


Sustainability Assessment: McDonald’s
Executive Summary

This report provides a comprehensive assessment of McDonald’s current sustainability initiatives, practices and processes across the organisation. It evaluates the sustainability initiatives of McDonald’s in alignment with the Triple Bottom Line framework, which encompasses economic prosperity, environmental stewardship, and social responsibility. McDonald’s, a global leader in the food service industry, has integrated sustainability into its business model, demonstrating a commitment to sustainability. The assessment covers five key areas: nutrition and well-being, sustainable supply chain, environmental responsibility, community engagement, and employee experience.
Introduction

McDonald’s, the world’s largest fast-food chain, has been a symbol of corporate success since it began in 1955. (McDonalds.com) With a global presence in over 118 countries, and a significant impact on the food industry, the company has faced many challenges and criticisms related to health, environmental, and labour issues. This report delves into the current sustainability levels of McDonald’s, evaluating its efforts and positioning in the industry. (Rowley, 2016)
Sustainability in the Food Industry

The food industry has faced unique sustainability challenges and opportunities. The shift towards community-supported agriculture and the shortening of supply chains are examples of strategies aimed at enhancing sustainability whilst delivering quality products to consumers (Searcy, 2016)
McDonald’s Sustainability Challenges & Responsibilities 

McDonald’s has continuously dealt with negative publicity regarding poor employee wages, as well as public outcry in relation to environmental impacts and health concerns. (De Vogli et al, 2011; Grimm, 1990) They have faced, and continue to face many challenges including and not limited to:  The need to be self-sufficient while also being able to export surplus; the need to address labour shortages and the integration of immigrant workers; the responsibility to ensure the food is healthy, and distributed fairly, whilst also catering to demand and the necessity to adapt to the challenges of climate change, and the impact that has on supply chains and food production. (Langert, 2019)
Historical Initiatives and Impact

In April 1991, in collaboration with the Environmental Defence Fund (EDF) McDonald’s released a comprehensive ‘Waste Reduction Action Plan’. (EDF, 1991) This plan outlined forty-two initiatives that embraced the environmental Three R’s: Reduce, Reuse and Recycle. These initiatives included measures such as:

· Reduction: Suppliers were encouraged to use thinner gauge containers to reduce material use.
· Reuse: The company tested reusable shipping containers to minimise waste.
· Recycle: Efforts were made to separate and recycle trash within the McDonald’s system.
Triple Bottom Line Model

A crucial framework for integrating sustainability in business is the triple bottom line model, which calls for taking organisational goals into account when choosing practices. For example, knowledge management is crucial to comprehending and reducing the environmental impact of business operations (Breuer et al, 2018; Martinez-Martinez et al, 2019). 

To comply with laws and societal expectations, this model integrates environmental, social, and economic dimensions (Matzembacher and Meira, 2018; Zuofa and Ochieng, 2016). Innovation and sustainability are combined to generate new revenue models and organisational growth strategies, because of the evaluation of corporate resources (Breuer et al., 2018). The social and economic dimensions of sustainability are primarily determined by laws and societal norms, indicating a reactive rather than proactive model. Because of their efforts to improve environmental sustainability, McDonald's sustainability levels are more effectively assessed using this model.
McDonald's Sustainability Framework Template

McDonald's have developed a sustainability framework that can be an example to other organisations. The framework in partnership with the context network, is supported by five pillars (McDonalds.com)

1. Vision: A distinct and motivating vision for sustainability that is in line with the goals of the business.
2. Principles: Fundamental beliefs and precepts that direct choices and actions pertaining to sustainability.
3. Engagement: Intense interaction with all relevant parties, such as clients, staff members, vendors, and the larger community
4. Goals: Well-defined, quantifiable objectives that propel advancement and responsibility in sustainability endeavours.
5. Accountability: Procedures for monitoring development and ensuring that the organization meets its sustainability goals.
Sustainability Framework

