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

A restaurant receives external investment when it proves auditable unit economics in a
store already operating — prime cost under control, documented contribution margin per
dish, and repeatable positive unit EBITDA — not when it presents an attractive concept.
The figure that frames the discussion: accommodation and food services was the MOST
financed industry in the SBA 504 program in fiscal 2024, at 16.5% of loans (U.S. Small
Business Administration, 2024). Capital is available; the accounting that justifies it is what
runs short.
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The myth says concept gets a restaurant funded: the chef-driven kitchen, the trendy block, the operator with
followers. Public figures tell a duller and far more demanding story. Accommodation and food services led SBA
504 financing in fiscal 2024 with 16.5% of approved loans, according to the U.S. Small Business Administration
(2024). The sector does not have a capital access problem; it has a problem documenting the capital it
already moved.

This analysis, authored by Diego F. Parra and the Masterestaurant team, synthesizes public sources from 2024
through 2026 to answer what a restaurant needs to receive external investment using cited figures rather than
dining-room folklore. We audited no proprietary sample and we publish no house numbers: we organize data
from the U.S. Small Business Administration, the National Restaurant Association, Technomic, Square,
ACODRES and Harvard Business School, and add the consultant's reading on top.

Cost context weighs on any investment thesis. Food inputs rose roughly 35% since 2019 and labor cost another
35% in the United States, according to the National Restaurant Association (2024), while large-chain menu
prices climbed 42% between 2020 and 2025 against 22% general inflation (One Haus). An investor reading both
series understands that margin did not arrive by miracle: someone passed price through with menu engineering,
or someone squeezed prime cost. If you cannot say which, you do not have an investment case.

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

CAPITAL-RAISING

MYTH

REALITY MEASURED IN PUBLIC SOURCES

Capital access (1 store, fast
casual)

✕ «The sector is
so risky nobody
lends to restaurants»

✓ Accommodation and food services was the MOST
financed industry in SBA 504, 16.5% of FY2024 loans
(U.S. Small Business Administration, 2024)

Entry ticket (QSR / food truck,
1 unit)

✕ «Opening costs
half a million; without
it, don't start»

✓ Opening a QSR or food truck ran under 150,000
USD in 2024 (Square, 2024): the small check exists and
competes

Margin lever (full service, 3-10
units)

✕ «Margin gets
fixed by raising the
average ticket»

✓ 46% of operators name alcohol among the HIGHEST
margin menu categories (Technomic / Nation's
Restaurant News, 2024): mix beats price

Cost pressure (all segments) ✕ «Costs already
stabilized»

✓ +35% food and +35% labor since 2019 (National
Restaurant Association, 2024); large-chain menu prices
+42% 2020-2025 vs 22% general inflation (One Haus)

Expansion pace (multi-unit,
fast casual)

✕ «Growth is about
finding available
sites»

✓ Chipotle guided 315-345 openings for 2025 with over
80% carrying a Chipotlane (Chain Store Age / Chipotle,
Q4 2024) and Wingstop opened 255 net in H1 2025
(Restaurant Dive, 2025): format before square meters

Intangible asset investors do
price

✕ «Reviews are
marketing, not
finance»

✓ Each additional star in the rating moves 5% to 9% of
revenue (Harvard Business School, Michael Luca)

Side-by-side comparison
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CAPITAL-RAISING

MYTH

REALITY MEASURED IN PUBLIC SOURCES

Territory risk (LatAm markets,
1-10 units)

✕ «A good concept
works in any market»

✓ In Colombia dish prices rose 9.8% since February
2025 to sustain 98,000 jobs (ACODRES, 2025): local
elasticity decides the thesis

Cost of turnover (all segments) ✕ «Staff gets
replaced and that's
that»

✓ Each avoided departure saves up to 150% of salary
in replacement cost (StaffedUp, 2025)

It needs auditable unit economics in a location that already operates: prime cost under control,
contribution margin documented dish by dish, and unit-level EBITDA that stays positive across several
consecutive quarters.

