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Abstract:

This essay critically explores the ethical tensions created by globalisation through the case study of McDonalds and its strategy of cultural adaptation across world markets. Using cultural relativism, Ethical Imperialism and Carrols CSR Pyramid. The essay looks at two key questions:
a) Should multinational firms prioritise profit or broader social responsibility
b) How do cultural and political contexts shape ethical approaches to health and nutrition
The analysis shows that McDonalds expansion strategy is always deeply shaped by the cultural, political and social conditions of the host nations, with significant differences in menu design, marketing and health related practices. While McDonalds has been criticised for contributing towards obesity, environmental damage and having inappropriate cultural takes, its global operations also show how businesses can integrate ethical considerations into economic and strategic decision making. The essay concludes that multinational corporations cannot rely on profit alone: sustainable success needs sensitivity to cultural norms, engagement with CSR, and ongoing adaptation to changing expectations that meet health, nutrition and environmental responsibility.

Introduction

Globalisation has reshaped how a business can operate, expanding markets while deepening the ethical complexities at hand. Scholars have found and argue that globalisation is neither linear nor uniform but fluid and dynamic process shaped by cultures and technologies (Akaka & Alden, 2010). The globalisation imperative has intensified competition and pressures, this then encourages businesses such as McDonalds to optimise performance across multiple countries at one point (Ram, 2009). This pressure has amounted towards the showing of a global consumer culture (Alden, 1999) but also to significant tensions which is ethically acceptable in one country may be seen as controversial or even illegal in another country.

This issue is particularly visible in multinational corporations such as McDonalds that must navigate ever changing health standards, cultural norms, political systems and social expectations. The challenge as (Donaldson, 1996) shows lies in balancing respect for local traditions and balancing that with universal human values. Two theoretical poles exist: ethical imperialism where a business such as McDonalds apply their home country ethics everywhere and then you have cultural relativism, where ethical standards often depend on local context. Neither approach is perfect, often needing organisations to find something of a middle ground that is both socially responsible and commercially viable

This essay looks at these dynamics through the case study of McDonalds a corporation operating in over 100 countries whose global success is built party on its ability to change to adapt to different kinds of diverse cultures. McDonalds provides a clear lens through which to asses two core ethical questions:
a) Should multinational firms prioritise profit or broader social responsibility
b) How do cultural and political contexts shape ethical approaches to health and nutrition
Using academic literature and ethical principles this essay explores how McDonalds can navigate through ethical tensions and how cultural expectations influence its operations, and how Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) frameworks more specifically Carroll’s CSR Pyramid helps assess its performance.

Background

Founded in the United States in the 1950’s McDonalds grew rapidly into the worlds biggest fast food chain. Its globalisation strategy grew even further in the 70’s and 80’s coinciding with an expansion of American consumer culture outside of the USA and expanding abroad (Ritzer, 1993). However unlike some corporations accused of cultural imperialism McDonalds used a localisation strategy adapting menus, marketing and practices to aim to meet local expectations (Watson, 2006) This strategic flexibility is one of the reasons of its global success. 

Examples of this cultural adaptation include:
· Removing beef entirely from outlets in India where cows are sacred 
· Serving Hala certified menus in Muslim majority countries 
· Offering shrimp burgers in Japan and bulgogi burgers in South Korea
· Adjusting portion sizes and fat content in markets with strict health regulations
These adaptations show that McDonalds must interpret cultural values and ethical norms differently across countries. However, the company has also faced criticism for contributing to obesity (Brownell, 2004) exploiting lax environmental regulations (Schlosser, 2001) and promoting western consumerism (Kjeldgaard & Askegaard, 2006). This dual identity both cultural chameleon and global standardiser makes McDonalds an ideal case study for analysing how ethics, culture, and profit intersect.

Methods and Theoretical Frameworks

Cultural Relativism 

Cultural Relativism suggests that moral standards are not absolute but shaped by the cultural norms of a particular society (O’Regan, 2007) Applied to multinational businesses, applied to multinational businesses, cultural relativism supports adapting business practices to local expectations so long as they don’t violate fundamental human rights (Donaldson, 1996). McDonalds localisation of menus shows this approach as do its culturally sensitive marketing campaigns.

Ethical Imperialism 

Ethical imperialism represents the opposite view that firms should apply the same ethical standards globally, regardless of the local customs (Trevino & Nelson, 2021) while attractive for consistency it can lead to outcomes that may be seen as culturally inappropriate or even counter productive, such as the failed example of sexual harassment training in Saudi Arabia discussed in your structure guide.

