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[bookmark: _Toc237394562]SECTION 1 — STRATEGIC MANAGEMENT ANALYSIS
[bookmark: _Toc237394563]1. Organisational Context and Overview
[bookmark: _Toc237394564]1.1 McDonald’s: Historical Development
McDonald’s is one of the world’s most recognised quick-service restaurant (QSR) organisations. Its development began in the United States before the business expanded internationally through a highly standardised restaurant and franchising model. McDonald’s entered the UK market in 1974, when its first UK restaurant opened in Woolwich, south-east London (McDonalds, 2026). Subsequent expansion included the introduction of breakfast in 1982, the opening of its 100th UK restaurant in Manchester in 1983 and the development of drive-thru and franchised restaurants during the 1980s. This evolution demonstrates the organisation’s ability to adapt its operating model to changing customer requirements while retaining a consistent brand proposition.
[image: How Much Does a McDonald's Franchise Cost?]
[bookmark: _Toc237394565]1.2 Mission, Vision and Strategic Purpose
McDonald’s strategic purpose is centred on providing customers with quality food at affordable prices within a convenient and enjoyable environment. Its stated mission emphasises a fun and safe environment, quality ingredients and affordability. In the UK, this purpose is increasingly supported by priorities relating to people, communities, responsible sourcing and sustainability. The company’s Plan for Change, launched in 2021, focuses on five areas: Planet, People, Restaurants, Food and Communities, indicating that its strategic purpose extends beyond sales towards environmental and social value creation (McDonalds, 2026a).
[bookmark: _Toc237394566]1.3 Business Model
McDonald’s UK operates predominantly through a franchise-based business model, combining the organisation’s brand, operating systems, marketing capabilities and supply-chain infrastructure with local franchisee investment and management. McDonald’s and its franchisees operated approximately 1,500 UK restaurants, with McDonald’s itself operating approximately 10% of these restaurants (McDonalds, 2024). This model enables geographical scale while distributing operational investment and responsibility across franchise partners. Digital ordering, McDelivery and app-based services further enhance convenience and customer engagement.
[bookmark: _Toc237394567]1.4 UK QSR Industry, Competitors and Market Position
McDonald’s operates within a highly competitive UK QSR and food-to-go environment, where consumers increasingly consider convenience, affordability, service speed, quality and menu variety (Hirth et al., 2021). Its competitive environment includes other fast-food restaurants, coffee shops and traditional food outlets. Competitors such as Burger King, KFC and Greggs therefore create pressure across price, convenience, product choice and customer experience. McDonald’s substantial UK restaurant network, recognised brand, franchise system and digital capabilities provide important strategic resources; however, maintaining competitive advantage requires continuous adaptation to changing consumer expectations, economic pressures and sustainability requirements.
[bookmark: _Toc237394568]2. External and Internal Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc237394569]2.1 External Environment Analysis: PESTEL
PESTEL analysis provides a systematic assessment of the macro-environmental forces that can influence McDonald’s strategic position in the UK quick-service restaurant (QSR) market. However, the strategic relevance of each factor differs; therefore, the analysis prioritises those developments that have the strongest implications for McDonald’s costs, customer demand, operations and competitive advantage.
2.1.1 Political Factors
The UK food-service sector operates within a highly regulated political environment, particularly concerning food standards, employment, public health and sustainability. Government intervention around healthier food consumption is strategically important for McDonald’s because its core product portfolio contains products that may fall within the wider debate surrounding foods high in fat, salt and sugar (HFSS). From January 2026, restrictions on advertising less healthy food and drink products came into force, including a 9pm watershed for television advertising and restrictions on paid-for online advertising (Bone et al., 2026). Employment policy is another significant political factor. The National Living Wage increased to £12.71 per hour for workers aged 21 and over from April 2026, representing a 4.1% increase (Gov UK, 2026). Given McDonald’s large workforce and predominantly franchised operating structure, higher wage costs can place pressure on restaurant-level profitability. The strategic implication is that McDonald’s needs to increase labour productivity through training, process redesign and technology rather than attempting to compete primarily through labour-cost reduction.
2.1.2 Economic Factors
Economic conditions are particularly significant for McDonald’s because consumers can alter their spending on eating out when disposable income is under pressure. UK CPI inflation was 2.8% in April 2026, while restaurant and hotel prices increased by 4.4% over the same period (ONS Gov UK, 2026). This creates a strategic tension: McDonald’s must protect margins against increasing input and labour costs while maintaining its perception of affordability.
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Figure 1: CPI annual inflation rate lowest since March 2025
(Source: ONS Gov UK, 2026)
The economic environment therefore creates both a threat and an opportunity. Rising costs can reduce margins, but economic pressure may also encourage consumers to substitute more expensive restaurant meals with lower-cost QSR alternatives. Recent UK consumer behaviour indicates that fast-food traffic has remained comparatively resilient while traditional restaurants and pubs have faced greater pressure. 
2.1.3 Social Factors
Social trends are producing a more complex consumer environment. Customers increasingly seek convenience, affordability and speed, while simultaneously demonstrating greater awareness of health, nutrition and sustainability (Alam et al., 2025). This creates a strategic paradox for McDonald’s, its traditional proposition is based strongly on convenience and indulgence, whereas changing expectations increasingly require healthier and more responsible choices.
The company therefore needs to maintain the emotional and experiential strength of its core products while expanding choice and transparency. Social expectations also differ across demographic groups, meaning a standardised menu alone may not fully address changing consumer preferences. McDonald’s ability to use menu innovation and digital customer data can help it respond more precisely to these differences (Tian, 2022). 2.1.4 Technological Factors
