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Q U I C K  V E R D I C T

Verdict: expansion speed is not defined by available capital but by friction per unit. The
group that scales fast does not open faster: it replicates cheaper and more identically.
With territorial pre-feasibility, unit economics locked in per location, and a replicable
operating playbook, each opening's break-even drops from 18-36 months toward the low
end of the range while food cost variance across locations compresses. Improvised
expansion finances learning with burned EBITDA; systems-architecture expansion turns
every opening into a predictable asset. Scale the machine, not the chaos.
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INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY OF MASTERESTAURANT® — EXCLUSIVE FOR SECTOR LEADERS

Every restaurant group that crosses borders discovers the same uncomfortable truth: the second location is
rarely a copy of the first, and the tenth almost never resembles the second. Friction accumulates at every border
—regulatory, cultural, supplier, talent— and drains the EBITDA the investment thesis took for granted.
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This executive brief is the written version of a Diego F. Parra board-room talk: it treats expansion not as a feat of
capital but as a systems-engineering problem. The right question is not «how many locations can we finance?»
but «how much friction is there per unit, and how do we remove it before signing the lease?».

S I D E - B Y- S I D E  C O M PA R I S O N

Side-by-side comparison

SYSTEMS-ARCHITECTURE

EXPANSION

IMPROVISED EXPANSION

Break-even per new unit ✕ Low end of range: ~18-22 months ✓ High end or beyond: 30-36+
months (BusinessDojo 2025)

Territorial pre-feasibility before
signing

✕ Location intelligence + per-site
operational due diligence

✓ Founder intuition and lease
availability

Food cost variance across
locations

✕ Compressed by replicable
playbook and single spec sheet

✓ Each site reinvents costing; food
cost tops 32%

Expansion-debt default (SBA
restaurants)

✕ Mitigated with unit economics
validated site by site

✓ Exposed to the sector's 12%-15%
default rate (Crestmont 2026)

Sustainable opening pace ✕ Elite-chain rhythm: ~8%-10% net
annual (Chipotle 2025)

✓ Fast starts followed by closures
and refinancing

Role of capital ✕ Fuel for a predictable machine ✓ Fuel that finances trial-and-error
learning

1. What actually defines a restaurant group's expansion speed?
Expansion speed is not defined by available capital but by friction per unit: how much each replica
costs and how far it drifts from the first location.

The group that scales fast does not open faster, it replicates cheaper and more identically. Popeyes proves it
with a pace near 200 restaurants a year toward a goal of 800 new locations (per QSR Magazine, 2025), and
Chipotle with a target net unit growth rate of 8% to 10% annually (per CRE Daily / Chipotle, 2025). Neither
achieves that pace by having more money than a bankrupt competitor; they achieve it because every opening
comes from a refined mold. The right question for a board is not «how many locations can we finance?» but
«how much friction is there per unit and how do we eliminate it before signing the lease?». That metric sepa‐
rates a system from a lucky experiment repeated over and over.

2. Why is the replicable operations manual the group's true asset?
The replicable operations manual is the asset that sustains expansion by architecture; in the improvised
kind, the asset is the heroism of a manager fighting fires, which cannot be cloned.

McDonald's closed 2025 with 45,356 system locations, up from 43,477 in 2024 (per McDonald's, Restaurants by
Market 2025): nearly 1,900 net openings possible only when the process, not the person, is what travels. Diego
F. Parra repeats it in every board conference: «the mistake I see again and again is confusing a good restaurant
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with a replicable system». A good restaurant depends on a star chef and manager; a system depends on a man‐
ual anyone executes identically. Jersey Mike's closed fiscal 2025 with roughly 3,300 stores and over 250 net
openings (per Restaurant Dive, 2025) precisely because the unit is codified, not improvised location by location.
Territorial pre-feasibility turns the location decision into quantified operational due diligence; founder intuition
turns it into a bet.

