




Executive Summary
This record analyzes and evaluates McDonald’s cultural adaptation and company social duty (CSR) practices in the context of globalization. By applying the idea of cultural relativism and Carroll’s CSR Pyramid, the file examines how McDonald’s fulfills its social obligations throughout economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic dimensions whilst balancing the moral conflicts between globalization and localization. The report finds that McDonald’s CSR practices are commonly positive, with its Ronald McDonald House Charities (RMHC) taking part in a key position in enhancing children’s fitness and aiding household well-being, demonstrating McDonald’s efforts in the philanthropic dimension. The study does, however, also point out areas in which McDonald's has to improve, including its healthy meal options, employee welfare, and environmental sustainability. More must be done to address these shortcomings, such as boosting RMHC's direct funding, improving employee welfare programs, bolstering efforts to recycle plastic and use renewable energy, and maximizing the production and distribution of nutritious food items. To strike a balance between financial success and social commitment, McDonald's should strengthen its international legal and ethical standards while implementing culturally sensitive tactics suited to regional situations. McDonald's can strengthen its position as a worldwide leader and provide other multinational firms with important lessons by putting these approaches into practice.
.
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The technique of globalization has added extraordinary possibilities and challenges for businesses. On the one hand, globalization has facilitated the formation of homogenized customer culture, enabling agencies to meet international patron needs via standardized merchandise and services, thereby increasing market attain and improving operational efficiency (DesJardins 2023, p.23). Multinational firms can leverage international grant chains and economies of scale to obtain decrease manufacturing fees whilst setting up a unified manufacturer picture throughout markets. On the different hand, the cultural traditions, social backgrounds, and moral requirements of one of a kind nations and areas impose numerous necessities on how agencies operate. When getting into new markets, groups regularly want to alter their products, services, and administration techniques to meet the expectations of nearby customers and align with societal and cultural norms (Trevino and Nelson 2021, p.29). This range poses larger challenges for groups working on an international scale, in particular in terms of adhering to moral requirements and satisfying social responsibilities. In this context, corporations want to strike a stability between international consistency and cultural relativism (Schaltegger and Burritt 2018, p.250). Global consistency argues for universal ethical norms to ensure corporations maintain uniform behavioral standards throughout diverse markets, while cultural relativism emphasizes the need to respect local cultures and ethical ideals (DesJardins 2023, p. 530). The contrast between these two methods produces complicated dilemmas for multinational firms in creating ethical procedures, forming a core challenge in the ethics of global business. McDonald’s serves as a quintessential example of a globalized company, with its success largely attributed to its cultural adaptation strategies (Trevino and Nelson 2021, p.24). Notably, like other companies, McDonald’s has adopted localization strategies to better integrate into diverse markets but has achieved unique success in doing so (Stahl and Tung 2015, p.392). This report utilizes cultural relativism and Carroll’s Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) Pyramid to analyze McDonald’s practices and achievements in the context of globalization, exploring its approaches to resolving ethical conflicts and achieving business success, to provide insights for other multinational corporations.
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McDonald’s was founded in 1940 by Richard McDonald and Maurice McDonald, starting their first restaurant in San Bernardino, California (Crane et al. 2019, p.258). Initially, McDonald’s was just a hamburger restaurant, and its highly efficient fast-food production model attracted significant attention. Over time, McDonald’s achieved rapid expansion by adopting the franchising model. In 1955, Ray Kroc joined the company and acquired the rights from the McDonald brothers, not only taking control of the company but also transforming it from a regional dining brand into an international fast-food chain (Crane et al. 2019, p.250). As of 2021, McDonald’s operates in over 100 countries with more than 40,000 restaurants, serving over 69 million customers daily, making it the largest fast-food brand in the world by the number of outlets (Trevino and Nelson 2021, p.27). This expansion has made McDonald’s a benchmark for global enterprises, with its brand influence deeply ingrained in the daily lives of consumers worldwide.