Technology represents one of McDonald’s strongest external opportunities. The McDonald’s UK app integrates ordering, Click & Serve, McDelivery and MyMcDonald’s Rewards, allowing customers to earn one point for each penny spent on eligible menu items (McDonalds, 2026b). This transforms technology from a simple ordering mechanism into a strategic customer-retention platform.
The importance of technology extends beyond convenience. Digital ordering can generate customer information that supports targeted promotions and personalised offers, potentially increasing purchase frequency and customer lifetime value (Roggeveen and Sethuraman, 2020). However, technological capability is not automatically a sustainable advantage because competitors can also develop apps, kiosks and loyalty schemes. The strategic value therefore depends on McDonald’s ability to integrate technology with its large restaurant network, operational processes and brand ecosystem.
2.1.5 Environmental Factors
Environmental pressure is increasingly relevant because McDonald’s business model generates substantial packaging, food waste, energy consumption and supply-chain impacts. McDonald’s UK has established a Plan for Change that includes a target of net-zero emissions across its entire business and value chain by 2040 (McDonlds, 2026a). The organisation also reports that 100% of its primary customer packaging is now recyclable or compostable, while 94% of customer packaging in 2023 was made from renewable, recycled or certified sources.
These commitments can strengthen corporate reputation and stakeholder trust, but they also create implementation costs and supply-chain dependencies. Environmental performance should therefore be viewed not merely as CSR but as a strategic capability. Effective waste reduction, sustainable sourcing and energy efficiency may simultaneously reduce environmental impact and improve long-term operational efficiency.
2.1.6 Legal Factors
Legal requirements create continuous compliance obligations. Food businesses must comply with food-safety and allergen requirements, while PPDS food is subject to specific allergen-labelling requirements under Natasha’s Law (Gowland and Walker, 2022). McDonald’s also needs to manage employment law, advertising restrictions and data-protection responsibilities associated with its digital ecosystem. These regulations can increase administrative and operational costs, but they also protect customer trust. For a brand as large as McDonald’s, a failure in food safety, allergen management or data protection could produce reputational damage that extends beyond an individual restaurant. Consequently, legal compliance should be treated as a strategic risk-management capability rather than simply a minimum operational requirement.
[bookmark: _Toc237394570]2.2 Internal Environment Analysis: VRIO
Barney’s resource-based view argues that resources can provide sustained competitive advantage when they possess characteristics such as value, rarity and difficulty of imitation (Mailani et al., 2024). Applying this logic to McDonald’s shows that its competitive position is not based on a single resource but on the combination of complementary assets and capabilities.
2.2.1 Brand Strength and Reputation
The McDonald’s brand is highly valuable because it reduces customer uncertainty and provides immediate recognition across the UK market. The Golden Arches are supported by substantial marketing investment, menu innovation and a consistent operating model. McDonald’s itself describes its franchise system as combining brand strength with a proven operating model (Wu, 2020). The brand is also relatively difficult to imitate because competitors can copy individual products or promotional techniques but cannot easily reproduce decades of accumulated brand associations, customer familiarity and global scale. 
2.2.2 Franchise Network and Operating System
McDonald’s franchising capability is another major strategic resource. Its model combines local owner-operators with McDonald’s established standards, systems and support (Panda et al., 2023). The company states that its model is designed around disciplined execution, operational standards and sustainable expansion. The capability is valuable because it supports rapid scale while distributing investment and operational responsibility. It is comparatively difficult to imitate at equivalent scale because competitors would require franchisees and established processes, brand demand, training systems and supply-chain infrastructure. 
2.2.3 Digital Ecosystem and Customer Loyalty
MyMcDonald’s Rewards represents a strategically valuable capability because it connects customer transactions, promotions and loyalty within one digital ecosystem (McDonalds, 2026b). Customers can earn points through app-based ordering, kiosks, drive-thru and McDelivery, integrating physical and digital channels. The resource is valuable because it can strengthen retention, increase purchase frequency and support targeted marketing. It is less rare because competing QSR organisations also use digital loyalty systems. Consequently, the sustainable advantage comes not from the existence of an app itself but from the combination of McDonald’s brand, customer scale, restaurant network and digital data. 
2.2.4 Supply Chain and Operational Capabilities
McDonald’s standardised operating processes and supply-chain relationships support consistency, speed and scale (Pasaribu and Ellitan, 2025). These capabilities are valuable because customers expect predictable quality and service across locations. They also support economies of scale in procurement and distribution. However, supply-chain capabilities are not necessarily rare because major QSR competitors possess sophisticated procurement and distribution systems. Their strongest strategic contribution is therefore through operational reliability and their integration with McDonald’s franchise network and brand. Rising commodity, energy and labour costs make operational efficiency increasingly important for protecting margins.
2.2.5 Menu Innovation and Customer Experience
McDonald’s ability to introduce limited-time products, adapt menus and integrate customer feedback is strategically valuable because consumer preferences change rapidly (Nawangwulan et al., 2025). Menu innovation can attract new customers and create reasons for existing customers to return. Imitation remains a concern. Competitors can introduce similar products, promotions and limited-time offers relatively quickly. McDonald’s should therefore treat menu innovation as a continuous capability rather than a one-off source of differentiation.
[bookmark: _Toc237394571]2.3 SWOT Analysis and Strategic Synthesis
The preceding PESTEL and VRIO analysis indicates that McDonald’s has substantial internal resources, but its competitive position is influenced by changing customer expectations, cost pressures, regulation and intense competition. The following SWOT synthesises the most strategically significant findings rather than simply repeating all factors identified earlier.
	Strengths (Internal)
	Weaknesses (Internal)

