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“If you’re not making money hand over 
fist, then something is terribly wrong.” 
 
—B.J. Novak, in The Founder, the 
fictionalized movie account of the history 
of McDonald’s.
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Welcome & Thanks 
 
Thanks for downloading this short, free 
UbookÔ.  
 
What’s a “UbookÔ?” It’s a short ebook—
but it has a few other features. The “U” 
is to remind people that it’s associated 
with Understandably.com. 
 
The “U” also stands for “updated.” 
Because these books are never really 
finished. Instead, they’re continually 
revised. 
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As an example, this is the first, preview 
edition of this UbookÔ, and it was 
posted to the Internet in March 2022.  
 
So if you’re reading a while after that, 
you might want to go to 
Understandably.com  to see if there’s 
an updated edition. 
 
This UbookÔ runs just under 10,000 
words, which probably works out to 
roughly 30-35 minutes of reading time. 
 
You’ll also notice that it’s formatted to 
make it easy to read on a smartphone 
or tablet, hopefully without 
downloading any other apps.  
 
What else… You’re free to share this 
with anyone you like, as long as: (a) you 
share it for free, (b) you send the entire 
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thing, unedited, and (c) you don’t do 
anything like remove the author’s 
name, the cover, the branding, etc., or 
pretend that you wrote it instead of me. 
 
If someone did send this to you, that 
was nice of them. Please think about 
signing up for Understandably.com.  
 
Besides the daily Understandably 
newsletter (with thousands of 5-star 
ratings), it’s where you’ll learn about 
other UbooksÔ as they’re released.  
 
You can sign up at 
http://understandably.com/welcome, 
or else send an email to 
subscribe@understandably.com.  
 
Got comments? Want to let me know 
about a problem or an idea?  
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Fire off an email to bill 
@understandably.com. 
 
One more thing. I’d appreciate it if 
you’d share comments and reviews of 
this Ubook by sending an email to: 
 

reviews@understandably.com 
 
That’s sometimes how I get the best 
suggestions for future editions. Thanks 
again for downloading, reading and 
subscribing! 
 
Bill Murphy Jr. 
March 2022  
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Introduction 
 
It’s hard to imagine a more American 
entrepreneurial story than that of 
McDonald’s.  
 
It starts with two brothers who started a 
restaurant in the middle of the last 
century and adopted a goal of making 
$1 million by the time they turned 50 
(about $12 million in today’s dollars). It 
continues with the saga of Ray Kroc, 
who is credited with driving the vision 
to new, global heights.  
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And, it continues today: a company 
worth more than $150 billion, with 
hundreds of thousands of employees, 
and franchisees and restaurants around 
the globe.  
 
More than that, it’s a global symbol of 
American entrepreneurship and 
capitalism, warts and all. 
 
To the extent people know the history 
of McDonald’s today, I think it’s largely 
about the legends of those early days, 
portrayed most recently in the 2016 
movie, The Founder, starring Michael 
Keaton as Ray Kroc. 
 
As part of my writing for Inc., however, 
I’ve written dozens of articles about the 
more recent history of McDonald’s, 
especially when I think there are 
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lessons that today’s entrepreneurs and 
small business owners can learn from 
the company. 
 
This short ebook is a collection of some 
of the most popular of those articles. 
I’ve ordered them thematically, so they 
flow from one to the next. 
 
The good news for me is that the story 
never ends. There’s always a new 
development to lesson about, and 
usually another new article to write. 
 
I’d love to hear your feedback—both 
about any mistakes that you find, but 
also what you think I should write about 
in the future. 
 
Finally, let me mention a bit about my 
daily email newsletter at 
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Understandably.com. Most people 
who download this ebook also check a 
little box saying they’re happy to try it 
out for a bit. Maybe 2/3 of them stick 
around after the first little bit. As of this 
writing (March 2022) about 40,000 
people read it every day. 
 
The short version on that is that if you 
like this book and some of my other 
work, I think you’ll really like 
Understandably.com. Thanks for giving 
it a shot. 
 
You can always reach me at 
bill@understandably.com. 
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Now That’s What I Call a 
Brand 

 

No matter what you think about McDonald’s, you 
probably have an opinion. That’s part of why the 
brand is so valuable, as we’ll see below, and it also 
a great place for us to start. 

————— 
 

Which do you think is better: 
'McDonald's' or 'Burger King?'  
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Or maybe you'd guess that 'Starbucks' 
is better, or else 'KFC,' 'Chipotle,' or 
even 'Wendy's?'    
 
When it comes to the food, of course, 
it's a matter of personal preference and 
taste. But when you put those brand 
names in quotes like above, we're 
talking about the monetary value of 
each trademarked name and all the 
associated assets. 
 
And a new brand study says the answer 
is crystal clear. In fact's not even close. 
 
McDonald's takes the prize 
 
The study by WPP and Kantar earlier 
this month ranked the top brands in 
the world, and it also included a 
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subset: the world's top fast food 
brands.  
 
McDonald's runs away with this 
year's prize for the most valuable 
brand, as it does year after year. 
According to the study, the intrinsic 
value of the Golden Arches (and 
everything else associated with the 
McDonald's brand) is $130.4 billion.  
 
In fact, McDonald's is number-9 among 
all brands in the world, and the only 
non-tech brand that slips into the top 
10. (Amazon tops the list, with Apple, 
Google, Microsoft, and Visa rounding 
out the top five overall.) 
 
Here are the rest of the top 10 fast food 
brands ranked by worldwide brand 
value, according to the study: 
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1. McDonald's:  $130.4 billion 
2. Starbucks:   $45.9 billion 
3. KFC:  $17.2 billion 
4. Subway:  $17.1 billion 
5. Domino's Pizza:  $9.6 billion 
6. Pizza Hut:  $7.6 billion 
7. Burger King:  $7.1 billion 
8. Tim Horton's:  $6.7 billion 
9. Chipotle:  $6.2 billion 
10. Taco Bell:  $6.2 billion 

 
(You can find the whole data package 
online. Be forewarned that it's a 300-
page document.)  
 
