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 1.0 Introduction and Key Concepts

Leadership plays a vital role in determining how a business is run and how well it can achieve its objectives. It provides direction for employees, influences decision-making and helps organisations respond to both internal and external factors. In this sense, leadership can be seen as an important strategy for guiding a business towards its goals while remaining competitive. This is especially relevant in the fast-food industry, where organisations need to be fast, efficient, and consistent in terms of quality while also providing good customer service. Looking at McDonald’s and Marrybrown, two companies operating in the same industry, provides an opportunity to compare how different leadership approaches can influence the way a business operates. McDonald’s can be associated with transformational leadership, while Marrybrown shows characteristics of adaptive leadership.

McDonald’s is a well-known fast-food company with a strong global presence. Its leadership approach can be linked to Transformational Leadership through its efforts to improve operations, adopt technology and invest in its employees. McDonald’s has a highly centralised system that relies on established procedures, standard operating practices and a high level of standardisation. This approach can also be linked to Taylorism, as work is organised in a way that aims to improve efficiency and consistency. Alongside this, McDonald’s has increasingly invested in technology to improve its operations. This can reduce time wastage and increase productivity, which supports a cost leadership approach as the company aims to increase output while using resources efficiently (McDonald’s Malaysia, 2018). However, McDonald’s does not depend entirely on technology to improve its processes. It also invests in educating and training its employees so that they can develop the skills and knowledge required for their roles. By combining technology with employee knowledge and skills, McDonald’s can improve its processes while also creating opportunities for employee development (McDonald’s Corporation, 2026).

Marrybrown, compared with McDonald’s, appears to take a different approach to leadership. As a Malaysian-founded fast-food company that has expanded into international markets, Marrybrown demonstrates characteristics of adaptive leadership. Its more decentralised approach gives its outlets a degree of flexibility, allowing them to respond to the needs of their local environment while still following general company standards and procedures. Marrybrown also places emphasis on innovation and adapting its products to different markets. By offering Malaysian-inspired items such as nasi lemak, the company is able to maintain its Malaysian identity as a halal fast-food organisation while also providing variety for customer preferences (Marrybrown, n.d.; Sunil, 2013). Overall, both companies operate within the same industry but have different approaches to leadership. McDonald’s places greater emphasis on standardisation, technology, efficiency and employee development, while Marrybrown places more emphasis on flexibility, innovation and adaptation.


 2.0 Overview and Reasons for Selection

McDonald’s and Marrybrown were selected for this case study because they operate within the same industry but come from different organisational backgrounds and have developed on a different scale. Comparing the two companies provides an opportunity to examine how businesses facing similar industry conditions can manage their employees and operations differently, as well as how their leadership and people management approaches may influence organisational performance. McDonald’s is one of the most well-known fast-food companies in the world. Its history began in 1940, when the McDonald’s Bar-B-Q was opened in San Bernardino, California, by brothers Richard and Maurice McDonald. In 1948, they introduced the Speedee Service System, which made food preparation more organised and efficient so that customers could receive their orders more quickly. At the time, the restaurant had a limited menu that included hamburgers, shakes and fries. The restaurant later caught the attention of Ray Kroc, who visited the establishment in 1954 and eventually became a franchise agent. In 1955, Ray Kroc established McDonald’s Corporation and opened the first McDonald’s restaurant in Des Plaines, Illinois. This marked an important stage in the company’s expansion (McDonald’s Corporation, 2026; Sunil, 2013). McDonald’s has since expanded internationally. As of 2025, more than 150,000 employees work for the company worldwide, while more than two million people are employed in its franchised restaurants. The company also operates more than 45,000 restaurants across more than 100 countries and competes with companies such as KFC, Pizza Hut and Burger King, as well as local fast-food businesses. With such a large workforce and extensive operations, leadership and people management provide an interesting area of study, particularly when considering how a company manages employees on such a large scale (McDonald’s Corporation, 2025).