	· Strong global and UK brand recognition: McDonald’s has a highly recognisable brand and established customer familiarity, reducing perceived purchase risk and supporting repeat visits (Dong et al., 2024).
· Extensive franchise network: The franchise model allows McDonald’s to achieve significant scale while combining local franchisee investment with established systems and operating standards.
· Strong digital and loyalty ecosystem: The McDonald’s app, MyMcDonald’s Rewards, digital ordering, delivery and other digital channels strengthen customer engagement and provide opportunities for personalised promotions.
· Operational scale and supply-chain capabilities: Standardised processes and purchasing scale support consistent quality, speed and cost efficiency across restaurants.
	· Dependence on a labour-intensive operating model: Large restaurant operations expose McDonald’s to wage inflation and workforce availability pressures, potentially increasing operating costs (Ashenfelter and Jurajda, 2022).
· Franchise consistency risk: Although franchising supports rapid scale, differences in franchisee execution can create challenges in maintaining consistent service, food quality and customer experience.
· Health-related brand perceptions: McDonald’s remains exposed to criticism associated with fast food, calories and HFSS products, potentially conflicting with increasing consumer interest in healthier eating.
· Complexity of balancing value and profitability: Maintaining affordability for customers while responding to higher labour, food and energy costs creates pressure on margins.