Carroll’s CSR Pyramid 

(Carroll, 1991) puts forward four layers of corporate responsibility:

1) Economic – The responsibility to be profitable
2) Legal – The responsibility to obey the law 
3) Ethical the responsibility to act fairly and responsibly 
4) Philanthropic – Voluntary contributions to society
This can provide a robust framework for evaluating McDonalds global operations.

Main Body

Cultural Relativism and McDonalds Global Menu Adaptation

McDonalds is widely seen as one of the most successful examples of a company showing cultural adaptation in global markets. Instead of applying one universal product list like so many other fast food chains, the organisation has consistently modified what it offers as a business to adapt to local customs, religious rules, social experiments, and taste preferences. This approach is grounded in the principles of cultural relativism, which contests that ethical standards often change across cultures and should be interpreted with their own context rather than judged by external norms (O’Regan, 2007). McDonalds has shown a incredibly strong commitment to the idea of changing its menu in ways that respect cultural identity and support market acceptance. Its expansion to India could be considered as the best example of this. As previously discussed in a country where cows are sacred and where vegetarianism is widespread, McDonalds removed beef entirely from its menu in India and they also created a range of new items such as the McAloo Tikki and the Paneer Burger. These products were not just small adjustments to existing recipes but entirely new innovations rooted in Indian culinary tradition. As (V Kumar, 2021) discusses this cultural sensitivity was essential in shifting public perception and showing trust in a market initially sceptical of American fast food.

Similar strategies are seen across other regions. For example, in Japan McDonalds sells the Ebi Filet-O shrimp burger, which is a product designed in response to Japan’s preference for seafood and lighter flavours. Korean outlets offer the Bulgogi Burger which is based on popular local marinade. Also, In the Middle East all food preparations works with Halal standards which demonstrates respect for religious respectfulness. Even in Europe where in comparison to other places the cultural differences seem smaller McDonalds still adapts to local lifestyle, for example, by offering espresso pastries, and menu items using locally sourced ingredients in France. These examples show how cultural relativism shapes McDonalds ethical decision making and operational strategy. The company success lies party in that they recognise that cultural norms are not obstacles to global expansions but they are an opportunity for deeper market integration.

However, often embracing cultural relativism can often have ethical implications. Critics often argue that an excess of cultural adaptation may allow companies such as McDonalds to take advantage of weaker environments or local vulnerabilities for example public health, marketing to children and environmental sustainability (Crane & Matten, 2016). For example, in countries where health regulations are less strict, McDonalds has usually and historically offered larger portion sizes, less transparent nutritional information and higher calorie menu items. This shows a tension with cultural relativism: while respect for culture is so important when growing your business, companies many selectively rely on cultural norms to justify certain actions in their day to day operations of their business. Due to this McDonalds global success has been partly due to its take on culture adaptation however it must be balanced with ethical principles to show that cultural adaptation does not undermine health, fairness or environmental integrity.

Should businesses prioritise profit alone?

The debate on whether businesses should focus solely on profit or also consider wider responsibilities in my opinion is one of the biggest topics in business ethics. The traditional profit maximisation view often linked towards theorist Milton Friedman suggests that the primary responsibility of a corporation is to maximise returns for shareholders. While financial performance is crucial for sustainability, McDonalds global presence shows that profit alone is insufficient for long term success in modern markets. The fast food industry is heavily discussed in regards to rising obesity rates, environmental damage and diet related diseases and labour concern. If McDonalds put forward profit solely without looking at the wider responsibility the company would face reputational harm, regulatory backlash and declining consumer trust.

One of the clearest shortcomings of a profit only approach can often be seen in the businesses relationship to public health. Research often links fast food with obesity, diabetes and other chronic illnesses. (Popkin, 2017). Over the course of several decades, McDonalds has often been scrutinised for offering high calory meals, marketing heavily towards children and contributing to unhealthy diet habits. In markets like the USA where regulations on marketing and nutrition disclosures have been historically weak. McDonalds has faced several lawsuits and campaigns challenging its health impact. If McDonalds focused soley on profit it might continue selling high margin, high calorie products without considering the long term health impact for consumers.

Environmental issues are another huge ethical issue which can profit alone can’t really address. Beef production is one of the best examples of this. Most carbon intensive agricultural processes can generate high levels of methane emissions and contribution to water pollution too. (FAO, 2013). As one of the worlds largest purchasers of beef, McDonalds plays a significant role in ecological footprint. Looking at Freidmans theory a profit driven strategy it may encourage sourcing the cheapest beef available, regardless of the environmental harm it will bring. Yet due to the increase of consumer demand for sustainability requires companies such as McDonalds to get involved in greener practices. These initiatives typically come with an increase in financial costs but are essential for meeting ethical and environmental expectations.

