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The McDonald’s System
rrom The McDonaldization of Society

GEORGE RITZER

MecDonald’s has become o buzzword not only for fast food but for o way of organiz-
ing activities, caleulated to maximize efficiency by minimizing opportunities for error.
For some this is wonderful, but for others this is lifeless and without joy, despite the
images that appear in McDonald’s commercials. Ultimately, it may not be as effi-
cient as it seems.

THE DIMENSIONS OF MCDONALDIZATION:
FROM DRIVE-THROUGHS TO UNCOMFORTABLE SEATS

Even if some domains are able to resist McDonaldization, this book intends
to demonstrate that many other aspects of society are being, or will be,
McDonaldized. This raises the issue of why the McDonald’s model has
proven so irresistible, Four pasic and alluring dimensions lie at the heart of
the success of the McDonald’s model and, more generally, of the process of
McDonaldization.

First, McDonald’s offers efficiency. That is, the McDonald’s system offers us
the optimum method for getting from one point to another. Most generally, this
means that MeDonald’s proffers the best available means of getting us from a
state of being hungry to a state of being full. * * * Other institutions, fashioned
on the McDonald’s model, offer us similar efficiency in losing weight, lubricat-
ing our cars, filling eyeglass prescriptions, or completing income tax forms.
In a fast-paced society in which both parents are likely to work, or where there
may be only a single parent, efficiently satisfying the hunger and many other
needs of people is very attractive. In a highly mobile society in which people
are rushing, usually by car, from one spot to another, the efficiency of a fast-
food meal, perhaps without leaving one's car while passing by the drive-through
window, often proves impossible to resist. The fast-food model offers us, or at
least appears Lo offer us, an efficient method for satisfying many of our needs.

Second, McDonald’s offers us food and service that can be easily quantified
and calculated. In effect, McDonald’s seems to offer us “more bang for the buck.”
(One of its recent innovations, in response to the growth of other fast-food fran-
chises, is to proffer “value mea Is” at discounted prices.) We often feel that we
are getting a lot of food for a modest amount of mqy/{ey. Quantity has become
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equivalent to quality; a lot of something means it must be good. As two observ-
ers of contemporary American culture put it, “As a culture, we tend to believe—
deeply—that in general ‘bigger is better.”” Thus, we order the Quarter Pounder,
the Big Mac, the large fries. We can quantify all of these things and feel that
we are getting a lot of food, and, in yeturn, we appear to be shelling out only a
nominal sum of money. This cal¢dlus, of course, ignores an important point:
the mushrooming of fast-food outlets, and the spread of the model to many other
businesses, indicates that our calculation is illusory and it is the owners who
are getting the best of the deal.

There is another kind of calculation involved in the success of McDonald’'s—a
calculation involving time. People often, at least implicitly, calculate how much
time it will take them to drive to McDonald’s, eat their food, and return home
and then compare that interval to the amount of time required to prepare the
food at home. They often conclude, rightly or wrongly, that it will take less time
to go and eat at the fast-food restaurant than to eat at home. This time calcu-
lation is a key factor in the success of Domino’s and other home-delivery fran-
chises, because to patronize them people do not even need to leave their homes.
To take another notable example, Lens Crafters promises us “Glasses fast,
glasses in one hour.” Some McDonaldized institutions have come to combine
the emphases on time and money. Domino’s promises pizza delivery in one-
half hour, or the pizza is free. Pizza Hut will serve us a personal pan pizza in
five minutes, or it, too, will be free.

Third, McDonald's offers us predictability. We know that the Egg McMuffin
we eat in New York will be, for all intents and purposes, identical to those we
have eaten in Chicago and Los Angeles. We also know that the one we order
next week or next year will be identical to the one we eat today. There is great
comfort in knowing that McDonald’s offers no surprises, that the food we eat
at one time or in one place will be identical to the food we eat at another time
or in another place. We know that the next Egg McMuffin we eat will not be
awful, but we also know that it will not be exceptionally delicious. The success
of the McDonald’s model indicates that many people have come to prefer a world
in which there are no surprises.

Fourth and finally, control, especially through the substitution of non-human
for human technology, is exerted over the human beings who enter the world of
McDonald’s. The humans who work in fast-food restaurants are trained to do
a very limited number of things in precisely the way they are told to do them.
Managers and inspectors make sure that workers toe the line. The human
beings who eat in fast-food restaurants are also controlled, albeit (usually) more
subtly and indirectly. Lines, limited menus, few options, and uncomfortable
seats all lead diners to do what the management wishes them to do—eat quickly
and leave. Further, the drive-through (and in some cases walk-through) win-
dow leads diners to first leave and then eat rapidly. This attribute has most
recently been extended by the Domino’s model, according to which custom-
ers are expected to never come, yet still eat speedily.
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MeDonald’s also controls peaple by using nonhuman technology to replace
puman workers. Human workers, no matter how well they are programmed
and controlled, can foul up the operation of the system. A slow or indolent worker
can make the preparation and delivery of a Big Mac inefficient. A worker who
pefuses Lo follow the rules can leave the pickles or apecial sauce off a hamburger,
thereby making for unpredictability. And a distracted worker can pul too few
fries in the box, making an order of large fries seem awfully skimpy. For these
and other reasons, McDonald's is compelled to steadily replace human beings
with nonhuman technologies, such as the soft-drink dispenser that shuts itself
off when the glass is full, the french-fry machine that rings when the fries are
crigp, the preprogrammed cash register that eliminates the need for the cashier
to calculate prices and amounts, and, perhaps at some future time, the robot
capable of making hamburgers. (Experimental robots of this type already
exist.) All of these technologies permit greater control over the human heings
involved in the fast-food restaurant, The result is that MeDonald's is able Lo
reassure customers about the nature of the employee to be encountered and
the nature of the service to be obtained.