McDonald’s global success is largely attributed to its keen understanding of cultural differences across countries and its flexible business strategies. During its expansion, McDonald’s not only maintained the high efficiency of its standardized services but also demonstrated its “respect” or “manipulation” of cultural relativism. To meet the needs of consumers in various countries and regions, McDonald’s flexibly adjusted its products and services. For instance, in India, McDonald’s introduced vegetarian burgers free of beef and pork to cater to religious dietary preferences; in Japan, the menu includes Teriyaki Burgers, which better suit local tastes; and in China, rice-based meal options were introduced. McDonald's profound awareness of regional dining customs is reflected in these modifications (Trompenaars and Hampden 2011, p. 30). McDonald's has swiftly established a presence in a number of international regions thanks to this cultural adaption strategy, which has strengthened local brand identification while catering to a variety of consumer needs.

McDonald's international expansion hasn't been without criticism, either. Some academics argue that McDonald's presence weakens local cultures and homogenizes global food cultures, criticizing its growth as an example of "cultural imperialism" (Shaw 2017, p.160). McDonald's fast-food culture, for instance, is sometimes seen as a representation of American culture, which in certain nations raises concerns about the devaluation of regional cuisines. The company has shown varying degrees of respect for various cultural traditions through its localized adaptation strategies, and it is precisely this adaptable and cautious cultural adaptation strategy that has allowed McDonald's to achieve long-term success in the global market. Nevertheless, such criticisms have not hampered McDonald's globalization efforts.

Multinational firms can learn a valuable lesson from McDonald's case: as the world becomes more interconnected, businesses must prioritize cultural variety in addition to the effectiveness of uniform procedures. Businesses can create an inclusive global brand image by honoring local cultures and values.
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This report uses cultural relativism and Carroll's CSR Pyramid as analytical tools to examine McDonald's cultural adaptation and social responsibility practices in the context of globalization. Cultural relativism stresses that companies operating in different countries or regions must fully respect local cultural customs and ethical norms, rather than simply applying the standards of their home country (Freudenreich and Velamuri 2020, p.11). It holds that each culture has its own unique moral standards that determine what is considered “right” or “wrong” within a particular cultural context (Shaw 2017, p.152). Thus, the flexibility of corporate behavior is largely reflected in the cultural relativism principle. A framework for examining McDonald's social responsibility in terms of economic, legal, ethical, and charitable aspects is provided by Carroll's CSR Pyramid. This concept shows how companies can balance localization and globalization by responding to cultural and societal expectations through ethical practices while still being profitable (Sheehy 2015, p.629). The theory highlights the gradual progression of corporate responsibilities, from foundational economic obligations to higher-level philanthropic commitments, demonstrating how businesses can achieve their commercial objectives while fulfilling their multifaceted responsibilities to society (Slack et al. 2011, p.540).
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As a benchmark enterprise in the global fast-food industry, McDonald’s operations inevitably collide with the cultural and ethical standards of different countries. In this process, McDonald’s has flexibly applied the principles of cultural relativism, adjusting its operational strategies according to the cultural backgrounds and social expectations of each country (Pamies and Papaoikonomou 2016, p.529). McDonald’s integrates cultural relativism into areas such as labour rights, environmental responsibility, and animal welfare, aligning its practices with the ethical standards of host countries (Sheehy 2015, p.630). This approach has resulted in a diverse range of measures to address ethical controversies in different countries. The following sections analyze McDonald’s cultural adaptation practices based on its responses to these ethical challenges.

One notable controversy arose from McDonald’s use of zero-hour contracts, which drew public criticism and was deemed insufficient in providing stability and fair treatment to employees (DesJardins 2023, p.533). In response, McDonald’s adjusted its policy in the UK to offer employees more flexible options, including fixed-hours contracts. The company also enhanced employee benefits, such as raising the minimum wage, expanding training opportunities, and implementing health support programs. Labour rights issues received particular attention in the UK, given the country’s strong union tradition and labour laws (DesJardins 2023, p.524). In contrast, such controversies were less pronounced in countries like the United States and China. In the U.S., consumers are more focused on whether McDonald’s creates employment opportunities rather than the specific terms of labour contracts (Buckingham and Nilakant 2016, p.10). In China, McDonald’s addressed potential labour rights concerns by increasing employee training and career development programs to improve job satisfaction (Hourneaux et al. 2018, p.425). These localized measures demonstrate McDonald’s flexibility and adaptability under the guidance of cultural relativism.