McDonald's vs. Burger King 
 
It's striking as a consumer just how 
much brand value drops off as we go 
down the list. Really? Starbucks as a 
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brand is worth just one-third what 
McDonald's is?  
 
Within the United States anyway, 
McDonald's and Burger King are seen 
as rivals, with Wendy's and a host of 
smaller chains trying to punch above 
their weight in the burger wars. 
 
In fact, some of the competition among 
the brands is legendary (and frankly 
fun to write about), with Burger King 
launching an app that lets you order a 
Whopper for 1-cent from a geo-tagged 
McDonald's parking lot, and then 
launching a line of "Real Meals" to 
parody McDonald's "Happy Meals." 
 
But if you believe this study, 
'McDonald's' as a brand is worth 
almost 18.5 times as much as 'Burger 
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King,' even though McDonald's only 
has about twice as many restaurants 
worldwide. 
 
I can't even tell you the degree to 
which McDonald's is supposedly worth 
more than Wendy's as a brand, 
because Wendy's doesn't even make 
the top-10. 
 
Nor does Dunkin', by the way. And as a 
native New Englander, I find that 
surprising.  
 
Especially given the news that 
McDonald's planned to release some 
breakfast items that seem—shall we say, 
inspired—by Dunkin's offerings. 
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Domino's and Chipotle 
 
Factors that help McDonald's stay on 
top and even increase its brand value 
over last year, according to the Brand Z 
study, include upgrading many 
restaurants to its "Experience of the 
Future" model. 
 
This is the model that lets customers 
order from a counter, a kiosk, an app, a 
drive-through, or by having their meal 
delivered to them at a table.  
 
Across the board, the degree to which 
fast food brands embraced digital 
technology—like apps and delivery—
seemed to affect their brand value 
most, according to the study. 
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Two brands to watch, by the way: 
Domino's and Chipotle. In both cases, 
we're looking at significant jumps in 
value from a year ago. 
 
For Domino's, the increase seems 
attributable mainly to digital growth. 
And BrandZ also gave Chipotle—which 
is up 40 percent from a year ago—
credit for "a tremendous recovery from 
its food safety problems." 
 
"Under a new management team, 
Chipotle successfully attempted to 
reclaim its fresh-and-healthy 
credibility," the study said. "A 
campaign called 'For Real' emphasized 
fresh ingredients with the tagline, 'The 
only ingredient at Chipotle that's hard 
to pronounce is Chipotle.'"   
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They're good brands with long 
pedigrees and maybe even a new 
lease on life. But it looks like they've 
got a lot of road to travel before they 
rival McDonald's. 
 
Think about that, the next time you 
wonder whether marketing and 
working to increase your brand's 
value—no matter what your business—is 
likely to pay off. 
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It’s Better to Be Loved 
They say it’s better to build something a few 
people love than to build something a lot of 
people like a little bit. This is what happens when 
you do both.  

————— 

 
This is a story about the key difference 
between brands that some people 
fanatically adore, like McDonald's, and 
other comparable brands—say for 
example, Subway, which seem to have 
lost their way. 

It's about a longtime McDonald's fan 
named Don Gorske, who celebrated a 
unique milestone yesterday, when he ate 
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his 30,000th Big Mac at a McDonald's in 
Fond Du Lac, Wisconsin. (This happens to 
be the same McDonald's he visited when 
he ate his first Big Mac back in 1972.) 

I suspect that means he's been the most 
loyal McDonald's customer since well 
before at least half of the people who will 
read this article were born. Heck, even the 
guy who invented Big Macs, and who 
died recently at age 98, said he only ate 
one a week. 

It's the pinnacle of marketing and brand-
building: to have a customer so devoted 
to your product that he dedicates himself 
to it for decades, and creates a media 
story every time he hits another round 
number. 

To understand just how loyal a fan Gorske 
is, I think we need to break out the 



 

 
 

- 24 - 

calculator.(Or yes, the calculator function 
on your phone. I'm not that old.) 

We should point out two things first: that 
Gorske already holds the record for 
having eaten the most Big Macs; he 
crossed that threshold according to the 
Guinness people back in October. 

And second, he has both "obsessive 
compulsive disorder and a meticulous 
memory," according to the FDL Reporter, 
a local newspaper that marked his 
milestone. 

"While he has managed through the years 
to preserve and categorize most 
everything related to his Big Mac 
obsession, he did lose about 7,000 or so 
Styrofoam cartons that were damaged in 
a tornado that blew the soffits off his 
house on June 2, 1990," the paper 
reported. 
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I'll leave that part right there, since the 
environmental mess described did take 
place roughly 30 years ago. 

But it's an absurd number of Big Macs. To 
start with, eating 30,000 over 46 years 
would require eating 652 per year. And 
that in turn would work out to 
consuming 1.786 Big Macs every single 
day since the Nixon administration.  

Indeed, Gorske reports that there have 
only been eight days during which 
he didn't eat a Big Mac that entire time: 
once because an intense snowstorm 
stopped him from reaching McDonald's, 
for example, and once on the day in 1988 
when his mother died. 

Also, given that each Big Mac has two 1.6-
ounce beef patties, it means Gorske has 
eaten more than 6,000 pounds of beef, 
which might work out to (and this is the 
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most grotesque thing I've ever calculated 
for an article), about 10 cows. 

Actually, as bad as that is, over 46 years I 
thought it might be higher. However, it 
would also mean 16.89 million calories. 

Now age 64, Goerske is a retired prison 
guard, and he's as into Big Macs as ever. 

In fact, after the little ceremony the local 
Mickey D's held for him, he got a second 
one to-go: number 30,001. 

