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1. Introduction
In today's global foodservice industry, sustainability has emerged as a critical priority for major restaurant chains. As global environmental challenges, changing consumer expectations, and increasing regulatory pressures grow, many foodservice brands have reevaluated their operations to reduce their ecological footprint, improve waste management, and ensure ethical sourcing. This report critically examines the sustainability initiatives of McDonald’s UK and KFC UK, two of the largest fast-food chains operating in the UK, by assessing their approaches to environmental, social, and economic sustainability. The evaluation will use relevant sustainability frameworks such as Stakeholder Theory (Freeman, 2020) and the Circular Economy (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2019), and it will identify how both brands address sustainability challenges in the foodservice sector.
2. Principles and Pillars of Sustainable Gastronomy
Sustainable gastronomy refers to the practice of responsible food production, preparation, and consumption, with a focus on reducing the environmental footprint, promoting social equity, and ensuring long-term economic viability. A sustainable agrifood system provides food security and nutrition for everyone without compromising the ability of future generations to do the same. It must be economically viable, socially beneficial, and environmentally responsible, ensuring long-term sustainability across all three areas (FAO, 2025).
The three core pillars of sustainable gastronomy are:
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        Figure 1: three pillars of sustainability (Zenbird, 2024)

Environmental sustainability: This focuses on reducing resource consumption, conserving biodiversity, reducing waste, and mitigating the impacts of climate change (Zenbird, 2024).
Social sustainability: Involves improving the well-being of workers, promoting fair labour practices, and contributing to local communities (Zenbird, 2024).
Economic sustainability: Ensures long-term profitability while supporting ethical supply chains and reducing negative economic impacts (Zenbird, 2024).
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Figure 2: The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (NEMO, 2020)
The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are closely linked to sustainable gastronomy, particularly SDG 2 (Zero Hunger), SDG 12 (Responsible Consumption and Production), and SDG 13 (Climate Action). These goals highlight the interconnectedness of food production and global sustainability challenges (NEMO, 2020).

3. McDonald’s UK Sustainability Analysis
McDonald’s UK has demonstrated a strong commitment to sustainability through its Plan for Change strategy. Key initiatives include:
Net-zero emissions: McDonald’s has set a goal to reach net-zero greenhouse gas emissions by 2040, with interim science-based targets for 2025 (McDonald’s, 2023).
Sustainable sourcing: McDonald’s UK has achieved 100% sustainable sourcing of critical ingredients such as coffee, fish, palm oil, and beef through certification schemes like Fairtrade and Rainforest Alliance (McDonald’s, 2023).
Renewable energy: All UK restaurants are now powered by 100% renewable electricity, and the brand has integrated renewable energy into its supply chains (McDonald’s, 2023).
Eco-restaurants: The company has piloted eco-restaurants that feature sustainable materials, energy-efficient lighting, and water-saving technologies.
McDonald’s UK aligns its business strategy with environmental, social, and economic objectives, ensuring profitability while mitigating environmental harm. However, despite these successes, McDonald’s faces criticism for the environmental impact of its beef supply chain, which remains a significant source of greenhouse gas emissions (Poore and Nemecek, 2018). According to Stakeholder Theory (Freeman, 2020), McDonald’s has engaged extensively with stakeholders, but challenges in mitigating the full impact of its supply chains persist.

4. KFC UK Sustainability Analysis
KFC UK has focused its sustainability efforts on specific areas, particularly animal welfare and waste management. Key initiatives include:
Animal welfare: KFC is committed to improving poultry welfare through the Better Chicken Commitment, which ensures higher welfare standards for chicken farming (KFC, 2024).
Plastic waste: The brand has pledged to eliminate non-recyclable plastics by 2025 and aims to reduce plastic packaging overall (KFC, 2024).
Renewable energy: KFC’s outlets are powered with 100% renewable electricity, aligning with the company’s broader sustainability goals (KFC, 2024).
Food Redistribution: KFC UK has partnered with FareShare, redistributing surplus food to support local communities and reduce food waste (KFC, 2024).
However, KFC UK has not yet made the same level of commitment as McDonald’s regarding broader climate action. While the company has significant efforts in animal welfare and waste management, it lacks a comprehensive net-zero emissions target and does not engage in the same breadth of sustainable sourcing (RSPCA, 2025). According to Carlos Gonzalez Fischer et al. (2016) suggests that KFC’s sustainability efforts may be more reactive, shaped by industry standards and societal pressures rather than a proactive leadership stance. McDonald’s UK and KFC UK are likely subject to the UK Plastic Packaging Tax and have responded by reducing plastic use, increasing recycled content in packaging to qualify for tax exemptions, and exploring sustainable material alternatives. This has led both companies to adjust their packaging strategies to meet environmental goals and minimise financial and reputational risks (HM Revenue & Customs, 2021).

