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McDonald’s, in partnership with the Alliance for a Healthier Generation, last fall announced changes to 

its menu that aim to promote healthier options for consumers. President and CEO of McDonald’s Don 

Thompson, CEO of the Alliance Howell Wechsler, and former President Bill Clinton made the 

announcement on September 26 at the 2013 Clinton Global Initiative Annual Meeting in New York City.  

The global fast food chain will now allow customers to substitute a side salad, fruit, or vegetable for 

French fries in value meals. McDonald’s also promised to only promote and market water, milk, and 

juice as beverages to its Happy Meal customers on menu boards and in-store and external advertising. 

The company made several similar promises regarding the promotion of healthy messages to its 

youngest patrons on Happy Meal boxes and other advertising platforms.  

Initially, many nutrition advocates applauded McDonald’s efforts–especially given the company’s 

influence over the fast food market.  The New York Times quoted Wechsler, whose organization aims to 

reduce childhood obesity through a partnership with the Clinton Foundation and the American Heart 

Association, saying “Companies like McDonald’s play a powerful role in shaping the culture and 

environment that influences the health-related behaviors of young people.”  

However, a closer examination reveals that the company’s efforts may fall short of creating meaningful 

change. Professor and author Marion Nestle noted that not only are sodas still available with Happy 

Meals, the agreement with the Alliance also states, “McDonald’s may list soft drinks as [sic] offering on 

[sic] Happy Meal section of menu boards.” This allowance seems to contradict McDonalds’ claim that it 

will only promote and market water, milk, and juice–especially since menu boards influence consumers 

at the point of purchase where they are highly susceptible to marketing.  

Furthermore, public health lawyer Michele Simon points out that more than 80 percent of McDonald’s 

restaurants are franchises, meaning that the company cannot control but rather only suggest pricing for 

franchisees. Is McDonald’s expecting thousands of owners to willingly swap out the more expensive and 

laborious salads for French fries in their local establishments? This places a supersized burden on local 

owners struggling during the current economic climate who are not being incentivized to implement 

these changes.   

McDonald’s is likely enjoying the boost in public opinion; and consumers may forget about the 

company’s promises before they are ever implemented. McDonald’s intends to roll out these changes in 

a third to half of most of its major national and international markets by 2016. Other markets may wait 

as long as seven years to see changes.  

There’s no doubt that ordering a side salad instead of fries is a nutritional improvement. The Clinton 

Global Initiative Annual Meeting made an ideal stage to garner positive support for the company’s 

announcement; but as health professionals, we must remember to always look beneath the packaging. 
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