
1Ferguson Partners

Steve Easterbrook:  
Love in a Dangerous Time

By Bill Ferguson, Chief Executive Officer and Jeffrey Hauswirth, Vice Chairman 
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If that relationship thrives, can it lead to unfair favoritism toward the romantic interest 
– and if it unravels, can it mire a company in scandal and legal trouble? 

We are indeed living in challenging times. In the age of “outrage culture,” ubiquitous 
media and social movements such as #MeToo and #TimesUp, we have been forced to 
revisit and rethink the way we conduct ourselves and our businesses.  

In this new world, the story of the fallen CEO that dogged McDonald’s demonstrates 
the extent to which the ground has shifted. The former CEO, Steve Easterbrook, was 
promptly ousted for violating company policy by engaging in a romantic relationship 
with another employee. The transgression tarnished an iconic brand, significantly 
eroded shareholder value and sent panic through the upper echelons of the company.  

Even in the wake of Easterbrook’s departure, all is not well under the Golden Arches. 
The company continues to face multiple sexual harassment lawsuits at the franchise 
level. In a fiercely competitive sector like QSR, a misstep like this is risky business. 

Reputation suffers. Culture is questioned. Media run amok. Shares dip. 

We still don’t quite know what exactly transpired with Easterbrook’s relationship.  
The details remain shrouded in obscurity, but the verdict was delivered swiftly.  

It seems there is no gray area in these matters. As Steve Easterbrook learned the hard 
way, conduct and policy must align, especially if one is the CEO of a multibillion-dollar 
corporation. He wasted no time acknowledging his missteps. Mr. Easterbrook, who led 
the company for just over four years, wrote in an email to employees: “I engaged in a 
recent consensual relationship with an employee, which violated McDonald’s policy. 
This was a mistake. Given the values of the company, I agree with the Board that it is 
time for me to move on.” 

No ifs, ands or buts. 

If you’re in a position of power, can a 
relationship with an employee ever truly  
be consensual?  
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As a CEO, Mr. Easterbrook impacted the company and earned glowing reviews prior to 
his exit. Early into his tenure, he committed to switching to cage-free eggs, antibiotic-
free chicken and hormone-free milk. He raised workers’ pay above the locally mandated 
minimum wage and launched an anonymous complaint hotline and enhanced training to 
address the company’s existing sexual harassment issues. By all accounts, including those 
of investors, he was a very capable CEO who delivered impressive numbers. From the 
Board’s perspective, however, he was not worth saving given the damages the company 
might incur as a result of his behavior. 

The lesson here is clear: there is no wiggle room. Being a highly effective leader is not 
enough; the CEO’s role has now taken on greater meaning.  As the moral compass of an 
organization, a leader must be scrupulous and set the example for the entire organization, 
championing its values and codes. 

Otherwise, it’s straight out of the frying pan into the fire. 