Secondly, McDonald’s environmental impact has been a global concern, but public expectations differ between countries like the U.S. and Germany. In the U.S., the focus is on how McDonald’s reduces plastic waste and carbon emissions. In response, McDonald’s introduced a series of environmental measures, including phasing out plastic straws, adopting more recyclable packaging materials, and piloting solar energy projects in select locations (Freeman 2023, p.120). The company has also pledged to switch all packaging materials to renewable or recyclable sources by 2025 (Freeman and Velamuri 2023, p.260). In Germany, however, discussions on environmental responsibility extend further into building a sustainable supply chain. German consumers pay particular attention to the ethical standards in McDonald’s meat supply. McDonald’s has collaborated with sustainable agriculture, increased the use of cage-free eggs and zero-deforestation beef, and regularly audits suppliers to ensure compliance with sustainability standards (DesJardins 2023, p.521). These measures have been widely recognized by German consumers but have not received the same level of attention in the U.S., reflecting differences in cultural contexts regarding environmental responsibility (Vitolla et al., p.100823).

In navigating ethical controversies across different countries, McDonald’s exemplifies the practical value of cultural relativism. Through such business practices, McDonald’s has achieved dynamic adaptation in diverse cultural settings (Buckingham and Nilakant 2016, p.11). This adaptation is not merely a compromise but a deep exploration of the relationship between globalization and localization.
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Carroll’s Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) Pyramid provides a comprehensive framework through its four dimensions—economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic responsibilities—to help businesses balance their commercial objectives with social responsibilities when addressing ethical challenges (Sheehy 2015, p.640). Through the successful implementation of the Ronald McDonald House Charities (RMHC), McDonald’s has demonstrated its significant efforts in fulfilling its social responsibilities (DesJardins 2023, p. 522). This institution, committed to improving children’s health and family well-being, serves as a representative case of McDonald’s approach to managing ethical challenges. The following analysis examines RMHC through the lens of Carroll’s CSR Pyramid.

First, at the level of economic responsibility, McDonald’s has innovatively integrated profitability with social contributions, embedding social responsibility into its business operations. As the foundational dimension of Carroll’s Pyramid, economic responsibility requires businesses to achieve profitability while promoting societal well-being (Gaughan and Javalgi 2018, p.820). McDonald’s fulfils this by donating a portion of the revenue from each “Happy Meal” (two cents per meal) to RMHC (Hunjra 2023, p.57). This approach not only supports RMHC’s global operations but also fosters long-term brand loyalty and a competitive advantage for McDonald’s. In 2021 alone, McDonald’s raised over $1.68 billion for RMHC by combining customer donations with corporate initiatives (Trevino and Nelson 2021, p.23). This innovative model demonstrates McDonald’s ability to align profitability with greater social responsibility.

Second, McDonald’s ensures its operations are carried out smoothly through legal compliance and partnerships with local institutions. Legal responsibility requires businesses to operate within the boundaries of applicable laws and regulations. RMHC operates in 62 countries and regions, with over 380 Ronald McDonald Houses and 260 Family Rooms (Crane et al. 2019, p.260). These facilities collaborate with local medical institutions to ensure families of sick children have access to medical resources while complying with legal standards (Setó and Papaoikonomou 2016, p.524). For instance, RMHC facilities in Australia comply with the Charities Act, while those in the United Kingdom follow the registration requirements set by the Charity Commission (Cohen et al. 2016, p.1240). These partnerships underline McDonald’s commitment to upholding legal responsibility while delivering social impact.