	Opportunities (External)
	Threats (External)

	· Expansion of digital personalisation: Greater use of loyalty data and digital ordering can enable more targeted offers, improve customer retention and increase purchase frequency.
· Growing demand for value and convenience: Economic pressure can increase demand for affordable food-service options, providing McDonald’s with an opportunity to strengthen its value positioning (da Silva Ramos, 2020).
· Menu innovation and healthier choices: Developing products that respond to health-conscious consumers can broaden McDonald’s appeal while reducing dependence on traditional menu categories.
· Sustainability-led differentiation: McDonald’s Plan for Change, sustainable sourcing, packaging improvements and emissions-reduction initiatives can strengthen stakeholder trust and potentially improve operational efficiency.

	· Intense competitive rivalry: Burger King, KFC, Greggs and other QSR/food-to-go businesses compete strongly on price, convenience, product innovation and customer experience.
· Inflation and rising operating costs: Higher wages, food prices, energy costs and other expenses can reduce restaurant-level profitability and restrict investment capacity.
· Increasing health and advertising regulation: Restrictions affecting the advertising of less healthy food and drink products can limit traditional promotional approaches and increase compliance requirements (Stoltze et al., 2024).
· Changing consumer preferences: Increasing expectations around nutrition, sustainability, food quality and ethical sourcing may reduce demand if McDonald’s fails to adapt sufficiently.



