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How does McDon ald’s
know it’s sold 70 billion?

By Rode DeW olf

SPECIAL TO THE STAR

How do they know?

Ju s t re c ently, Campbell Soup Co. had a big
cele bration in hon our of the "20 bil lio nth" can
of tomat o soup ship ped off to marke t. Last
ye ar, Disney World in Flo rid a honoure d it s
"300 mil lio nth visit or". And those McDon a l d’s
Golden Arches, whi c h stil l adhe re to the com -
pany’s tradit ion of repor ting on hamburger
sales, now procl aim "ov er 70 bil lio n se rve d."

Are we expected to believe thes e co mpan-
ie s can actually pinpoin t the day, the hour, the
ve ry min ute when nume rical his t ory is made?

The answe r is no. It tur ns ou t that this is
not a ver y ex act scie n ce.

Abou t the number of McDon a l d’s hambur-
ge rs sol d :

"I t’s an estim ate," says Anne Tol le, spoke swo -
ma n fo r McDonald’s . "We know the exact
number sol d at the 25 per cent of McDon -
ald’s that are owned and operated by the
co mpany, becau se we keep a running cou nt
by computer.

"F or the number sol d by the 75 per cent of

ou r re s tau rants owned by franchis ees, we con -
du ct a telephone sampling of a percent age
of them to get an idea of their sales volum e."

Abou t the 300th mil lio n vi sit or to Disney
Wo r ld:

"The re is a cer tain cerem onial aspect to it,"
admits Disn ey World spoke sma n Dave Herbst.
"A fter all the re are three different gat es here
– at the Mag ic Kingdom , Epcot Cent e r and
Disn ey MGM studio – and the re are many
turnstiles at each gat e. So we cou ldn’t know
ex actly whi c h vi sit or was the 300 mil lio nth.
Bu t each tur nstile con tains a coun ter that
ke eps track of the people arriv ing, so we
can estim ate about when a record is about
to occur. Then we pick a dat e to celeb r ate
and pick a family coming throu gh one of
the gat es to hel p us wit h the cerem ony ".

And finally, that 20 bil lio nth can of soup:

"We nev er cla ime d we knew exactly whi c h
can was the 20 bil lio nth ," said Campbell
spoke sma n Davi d Hackney. "After all,
tomat o soup is now made at fou r different
plants in the U.S. and at one tim e wa s ma de
at six. The re wou ld be no way of knowing
which can at whi c h plant was number 20

bil lio n. What we did know was that, giv en
no rma l production rat e at our pla n t s , the 20
bil lio nth can woul d be produced sometime
in Janu ary ..... whi c h ju s t happens to be
Na t ion a l Soup Mont h.

"So we pla nne d a celeb r ation in Janu ary.
Inst ea d of hol d ing it at one of the pla n t s –
how cou ld we pos sib ly pick whi c h on e? –
we chose to hol d it in Minneapoli s becaus e
it is among the top cit ies in the nation in
tomat o soup con sump tion per capit a. Then
we picke d the dat e by deter min ing when the
variou s cele brities we inv ited to hel p us cele-
brate cou ld make it.

"I t coul d be that the 20 bil lio nth can actually
wa s produced the day before or a coup le of
days after. But we know it was aroun d that
time. We hav e production records goi ng
back to the fou nding of the company’.

"We cou ld nev er sim p ly make up a number
ou t of the air, you can be sure of that. One
time when we want e d to say something lig ht-
hearted about the number of stars in our chi ck-
en and stars soup, our lega l department made
us actually open sev eral cans and cou nt them."

KNIGHT-RIDDER NEWSPAPERS

The three popula t ion attributes dis cus s ed in the article EM9011 are all a size; brief ly des cribe the three (target) popula t ion s.

• Comp are and con trast the att rib u t e discus s ed in the article EM9011 above and the att rib u t es inv estig a ted in Statis ti c a l High -
lig hts #15, #35 and on pag e HL36.2 in Hig hlig ht #36?

1

Which of the three Answe rs giv en in the article EM9011 – 20 bil lio n cans, 300 mil lio n vi sit ors, 70 bil lio n hamburgers – wou ld
you expect to hav e, in rela t ion to its mag n itude:

• the sm alles t ov erall error; • the larges t ov erall error? Justify you r choic es br ief ly.

2

In the left-hand colum n of the article EM9011 , in its sixth paragr aph, a McDon a l d’s spoke swoman calls the 70 bil lio n hambur-
ge rs sol d an es tim ate. Comp are and con trast this useag e with our defi ntion s of ‘estim ate’ and ‘estim ato r’on, for exa mple, pag es
HL6.2 and HL6.3 in Statis ti c a l Highlig ht #6; exp lain briefly in you r discus sio n how sa m p ling is involved in obtaining the 70
bil lio n Answe r.

• In the same parag raph, the spoke swoman is quoted as sayi ng: We know the exact number (of hamburger s) sol d at .....
beca use we kee p a run ning cou nt by com pu ter. As s ess (in order of decrea sing impor tanc e), to the ext ent pos sib le from
the lim ited infor mation in the article EM9011 , the lim itation s im pos ed on the 70 bil lio n Answe r by study error, non -re -
spon se error, sample error and (att rib u t e) mea s urement error.

3

In the la st paragr aph at the end of the rig ht-hand colum n of the article EM9011 , a process is des cribed for estim ating the
(a verage) number of stars per can in Campbell’s chi cke n and stars soup.

• What facto r(s) affect the pre c isi on of the cor responding estim ato r of the popula t ion ave r age;

−− What matt e r of statis ti c a l conc e rn do you infer from the word ‘seve r al’ in the last sent enc e of the article EM9011?

• What facto r(s) affect the accurac y of this estim ato r?

Explain briefly the impor tanc e of each facto r you mentio n.

4

The article EM9011 reprint e d abov e in this Fig ure 2.1 6 is als o us ed, tog ether with the article EM1601, in Statis ti c a l Highlig ht #34.
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