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[bookmark: _Toc214471145]Introduction
[bookmark: _Int_2QHWXZbc]A high-performance culture is about creating a workplace where people understand their roles, work well together and respond to challenges without things falling apart (Joshi, 2001). When a culture like this exists, employees tend to be more engaged, responsible, and supportive of one another which naturally makes teamwork and collaboration stronger (Armstrong, 2006). Shared values, fairness, and a sense of doing the right thing all have a big impact on how people behave at work (Juechter, 1998).
This report focuses on McDonalds, exploring how its culture, context and approach to ethics help create a strong and high performing environment. Burger King is used later for comparison to highlight the differences in culture and ethical practice between the two organisations. The first part of the report looks at McDonalds culture and internal environment, using well known cultural frameworks such as (Schein, 2010) three levels of culture, (Handy, 1993) typologies, and (Johnson, 1999) cultural web. The second part explores McDonalds place within the wider environment using tools like PESTEL (Yüksel, 2012), SWOT (Leigh, 2009) and the McKinsey 7S model (Peters, 2011). The last section compares McDonalds and Burger King, showing how culture and ethics influence the way employees behave and work together.
The goal is to show that high performance culture is not just about rules or speed, it is about trust, feeling safe to speak up, learning on the job and doing the right thing (Edmondson, 2018). When these are in place staff are more motivated, accountable, and able to work together effectively. Understanding these factors help organisations keep standards consistent, support employees and respond quickly to change.
[bookmark: _Toc214471146]Organisational Culture and Context
[bookmark: _Toc214471147]Organisational Culture at McDonald’s
Understanding culture within an organisation like McDonald’s is key to recognising why it operates the way it does. Organisational culture can be thought of as the shared values, habits and unwritten rules that guide how people behave at work (Schein E. , 2016). McDonald’s has built a strong and recognisable culture over time, one based on consistency, service quality, and teamwork. Because the brand operates across the world, its culture must balance global standards with local differences, which makes it a good example for looking at theories of organisational culture (Deal, 2000).
(Schein E. , 2010) model of organisational culture is useful for understanding how this works in practice. He suggested that culture has three levels: artefacts, espoused values, and basic assumptions. At McDonald’s, the artefacts are easy to see in their uniforms, the fast-paced layout of kitchens and the customer focused service routines. These reflect deeper values such as efficiency, reliability, and teamwork. Beneath that are the basic assumptions that shape everything employees do, for instance that customers should always receive the same standard of service no matter where they are. This is so deeply built into McDonald’s way of working that staff often act on it automatically without needing to be told.
(Handy, 1993) offered another way of looking at culture, describing four main types: power, role, task, and person cultures. McDonald’s fits closely with role culture, where people have defined responsibilities and follow clear systems and procedures. For example, kitchen staff, shift managers and area managers all have set duties that keep operations running smoothly. However, there are also aspects of a task culture, especially in team settings where cooperation is needed to meet service targets during busy periods. Handy’s theory helps to explain why McDonald’s manages to maintain order and consistency across thousands of restaurants showing the culture supports structure but still allows teamwork when needed (Ritzer, 2013).
(Hofstede, 1984) cultural dimensions also help explain how McDonald’s adapts culture across different countries, Hofstede suggested that national cultures differ in areas such as power distance, individualism, and uncertainty avoidance. McDonald’s, as a global company adjusts its approach depending on where it operates, aligning leadership and communication with local expectations (Meyer, 2014). For example, in countries with higher power distance, employees may be more accepting of strict management structures, while in more individualistic cultures there’s often more focus on personal recognition and initiative. This flexibility has allowed McDonald’s to succeed in a wide range of cultural settings without losing its overall identity.
(Trompenaars, 2020) looked at organisational cultures in terms of how people relate to one another. He described four main types: the Family culture (person oriented and hierarchical), Eiffel Tower culture (structured and rule based), Guided Missile culture (task focused and egalitarian), and Incubator culture (creative and personal growth oriented). McDonald’s closely resembles the Eiffel Tower model, as it relies on clear hierarchies, well defined roles, and strong focus on procedures. However, elements of the Guided Missile culture can be seen in its teamwork driven environment, especially in how crew members support each other to hit service targets. this mix helps McDonald’s maintain order while still encouraging collaboration (Ritzer, 2013).