The concept comes later, and it comes as a valuation argument, never as a risk argument. That the money ex‐
ists is proven by the federal program itself: accommodation and food services led SBA 504 lending in fiscal year
2024 with 16.5% of approvals, according to the U.S. Small Business Administration (2024), ahead of manufac‐
turing and retail. No industry with that level of credit access has a capital problem; it has an EVIDENCE prob‐
lem. When an owner arrives with the concept deck and no traceability on margin, the committee is not saying it
distrusts the kitchen, it is saying it cannot verify where the last point of profitability came from. An investor buys
the repeatability of ONE unit, which is why group-level consolidated numbers help so little.

Chipotle guided to between 315 and 345 openings for 2025 with more than 80% in the Chipotlane format, ac‐
cording to Chain Store Age and the company's own Q4 2024 report, and that decision did not come from an ag‐
gregated income statement but from a format that performs the same in unit twelve as in unit two hundred. The
same reading applies at Wingstop, with 255 net openings in the first half of 2025 (129 in Q2 alone) per
Restaurant Dive, and at Shake Shack, planning 45 to 50 company-operated locations in 2025 on a base of 630
headed toward 1,500, per Restaurant Business. Showing consolidated numbers asks them to believe you.
Showing unit numbers lets them verify you. Two restaurants with the same 14% EBITDA are worth different
amounts, and the difference sits in the ORIGIN of that point. Alcohol is named among the highest-margin menu
categories by 46% of U.S.

operators, according to Technomic and Nation's Restaurant News (2024), which means many profitable busi‐
nesses are profitable through sales mix rather than cost discipline. A serious committee separates the two: if
your margin depends on the beverage check holding up, they are buying consumer-behavior risk; if it depends
on a stable food cost below the 32% ceiling, they are buying a process. I have misread this diagnosis more than
once, underestimating how much apparent margin came from the bar. Document the mix before someone asks
you for it. Any projection that ignores the cost escalation of the last six years collapses in the first meeting. Food
inputs rose roughly 35% since 2019 and labor cost another 35% in the United States, according to the National

Finding 1 — What does a restaurant need to attract outside investment?

Finding 2 — The unit, not the group, is the unit of analysis

Finding 3 — Where the margin comes from matters more than how much margin there is
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Restaurant Association (2024), while menu prices at large chains climbed 42% between 2020 and 2025 against
22% general inflation, per One Haus. In Colombia the pattern repeats at a different tempo: ACODRES reported
in 2025 a 9.8% increase in dish prices since February in order to sustain 98,000 jobs.

Translated to the negotiating table, your current margin arrived either through price transfer or through menu en‐
gineering, and those two routes have very different runway ahead. If you cannot say which one was yours, you
do not have an investment case, you have an anecdote with a good outcome. The amount you request has to
match the format, and many conversations die there before they begin. Opening a QSR or a food truck in the
United States cost less than 150,000 USD in 2024, according to Square, while a full-service venue with a bar, a
hot kitchen and 120 seats multiplies that figure several times over without multiplying EBITDA in the same pro‐
portion. Starbucks closed 2024 with 589 net new stores and 16,935 total units, per QSR Magazine, precisely be‐
cause its format carries compressed and predictable capex per unit. Diego F. Parra and the Masterestaurant
team organized these public sources toward one uncomfortable conclusion: asking for big-format capital with
small-format documentation is the fastest route to a low multiple.

Size the request to the format, not to the ambition. Reviews stopped being marketing and today enter
the model as a verifiable revenue variable.

Each additional star in the rating is worth between 5% and 9% of revenue, according to Michael Luca's Harvard
Business School work on Yelp, and that range is exactly the kind of input a committee knows how to model. Add
the structural delivery demand: 37% of adults order delivery at least once a week and more than 40% order de‐
livery or takeout three to five times a month, according to UpMenu (2024). A restaurant with 4.7 stars, its own
channel, and four points of incremental margin over its category average has a defensible revenue story. One
with 3.9 stars and dependence on aggregators has an acquisition cost dressed up as sales. Turnover is the hole
through which the investment thesis leaks out, and almost nobody brings it to the deck.