McDonalds’ main sustainability framework, initially set to be implemented by 2020 was presented to C-suite in April 2013, (Langert, 2019; L. Gibbs, 2018; Kaufman, 2000) and outlined ambitious goals across various pillars, including sourcing and the planet. The focus on energy efficiency, sustainable sourcing of fish, palm oil, coffee, and packaging, and the challenges of franchise inclusion in these goals underscore the comprehensive approach McDonald’s has and continues to take towards sustainability. 
Energy, People, Climate Change, and Recycling Goals

The planet pillar focuses on energy conservation, climate change, and recycling, with specific goals for energy efficiency and on-premises recycling by 2020. These goals address both financial incentives and societal impacts, particularly in the context of climate change. (Langert, 2019)

People goals were notoriously difficult to establish because of the franchising model, and the structure of employment at McDonald's. Nonetheless, they seemed to understand the importance of their role in offering entry-level jobs and the related educational opportunities associated with that role. (McDonald’s, 2016; Royle et al, 2020)
McDonald’s Sustainability Practices

McDonald's has received recognition for its sustainability initiatives, which include stringent quality control measures for its products, alliances with suppliers like Tyson Foods and Cargill, and direct cooperation with regional farmers in markets like India (Rowley and McMurtrey, 2016). The business's "excellence addiction" reflects its dedication to sustainability, which is demonstrated by its steady relationships with suppliers and its customer feedback systems. Despite these strides, there were constant challenges McDonald’s faced in all these areas.
Sustainability Milestones and Corporate Evolution

Early in 2014, McDonald's completed the development of its 2020 sustainability framework, which was a major step forward in the company's quest for increased corporate responsibility and sustainability. (Williams et al, 2014; Otto et al, 2020; Langert et al, 2019) In addition to setting lofty objectives, the company has demonstrated progress in areas like obtaining cage-free eggs and pledging to have recycling available in every restaurant by 2025. In addition, McDonald's has increased the nutritional value of Happy Meals, focused more on sustainable beef sourcing, and taken a more assertive approach to mitigating climate change. (Langert et al, 2019)
Animal Welfare and the McLibel Case

McDonald's faced many difficulties in the 1990s, mainly around animal welfare. The McLibel trial exposed multiple problems with the company's supply chain after McDonald's sued two activists for distributing pamphlets containing various charges. (Fitzsimmons, 2013) Even with the legal win, McDonald's had a PR disaster, particularly regarding how farm animals were treated.

In reaction to the concerns expressed, McDonald's collaborated with Dr. Temple Grandin to create and execute guidelines pertaining to animal welfare. As a result, training and audits in the meat industry have become standard procedures and there has been a considerable cultural shift toward better animal care. These improvements resulted from suppliers receiving education on animal welfare and better animal care, which was eventually achieved because of technological and architectural advancements in handling facilities. (Strom, 2012; McDonalds, 2016; Makower, 2017) 

These efforts marked a transition to what Dr. Grandin refers to as the "post-McDonald's era" of animal welfare, signifying the company's substantial influence on industry standards. (Langert, 2019)
McDonald’s Animal Welfare Guiding Principles (2000)

According to Kaufman, (2000) McDonald’s developed guiding principles that paved the way for a new strategic plan to prevent animal cruelty and guide the humane treatment of animals. The principles are outlined in (Langert, 2019) and are as follows:

1. Safety: Providing clients with safe products is the number one priority.
2. Quality: McDonald's acknowledged that it makes good business sense, and that humane treatment of animals is an essential part of a program for ensuring quality.
3. Animal Care: The business is dedicated to advocating for the humane treatment of animals and resolving issues related to their welfare, because they feel that animals ought not to be subjected to cruelty, abuse, or neglect.
4. Partnership: To ensure compliance and ongoing improvement, McDonald's regularly audits animal welfare practices with its suppliers.
Social Movements and Cultural Shifts

McDonald's sustainability levels and initiatives demonstrate their recognition that multiple factors often come together to bring about social change. Langert (2019) suggests that the company acknowledges that though difficult, the agitation and advocacy from groups like PETA contributed to the acceleration of the momentum for changes in animal welfare practices, especially regarding laying hens. (Rowe, 2000)
Smithfield and Modern Agriculture

