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[bookmark: _Toc228438233]EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The report is a critical analysis of strategic management of the McDonalds Corporation, which is the largest quick-service restaurant (QSR), biggest in the world, with more than 40,000 restaurants in 100+ countries and a 25.92-billion-dollar revenue in FY2024 (McDonalds Annual Report, 2024). The analysis utilizes the PESTEL, Porters five forces, VRIO, balanced scorecard, SWOT, Ansoff’s matrix, and the BCG matrix models to analyze the external environment of McDonald, its internal capabilities, competitive positioning, CSR strategy, and strategies. The examination indicates three long-term competitive advantages supported by VRIO: its worldwide recognized brand, its franchise business model, and its technology platform (My McDonald’s app and AI-driven ordering). Nevertheless, McDonalds has material issues: the health and wellness trend undermining the traditional QSR value proposition, stiff competition with both QSR competitors (Burger King, KFC) and fast-casual disruptors (Chipotle, Five Guys) as well as increasing regulatory pressure on minimum wage legislation in major markets. It promotes three solutions: (i) speed up the plant-based and healthier-nutrition menu platform; (ii) further personalisation with AI via the My McDonald’s digital platform; and (iii) grow in High Growth Markets (HGM) India and Africa. These are grounded in Barney (1991), Porter (1985), Teece et al. (1997), and Kaplan and Norton (1992).

[bookmark: _Toc228438234]SECTION 1
[bookmark: _Toc228438235]1. ORGANISATIONAL CONTEXT AND OVERVIEW
[bookmark: _Toc228438236]1.1 History, Mission, Vision, and Business Model
[bookmark: _Toc228438237]McDonalds was started in 1940 by Richard and Maurice McDonald in San Bernardino, California as a hamburger stand. In 1954, Ray Kroc became a franchise agent and founded McDonalds Corporation in 1955 and the franchising model that would become the structural innovation that characterized this organization (Gaughan, 2015). Headquartered in Chicago, Illinois, and publicly traded on the NYSE, McDonalds today has operations in over 100 countries with about 93 of its restaurants owned and operated by independent franchisees a business model that brings high-margin royalty and rent revenues and minimizes the capital intensity of direct restaurant ownership (McDonalds AR, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc228438238]The mission of McDonalds is to make good, easy to feel moments delicious. Its vision includes three growth pillars: maximising marketing effectiveness, being committed to the core menu, and doubling down on the 4Ds (digital, delivery, drive-thru, and development), which is articulated by its vision, the Accelerating the Arches strategy (launched 2020, refreshed 2023). Franchisee royalties and rents (about 64 percent of total revenue), restaurant sales made by the company, and fees paid by developmental licensees generate revenue. The model is capital-light and royalty-driven, and it produces high-quality free cash flow, 7.2bn in FY 2024 (McDonalds AR, 2024) which allows it to pay dividends to its shareholders and invest at the same time.
[bookmark: _Toc228438239]1.2  Industry, Competitors, and Market Position
McDonald's is a company that serves in the global QSR market worth about 900 billion in the year 2024 and is expected to expand with CAGR of 4.6 percent until the year 2030 due to urbanization, ordering digitalization and the development of delivery systems in the emerging markets (Statista, 2024; IBISWorld, 2024). Some of the major competitors are Yum!. Brands (KFC, Pizza Hut, Taco Bell), Restaurant Brands International (Burger King, Tim Hortons, Popeyes) and Subway, Starbucks and a growing fast-casual group (Chipotle Mexican Grill, Five Guys). McDonalds has a clear global market leadership in the number of stores and brand value, 9th in Interbrand Global Best Brands (2024) with a brand value of 45bn, which reflects decades of marketing investment and the invisibility of the Golden Arches in the consumer consciousness of the global market (Interbrand, 2024).
[image: ]
Figure 1: McDonald's Revenue by Segment (FY2024, Approximate %) — Source: McDonald's Annual Report, 2024
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Figure 2: Competitive Positioning Map – Global QSR Sector .


[bookmark: _Toc228438240]2: EXTERNAL AND INTERNAL ENVIRONMENT ANALYSIS
[bookmark: _Toc228438241]2.1 PESTEL Analysis
[image: ]
Figure 3: McDonald's Financial Performance FY2020–FY2024 — Source: McDonald's Annual Reports
[image: ]
Figure 4: PESTEL Analysis Mind Map – McDonald's Corporation.
Table 1: PESTEL Analysis – McDonald's Corporation.
	Dimension
	Key Factor
	Strategic Implication

	Political
	Minimum wage legislation
	US, UK, and EU minimum wage increases directly raise McDonald's labour costs, which represent approximately 30% of company-operated restaurant revenue; franchisees absorb equivalent pressure on margins (Grant, 2016).

	
	Food safety regulation
	FDA, FSA, and equivalent bodies mandate strict food handling and labelling standards; non-compliance risks brand-damaging recalls and legal liability across global markets (Carroll, 1991).

	Economic
	Inflation on food & energy costs
	The 2021–2024 inflationary cycle drove material increases in beef, chicken, and energy costs; McDonald's deployed strategic price increases of 10%+ across key markets, risking demand elasticity (Hill et al., 2014; Kotler and Keller, 2016).

	
	Emerging market GDP growth
	India, Africa, and SE Asia offer GDP growth of 5–7% p.a., expanding middle-class consumer bases that represent McDonald's most significant long-run volume growth opportunity (Prahalad, 2006; Statista, 2024).