Every departure avoided saves around 150% of the salary in replacement costs, according to StaffedUp (2025),
so a twenty-five-person location with 80% annual turnover burns a figure no renovation project recovers. AI-as‐
sisted scheduling cuts labor costs by 8% to 12% with forecast accuracy above 90%, according to TimeForge
(2025), and that figure works as proof of management, not as a promise. Think about it in reverse: if you lose
both line cooks tomorrow, how long until you return to today's food cost? If the answer is «three months», the
buyer will discount it from the price. Bring your turnover curve quarter by quarter, with names and dates. Bring
three documents and leave everything else in the backup folder. First, the unit-level P&L for the last eight quar‐
ters with prime cost and EBITDA broken out by location. Second, the contribution margin of your twenty best-
selling dishes, with standardized recipes and theoretical cost against actual.

Third, the staff turnover curve and reputation detail by channel, knowing each star carries between 5% and 9%
of revenue per Harvard Business School. With that on the table, the conversation stops being about your kitchen
and becomes about your multiple, which is where you want to be. Schedule this week the unit-level accounting
close for the last two quarters: without that number, none of the other pieces stands on its own before a commit‐
tee that lives on verification. The first difference is the unit of analysis. The owner talks about the group; the in‐

Finding 4 — The cost context defines which thesis is credible in 2026

Finding 5 — How much capital does the format you want to finance actually require?

Finding 6 — Stable staffing: the risk most underestimated in due diligence

Finding 7 — What to bring to the first meeting, and in what order
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vestor reads the store. Chipotle did not guide 315 to 345 openings for 2025 because the group looked healthy,
but because the Chipotlane format — over 80% of new units, per Chain Store Age and the company's own Q4
2024 report — performs predictably per unit. When you present consolidated numbers you are asking to be
believed; when you present unit numbers you are letting yourself be verified, and verification is exactly what an
investment committee does for a living.

The second is where margin comes from. Some 46% of U.S. operators name alcohol among the highest margin
menu categories, according to Technomic and Nation's Restaurant News (2024), and that number says some‐
thing uncomfortable: much of a full-service restaurant's margin is born in the sales mix rather than in the kitchen.
An investment case that credits all margin to kitchen efficiency, without showing the mix, tells half the story and
the analyst catches it in the first hour of due diligence. The third is honesty about cost pressure. With food and
labor each up 35% since 2019 (National Restaurant Association, 2024), any projection holding food cost flat for
five years declares that the business was never understood. The operating ceiling we defend at Masterestaurant
is 32% food cost per dish — a ceiling, never a target — and payroll, rent and utilities are not loaded onto the
plate: they get paid from break-even.

A model that spreads rent across dishes inflates cost artificially and hides where the real leak sits. The fourth is
the reputational asset, which almost nobody brings to the pitch in financial terms. Michael Luca's work at
Harvard Business School quantified that each additional star in the review rating moves between 5% and 9% of
revenue; on a store billing 80,000 USD a month, half a star earned properly is a conversation worth thousands
of dollars monthly that no purchasing saving matches so easily. Diego F. Parra insists on that order: measure
first, cut afterwards. The fifth is how territory risk gets handled. The ACODRES (2025) warning about a 9.8% rise
in dish prices in Colombia since February of that year, needed to sustain 98,000 jobs, reminds us that elasticity
is not uniform across markets. A store model applying the same average ticket in Bogotá, in Medellín and in a
mid-sized city is not a model: it is a spreadsheet with one number copied three times.

Finding 8 — What separates a pretty folder from an investment case

Finding 9 — What separates a pretty folder from an investment case — in practice

P O I N T  B Y  P O I N T
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Myth against reality, criterion by criterion

STATED ORIGIN OF MARGIN

A ·  C A P I TA L - R A I S I N G  M Y T H Credited to

concept and kitchen efficiency, with no
sales mix shown

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Broken into mix,

price and prime cost, with 46% of
operators placing alcohol among the
highest margin categories as the reference
(Technomic / Nation's Restaurant News,
2024)

Verdict: Reality wins: without decomposing the mix, the committee assumes margin was luck.