"Maybe I'll be eating it when I catch 
myself on the news," he said. 
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The Art of Forced Scarcity 

Let’s talk about the McRib and the idea of a 
seasonal favorite that isn’t actually seasonal. 

————— 

 
For months, the top news about fast 
food chains like McDonald's, Burger 
King, Chick-fil-A, Popeyes, and others 
has been mainly focused in two 
areas:    

1. The "chicken wars" between 
Popeyes and Chick-fil-A 
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2. Meat alternative sandwiches 
like Burger King's Impossible 
Whopper and the much smaller 
test of the McDonald's "PLT" in 
Canada  

You could add the news 
about McDonald's buying tech 
companies and trying to revolutionize 
the drive-through. However, it's the 
menu changes that really drive 
customer reactions. 

When it comes to the menu, 
McDonald's is now playing its annual 
trump card—and thus stealing back 
some of the thunder.  

It comes with the burger giant's 
announcement that it's bringing 
the McRib sandwich back, starting next 
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week, to 10,000 McDonald's 
restaurants across the United States. 

Forced scarcity 

Most years, the McRib was pretty tough 
to find, but McDonald's has about 
14,000 U.S. locations, so odds were 
decent. The company also set up a 
locator website. 

It's tough to pin down exactly why 
McDonald's does it this way, rather 
than simply making it available all year. 
Fans know it's coming—it varies from 
early October this year, to late October 
last year, to December a few years 
ago.  

Most outside theories center on the 
idea that forced scarcity results in 
greater demand each year. 
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Also, there are questions about 
whether there's a sufficiently reliable 
supply chain to provide enough pork—
about seven million pounds in order to 
make the 30 million McRib sandwiches 
sold a year. (That data's a decade old, 
the most recent I can find. It might be 
higher still now.) 

For 2019, there was also the added 
factor that the trade war with China 
introduced volatility, and at times 
reduced prices, into the pork market. 
(That's part of the reason why so many 
fast food restaurants have been adding 
bacon to their menus this year.) 

"Restructured meat" 

As NPR reported a few years ago, the 
McRib—which is designed to imply 
boneless ribs even though it's actually 
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pork shoulder—has its roots in a food 
technology called "restructured 
meats." 

It works a lot like sausage-making, 
according to Roger Mandigo, an 
emeritus University of Nebraska animal 
science professor who is credited with 
coming up with the technique.  

"Instead of just stuffing pork meat 
inside a casing," NPR reported, 
"Mandigo used salt to extract proteins 
from the muscle. Those proteins 
become an emulsifier 'to hold all the 
little pieces of meat together.'" 

(Within McDonald's, Rene Arend, 
McDonald's first executive chef, gets 
credit for creating the McRib in 1981, 
after developing it as a replacement for 
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Chicken McNuggets—which Arend also 
came up with in 1979.) 

The world's biggest "restructured 
meat" customer, by the way? The U.S. 
military, "as the beef, chicken, and pork 
products are convenient for feeding 
large numbers of people every day."  

A "street fight" 

McDonald's has been pretty clear over 
the past year or so that it thinks its 
"customer of the future" might never 
even set foot in a McDonald's. 

That's why it's put so much time and 
money into technology and delivery—
reporting that delivery is now a $3 
billion a year business for McDonald's 
in its own right. 
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At the same time, the company 
reported in August that while revenue 
is up, the number of people actually 
visiting McDonald's isn't keeping pace. 
(Those who do visit spend more 
money, though.) 

"Returning to guest count growth in the 
U.S. remains a top priority in the street 
fight for market share," the company's 
chief financial officer, Kevin 
Ozan, said on a conference call. 

And that just might be one of the 
hidden advantages of the McRib: For 
its extremely devoted fans, they have 
to actually seek out a McDonald's in 
order to find one. 
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World’s Biggest 

Restaurant Chain 
 

This is a story about what it means to be 
“biggest,” but also something many entrepreneurs 
spend lots of time thinking about: exit strategies. 
Namely, going public, or staying private.  

————— 

 
We're barely halfway through the 
month, and the world's two largest 
restaurant chains, Subway and 
McDonald’s, have both made big 
surprise announcements. 

McDonald's went first, abruptly naming 
Chris Kempczinski its new CEO, after 
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the man he replaced, Steve 
Easterbrook, "violated company policy 
and demonstrated poor judgment 
involving a recent consensual 
relationship with an employee." 

As I wrote at the time, I think the way 
McDonald's handled this surprising 
news was "an intriguing lesson in how 
to handle bad news and share it with 
the world." 

Now, we turn to Subway, where a new 
CEO will take over Monday.  

Both his background, and 
the difference between the 
McDonald's and 
Subway leadership  transitions, are 
remarkable. 
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Meet and congratulate John Chidsey, 
the new CEO, who is best known as the 
former CEO of Burger King. He 
stepped down from that job nine years 
ago, when Burger King was acquired 
by 3G Capital, a multibillion-dollar 
investment firm. 

Chidsey is the first permanent CEO of 
Subway who wasn't related to one of 
the founders, and I find his 
appointment fascinating. I'd love to sit 
down for an interview with him and ask 
him things like: 

• What are his plans for the 
struggling Subway enterprise, 
which suffered through three 
years of record store closures? 

• How does he plan to work with 
franchisees, since he reportedly 
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had a fraught relationship with 
Burger King franchisees during his 
time there? 

• What else has he been doing in 
the interim (besides investing and 
serving on boards, apparently), 
since he left Burger King in 2010? 

I listened to an interview Chidsey gave 
in 2008, when he talked about how he 
likes to see job applicants who have 
had varied employment experiences, 
because they've been challenged and 
seen new ways of doing things. 

Does he think his time away helped 
him in the same way? 

But that interview isn't happening. 