3. What is territorial pre-feasibility and why does it replace founder intuition?
Before signing, the group that scales measures regulatory friction, demand density, talent cost and sup‐
ply chain by micro-zone, not by country. The difference shows up in cash:

the SBA loan chargeoff rate in restaurants runs 23% to 28% (per PeerSense, 2026), and the default rate in food
service 12% to 15% under normal conditions (per Crestmont Capital, 2026). Almost all those defaults stem from
locations chosen on a hunch. In the Masterestaurant framework, location is not «felt»: it is scored. Chipotle
opened 304 company locations in 2024, 257 with Chipotlane (per Chipotle, 2024 results), and that format came
not from intuition but from traffic and digital-order behavior data analyzed site by site before the contract. Unit
economics are validated location by location, never averaged: one profitable store does not compensate for
three bleeding cash, because the average hides the sick unit until it contaminates the balance sheet. The SBA
franchise loan default rate averaged 9.9% between 2010 and 2021, nearly 1 in 10 (per SBA data, 2010-2021):
groups that looked healthy «on average» collapsed over two or three toxic units.

4. Can unit economics be averaged across a group's locations?
The break-even recovery time of a fast-food restaurant runs 18 to 36 months (per BusinessDojo, 2025)
and that of a Chick-fil-A franchise 4 to 6 years (per Restaurant Velocity, 2025);

if a location is not on its expected break-even curve, capital should not follow it. Diego F. Parra insists to boards:
armor the P&L of each unit before approving the next. The average is the operator's enemy; the unit is the truth.
The friction of crossing borders appears disguised as detail and accumulates until it drains the EBITDA the plan
took for granted: local regulation, different supplier contracts, talent with another learning curve and consump‐
tion habits that break the average ticket. In Colombia, 95% of the market is independent restaurants (per
ACODRES, 2024), a fragmented supplier environment very different from a mature chain's. In Spain, franchised
food service moves €3,349.7M in fast food and €2,494.7M in restaurants and hotels (per AEF, Franchising in
Spain 2024): cost and lease structures that do not copy from another country.

5. Where does the border friction that the investment thesis ignores appear?
The group that only opens discovers this friction in month 14's income statement; the one that scales
by architecture measures it before signing.

That timing gap decides whether unit number ten widens margin or destroys it. Acquisition-led expansion gains
traction in 2026, but it does not eliminate friction per unit: it only shifts it to the integration process. Goldman
Sachs cites a 40% increase in sector merger and acquisition deal volume toward 2026 (per Restaurant Dive,
2025), and food retail ranks among the fastest-growing franchise segments, at +3.5% in 2025 (per International
Franchise Association, 2025). Buying existing locations saves opening time but imports foreign manuals, differ‐
ent kitchen cultures and leases already signed. The asset remains the system you impose after the purchase,
not the check. Subway illustrates the reverse: around 37,000 restaurants worldwide (per QSR Magazine,
2024) and 19,502 in the U.S. at the end of 2024 (per QSR Magazine, 2024), with net closures from units
never armored.
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6. How does acquisition-led expansion compare to organic in 2026?
Scaling by buying without integrating accumulates friction with an invoice, it does not dilute it. A unit's
survival improves drastically when friction is eliminated before opening, not after:

51% of restaurants are still operating after 5 years (per UC Berkeley study, 2014), and the first-year failure rate
fell to 0.9% in 2025, the lowest since at least 2018 (per Datassential, 2025). That historic low rewards those who
operate with a system, not luck. The group applying territorial pre-feasibility, unit economics armored location by
location and a replicable manual turns every opening into a predictable event, not a bet. Diego F. Parra sums it
up to gastronomic-group boards: fast expansion is a systems-engineering problem, not a feat of capital. Before
signing the next lease, quantify the friction per unit of that exact location and anchor your decision to the
Masterestaurant framework; that is the only action that sustains the pace without burning cash.

7. What separates the group that scales from the one that just opens?
The group that scales measures friction per unit BEFORE signing; the one that just opens discovers it
in the month-14 P&L. In architecture-driven expansion the replicable playbook is the asset;

in improvised expansion the asset is the firefighting heroism of the manager. Territorial pre-feasibility turns the
location decision into quantified operational due diligence; founder intuition turns it into a bet. Unit economics
are validated site by site, not averaged: one profitable location does not offset three that bleed cash.