P&L UNIT OF ANALYSIS

A ·  C A P I TA L - R A I S I N G  M Y T H Group

consolidated, averaging the healthy store
with the sick one

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Per-unit P&L with

EBITDA and break-even computed store
by store

Verdict: Reality wins: consolidated asks for faith, breakdown allows verification, which is the
investor's trade.

FIVE-YEAR COST ASSUMPTION

A ·  C A P I TA L - R A I S I N G  M Y T H Flat food cost,

as if 2019 never happened

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Scenarios built

on the real series: +35% food and +35%
labor since 2019 (National Restaurant
Association, 2024)

Verdict: Reality wins: a flat assumption disqualifies the whole projection on first review.
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TERRITORIAL EXPANSION THESIS

A ·  C A P I TA L - R A I S I N G  M Y T H «Good

concept, good block», with no traffic or
cannibalization data

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Territorial

prefeasibility with location intelligence and
documented local elasticity (ACODRES,
2025: +9.8% dish prices in Colombia)

Verdict: Reality wins: territory risk is the variable that sinks most rounds after closing.

OPENING CAPEX PRESENTED

A ·  C A P I TA L - R A I S I N G  M Y T H An internal

figure with no external comparison

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T The figure

benchmarked against the public segment
range (Square, 2024: under 150,000 USD
for QSR or food truck)

Verdict: Reality wins: a number without a benchmark looks invented even when it is exact.

TREATMENT OF HUMAN CAPITAL

A ·  C A P I TA L - R A I S I N G  M Y T H Turnover

mentioned as an operational nuisance

B  ·  M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T Turnover

quantified: up to 150% of salary in
replacement cost per departure
(StaffedUp, 2025)

Verdict: Reality wins: turning turnover into a P&L line moves the conversation from complaint to
plan.

S I D E - B Y- S I D E  C O M PA R I S O N
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What the owner brings to the meeting M Y T H

A folder of photos of the dining room and the signature dish, with no closed twelve-month P&L.✕

Five-year projections growing 30% a year and no sustained food cost hypothesis.✕

The «neighborhood on the rise» argument, without territorial prefeasibility or traffic data.✕

An average ticket quoted from memory that differs from what the POS reports.✕

The promise that «with capital, the margin will appear».✕

Zero unit-level breakdown: everything consolidated, so the sick store hides behind the healthy one.✕

What the investor actually buys M A S T E R E S TA U R A N T

Prime cost per unit, month by month, with food cost variance explained rather than smoothed over.✓

Contribution margin per dish and the menu engineering matrix that decides what stays on the card.✓

Positive unit EBITDA in at least one mature store, with break-even computed in sales and in covers.✓

A replicable investment-and-expansion store model: capex per unit, payback and minimum opening
sales.

✓

Location intelligence: traffic density, estimated cannibalization and territory risk per candidate market.✓

A defensible opening capex, benchmarked against the public range for the segment (Square, 2024).✓

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

CAPITAL-RAISING

MYTH

REALITY MEASURED IN PUBLIC SOURCES

Capital access (1 store, fast
casual)

✕ «The sector is
so risky nobody
lends to restaurants»

✓ Accommodation and food services was the MOST
financed industry in SBA 504, 16.5% of FY2024 loans
(U.S. Small Business Administration, 2024)

Side-by-side comparison
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CAPITAL-RAISING

MYTH

REALITY MEASURED IN PUBLIC SOURCES

Entry ticket (QSR / food truck,
1 unit)

✕ «Opening costs
half a million; without
it, don't start»

✓ Opening a QSR or food truck ran under 150,000
USD in 2024 (Square, 2024): the small check exists and
competes

Margin lever (full service, 3-10
units)

✕ «Margin gets
fixed by raising the
average ticket»

✓ 46% of operators name alcohol among the HIGHEST
margin menu categories (Technomic / Nation's
Restaurant News, 2024): mix beats price

Cost pressure (all segments) ✕ «Costs already
stabilized»

✓ +35% food and +35% labor since 2019 (National
Restaurant Association, 2024); large-chain menu prices
+42% 2020-2025 vs 22% general inflation (One Haus)