In fact, Subway apparently isn't setting 
up Chidsey to talk with anyone in the 
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media, or offer anything beyond a 38-
word quote in a press release 
announcing his appointment: 

"I am honored to be joining such an 
iconic global brand, and I am most 
excited about the future of Subway. I 
look forward to learning from and 
working with the many constituents 
who have built this brand." 

No offense, but it's not exactly 
illuminating. And that's precisely the 
point.  

McDonald's is a $146 billion public 
company. Its stock skyrocketed while 
Easterbrook was in charge. It has to 
reveal reams of information to investors 
and the Securities and Exchange 
Commission, and answer all kinds of 
questions when its leadership changes. 
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Subway? It's still privately held—divided 
equally, as far as we know, between its 
co-founder, Peter Buck, and the widow 
of its other co-founder, Elizabeth 
DeLuca. 

Even its last permanent CEO, Suzanne 
Greco, who is the sister of co-founder 
Fred DeLuca, had no equity, according 
to reports. 

So while Kempczinski takes over 
McDonald's under the watchful eye of 
executives, employees, franchisees, 
investors, and analysts, Chidsey will run 
Subway under less-
visible circumstances. 

It's a difference we've seen and written 
about many times. 
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Do the distractions of going public 
outweigh the benefits of raising money 
and sharing value? I'd love to ask 
Chidsey for his thoughts. 

But apparently, I can't. 
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Small Fry, Big Test 

Pre-pandemic, one of the big stories we kept 
hearing about in the restaurant industry was 
whether plant-based, non-meat food would 
find a foothold. Here’s how McDonald’s 
handled it, and why.  

————— 

 
Big news yesterday. I'm talking, of 
course, about the announcement 
that McDonald's will test a Beyond 
Meat sandwich called the "PLT" in 
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28 McDonald’s locations in Canada 
starting next Monday. 

Don't call it a burger necessarily; 
McDonald's described the meat 
substitute in a pair of statements 
Thursday as "a Beyond Meat plant-
based patty that has been crafted 
exclusively by McDonald's, for 
McDonald's."  

Let's unpack the no-meat story and 
why it's such a big deal for both meat 
alternatives and the fast-food industry 
(which is expected to grow to $690 
billion by 2022). 

First, meat alternatives, from Beyond 
Meat to Impossible Foods to dozens of 
other companies getting into the mix, 
are hot. They're doing well financially, 
too. Impossible picked up another 
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$300 million in funding earlier this year. 
Beyond Meat's stock price has soared 
since it went public (and jumped on 
the McDonald's news yesterday.) 

Second, if we ever were to see massive, 
widespread adoption of meat 
alternatives, it could have a major 
impact on cutting greenhouse gasses.  

At Inc.'s sister publication, Fast 
Company, Adele Peters wrote about 
some of the math earlier this year. In 
short, an Impossible Burger has a 
carbon footprint about 89 percent 
smaller than that of a burger made the 
old-fashioned way (like, by raising and 
slaughtering a cow). 

And third, while we're still in the early 
stages, rival fast-food chains have seen 
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some wild success marketing meat 
alternative burgers.  

Burger King's Impossible 
Whopper sold out 
repeatedly, Subway launched a 
Beyond Meat meatless meatball 
sub. Umami Burger, White Castle, 
Cheesecake Factory, Fatburger, and 
Red Robin Gourmet Burgers and 
Brews are all in on the product too—
plus KFC. 

But let's be honest. McDonald's is the 
Big Kahuna, so to speak, when it comes 
to fast-food restaurants. 

Fans tend to talk about "McDonald's 
and Burger King" in the United States 
as if they're almost equals, but in 
fact, McDonald's dwarfs its rival. 
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That's also why it's been slowest to 
move. As Restaurant Business 
Online explained in June, McDonald's 
could face five big issues in getting into 
the market: 

1. "The practical matter of grill 
space," since as we've seen with 
Burger King, grilling meat 
alternatives next to meat isn't 
ideal. 

2. Next, there's the concern that as 
CEO Steve Easterbrook puts it, 
"We've got to make sure the 
consumer trend is sustaining," 
before making big changes. 

3. Complexity. McDonald's is trying 
to make its menu items easier to 
prepare, not harder. 

4. Pricing. There's tension going on 
now between McDonald's and its 
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franchisees over whether to focus 
on higher- or lower-cost items. 
The Canadian test PLT will go for 
about $4.89 [CAD$6.49]. 

5. Consumer taste. Beyond the 
trendiness, there's a question 
whether people who want 
meatless options are likely to be 
McDonald's customers in the long 
term. 

That's why McDonald's is taking it 
slowly, and starting with a test in 
Canada. (By the way, if any readers 
in Ontario wind up trying one of these, 
email me at bill@understandably.com, 
and let me know how it tastes.) 

"Why just a small test? We're in 
learning mode, so testing is a major 
part of how we develop our menu. It's 
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how we look, before we leap," 
said Ann Wahlgren, McDonald's vice-
president of Global Menu Strategy. 

But if it does work out, we might look 
back at this as the start of one of the 
big sea changes in history of both fast 
food and the meat-alternative industry. 
And that could have a very big impact 
on the future. 
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Chance Favors 

Prepared Minds 
 

Ah yes, the pandemic. McDonald’s actually thrived 
while much of the world struggled. Here’s part of 
why. 

————— 

 
Of all the big companies that I've been 
watching and reporting on during the 
coronavirus pandemic, McDonald's might be 
the most interesting—and maybe the luckiest. 

McDonald's has changed radically how it 
operates, but it has also been in a better 
position than many other retailers, simply 
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because so much of its business already 
came from drive-through customers. 

In fact, McDonald's spent $300 million on a 
tech acquisition to create the so-called drive-
through of the future just last year.  

Good timing, if you ask me. 

Now, however, we come to a point at which 
McDonald's is facing the same issue that so 
many of its competitors are facing—in 
virtually every retail or customer-facing 
business. 

