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Element 1: Business Idea, Products/Services, Objectives & USP
Business Idea & Overview
McDonald’s Corporation is one of the world’s largest quick-service restaurant brands. Its roots go back to 1940, when Richard and Maurice McDonald opened a drive-in restaurant in San Bernardino, California. The present corporation developed from Ray Kroc’s 1955 Des Plaines restaurant, opened under McDonald’s System, Inc., the predecessor of McDonald’s Corporation. This history matters because the business plan was built on speed, standardisation and repeatable franchising, not only on one local food outlet (McDonald’s Corporation, 2026c).
The core idea is simple: provide food that is quick, familiar and affordable in many markets. In 2025 McDonald’s generated over $139 billion in systemwide sales and operated in more than 100 markets, showing how a basic food concept became a global business model (McDonald’s Corporation, 2026b). McDonald’s is not only a restaurant operator. At the end of 2025, about 95% of its 45,356 restaurants were franchised, so the parent company earns rent, franchise fees and royalties as well as revenue from company-operated outlets (McDonald’s Corporation, 2026a).
Legal Structure
Legally, McDonald’s Corporation is a publicly listed company on the New York Stock Exchange. Shareholders own the business through traded shares, while professional managers and a board make strategic decisions. Large institutional investors, including Vanguard and BlackRock, hold major shareholdings (Admiral Markets, 2024). The public-company structure limits ordinary shareholders’ personal liability. At restaurant level, most outlets are operated by independent franchisees under contract, which separates the corporate brand owner from many local operating decisions (McDonald’s Corporation, 2026a).
Products and Services
McDonald’s products include burgers, fries, chicken, breakfast items, desserts, coffee and soft drinks, with local variations added for different countries. This balance between global menu items and local adaptation is important: customers expect familiar core products, but local menus help the brand fit different cultures. Recent menu development has placed more attention on chicken, including McCrispy products and the US return of the Snack Wrap after strong customer demand (McDonald’s Corporation, 2025d).
The service offer is wider than counter service. McDonald’s sells through restaurants, drive-thru lanes, delivery partners, kiosks and its app. Its digital strategy makes the business partly a technology and logistics operation, because order timing, data and delivery speed now influence the experience as much as the food. Ready on Arrival and the UK Order Ahead launch show how app ordering is becoming part of the normal service model (McDonald’s Corporation, 2025b; McDonald’s UK, 2025).
Objectives
In the short term, McDonald’s is concentrating on growth, value and digital convenience. Its global strategy announced a target of more than 50,000 restaurants by 2027, with major development in high-growth international markets (McDonald’s Corporation, 2023). Value is also a priority. The McValue platform, launched in the US in 2025, combined the $5 Meal Deal with other offers, showing that McDonald’s is responding to customers who are more price-sensitive during the cost-of-living squeeze (McDonald’s Corporation, 2025a).
Longer term, the company aims to expand restaurants, strengthen loyalty sales and improve operating productivity. The 2025 results show the importance of loyalty, with systemwide sales to loyalty members reaching nearly $37 billion across 70 markets (McDonald’s Corporation, 2026b). Sustainability is also strategic. McDonald’s reported that 90.93% of primary guest packaging was from renewable, recycled or certified sources by the end of 2024, while the full target remained difficult because some materials are hard to replace at scale (McDonald’s Corporation, 2025c).
Unique Selling Point (USP)
McDonald’s main USP is the mix of speed, price, availability and consistency. A customer in Birmingham can expect a broadly similar process and product to a customer in another country, reducing purchase risk and supporting repeat buying. This consistency comes from franchising, supplier standards, training and routines rather than from the food alone. Interbrand valued the McDonald’s brand at about $53 billion in 2025, placing it in the global top ten and above other restaurant brands (Interbrand, 2025). In my view, this brand trust is McDonald’s strongest protection. Competitors can copy products, but they cannot quickly copy the same property network, supplier control and customer habit. Therefore, McDonald’s USP is not just low price; it is trust that the order will be fast, predictable and easy to access.
Element 2: Business Environment & Competitor Analysis
SWOT Analysis
Strengths
McDonald’s strengths come from scale, brand recognition and franchising. The company had 45,356 restaurants at year-end 2025, and the high franchising rate gives it income from rents and royalties while franchisees carry much of the restaurant investment risk (McDonald’s Corporation, 2026a). Loyalty is another strength because it creates repeat visits and customer data; systemwide sales to loyalty members reached nearly $37 billion in 2025 (McDonald’s Corporation, 2026b). These strengths improve supplier bargaining power and make marketing more efficient than for smaller rivals.
Weaknesses
The franchise system also creates weaknesses. McDonald’s cannot control every restaurant as closely as a fully company-owned chain, so service quality, staff issues and local execution can vary. The brand also carries a long-term association with unhealthy fast food, which is difficult to remove even when products are added. Digital improvements do not reach all customers equally; older customers or people without smartphones may not use app rewards or order-ahead features, reducing the value of digital investment in some groups.