In sum, MeDonald’s (and the MeDonald’s model) has succeeded because it
offers the consumer efficiency and predictability, and because it seems to offer
the diner a lot of food for little money and a slight expenditure of effort. It has
also flourished because it has been able to exert greater control through non-
human technologies over both employees and customers, leading them to
behave the way the organization wishes them to. The substitution of non-human
for human technologies has also allowed the fast-food restaurant to deliver its
fare increasingly more efficiently and predictably. Thus, there are good, solid
reasons why McDonald’s has succeeded s0 phenomenally and why the process
of McDonaldization continues unabated.

A CRITIQUE OF MCDONALDIZATION:
THE IRRATIONALITY OF RATIONALITY

There is a downside to all of this. We can think of efficiency, predictability, cal-
culability, and control through nonhuman technology as the basic components
of a rational system. However, as we shall see in later chapters, rational sys-
tems often spawn irrationalities. The downside of McDonaldization will be dealt
with most systematically under the heading of the irrationality of rationality.
Another way of saying this is that rational systems serve to deny human rea-
son; rational systems can be unreasonable.

For example, the fast-food restaurant is often a dehumanizing setting in
which to eat or work. People lining up for a burger, or waiting in the drive-
through line, often feel asif they are dining on an assembly line, and those who
prepare the burgers often appear to be working on a burger assembly line.
Assembly lines are hardly human settings in which to eat, and they have been
shown to be inhuman settings in which to work. As we will see, dehumanization
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is only one of many ways in which the highly rationalized fast-food restaurant
is extremely irrational.

Of course, the criticisms of the irrationality of the fast-food restaurant will
be extended to all facets of our McDonaldizing world. This extension has
recently been underscored and legitimated at the opening of Euro Disneyland

outside Paris. A French }'Iit')CiEl]iSt politician acknowledged the link between Dis-

ney and McDonald's as well as their common negative effects when he said that
Furo Disney will "IJun"lTJard France with uprooted creations that are to cul-
ture what fast food is to gastronomy.”

Such critiques lead to a question: Is the headlong rush toward McDonaldiza-
tion around the world advantageous or not? There are great gains to be made
from McDonaldization, some of which will be discussed below. But there are
also great costs and enormous risks, which this book will focus on. Ultimately,
we must ask whether the creation of these rationalized systems creates an even
greater number of irrationalities. At the minimum, we need to be aware of the
costs associated with McDonaldization. McDonald’s and other purveyors of the
fast-food model spend billions of dollars each year outlining the benefits to
be derived from their system. However, the critics of the system have few out-
lets for their ideas. There are no commercials on Saturday morning between
cartoons warning children of the dangers associated with fast-food restau-
rants. Although few children are likely to read this book, it is aimed, at least
in part, at their parents (or parents-to-be) in the hope that it will serve as a
caution that might be passed on to their children.

A legitimate question may be raised about this analysis: Is this critique of
McDonaldization animated by a romanticization of the past and an impossi-
ble desire to return to a world that no longer exists? For some critics, this is
certainly the case. They remember the time when life was slower, less efficient,
had more surprises, when people were freer, and when one was more likely to
deal with a human being than a robot or a computer. Although they have a point,
these critics have undoubtedly exaggerated the positive aspects of a world
before McDonalds, and they have certainly tended to forget the liabilities asso-
ciated with such a world. More importantly, they do not seem to realize that
we are not returning to such a world. The increase in the number of people,
the acceleration in technological change, the increasing pace of life—all this
and more make it impossible to go back to a nonrationalized world, if it ever
existed, of home-cooked meals, traditional restaurant dinners, high-quality
foods, meals loaded with surprises, and restaurants populated only by work-
ers free to fully express their creativity.

While one basis for a critique of McDonaldization is the past, another is the
future. The future in this sense is what people have the potential to be if they
are unfettered by the constraints of rational systems. This critique holds that
people have the potential to be far more thoughtful, skillful, creative, and well-
rounded than they now are, yet they are unable to express this potential because
of the constraints of a rationalized world. If the world were less rationalized,
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or even derationalized, people would be better able to live up to their human
otential. This eritique is based not on what people were like in the past, but
on what they could be like in the future, if only the constraints of MeDon aldized
gystems were eliminated, or at least eased substantially. The criticisms to be
put forth in this book are animated by the latter, future-oriented perspective
rather than by a romanticization of the pastand a desire to return toit.