So let's see if McDonald's luck still holds up. 
There were two big, consequential 
announcements Friday: 

• First, McDonald's joined the list of 
other big U.S. companies that will ask 
customers to wear masks to prevent 
the spread of coronavirus, at every 
single store in the country—even where 
they are not required by local law. 
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• Second, McDonald's announced that it 
will pause reopening dining rooms for 
another 30 days. 

Let's take the second announcement first, as 
it might be more consequential. In June, 
McDonald's announced some great news: a 
plan to hire 260,000 new workers at 
McDonald's restaurants across the country. 

But, those workers were supposed to be 
coming aboard to help open dining rooms 
that had been shuttered due to the 
coronavirus pandemic. And earlier this 
month, due to the worsening situation, 
McDonald's said it was delaying its plans 
until the end of July. 

Now, it looks like it will be the end of August 
before those reopenings—and the impact of 
those new jobs, which could single-handedly 
change the unemployment rate if they all 
came through at once. 
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That's unlucky for the new employees, and 
for McDonald's as a whole. But it's tempered 
once again by the fact that so much of 
McDonald's revenue came from drive-
throughs, which aren't affected. 

Then, there's the McDonald's mask 
announcement. It's interesting to note the 
exact wording in the McDonald's 
statement on the change:  

"In order to protect the safety of our 
employees and customers, we will ask all 
customers to wear face coverings when 
entering our US restaurants effective August 
1." 

I think "ask" is the operative word. Dig 
deeper into the statement, and McDonald's 
says that "in those situations where a 
customer declines to wear a face covering, 
we'll put in place additional procedures to 
take care of them in a friendly, expedited 
way." 
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The policy suggests caution about  putting 
low-paid employees in a position to try to 
enforce a restriction on its 
customers. However, McDonald's even 
benefits in terms of its mask announcement, 
because it applies only inside restaurants.  

Again, many McDonald's are closed for dine-
in service and the date on which they will 
reopen keeps getting pushed back, meaning 
that even more than before, McDonald's is 
primarily a drive-through business—and the 
masks edict isn't really an issue at the drive-
through. 

I should mention a third announcement 
McDonald's made Friday: adding protective 
panels and barriers to at least some 
restaurants. But given the delay in reopening 
so much inside dining, it seems less 
consequential for the moment. 
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The great French chemist and inventor Louis 
Pasteur is credited with having coined the 
phrase: "Chance favors the prepared mind." 

I hope it's not too much of a stretch to say 
that in the case of McDonald's, the 
coronavirus, and the company's focus on 
drive-throughs as the most efficient part of 
its business, luck favors the prepared 
company as well. 

I'm pretty sure there's a big lesson in there 
for your business. 
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The Big Lesson 
Speaking of big lessons, if I wanted to pick one 
story with the most takeaways for today’s 
entrepreneurs, it’s this one. IT’s about business 
models, opportunity, and some of the hidden 
challenges that come with success.  

————— 

 
Ah, McDonald's. It's a true American 
success story. 
 
But over time, things change. Brands 
evolve. Opportunities emerge.  
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And McDonald's has made a few 
radical changes lately to cope, some of 
which weren't even noticeable to many 
customers.  
 
The whole thing with from the chain's 
decision two years ago now to start 
serving breakfast all day. Because 
apparently, some regular breakfast 
customers simply started coming in 
later.   
 
That meant not only less traffic in the 
morning—but also that some afternoon 
customers started buying cheaper 
breakfast items.  
 
Combine both of those results, and 
overall store sales started to fall, 
according to The Wall Street Journal, 
which examined McDonald's in detail 
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this week, and came up with these 
insights. So, McDonald's has started to 
make some other big changes—some 
widely heralded, some not.  
 
They include things like: 
 

• trying to boost excitement for its 
breakfast menu by rolling out 
Triple Breakfast Stacks, basically a 
massive breakfast sandwich that 
comes with sausage, bacon, egg 
and cheese.  
 

• deciding not to advertise that you 
can actually get Triple Breakfast 
Stacks all day long—they're 
"offered beyond traditional 
breakfast hours only upon 
request," according to 
the Journal. 
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• advertising the idea of "a 'holistic' 

breakfast," in which customers 
buy both sandwiches and McCafe 
coffee drinks 
 

• adding tests like coffee cakes and 
muffin tops 
 

• introducing what you might think 
of as a true dollar menu: several 
breakfast sandwiches for $1. 

 
Of course, McDonald's isn't alone in 
trying to take over breakfast, which 
accounted for a quarter of its revenue 
before the changes. Burger King and 
Chick-fil-A have focused on it lately, 
too.  
 
Why the focus? Several reasons: 
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Once you've built a burger restaurant, 
you already have most of the fixed 
costs to sell breakfast as well. So if you 
don't do breakfast, it's like leaving 
money on the table. 
 
Add to that the fact that the profit 
margins on breakfast items are simply 
better than they are on lunch and 
dinner (except perhaps for alcohol, 
which McDonald's doesn't actually sell 
in the U.S.). Eggs and cheese are 
simply less expensive than chicken and 
beef. 
 
A third reason: You don't need as 
many employees in most cases to 
prepare and serve breakfast items as 
you do for lunch and dinner. (This is 
part of why McDonald's now can serve 
breakfast after 10:30 a.m., but doesn't 
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go the other way—meaning it won't let 
you order a Big Mac at 8 a.m.) 
 
Finally, there's just the fact that eating 
out is getting less popular, even as our 
population continues to grow. 
 
One possible way around? Adding 
burgers and other lunch and dinner 
items in the morning. But as noted that 
requires more staff and cuts into profit 
margins. 
 
And, it's also considered likely—harder 
to tell for sure—that switching to an all-
day menu makes kitchens more 
complicated and less efficient, which 
leads to longer lines at counters and 
drive-thrus. That could in turn leads 
some would-be customers to skip the 
restaurant altogether. 
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It's a tough challenge to get right—
which means McDonald's will probably 
wind up trying quite a few other big 
changes before it settles on an 
outcome. 
 