Opportunities
There are opportunities in delivery, app ordering, loyalty growth and localised menus. The target of 250 million 90-day active loyalty users by 2027 shows how important digital retention is to future growth (McDonald’s Corporation, 2023). Emerging markets offer long-term potential as incomes and demand for organised quick-service food grow. Health-conscious products, smaller portions and clearer sourcing could reduce criticism of the brand. Kitchen technology may also improve speed and labour productivity, although service must not become confusing for less digital customers.
Threats
Threats include price competition, changing health attitudes, labour pressure and reputational risk. Burger King challenges McDonald’s on burgers and value, while KFC competes more directly as McDonald’s expands chicken. Chipotle and other fast-casual brands target customers who want speed but also associate food with freshness. Inflation is another threat: if ingredients, wages or rent rise, McDonald’s may struggle to protect low prices without damaging franchisee margins (Restaurant Brands International, 2026; Yum! Brands, 2026).
Competitor Analysis
Direct Competitors
Burger King is McDonald’s closest direct burger competitor. It operates under Restaurant Brands International, which reported 19,900 Burger King restaurants at the end of 2025 (Restaurant Brands International, 2026). Burger King competes through value offers and flame-grilled positioning. However, compared with McDonald’s, its store base, brand value and loyalty scale are smaller, so it is a serious rival but not equal in overall reach.
KFC is a direct competitor where chicken is the main purchase reason. Yum! Brands describes KFC as a major global franchised restaurant brand, with continuing digital sales and kiosk expansion (Yum! Brands, 2026). This matters because McDonald’s is also pushing chicken through McCrispy and Snack Wrap products. In markets where KFC has strong loyalty and chicken is preferred, McDonald’s may find it harder to win share through burgers and fries alone.
Indirect Competitors
Chipotle is an indirect competitor because it competes for quick meals from customers who want convenience but prefer fresher, customisable food. Its positioning challenges McDonald’s health image. Chipotle expected to open 350 to 370 restaurants in 2026, showing that fast-casual competition is still expanding (Chipotle Mexican Grill, 2026). For McDonald’s, the risk is that customers redefine convenience as fresh, personalised and higher quality.
Starbucks competes indirectly through coffee, breakfast and app-based loyalty, especially in the morning market. Its annual report identifies food products such as breakfast sandwiches and lunch items as part of the offer, so there is overlap with McCafé and breakfast sales (Starbucks Corporation, 2025).
Business Environment Summary
Overall, the environment is favourable but pressured. Politically and legally, McDonald’s must follow different food, employment and franchising rules in each market. Economically, inflation makes value offers important. Socially, health and sustainability expectations are rising. Technologically, mobile ordering, delivery and loyalty data create growth but also increase privacy and cyber risks (McDonald’s Corporation, 2025c; McDonald’s Corporation, 2026a).
Element 3: 4Ps, Market Segmentation & Marketing Strategies
Market Segmentation & Target Customers
McDonald’s uses multi-segment targeting rather than focusing on one narrow customer group. Demographically, Happy Meals target children and parents, while value meals and late-night offers appeal more to teenagers, students and young adults. Geographically, menus are adapted to national and local tastes, so the offer in India, the UK and the US is not identical. Psychographically, the brand targets people who prioritise convenience, value and familiarity over premium dining. Behaviourally, customers are separated by usage occasions such as breakfast commuters, lunchtime workers, families, delivery users and late-night visitors. This approach fits a mass-market brand that needs high volume every day.
The advantage of broad segmentation is that it maximises footfall and keeps McDonald’s relevant to different households. The disadvantage is that the brand must speak to families, low-income customers, students, commuters and health-conscious consumers at the same time. That can create mixed positioning. McDonald’s manages the tension by keeping core products simple while using app offers, local promotions and daypart campaigns for smaller segments. In my judgement, this is effective because the brand promise stays clear: quick food at a known price, available through the channel the customer prefers.
The 4Ps of Marketing
Product
For product, McDonald’s combines standard items, such as the Big Mac, fries and McNuggets, with local or limited-time products. This lets the company benefit from scale while still refreshing the menu. Chicken is a clear growth area, shown by McCrispy items and the Snack Wrap return in the US (McDonald’s Corporation, 2025e). The weakness is operational complexity. If the menu becomes too broad, kitchens can slow down and service quality can fall, which would damage the speed that makes McDonald’s different.
Price
For price, McDonald’s uses value perception rather than only being the cheapest. The 2025 McValue platform included the $5 Meal Deal and a Buy One, Add One for $1 offer, designed to reassure customers about affordability (McDonald’s Corporation, 2025a). This is useful during inflation because it protects traffic. However, discounting must be controlled carefully. If prices are cut too often, customers may wait for offers and franchisee margins may suffer. Therefore, McDonald’s pricing strategy works best when value deals support, rather than replace, the main menu.
Place
For place, McDonald’s has a very strong distribution position. Its 45,356 restaurants at the end of 2025 give it physical reach in city centres, retail parks, travel locations and residential areas (McDonald’s Corporation, 2026a). Place now also includes drive-thru, delivery, kiosks and app ordering. This omnichannel approach is a major advantage because it meets different customer habits. The limitation is control: third-party delivery can reduce margin and may weaken the customer experience if drivers are late or food quality falls during transport.