P O I N T  B Y  P O I N T

Systems architecture vs. improvisation: the point-by-point analysis

LOCATION DECISION

A ·  S Y S T E M S - A R C H I T E C T U R E  E X PA N S I O N

Location intelligence + quantified territorial
scorecard before signing

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Signed because

the site was available and the founder
«feels it»

Verdict: Territorial pre-feasibility wins: it filters territories before committing CapEx and avoids out-
of-range break-even.
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OPERATIONAL CONSISTENCY

A ·  S Y S T E M S - A R C H I T E C T U R E  E X PA N S I O N

Replicable playbook with a single spec
sheet and 32% food cost cap

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Each kitchen

reinvents costing and food cost variance
explodes

Verdict: The replicable playbook wins: it compresses food cost variance and makes quality a
scalable asset, not heroism.

CAPITAL STRUCTURE

A ·  S Y S T E M S - A R C H I T E C T U R E  E X PA N S I O N

Unit economics validated site by site back
the expansion debt

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Debt is taken

against averages and default is discovered
late

Verdict: Per-unit unit economics win: they mitigate exposure to the sector's 12%-15% SBA
default (Crestmont 2026).

S I D E - B Y- S I D E  C O M PA R I S O N

Systems-Architecture Expansion R E C O M M E N D E D

Territorial pre-feasibility and location intelligence before committing CapEx✕

Unit economics validated site by site, not averaged✕

Replicable operating playbook with a single spec sheet per dish✕

Operational due diligence auditing territory, suppliers and talent✕

MTIE as the decision layer: which market, which format, which pace✕
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Improvised Expansion M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T

The lease is signed because «the location was available»✓

Costing is rebuilt at every opening; food cost out of control✓

The playbook lives in the founder's head, not in a system✓

Capital finances learning instead of buying predictability✓

Break-even is discovered late, once EBITDA is already burned✓

S I D E - B Y- S I D E  C O M PA R I S O N

Side-by-side comparison

SYSTEMS-ARCHITECTURE

EXPANSION

IMPROVISED EXPANSION

Break-even per new unit ✕ Low end of range: ~18-22 months ✓ High end or beyond: 30-36+
months (BusinessDojo 2025)

Territorial pre-feasibility before
signing

✕ Location intelligence + per-site
operational due diligence

✓ Founder intuition and lease
availability

Food cost variance across
locations

✕ Compressed by replicable
playbook and single spec sheet

✓ Each site reinvents costing; food
cost tops 32%

Expansion-debt default (SBA
restaurants)

✕ Mitigated with unit economics
validated site by site

✓ Exposed to the sector's 12%-15%
default rate (Crestmont 2026)

Sustainable opening pace ✕ Elite-chain rhythm: ~8%-10% net
annual (Chipotle 2025)

✓ Fast starts followed by closures
and refinancing

Role of capital ✕ Fuel for a predictable machine ✓ Fuel that finances trial-and-error
learning

T H E  N U M B E R S  T H AT  M AT T E R

The numbers that define the friction of scaling

12
SBA loan default in restaurants and
food service under normal conditions

% - 1 5 %
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V ISUAL I ZAT ION

The numbers, visualized

18
break-even of a fast-food restaurant
(payback of the investment)

- 3 6  MO

40%
expected rise in restaurant M&A
deal volume heading into 2026

8
annual net unit growth as the
target rhythm of an elite chain

% - 1 0 %

51%
of restaurants still operating after
5 years (real sector survival)

3.5%
growth of the retail-food franchise sector in 2025
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SBA loan default in restaurants and food service under normal conditions

12
%-15%

break-even of a fast-food restaurant (payback of the investment)

18
-36 MO

expected rise in restaurant M&A deal volume heading into 2026

40%

annual net unit growth as the target rhythm of an elite chain

8
%-10%

of restaurants still operating after 5 years (real sector survival)

51%

growth of the retail-food franchise sector in 2025

3.5%

Sources: Crestmont Capital 2026 · BusinessDojo 2025 · Goldman Sachs (via Restaurant Dive) 2025 · CRE Daily /
Chipotle 2025 · UC Berkeley 2014

Chart by masterestaurant.com

R E A L  C A S E

“I watched a group with three profitable locations sign four leases in six months because capital was
available. No pre-feasibility, no playbook: each kitchen copied the last one badly. The fourth site's food cost
hit 39% and break-even slid past 30 months. They didn't lack capital, they had too much friction. When
we rebuilt a single replicable playbook and validated unit economics site by site, food cost variance
compressed and the fifth opened at the low end of the break-even range. They scaled the machine, not
the chaos.”