[bookmark: _Toc237394572]3. Comprehensive and Holistic View of the Organisation
[bookmark: _Toc237394573]3.1 Corporate Social Responsibility Strategy
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is increasingly important to McDonald’s UK because its extensive restaurant network, supply chain and workforce create significant environmental and social responsibilities. McDonald’s has integrated CSR into its broader Plan for Change, covering Planet, People, Food, Restaurants and Communities. Its ambition to achieve net-zero emissions across its UK and Ireland business and value chain by 2040 demonstrates that sustainability is increasingly connected with long-term business strategy (McDonalds, 2026a).
3.1.1 Environmental and Responsible-Sourcing Initiatives
McDonald’s has introduced responsible-sourcing initiatives covering emissions, agriculture, waste and supplier engagement. Its Farm Forward programme supports resilient livelihoods and sustainable outcomes for British and Irish farmers, linking environmental objectives with supply-chain resilience. This is strategically significant because responsible sourcing can protect ingredient availability, strengthen supplier relationships and improve stakeholder confidence.
McDonald’s also aims to achieve net-zero emissions across restaurants and offices by 2030 and across its wider value chain by 2040 (McDonalds, 2026a). The company reported that in 2024, 100% of electricity purchased for sites it owned and operated came from renewable sources. These initiatives may improve reputation and operational efficiency, although value-chain decarbonisation remains challenging because agriculture and supplier emissions are outside direct organisational control.
3.1.2 People and Community Responsibility
McDonald’s CSR strategy also focuses on employment and communities. The organisation aims to help one million people gain skills and access employment opportunities by 2030 and had achieved its target of supporting 3,000 apprentices by 2025. Such initiatives can strengthen employee capabilities while supporting McDonald’s reputation as a significant UK employer. Community engagement is another important dimension. McDonald’s reported that customers, crew, suppliers and franchisees raised £9 million for Ronald McDonald House Charities in 2025, while its food redistribution programme aims to redistribute at least one million meals annually (McDonalds, 2026c). These activities strengthen relationships with local communities and can contribute to corporate reputation.
[bookmark: _Toc237394574]3.2 Alignment of CSR with Business Objectives
McDonald’s CSR strategy is broadly aligned with its business objectives because environmental and social initiatives can generate both stakeholder and commercial value (Bolton and Park, 2022). Responsible sourcing can improve supply-chain resilience, employee development strengthens workforce capability, community engagement supports reputation, while energy and waste initiatives may improve operational efficiency. However, this alignment is not without challenges. CSR commitments require investment and coordination across franchisees and suppliers, while individual restaurants may prioritise short-term financial performance. Therefore, CSR objectives need to be integrated into measurable operational and strategic targets rather than treated as separate activities.
McDonald’s response to changing health expectations demonstrates this strategic integration. By April 2025, 89% of its core UK food and drink menu was 500 calories or under, indicating an attempt to provide greater choice while responding to public-health concerns (McDonalds, 2025). McDonald’s must balance healthier choices with the affordability, convenience and taste associated with its traditional value proposition.
[bookmark: _Toc237394575]3.3 Balanced Scorecard
Kaplan and Norton’s Balanced Scorecard evaluates organisational performance through financial, customer, internal business process, and learning and growth perspectives. This approach is particularly relevant to McDonald’s because long-term competitive advantage depends on more than financial performance alone.
3.3.1 Financial Perspective
The primary objective should be sustainable revenue and profitability growth while maintaining customer value. McDonald’s franchise model provides significant scale, with 80% of its UK franchised restaurants generating annual sales between £2 million and £5.8 million (McDonalds, 2026d). Relevant KPIs include revenue growth, comparable sales, restaurant profitability and cost efficiency. Targets should focus on maintaining positive comparable-sales growth while protecting margins from rising labour and food costs. Initiatives should include digital sales, targeted promotions, menu innovation and operational efficiency. However, excessive discounting could damage margins, making perceived value rather than simply low prices strategically important.
3.3.2 Customer Perspective
The customer objective should be to improve satisfaction, loyalty, perceived value and purchase frequency. Relevant KPIs include customer satisfaction, repeat purchases, loyalty participation, digital orders and customer-value measures. MyMcDonald’s Rewards is a key initiative because it connects ordering and loyalty through the app (McDonalds, 2026b). Customers earn points through eligible purchases, creating opportunities for targeted promotions and retention. The strategic target should therefore be continued growth in active loyalty participation while improving customer perceptions of value and service.
3.3.3 Internal Business Processes
The internal-process objective should be to provide fast, consistent, efficient and sustainable restaurant operations. KPIs could include service speed, order accuracy, restaurant productivity, waste and digital-order fulfilment. Digital ordering, standardised procedures and process automation can improve operational efficiency. Sustainability should also be incorporated into operational measures. McDonald’s objective of achieving net-zero emissions for restaurants and offices by 2030 demonstrates how environmental performance can be integrated into operational strategy (McDonalds, 2026a).
3.3.4 Learning and Growth
Learning and growth should focus on employee capability, engagement, leadership and innovation. This is particularly important because frontline employees directly influence customer experience. Relevant KPIs include employee engagement, training completion, staff retention, apprenticeship participation and internal progression. McDonald’s can support these objectives through apprenticeships, leadership development and digital learning. Its target of helping one million people gain skills and access employment opportunities by 2030 provides a measurable long-term development objective (McDonalds, 2026a).