Labour issues is a hot topic especially with McDonalds and can further show why profit can’t be the sole priority. McDonalds similarly to a lot of fast food chains have faced claims of low wages, limited worker protections and a lack of benefits in various countries (Trefis, 2020). Whilst keeping labour profit low would increase profit, it would also increase their turnover and also public criticism. Ethical labour practices are not only morally important but also support long term organisational stability and brand reputation.









Approaches to healthy eating across countries

The question of how different areas of the world address healthy eating shows huge cultural, political and social variations that shape McDonalds practices. Governments around the world have made diverse strategies to aim to combat obesity and try to promote nutrition, ranging from strict legislation to voluntary guidelines. These differences directly effect how McDonalds presents their menu, markets their products and reports nutritional information.

In the UK, public concern about childhood obesity has lead to strong government intervention due to it rising. Policies such as the soft drink industry restrictions on advertising high fat and high sugar goods to children and mandatory calorie labelling in restaurants have reshaped the fast-food environment. McDonald’s UK has adapted by reducing sugar and salt in recipes, adding healthier children’s options like fruit and water, and displaying calories clearly on menus. These actions illustrate how political and regulatory pressure can drive corporations to raise ethical standards even at the cost of reduced profitability.

By contrast, the United States has typically adopted more of a market oriented approach, with fewer restrictions on food advertising and nutritional disclosures. McDonalds has therefore had and still has larger portion sizes, more high calorie menu items and more aggressive marketing than in European markets. Critics argue that this demonstrates the risks of cultural relativism: in lightly regulated contexts, profits often outweigh public health priorities. However the public pressure has increased resulting in clearer nutritional labelling and the removal of artificial fats.

Japan represents a different situation entirely. The ‘Metabo Law’ aimed at preventing metabolic syndrome, promotes preventative health through waistline monitoring and lifestyle interventions. This cultural focus on wellness encourages a market in which smaller portions and balanced meals are the norm. McDonald’s Japan aligns with these expectations by offering lighter products and emphasising moderation in its marketing. As a result, McDonald’s faces less criticism in Japan than in Western markets.

In the Middle East, rising rates of diabetes and heart disease have prompted governments and businesses to act. McDonald’s has increased nutritional transparency and introduced health campaigns, though many argue that broader change is still required. These global differences highlight a major ethical question: should McDonald’s adopt universal health standards or adapt to local cultural and regulatory norms? A universal standard risks ethical imperialism, while pure cultural relativism may enable harmful practices in poorly regulated markets. Ethical responsibility therefore requires balancing cultural respect with a commitment to public welfare.

Applying Carroll’s CSR Pyramid to McDonalds 

Carrolls CSR pyramid clarifies McDonalds responsibilities across economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic dimensions.

Economically, McDonalds needs to be profitable to sustain operations, employment, and shareholder value. Its glocalisation strategy tailoring menus to local tastes, supports economic performance while reinforcing brand relevance. However economic success cannot override legal or ethical duties

Legally, McDonalds have to comply with market regulations from food safety standards to advertise rules. In highly regulated areas such as the UK the company needs to provide transparent nutritional information and follows strict quality standards. In countries with weaker laws, legal compliance is easier but doesn’t guarantee responsible conduct which concerns consumer protection.

Ethically McDonalds has made efforts to address concerns about health and sustainability by reformulating products, adding healthier children’s options, sourcing sustainable coffee and fish, and reducing packaging waste. Yet the ethical issues persist, including reliance on calorie-dense foods, large portion sizes, and environmentally intensive beef production. Ethical responsibility requires proactively addressing harms even when practices remain legal or profitable.
Philanthropically, McDonald’s contributes through initiatives such as Ronald McDonald House Charities, scholarships, and community programmes. These efforts support public wellbeing but should not obscure deeper ethical debates about health and environmental impact.

Conclusion

The global differences in healthy eating policies show how cultural relativism influences McDonalds operations, shaping local menus, marketing and nutritional transparency. However, profit alone is insufficient for long term legitimacy. Public health, environmental sustainability and consumer protection.

Carrolls CSR pyramid shows that while McDonalds have made progress economically, legally, ethically and philanthropically, significant challenges remain especially in regards to health and sustainability. To remain credible, McDonalds must balance cultural sensitivity with ethical principles focused on minimising harm. 

Ultimately the company global presence means they need to navigate the already complicated ethical landscape with increased caution. McDonalds demonstrates that success is achievable when profitability aligns with ethical leadership but also reveals the risks of relying too heavily on cultural relativism or market-driven decision making. As global health and environmental pressures intensify, corporations must adopt forward-looking ethical strategies that prioritise long-term wellbeing over short-term gain. 
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