Marrybrown is a Malaysian-founded fast-food company that has also expanded into international markets. It is one of the well-known local fast-food chains in Malaysia and has continued to expand over the years. The company was established by Dato Lawrence Liew and Datin Nancy Liew in 1981, with its first outlet located on Jalan Wong Ah Fook in Johor Bahru. Marrybrown has since grown to more than 500 outlets across 16 countries (Marrybrown, n.d.; Malaysia External Trade Development Corporation [MATRADE], n.d.; Moghana et al., 2023). Throughout its expansion, the company has maintained its Malaysian identity and halal positioning while introducing products inspired by local preferences, such as nasi lemak (Marrybrown, n.d.).Both companies face similar challenges because they operate in the competitive fast-food industry. They rely heavily on frontline employees to prepare food and provide services to customers in a timely and consistent manner. Teamwork and cooperation are also important for maintaining smooth restaurant operations and reducing mistakes, particularly during busy periods. Both companies also place importance on developing employee skills through training and opportunities for employees to take on greater responsibilities.

Despite these similarities, the two companies have developed different approaches. McDonald’s represents a global organisation with a highly structured system, while Marrybrown places greater emphasis on flexibility and local adaptation. Studying both companies therefore provides an opportunity to understand how different leadership and people management approaches can influence employees and organisational performance within the same industry.

 3.0 People Strategy, Equality, Diversity and Analysis

People plays an important role in the fast-food industry because employees are involved in almost every part of restaurant operations. They prepare food, serve customers, clean the premises, and help ensure that the restaurant runs smoothly. Because of this, the way a company recruits, trains, develops, and treats its employees can influence both employee performance and the customer experience. Although McDonald’s and Marrybrown operate within the same industry, they manage their people differently. McDonald’s places greater emphasis on structured training, standardisation, and technology, while Marrybrown relies more on practical learning, external partnerships, and flexibility. These differences can be linked to the leadership approaches and business strategies of the two companies.

3.1 Recruitment, Training and Career Development

McDonald’s uses a range of strategies to recruit, train and develop its employees. In Malaysia, the company has a 100% local hiring policy and has employed more than 16,000 Malaysians. Its Employee Value Proposition focuses on Family & Friends, Flexibility and Future, showing that recruitment is not only about filling vacancies but also about presenting the company as a desirable place to work. McDonald’s has also planned to create roughly 50,000 job opportunities by 2026 as part of its expansion (McDonald’s Corporation, 2024). Training is another major part of McDonald’s people strategy. The company provides structured education through Hamburger University, which offers classes, practical experience, networking and mentoring opportunities. In 2024, restaurant staff completed more than 20 million training courses. These programmes are not only intended to help employees perform their current roles but can also prepare them for positions involving greater responsibilities and skills (McDonald’s Corporation, 2025). McDonald’s also provides financial and educational support through Archways to Opportunity. Eligible U.S.-based restaurant employees can receive support to pursue educational goals such as obtaining a high school diploma, attending college, learning English and receiving academic and career guidance. This can be important because financial difficulties may prevent some employees from continuing their education (McDonald’s Corporation, 2025). In Malaysia, McDonald’s has also implemented the Vocational Apprentice Programme (VAP) in collaboration with the Ministry of Human Resources through the National Dual Training System. The programme combines classroom learning with practical training, with approximately 30% of the programme focused on theory and 70% on practical experience. This allows employees to develop both theoretical knowledge and experience in an actual restaurant environment (McDonald’s Malaysia, 2022). These practices can be explained through Human Capital Theory because McDonald’s is investing in the knowledge, skills and experience of its employees, which can become valuable resources for the organisation. They can also be connected to transformational leadership because employees are encouraged to develop themselves and take on more advanced roles rather than simply completing their existing tasks. This is particularly relevant to a company of McDonald’s size, where a continuous supply of skilled employees is needed to support its operations and future growth.