Expansion pace (multi-unit,
fast casual)

✕ «Growth is about
finding available
sites»

✓ Chipotle guided 315-345 openings for 2025 with over
80% carrying a Chipotlane (Chain Store Age / Chipotle,
Q4 2024) and Wingstop opened 255 net in H1 2025
(Restaurant Dive, 2025): format before square meters

Intangible asset investors do
price

✕ «Reviews are
marketing, not
finance»

✓ Each additional star in the rating moves 5% to 9% of
revenue (Harvard Business School, Michael Luca)

Territory risk (LatAm markets,
1-10 units)

✕ «A good concept
works in any market»

✓ In Colombia dish prices rose 9.8% since February
2025 to sustain 98,000 jobs (ACODRES, 2025): local
elasticity decides the thesis

Cost of turnover (all segments) ✕ «Staff gets
replaced and that's
that»

✓ Each avoided departure saves up to 150% of salary
in replacement cost (StaffedUp, 2025)

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

The scorecard: six figures that frame the capital conversation

16.5%
of FY2024 SBA 504 loans went to accommodation
and food services (most financed industry)

150
opening ceiling for a QSR or
food truck in the U.S. (2024)

K  U S D

35%
rise in food costs since 2019; labor rose another 35%
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42%
rise in large-chain U.S. menu prices

2020-2025, vs 22% general inflation

9%
extra revenue per additional review star (range 5-9%)

150%
of salary saved in replacement
cost for each avoided departure

V ISUAL I ZAT ION

The numbers, visualized

of FY2024 SBA 504 loans went to accommodation and food services (most financed industry)

16.5%

opening ceiling for a QSR or food truck in the U.S. (2024)

150
K USD

rise in food costs since 2019; labor rose another 35%

35%

rise in large-chain U.S. menu prices 2020-2025, vs 22% general inflation

42%

extra revenue per additional review star (range 5-9%)

9%

of salary saved in replacement cost for each avoided departure

150%

Sources: U.S. Small Business Administration 2024 · Square 2024 · National Restaurant Association 2024 · One Haus
2025 · Harvard Business School (Michael Luca)

Chart by masterestaurant.com

R E A L  C A S E
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“We walked into the meeting with a consolidated P&L for three stores and 6% EBITDA. The committee
asked for the unit breakdown and what we did not want to see showed up: two stores at 11% and one at
minus 4%, dragging the group. We rebuilt prime cost store by store, pulled fourteen dishes with contribution
margin below 55% and closed the lunch shift at the sick unit. Four months later the consolidated
figure sat at 9.8% and the round closed at 40% higher valuation, on the same business and the same
square meters.”

— CFO of a three-unit restaurant group in Bogotá, raising capital with the Masterestaurant
method

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

How to place yourself before approaching restaurant investors

1 Small scenario (1 unit): close twelve months of prime cost before knocking on any door
With a single store, the investor buys evidence that you control cost, not a promise of scale.
Rebuild twelve months of prime cost — food cost plus direct labor — month by month, with
variance explained, and hold food cost per dish at 32% as a CEILING, never a target.
Remember that payroll, rent and utilities are not loaded onto the plate: they belong to break-
even. Benchmark your opening capex against the public range for your segment: a QSR or food
truck opened under 150,000 USD in 2024, according to Square (2024). If your initial investment
triples that range without a format reason behind it, the analysis starts against you.

2 Mid scenario (3 to 10 units): break it down and build the store investment model
At this size the costliest sin is presenting consolidated numbers. Split the P&L per unit, compute
unit EBITDA and break-even in sales and covers, and assemble the model: capex per unit,
minimum opening sales, payback and target contribution margin. Run menu engineering on the
real mix; 46% of operators name alcohol among the highest margin categories, according to
Technomic and Nation's Restaurant News (2024), and that finding usually moves more margin
than any purchasing renegotiation. Present the worst store, explained and with a plan; hiding it
is the fastest way to lose the round.

