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Memorandum

To: Chief Operating Officer
Subject: Organizational Culture, Climate, and Ethics at McDonald’s

This memorandum examines how McDonald’s can shape culture and climate to reduce employee
theft and other unethical conduct without assuming that slogans or loyalty alone control behavior.
Organizational culture consists of shared values, assumptions, stories, incentives, and routines that
teach employees “how things are done.” Organizational climate is the more immediate perception of
whether the workplace is fair, safe, supported, pressured, or open to speaking up. Ethics refers to
standards and decision processes concerning honesty, harm, rights, conflicts, and accountability.
These layers interact. A company may publish strong values while a restaurant’s climate rewards
speed at any cost, discourages reporting, or applies discipline inconsistently. McDonald’s is also a
system of company-operated restaurants, franchisees, suppliers, and partners. Corporate policies
influence the brand, but employment practices and local conditions vary. Current corporate materials
identify Quality, Service, Cleanliness and Value, ethical conduct, human rights, anti-retaliation, and
business-integrity reporting as important commitments. The operational challenge is making those
commitments visible in scheduling, supervision, cash controls, food safety, promotion, and complaint
handling.

Culture, Climate, and the Causes of Misconduct

Employee theft may include taking cash or food, falsifying time, misusing discounts, manipulating
refunds, or stealing data. It is wrong and should be investigated fairly, yet it does not have one cause.
Opportunity, weak controls, financial pressure, resentment, perceived unfairness, poor supervision,
social norms, and belief that managers act dishonestly can all increase risk. A culture focused only on
catching “bad people” may ignore systems that make misconduct easy. Conversely, explaining
structural pressures does not remove individual responsibility. The organization should combine
prevention, detection, proportionate discipline, and correction of contributing conditions. Climate
surveys, exit interviews, incident patterns, schedule data, wage errors, turnover, and manager
behavior can reveal risk. Employees who see consistent rules and respectful treatment are more
likely to protect the organization and report concerns. Employees who experience favoritism or
unpaid work may rationalize taking property, even though retaliation is not justified.
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Values and Leadership Behavior

Values become culture when leaders make costly decisions consistent with them. A manager who
talks about respect but humiliates crew members teaches that performance outranks dignity. A
leader who corrects a cash discrepancy through evidence and private conversation teaches fairness.
McDonald’s governance resources state that its Standards of Business Conduct guide ethical
decisions and that international office employees receive recurring compliance certification and anti-
bribery training. Restaurant-level practice should translate broad standards into scenarios involving
food safety, harassment, cash handling, gifts, conflicts, data, and customer treatment. Managers need
training not only to repeat rules but to respond when targets conflict. If staffing is inadequate,
workers may feel pressure to skip cleaning or record temperatures inaccurately. Leaders should
reward honest reporting of a problem before it becomes a crisis. Promotions should consider
coaching, safety, turnover, and integrity, not only sales and service speed. (Corporation, n.d.)

Controls, Fair Process, and Accountability

Ethical culture does not eliminate the need for controls. Cash reconciliation, role separation, inventory
counts, refund authorization, access logs, camera governance, secure credentials, and exception
reports can reduce opportunity. Controls should be proportionate and respectful. Constant intrusive
surveillance can damage trust, and automated fraud alerts can produce false accusations.
Investigations need documented evidence, confidentiality, an opportunity to respond, consistent
standards, and protection against retaliation. Managers should distinguish error, training need, policy
violation, and intentional fraud. Loss-prevention metrics should be reviewed for bias across age, race,
disability, and employment status. Accountability also applies upward. A supervisor who pressures
workers to alter records, retaliates against a complaint, or ignores food-safety rules should face
consequences regardless of sales performance. Franchise agreements and audits can set brand
standards, while legal responsibility depends on the specific employment and control relationship.

Employee Voice and Psychological Safety

Employees need more than an anonymous hotline. They need several trusted ways to raise concerns,
including a local manager, a higher-level manager, human resources, franchise ownership where
applicable, and a business-integrity channel. McDonald’s current human-rights materials state that
complaints are reviewed and that complainants are protected from retaliation. Credibility depends on
response time, confidentiality, communication, and visible consequences. Psychological safety does
not mean freedom from performance standards; it means people can report a mistake, ask for
clarification, or challenge unsafe action without humiliation. Restaurants can use short pre-shift
discussions, regular one-to-ones, multilingual materials, and clear escalation maps. Workers should
know which issues require immediate action, such as contamination, violence, or harassment. Trend
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reports can show leadership whether complaints reveal one manager, one process, or a system-wide
problem.