When looking at Johnson & Scholes’ Cultural Web (Johnson G. , 1999), the routines and rituals at McDonald’s are very visible, such as daily team briefings, shift handovers and recognition for employee of the month. The stories that circulate within the company often highlight hard work and reliability, reinforcing the idea that consistent effort leads to progression. The symbols such as the golden arches, uniforms, and standardised food presentation, create a shared identity among employees and customers. Power structures are usually clear with managers holding authority over daily operations but still expected to motivate and guide teams (Ritzer, 2013).
[bookmark: _Toc214471148]Organisational Context
The context of McDonald’s also plays an important part in shaping its culture. Operating in the fast-food industry means the company faces constant pressure to deliver quick service, maintain high hygiene standards and manage costs. This context naturally encourages a culture that values efficiency and predictability (Royle, 2002). Leadership style also influences this, McDonald’s often takes a directive but supportive approach, where managers lead by example and focus on motivating teams through recognition and training (McDonald's, 2023). This helps create a sense of belonging and purpose among employees, even in a high-pressure environment. 
Bringing these theories together, McDonald’s culture combines structure with teamwork. (Schein E. , 2016) helps explain the deep layers of belief that guide behaviour, (Handy, 1993) highlights the organised structure, (Hofstede, 1984) shows how national culture influences operations and (Trompenaars, 2020) helps us see how people relate within that system. The overall result is a culture that values consistency and teamwork while allowing adaptions. This balance plays a big part in why McDonalds continues to perform so well.
[bookmark: _Toc214471149]Interplay Between Culture and Context
Culture and context work together at McDonald’s. Standard procedures exist within a framework that values both efficiency and compliance. For example, hygiene rules are legal requirements but also part of daily routines, showing culture and context overlap (Health & Safety Executive, 2021). Teamwork during busy periods is another example. Employees coordinate to manage high service volumes while sticking to procedures, showing that the culture supports collaboration even under pressure (Vera, 2020). Franchise operations add complexity, so communication, training and leadership are key to maintaining consistent standards (McDonald's, 2023). Overall McDonald’s shows that a high-performance culture comes from structured systems, shared values and the context employees work in. 
[bookmark: _Toc214471150]Evaluating McDonald’s Within its Broader Environment 
[bookmark: _Toc214471151]Introduction to Environmental Evaluation
To understand how McDonald’s operates successfully on such a large scale, it is important to look beyond its internal culture and explore how the wider environment affects it. No business exists in isolation, external factors like politics, economics, social changes, and technology all have a huge influence. Tools such as PESTEL (Yüksel, 2012), SWOT (Leigh, 2009) and the McKinsey 7S Framework (Peters, 2011) help examine these influences and how organisations adapt to them.
[bookmark: _Toc214471152]PESTLE Analysis
The PESTEL model looks at six external factors (political, economic, social, technological, environmental, and legal) that shape how a business functions (Yüksel, 2012).
Political: McDonald’s operates in over one hundred countries, which means it faces different government policies, trade regulations, and labour laws. Political stability and food safety standards are especially important. For example, new rules on fast food advertising or minimum wage increases can affect costs and recruitment. McDonald’s often works with local authorities to meet these expectations while keeping operations efficient (Royle, 2002).
Economic: The state of the economy directly affects customer spending. During tough financial times, people may choose cheaper meals which can benefit McDonald’s compared to more expensive restaurants. However, inflation, energy prices and supply chain costs can all put pressure on profit margins. The company’s ability to adapt its menu pricing and manage suppliers helps it stay stable even in uncertain times (Royle, 2002).
Social: Consumer expectations are always changing. More people now care about health, nutrition and sustainability which has pushed McDonald’s to offer healthier options like salads, fruit, and grilled items. Social trends such as veganism and environmental awareness have also influenced menu changes and packaging choices. McDonald’s aims to appeal to families, students and working people by offering affordable food in a familiar, friendly setting (NEACȘU, 2023).
