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Question I
At the beginning of 2020, the world witnessed a major global epidemic, Covid-19. During this time, the pandemic started entering the world, affecting almost every aspect of our lives. Significant sectors, such as the educational sector, were significantly impacted as governments abolished face-to-face communication, making physical education impossible. With various regulations being implemented to address the pandemic, individuals could not effectively engage in economic activities. Most individuals lost their jobs, and most economies significantly deteriorated. The impacts of the pandemic on the business world were also significant. Most organisations have not yet recovered from the pandemic still. In many ways, Covid-19 impacted the tactics of global organisations, which had to transform their external and internal procedures to cover the escalated expenses. Sales, innovation, production and marketing approaches were impacted differently and had to adjust to the changes. Indeed, the pandemic impacted major businesses, but the food industry witnessed significant impacts as customer behaviour changed as they avoided contracting the virus. Major global food businesses such as McDonald's were negatively impacted and have still experienced post-pandemic challenges. McDonald's is the global organisation that will be analysed in this essay. 
Before analysing the global challenges facing McDonald's, it is significant to comprehend the operations of this multinational food business. What is McDonald's? It is an American fast-food chain, one of the major global food chains renowned for its French fries, hamburgers and Big Mac. It is among the most successful brands in the history of marketing, with headquarters in Chicago (Britannica, 2022). Maurice and Richard McDonald (McDonald brothers) founded this global fast-food organisation in San Bernardino, California, United States, in 1940. Since it was founded, the organisation has approximately 38,000 restaurants worldwide, serving nearly 68 million clients in 118 nations daily (Ganti, 2022). This represents about one per cent of the global population who want fries, chicken nuggets or fries as fast as possible. McDonald’s has successfully transformed into the most famous eatery that appeals to adults and children and has arisen as the leading force in the fast-service restaurant market. 
McDonald's model is not unique to itself. Other famous franchises in this area include Taco Bell and KFC, Burger King and Wendy's. Nevertheless, McDonald's is ruled out as among the worthiest fast-food chains globally, with a brand value of more than $40 million. The organisation is constantly one of the leaders in the fast-food category in terms of the number of restaurants, overall sales and brand recognition, along with KFC, Subway, Domino's and Starbucks. While serving millions of individuals globally, the enterprise has blazed numerous corporate trails since its 1955 incorporation, such as institutionalised education and franchising. The brand makes income by using franchisees who must let its properties. The benefit of this business model is that the flow of revenue is more predictable and stable. Conversely, operations expenses are lower, enabling an easier way to profitability. Industry analysts suggest the brand keeps approximately 82% of franchisees’ income, compared with around 16% of proceeds from its organisational-operated sites (Ganti, 2022). 
McDonald's success brought many criticisms with it. Much of the criticisms concerned its supposed connection with the worldwide rise in obesity. Some lawsuits were filed in the early 2000s in the U.S., claiming that its menu caused health issues. The brand also experienced a backlash after a famous film, “Super Size Me", in which the filmmaker witnessed his health decline drastically while on McDonald's diet only. Nevertheless, the organisation responded to these by including healthy foods on its menu and started making a vegan “hamburger” variation under names like McPlant, P.L.T and McVegan. In 2017, the company made its initial plant-based hamburger and began trying another vegan hamburger two years later. Additionally, in 2018, the brand declared that it had stopped utilizing preservatives in the majority of its hamburgers (Britannica, 2022). 
McDonald's was negatively impacted during the Covid-19 pandemic. Nevertheless, it has also continued experiencing post-pandemic challenges, adversely affecting its operations and income. Although the brand has managed to comfortably stay ahead of its major competitors in fast food, including KFC, Burger King and Wendy’s, its crucial challenge is customers demanding healthier, organic choices of menu and fast-food suitability. The pandemic significantly impacted population change, with short-term disruption to urbanisation and long-term impacts on health trends. The pandemic has brought health consciousness to a new degree, with customers embracing healthier routines and habits more than ever and focusing on holistic health (Euromonitor, 2021). These changes in eating behavior have greatly affected McDonald's as restaurant models that provide customers with freshly-made, higher-quality food in a casual setting get the attention of most clients. Named as fast-casual restaurants, Shake Shack, Cheesecake Factory, Chipotle, and others have been making their way into the space that chains like McDonald's dominated for a long time (Ganti, 2022). 