Marrybrown takes a more practical approach to recruitment and training. Employees can learn through on-the-job training by working alongside more experienced colleagues. Training covers areas such as cleanliness, machinery, job rotation, communication and customer service. Compared with McDonald’s, Marrybrown uses a less centralised training structure and makes greater use of external relationships. Marrybrown has also taken steps to strengthen its internal training capabilities through the HRD Corp Train-the-Trainer (TTT) Programme. In addition, the company has developed partnerships with educational institutions such as UTAR and UiTM to support employee training and development. Other collaborations with institutions such as Southern University College and Universiti Teknologi Malaysia have also involved areas such as innovation, problem-solving, artificial intelligence and data-driven solutions (Marrybrown, 2025).The difference between the two companies is clear in their approach to employee development. McDonald’s has the scale to provide structured programmes such as Hamburger University and Archways to Opportunity. Marrybrown, meanwhile, combines practical workplace learning with external partnerships to develop its employees. This allows the company to make use of external expertise while continuing to develop its internal capabilities.

3.2 Employee Experience, Empowerment and Performance Management

Employee experience is also an important part of people strategy because employees need the right resources and support to perform their jobs effectively. McDonald’s has invested heavily in technology through its “Digitizing the Arches” transformation. This involves different platforms that focus on the restaurant, customers and the company itself (McDonald’s Corporation, 2025). The restaurant platform focuses on improving operational accuracy and efficiency. For example, accuracy scales can alert crew members when an order is missing ingredients before it is delivered to the customer. The customer platform focuses more on convenience, with web ordering being one example. Meanwhile, the company platform supports internal functions by digitising areas such as finance and HR through cloud-based solutions (McDonald’s Corporation, 2025). The use of technology does not mean that employees are no longer needed. Instead, technology can reduce repetitive or time-consuming tasks while employees continue to handle areas that require communication, decision-making and problem-solving. This supports McDonald’s cost leadership strategy because improving efficiency is particularly important when operating on a large scale (McDonald’s Corporation, 2025). McDonald’s also supports employees through its compensation and benefits practices. Its Global Pay Principles state that compensation should be competitive, fair, non-discriminatory and transparent. The company also conducts regular pay equity analyses. Depending on the employee's level and location, benefits may include bonuses, retirement plans, health and welfare benefits, paid time off, tuition assistance and flexible work arrangements (McDonald’s Corporation, 2025). Performance management is another important part of people strategy. Performance problems do not necessarily mean that an employee lacks the skills needed for a particular role. Sometimes employees may not fully understand the expectations or instructions for a task. In such cases, coaching, counselling and additional training can be used to address the problem. This creates a more supportive approach to performance management because it focuses on understanding the cause of the problem rather than immediately treating poor performance as a disciplinary issue.

Marrybrown approaches employee empowerment differently because of its more decentralised structure. Outlet managers and franchisees have greater responsibility for managing employees and daily operations, while the headquarters provides standards, procedures and training. For example, an outlet supervisor may need to decide how to allocate employees to different tasks during a shift based on the situation at the time. This gives supervisors some flexibility to make decisions at the outlet level rather than referring every decision to headquarters. This approach can be connected to adaptive leadership because managers and supervisors need to respond to changing situations while still operating within the organisation's general framework. The combination of central standards and local decision-making allows Marrybrown to maintain consistency while giving individual outlets some flexibility.

3.3 Equality, Diversity and Inclusion

Equality and diversity are important parts of people strategy because the way employees are recruited, developed, rewarded and treated can influence their overall work experience. McDonald’s has a formal approach to equality and diversity through its Jobs, Inclusion and Empowerment commitments and Human Rights Policy. These policies cover areas such as non-discrimination, preventing harassment and treating people with dignity and respect (McDonald’s Corporation, n.d.-a; McDonald’s Corporation, n.d.-b; McDonald’s Corporation, n.d.-c). McDonald’s also has specific practices to support these commitments. For example, the company has used more inclusive and gender-neutral job descriptions, approaches to reduce recruitment bias and structured interview guides. It also monitors diversity within its workforce. In its 2024 reporting, McDonald’s stated that women represented 44% of its global leadership at Senior Director level and above. At company-owned and operated restaurants, women represented 59% of managers and 54% of Shift Managers and Crew (McDonald’s Corporation, 2025). Pay equity is another area where McDonald’s uses specific measurements. Its 2024 report stated that women, on average, were paid 99.93 cents for every dollar paid to men for similar work. Having specific measurements allows the company to monitor its progress rather than relying only on general statements about equality (McDonald’s Corporation, 2025).