5. Comparative Analysis of Sustainability Initiatives
When comparing McDonald’s UK and KFC UK, several differences emerge across their sustainability initiatives. McDonald’s shows a stronger commitment to climate action, with a formal net-zero target by 2040 and broader sustainable sourcing, including beef and fish. In contrast, KFC UK’s focus remains narrower, particularly centred on animal welfare and plastic waste reduction, with no formal net-zero commitment (McDonald’s, 2023; KFC, 2024). They can look into other restaurants are moving with completely zero waste (World's Table, 2024).
Regarding supply chain sustainability, McDonald’s adopts a comprehensive approach, ensuring certified sourcing across a range of ingredients like coffee, fish, and palm oil, while KFC’s initiatives focus mainly on poultry welfare (KFC, 2024). McDonald’s broader supply chain policies reflect a holistic strategy that engages with various environmental, social, and economic dimensions, while KFC’s more narrow focus targets specific issues within its operations.
On waste management, McDonald’s is piloting reusable packaging schemes in collaboration with Loop (McDonald’s, 2023), while KFC focuses primarily on eliminating plastic packaging and adopting compostable materials. Although both brands have shown a commitment to waste reduction, McDonald’s appears to have a more comprehensive approach, experimenting with circular economy models such as reuse and recycling (McDonald’s, 2023).
In terms of reporting transparency, McDonald’s publishes detailed annual sustainability reports that are subject to third-party audits, enhancing the credibility of its claims (McDonald’s, 2023). In contrast, KFC’s public reporting is more limited and lacks the level of transparency seen at McDonald’s (KFC, 2024).

6. Relevant Regulations and Legislation
Both McDonald’s UK and KFC UK are subject to a range of regulations that guide their sustainability practices, including:
The Environment Act 2021: Legislation focused on waste management and biodiversity conservation (legislation.gov.uk, 1990).
Plastic Packaging Tax 2022: A tax on plastic packaging that contains less than 30% recycled content (HM Revenue & Customs, 2021).
Food Waste Regulations 2011 (2024 update): Legislation requiring businesses to segregate and report food waste (The National Archives, 2011).
[bookmark: _Hlk196830160]Climate Change Act 2008 (Amended 2019): The UK’s legally binding commitment to achieving net-zero emissions by 2050 (GOV.UK, 2014).
[bookmark: _Hlk196831508]McDonald’s UK has been notably proactive in aligning with the regulatory requirements surrounding sustainability, particularly in the areas of climate action and energy transition. The company’s commitment to achieving net-zero emissions by 2040 and transitioning to 100% renewable energy across its UK operations is in direct response to the increasing pressure from both government regulations and industry standards (McDonald’s, 2023). The Climate Change Act 2008 commits the UK to reducing greenhouse gas emissions by at least 80% by 2050 compared to 1990 levels, with interim carbon budgets to track progress, including a 34% reduction target by 2020(GOV.UK, 2014). In contrast, KFC UK’s sustainability strategy appears to have some notable gaps, particularly in the area of climate strategy disclosures. While the company has made efforts to reduce plastic waste and improve animal welfare standards, it faces potential risks by failing to fully embrace the Task Force on Climate-related Financial Disclosures (TCFD) framework, which was established to improve transparency in climate-related financial risks and opportunities (HM Treasury, 2024). According to Carbon Trust (2021), businesses that are not clear in their climate disclosures could face scrutiny from regulators, investors, and consumers, especially as the UK government tightens its climate-related financial reporting requirements.