McDonald's also faces a post-pandemic challenge due to consumer behaviour changes. Globally, Covid-19 up-ended consumers' lives, escalating anxiety and wreaking fear. Most consumers are reconsidering their behavior, priorities and values, with some enduring transformations evolving. The tremor of being disconnected from family and friends, forced to stay at home, and fear of financial and health security has made customers more determined to make more of their lives and be the best they can, boosting the change in essential priorities and values like healthy living and simpler lives (Euromonitor, 2021). After the pandemic, this did not turn out well for McDonalds. According to the brand's Q1 2022 report, the company's income increased by 1.4%. Nevertheless, this does not call for celebration since the organisation has to prepare for the new issues arising from the Covid-19 resurgence. For example, in China, as most cities returned to strict lockdowns, three in five individuals were worried about dining out because of the danger of contracting Covid-19 (Globaldata.com, 2022). Fear of eating out is a negative factor for Mcdonald's, considering China is one of its main markets. 
Another challenge facing McDonald's post-Covid-19 pandemic is a shortage of staff. Most people would have thought McDonald's would effectively manage the pandemic challenges as the leading global fast-food company. Nevertheless, the organisation was significantly challenged by the pandemic. In his statement to The Wall Street Journal, McDonald's CEO Chris Kempczinski stated that 13,000 McDonald's restaurants in the U.S. were closed to reduce their opening hours by an average of 10%. A staff shortage caused this move but could unintentionally impact the restaurants' profitability (Richardson, 2022). The CEO also stated that despite the wage increase, which gives the company a competitive advantage, it takes work to get the talent level they need from the market. He suggested that the issue of labour shortage was "unsolvable", but there has been a solid focus in corporate-owned McDonald's locations to offer shift managers training to keep the existing team motivated and engaged (Thomas, 2021). 
Lack of innovation is another global challenge facing McDonald’s. Innovation is essential for the success of any business, particularly in the fast-food sector, where customers’ preferences and tastes change quickly. While McDonald's has made some efforts to introduce healthier food alternatives to its menu, there is criticism about its lack of innovation. The brand has been sluggish in adapting to clients' likings and shifting changes in the food sector, putting it in a disadvantageous situation than its competitors. One reason for this is the size and scale of the brand. The organisation has a massive network of franchisee-owned and company-owned stores, making it complicated to rapidly present new innovations and items (Pereira, 2023). Any change McDonald's desires to introduce must be tested, examined and rolled out over its vast restaurant network. Mcdonald's needs to concentrate on innovation and react to the changing customer trends, especially following the Covid-19 pandemic, to keep its competitive advantage in the fast-food industry. 
The franchise business model is another challenge to McDonald's global operations. Although the model helped McDonald's in its worldwide expansion and with no significant capital costs, it stands out as a major challenge to the company. Most of the brand's restaurants are operated by franchisees who might or might not share similar visions and values with the business. Therefore, while the model guarantees that franchisees provide the company with a steady revenue flow through fees and loyalties, it also implies that the organisation has less control over its restaurants' daily operations. This leads to a dilution in the company's brand and inconsistencies in service, product quality and image since franchisees may choose not to follow the standards set by the company. This leads to consumer dissatisfaction, which can lead to consumers changing to competitors, possibly resulting in decreased sales and damaging the organisation's reputation (Pereira, 2023).  