	Social
	Health & wellness trends
	Growing consumer health consciousness — particularly among Millennials and Gen-Z — is structurally challenging the traditional QSR value proposition; 67% of consumers state health is an important factor in restaurant choice (USDA, 2023; Eccles et al., 2014).

	
	Plant-based & flexitarian demand
	The global plant-based food market is growing at 11.9% CAGR; McDonald's McPlant (UK) and related initiatives represent a direct strategic response to this structural demand shift (IPSOS, 2024).

	Technological
	AI ordering & personalisation
	McDonald's $300m acquisition of Dynamic Yield (AI personalisation for drive-thru menus) and its MyMcDonald's Rewards app (150m+ active users) represent investments in personalized digital engagement that drive incremental revenue per visit (Westerman et al., 2014; McDonald's AR, 2024).

	
	Self-service kiosks & delivery tech
	Digital kiosk deployment across 40,000+ restaurants increases average order value by 5–10% (upsell prompt effectiveness); McDelivery partnership with Uber Eats and DoorDash extends reach to non-restaurant occasions (Teece et al., 1997).

	Environmental
	Net-zero 2050 commitment
	McDonald's has committed to net-zero GHG emissions across its value chain by 2050; beef supply chain represents approximately 45% of total footprint — requiring fundamental supplier engagement and potential menu reformulation (Eccles et al., 2014; Elkington, 1997).

	
	Packaging sustainability
	Single-use plastic reduction mandates across EU and UK require fundamental packaging redesign; McDonald's has committed to 100% recyclable, renewable, or certified packaging by 2025 (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2013).

	Legal
	Franchise law & labour classification
	US and EU regulators have intensified scrutiny of QSR franchise employment structures, with potential "joint employer" liability for franchisee labour practices creating significant legal exposure for McDonald's Corporation (Johnson et al., 2017).

	
	GDPR & data protection
	MyMcDonald's collects extensive consumer behavioral data across 100+ countries; GDPR and equivalent frameworks impose data governance obligations with material non-compliance penalties (Meyer, 2017).


[bookmark: _Toc228438242]2.2  Critical Success Factors and Strategic Challenges
According to Rockart (1979), critical success factors refer to the few points of satisfactory performance that guarantee competitive success. In the case of McDonalds, there are five main CSFs.
Brand Consistency at Scale: The most commercially valuable resource of the organization is the brand equity which McDonalds has earned through consistency, accessibility and positioning as a family-friendly restaurant across 40,000+ restaurants. It is operationally complicated and of the utmost importance to ensure quality and brand experience consistency on a 93%-franchised estate (Barney, 1991; Interbrand, 2024).
Digital Ecosystem and Loyalty: The MyMcDonalds Rewards programme - which has 150m+ active digital users and brings in over 6bn in annual digital sales across the world - is the most significant near-term growth driver in McDonalds - this could boost visit frequency and average order value by offering personalized deals and gamified interactions (Westernman et al., 2014).
Franchisee Relationship Quality: McDonalds has 93 percent of the restaurants being franchised; thus its commercial performance is heavily reliant on the franchisee profitability, adherence to brand principles, and willingness to invest. The franchisor-franchisee relationship, which is achieved by the National Franchise Leadership Alliance (NFLA), is a strategic capability that cannot be imitated by competitors (Dierickx and Cool, 1989).
Menu Development and Nutrition Evolution: The health and wellness trend will force McDonalds to keep developing its core menu into products that appeal to nutrition-conscious customers without giving up the value and indulgence positioning that the restaurant bases its brand image on (Christensen, 1997; IPSOS, 2024).
Cost Management/Pricing Strategy: Costs of a post-inflationary consumer awareness of increasing prices - reflected in the decreasing US same-store traffic in FY2024 - means that McDonalds will have to trade-off margin recovery by price with the risk of increasing consumer trade-down to less expensive substitutes (Rumelt, 2011; McDonalds AR, 2024).
[image: ]
Figure 5: Porter's Five Forces Analysis – McDonald's (Adapted from Porter, 1980)
[bookmark: _Toc228438243]2.3  Internal Environment — Resources, Capabilities, and Core Competencies
[bookmark: _Toc228438244]The Resource-Based View (Wernerfelt, 1984; Barney, 1991) is the view that competitive advantage in the long term is based upon valuable, rare, inimitable and organizationally embedded resources. Prahalad and Hamel (1990) additionally specify core competencies as organisational learning that brings about unique capability delivery. McDonalds has four resource clusters that are strategic.
[bookmark: _Toc228438245]Global Brand and Real Estate Portfolio: The McDonalds brand, which is worth $45bn (Interbrand, 2024), is not just a trademark but a cultural institution that is integrated globally into consumer minds and is linked to the brand with convenience, consistency, and family occasion. To supplement this, McDonalds controls the real estate on which most of its franchisee-owned restaurants are located, which creates a landlord revenue stream that is high-margin and inflated, a structural financial advantage unmatched by a similar competitor in the QSR market (Grant, 2016; Dierickx and Cool, 1989).
[bookmark: _Toc228438246]Franchised Business Model: McDonalds franchising program, where franchises pay start-up fees, continued royalties (about 4 5 percent of sales) and rent, creates very predictable and low-capital based sources of income. The model at once balances incentives of franchisees with brand performance (individual franchisee is financially invested in the success of a restaurant) and is able to scale geographically without scaling capital investment (Hill et al., 2014).
[bookmark: _Toc228438247]Technology and Data Capabilities: Since 2019, McDonald has invested more than $1.5bn in technology, such as the Dynamic Yield AI acquisition, the Apparent voice AI acquisition, and Plexure customer engagement platform. The My McDonalds Rewards application has built a proprietary consumer data asset - individual-level purchase behaviour, frequency and preference data of 150m+ users - that creates the personalisation opportunities not available to smaller competitors (Teece et al., 1997; McDonalds AR, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc228438248]Supply Chain Scale and Supplier Relationships: The scale of global purchasing at McDonalds, purchasing hundreds of thousands of tonnes of beef, chicken, potatoes and packaging every year, provides procurement benefits that squeeze COGS of McDonalds compared to all but the biggest competitors. Its decades-long relationships with suppliers (OSI Group with beef, Lamb Weston with potatoes) are relational assets that cannot be easily duplicated (Christopher, 2011).
[bookmark: _Toc228438249]2.4  VRIO Framework Analysis
Table 2: VRIO Framework – McDonald's Corporation (Adapted from Barney, 1991)
	Resource / Capability
	Valuable?
	Rare?
	Inimitable?
	Organised?
	Implication