"We are always going to want to 
introduce initiatives that are attractive 
to customers, which are reflecting 
where customers want us to go and 
their changing tastes," McDonald's 
Chief Executive Steve Easterbrook said 
in October, as quoted by the Journal. 
"But at the same time, how can we 
maintain that discipline of making sure 
we take as much out as we ever put 
into a restaurant?" 
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How to Treat Employees 
Some of the biggest reasons McDonald’s is in the 
news has to do with its employees. Here’s a story 
about how McDonald’s apparently once managed 
the relationships between itself, its franchisees, 
and some employees.  

————— 

 
Many successful people got their first 
jobs at fast food restaurants.  

Jeff Bezos worked at McDonald's, for 
example. Barack Obama scooped ice 
cream at Baskin Robins, and 
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even Madonna worked at Dunkin' 
Donuts. 

But, you don't often hear about people 
who jumped from one fast food 
restaurant to another—for higher 
wages, a better schedule or a 
promotion. 

Maybe it's partly because of a sneaky 
way big chain restaurants have been 
agreeing behind the scenes not to hire 
each other’s workers? 

That's exactly what anti-poaching 
investigations launched by 11 states 
claimed. Now, over the past few 
months and culminating Tuesday, a 
total of 15 major fast food chains have 
agreed not to do it anymore, including 
McDonald's, Applebee's, Panera 
Bread, and others. 
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Here's how it all worked, along with 
which big chains have agreed to stop 
(and six others that allegedly are still 
doing it). 

"No-poach" clauses 

It's pretty simple and straightforward. 
Maybe even brazen. 

Franchisees of some of the big chains 
were apparently required to agree not 
to hire employees who had worked at 
another franchisee of the same chain. 

So for example, if you opened a new 
McDonald's, you couldn't staff it by 
hiring away the employees of another 
McDonald's.  

Princeton economists who looked at 
this said last year that they thought 
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about 70,000 U.S. fast food and casual 
dining restaurants had the clauses in 
their franchise agreements, adding up 
to about 25 percent of chain 
restaurants. 

As economists often do, they looked at 
this from a macro perspective, 
concluding that it kept wages lower, 
reduced turnover, and stifled 
competition. 

Perhaps most sneaky: Workers usually 
had no idea that the agreements were 
in place. 

Thus, they were potentially stuck 
artificially in their jobs, with less 
leverage to negotiate pay, hours, or 
conditions—and never understanding 
the real reason why they never got 
offers from competitors. 
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McDonald's, Burger King, Wendy's, 
etc. 

But, they won't be doing it anymore, at 
least at 15 fast food chains. 

On Tuesday, eight fast-food and casual 
dining restaurants agreed to remove 
anti-poaching language from its 
franchise agreements, following seven 
others who did so last month.  Here's 
the list of restaurants that agreed to the 
deal with the Washington state 
attorney general: 

• Arby's (agreed in July) 
• Carl's Jr. (agreed in July) 
• McDonald's (agreed in July; 

reportedly had 
voluntarily abandoned the 
practice in March) 

• Jimmy John's (agreed in July) 
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• Auntie Ann's (agreed in July) 
• Buffalo Wild Wings (agreed in 

July) 
• Carl's Jr. (agreed in July) 
• Cinnabon (agreed in July) 
• Applebee's (agreed Tuesday) 
• Church's Chicken (agreed 

Tuesday) 
• Five Guys (agreed Tuesday) 
• IHOP (agreed Tuesday) 
• Jamba Juice (agreed Tuesday) 
• Little Caesars (agreed Tuesday) 
• Panera Bread (agreed Tuesday), 

and  
• Sonic (agreed Tuesday) 

"As part of their agreements with the 
attorney general's office, the 
restaurants will no longer enforce 
existing no-poach agreements, and will 
remove the language from future 
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contracts," reports The New York 
Times. 

But, at least six others are still being 
investigated, according to the trade 
publication, Restaurant Business. They 
include: Burger King, Dunkin' Donuts, 
Five Guys, Little Caesars, Popeyes and 
Wendy's. 

Not on the list, and probably never will 
be? Starbucks and Chick-fil-A, in which 
the companies themselves own all the 
stores, and In-N-Out Burger, which is 
owned by a 36-year-old billionaire, 
Lynsi Snyder, who inherited the 
company from her grandparents—and 
who reportedly pays her top 
managers really, really well. 
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In-N-Out Burger 
 

Sometimes it’s easiest to see some of the most 
important things if you can find a way to step back 
and look from the outside. That’s what I did here, 
writing about a smaller competitor to McDonald’s 
that nevertheless has its own fervent following 
and way of doing business: In-N-Out Burger 

————— 
 

In-N-Out has been rated the most-
loved place to work in the fast-food 
industry.  
 
Now, a new study shows a pretty 
compelling reason why. 
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Writing in the California Sun, editor 
Mike McPhate says the average annual 
salary of an In-N-Out manager is now 
$160,000.  
 
That's a lot of money, especially 
considering that it's a path to a six-
figure paycheck that's open to people 
who don't have a high school 
diploma—never mind a college 
degree.  
 
Compare it to the average adult in the 
United States who does not have a 
high school diploma, and earns just 
over $20,000.  
 
These In-N-Out managers make more 
than the average salaries of lawyers, 
software engineers, and architects in 
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California (about $115,000 for the first 
two professions; $112,000 for the 
architects). 
 
"In-N-Out is just eons above everybody 
else. On wages and benefits, they 
really are the best large chain," Saru 
Jayaraman, of the Food Labor 
Research Center at the University of 
California, Berkeley, told the Sun. 
With only 329 restaurants, In-N-Out is 
small.  
 