Question II
The considerable success that McDonald's has witnessed and the competitive advantage is significantly attributed to the brand's marketing strategy. According to Arun (2023, para. 2), the brand’s marketing strategy has assisted the organisation in achieving the accomplishment it currently commands. The organisation initially wanted to develop robust brand acknowledgement and penetrate the market to endorse its increasing franchise business. With the growing customers, the brand did more study on the population to assist it in easily targeting customers. A powerful marketing approach that has significantly helped McDonald's is digital marketing. Online marketing helps McDonald's reach its objective of developing brand consciousness and establishing demand. The data used online is the same as what individuals may witness on a McDonald's billboard or TV, but the graphics and language are made to best function on social media sites like Instagram, Twitter and Facebook. The company takes advantage of the developing food photography trend by requesting customers to post photos of their meals online (Arun, 2023). The strategy also includes client engagements through media platforms. The clients engage with the company and one another on social media platforms. Additionally, McDonald's provides different coupons and discounts through their company app and media pages. 
Another strategy that gives McDonald’s a competitive advantage is understanding its consumer profile. The brand has many customers due to low prices at its restaurants and mass marketing. The majority of the chain's clients are between 35 and 54, many of whom are parents and like the company’s atmosphere. The brand's website aims to create a "pleasant, entertaining environment for everyone to enjoy." This indicates how many sorts of individuals McDonald's desires to attract. It conducts primary market studies to understand how to advertise itself and ensure that it meets the characteristics of the individuals it aims to reach. The brand uses questionnaires and surveys on social media, stores, and mobile apps to get customer feedback on satisfaction with the delivery, food and other services (Arun, 2023). 
McDonald's green marketing strategy is also giving it a competitive advantage. The organisation has recently strategised to utilise reusable packaging and decrease plastic and paper waste, which the fast-food sector is notorious for. With the Covid-19 pandemic, most individuals have focused on their health, considering the many deaths the pandemic caused. Most people are now considering their priorities. For a long time, greenhouse gas emissions have been the leading cause of adverse climatic conditions. McDonald's aims to decrease these releases from its offices and restaurants by 36% by 2030 (Gharial, 2020). In India, the brand has been running various sustainability initiatives, such as reducing fats, oils and sodium in its menu and getting fresh food directly from the farms. It is also cooperating with suppliers to get more sustainable packaging and ingredients. These green marketing approaches please the current eco-conscious generation. Additionally, decreasing its carbon footprint assists the brand in aligning with sustainable development goals (buildd, 2023). 
McDonald's cost leadership generic strategy also grows a competitive advantage through minimising cost. The organisation has standardised procedures designed to minimise cost, maximise productivity and guarantee profitability despite competitive selling prices. In this regard, the brand's operation management contributes to the execution of cost leadership as a generic competitive approach (Gregory, 2015). Additionally, McDonald's large size enables it to enjoy economies of scale, translating to cost reduction in buying materials and making ingredients that the restaurants use. These competitive advantages due to the generic cost reduction strategy support the brand's intensive growth approaches, particularly product development and market penetration. 
Another strategy that has given this brand a competitive advantage is doubling down to the 3D's: Digital, Drive-Thru and Delivery. The change in consumer behaviour during the pandemic has demonstrated McDonald's competitive advantages. Since people are still worried about outside contacts, delivery is increasing, and the usage of the brand's app has escalated as more and more clients order and pay for food on their phones. The brand's 25,000 drive-thru lanes globally have turned out to be an oasis for customers globally. To change its digital offerings across dine-in, curbside pick-up, delivery, takeaway and drive-thru, Mcdonald's introduced "MyMcDonald's," a new digital experience growth engine. The brand also increased the restaurants offering delivery none-fold to approximately 28,000 restaurants. These, together with the drive-thru in about 65% of its global restaurants, give McDonald's a competitive advantage (McDonald's Corporation, 2020). 