It has been critically analysed that McDonald’s CSR and Balanced Scorecard can reinforce its competitive strategy. CSR contributes to supply-chain resilience, workforce capability, community reputation and environmental efficiency, while the Balanced Scorecard converts strategic priorities into measurable performance objectives. However, the main challenge is balancing short-term financial pressures with longer-term environmental, employee and community objectives. McDonald’s should therefore assess franchisees and restaurant operations using a balanced combination of financial, customer, operational, people and sustainability KPIs. This would ensure that CSR remains integrated with business strategy and contributes directly to sustainable competitive advantage.
[bookmark: _Toc237394576]4. Strategic Choices and Implementation
[bookmark: _Toc237394577]4.1 Current Business-Level Strategy
McDonald’s currently follows a hybrid business-level strategy combining differentiation, value and operational efficiency rather than relying exclusively on cost leadership. Its differentiation is supported by strong brand recognition, menu innovation, convenience, digital ordering and a large restaurant network. At the same time, value remains central to its customer proposition, particularly when consumers face economic pressure. The company’s franchise model strengthens scalability because franchisees operate established restaurants using McDonald’s systems, standards and support. McDonald’s reports that 80% of its UK franchised restaurants generated annual sales between £2 million and £5.8 million during 2025, demonstrating the commercial strength of this operating model (McDonalds, 2026d).
However, competing primarily through low prices would create margin pressure given rising labour and input costs. Therefore, McDonald’s should strengthen a value-led differentiation strategy, where affordability is combined with customer experience, digital engagement, menu choice and operational efficiency.
[bookmark: _Toc237394578]4.2 Strategic Options Available
McDonald’s has several strategic options for the UK market. First, greater cost and value efficiency could strengthen its position among price-sensitive consumers, but excessive discounting could reduce profitability (Zhang et al., 2025). Second, customer-experience differentiation could increase loyalty through better service, convenience and personalised engagement. Third, digital and loyalty-led growth could use the McDonald’s app and customer data to increase purchase frequency. Fourth, menu innovation could respond to changing preferences, including healthier and more sustainable choices. Finally, sustainability-led differentiation could strengthen reputation and stakeholder relationships.
Among these options, digital and customer-experience development supported by menu and sustainability innovation provides the strongest strategic fit. It uses existing McDonald’s capabilities rather than requiring an unrelated diversification strategy.
[bookmark: _Toc237394579]4.3 Porter’s Five Forces
Competitive rivalry is high. McDonald’s competes with Burger King, KFC, Greggs and other food-to-go businesses across price, convenience, product innovation and customer experience (Hoenink et al., 2024). Consequently, relying solely on price would be difficult to sustain.
The threat of new entrants is moderate. Individual restaurants and smaller food concepts can enter the market relatively easily, but achieving McDonald’s scale, brand recognition, supply-chain capability and franchise infrastructure is considerably more difficult. McDonald’s franchise model combines brand strength, operating standards and supply-chain scale, creating barriers that smaller entrants cannot easily reproduce (Bhat et al., 2024).
Supplier power is relatively moderate. McDonald’s purchasing scale and established supply chain provide bargaining strength, although exposure to agricultural, energy and commodity costs remains a risk.
Buyer power is high. Customers can easily switch between QSR brands and food-to-go alternatives (Hirth et al., 2021). Low switching costs mean that McDonald’s must continually demonstrate value, quality and convenience.
The threat of substitutes is high. Supermarkets, cafés, delivery businesses, independent restaurants and home-prepared food provide alternatives to QSR consumption (Scott and Ensaff, 2022).
Five Forces indicates that McDonald’s should avoid a narrow price-based strategy. Its competitive position is stronger when brand, convenience, digital loyalty, operational scale and menu innovation are combined into an integrated value proposition.
[bookmark: _Toc237394580]4.4 Ansoff Matrix
Ansoff’s Matrix provides four possible growth directions. Market penetration offers relatively low risk because McDonald’s can increase purchases from existing UK customers through loyalty rewards, personalised promotions and improved convenience (Rani, 2023). Product development provides an opportunity to introduce healthier, plant-based and limited-time products to existing customers. Market development could involve targeting under-served customer segments or locations, although the UK market is already highly developed. Diversification would involve entering unrelated markets and would carry the greatest strategic risk.
Therefore, market penetration supported by product development is the most appropriate combination. McDonald’s can deepen relationships with existing customers through its digital ecosystem while developing products that respond to changing health, sustainability and taste preferences (Rani, 2023). This approach is consistent with its existing capabilities and reduces the risk associated with unrelated diversification. McDonald’s already aims to provide more balanced choices without compromising taste, convenience or price, supporting the strategic fit of this direction.
[bookmark: _Toc237394581]4.5 Recommended Strategy
The recommended strategy is Digital-Led Value Differentiation through personalised loyalty, menu innovation and sustainable customer experience.
This strategy should use McDonald’s existing brand, franchise network and digital capabilities to deliver greater perceived value rather than simply lower prices. The first priority should be to strengthen the McDonald’s app and loyalty ecosystem through more relevant personalised offers. Second, menu innovation should expand balanced and sustainable choices while maintaining affordability and convenience. McDonald’s already has a strategic foundation for this: its Plan for Change aims to provide more balanced choices, and the company reports that 89% of its core UK food and drink menu was 500 calories or under by April 2025 (McDonalds, 2026b).
Third, sustainability should be incorporated into the customer proposition through responsible sourcing, waste reduction and lower-carbon restaurant operations. McDonald’s Plan for Change targets net-zero emissions across its entire business and value chain by 2040 (McDonalds, 2026a). Together, these actions can strengthen customer loyalty while protecting McDonald’s differentiation from competitors.
[bookmark: _Toc237394582]4.6 Implementation Plan
	Action
	Timescale
	KPI