The hiring of Dennis Treacy by Smithfield from the Virginia Department of Environmental Quality (DEQ) highlighted the cross-sector movement towards sustainability. The challenges of modern agriculture, including the need to feed a growing global population, underscore the importance of sustainable practices in the industry. (Condra, 2012; Food and Agriculture Organisation US, 2012)
Engagement with PETA and Ongoing Efforts:

McDonald's began collaborating with People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA) in the late 1990s and early 2000s regarding animal rights concerns. (PETA) McDonald's contemplated expanding these cooperative endeavours to tackle additional emerging concerns, like the handling of laying hens, they were making quantifiable progress in animal welfare despite PETA's aggressive campaigns, especially since its chicken and beef suppliers were implementing Temple Grandin's audit systems. (Kaufman, 2000)
The Push for Sustainable Beef

The ambition to transform the beef industry reflects McDonald’s potential to lead in sustainable practices. The Global Sustainable Beef Report and the goals for 2020 demonstrate the company’s commitment to this vision. (Global Sustainable Report, 2020)
Pesticide Use in Potato Cultivation

The US Department of Agriculture conducted a study in 2016 that demonstrated how much fertilizer is used in potato farming—significant amounts of nitrogen, phosphate, potash, and sulphur are applied annually per acre. The increasing concern over the environmental effects of agricultural inputs led to a shareholder proposal insisting that McDonald's look into policy options to reduce pesticide use in its supply chain. (Matzembacher, 2018; McDonalds, 2016)
Palm Oil Controversy

Because palm oil is linked to deforestation and social problems in Malaysia and Indonesia, its use in McDonald's products has come under scrutiny. Although initiatives to counteract this have been made, such as obtaining Green Palm certificates and pledging to source sustainable palm oil by 2020, concerns remain about how successful these measures will be in stopping the loss of biodiversity and violations of human rights. (Royle et al, 2020; Langert, 2019)
Greenpeace and the Amazon Rainforest

A wake-up call came from Greenpeace's 2006 campaign, which accused McDonald's of using soy farming to contribute to deforestation in the Amazon. (Greenpeace) As a result, supply chain management underwent a dramatic change that mandated suppliers oversee and control upstream procedures. The appointment of Francesca DeBiase as global vice president of strategic supply chain was a calculated step in the direction of a deeper operational integration of sustainability at McDonald's. (Simon, 2013; Langert, 2019)

Jessica Yagán’s hiring to link profit and social good within the corporation underscored the scale of McDonald's influence as a major purchaser of various commodities. The formation of the Sustainable Supply Steering Committee and the publication of McDonald's 2009 Sustainability report 'The values we bring to the table' were key steps in articulating a vision for a sustainable supply chain.(McDonalds annual report, 2010)

The Emergence of Supply Chain Responsibility

Retailers, from Nike to McDonald's, entered a new era in the 1990s that was defined by heightened supply chain oversight. The decade highlighted how crucial it is to comprehend and control how supply chain operations affect the environment and social conditions. During this time, the necessity of a strategic approach—which had not yet been fully developed—towards emerging societal issues was highlighted. (Goldberg et al, 2007; Adnan et al, 2017)
Global Supply Chain Awareness

The creation of guidelines and scorecards to evaluate the sustainability of resources, like fish, is the result of the global attention given to supply chain practices. McDonald's influence and dedication to sustainability are demonstrated by their partnership with suppliers to enhance practices. (Steinbrecher, 2003)
Corporate Accountability and Public Health Campaigns

McDonald's has encountered pressure and campaigning from groups such as Corporate Accountability International, and Michelle Obama's "Let's Move!" public health initiative. These have forced McDonald's to further hone its marketing strategy and menu selections.   (Rowley & McMurtrey, 2016; Langert, 2019)
Strategic Shifts and Sustainability Efforts

Under the leadership of Jim Cantalupo and later Jim Skinner, McDonald’s tried to further refine their approach to marketing and menu offerings. McDonald’s took bold steps to improve the happy meal in response to pressure from campaigners who encouraged them to take responsibility for global health. (Tuttle, 2012; Carter et al, 2011)