There are also other marketing strategies which McDonald's has been using for years and still give it a competitive advantage in the fast-food market, for example, its iconic slogans. The brand is recognised for its memorable slogans for advertising, such as "You Deserve a Break Today" and "I'm Lovin' It" (Karthikeyan and Bajj, 2023). These slogans have become synonymous with McDonald's and have helped the brand strengthen its messaging. Mcdonald's also uses strategic partnerships. It has collaborated with various celebrities and brands, creating a buzz around it and attracting new clients. For example, in May 2021, it released the BTS meal, comprising medium fries, medium Coke, 10 Chicken McNuggets, and two dipping sauces that had never been seen before (www.anypromo.com, n.d.). The BTS meal helped the brand's Q2 sales to escalate by 14.9% compared to such a time prior to the Covid-19 pandemic. 
Question III
McDonald's stakeholders influence the organisation mainly through the perception of the consumer. The organisation has a wide range of corporate social responsibility (CSR) and corporate citizenship plans to address its stakeholders’ interests. Theoretically, stakeholders impact the organisation and are influenced by business, which directs to the significance of the brand's CRS actions to optimise its position concerning its stakeholders (Smithson, 2015). As the top company in the fast-food eatery sector globally, McDonald’s has corporate social accountability approaches for stakeholder management and meeting their interests, for example, business sustainability. Customers and employees are McDonald’s top stakeholders. Nevertheless, its corporate social responsibility status subjects the brand to the impact of other stakeholders such as investors, communities, suppliers and the government.  
Employees
McDonald's approach to corporate citizenship prioritises employees as its chief stakeholder group. Their interest includes fair compensation and career development. McDonald's addresses employees’ interests through education and development programs. For example, it sustains Hamburger University, a training institution for its staff. McDonald's is the first organisation globally to develop a worldwide training centre, allowing employees to get nationally accredited qualifications while working and gaining income (prezi.com, n.d.). Although the company is renowned for low wages, its workplace culture assists it in offering favourable surrounding for employees, consequently providing quality food services to consumers. 
Customers
The brand views its clients as its second priority, whose interests consist of reasonably priced and healthy food selections. Most customers look for quality, price, safety and durability, while the minority (ethical consumers) search for environmental care, fair staff treatment and fair sources of trade. These stakeholders require to get the worth of their payments. To get this, the goods provided must meet specific standards and expectations. In this regard, the authenticity and quality of McDonald's food has been doubted by its clients. The brand sought to address this issue in various ways, for example, by executing a message that the misconceptions about its quality are incorrect through its adverts (prezi.com, n.d.). The brand also prioritises its consumers through more innovative technology. By incorporating kiosks for clients to place their customised orders, customers can now evade the long queues, making the entire procedure more efficient. 
Investors
Investors are also another stakeholder group for the brand. The organisation strives to meet investor demands whose interests are growing revenues and profitability. The brand addresses these interests through stable organisational operations. McDonald's has a slow growth rate, but introducing new goods like McCafé helps address such welfare. Investing in such a big brand requires a significant amount of money. Nevertheless, fulfilling the brand's strategic objectives founded on its vision and mission statement comes with profits that support the investors' interests (Smithson, 2015). 
Communities
Another major stakeholder group of this brand is communities. McDonald's supports communities whose interests include environmental programs, business sustainability, and community development support. Its corporate citizenship strategy has support and sustainability programs for the community. McDonald’s partnership with Ronald McDonald House Charities offers financial aid to needy families (Smithson, 2015). Its sourcing policy also prioritises sustainable production to inspire farms and other producers' sustainability. McDonald's Global Best of Green also acknowledges and rewards ground-breaking environmental contributions and ideas. 
Suppliers
Suppliers are also another group of important stakeholders. Without suppliers, there would never be McDonald’s. These stakeholders separately provide the brand with their products. The suppliers send the products to a warehouse and then McDonald's stores. As a stakeholder, suppliers mainly prefer providing the needs of the brand's consumers. McDonald's has several suppliers who separately provide it with supply. OSI is its supplier for beef, Cargill Meats Europe is its chicken supplier, Noble Foods is its eggs supplier, and McCain provides it with potatoes (prezi.com, n.d.). 