	Brand Equity ($45bn, Interbrand 2024)
	✓ Yes
	✓ Yes
	✓ Yes
	✓ Yes
	Sustained Advantage

	Franchised Business Model & Real Estate
	✓ Yes
	✓ Yes
	✓ Yes
	✓ Yes
	Sustained Advantage

	MyMcDonald's App (150m+ users)
	✓ Yes
	✓ Yes
	~ Partial
	✓ Yes
	Temporary Advantage

	AI Drive-Thru & Dynamic Yield Platform
	✓ Yes
	✓ Yes
	~ Partial
	✓ Yes
	Temporary Advantage

	Supply Chain Scale & Supplier Relations
	✓ Yes
	~ Partial
	~ Partial
	✓ Yes
	Competitive Parity (strong)

	40,000+ Restaurant Network
	✓ Yes
	✓ Yes
	~ Partial
	✓ Yes
	Competitive Parity (strengthening)

	Franchisee Relationship System (NFLA)
	✓ Yes
	~ Partial
	~ Partial
	✓ Yes
	Competitive Parity

	McPlant / Nutrition Portfolio
	✓ Yes
	✗ No
	✗ No
	~ Partial
	Competitive Parity (nascent)


[bookmark: _Toc228438250]2.5 Internal Strengths and Competitive Advantage
According to the VRIO analysis, it is ensured that McDonald has two truly sustained competitive advantages, i.e., its embedded brand equity across the world and the business model of franchising with real estate ownership. Both meet all four VRIO criteria. Brand equity cannot be copied via the path-dependent development of more than 80 years of marketing investment, cultural entrenchment, and delivery of consumer experience - what Dierickx and Cool (1989) refer to as asset mass efficiencies - that no single programme of investment can achieve. The inimitability of the franchised model is structural: the ownership of real estate business by McDonalds creates a layer of rent generation below the stream of franchise royalty that alters the business model of a restaurant company into a hybrid business of real estate and IP licensing a business - a business structure that took decades to build. Brands and RBI have tried but not completely scaled up (Grant, 2016).
The Dynamic Capabilities framework suggested by Teece et al. (1997) also sheds light on the competitive position of McDonald: as the market is in a state of technological disruption (AI ordering, delivery platforms, app-based loyalty), the ability to detect the technological changes, leverage them specifically by acquiring a target company (Dynamic Yield, Apprente), and redesign its 40,000-restaurant global foot The MyMcDonalds app, although not fully VRIO-proven as a long-term benefit, is the platform by which McDonalds is turning its scale into depth of personalisation, a strategic move capable of, in five years, creating a long-term digital advantage that would be equivalent to the brand and franchising advantages that have determined its competitive standing since its inception (Barney, 1991; Westerman et al., 2014)

[bookmark: _Toc228438251]3. CSR AND SUSTAINABILITY OBJECTIVES
[bookmark: _Toc228438252]3.1  McDonald's CSR Strategy and Alignment with Business Objectives
The CSR strategy of McDonalds is expressed in terms of the Better McDonalds framework - the framework that covers people, food, community, and planet. The Pyramid of CSR by Carroll (1991) validates that McDonald has met the economic (highly profitable; largest QSR employer) and legal responsibilities. The question of interest in terms of analysis is whether its ethical and philanthropic engagements create the Porter and Kramer (2006) shared value, both delivering commercial and social value, or are marginal brand stories.
Table 3: McDonald's CSR Framework – Better McDonald's .
	CSR Pillar
	Commitment
	Target
	Theoretical Basis

	Climate Action
	Net-zero GHG across value chain
	Net-zero by 2050; 35% emission reduction by 2030
	Eccles et al. (2014); Elkington (1997)

	Sustainable Sourcing
	100% sustainable beef, fish, packaging
	100% by 2025 for packaging; beef by 2030
	Ellen MacArthur Foundation (2013)

	People & Livelihoods
	Wage equity; training via Hamburger University
	Archways to Opportunity: 100,000 employees educated p.a.
	Carroll (1991); Freeman (1984)

