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How to Choose a Franchise Design Studio: The 6-Criteria Evaluation Framework for Multi-Unit Brands
Choosing a franchise design studio is a different decision than choosing an architect for a single building. A multi-unit brand isn't hiring someone to design one space well — it's hiring a partner to replicate a prototype accurately, on schedule, across markets with different codes and different risks, for as long as the rollout continues. Here is a structured framework for evaluating that decision, along with the questions to ask and the red flags to watch for during vendor conversations.
The 6 Criteria
1. Prototype Design Experience vs. General Commercial Background
A general commercial architecture background produces good buildings. Prototype experience produces buildings that are consistent, replicable, and fast to permit across multiple sites. Ask a prospective studio how many franchise prototypes they've adapted, and for how many brands — not how many commercial projects they've completed overall.
2. Multi-State Licensure and Permitting Coverage
A rollout that spans states needs an architecture partner licensed and actively practicing in those states, not one general license and a series of one-off local hires for each new market. Ask which states the studio is currently licensed in, and how they handle a state where they aren't yet licensed — reciprocity timelines matter when a lease is already signed.
3. Rollout Scheduling Infrastructure and Concurrent Project Capacity
A studio built for single projects manages one job at a time. A studio built for rollout runs several locations through design and permitting simultaneously, with the staffing and project-management systems to do it without one location's delay becoming every location's delay. Ask how many concurrent locations they can support and how they sequence work when several sites hit permitting at once.
4. Brand Standards Enforcement Processes Embedded in CD Production
Brand consistency isn't maintained by good intentions — it's maintained by process. Ask how the studio tracks deviations from the prototype across locations, and how brand standards get checked before a set goes to permit, not just before it goes to the franchisor for sign-off.
5. Consultant Team Depth for MEP and Structural Coordination
Architecture doesn't stand alone — mechanical, electrical, plumbing, and structural consultants have to be coordinated against the same prototype for every location. Ask whether the studio has an established, repeatable consultant team, or assembles a new team for every project.
6. Track Record in the Relevant Franchise Category
A studio experienced in fast-casual restaurant rollout understands grease interceptors, hood systems, and health-department review in a way that a studio focused on wellness or childcare concepts won't — and vice versa. Ask for examples of completed work specifically within the buyer's category.
Questions to Ask in Vendor Conversations
1. How many prototype rollouts has your team completed, and for which brands?
1. Which states are you currently licensed and actively permitting in?
1. How many locations can you run through design and permitting at the same time?
1. What does your process look like for catching a brand-standard deviation before it reaches a plan reviewer?
1. Who are your MEP and structural consultants, and how long have you worked with them?
1. Can you show completed projects in our specific category?
Red Flags: Signs a Studio Isn't Built for Franchise Rollout
1. Treating each location as a standalone project, with no version control connecting one site's drawings to the next.
1. No dedicated permitting coordination function — permitting is handled reactively, project by project, rather than as a managed process.
1. No prototype code matrix for multi-state deployments, meaning code research starts from zero in every new jurisdiction.
1. No QA/QC checkpoint process between design phases, which is how brand-standard and code issues make it all the way to a plan reviewer — or to a franchisor rejection.
Using This Framework
Run each prospective studio through all six criteria before signing an engagement, not just the ones that come up naturally in conversation. A studio that's strong on design but weak on permitting infrastructure will show it on your third location, not your first — by which point switching partners is expensive. This checklist is meant to surface that gap during evaluation, when it's still cheap to walk away.
Frequently Asked Questions
What’s the most important criterion when choosing a franchise design studio?
Prototype design experience — a track record adapting the same prototype across multiple sites and brands — matters more than overall commercial project volume.
Why does multi-state licensure matter for a rollout?
A rollout spanning states needs a partner actively licensed and practicing in those states, since ad hoc local hires in each new market slow permitting and dilute prototype consistency.
How many locations should a franchise design studio be able to run concurrently?
It depends on the brand’s pipeline, but the studio should have staffing and scheduling systems to run several locations through design and permitting at once without one site’s delay cascading to others.
What red flags suggest a studio isn’t built for franchise rollout?
Treating each location as a standalone project, no dedicated permitting coordination function, no prototype code matrix for multi-state work, and no QA/QC checkpoints between design phases.
Should I evaluate a studio differently for a new franchise category?
Yes — ask for completed work specifically within your category, since code and systems knowledge, like grease interceptors, hood systems, or wellness-specific requirements, doesn’t transfer cleanly between categories.

	A Studio Built Specifically for Franchise Rollout
Brand2Builds is licensed and actively permitting across multiple states, runs concurrent multi-location design programs, and enforces brand standards through every phase of CD production — for brands including Scenthound, The DripBar, and Capital Tacos.
See our process and portfolio at brand2builds.com/services.
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