By making apples the default choice in every Happy Meal, reducing the portion size of fries
and donating a portion of Happy Meal Sales to Ronald McDonald House charities, highlighting the positive steps McDonald’s has tried to make in combatting childhood obesity and health concerns. (Healthy kids, 2012)
Sustainability Milestones and Corporate Evolution

As of early 2014, McDonald's had fully developed its 2020 sustainability framework, marking a significant milestone in the company's journey towards greater corporate responsibility. The company has not only set ambitious goals but has also made tangible progress in areas such as sourcing cage-free eggs and committing to make recycling available in all restaurants by 2025. Furthermore, McDonald's has sharpened its focus on sustainable beef procurement, enhanced the nutritional quality of Happy Meals, and adopted a more assertive stance on climate change mitigation. (Kaufman, 2000; Brunker et al, 2015; Langert, 2019)
Leadership and Sustainability

McDonald's approach to sustainability serves as a beacon for current and future leaders, illustrating that positive change is attainable and that true business acumen encompasses both financial and non-financial expertise. The integration of shared value into the business model is not just an ethical choice but a core element of business growth. The evolving corporate success model hinges on harmonising profit with purpose, demonstrating that these objectives are not mutually exclusive but rather complementary. (Matzembacher et al, 2018; McDonald’s, 2016; Rowley et al, 2016)
Scale for Good Framework

In 2018, McDonald's unveiled its 'Scale for Good' framework, emphasizing the company's commitment to leveraging its global presence for positive impact. Steve Easterbrook, then president and CEO, underscored the potential for McDonald's to effect significant change by stating, "With these bold actions, McDonald's is embracing their leadership responsibility and demonstrating the incredible opportunities they create for their customers, their people, and stakeholders when they harness the scale for good around the world."(Mcdonalds.com; Langert, 2019; Rowley, 2016)
Leadership and Sustainability

McDonald's sustainability strategy shows that positive change is possible, and that true business acumen includes both financial and non-financial expertise. This is especially helpful for current and future leaders of established businesses who must reassess their sustainability levels. Including shared value in the business model is not only the right thing to do, but it is also essential to the expansion of the company. The new paradigm for corporate success depends on balancing profit and purpose, showing that these goals are complementary rather than exclusive. (Adnan et al, 2017; Rowley et al, 2016)
Recent Developments and Future Commitments

To handle the effects on energy, waste reduction, recycling, and the supply chain, McDonald's USA has approved an environmental strategy and formed a new sustainability team. In tackling societal issues, the company is still dedicated to transparency and ongoing improvement. (Mcdonalds.com; Langert, 2019)
Conclusion

McDonald's is actively taking a multifaceted approach to sustainability, tackling issues ranging from supply chain management to societal health concerns, and from the use of pesticides to deforestation. The company is committed to guiding business and society towards a more sustainable future, as evidenced by its efforts to incorporate sustainability into its core business operations. Their dedication to reactionary sustainability is demonstrated by their ability to collaborate with NGOs and employ professionals in every field of sustainability. 

But to keep its place in the market and its reputation, the business needs to keep up with new challenges and find a balance between their financial goals and its social and environmental obligations. They must also keep striking a balance between their goals for the business, stakeholder expectations, and regulatory requirements. To maintain its dominant position, McDonald's needs to overcome these obstacles and make sure that its sustainability journey aligns with international best practices and industry standards.

McDonald’s also needto also keep our attention on corporate philanthropy, contributions to healthier diets, packaging, waste management, and animal welfare. The business must continue to report in a transparent manner and foster an accountability culture so that sustainability efforts are reflected in financial statements. McDonald's has made progress toward becoming a fully sustainable organization, but to keep up the momentum, they will need to reorganise and lead the way in sustainability initiatives related to agriculture, animal welfare, environmental protection, healthy eating, and the promotion of sustainable supply chains. They have so far tended towards reactionary sustainability measures instead of anticipatory, to grow their levels of sustainability they will need to shift this method and start to think about innovation; new product lines; health initiatives and the reduction of reliance on agriculture, which has hugely negative effects on the environment.
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