	Better Menu
	Nutrition improvement; plant-based options
	30% calorie reduction in kids' Happy Meals by 2025
	Porter & Kramer (2006); Bhattacharya & Sen (2004)

	Ronald McDonald House
	Family support near hospitals
	Serves 13.5m+ people annually in 64 countries
	Morsing & Schultz (2006)


Porter and Kramer (2006) state that CSR generates the longest-lasting value when incorporated into the overall commercial strategy as opposed to being a philanthropic activity. The net-zero pledge made by McDonalds, necessitating a complete overhaul of its supply chain especially beef sourcing, is both illustrative of the aspiration and the strain: it is truly hard to achieve the goal of net-zero by 2050 and keep beef on the menu, and the timeline is questioned by critics (such as Greenpeace, 2023) given the emissions intensive nature of cattle farming. Eccles et al. (2014) affirm that the long-run returns of organisations that operate with intensively integrated sustainability are superior to those of their peers; the business case is thus to operationalize sustainability, rather than reporting it (Elkington, 1997; Freeman, 1984).

[bookmark: _Toc228438253]SECTION 4: BALANCED SCORECARD
[bookmark: _Toc228438254]4.1 Framework and Application to McDonald's
The Balanced Scorecard was proposed by Kaplan and Norton (1992) to go beyond the retrospective financial measures and to an inclusive, forward-looking performance management system with four lenses: Financial, Customer, Internal Business processes, and Learning and Growth. In the case of McDonalds, the BSC offers a severe vehicle that turns strategic intent into quantifiable operational responsibility in the case of the McDonalds strategic agenda to Accelerating the Arches (Niven, 2006; Atkinson et al., 1997).
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Figure 6: Balanced Scorecard – McDonald's Performance vs Target.
Table 4: Balanced Scorecard – McDonald's Corporation (Adapted from Kaplan and Norton, 1992)
	Perspective
	Objective
	KPI
	Target (FY2026)
	Initiative

	FINANCIAL
	Revenue growth
	Comparable sales growth (%)
	3–5% p.a.
	Digital ordering uplift; HGM expansion; menu innovation

	(Kaplan & Norton, 1992)
	Franchise profitability
	Avg. franchisee EBITDA margin (%)
	>20% sustained
	Pricing discipline; labour cost management tools

	
	Free cash flow generation
	FCF ($bn)
	$7–8bn p.a.
	Asset-light model discipline; franchise fee optimization

	
	Shareholder returns
	Dividend per share growth (%)
	5% p.a. growth
	Consistent FCF return programme; share buybacks

	CUSTOMER
	Grow loyalty membership
	MyMcDonald's active users (m)
	200m by FY2026
	App feature enhancement; exclusive loyalty offers

	(Porter, 1985)
	Improve customer satisfaction
	CSAT score (% satisfied)
	>90%
	Crew training; speed of service; quality consistency

	
	Digital revenue
	Digital sales as % total
	>40% by FY2026
	App-exclusive promotions; DoorDash/Uber Eats integration

	
	Value perception
	Affordable meal option NPS
	Maintain >70
	Value menu refresh; combo value communication

	INTERNAL PROCESSES
	Reduce order fulfilment time
	Drive-thru average service time (mins)
	<3 mins sustained
	AI menu boards; dual drive-thru lanes; kitchen technology

	(Hammer & Champy, 1993)
	Advance sustainability targets
	Packaging recyclability (%)
	100% by 2025
	Supplier pack redesign; fibre-based alternatives

	
	Reduce carbon intensity
	Scope 3 emissions reduction (% vs base)
	35% by 2030
	Beef supply chain: methane reduction; regenerative agriculture

	
	Expand plant-based menu
	% menu items with plant-based option
	>25% by FY2027
	McPlant rollout; supplier partnership with Beyond Meat / Quorn

	LEARNING & GROWTH
	Build AI & data talent
	Data/AI roles as % of corporate headcount
	>15%
	Technology hiring; partnership with MIT, Carnegie Mellon

	(Senge, 1990)
	Franchisee capability
	Franchisee satisfaction index score
	Score 4.0/5.0
	Hamburger University digital upskilling; ops toolkits

	
	Employee engagement
	Global employee engagement score
	Score 4.1/5.0
	Pay equity; career pathways; mental health support




[bookmark: _Toc228438255]5. STRATEGIC CHOICES AND IMPLEMENTATION
[bookmark: _Toc228438256]5.1  Business-Level and Corporate-Level Strategic Options
According to Porter (1980), there are three generic strategies at the business-level. The overall strategy of McDonalds is both cost leadership (via purchasing scale, standardization, and operational efficiency) and differentiation (via brand equity, digital personalisation, and menu innovation). This two-pronging is economically proven through a history of high financial results - yet is structurally challenged as low-cost competitors (Aldi, Lidl in Germany; meal-kit services) and fast-casual high-end disruptors (Chipotle, Shake Shack) disrupt both at the same time on the bottom and top (Porter, 1985; Rumelt, 2011).
The business-level approach suggested is reinforced differentiation via digital personalisation and menu enhancement - investing in the MyMcDonalds ecosystem as the key means by which differentiating the customer experience occurs, with a gradual increase in the nutritional quality and variety of the main menu. This approach maintains the value positioning of McDonald (price point discipline) and protects against the threat of disruption by fast-casual segmentation with digital and health-oriented segmentation (Teece et al., 1997; Christensen, 1997).
Table 5: Strategic Options Evaluation – McDonald's (Adapted from Porter, 1980; Ansoff, 1957)
	Level
	Option
	Assessment
	Recommendation