Fairness, Pay, Scheduling, and Inclusion

Culture is shaped by material conditions. Accurate pay, lawful breaks, predictable scheduling where
possible, safe staffing, accommodation, and equal opportunity influence whether values seem real.
McDonald’s human-rights policy states that employment decisions should use job-related criteria and
reject discrimination across protected characteristics. Implementation requires accessible hiring,
training, performance criteria, complaint procedures, and review of promotion outcomes. Diversity
should not be described only as a source of business creativity; employees have rights independent of
commercial benefit. Scheduling software and productivity systems should be monitored for
unreasonable demands or indirect discrimination. Managers should explain decisions and correct
payroll or schedule errors quickly. Ethical climate improves when workers perceive procedural justice,
even when they do not receive every preferred outcome. (Corporation, n.d.)

Customer, Food, Data, and Supplier Ethics

McDonald’s ethical responsibilities extend beyond employee theft. Quality, Service, Cleanliness and
Value require truthful menus, food safety, allergen procedures, respectful customer service, and
transparent pricing. Digital ordering and loyalty programs create privacy and cybersecurity duties.
Access to customer or employee data should follow role, purpose, retention, and security controls.
Suppliers affect animal welfare, labor conditions, deforestation, packaging, and emissions; codes of
conduct need audits, grievance channels, remediation, and credible reporting. Corporate Purpose &
Impact reporting can improve accountability, but claims should distinguish goals, progress, and limits.
A restaurant worker should not carry responsibility for corporate supply-chain choices, while local
teams still need training about waste, food donation, packaging, and safe handling. Ethics becomes
coherent when the company considers the full system rather than treating each incident as isolated
reputation management. (Corporation, n.d.)

Recommended Action Plan

McDonald’s should implement a layered program. First, define a small set of observable ethical
behaviors for restaurant leaders and include them in selection and performance reviews. Second,
audit cash, inventory, refund, payroll, and access controls while testing for privacy and bias. Third,
provide scenario-based training in languages and formats employees can use. Fourth, establish
response standards for complaints and report aggregated outcomes to leadership. Fifth, monitor
climate through brief surveys, turnover, absence, safety events, and wage corrections. Sixth, require
root-cause reviews of repeated theft or misconduct rather than relying only on termination. Seventh,
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align franchise oversight with consistent brand and human-rights expectations while respecting legal
boundaries. Finally, publish progress honestly. The objective is not zero reported incidents, which may
indicate silence; it is earlier detection, fair resolution, declining harm, and confidence that speaking
up leads to action.

Technology should support rather than substitute for ethical management. Point-of-sale analytics can
detect unusual refunds or discounts, but an outlier is a prompt for review rather than proof of theft.
Scheduling algorithms should be checked for instability and hidden bias, and facial recognition or
emotion analysis should not be introduced merely because a vendor promises loss reduction. Privacy
impact assessment, necessity, accuracy, employee consultation, and legal review should precede
surveillance. Strong controls are transparent enough that employees understand their purpose and
limited enough that the workplace does not become a presumption of guilt.

Restaurant culture also depends on franchise economics. Royalty, rent, labor, food, and capital
pressures can lead local operators to cut staffing or delay maintenance. Corporate oversight should
identify when financial incentives undermine brand standards and should provide realistic paths to
correction. Franchisees need voice in system changes, while corporate leadership must enforce
minimum food-safety, employment, and ethical requirements consistently. Shared branding creates
shared reputational risk even when legal entities differ.

Ethics training should be evaluated through behavior, not completion rates alone. Leaders can review
whether employees know reporting channels, whether cases are resolved consistently, whether
retaliation concerns decline, and whether food-safety or payroll issues are corrected earlier.
Independent assurance and board oversight can test whether local results match corporate claims.

Conclusion

Organizational culture, climate, and ethics at McDonald’s are created through daily systems as much
as corporate statements. Integrity, fairness, transparency, inclusion, and customer trust must be
visible in manager behavior, schedules, pay, food safety, data handling, controls, and investigations.
Employee theft requires accountability, but prevention improves when the organization reduces
opportunity, corrects unfair conditions, supports reporting, and holds leaders to the same standards
as crew members. McDonald’s has formal values, Standards of Business Conduct, human-rights
commitments, and reporting mechanisms; the essential task is consistent execution across a complex
franchise system. Ethical culture should not be measured by whether problems disappear from view.
It should be measured by whether employees can raise them safely, evidence is handled fairly, root
causes are corrected, and decisions remain consistent with the company’s stated purpose and
obligations.
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