3 Group scenario (multi-unit): defend the format, not the square meters
Groups raising capital in 2026 do it on a replicable format with proven returns. Chipotle guided
between 315 and 345 openings for 2025 with over 80% in the Chipotlane format (Chain Store
Age / Chipotle, Q4 2024) and Wingstop added 255 net restaurants in the first half of 2025 alone
(Restaurant Dive, 2025): in both cases the argument is format. Document location intelligence
per market — traffic, cannibalization, territory risk — and show how average ticket shifts
between markets. The ACODRES (2025) warning about a 9.8% rise in dish prices in Colombia
proves elasticity behaves differently in every country.
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4 The three appendices that turn a folder into an investment case
Attach three things and the conversation changes register. First, the review dashboard with its
historical series: each additional star moves between 5% and 9% of revenue, according to
Harvard Business School (Michael Luca), and that lever is financial rather than cosmetic.
Second, the real cost of turnover, where each avoided departure saves up to 150% of salary in
replacement (StaffedUp, 2025). Third, your forward cost hypothesis benchmarked against the
National Restaurant Association (2024) series documenting +35% in food and +35% in labor
since 2019. The committee does not expect you to predict 2027; it expects you to show which
assumption you work with.

FA Q

What does a restaurant need to receive external investment, specifically?

Three verifiable pieces: positive unit EBITDA in at least one mature store, twelve months of documented prime
cost with variance explained, and a store model with capex per unit and payback. Capital exists —
accommodation and food services led SBA 504 loans in FY2024 at 16.5%, according to the U.S. Small Business
Administration (2024) — what runs short is that accounting.

How much investment must I show to open a new restaurant?

It depends on format, and that is the point. A QSR or food truck opened below 150,000 USD in the United States
during 2024, according to Square (2024), while a full-service concept with a bar multiplies that capex several
times. Bring your figure benchmarked against the public range for your segment and explain every deviation;
without that contrast, the number looks invented even when it is right.

Does territorial prefeasibility really weigh in the investor pitch?

It weighs as much as the P&L when the ask is expansion capital. Chipotle guided 315-345 openings in 2025
with over 80% in the Chipotlane format (Chain Store Age / Chipotle, Q4 2024), a location intelligence decision
before a real estate one. And local elasticity changes everything: ACODRES (2025) reported 9.8% dish price
increases in Colombia to sustain 98,000 jobs.

Is it worth improving reviews before raising capital?

It is, and it is the most underrated lever in the pitch. Michael Luca's research at Harvard Business School
quantified 5% to 9% additional revenue for each extra star in the rating. On a store billing 80,000 USD monthly,
half a star sustained is worth more than almost any supplier renegotiation, and it reaches valuation as growth
rather than as savings.

Questions that surface at every capital-raising table

D ATA  &  S O U R C E S
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Propiedad Intelectual de Masterestaurant® — Exclusivo para Líderes de Sector · masterestaurant.com

Author: Diego F. Parra  ·  Publisher: MASTERESTAURANT®

Content created with AI assistance, reviewed by the MASTERESTAURANT editorial team.

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

Metric Benchmark 2026 Source

QSR bajo control multi-unidad
82% de los QSR franquiciados;
restaurantes de mesa 72%

FRANdata

Promedio de locales por franquiciado
multi-unidad

5 locales en promedio (vs 4,8 en 2011) FRANdata

Franquiciados propiedad de mujeres
24% de las franquicias muestreadas
son propiedad de mujeres

FRANdata

Tasa de incumplimiento de
préstamos SBA de franquicias

9,9% promedio entre 2010 y 2021 (casi 1
de cada 10)

U.S. Small Business
Administration (datos SBA)
2010-2021

Cierre de franquicias vs negocios
independientes

~20-25% de franquicias cierran en 5
años, frente a ~50% de independientes

U.S. Small Business
Administration (datos citados)

Enseñas y establecimientos de
restauración franquiciada en España

390 enseñas y 7.967 establecimientos
franquiciados (2024)

Tormo Franquicias Consulting
2024

Sector data 2026 (official sources)

C O M M U N I T Y

Join our MASTERESTAURANT Community for FREE

Restaurant owners and teams from 43 countries sharing knowledge, tools and applied AI — straight to
your WhatsApp.

Join the community
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