	Business
	Pure cost leadership (compete with Aldi/SHEIN)
	Destroys brand equity; misaligns with VRIO brand advantage
	✗ Not Recommended

	
	Hybrid: differentiation via digital + menu betterment
	Leverages VRIO brand and app assets; expands health-conscious TAM
	✓ Strongly Recommended

	
	Premium pivot (exit value menu; compete with Shake Shack)
	Abandons core customer base; destroys volume; Massimo Dutti risk
	✗ Not Recommended

	Corporate
	Related Diversification: McCafé standalone
	High margin; leverages coffee trend; lower capital vs new concepts
	✓ Recommended

	
	Market Development: India & Africa HGM expansion
	Large population; growing middle class; digital-first entry viable
	✓ Strongly Recommended

	
	Product Development: McPlant & nutrition portfolio
	Fast-growing adjacency; addresses health trend; leverages brand halo
	✓ Recommended

	
	Unrelated Diversification: enter retail grocery
	Misaligns with core competencies; execution risk; brand dilution
	✗ Not Recommended


[bookmark: _Toc228438257]5.2 Change Management and Strategic Implementation
[bookmark: _Toc228438258]Accelerating the Arches strategy by McDonalds - introduced in 2020 and continued in 2023 - is a large-scale strategic change initiative, which includes digital transformation, menu development, sustainability shift, and franchise model streamlining. The eight-step model developed by Kotter (1996) confirms that McDonalds has implemented the first three steps rather successfully: the urgency argument (digital disruption, health trends, sustainability regulation) is rather persuasive and has been constantly conveyed; the guiding coalition led by CEO Chris Kempczyk is well-experienced and credible; and the strategic vision (4Ds: digital, delivery, drive
[bookmark: _Toc228438259]Johnson et al. (2017) however, mention that strategic change in franchised organisations has a unique set of implementation risks: McDonalds Corporation can require brand requirements and investments in technology use, but compliance of franchisees with culturally or operationally disruptive changes (e.g., mandatory plant-based menu items or discipline of premium pricing) relies on alignment of incentives and quality of relationships rather than hierarchical authority. According to the unfreeze-change-refreeze model, the present tense stage is the change stage: the technology has been invested in but to instill digital-first operational behaviour in 40000 restaurants and 2 million employees, there must be a sustained training, communication, and cultural reinforcement that cannot be achieved solely by structural announcement. The principles of learning organisations outlined by Senge (1990) support the significance of the systematic development of capabilities, especially the development of data analytics and digital marketing, as the cultural infrastructure of the new strategy.
[bookmark: _Toc228438260]6. STRATEGIC EVALUATION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
[bookmark: _Toc228438261]6.1 SWOT, Ansoff's Matrix, and BCG Matrix
Table 6: SWOT Analysis – McDonald's Corporation.
	STRENGTHS
1. ✓  World's most recognised QSR brand ($45bn brand value)
1. ✓  Franchised model: 93% franchised; capital-light; FCF $7.2bn
1. ✓  MyMcDonald's app: 150m+ active users; $6bn digital sales p.a.
1. ✓  Real estate ownership: landlord revenue atop franchise royalties
1. ✓  Supply chain scale: lowest COGS in QSR at comparable quality
1. ✓  AI drive-thru: Dynamic Yield personalisation in 30,000+ restaurants
	WEAKNESSES
1. ✗  Health perception gap: QSR brand vs nutrition-conscious consumers
1. ✗  US traffic decline FY2024: price sensitivity following inflation
1. ✗  Franchisee tensions: labour cost pressure eroding unit economics
1. ✗  McPlant at nascent stage vs Chipotle's established health brand
1. ✗  Corporate carbon footprint: beef supply chain is structurally heavy
1. ✗  Slow service perception vs fast-casual competitors in brand surveys

	OPPORTUNITIES
1. ★  India HGM: 1.4bn population; fast-growing middle class
1. ★  Africa expansion: underdeveloped QSR penetration; growing urbanisation
1. ★  AI personalisation: MyMcDonald's can deliver Starbucks-level 1-to-1
1. ★  McCafé standalone: premium coffee market growing at 7.5% CAGR
1. ★  Plant-based & nutrition: 11.9% CAGR plant-based food globally
1. ★  McDelivery: $1tn global food delivery market by 2030 (Statista)
	THREATS
1. ⚠  Chipotle/Five Guys: fast-casual premium eroding QSR market share
1. ⚠  Minimum wage increases: structural labour cost pressure in US, EU
1. ⚠  Health regulation: advertising restrictions for children expanding
1. ⚠  Climate litigation: activist investor pressure on beef supply chain
1. ⚠  Technology disruption: ghost kitchens reducing barrier to competition
1. ⚠  Food inflation: consumer price sensitivity undermining traffic recovery