Technological: Technology plays a huge role in how McDonald’s runs its business. Self-service kiosks, mobile apps, and online delivery systems have made ordering food faster and more convenient. Behind the scenes, technology helps track stock, reduce waste, and improve food safety (McDonald's, 2023). These changes also impact culture as staff now need digital skills and flexibility to work new systems.
Environmental: Growing pressure to protect the environment has pushed McDonald’s to reduce waste and improve sustainability. The company has made progress by moving away from plastic straws, introducing recycling stations and sourcing ingredients responsibly. These efforts not only meet environmental regulations but also build trust with customers who value ethical and sustainable business practices (NEACȘU, 2023).
Legal: McDonald’s must follow a wide range of laws related to food hygiene, employment, data protection, and equality. Each country has its own legal requirements, so compliance is a major part of operations. By following legal standards, McDonald’s protects both its reputation and its workforce, showing that it values fairness and responsibility (Health & Safety Executive, 2021).
[bookmark: _Int_hbU8QjfL]Overall, the PESTEL analysis shows that McDonald’s is influenced by constant change, but its size and experience allow it to adapt quickly. This adaptability is a big reason why the company continues to thrive in a competitive industry (Royle, 2002).
[bookmark: _Toc214471153]SWOT Analysis
A SWOT analysis helps look at both internal and external factors by dividing them into strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats. 
Strengths: McDonald’s has one of the most recognised brands in the world, with strong customer loyalty. Its ability to provide consistent food quality across all locations is a major advantage. The company also invests heavily in staff training which supports efficiency and good customer service (McDonald's, 2023).
Weaknesses: Despite its strengths. McDonald’s still faces criticism about health, nutrition and pay levels. The repetitive nature of work can also lead to staff turnover. Maintaining consistent quality in every restaurant can be challenging given its huge scale (Gupta, 2025)
Opportunities: There are many chances for McDonald’s to grow, such as expanding into developing markets or introducing more sustainable menu items. Using digital technology more effectively, like app-based loyalty programmes can improve customer relationships and data insights (Greenspan, 2024).
Threats: The biggest threats include growing competition for healthier fast-food options, changing customer expectations and global economic instability. Environmental concerns and stricter regulations also mean McDonald’s must keep improving its sustainability practices to protect its reputation (Pereira, 2024).
When combined the SWOT analysis shows that while McDonald’s has a solid foundation, it must keep adapting to remain relevant. Its culture of consistency and efficiency helps manage threats and make the most of opportunities (Greenspan, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc214471154]McKinsey 7S Framework
[bookmark: _Int_lGnU4dnt]The McKinsey 7S Framework (Peters, 2011) looks at how seven elements within an organisation work together. These elements are Strategy, systems, shared values, skills, style, and staff. And they must be aligned for a business to perform to its full potential.
Strategy: McDonald’s strategy focuses on providing fast, affordable food while improving customer experience through technology and quality control (Dudovskiy, 2022). 
Structure: The company follows a clear hierarchical structure, which supports consistency and accountability. Each restaurant has its own management team but follows the same global standards (Dudovskiy, 2022). 
Systems: McDonald’s use well designed systems for operations, training, and performance monitoring. Tools like the “made for you” kitchen system keep service times fast and quality reliable (Dudovskiy, 2022).
Shared Values: The main values at McDonald’s include teamwork, respect and delivering customer satisfaction. These are reinforced through daily practices and staff recognition schemes (Dudovskiy, 2022).
Skills: Employees are trained to work quickly and communicate effectively, which builds efficiency and teamwork. The company also develops leadership skills among managers to support motivation and performance (Dudovskiy, 2022).
Style: Leadership at McDonald’s tends to be practical and supportive. Managers are expected to guide their teams, set targets and lead by example rather than relying on authority alone (Dudovskiy, 2022).
Staff: McDonald’s employs people from a wide range of backgrounds which helps create a diverse and inclusive environment. Opportunities for promotion encourage loyalty and engagement among staff (Dudovskiy, 2022).