(That’s compared to about 37,000 
McDonald's locations. Even Five Guys 
has 1,500.)  
 
It's also focused squarely in the 
Southwest and the Pacific. This despite 
signs that people on the East Coast 
(especially former California residents 
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like yours truly) would welcome its 
arrival. A fake "In-N-Out Coming Soon" 
sign was once called the "cruelest April 
Fool's joke ever" when it was posted in 
New York. 
 
But there's reason to believe that In-N-
Out's size, structure, and regional focus 
are some of the reasons why it's able to 
offer higher-than-average salaries in 
the first place.  
 
It's a private company. 
 
Big public companies that have to 
answer to shareholders will always 
have an incentive to pay the lowest 
salaries they can get away with—
assuming acceptable levels of 
turnover, product quality, customer 
satisfaction and the like. 
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In-N-Out however, isn't public; it's still 
controlled by Lynsi Snyder, the 30-
something granddaughter of its 
founders, Harry and Esther Snyder. If 
she and her team think paying higher 
salaries makes sense (clearly, they do), 
they're free to do so. 
 
It's (mostly) in California. 
 
Both wages and the cost of living are 
higher in California than most other 
places in the country. In-N-Out workers 
get a starting salary of at least $13, 
including benefits. That starting pay 
can't help but affect the salaries of 
people who hold positions of greater 
responsibility. 
 
The company's entry-level workers will 
be getting pay raises soon, too: the 
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state's minimum wage is $11 an hour 
currently, but it's set to go to $15 by 
2022. 
 
It pays off. 
 
Here's the bottom line: In-N-Out pays 
more because it works for them. A 
managerial job at the burger chain is 
hard work, requiring long hours. 
 
Nevertheless, as McPhate points out, 
90 percent of employees on the career 
site Glassdoor.com said they'd 
recommend the company to a friend. 
"Our research shows that companies 
that take the high road make a profit 
not in spite of paying their workers 
better but because they pay their 
workers better," Jayaraman told 
the Sun. 
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What to Do With Profits 
 

Once you’re on top, you want to stay on top—and 
figure out what it will look like to stay on top in 
the future. That means you have a new challenge. 
I was actually taken aback when I realized how 
much McDonald’s spends to try to do just that. 

————— 

 
Been to McDonald's lately? If not, you 
might not recognize a McDonald's the 
next time you stop in.  

The world's largest restaurant chain 
is spending $6 billion to makeover 
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thousands of McDonald's restaurants 
across the U.S.. They've already made 
the changes at 5,000 locations, and 
they unveiled last month how they'll 
spend another $3.5 billion to work on 
5,230 restaurants in 16 states plus 
Washington, D.C.. 

The changes include things like new 
decor, curbside pickup, and self-order 
kiosks. But let's look hard for a minute 
on that big number: $6 billion. It's a 
truly staggering amount of money 
(even if it's also only about the same as 
4 percent of Jeff Bezos's net worth). It's 
about the same as:  

• the entire market capitalization of 
the entire Dunkin' Donuts chain, 
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• the entire value of Wendy's—plus 
an additional 40 percent on top of 
that, or alternatively, 

• a little bit less than the entire GDP 
of the nation of The Bahamas 

So what's McDonald's getting in 
return? 

Overall, the refresh is an effort to turn 
around some of the stagnation that the 
brand has seen in recent years—most 
recently its "underperforming"  $1 $2 
$3 Dollar Menu, and its experience on 
March 2 of this year, which was the 
single worst day in McDonald's history, 
ever.  

And it's also partly a hedge against 
whether McDonald's will actually be 
able to recruit enough people to work 
in its restaurants, in an age of higher 
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minimum wages and far lower 
unemployment—especially among 
young people. 

So, to the future. The vision is to build 
the same experience at every 
McDonald's—an experience that 
involves a lot less waiting and 
interacting with other people than you 
might imagine now. 

Walk into a futuristic McD's, and you'd 
go right to the front of the line—enough 
self-order kiosks for everyone. Choose 
your order and pay without talking with 
anyone, and then make your way to a 
table, where someone would 
eventually drop off your order.  

Or else, McDonald's hopes maybe 
you'll never have to even interact with 
machines on site—ordering via its app, 
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and parking in a designated spot 
outside where once again, an 
employee will just bring your order. 

At least for now it's an employee. 

Perhaps the next $6 billion 
refurbishment program will just be to 
replace everybody with robots. 
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Do the Math 

We’ll finish this uBook with a three-part story 
about technology and competition. It’s also about 
marketing and math, which happen to be two 
things that some entrepreneurs can’t do very well. 

————— 

Part I 
 
It's funny. Sometimes things seem like 
they're worth more than they actually 
are. 
 
It happens a lot in contests. Case in 
point: the McDonald's Gold Card, 
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which entitles the bearer to free 
McDonald's food for life.  
 
Or else, maybe I should say: “free 
McDonald's food for life.*” 
  
(More on the asterisk in a minute.) 
 
McDonald's is giving away McGold 
Cards away as part of a campaign to 
get people to download and use their 
McDonald's mobile app. To enter you 
either download the app or send the 
company an email. 
 
Now, this truly is a smart contest on the 
part of McDonald's. For one thing, it 
creates a mystique about the idea that 
other people have this secretive card 
entitling them to free food.  
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A number of celebrities have claimed 
to have them, but it appears there may 
be only one true Gold Card that 
entitles the bearer to eat for free at 
McDonald's anywhere in the world. 
Its owner: Bill Gates, who clearly can 
afford a Big Mac.  
 
Others apparently have gold cards 
issued by McDonald's franchisees, 
which allow them to get free food but 
only at the restaurants owned by that 
franchisee. 
 
