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Multi-Unit Expansion Without Own Capital:
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Q U I C K  V E R D I C T

Straight verdict: if you want deployment speed and brand control without draining your
cash, the franchise wins on scalability and funds CapEx with third-party capital, but
demands a replicable operations manual and a royalty that erodes your contribution
margin. The joint venture retains more EBITDA per unit and protects know-how, at the cost
of committing capital and sharing governance. Brand licensing is the lightest on capital
and the fastest for royalty flow, but leaves you the least operational control. The choice
isn't ideological: it depends on your operational maturity, territory risk, and how much
EBITDA you'll trade for speed.
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In 2026, U.S. franchise growth outpaces the general economy (+2.4% vs 1.9% per CBO — International
Franchise Association 2025), and operators with more than 50 units have grown +112.3% since 2019
(FRANdata). Third-party capital has become the engine of restaurant expansion.

This whitepaper compares the three no-own-capital expansion vehicles —joint venture, licensing and franchise
— through the lens of contribution margin, CapEx/OpEx and EBITDA per unit, with input-inflation scenario
simulation and an actionable board-level roadmap.

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

Side-by-side comparison

FRANCHISE JOINT VENTURE / LICENSING

CapEx contributed by the
operator (per unit)

✕ 0% (funded by franchisee; initial fee
USD 10,000–50,000 — Toast 2025)

✓ JV: 20–50% of CapEx;
Licensing: 0% of physical CapEx

EBITDA retained per unit ✕ Low–medium: typical 4–8% royalty
erodes the margin

✓ JV: high (proportional share of
operating EBITDA); Licensing:
royalty only

Deployment speed (units/year) ✕ High: fast casual grew 5.1% in units in
2025 (Technomic Top 500, via Restaurant
Business 2025)

✓ JV: medium (limited by own
capital); Licensing: high (low
capital)

Operational and know-how
control

✕ Medium: control via manual and audit,
not direct

✓ JV: high (shared governance);
Licensing: low

Territory risk absorbed by the
operator

✕ Low: assumed by the franchisee ✓ JV: shared; Licensing: low

Legal and due diligence
complexity

✕ High: FDD, operations manual, per-
jurisdiction compliance

✓ JV: high (partnership
agreement); Licensing: medium
(brand contract)

Chapter 1 — Which vehicle scales fastest without draining your cash?

Franchising scales fastest without touching your cash because the physical capital —location, equip‐
ment, staff— is funded by the franchisee, not you. In 2026, U.S.

franchises grow +2.4% versus 1.9% for the broader economy (International Franchise Association 2025), and
operators with more than 50 units have grown +112.3% since 2019 (FRANdata). That jump isn't funded by your
own EBITDA: it's funded by third-party capital. I've seen it across dozens of restaurant groups: whoever tries to
scale on EBITDA alone stalls at eight or ten units. Franchising shifts the CapEx to the third party and lets you
collect a royalty on sales. The price is a replicable, auditable operating manual; without it, the brand dilutes loca‐
tion by location. If cash is your constraint, this is the highest-leverage vehicle available to you. In franchising and
licensing the physical CapEx sits with the third party; in a joint venture it forces you to co-invest your own cash.
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Chapter 2 — Franchise, license or joint venture: where does the CapEx land?

That accounting difference defines everything else. A franchise fee runs between 10,000 and 50,000 USD
(Toast 2025):

McDonald's charges a 45,000 USD initial fee (Franchise Chatter, FDD 2024), Subway between 15,000 and
25,000 USD (Upwise Capital, Subway FDD 2024). The franchisor books that fee plus the royalty without laying a
brick. In a JV, by contrast, you contribute capital proportional to your stake and the return arrives via dividends,
not royalty. The error I see again and again: treating the three as interchangeable. If liquidity is your constraint,
franchise or license; if your priority is protecting EBITDA and know-how, joint venture. You pick the vehicle by the
constraint, not by fashion. Franchising governs by manual and audit; the joint venture by presence in the share‐
holders' agreement; the license barely governs the brand. The more control you want, the heavier the vehicle
becomes in capital and management.

Chapter 3 — How does each model govern the brand and operations?

Franchised restaurants in Spain sustain 92,109 direct jobs, 24% of the franchise system's employment
(Tormo Franquicias Consulting 2024): that labor mass is only coordinated through written,
auditable processes.