Marrybrown also demonstrates its commitment to equality and inclusion through various initiatives. Its management has highlighted the importance of gender equality and increasing opportunities for women in the food and beverage industry (Marrybrown, n.d.). The company has also supported initiatives involving persons with disabilities, including HRD Corp's International Day of Persons with Disabilities (Marrybrown, n.d.). The two companies therefore demonstrate equality and diversity in different ways. McDonald’s uses a more formal and data-driven approach, with specific policies and workforce measurements. Marrybrown demonstrates its position through initiatives and activities that support groups such as women and persons with disabilities. However, the available public information does not provide the same level of workforce data for Marrybrown as it does for McDonald’s, so the two companies cannot be directly compared using the same measurements.

 3.4 Employee Relations and Organisational Impact

Employee relations are another important part of people strategy because issues such as harassment, discrimination and unfair treatment can affect employee trust and their relationship with the organisation. In 2023, McDonald’s UK faced allegations involving sexual harassment, sexual assault, racism and bullying. Following the allegations, McDonald’s UK announced the creation of an investigations unit, with serious cases potentially being referred to external legal specialists and safeguarding processes being reviewed (ITV News, 2023). This example shows why formal equality and diversity policies need to be supported by practical mechanisms through which employees can raise concerns. For a large organisation such as McDonald’s, these mechanisms are particularly important because employee relations need to be managed across a large number of locations and employees.

For Marrybrown, employee relations can also be considered in relation to its decentralised approach to operations. Giving outlet managers more responsibility can provide flexibility when managing teams, but it also means that managers need appropriate training and guidance when dealing with employee-related issues such as complaints, conflicts or unfair treatment. These practices show how different areas of people strategy can be connected to organisational impact. Recruitment provides the workforce needed to operate the business, while training develops the knowledge and skills employees need to perform their jobs. Equality, diversity and inclusion can contribute to employees feeling valued and being treated fairly, while employee relations determine how effectively employee-related concerns are handled. This is particularly important in the fast-food industry because employees interact directly with customers. Problems within the workplace may therefore affect not only employees but also the way customers experience the organisation. As a result, people strategy can have wider implications for organisational performance.

4.0 Overall Analysis of Both Approaches

Looking at the different practices together makes the contrast between McDonald’s and Marrybrown. McDonald’s combines structured training, educational support, compensation practices, diversity measurements and digital transformation. Its transformational leadership approach can be seen in the emphasis placed on employee development and preparing employees for greater responsibilities. At the same time, technology and standardised processes support its cost leadership strategy by helping the company operate efficiently at a very large scale (McDonald’s Corporation, 2025). Marrybrown, on the other hand, combines on-the-job training, TTT programmes and external education and training opportunities. Its adaptive approach allows the company to make use of external partnerships to develop the knowledge and skills of its employees. Its collaborations in areas such as innovation, problem-solving, artificial intelligence and data-driven solutions also show that employee development is not limited to traditional restaurant skills (Marrybrown, 2025).Its people strategy can also be connected to its differentiation strategy. As a Malaysian-based halal fast-food company that has expanded internationally, Marrybrown uses its Malaysian identity and halal positioning as part of its brand. Employees therefore need general restaurant knowledge and skills while also understanding the standards required to maintain the quality and identity of the products being offered (Marrybrown, n.d.).It would be difficult to say that one approach is more effective than the other because the two companies operate in very different circumstances. McDonald’s needs a highly structured system to manage its large-scale global operations, while Marrybrown uses flexibility and external partnerships as part of its approach to continued development and expansion.

Overall, both companies show that people strategy is closely connected to long-term business sustainability. Training helps employees develop the skills needed for their jobs, equality and fair treatment influence their workplace experience, and leadership determines how these practices are connected to wider business goals. The main difference is how the two companies achieve this. McDonald’s relies more on scale, structured development and technology, while Marrybrown combines practical training, external knowledge and adaptability. In both cases, continuing to develop employees while responding to changes in the market is important for supporting the organisation over the long term.
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