
 

The authors prepared this case solely as a basis for class discussion and not as an endorsement, a source of primary data, or an 
illustration of effective or ineffective management. Although based on real events and despite occasional references to actual 
companies, this case is fictitious and any resemblance to actual persons or entities is coincidental. 
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McDonald’s Japan’s Decisions and Outcomes 

The series of food security incidents has resulted in the loss of customers’ trust 
in McDonald’s Japan (hereafter McDonald’s). It certainly worsened the already 
declining sales and led to plummeting sales numbers and deteriorating financial 
performance. McDonald’s Japan was at the verge of losing it all in the corporation’s 
second biggest operation in the world. The dire situation was testing Management’s 
wisdom: How they can cope with reputation crisis and rise again from it? To tackle 
the crisis, first of all, McDonald’s Japan took immediate actions by changing 
suppliers to stop the aftermath of the scandal. They then adapted an authentic 
approach that lived up to the local cultural expectation throughout the whole 
reputation restoring process. They implemented a business revitalization plan 
focusing on customer-focused initiatives with an objective to regain customers’ 
confidence and improve financial performance. In order to achieve the aim, several 
campaigns were carried out successfully during 2015 - 2017. In 2017, McDonald 
reported a record profit of 15 billion yen in less than three years. Their actions are to 
be explained in more details in following sections.  

Immediate change of supplier 

When the expired food scandal was discovered in 2014, to minimize the 
aftermath of the news, McDonald’s Japan immediately announced that they would 
stop importing raw materials from Chinese suppliers, and its restaurants also ceased 
selling the products using materials from Shanghai Husi Food. Furthermore, 
McDonald’s Japan made a decision that they would start sourcing all its chicken 
from Thailand in order to address the amplifying concerns of its customers. "We 
made this decision in view of the growing concern over McDonald's chicken 
products made in China," the CEO of McDonald’s Japan Sarah Casanova, said.  

Authentic apology for the crisis 

In the Japanese culture, making an authentic apology in public right after the 
crisis occurs is an extremely important first step for any firm that would like to 
regain its reputation a trust among its stakeholders. Realizing the significance of a 
culturally accepted apology, the foreign CEO of McDonald’s Japan adapted to the 
culture and began her the statement of apology with a Japanese bow in a press 
meeting in 5th February 2015 (see Exhibit. 1).  

“I would like to sincerely apologize, once again, for all of the great anxiety and 
concern that the recent reports of food-related foreign objects have caused our 
customers,” Casanova said, before a deep five-second bow. 

This action was interpreted by local media as a message that McDonald’s 
Japan was sincerely sorry for the concerns caused by a string of food security issues,  
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and was ready to move on restoring its reputation. The authentic approach, apart 
from this apology, was to been seen in several following actions, which would be 
discussed respectively. 

Listening to customers  

The primary focuses were on regaining the trust of customers and rebuilding 
relationship with customers. To this end, McDonald’s Japan started creating various 
contact points to interact with active customers as well as potential ones. The first 
and most significant action was workshops held around the country with local 
customers and staff in order to hear directly from them their expectation from 
McDonald’s Japan. The CEO of McDonald’s Japan, Sarah Casanova, personally 
visited 47 prefectures, having conversations with 350 local mothers, the ones who 
make dining decisions in the family. As their principal goal was to bring families 
back to McDonald’s Japan, by going out and listening to customers needs and wants, 
they not only acquired profound insights from but also had the opportunity to put 
them into actions afterward.  

The feedback from the workshops suggested that, interestingly, customers 
expected McDonald’s Japan to be the original one that they love and trust, and in the 
meantime provide transparent information regarding food production and 
ingredients. With customers’ input, McDonald’s Japan was then able to sit down and 
draft the business revitalization plan that focused on customers anticipation. 

Food information transparency  

From the workshops with customers, McDonald’s Japan realized that in order 
to restore the trustworthiness seriously damaged by the scandals, they have to 
provide transparent and complete information on their food for customers. 
McDonald’s Japan took the opportunity to launch “Mieru McDonald’s quality” 
campaign in which a website that contained everything customers wanted to know 
about their food, including the production process, suppliers, and origin of the food 
provided. Apart from being transparent, they also created easier access to those 
information by putting QR codes on packaging as well as social media. Hence, this 
set of initiatives aimed to restore the damaged reputation and consumers’ trust by 
talking authentic, communicating visible changes, providing clear knowledge of food 
and improving trustworthiness under four heading: “food safety and quality,” 
“value proposition,” “service” and their “digital footprint.”  