The license, by contrast, hands over the brand and little more —the licensee operates almost freely— so it's the
lightest vehicle but also the one with the weakest standard protection. The JV seats you on the board: you gov‐
ern by voting, not by auditing. In practice, whoever wants an identical replica of the experience chooses fran‐
chising and pays the cost of the manual; whoever only monetizes a name chooses licensing. There's no free
middle ground. An input-inflation shock hits differently depending on who carries the food cost: in franchising
and licensing the local operator absorbs it; in a joint venture you absorb it in proportion to your stake. That's why
the third-party-capital vehicle also transfers operating risk.

Chapter 4 — What does input inflation do to per-unit margin?

With a food cost cap of 32% per dish (Masterestaurant hard rule), a ten-point jump in protein can eat two
or three points of contribution margin if the menu isn't reengineered.

Fast casual grew 5.1% in units in 2025, up from 4.8% in 2024 (Technomic Top 500 via Restaurant Business),
and those chains held margins by passing part of the increase through menu engineering, not blind pricing. In
the board simulation it pays to model three inflation scenarios —base, +5%, +10%— and see which vehicle best
protects per-unit EBITDA before signing anything. Territorial prefeasibility —location intelligence— decides the
return more than the chosen vehicle itself: a great contract in a bad location loses, and vice versa. The drive-
thru proves it: Chick-fil-A does 60% of its sales at the window (QSR Magazine 2024) and Dutch Bros 90% of its
revenue (QSR Magazine); without the right site that format doesn't exist.

Chapter 5 — Why does territorial prefeasibility decide the real return?

Before granting a franchise or closing a JV, you audit density, traffic, competition and the area's rent
cost, because rent isn't charged to the dish:

it goes to break-even (Masterestaurant costing rule). The +50-unit operator growth (+112.3% since 2019,
FRANdata) rests on territorial discipline, not luck. Diego F. Parra puts it plainly: the brand opens the door, but the
location pays the rent. Without location intel, the best manual in the world opens units that are born at a loss.
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Third-party capital allows a speed that your own cash simply can't match: Domino's opened 776 net stores in fis‐
cal 2025 (Domino's Pizza, fiscal 2025 results) and KFC International grew units 7% year over year in 2025 (Ver‐
dict Foodservice / Yum! Brands, Q1 2025). No operator funds that opening pace with its EBITDA; it does so with
the capital of hundreds of franchisees.

Chapter 6 — What deployment speed does third-party capital really allow?

In emerging markets the effect is even larger:

QSR in India projects a 12-15% CAGR through 2030, on track to a 40,000-50,000 million USD market (ZORKO /
Mordor Intelligence 2025), and Brazil's foodservice will grow ~7% a year through 2028 (ABRASEL 2025). The
joint venture, tied to your own cash, never sustains that pace. The rule is simple: if the board's goal is to win
market share through speed, the vehicle must be third-party capital. A joint venture is worth it when protecting
know-how and capturing the full EBITDA matters more than speed: here you don't hand recipes or margins
to a franchisee, you share them only with a capital partner. It's the vehicle for entering a country where you
need a local partner with licenses, real estate or relationships, and you don't want to release the brand via an
open license.

Chapter 7 — When is a joint venture worth it despite co-investing?

Brazil's foodservice employs 4.9 million people, 7.9% of the country's formal employment (ABRASEL
2025): entering there without a local partner is reckless.

The JV scales at the pace of your co-invested cash —slower— but each unit yields full EBITDA, not a discount‐
ed royalty. The board's decision rule: if the constraint is liquidity and the goal is fast coverage, franchise; if the
constraint is control and the goal is full per-unit margin, joint venture. Both vehicles are valid; what isn't valid is
choosing by inertia. The actionable roadmap before signing has four steps and none is optional. First, quantify
the real constraint —cash, control or know-how— because the vehicle flows from it; U.S. franchises project
close to 8.9 million jobs in 2026 (+1.8%, FRANdata / IFA), a sign that third-party capital remains the engine.
Second, model the contribution margin and per-unit EBITDA across three input-inflation scenarios.

Chapter 8 — What roadmap does a board follow before signing?

Third, audit the territorial prefeasibility of each location before granting rights. Fourth, draft the operat‐
ing manual or shareholders' pact that will govern the replica.