7. Circular Economy Analysis
[bookmark: _Hlk196831465]The Circular Economy (CE) model represents a shift from the traditional linear “take, make, dispose” approach to a more sustainable model where products and resources are continuously reused and regenerated (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2020). This approach is increasingly relevant in industries such as fast food, which rely heavily on single-use packaging and resource-intensive supply chains (Carlos Gonzalez Fischer et al., 2016). According to WRAP (2024) global environmental action NGO dedicated to transforming product and food systems to promote circular living. For over two decades, WRAP has implemented programs aimed at reducing waste, improving resource efficiency, and fostering sustainable practices across various industries.
McDonald’s UK has taken several significant steps in adopting circular economy practices, including collaborating with Loop to pilot reusable packaging schemes (McDonald’s, 2023) and constructing eco-stores using recycled materials (McDonald’s, 2023). These initiatives reflect McDonald’s commitment to reducing waste and increasing resource efficiency, aiming to make 100% of its packaging recyclable, reusable, or compostable by 2025.
KFC UK, by contrast, focuses mainly on recyclability and compostable materials rather than adopting more comprehensive reuse models. Although KFC’s focus on plastic waste reduction is commendable, its limited adoption of circular economy principles, such as product reuse, places it behind McDonald’s in this area (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2020).

8. Recommendations
To enhance its sustainability efforts, McDonald’s UK should prioritise accelerating the reduction of beef-related emissions by sourcing alternative protein options, such as plant-based alternatives, which have a lower environmental impact compared to traditional beef (Poore and Nemecek, 2018). Additionally, expanding reusable packaging schemes beyond pilot locations is essential, aiming for widespread implementation across all outlets, which would significantly reduce waste associated with single-use packaging (McDonald’s, 2023). Furthermore, McDonald’s should deepen its circular economy efforts by partnering with innovative companies focused on resource recovery and recycling, ensuring that its operations align with the principles of a circular economy, which emphasizes resource efficiency and waste reduction (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2020).
Also, its important prevent food waste within their internal supply chains, rather than relying on reactive measures like discounting. Using expert interviews, it identifies 21 waste prevention strategies across inbound logistics, warehousing, distribution, and stores. The research highlights that although these measures can be impactful, they are underused due to implementation challenges. It offers a structured approach to tackling food waste and categorises barriers to adopting such strategies. (Winkler, Ostermeier and Hübner, 2023)
To further strengthen its sustainability efforts, KFC UK should establish clear science-based net-zero targets, aligning with the UK’s legal commitment to reduce carbon emissions by 2050 (GOV.UK, 2014). This would require the development of a comprehensive strategy that focuses not only on reducing direct emissions from its restaurants but also on addressing emissions across its supply chain, particularly from poultry farming, which contributes significantly to the company’s overall environmental impact (KFC, 2024). Additionally, KFC should pilot reusable packaging models, complementing their current efforts in promoting compostable packaging. Expanding the use of reusable containers would align with the principles of a circular economy, reducing waste and improving resource efficiency (World's Table, 2024). Furthermore, enhancing the transparency of KFC’s sustainability reporting would be crucial, especially through third-party audits. Independent verification ensures credibility and builds stakeholder trust, which is essential for maintaining consumer confidence and meeting regulatory expectations (KFC, 2024).
Also, according to Barber (2014) the importance of resilience thinking, which enables societies to adapt to and recover from environmental, economic, and social shocks. Furthermore, risk management should be integrated into sustainability planning to proactively address uncertainties and promote sustainable outcomes for future generations.


9. Conclusion
Both McDonald’s UK and KFC UK have demonstrated significant progress in embracing sustainability within their operations, with each brand taking distinct yet impactful approaches. McDonald’s UK, as a global leader in the fast-food sector, has integrated sustainability at the core of its business strategy. The company has set an ambitious target to achieve net-zero emissions by 2040, alongside broad commitments to sustainable sourcing, climate action, and circular economy practices (McDonald’s, 2023). McDonald’s efforts to transition towards eco-restaurants and pilot reusable packaging initiatives, as well as its commitment to renewable energy across all UK outlets, underscore its proactive stance on sustainability (McDonald’s, 2023). KFC UK, while also making important strides, has focused its sustainability initiatives primarily on animal welfare and waste management. The company’s commitment to improving poultry welfare through the Better Chicken Commitment and its pledge to reduce plastic waste through more compostable packaging are commendable steps in the right direction (KFC, 2024).
In conclusion, while both McDonald’s UK and KFC UK have made meaningful contributions to sustainability, they must further innovate and align their operations with broader global sustainability goals.  According to Barber (2014) by adopting more systemic, forward-thinking strategies, both companies can continue to play a vital role in transforming the foodservice industry, ensuring that future generations inherit a more sustainable, ethical, and resilient food system.
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