
  

 

 

 

“How do you take a 47 year old 

product and make it relevant to 

young people?” 
By Louise Windo 

 

Summary. 

Everyone remembers that jingle, don’t they?  Two all-beef patties, 

special sauce, lettuce, cheese, pickles, onions, on a sesame-seed bun. 

Don’t they? 

I’ve asked around.  They don’t.   

One thing’s for sure - if the Big Mac is going to become more relevant 

and appealing to young people today, it’s going to require a new 

approach.   

For me, the data-point that unlocked this new approach was 

surprisingly…operational.   

It is the simple fact that 70,000 people within our target audience work 

for McDonald’s.  That’s about 1 for every 120 people aged 16-24 in the 

UK.  Or 3 out of the 352 Facebook friends an average 16-24 year old 

has. 

The rest was just a matter of working out how we earn their advocacy 

and leverage it to our advantage. 

The solution is not a communications plan but a platform that allows 

young people to discover, support and celebrate the next big thing - 

the untapped potential of their generation - starting with McDonald’s 

employees.  And all for the price of a burger. 

“Young men are fitter to invent than to judge; fitter for execution than for counsel; 

and fitter for new projects than for settled business.”   

Francis Bacon, Of Youth and Age i 

[Words: 197] 



Introduction. 

2 patties, 3 buns, lettuce, cheese, pickle, onion, and special sauce. The 

Summer of Love.  The American Dream.  The Big Mac was once a rite 

of passage.  A stepping stone to adulthood. 

But times have changed for McDonald’s, and for the people who eat 

there.  Shifts in the marketplace have redirected investment towards 

product innovation, and the Big Mac has taken a back seat.  This is 

particularly true for 16-24 year olds, who don’t have the same fondness 

for Le Big Mac as they did in times gone by.   

We need to work out why that is, and how we can turn it around in 

order to drive relevance and purchase amongst this group.  They are, 

after all, the happy-meal-buying parents and breakfast-on-the-go 

workers of the future. 

 

First thing’s first, why? 

The Big Mac’s iconic recipe and status as the McDonald’s burger are 

not hitting the mark with young people for two key reasons: 

1. There’s nothing new about it 

These people seek novelty.  The next big project on Kickstarter.  The 

next big series on Netflix.  The next big whatever.  They have grown up 

in a world where things change rapidly.  They expect change and want 

to be part of it.  This has been the driving force behind McDonald’s 

recent flurry of product innovation, as well as the growing threat of fast 

casual alternatives like #cheekynandos. Young people get a social kick 

from discovering the next big thing, and the Big Mac is old news. 

2. The Big Mac and McDonald’s are inextricably linked, 

and McDonald’s gives them the ick 

McDonald’s is the most frequented fast food restaurant for this age 

group,ii but visits are largely driven by convenience.iii  For a group of 

17 year olds we spoke to there was even a sense of shame associated 

with eating at McDonald’s.  From horse meat to corporate culture, it 

just feels….icky. 

“I secret, I secretly… I feel bad because 

I do go to McDonald's quite a lot!  I feel 

bad now!  But sometimes I don't 

actually buy food …” 



 

 

So what? 

The Big Mac hasn’t lost appeal because young people find it any less 

delicious.  But they do find eating them more and more difficult to 

justify – to themselves, and to their peers.   

We need to give young people a reason to feel warm and fuzzy about 

the Big Mac (and McDonald’s) again, by turning a relic of the past into 

a beacon for the future. 

 

Can I have your attention, please? 

It’s notoriously difficult to get this group’s attention. They’re over-

targeted, masterful at shutting brands out, and cynical about what we 

have to say. 

But McDonald’s has a secret weapon. 

There are some 16-24 year olds who go to their restaurants every single 

day, spending hours and hours there, meeting literally millions of 

customers.  They even wear the golden arches like pocket squares.   

I’m not describing some weird breed of superfan.   

I’m describing the 74% of McDonald’s employees who are aged 16-24 

in the UK - the 70,000 millennials who have a McJob.iv 

 

Untapped potential. 

The average 16-24 year old has 352 friends on Facebook,v which means 

McDonald’s millennial workforce has around 26 million connections 

in their networks.  They aren’t just a captive audience; they also have 

unprecedented reach and influence amongst our target group.  

Promising.  But how can we leverage those connections, starting with 

employees and working outwards, to make other young people feel 

warm and fuzzy about eating a Big Mac? 

 

 

 

 



Pop quiz! 

 

Q:  What do these people have in common? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A:  They all worked at McDonald’s. 

A McJob is not, as Douglas Coupland described in Generation-X a “no-

future job”.vi  In fact, whilst McDonald’s younger employees might not 

all be living their dreams just yet, they certainly all have them.   

And wouldn’t it be wonderful if other young people could contribute in 

some way to giving them the leg-up they need.  By doing something 

small and simple like, say, eating a burger? 

 

The human truth.  

You get a warm, fuzzy feeling when you see other people succeed.  

Especially if you’ve played a role in their success.   

If we could bottle that feeling and make it the Big Mac’s new secret 

ingredient we’d be on to a winner. 

 



 

The Strategy. 

 

Mission To discover, support and celebrate the next big thing 

Idea A Kickstarter-style platform for young McEmployees 

Proposition The next big thing needs the same old recipe 

 

 

The Idea. 

The Big Mac will become the cornerstone of a Kickstarter-style 

platform that finds the next big thing behind McDonald’s counters.  

We’ll invite employees to share their dream projects, help them 

campaign for funding, and let Big Mac eaters decide which projects 

become a reality, through a simple one burger = one vote mechanic. 

 

The Plan. 



 

Conclusion. 

Even iconic brands need to adapt.  At its core the Big Mac will always 

be a rite of passage, but growing up has changed.  It needs a purpose 

that brings new meaning to its iconic status as a stepping stone to 

adulthood.   

Converse found renewed purpose by becoming a recording studio for 

‘baby bands’ with their Rubber Tracks studio.vii  American Express 

became a promoter of small businesses with Small Business 

Saturday.viii  And the Big Mac can do the same, becoming relevant in 

the lives of young people once again – by helping them to help each 

other succeed, and by standing for the next big thing rather than the 

same old recipe. 

[Words:  995] 
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