Third, through RMHC, McDonald’s demonstrates its ethical responsibility in areas such as child health, family support, and education. Ethical responsibility encourages businesses to go beyond legal obligations and proactively address societal concerns (DesJardins 2023, p. 523). The Ronald McDonald Houses provide free or low-cost temporary accommodation, enabling families to focus on their children’s treatment without the burden of accommodation costs or distance (Farooq et al. 2019, p.969). In Australia, RMHC’s “Learning Program” helps children who have fallen behind in their education due to illness (DesJardins 2023, p.528). Through psychological assessments, personalized tutoring, and speech therapy, this program supports over 1,000 students weekly, showcasing McDonald’s commitment to the holistic development of children (DesJardins 2023, p.521).

Finally, McDonald’s philanthropic responsibility is exemplified by RMHC’s extensive support for families with sick children worldwide. Philanthropic responsibility, the highest level of Carroll’s Pyramid, requires businesses to actively give back to the community and support social causes (Gallego et al. 2020, p.572). Through its “Care Mobile” program, RMHC delivers mobile healthcare services to underserved rural areas, providing basic medical, health, and dental care to countless families (DesJardins 2023, p.533). Additionally, RMHC’s “Family Retreats” in Australia offer week-long vacations to families caring for critically ill children, giving them much-needed relief (Shao et al. 2023, p.113). These philanthropic efforts not only enhance McDonald’s brand image but also significantly improve the quality of life for millions of families globally.

Despite McDonald’s notable achievements across all levels of CSR, certain criticisms persist. For instance, McDonald’s direct contributions account for only about 5% of RMHC’s total funding, with most of the funds coming from private or corporate donations (DesJardins 2023, p.530). Management needs to increase direct funding for RMHC to address doubts about whether McDonald’s economic responsibility is genuinely being translated into actual social contributions. Additionally, due to variations in legal requirements across countries, RMHC’s implementation occasionally faces challenges in regulatory compliance and enforcement (Hunjra 2023, p.57). Management should strengthen collaborations with local governments and NGOs to ensure consistent legal compliance across all regions. Furthermore, McDonald’s ethical responsibility has faced scrutiny, with some critics suggesting that RMHC’s philanthropic actions are used to divert attention from issues like childhood obesity and the health impacts of McDonald’s food (Campopiano and De 2015, p.530). This tension highlights challenges in balancing McDonald’s ethical responsibilities with its business practices. To address this, management must further invest in the development and promotion of healthier food options, ensuring that its ethical commitments align with its business operations. 
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An analysis of McDonald’s globalization practices reveals that its success is largely attributed to the organic integration of cultural relativism and Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) strategies (Sheehy 2015, p.626). By flexibly adjusting its operations to accommodate the cultural and ethical demands of different countries, and leveraging the activities of the Ronald McDonald House Charities (RMHC) on a global scale, McDonald’s has demonstrated significant efforts in fulfilling its economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic responsibilities (Hunjra 2023, p.57). However, these efforts are not without controversy, ranging from an overreliance on customer donations, issues related to plastic usage and environmental impact, to inequalities in employee treatment (Ma 2010, p.130). Even as a benchmark global enterprise, McDonald’s must strive to balance short-term profits with long-term reputation in fulfilling its social responsibilities.

To address these issues, McDonald’s should gradually increase its direct funding to RMHC, reducing its reliance on customer donations to enhance its credibility and independence in fulfilling philanthropic responsibilities (Crane et al. 2019, p.225). Simultaneously, the company should implement higher minimum wage standards and more comprehensive employee welfare policies on a global scale to respond to criticisms regarding labour rights. Regarding environmental responsibilities, McDonald’s should further strengthen measures for plastic recycling and reduction, while expanding the adoption of renewable energy to ensure consistency in environmental accountability across all markets (DesJardins 2023, p.522). Additionally, the company needs to invest in the research and development of healthier food products, optimizing its product portfolio to address societal concerns about food health (Enderle 2015, p.725). Lastly, McDonald’s should strengthen collaboration with local governments and non-governmental organizations to ensure its operations in different regions adhere to uniform, high standards of legal and ethical compliance (Cohen et al. 2016, p.1240).
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