But even better for McDonald's, the 
McGold Card's monetary value isn't 
anywhere near as big as many people 
might assume. The reason is the little 
asterisk I talked about above. 
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While the contest is headlined "Use 
Mobile Order & Pay on our App and 
you could WIN FREE McDONALD'S 
FOR LIFE*" the prize is actually limited 
to two meals per week (no more than 
$7) for 50 years. 
 
Do that math, and we're talking about 
$36,400, which isn't nothing—but I'd 
suspect it's not as much as many 
people entering might think. 
 
Also, and this actually works out in the 
winner's favor, the prize will 
be awarded in cash, plus an additional 
amount of money to cover taxes. End 
of day, the winner will walk away with 
around $52,350. 
 
Again, nothing to sneeze at. But if 
you're McDonald's, and you manage to 
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get, say, 250,000 people to download 
and try your app as a result of this 
promotion, that works out to about 21 
cents per customer—which is a very 
healthy cost per app download in 
digital marketing. 
 
Nice work, McDonald's.  
 
Part II 
 
If there's one thing Americans like, it's 
a special deal. 
 
And if there's something they like even 
more, it's a special deal that lets them 
get one over on someone and feel like 
they're in on a secret joke.  
 
Ladies and gentlemen, I give you: the 
new deal from Burger King that lets 
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you buy a Whopper for $.01, but only if 
you first join them in trolling 
McDonalds.  
 
Starting with a cryptic tweet Tuesday 
("brb going to McDonald's"), the 
nation's number-two burger chain 
teased its promotion, before 
announcing at 10 am that it's selling 
Whoppers for a penny, provided you 
do two things: 
 
• Order using the new Burger King 

mobile app, 
• Order your Burger King meal 

while you're physically at a 
McDonalds. 

 
The nations number-2 burger chain 
released a video showing people 
actually ordering while they're at a 
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McDonalds drive through, but 
technically you don't have to be that 
close. Six hundred feet from your local 
McD's will do.  
 
As BK explained in a press release: 
 

"If a guest is inside one of these 
geofenced areas and has the new 
BK App on their device, the app 
will unlock the Whopper sandwich 
for a penny promotion.  
 
Once the 1¢ Whopper sandwich 
order is placed, the user will be 
'detoured' away from McDonald's, 
as the app navigates them to the 
nearest Burger King restaurant for 
pick up." 
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Like many of the promotions we've 
seen lately—say the McDonald's Gold 
Card above, or the free Starbucks for 
life contest—BK's goal seems squarely 
focused on getting people to 
download its app.  
 
But on sheer creativity and 
mischievousness, I think they come out 
ahead of other promotions. 
 
We will probably never know what they 
wind up doing in terms of number of 
app downloads, but having run a lot of 
campaigns like this, I can imagine this 
will turn out to be a very efficient 
promotion.  
 
More than that—the novelty could likely 
bring in people who never eat at Bk or 
mcd. Like me for example.  
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Which gives me an idea:  
 

“Brb, going to McDonald's.” 
 
PART III 
 
Reader, I went to McDonald’s. I used 
the app. I bought a 1-cent burger at 
Burger King. 
 
The promotion went live Tuesday 
morning. When I got my Whopper in 
the afternoon, the woman behind the 
counter at Burger King said she'd been 
seeing people come in all day for one-
penny burgers. 
 
I think the whole thing's brilliant—even 
though I confess that I wound up 
eating two bites of my 1-cent Whopper 
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and throwing the rest of it out. I just 
can't eat that stuff anymore. I'd say the 
same about McDonald's. 
 
But setting aside the fact that I'm not 
exactly the target market for this thing, 
here's why it's so smart: 
 
1. It's technically advanced. 
 
It seems like every company is trying to 
get you to download their app, but this 
campaign uses a smart, unique feature. 
Geo-fencing isn't exactly new of 
course; Pokemon Go was what, three 
years ago? But this is the first app I've 
seen like this, and it made it a game.  
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2. It trolls the competition. 
 
Burger King has some good trolls 
working in the marketing department. 
It's just creative and funny that they'd 
think to offer a discount, but require 
you to go to their main competitor to 
redeem it. 
 
3. It enlists customers as allies. 
 
This isn't just Burger King trolling 
McDonald's. It's Burger King recruiting 
customers to do it with them. 
Everybody likes to be in on the joke—
and they're getting pretty good media 
coverage out of it, too. 
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4. There's almost no wastage. 
 
Part of why I love this is just out of 
respect that Burger King winds up 
getting people to download and 
activate their app almost for free. Yes, 
the Whopper is below cost, but when 
you factor in the drink and fries 
customers almost certainly buy, they're 
probably at break-even. Other 
companies are thrilled to get app 
downloads for a few dollars each; 
getting them for next to nothing is 
genius. 
 
5. They make you activate. 
 
Why charge a penny? Why not make 
the Whopper free? Because doing so 
means you have to sign up with a credit 
card, which Burger King helpfully 
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saves. Now, they can send you push 
notifications and maybe convince you 
to buy more food with one tap. 
 
So good work, Burger King. I barely 
tried your burger and ultimately 
deleted your app. 
 
But you convinced me to make a 
detour all over New Jersey in pursuit of 
a $4.88 discount on a sandwich I didn't 
want to begin with. That's pretty darn 
good marketing. 
 
Maybe my next ebook will have to be 
called something like, Burger Lessons. 
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Links & References 
 

Thanks again for downloading and 
reading. I hope you found the book of 
value. 
 
Please don’t forget to sign up at 
Understandably.com, if you haven’t 
already. 
 
This edition was released in March 
2022. Check out to see if there’s an 
update at: books.understandably.com. 
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Also, I have to get a bit legal here: 
Please note that Understandably, 
Understandably.com, Ubook and 
Ubooks are trademarks of Much Better 
Media LLC. 
 
Don’t forget to submit comments 
and reviews at:  
 

reviews@understandably.com 
 
Notes and links follow below. Where 
you see a URL and a date, that’s where 
to find the original articles and the 
dates of publication: 
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