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recently had the chance to talk 
with Linda Mielnicki of Mcdonald’s 
Corporation about how they use qual- 

itative research and manage research 
and insights on a global scale. Here are
some excerpts from our conversation.

Laurie: Hello, Linda. Thank you so
much for agreeing to take time for this 
conversation! Let me start by asking: 
How did you become involved in mar- 
ket research in the first place?

Linda: It takes me back to my under-
graduate marketing class; I was going 
for a general business degree at the time. 
We had a chapter dedicated to market 
research, and it just sparked with me. 
I wanted to do more with this and to 
learn how to do this. There was a lot of 
digging at the time, trying to understand 
what is the career path around research. 
And, of course, the subsequent ques- 
tions of supplier side, client side, what’s 
a better fit. It was really trying to get at 
the “whys”… why consumers choose to 
do the things that they do, which was 
really intriguing.

Laurie: Please describe your current role
as Director of Global Consumer and 
Business Insights.

Linda: I’ve worked at McDonald’s for
ten years. Now as Director of Consumer 
and Business Insights, I’m the voice of 
the consumer at the table for our global 
partners, for our global internal teams. 
Everything that we do as a corporation, 
we look at on a project basis with cross- 
functional teams. We have operations, 
marketing and sometimes finance at the 
table, depending on what the initiatives 
are, and also a host of others, like the 
supply chain. Insights has a seat at the 
table. Our job is to be objective, the 
voice of what we believe to be the con- 
sumer’s perception. If we feel we’re lack- 
ing that perception, that’s when we sug- 
gest engaging in research. A lot of the 
time, we are bringing research insights 
to bear with the team, and some of the 
time we are commissioning new work.

Our teams continue to evolve. The 
way our groups looked ten years ago is 
not the way the group looks today.

Laurie: Can you share a few of high-
lights of the differences?

Linda: When I started ten years ago, I
was on the U.S. Insights team, and my 
job was specifically dedicated to one 
style of research — to working with our 
menu management group and doing 
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only food innovation, with qualita- 
tive and quantitative. That role doesn’t 
exist anymore; now, we’re category 
focused. We look at the desserts category 
or beverage category or burgers. We 
have entire teams dedicated to the mar- 
keting and the research and insights of 
those categories.

Laurie: And you come together to share
those perspectives?

Linda: Yes. That’s the role of senior
leadership, so our reporting structures 
have also evolved. The global side is not 
as category focused — it’s more brand 
focused, so that’s the value of the Global 
Insights team. This is the team that’s 
commissioned with understanding how 
brand McDonald’s is functioning across 
the world. While the countries are spe- 
cifically dedicated to moving the busi- 
ness ahead by looking deep at compe- 
tition and other products that are com- 
ing to bear in different categories, the 
Global team looks at the broader brand 
of McDonald’s across the world, trying 
to maintain consistency and looking at 
some of our broader global sponsorships 
like the Olympics and the World Cup.

Laurie: Why don’t we talk about the
kinds of research modalities you engage 
and the things that you find useful 
and exciting?

Linda: We always use qualitative and
quantitative hand in hand. It’s rare that 
we go out to do qualitative without 
some kind of quantitative validation on 
a project, on any given project. When 
we think of qualitative, I’m more will- 
ing to try out new techniques, especially 
ones that we feel are more along the 
lines of where consumers are evolving. 
For example, I’ve totally walked away 
from traditional ethnographies in favor 
of digital ethnographies. I think they’re 

wonderful and very representative, and 
people are comfortable being open when 
they’re talking to a device they carry 
everywhere they go. You wake up next 
to it; when you go to bed, it’s right 
there… why wouldn’t you tell it your 
deepest, darkest secrets? Now, you’ve 
got two hundred people looking at what 
you’ve said, but you don’t see them, so 
I love digital ethnographies. I think 
they’re very fruitful.

Laurie: Do you find that true across
ages, incomes and cultures?

Linda: As a brand, we are very focused
on young adults, families and young 
families. These are groups that feel very 
comfortable with those devices. We’re 
not looking at reaching every single age 
group. That’s why it works well for us. 
Another thing that we’ve been utilizing 
more is bulletin boards or sounding 
boards research techniques that allow 
folks to answer independently and then 
share thoughts as a collective group. 
It seems to be a proxy for some of 
the ways people communicate across 
geographies and with each other within 
their own group. So again, it’s some- 
thing that people seem to be inherently 
comfortable with it.

Laurie: You’re using these techniques
globally, not just in the U.S.?

Linda: That’s right, globally.

Laurie: Are there any principal differ-
ences between the ways you are using 
qualitative research domestically versus 
internationally? Are different kinds of 
approaches more fruitful?

Linda: There are certain countries
where, rather than doing online work, 
we may still sit down with the consum- 
ers face to face. That’s true for some 

places, particularly Latin America where 
we tend to not use as much technology. 
However, for our biggest markets glob- 
ally, most consumers are pretty savvy. 
In the big European markets or Asian 
markets, we would say most of our 
research folks in those markets would 
use really similar modalities.

Laurie: Can you give us a story about
qualitative research, where there was 
some aspect of surprise or the findings 
particularly valuable?