[image: ]
Figure 7: Ansoff's Matrix – McDonald's Strategic Options (Adapted from Ansoff, 1957)
[image: ]
Figure 8: BCG Matrix – McDonald's Portfolio (Adapted from Henderson, 1970)
[bookmark: _Toc228438262]According to the BCG Matrix, MyMcDonalds app and McDelivery platform are Stars high-growth potential with increasing share, and it is reasonable to invest heavily in them. US core operations and International Lead Markets are Cash Cows that produce the predictable cash flows of operations that are used to finance digital investment and HGM expansion. Question Marks occupies the standalone McPlant and McCafé are structurally promising but need strategic allocation of capital to determine whether they are viable at scale (Henderson, 1970; Grant, 2016).
[bookmark: _Toc228438263]6.2 & 6.3  Recommendations with Theoretical Justification
[bookmark: _Toc228438264]Recommendation 1: Rush Plant-Based and Nutrition Menu (Porter, 1985 – Differentiation; Ansoff, 1957 -Product Development) McDonalds must invest in a structured and gradual expansion of the McPlant line and overall nutritional enhancement programme - aiming to have at least one plausible plant-based offering in every core market by FY2026 and to reduce the business case is strong: the market of plant-based foods is increasing at a rate of 11.9% CAGR (IPSOS, 2024), and McDonald will lose its position as an industry leader due to its inability to build a plausible health-and-nutrition story to the detriment of Chipotle and fast-casual rivals. The shared value model developed by Porter and Kramer (2006) justifies such a strategy: enhancing the nutritional value of the menu would lead to a boost in incremental revenue among health-conscious customers, minimize the regulatory and reputational risks faced by McDonald, and support its CSRs-related pledges - creating shared value instead of having to make a choice between commercial and social goals. The urgency is supported by the Disruptive Innovation framework by Christensen (1997): the fast-casual segment is expanding at the cost of McDonald, and waiting until the disruption becomes mature to act, and risk the same destiny that Blockbuster had with Netflix.
[bookmark: _Toc228438265]Recommendation 2: Intensify AI Personalization Across the MyMcDonald Ecosystem (Teece et al., 1997 -Dynamic Capabilities; Westerman et al., 2014) McDonalds needs to use its investments in Dynamic Yield and Plexure technology to provide personalisation of its menu at the individual level across 40,000 restaurants - that is, purchasing history, time of The business case has been set: the Rewards programme, the most developed loyalty personalisation in foodservice, brings Starbucks 57% of its company revenue in the US and brings a 20%+ increment to the average ticket value, compared to non-member transactions (Starbucks Annual Report, 2024). McDonald, which already has 150m+ active digital users and Dynamic Yield in 30,000 restaurants, has the technical building blocks needed to realize similar levels of personalisation - only that it needs to invest in data science skills and algorithm development to turn infrastructure into commercial output. This plan builds on the most unique temporary competitive advantage that McDonald has which is its digital ecosystem and transforms it into a sustainable advantage by the data accumulation effect: the more the consumers use the app, the more McDonald can personalize it, and this creates a self-reinforcing cycle similar to the network effects that platform businesses rely on to sustain themselves (Eisenmann et al., 2006; Teece et al., 1997)
[bookmark: _Toc228438266]Recommendation 3: Make India your Priority High Growth Market (FY20262030) (Ansoff, 1957 - Market Development; Ghemawat, 2001 - CAGE Framework) McDonalds should officially declare India as its one-and-only-high-priority HGM investment in FY20262030, aiming to open The market potential in India is outstanding: the population of 1.4 billion people, GDP growth of 7%+ p.a., and a rapidly growing middle-class population with high QSR appetite growth (Statista, 2024). The CAGE Distance Framework created by Ghemawat (2001) confirms the relative attractiveness of India: its cultural distance is moderate (McDonalds has been operating in India since 1996, its menu is localised to India, the McAloo Tikki has established brand credibility); administrative distance is moderate (existing franchise infrastructure through Westlife Development and Connaught Plaza); geographic distance is The fortune-at-the-pyramid model proposed by Prahalad (2006) also suggests that India should have a tiered strategy, i.e. value-menu propositions available to the aspirational lower-middle-income population of India, as well as premium McCafé and McPlant offerings to the urban affluent consumers, to maximize overall addressable market penetration within the income spectrums.
[bookmark: _Toc228438267]7. CONCLUSION
This report has provided a theoretically sound strategic management discussion of the McDonalds Corporation, which has verified not only the extraordinary richness of its competition resources, but also the very real strategic threats that it has to face. The VRIO analysis recognizes brand equity and model of franchised real estate as the sustained competitive advantages based on decades of path-dependent accumulation of assets - advantages that no competitor within the QSR industry has matched on a similar scale before. The Balanced Scorecard assessment singles out digital loyalty penetration and sustainability delivery as the most important near-term performance priorities. The three suggestions menu improvement, AI personalisation intensification, and India market expansion are jointly formulated to protect the dominant QSR business against the threat of fast-casual disruption, capitalize on the investments made in technology, and create the future of geographical volume expansion. These are academically justifiable and commercially implementable recommendations based on Porter (1985), Barney (1991), Teece et al. (1997), and Prahalad (2006) - the way to achieve sustained competitive advantage at McDonalds in a global QSR industry in structural transition (Johnson et al., 2017; Rumelt, 2011).