The Government
Individuals typically do not expect Franchises such as McDonald's can be involved with the government. Nevertheless, the government are an external stakeholder in the brand as they have an influence and interest in it. The government is interested in the brand since it provides many employment opportunities and is a global organisation. The government also implements new regulations that could influence the brand's operations (weebly.com). For example, the government made every business, from small businesses to global organisations, prohibit smoking in indoor communal spaces. The government is also interested in McDonald's when the brand wants to introduce a new franchise. McDonald's must get a planning authorisation before it starts building the franchise. This is another way the government influences McDonald's since it decides whether it will allow or deny McDonald's building a new franchise. 
Question IV
Due to the challenges facing McDonald's even after the Covid-19 pandemic, recommendations for marketing strategies would be significant in attracting new customers, gaining more profits and competitive advantage. First, I recommend digital marketing transformation. The digital culture is currently embraced in most individuals' lives globally, and people have shifted to digital channels. To address this, the brand should prioritise its digital marketing strategies. This can be through enhancing its online delivery and mobile app. McDonald's should constantly improve its mobile app and online delivery platforms to offer a user-friendly experience to its customers. It can implement individualised recommendations and convenient payment options to encourage customers to order again. McDonald's can also focus on Email marketing. It can keep customer information to deliver targeted and individualised email campaigns to them. It can send exclusive promotions, customised offers and tailored content based on customer behaviour and preferences. 
Another recommendation for the challenges is drive-thru and delivery promotion. McDonald's should concentrate on promoting its drive-thru and delivery services to capitalise on the increasing off-premises demand. The brand can achieve this through targeted advertising, where it can introduce targeted advertising efforts highlighting the safety, speed and convenience of drive-thru and delivery services. McDonald's can also emphasise quick turnaround times and contactless delivery for online orders. Additionally, I recommend that McDonald's optimise its drive-thru by implementing new technology solutions like digital menu boards and order-ahead alternatives. It should communicate decreased waiting times, seamless drive-thru experience and precise order fulfilment. 
The third recommendation for McDonald's is to promote health awareness and innovate its menu. This would cater for the transforming customer preferences for healthier food options. The brand can constantly innovate its menu, include healthier food options, and promote this through targeted marketing, emphasising the benefits of healthier food options and taste. McDonald's can also educate its clients on its menu's nutritional value and its actions to promote healthier consumption. It can incorporate nutritional information and calorie counts in its marketing strategies, including in-store signage and digital platforms. 
The last recommendation to McDonald's is to promote hygiene and safety communication. The significance of this is helping it to build trust and guarantee its consumers safe dining experiences. The brand should focus more on safety and health campaigns to achieve this. It should introduce marketing campaigns emphasising its dedication to ensuring safety and health protocols. It can highlight social distancing approaches, improved cleaning processes and personnel training strategies for customer reassurance. McDonald's can also include testimonials and stories from its employees for brand humanisation and display its commitment to providing a safe surrounding for its customers. 
In conclusion, the fast-food industry is among the most significant industrial sectors. It offers convenience, particularly when individuals are going about different activities. For over 80 years now, McDonald's has been dominating the fast-food sector alongside other global organisations such as Starbucks. The brand has a customer-centric strategy and business model that concentrates on three significant components of the brand; value, food and customer experience. Like other global organisations, McDonald's was significantly impacted by the Covid-19 pandemic, as we witnessed the social distancing measures being implemented and physical interaction being abolished. People developed fear and anxiety about eating out, and their behaviour changed due to the pandemic. Even after Covid-19, McDonald's continued experiencing post-pandemic challenges, significantly influencing its profitability. Nevertheless, to continue its operations and overcome the post-pandemic challenges, the brand should focus on digital transformation, as we are in a digital world. It should also focus mainly on health awareness to meet the changes in consumer behaviour caused by Covid-19. As a brand, McDonald's has dominated the food industry and will continue doing so if it addresses its challenges and meet consumer preferences. 
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