Promotion
For promotion, McDonald’s still benefits from global recognition and the long-running “I’m Lovin’ It” message, but promotion is now more digital and data-led. Paid social media, app notifications and local offers allow the company to target customers by location, time and behaviour. Celebrity meals and cultural partnerships can create attention quickly, especially among younger customers. However, these campaigns can also feel short term. For a business plan, the stronger lesson is that promotion should connect with the USP, not just chase trends. McDonald’s best campaigns link value, convenience and familiarity together.
Online Marketing Strategy Evaluation
McDonald’s online marketing strategy has two aims: attracting customers and retaining them. Social media advertising on TikTok, Instagram and YouTube keeps the brand visible and allows offers to be promoted at specific times, such as breakfast or late evening. The app and MyMcDonald’s Rewards are more important for retention because they give customers points and targeted offers. McDonald’s reported nearly $37 billion in 2025 systemwide sales to loyalty members, showing that loyalty is not only a marketing tool but a major sales channel (McDonald’s Corporation, 2026b). New customers may first notice McDonald’s through social media or delivery apps, but repeat customers are more likely to be influenced by rewards and personalised offers. This creates a full marketing funnel from awareness to loyalty. The company benefits because app data shows which products, times and locations generate the strongest response.
A further strength is the link between online promotion and physical availability. McDonald’s can advertise a limited-time item on social media, then convert interest immediately through the app, delivery partners or the nearest restaurant. This reduces the gap between seeing an advert and making a purchase. Online tools also help the company test ideas quickly. If a deal performs well in one city or among one age group, similar offers can be adjusted and repeated elsewhere. For students and young workers, push notifications and meal-deal messages are especially powerful because decisions are often made close to the time of purchase. At the same time, McDonald’s must avoid over-promoting. Too many notifications can annoy users and make the brand feel cheap rather than convenient. A balanced online strategy should therefore use customer data responsibly, offer genuine value, and keep the message simple. In this way, digital marketing supports segmentation: families can receive family meal offers, commuters can receive breakfast reminders, and younger customers can be targeted with late-night or limited-edition campaigns. The weakness is that customers may compare these digital offers with rivals instantly, so the company must keep price, speed and app usability competitive on every visit, online and offline.
The strategy is effective because it personalises a mass-market brand without changing the core identity. A customer can still buy a familiar burger, but the app can encourage another visit through points or a personalised discount. There are still limits. Some customers do not want to share data or download an app. Privacy rules may also make data collection harder. Starbucks and Domino’s have strong app ecosystems too, so McDonald’s cannot assume digital loyalty is unique. Overall, online marketing strengthens McDonald’s, but it needs constant investment and trust from customers to remain useful.
Element 4: Financial Planning
Origins of Funding
McDonald’s early growth was not financed like a modern start-up with venture capital. Ray Kroc expanded through franchising after opening his Des Plaines restaurant in 1955, using a model where operators invested in restaurants under the McDonald’s system (McDonald’s Corporation, 2026c).
The important funding idea came from Harry Sonneborn, who pushed McDonald’s toward real estate. The company could lease or own sites and then charge franchisees rent as well as fees. This created recurring income and helped expansion fund itself through the success of franchisees rather than relying only on bank loans.
Kroc bought the McDonald brothers’ business rights in 1961 for $2.7 million. The company later listed on the New York Stock Exchange in 1965, giving it access to public equity capital and a wider shareholder base (McDonald’s Corporation, 2026c).
Growth Trajectory: Start-Up to Current Position
Growth was fast because the model was repeatable. McDonald’s sold its 100 millionth hamburger in 1958 and moved into international markets from 1967, beginning with Canada and Puerto Rico (McDonald’s Corporation, 2026c). The key point is that growth was not only about more restaurants; it was about standardising a system that franchisees could copy. As the network expanded, each new market strengthened brand awareness, supplier scale and customer familiarity. This created a cycle where size made further growth easier.
By 2025, McDonald’s had become a very large global company. It reported over $139 billion in systemwide sales, 45,356 restaurants and full-year diluted EPS of $11.95 (McDonald’s Corporation, 2026a; McDonald’s Corporation, 2026b). Consolidated revenues were approximately $26.9 billion. The company also planned about 2,600 gross restaurant openings in 2026 as it continued toward the 50,000-restaurant target by 2027. These figures show how the franchise model supports both scale and profitability, because McDonald’s can grow through franchisee investment while earning rents, royalties and fees.
McDonald’s financial journey shows why funding structure matters. A normal restaurant chain must pay for most sites, staff and equipment itself. McDonald’s instead used franchisee capital, property income and later public equity to scale faster. The parent company benefits when franchisees grow sales, because rent and royalties rise without McDonald’s carrying all operating costs directly. This does not remove risk, because weak franchisee profits or high inflation can still damage the network. However, compared with a fully owned restaurant model, McDonald’s structure has allowed wider expansion and stronger margins over time. For an entrepreneurship assignment, the lesson is that funding should match the business model. McDonald’s did not only grow because it sold popular food; it grew because its financing, property control and franchise incentives supported rapid replication.
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