THE ADVANTAGES OF MCDONALDlZATION:
FROM THE CAJUN BAYOU TO SUBURBIA

Much of this book will focus on the negative side of McDonald’s and McDon-
aldization. At this point it is important, however, to balance this view by men-
tioning some of the benefits of these systems and processes. The economic
columnist, Robert Samuelson, for example, is a strong supporter of McDon-
ald’s and confesses to “openly worship MeDonald’s.” He thinks of it as “the
greatest restaurant chain in history.” (However, Samuelson does recognize that
there are those who «ean’t stand the food and regard McDonald’s as the embodi-
ment of all that is vulgar in American mass culture.”)

Let me enumerate some of the advantages of the fast-food restaurant as well
as other elements of our McDonaldized society:

u The fast-food restaurant has expanded the alternatives available to con-
sumers. For example, more people now have ready access to Ttalian, Mex-
jican, Chinese, and Cajun foods. A McDonaldized society is, in this sense,
more egalitarian.

e The salad bar, which many fast-food restaurants and supermarkets now
offer, enables people 10 make salads the way they want them.

s Microwave ovens and microwavable foods enable us to have dinner in
minutes or even seconds.

s For those with a wide range of shopping needs, supermarkets and shop-
ping malls are very efficient sites. Home shopping networks allow us to
shop even more efficiently without ever leaving home.

s Today’s high-tech, for-profit hospitals are likely to provide higher-quality
medical care than their predecessors.

a We can receive almost instantaneous medical attention at our local, drive-
in “McDoctors.”

s Computerized phone gystems (and “yoice mail”) allow people to do things
that were impossible hefore, such as obtaina bank balance in the middle
of the night or hear a report on what went on in their child’s class dur-
ing the day and what homework assignments were made. Similarly,
automated bank teller machines allow people to obtain money any time
of the day or night.

s Package tours permit large numbers of people to visit countries that they
would otherwise not visit.
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» Diet centers like Nutri/System allow people to lose weight in a carefully
regulated and controlled system.

» The 24-second clock in professional basketball has enabled outstanding
athletes such as Michael Jordan to more fully demonstrate their extraor-
dinary talents.

a Recreational vehicles let the modern camper avoid excessive heat, rain,
insects, and the like.

= Suburbau tract houses have permitted large numbers of people to afford
sing]&l"a&ily homes.

CONCLUSION

The previous list gives the reader a sense not only of the advantages of
McDonaldization but also of the range of phenomena that will be discussed
under that heading throughout this book. In fact, such a wide range of phe-
nomena will be discussed under the heading of McDonaldization that one is
led to wonder: What isn’t McDonaldized? Is McDonaldization the equivalent
of modernity? Is everything contemporary McDonaldized?

While much of the world has been McDonaldized, it is possible to identify
at least three aspects of contemporary society that have largely escaped McDon-
aldization. First, there are phenomena traceable to an earlier, “premodern” age
that continue to exist within the modern world. A good example is the Mom
and Pop grocery store. Second, there are recent creations that have come into
existence, at least in part, as a reaction against McDonaldization. A good exam-
ple is the boom in bed and breakfasts (B&Bs), which offer rooms in private
homes with personalized attention and a homemade breakfast from the pro-
prietor. People who are fed up with McDonaldized motel rooms in Holiday Inn
or Motel 6 can instead stay in so-called B&Bs. Finally, some analysts believe
that we have moved into a new, “postmodern” society and that aspects of that
society are less rational than their predecessors. Thus, for example, in a post-
modern society we witness the destruction of “modern” high-rise housing
projects and their replacement with smaller, more livable communities. Thus,
although it is ubiquitous, McDonaldization is not simply another term for
contemporary society. There is more to the contemporary world than
McDonaldization.

In discussing McDonaldization, we are not dealing with an all-or-nothing
process. Things are not either McDonaldized or not McDonaldized. There are
degrees of McDonaldization; it is a continuum. Some phenomena have been
heavily McDonaldized, others moderately MecDonaldized, and some only slightly
McDonaldized. There are some phenomena that may have escaped McDon-
aldization completely. Fast-food restaurants, for example, have been heavily
McDonaldized, universities moderately McDonaldized, and the Mom and Pop
grocers mentioned earlier only slightly MecDonaldized. It is difficult to think
of social phenomena that have escaped McDonaldization totally, but I suppose
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there is local enterprise in Fiji that has been untouched by this process. In this
context, MeDonaldization thus represents a process—a process by which more
and more social phenomena are being McDonaldized to an increasing degree.

Overall, the central thesis is that McDonald’s represents a monumentally
important development and the process that it has helped spawn, McDonaldiza-
Lion, 18 engulfing more and more sectors of society and areas of the world. It
has yielded a number of benefits to society, but it also entails a considerable
number of costs and risks.

Although the focus is on McDonald’s and McDonaldization, it is important
to realize that this system has important precursors in our recent history. * * *
That is, McDonaldization is not something completely new, but rather its success
has been based on its ability to bring together a series of earlier innovations.
Among the most important precursors to McDonaldization are bureau-
cracy, scientific management, the assembly line, and the original McDonald
brothers’ hamburger stand.