	Improve personalised app offers and loyalty rewards
	0–12 months
	Active loyalty users; repeat purchases

	Introduce and test healthier/sustainable menu innovations
	6–18 months
	Product sales; customer satisfaction

	Improve digital ordering and restaurant processes
	6–24 months
	Order accuracy; service time

	Expand sustainability initiatives across restaurants
	12–36 months
	Waste, energy and emissions measures

	Train employees and franchisees on new initiatives
	Ongoing
	Training completion; employee engagement


Implementation should be coordinated between McDonald’s UK management, franchisees, suppliers and technology teams. The franchise structure is particularly important because strategic consistency depends on franchisees implementing common standards. McDonald’s describes its model as a long-term partnership based on standards, leadership, training and disciplined execution.
[bookmark: _Toc237394583]4.7 Implementation Challenges and Mitigation
The main challenge is implementation cost, particularly when restaurants require technology, sustainability upgrades and employee training. McDonald’s should therefore use phased investment and pilot projects before national roll-out. A second challenge is franchisee alignment because franchisees must accept and implement operational changes. Clear financial incentives, training and performance targets can reduce resistance.
A third challenge is customer acceptance. New products or digital initiatives may fail if customers perceive them as expensive or less attractive than existing alternatives. McDonald’s should therefore use customer testing and sales data before scaling innovations. Finally, competitors can imitate digital features and menu innovations. McDonald’s should respond by continuously improving its integrated ecosystem rather than depending on individual products or technologies.
Overall, the recommended digital-led value-differentiation strategy provides the strongest fit between McDonald’s resources, UK market pressures and future growth opportunities. It protects the organisation from excessive price competition while using its brand, franchise network, technology and operational capabilities to create a more sustainable and defensible competitive position.
[bookmark: _Toc237394584]SECTION 2 – REFLECTIVE ACCOUNT USING GIBBS’ REFLECTIVE CYCLE
[bookmark: _Toc237394585]5. Reflection Using Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle

[bookmark: _Toc237394586]5.1 Description
While preparing the strategic management report on McDonald’s UK, I went through a research and analysis process that was initially more difficult than I expected. At the beginning, I felt confident because McDonald’s is a familiar organisation and I already had a basic understanding of its products, customers and business model. However, once I started researching the organisation from a strategic-management perspective, I realised that knowing a company as a customer is very different from understanding it as a strategic analyst.
I began by researching McDonald’s UK, its business model, competitors and strategic priorities. I then applied PESTEL and VRIO before developing the SWOT analysis. After this, I examined CSR and the Balanced Scorecard and used Porter’s Five Forces and Ansoff’s Matrix to consider strategic choices. Finally, I developed a strategic recommendation and implementation plan. This process required me to continuously compare information rather than simply collect facts.
[bookmark: _Toc237394587]5.2 Feelings
At the beginning, I felt comfortable because I was working with a well-known organisation. I initially thought that finding information would be the easiest part of the assignment. However, I soon became overwhelmed by the amount of information available. I found myself collecting many facts about McDonald’s without being completely sure whether they were actually relevant to the strategic question.
I also felt frustrated when I realised that describing a framework was much easier than critically applying it. For example, I could identify political, economic or technological factors relatively quickly, but I initially struggled to explain why a particular factor mattered specifically to McDonald’s. Similarly, identifying the McDonald’s brand as a strength was straightforward, but deciding whether it actually represented a sustainable competitive advantage required much deeper thinking.
As I progressed, however, I became more confident. I started to feel that the different frameworks were connected rather than separate tasks. When I was able to use PESTEL findings to support SWOT and then use those findings to develop the strategic recommendation, I felt that I was finally thinking more like a strategic-management consultant rather than simply completing an academic exercise.
[bookmark: _Toc237394588]5.3 Evaluation
Looking back, I believe that some aspects of my approach worked particularly well. I found the research on McDonald’s engaging because the organisation has a clear connection between its operations, customers, technology and sustainability activities. I also enjoyed discovering that apparently simple business decisions often involve competing strategic priorities.
One positive experience was developing the SWOT analysis after completing PESTEL and VRIO. Initially, I wanted to create the SWOT independently, but I realised that doing so would have made it generic. Using the previous analysis helped me develop a more evidence-based understanding of McDonald’s strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats.
However, I also experienced difficulties. I initially relied too heavily on information provided directly by the organisation. While these sources were useful for understanding McDonald’s strategy, I realised that company information naturally presents the organisation from a positive perspective. This made me understand the importance of comparing different sources rather than accepting corporate claims without questioning them.
Another weakness was that I sometimes tried to include too much information. I learned that a longer analysis is not necessarily a better analysis. Some information was interesting but did not contribute directly to answering the strategic question. Recognising this helped me become more selective.
[bookmark: _Toc237394589]5.4 Analysis
The most important thing I learned from this experience was that strategic management requires judgement, not just knowledge of frameworks. Before completing the analysis, I viewed models such as PESTEL, VRIO and SWOT mainly as tools that needed to be completed. Through this assignment, I began to understand that their real value comes from the questions they help me ask.
For example, PESTEL helped me recognise that rising labour costs are not simply an economic issue. They can influence pricing, profitability, employee management and investment in technology. Similarly, VRIO helped me question my initial assumption that McDonald’s large brand automatically creates sustainable competitive advantage. I realised that competitors also possess strong brands and digital capabilities. Therefore, I needed to consider what McDonald’s can do differently and how effectively it organises its resources.
I also learned that strategic decisions often involve trade-offs. During my analysis, I initially thought that McDonald’s should simply focus on maintaining low prices because affordability is important to its customers. However, I later realised that constantly reducing prices could negatively affect profitability. This changed my thinking: I began to see value as something broader than low price, including convenience, loyalty, quality, digital experience and customer choice.
Personally, I found this shift in thinking particularly valuable. I became more comfortable questioning my first assumptions instead of immediately accepting them. I also realised that when evidence contradicts my initial view, I should not ignore it; instead, I should reconsider my argument.
[bookmark: _Toc237394590]5.5 Conclusion
Overall, completing this report was a challenging but valuable learning experience for me. I started with confidence because McDonald’s was a familiar organisation, but I quickly realised that strategic analysis requires much more than general business knowledge. I had to learn how to distinguish relevant evidence from unnecessary information, question organisational claims and connect different strategic frameworks.
The biggest improvement I experienced was in my ability to move from “what is happening?” to “why does it matter strategically?”. I also became more confident in making recommendations based on evidence rather than personal assumptions.
If I were to complete the assignment again, I would define the central strategic problem earlier, organise my research around that problem and keep a clearer record of my thoughts and difficulties throughout the process.
[bookmark: _Toc237394591]5.6 Action Plan
	SMART Objective
	My Action
	Measurement
	Deadline

	Improve critical thinking
	I will challenge at least one assumption in every major analytical section
	One explicit critical judgement per section
	Next assignment

	Improve source evaluation
	I will compare company information with academic and independent sources
	At least three source types in major sections
	Within 4 weeks

	Improve strategic synthesis
	I will connect each framework directly to the final recommendation
	Every recommendation linked to supporting evidence
	Next report

	Reduce unnecessary information
	I will assess the relevance of each source before including it
	Remove information that does not support the research question
	Throughout next assignment

	Develop reflective practice
	I will keep short weekly notes about my feelings, difficulties, decisions and learning
	One reflection entry per week
	From the next assignment
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