When these seven elements work together, they form a strong internal framework that supports McDonald’s goals and overall performance. The company’s focus on structure, systems, and shared values links back to its culture of efficiency and customer care (Kemp, 2012).
[bookmark: _Toc214471155]Efficiency Drivers and Cultural Impact
McDonald’s drives efficiency through Lean Thinking by cutting waste and keeping operations smooth and Total Quality Management (TQM) encouraging employees to suggest improvements (Senge, 2006). This approach creates a culture where learning, teamwork and accountability are built in. Efficiency affects culture by making expectations clear, giving everyone shared goals and showing employees how their work contributes to success (Kontoghiorghes, 2025). When employees understand procedures are there to help not just control them, it encourages trust, teamwork, and adaptability. 
[bookmark: _Toc214471156]Evaluation of the Broader Environment
Looking at McDonald’s through these frameworks shows how well the company balances global consistency with local flexibility. The PESTEL model (Yüksel, 2012) highlights the outside pressures it faces, while SWOT (Leigh, 2009) and McKinsey 7S (Peters, 2011) analysis show how its internal systems help it stay stable and adaptable. McDonald’s success comes from aligning its structure, leadership, and values with changing customer needs (McDonald's, 2023). It is also clear that efficiency plays a significant role in how McDonald’s responds to these external factors. As discussed earlier, the company’s use of lean processes and continuous improvement helps manage costs and maintain quality, even under economic or technological pressure (Senge, 2006). These efficiency drivers not only support operational goals but also strengthen the wider culture by promoting teamwork, accountability, and learning. They show how McDonald’s has built a culture that can evolve with its environment instead of resisting it. In this way, the broader environment does not just influence McDonald’s, it actively shapes its culture and decision making. By keeping a strong link between its external challenges, internal systems and cultural values, McDonald’s manages to maintain a high-performance culture based on teamwork, adaptability, and shared purpose (Racoma, 2019).
[bookmark: _Toc214471157]Critical and Ethical Behaviour 
[bookmark: _Toc214471158]Understanding Culture and Ethics 
[bookmark: _Int_jiVinwBg]Culture and ethics are closely connected in any organisation, as both shapes how people behave, make decisions, and treat one another. Culture can be seen as the shared way of doing things and the beliefs, habits and attitudes that form over time (Garrett, 2023). Ethical behaviour on the other hand, is about the values and principles that guide people’s actions, such as honesty, fairness, and respect (Ferrell, 2021). When the two align it creates a workplace where people feel valued and motivated to do the right thing even when no one is watching.
[bookmark: _Toc214471159]Culture and Ethics at McDonald’s  
At McDonald’s, culture is built around teamwork, consistency and delivering quality service. Employees are encouraged to follow procedures closely and work efficiently, which reflects a results driven structured culture (McDonald's, 2025). The company sets clear expectations about behaviour through training and its code of conduct. For example, McDonald’s has global standards for equality, health and safety and customer care, showing that ethical conduct is not just a side policy but part of everyday work (Amelia, 2024). Managers are expected to lead by example, promoting fairness and respect in a demanding environment where mistakes can easily happen under pressure.
[bookmark: _Toc214471160]Culture and Ethics at Burger King
In contrast, (Young, 2025) explains how Burger Kings culture tends to be a bit more flexible and entrepreneurial. The company’s slogan “Have it your way” reflects more individualistic and customer focused culture, where creativity and quick decision making is encouraged. While both organisations share the same fast food industry standards, Burger kings slightly looser structure can create differences in how ethics play out day to day. For example, a more competitive environment might lead to short cuts or inconsistencies in behaviour if ethical standards are not reinforced strongly enough.
[bookmark: _Toc214471161]Comparing McDonald’s and Burger King
Looking at both McDonald’s and Burger King shows how culture can influence the level of ethical inconsistency across locations. McDonald’s structured systems help maintain the same standards globally, reducing the risk of unethical practices (Thompson, 2024). Burger Kings approach allows more freedom but relies heavily on personal judgement and local leadership (Young, 2025). This highlights how important it is for organisations to strike a balance between structure and flexibility because too much control can limit creativity, and too little can lead to ethical risks.