Customer engagement campaigns  
As customers expected McDonald’s Japan to be the one they used to love and trust, 
they realized that the way to get closer to customers was indeed to restore the values 
of McDonald’s by being “fun” again. It was through interactive and digitized 
campaigns in a Japanese way that McDonald’s Japan sought to engage customers 
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more. First of all, McDonald’s Japan developed McDonald’s JP app as an interactive 
platform where coupons, food information, menus could be found. It turned out to 
be one of the most successful app in Japan market, reaching nearly 25% of the 
population in terms of download times. Secondly, they initiated interactive 
marketing campaigns such as “Name it Burger” where customers were invited to 
name a new burger on the menu and a million entries were registered in two days. 
What followed was another campaign “Burger election” in an attempt to revitalize 
customers’ awareness and passion for the existing menu they offered (Exhibit 2 
shows a picture from the campaign). These campaigns received extensive media 
coverage and customer engagement. Importantly, the overall sales were six times 
higher than forecast. Thirdly, in 2016, McDonald’s Japan caught the trend to 
collaborate with Pokémon Go to bring customers back to stores. McDonald's Japan 
became the first company to partner with Pokémon Go during the height of that 
craze, making every restaurant an important stop in the smartphone game. 
McDonald's Japan also created Pokémon McFlurry Menu to trigger more interests 
from the participants (Exhibit 3 shows McFlurry Menu). These appealing initiatives 
drove to the regain of customers’ confidence, which then translated to McDonalds’ 
stocks reaching the highest level since 2001 (Exhibit 4 demonstrates stock price of 
McDonald’s JP). 

Restart motivations and reputation  
Facing a crisis does not only affect the reputation of a corporation and, as an 

almost inevitable consequence, its financial revenues, but it also drives the morale of 
its employees down. That’s one of the main reasons why, McDonald’s Japan CEO, 
Sarah Casanova, stressed the importance of rebuilding the morale of the company’s 
employees. Employees resulted to be unhappy about the way the organization was 
structured, complaining about the lack of proactivity and empowerfulness towards 
customers. They felt as not being part of the team; therefore, the perception the CEO 
had was that the team was not working as so The CEO together with her team 
invested much effort in redacting a “Revitalization Plan” which was, indeed, not 
only focused on rebuilding trust among customers, but also on rebuilding employees’ 
morale. McDonald’s Japan went through several changes during its “Revitalization 
Plan” and in order to make it successful, changes were anchored to the 
organization’s culture. Sarah Casanova felt the urgency of getting everyone on the 
same page working for the achievement of the same goals through sharing the 
company’s new vision. For this reason, when launching new programs such as the 
“Quality, Service and Cleanliness” one, employees were trained and provided with 
material to make them aware and complicit in the change. Indeed, according to 
Kotter (2007), the only way to make changes stick and survive throughout the time in 
the corporation is to make them completely integrated in the organizational culture. 
The CEO admitted of having completely revised the internal communication to drive 
teamwork. However, McDonald’s Japan did not concentrate only on the existing 
employees, but it invested also in recruiting new personnel. In order to make it more 
appealing, the company developed an anime about working at McDonald’s and it  
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turned out to be extremely successful as the job applications boosted and the media 
appreciated it.  

Result: A strong comeback of McDonald’s Japan 
All the changes implemented by McDonald’s Japan generated outstanding 

results from both a financial and reputational point of view. In 2017, McDonald’s 
Japan reached a record 15 billions of YEN profit after the endeavor they invested in 
the changes over the past three years. Furthermore the stock price hit a record high 
in the same year (Exhibit 4 & 5 shows the financial performance after 2015). Sarah 
Casanova publicly admitted that it was the result of an internal hard work in terms 
of reorganization that led to the comeback of the corporation. All the strategies 
implemented by the company, such as workshops with the mothers, drove to an 
ascent towards trustworthiness. According to the Corporate Brand Identity and 
Reputation Matrix (Urde & Greyser, 2016), there is a vertical interaction between 
relationships and trustworthiness. Therefore, McDonald’s Japan authentically 
addressed the concerns of customers regarding food security and corporate 
reputation by establishing stronger connection with customers in terms of 
information sharing and extensive interaction. By doing so, the brand regained trust 
around food safety and quality and communicated such changes within engaging 
interactions. Hence, as for rebuilding customer satisfaction in Japan, McDonald’s 
used localized communicative strategy to navigate loyal customers and potential 
consumers along a new journey from listening to their demands, to achieve 
expectations, to get attention, to trigger interest, to motivate action and to gain a 
loyalty loop again. 
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Exhibit 1. Sarah Casanova made an apology in a press meeting in 2015, Source: 
Naharnet.com (2015) 
 

 
Exhibit 2: Burger election campaign from McDonald’s Japan 
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Exhibit 3. Pokémon McFlurry-each Pocket Monster matches each flavor.  
 

 
Exhibit 4. Stock price of McDonald’s Japan from 2015 to 2017, Source: Bloomberg Market 
(2017) 
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Exhibit 5. Financial performance of McDonald’s Japan from 2012 to 2017 
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Exhibit 6. Official McDonald’s Japan Website  
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