Diego F. Parra and the Masterestaurant method anchor every step to verifiable cash figures, not to optimistic
projections. Franchise output grew +6.2% in the Southeast and +8.5% in the Southwest of the U.S. in 2025 (IFA
2025): the opportunity exists, but only whoever signs in this order captures it, not the other way around. Capital:
franchise and licensing move the physical CapEx to the third party; the joint venture forces you to co-invest. If
your constraint is cash, choose franchise or licensing; if your constraint is protecting EBITDA and know-how,
choose joint venture. Control: the franchise governs via manual and audit; the JV governs via presence in the
partnership agreement; licensing barely governs the brand. The more control you want, the less light the vehicle
is on capital and management.
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Chapter 9 — The differences that decide the model

Speed: licensing and franchise scale fast because capital is external; the JV scales at the pace of your own
cash. The +112.3% growth of 50+ unit operators since 2019 (FRANdata) is explained by third-party-capital vehi‐
cles, not own cash. Territory risk: territorial prefeasibility (location intelligence, MTIE) is non-negotiable across all
three models, but who absorbs the location error radically changes the downside.

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

Criterion-by-criterion analysis: the three vehicles head to head

OWN CAPITAL (CAPEX) CONSUMPTION

A ·  F R A N C H I S E Franchise: zero physical

CapEx; franchisee pays the initial fee
(USD 10,000–50,000, Toast 2025).

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T JV: 20–50%

CapEx co-investment; Licensing: zero
physical CapEx.

Verdict: Franchise/licensing tie on capital; JV loses on capital intensity but wins on retained
EBITDA.

EBITDA RETAINED PER UNIT

A ·  F R A N C H I S E Franchise: low-medium;

the royalty erodes the margin.

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T JV: high

(proportional share of EBITDA); Licensing:
only the royalty collected.

Verdict: JV wins on retained margin; the franchise compensates with unit volume.
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DEPLOYMENT SPEED

A ·  F R A N C H I S E Franchise: high; third-

party capital accelerates openings (fast
casual +5.1% in units, Technomic 2025).

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T JV: medium

(limited by your cash); Licensing: high.

Verdict: Franchise and licensing win on external capital; the JV moves at the pace of your own
cash.

OPERATIONAL AND KNOW-HOW CONTROL

A ·  F R A N C H I S E Franchise: medium

(manual + audit).

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T JV: high (shared

governance); Licensing: low.

Verdict: JV wins on control; licensing is the weakest and risks brand quality.

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

When to choose Franchise S C A L E  W I T H  T H I R D - PA R T Y C A P I TA L

You have a replicable operations manual proven across 3–10 owned units.✕

You want deployment speed and broad territorial coverage without committing your cash.✕

You accept ceding margin (4–8% royalty) so the franchisee assumes CapEx and territory risk.✕

Your brand is strong and food cost per dish is under control (≤32%) and replicable.✕

You have legal and audit capacity to sustain a multi-jurisdiction network (FDD, compliance).✕
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When to choose Joint Venture or Licensing M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T

JV: you want to retain EBITDA per unit and protect know-how, and have capital to co-invest.✓

JV: you enter a new territory where a local partner brings location intelligence and relationships.✓

Licensing: you want to monetize the brand with minimal capital and fast royalty flow, ceding operational
control.

✓

Licensing: your edge is the brand/recipe, not the operation, and you accept lower quality control.✓

Both: your due diligence on the partner is solid and the governance agreement is airtight.✓

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

Side-by-side comparison

FRANCHISE JOINT VENTURE / LICENSING

CapEx contributed by the
operator (per unit)

✕ 0% (funded by franchisee; initial fee
USD 10,000–50,000 — Toast 2025)

✓ JV: 20–50% of CapEx;
Licensing: 0% of physical CapEx

EBITDA retained per unit ✕ Low–medium: typical 4–8% royalty
erodes the margin

✓ JV: high (proportional share of
operating EBITDA); Licensing:
royalty only

Deployment speed (units/year) ✕ High: fast casual grew 5.1% in units in
2025 (Technomic Top 500, via Restaurant
Business 2025)

✓ JV: medium (limited by own
capital); Licensing: high (low
capital)

Operational and know-how
control

✕ Medium: control via manual and audit,
not direct

✓ JV: high (shared governance);
Licensing: low

Territory risk absorbed by the
operator

✕ Low: assumed by the franchisee ✓ JV: shared; Licensing: low

Legal and due diligence
complexity

✕ High: FDD, operations manual, per-
jurisdiction compliance

✓ JV: high (partnership
agreement); Licensing: medium
(brand contract)

T H E  N U M B E R S  T H AT  M AT T E R
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Figures that frame the decision (2026)

V ISUAL I ZAT ION

The numbers, visualized

2.4%
U.S. franchise growth vs
1.9% for the general economy

112.3%
Growth of operators with

more than 50 units since 2019

5.1%
Fast casual unit growth in
2025 (up from 4.8% in 2024)

