased globalization strategy,
prioritizing Southeast Asia first.
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