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SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the Northern District of Illinois addresses the defendants’ motions
for summary judgment in employment-discrimination litigation brought by Victoria Guster-Hines and
Domineca Neal under 42 U.S.C. § 1981 and Title VII. The opinion discusses alleged race-based
harassment, non-promotions, retaliation, workplace conduct, and the investigation preceding Neal’s
termination. The court grants summary judgment in full to Christopher Kempczinski and McDonald’s
Corporation, and grants summary judgment in part while denying it in part to Charles Strong and
McDonald’s USA, LLC.
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DISPOSITION other

PROCEDURAL POSTURE Plaintiffs brought race-discrimination, hostile-work-environment, and
retaliation claims under 42 U.S.C. § 1981 and Title VII. Defendants
moved for summary judgment.

STANDARD OF REVIEW Summary judgment is appropriate when the evidence, viewed in the
nonmoving party's favor, would not permit a reasonable factfinder to
find for that party. For discrimination and retaliation claims, the court
considered whether a reasonable factfinder could conclude that the
plaintiff's protected characteristic or protected activity caused the



adverse employment action. The court also applied the McDonnell
Douglas framework where relevant.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether plaintiffs presented sufficient evidence to support disparate-treatment race-discrimination
claims under § 1981 and Title VII based on Guster-Hines's alleged sidelining, the plaintiffs' non-
promotions, and Neal's termination.

2. Whether Guster-Hines's paid leave and subsequent voluntary resignation constituted an adverse
employment action supporting her discrimination or retaliation claims.

3. Whether Neal presented sufficient evidence that her termination was caused by retaliation for filing the
discrimination lawsuit.

4. Whether plaintiffs presented sufficient evidence of severe or pervasive race-based harassment to proceed
on hostile-work-environment claims.

5. Whether McDonald's Corporation, Kempczinski, and Strong could be held liable on the claims at issue.

HOLDINGS

1. Guster-Hines's mutually agreed paid leave, without evidence that defendants prevented her from
returning, restricted her work in a manner that caused her skills to atrophy, or rejected a request to
return, was not an adverse employment action.

2. Plaintiffs failed to establish viable disparate-treatment claims based on the challenged non-promotions.
The record created a qualification dispute for Guster-Hines as to the FVP and VPF positions and for
Neal as to the FVP position, but plaintiffs failed to identify relevant similarly situated comparators or
evidence that the stated nondiscriminatory reasons were pretextual.

3. Neal failed to support her disparate-treatment claim based on termination because she identified neither
a relevant comparator nor evidence that she was meeting legitimate expectations or that her termination
was caused by race.

4. Neal presented sufficient evidence to proceed on her retaliation claim against McDonald's USA based on
her termination.



5. Guster-Hines could not proceed on her retaliation claim because she identified no adverse employment
action caused by protected activity.

6. Plaintiffs presented sufficient evidence for their hostile-work-environment claims to proceed against
Strong and McDonald's USA.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“The parties agree that the Court’s inquiry comes down to one question: “Does the record contain sufficient
evidence to permit a reasonable fact finder to conclude that retaliatory motive caused the materially adverse
action?””

“The answer is no. At bottom, Plaintiffs’ non-promotion claims are premised on a belief that they were
wrongfully denied positions”

“A reasonable factfinder may assess this timeline and determine that Neal was fired not because of her
workplace conduct but instead because she filed a discrimination lawsuit against her employer.”

“The question is whether a reasonable jury could find that these comments were subjectively and objectively
severe enough to alter the conditions of Plaintiffs’ work. The answer is yes.”

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Guster-Hines and Neal, both Black women, worked for McDonald's USA and held senior operations positions
after a 2018 restructuring. Guster-Hines and Neal alleged that Strong referred to Black women as "angry Black
women" and used the phrase "Black woman attitude," and that other executives made racially charged
statements. After plaintiffs sent a discrimination demand letter and filed suit, McDonald's USA retained an
outside lawyer to assess workplace complaints involving Neal and Guster-Hines; Neal was terminated after the
assessment, while Guster-Hines remained on paid leave and later voluntarily resigned. Plaintiffs also challenged
several non-promotions and asserted retaliation and hostile-work-environment claims.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Plaintiffs filed the original complaint on January 7, 2020. Easterbrook was voluntarily dismissed on April 3,
2025, and Kempczinski and McDonald's Corporation were dismissed from the litigation after summary
judgment was granted on all claims against them. The court granted summary judgment in favor of all
defendants on the disparate-treatment claims, granted McDonald's USA summary judgment on Guster-Hines's
retaliation claim, denied summary judgment on Neal's retaliation claim against McDonald's USA, and denied
summary judgment on the hostile-work-environment claims against Strong and McDonald's USA.
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