SECTION 2: REFLECTIVE ACCOUNT
McDonald's Corporation – Strategic Management Analysis
Applying Gibbs' Reflective Cycle (1988) to the Research, Analysis and Preparation Process

[bookmark: _Toc228438268]Introduction
In this section, a systematic critical reflection of the research, analytical and compositional steps taken in the process of preparing the strategic management analysis of McDonalds in Section 1 is presented. Schoen (1983) believes that the reflective practitioner is not just a problem solver but rather a reconstructor of the structures by which the problems are perceived - the difference that lies at the heart of Level 7- level of analytical practice. The organizing architecture is suggested through Gibbs Reflective Cycle (1988) -Description, Feeling, Evaluation, Analysis, Conclusion and Action Plan. Boud et al. (1985) say that effective reflection involves paying attention to emotions, re-processing experience, and engaging a commitment to new views: this description takes all three in an academically rigorous way.
[image: ]
Figure 9: Gibbs' Reflective Cycle (1988) – Applied to McDonald's Strategic Management Analysis
[image: ]
Figure 10: Six-Phase Research and Analytical Process Flowchart.
Table 7: Stage 1 – Description Summary.
	Stage 1
	DESCRIPTION  —  What Happened?

	Organisation
	McDonald's Corporation was selected for its global scale, franchise-model complexity, and the rich strategic tension between its VRIO-confirmed sustained advantages and its material strategic challenges — health trend disruption, minimum wage pressure, and the India/Africa growth opportunity — generating analytically compelling material across all six assessment sections.

	Research Sources
	McDonald's Annual Reports (2022–2024); Interbrand Global Best Brands (2024); Statista QSR market data; IBISWorld industry analysis; USDA dietary trends; IPSOS plant-based consumer research; 50+ peer-reviewed journals spanning Barney, Porter, Teece, Kaplan & Norton, and Christensen.

	Frameworks Applied
	Eight strategic frameworks: PESTEL (12-factor); Porter's Five Forces (radar); VRIO (8 capabilities); Balanced Scorecard (16 KPIs); SWOT (colour-coded); Ansoff's Matrix; BCG Matrix; Competitive Positioning Map. Eleven bespoke visualizations; six structured tables.

	Output
	≈4,000-word critical analytical argument — not a sequential framework inventory — with 50+ Harvard references and theoretical integration throughout.


[bookmark: _Toc228438269]Stage 2 — Feelings: What Was I Thinking and Feeling?
[bookmark: _Toc228438270]Gibbs (1988) places the affective dimension analytically inseparable with the cognitive - which is especially true in Level 7 when one needs to remain engaged in the intellectually challenging material, motivation and distance must both be present. The first experience of the McDonalds strategic landscape brought up some fruitful analytical dissonance: the financial results of the organization, which include $25.92bn revenue, $8.22bn net income, and $7.2bn free cash flow in the current FY2024, indicated extremely healthy competitive position. However, the falling US same-store traffic in FY2024, the Chipotle premium-disruption story, and the trend health structural health issue implied an organization that is under real strategic pressure (McDonalds AR, 2024; Kolb, 1984).
[bookmark: _Toc228438271]The greatest affective change took place when the VRIO analysis was carried out, and the real estate aspect of the McDonalds franchised pattern became analytical. McDonald is not a restaurant company, it is a real estate and intellectual property licensor that sells hamburgers. This framing, which sees the organization in the light of its royalty and rent revenues and not its restaurant sales, was essentially a redefinition of the whole strategic analysis. The acknowledgement of this as a path-dependent, socially complex, and structurally inimitable business model structure (Dierickx and Cool, 1989) had created real intellectual confidence: competitive advantages that McDonald has managed to sustain are deeper and more structurally entrenched than a shallow examination of QSR competitive intensity would imply.
[bookmark: _Toc228438272]Stage 3 — Evaluation: What Was Good and Bad?
Table 8: Stage 3 – Evaluation of Strengths and Limitations.
	Evaluative Dimension
	Critical Assessment

	✓  Real Estate VRIO Insight
	The recognition of McDonald's real estate ownership as a VRIO-confirmed sustained competitive advantage — separate from and complementary to brand equity — produced an analytically original contribution absent from most QSR strategic analyses and grounded in Dierickx and Cool's (1989) asset stock accumulation theory.

	✓  Christensen Framework
	Deploying Christensen's (1997) Disruptive Innovation lens to frame Chipotle's fast-casual model as a new-market disruption — rather than merely a higher-quality competitor — added theoretical depth to the competitive analysis and sharpened the strategic recommendation on menu betterment.

	✓  Digital Strategy Depth
	The MyMcDonald's app recommendation was grounded in the Starbucks Rewards analogy — providing real-world commercial precedent for the revenue impact of loyalty programme personalization — elevating the recommendation from aspiration to commercially validated strategic choice (Westerman et al., 2014).

	✗  Franchisee Data Absence
	The strategic analysis would have been materially strengthened by franchisee-level profitability data — specifically, the distribution of EBITDA margins across McDonald's US franchise estate — to quantify the commercial pressure that minimum wage increases impose and validate the change management challenges in Section 5.2.

	✗  India Primary Research
	The India market development recommendation was supported by macro-level demographic and GDP data but would have benefited from city-level QSR penetration analysis and primary consumer research on McDonald's brand awareness and purchase intent among Indian tier-1 and tier-2 city consumers.

	✗  Competitor Digital Benchmarking
	A systematic benchmarking of McDonald's digital loyalty programme vs Starbucks, Chick-fil-A, and Chipotle using comparable metrics (loyalty member revenue %, average ticket uplift, visit frequency differential) would have provided a more rigorous quantitative foundation for the AI personalisation recommendation.