— Diego F. Parra, restaurant consultant — Masterestaurant

H O W  T O  A P P LY  I T  I N  Y O U R  R E S TA U R A N T
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The three-phase map to scale without friction

1 Phase 1 — Pre-feasibility and operational due diligence (0-90 days)
Deliverable: a territorial scorecard per candidate site with location intelligence (traffic,
competition, territory risk, suppliers, talent). Success metric: discard at least 40% of considered
locations before signing any lease, and approve only those projecting break-even in 18-22
months. No signature without a scorecard.

2 Phase 2 — Replicable playbook and locked unit economics (90-180 days)
Deliverable: a replicable operating playbook with a single spec sheet per dish, a target prime
cost and a 32% food cost cap, plus a unit-economics model validated site by site. Success
metric: compress food cost variance across locations below 3 points and standardize opening
CapEx to a controlled range, not a surprise figure.

3 Phase 3 — Governed scaling rhythm (180-360 days)
Deliverable: an opening plan with a sustainable cadence and corporate governance that
approves each unit against the scorecard and the model. Success metric: sustain ~8%-10% net
annual growth without refinancing distressed debt, aligned with elite-chain pace (Chipotle 2025)
and well below the sector's 12%-15% default (Crestmont 2026).

FA Q

Board-room questions on scaling without friction

What is the cost of NOT acting with an expansion system?

It costs the EBITDA burned on learning. With a 12%-15% sector default on restaurant SBA loans (Crestmont
2026) and 18-36 month break-even (BusinessDojo 2025), every improvised opening risks sliding to the high end
of the range and financing the mistake with debt.

Why is territorial pre-feasibility non-negotiable?

Because only 51% of restaurants survive beyond 5 years (UC Berkeley 2014). Location intelligence and
operational due diligence filter territories before committing CapEx, turning location into a quantified decision,
not a founder's bet.

What opening pace is sustainable when scaling?

That of elite chains: ~8%-10% net annual unit growth (Chipotle 2025). That rhythm lets you validate unit
economics site by site without refinancing distressed debt, well below the sector's 12%-15% default
(Crestmont 2026).
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Propiedad Intelectual de Masterestaurant® — Exclusivo para Líderes de Sector · masterestaurant.com

Why is 2026 the moment to lock down expansion?

Because Goldman Sachs projects a 40% rise in restaurant M&A heading into 2026 (Restaurant Dive 2025)
and retail-food franchising grows 3.5% (IFA 2025). Scaling with architecture now defines who buys and who
gets bought.

D ATA  &  S O U R C E S

Sector data 2026 (official sources)

Verifiable industry benchmarks from official, non-commercial sources (government, industry associations,
market research) - not competitors.

Metric Benchmark 2026 Source

Mercado de hamburguesas QSR
en México en 2024

2.400 millones USD (+14,3% anual en
5 años)

Nation's Restaurant News / Wendy's
— 2025

Nuevos acuerdos de franquicia de
Wendy's en México

más de 60 nuevos restaurantes
Nation's Restaurant News / Wendy's
— 2025

Enseñas de restauración
franquiciada en España (AEF
2024)

269 marcas, más de 5.800 millones
de euros de facturación

Asociación Española de la
Franquicia — La Franquicia en
España 2024

Segmentos de restauración
franquiciada en España (AEF
2024)

Fast food 3.349,7 M€ y
Restaurantes/Hoteles 2.494,7 M€

Asociación Española de la
Franquicia — La Franquicia en
España 2024

Total de redes de franquicia en
España (AEF 2024)

1.384 redes (82,7% de origen
nacional)

Asociación Española de la
Franquicia — La Franquicia en
España 2024

Meta global de unidades de
Wingstop

10.000 locales en el mundo
Restaurant Dive — Wingstop growth
2025
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