45000 USD
McDonald's initial franchise fee (market reference)

8.9M
U.S. franchise jobs projected for 2026 (+1.8%)

7.5%
QSR coffee sales growth in 2025 (2.8% in units)
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U.S. franchise growth vs 1.9% for the general economy

2.4%

Growth of operators with more than 50 units since 2019

112.3%

Fast casual unit growth in 2025 (up from 4.8% in 2024)

5.1%

U.S. franchise jobs projected for 2026 (+1.8%)

8.9M

QSR coffee sales growth in 2025 (2.8% in units)

7.5%

Sources: International Franchise Association 2025 · FRANdata · Technomic Top 500 (via Restaurant Business) 2025
· Franchise Chatter — McDonald's FDD 2024 · FRANdata / IFA — Franchising Economic Outlook 2026

Chart by masterestaurant.com

R E A L  C A S E

“The mistake I see over and over is opening the second unit with your own cash before the operations
manual is closed. When that three-location group moved to franchising with zero CapEx on their side and a
6% royalty, their consolidated EBITDA rose because they stopped funding openings and started collecting
royalties. The key wasn't the model: it was having prime cost and food cost variance under control
BEFORE replicating. Without that, franchising the chaos only multiplies the chaos.”

— Diego F. Parra, Masterestaurant consultant

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

90-day roadmap to decide and execute

1 Days 1–30: Operational maturity and prime cost audit
Close prime cost (food cost + labor) per unit and compute food cost variance (real cost −
theoretical cost / sales). If food cost per dish exceeds 32% or variance is erratic, you're not
ready to replicate under any model. Document the replicable operations manual.
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2 Days 31–60: Territorial prefeasibility and vehicle selection
Run territorial prefeasibility (location intelligence, MTIE) for each candidate market. Cross your
real constraint —cash vs control vs speed— with the decision matrix: franchise if cash is the
brake, JV to protect EBITDA/know-how, licensing to monetize the brand. Model the unit
economics of each path.

3 Days 61–75: Legal structure and due diligence
Prepare the vehicle: FDD and manual for franchise; partnership agreement and governance for
JV; brand contract and quality standards for licensing. Run due diligence on
partners/franchisees and define audit KPIs and exit clauses.

4 Days 76–90: Pilot, KPIs and board decision
Launch a pilot unit under the chosen model. Define 3/6/12-month KPIs (EBITDA per unit,
effective royalty, food cost variance, average ticket, table turnover). Present the ROI case to the
board with the three stress scenarios modeled.

FA Q

FAQ on expansion without own capital

Which model consumes the least own capital?

Brand licensing: you contribute no physical CapEx and collect royalties on sales. The franchise also moves
CapEx to the franchisee (initial fee USD 10,000–50,000 per Toast 2025). The joint venture is the most capital-
intensive because you co-invest in each unit.

Why can franchising lower my per-unit margin but raise my total EBITDA?

The royalty (4–8% of sales) erodes your per-unit contribution margin, but by not funding opening CapEx or
assuming territory risk, your consolidated EBITDA rises: you stop burning cash on openings and start collecting
royalties at scale. The equation depends on your deployment speed.

When is a joint venture better than a franchise?

A joint venture is better when you want to retain EBITDA per unit, protect know-how and have capital to co-
invest, especially entering a new territory where a local partner brings location intelligence. It trades deployment
speed for control and retained margin.
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What must I have ready before expanding under any model?

A prime cost and food cost variance under control (food cost per dish ≤32%), a replicable operations manual
proven across 3–10 owned units, and territorial prefeasibility (MTIE) per market. Without operational maturity,
replicating only multiplies errors across more locations.

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

Establecimientos franquiciados en
EE.UU.

821.000 unidades en 2024, +1,9% (+15.000
unidades)

International Franchise
Association 2024

Empleo generado por franquicias
+221.000 empleos en 2024; total 8,9 millones
(+3,0%)

International Franchise
Association 2024

Producción económica de las
franquicias

USD 893.900 millones en 2024, +4,1% (desde
USD 858.500 M en 2023)

International Franchise
Association 2024

Peso de las franquicias en el PIB
de EE.UU.

Casi el 3% del Producto Interno Bruto (2024)
International Franchise
Association 2024

Establecimientos franquiciados
proyectados 2025

Más de 850.000 unidades para fin de 2025
International Franchise
Association 2025

Unidades QSR franquiciadas 2025 Más de 204.000 unidades, +2,2% en 2025
International Franchise
Association 2025
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