Linda: A lot of our work validates our
assumptions, and that’s wonderful learn- 
ing because management wants some 
validation. Something that was a bit of 
a surprise was recent work with Millen- 
nials. We’ve had the assumption that 
Millennials or young adults are signifi- 
cantly different from their parents. Then 
we worked specifically with Millennial 
parents to try to understand at what 
points values shift. What we found 
is that, as idealistic as Millennials are, 
once you have a kid, your life changes. 
Anyone who has had a child knows 
your old life is no longer! That really 
does shift the way they prioritize things, 
the decisions being made. Even young 
adults who are very idealistic and criti- 
cal of big corporations tend to shift the 
way they think about those same corpo- 
rations once a child enters the picture.

Laurie: Does that mean they become
more like their parents?

Linda: Yes! It’s really interesting and
fascinating to see it come to bear in our 
brand-oriented work.

Laurie: It’s come up in my work as
well. I want to go back to an earlier 
conversation we had about your sen- 
sory or taste exploration. How are you 
doing that?
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Linda: The U.S. side of our business
does things differently from other coun- 
tries when it comes to our food-based 
work, and that’s really the one area of 
difference. In the U.S., because of the 
number of facilities available, we have 
the opportunity to bring our kitchens 
right into different facilities. We don’t 
have that luxury in any other country. 
Here, not only do we ship our products 
from our distribution centers, but we 
also ship our kitchens, our kitchen 
equipment, to facilities.

We use several facilities around 
the country. They have to be on the 
ground floor so we can roll in all of our 
equipment. We basically set up shop in 
a facility, and we do food work in which 
we present concepts as well as the actual 
product. Consumers have the ability 
to read a concept, react to it and order 
from a range of different options, and 
then it’s served within a few minutes. 
We have a whole team of chefs and sup- 
pliers in the back that wait on those 
consumer orders to come in and turn 
them around. That’s how we do our 
food-based work in the U.S. It’s really 
different, insightful and a great way to 
do qualitative concept work, as well as 
the qualitative food discovery work at 
the same time.

That is significantly different from 
the sensory work that we do. We have 
trained sensory panelists that we go to 
in order to understand taste profiles, 
flavor profiles, which things seem to 
work and which things don’t work.

Laurie: With all that is going on in the
world of research these days, how to do 
you keep up with the trends and tech- 
nology? Are there particular sources 
that you find most helpful?

Linda: In terms of sources, with a
corporation as broad as we are, new 

information is always coming in, liter- 
ally on a daily basis. From our digital 
teams, from our chefs and food sup- 
pliers that are on site, everyone is doing 
very different work streams, so we 
have information coming into us from 
various sources. We also have a corpo- 
rate librarian, and she’s invaluable. As 
researchers, we could easily spend all 
of our time doing secondary deep-dive 
research. The wonderful thing is that we 
have somebody resourced on staff that 
can do that for us to help us understand 
what already exists. Then we have a 
basis of knowledge to work from as we 
look to pull together new insights.

Also, at the global level we have the 
ability to go to various different coun- 
tries to ask, “Have you seen this? What 
are you using in terms of research tech- 
niques?” We have very good relation- 
ships with the researchers who work 
across the brand in the countries, so it’s 
just a phone call away to ask a question.

Laurie: What about conferences, maga-
zines, seminars, workshops?

Linda: Yes. We do subscribe to many
magazines; obviously, they all go into 
our corporate library, so we have a won- 
derful room on site where all the latest 
magazines and books are shelved. Some- 
times, we’ll have meetings in that room, 
and you’ll see an article on the front 
page of a magazine and say, “This is 
exactly what I’m working on right now.”

In terms of conferences, all of us 
in our team make it a point to go to 
at least one or two conferences a year. 
I was recently at a conference where I 
heard a presentation from a major auto 
manufacturer, and I said, “The way that 
you’re looking at this is really similar to 
the way we’re thinking about things, so 
would you come in and do a bench- 
marking meeting with us?” We’re having 

their team here for a sharing session. In 
larger corporations, we do tend to share 
with folks who are outside of our indus- 
try to help us understand best practices 
in insights; we can learn from them, and 
they can also learn from us.

Laurie: If you had the proverbial crystal
ball on your desk and could take a peek 
as to what might be happening three 
to five years in the future, what do you 
think the qualitative research industry 
might look like?

Linda: I think there will be more
of a shift to in-the-moment ways 
of obtaining consumer information, 
and from individuals, rather than in 
a forced focus-group kind of envi- 
ronment. I think we are starting to walk 
away from those. As a brand we tend 
to find that a lot of groupthink isn’t 
necessarily representative of what cus- 
tomers are doing and thinking on their 
own. So, more of a reliance on mobile 
or any other technologies that will 
help us get closer in-the-moment expla- 
nations of what consumers are doing 
and more individual information that 
can be boiled up to the wisdom of 
the crowd.

Laurie: Well said, Linda. Thank you.
Is there anything that I didn’t ask you 
that I should have? 

Linda: As a corporation, we like
to share information and perspectives 
across other industries, not just in qual- 
itative or quantitative insights but over- 
all, how we do business as a corpora- 
tion. In the spirit of sharing, I think this 
is wonderful and totally aligns to the 
way we look at helping other corpora- 
tions across a wider range of initiatives.

Laurie: Perfect. Thank you! 