[bookmark: _Toc214471162]Using Critical Thinking Models
The link between culture and ethics can also be understood through models of critical thinking. For instance, (Toulmin, 2003) model suggests that arguments and decisions should be supported by evidence, reasoning and clear justification, something that can help leaders make ethical choices under pressure. According to (Chartrand, 2009), Pearsons RED model (recognise assumptions, evaluate arguments, draw conclusions) is another useful way to think about ethical decision making, as it encourages staff to question biases and consider consequences before acting. Similarly, Chatfield’s approach of reasoning promotes open dialogue and reflection, which can prevent misunderstandings or unethical behaviour that often stem from poor communication (Chatfield, 2017).
In a fast-paced environment like McDonald’s or Burger King, these ways of thinking can help staff pause and reflect rather than react. Encouraging employees to think critically. For example, when dealing with food safety, staff who understand why hygiene rules exist are more likely to uphold them properly than those who simply do as they are told. This shows how ethics and culture feed into each other as culture sets the tone and ethics give it direction.
[bookmark: _Toc214471163]The Role of Leadership and Trust
(Pastin, 2013) claims that ethical behaviour also relies on trust and leadership. When managers act fairly and show integrity, it encourages others to do the same. Both McDonalds and Burger King have faced public criticism in the past, such as overpaying executives or using unsustainable materials but both have made visible changes by investing in sustainability, fair wages, and transparent supply chains (McDonald’s UK., 2024), (Burger King U.K, 2023).These improvements show that ethical culture is not fixed, it evolves through awareness, reflection, and genuine commitment to doing better.
[bookmark: _Toc214471164]Building a High-Performance and Ethical Culture
(Finney, 2008) explains that to build a high-performance culture, organisations need to create an environment where ethical behaviour is natural, not forced. This means open communication, fairness in recognition and accountability from top to bottom. McDonald’s has moved toward this by promoting diversity and inclusion and introducing leadership training focused on empathy and respect (Mcdonalds Corperation, 2022/2023). Burger King has done similar work through its global campaigns that encourage honestly and social responsibility (Burger King U.K, 2023). In both cases, the culture improves when ethics are lived and reinforced, not just written down.
Summary 
[bookmark: _Int_f21joG9K]In summary, culture and ethics go hand in hand. They shape how people behave, how decisions are made and how successful a company can be in the long run. McDonalds and Burger King show two different but valuable ways of creating an ethical culture, one built on structure and consistency and the other on individuality and adaptability. Both demonstrate that when culture and ethics support each other, collaboration, trust, and performance naturally flow.
[bookmark: _Toc214471165]Conclusion
This report has explored how high-performance culture is built and maintained, using McDonald’s as the main example and comparing ethical practices with Burger King. In part one, the culture and context of McDonald’s were critically assessed, showing how its structured, team focused environment supports efficiency, consistency, and adaptability. Models like Schein, Handy, Hofsted, Trompenaars and the Cultural Web helped explain how values, leadership and basic assumptions shape everyday behaviour and interaction within the organisation. Part two examined McDonald’s within its broader environment, using PESTEL, SWOT and the McKinsey 7S framework. This highlighted how external pressures such as technology, customer expectations and social trends influence decision-making and performance. Efficiency drivers and cultural impact were explored, showing how lean processes, clear training and continuous improvement help the company maintain high performance culture while responding to change. Part three focused on culture and ethical behaviour, comparing McDonald’s and Burger King. It demonstrated how culture shapes ethical decision making with leadership, trust, and critical thinking models (Toulmin, Pearsons RED, Chatfield) reinforcing positive behaviours. Ethical culture supports collaboration, accountability, and long-term success. Overall, the report shows that high performance culture is the result of aligning internal values, systems and leadership with external challenges while embedding ethics into everyday practice. Organisations that achieve the balance are better positioned to perform consistently, adapt to change and maintain a motivated and responsible workforce.
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