[bookmark: _Toc228438273]Stage 4 — Analysis: What Sense Can Be Made of Experience?
[bookmark: _Toc228438274]The abstract conceptualization step as defined by Kolb (1984) involves turning the reflective observation into a theoretically based insight. The most analytically prominent meta-learning spawned by the McDonalds study is the epistemological connection between scale and strategic advantage: the competitive position of McDonalds is in a scale specific manner the sole that is not sufficiently represented by most strategic perspectives. The Five Forces Analysis of Porter came up with a competitive rivalry of 4.5/5 - indicating a high level of competitive pressure. However, the VRIO analysis revealed two sustained competitive benefits that can be enjoyed only by competitors operating on a smaller scale: brand equity built up over a period of 80 years of consistent global marketing investment, and the real estate portfolio that provides a stream of landlord income over and above the franchise royalty income. Both strengths are characteristics of the sheer size of McDonald that it possesses, and neither is simply hard to replicate in the generic VRIO sense, but structurally impossible to any other competitor that has not already attained the scale of 40,000 or more restaurants in 100 countries (Barney, 1991; Dierickx and Cool, 1989).
[bookmark: _Toc228438275]The Balanced Scorecard was, as in any prior experience of the analytical process, the most cog-challenging framework to implement in a rigorous manner. Niven (2006) cautions against generic KPI production; it was vital that all the sixteen BSC KPIs of McDonald were specific, commercially relevant and had to be traced to the Accelerating the Arches strategic agenda, which could only be produced through a series of refinements. Another significant strategic coherence gap identified in the BSC is the net-zero 2050 promise (Environmental/Internal Processes perspective) of McDonald, which is structurally inconsistent with its beef dependence, which is about 45% of its carbon footprint in the supply chain as the highest volume product. The solution to this tension is not just about communicating aspirational targets, but operationalizing it will become the ultimate challenge of CSR over the next ten years (Eccles et al., 2014; Elkington, 1997).
[bookmark: _Toc228438276]Stage 5 — Conclusion: What Else Could Have Been Done?
[bookmark: _Toc228438277]Mezzirow (1991) describes the ultimate stage of reflective learning as perspective transformation - a radical restructuring of the analytical frame. There are three substantive methodological options. To begin with, a more systematic use of the CAGE Distance Framework, by Ghemawat (2001) applied to all three HGM recommendations - India, Africa, and SE Asia - would have resulted in a scored market comparison table, which would have allowed a theoretically based order of market prioritization, rather than a narrative choice of India as priority market. Second, the implementation of the five Ps of strategy suggested by Mintzberg (1987) (especially the difference between deliberate and emergent strategy) would have added depth to the analysis of change management in Section 5.2, as the most important competitive innovations at McDonald (RFID, AI drive-thru, delivery partnerships) were the result of operational experimentation rather than strategic planning. Third, the CSR section would have been analytically rigorous to include a stakeholder mapping using the framework of Freeman (1984) that is, identifying divergent interests of franchisees, employees, investors and regulators, as these are the most material legal issues facing McDonalds.
[bookmark: _Toc228438278]Stage 6 — Action Plan: What Will I Do Differently?
Table 9: Stage 6 – Action Plan for Future Research.
	Development Priority
	Specific Action for Future Work

	1.  CAGE Framework as Standard Tool
	Apply Ghemawat's (2001) CAGE Distance Framework across all international market development recommendations, producing scored, tabular market comparison matrices rather than narrative market selection arguments.

	2.  Competitor Digital Benchmarking
	Include systematic quantitative digital loyalty benchmarking — comparing loyalty member revenue contribution, average ticket uplift, and visit frequency — in any digital strategy recommendation to provide empirical commercial validation beyond conceptual analogies.

	3.  Franchisee-Level Analysis
	Source franchisee profitability data (EBITDA distribution; labour cost sensitivity analysis) as standard input for any franchise-model strategic analysis to ground change management recommendations in operational financial reality.

	4.  BSC Construction First
	Begin with BSC construction before writing analytical sections — using KPI design as a discipline for identifying strategic coherence gaps (such as the beef/net-zero tension) that may not surface through sequential framework application.

	5.  Continuous Reflective Journal
	Maintain a structured reflective journal throughout the assignment, documenting methodological decisions and framework tensions in real time — rather than reconstructing reflection retrospectively (Boud et al., 1985).


[image: ]
Figure 11: Self-Assessment Radar – Learning Development (Before vs After)
[bookmark: _Toc228438279]Reflective Conclusion
[bookmark: _Toc228438280]The Reflective Cycle of Gibbs (1988) has offered a stringent and generative frame of analyzing the research and analytical procedure underpinning the strategic management report of McDonalds. This narrative has revealed both true intellectual assets, the real estate VRIO insight, the Christensean disruption framing of Chipotle, and the Starbucks-approached digital personalisation recommendation, as well as real methodological constraints, mainly the lack of franchisee-level financial information, systematic competitor digital benchmarking and CAGE-scored market prioritization. The concept of perspective transformation suggested by Mezirow (1991) recognizes the most substantial meta-learning the scale-dependence of the competitive position of McDonald, and the interpretation of this needs to be carried out through the intentional triangulation of various frameworks, rather than sequential use of individual tools. According to Schoen (1983), the reflective practitioner is able to recreate the structures by which problems are perceived. This is the reconstruction, of a traditional QSR analysis to a scale-advantage, real-estate-IP-licensor strategic account, which is the hallmark intellectual accomplishment of the analytical process and the basis of more advanced strategic analysis in future academic and professional practice.
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