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Introduction

Ones to Watch are tomorrow’s leading operator brands that provide new opportunities for suppliers, operators, 
distributors and investors, often growing organically, through franchising, external investment or acquisition by larger 
foodservice organisations. 

Ones to Watch was launched to identify these fast growing brands in the restaurant sector – both full service and quick 
service / food to go. The report and the underlying lists of brands have been updated twice a year and this is the 20th

edition. However, the last three editions have been produced against a very different backdrop to the previous 
reports. Covid has obviously changed the size and number of those brands listed. 

During 2020 it was difficult, even impossible, to identify which brands were still viable but with reopening for indoor 
dining in mid May it has been possible to identify them. And this edition shows that the reduction has, unsurprisingly, 
been substantial.

Nevertheless, the market will return to growth and with it, we will see the emergence of new brands worthy of 
watching. In the meantime, this report will produce a benchmark to measure future changes against.

The listing of all Ones to Watch brands – available separately - also includes Bubbling Under brands, which are brands 
that are too small to meet the criteria for inclusion as a Ones to Watch brand, but warrant attention nevertheless 
because they have potential for growth.  

Even though the future is still a big unknown, many (hopefully all) of the Ones to Watch brands identified in this report 
will go on to become the leading brands in the years to come. They will have been through the trials posed by covid 
and will have hardened their operational practices – and this will stand them in good stead. 



Definitions and additional notes
Definitions

Ones to Watch brands are initially identified through 
my Key Brands dataset of over 4,000 operator brands 
which tracks the lifecycle of brands as they emerge 
on to the foodservice landscape, experience growth, 
or decline. To qualify for inclusion, brands must:

• Be in the restaurant and quick service sectors 

• Have between 5 and 25 outlets (excluding dark 
kitchens, pop-up sites and trucks)

• Be experiencing outlet growth rates of at least 20% 
over the previous 3 years

These criteria indicate that a brand has an outlet 
base significantly large enough to establish itself 
despite the various launch and initial growth phase 
challenges.  They also suggest that the brand’s 
revenue and customer bases are sufficiently 
developed to have the ingredients necessary for long 
term survival and growth.  

Notes

The brands listed as Ones to Watch and Bubbling 
Under are available in additional Excel datasets.

Outlet numbers represent numbers that existed in mid 
May 2021. 

Operator websites are the primary source of outlet 
data.  Occasional inaccuracies may occur where 
company websites are not regularly updated. 

Please contact me at peter@peterbackmanfs.com or on         

+44 (0)7785 242 809 for further discussion of any of the topics 

raised in this report or for additional information about the brands 

listed, including their strategies and ownership. 

www.peterbackmanfs.com
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Restaurants

Far Eastern / Ethnic Italian

American British

Burger Other

QSR

Coffee Far Eastern Chicken

Sweet Bakery Burger

• Ones to Watch has suffered a further decline in 

numbers of brands – down by 7 since last 

November – but the fallw as by no means as 

severe as last time

• The number of outlets has also fallen – by 43 to 

just under 700

• Although this edition of Ones to Watch excludes 

dark kitchens – and I intend to include them in 

the future – it is noticeable that many of the 

listed brands operate at least one dark kitchen

• There were two graduates – previously included 

brands that exceeded 25 outlets this time –

Rosa’s Thai and The Little Dessert Shop

• The fastest growing brands were Thunderbird 

Chicken and Wingstop

• Far Eastern cuisines continued to dominate 

amongst restaurants 

• Coffee dominates Quick Service offers

Some overall takeaways

Cuisines – based on numbers of brands



Another important takeaway

3 reasons why franchising has worked during 

covid

1. The release of entrepreneurial spirit inspired by 

franchising. This spirit is evoked at the front line 

– where the investment is made – by people 

and companies who have everything to gain 

from their success

2. Franchising walls off risk – the failure of one 

franchisee does not bring down the edifice. 

Instead, the business can mend the tear in its 

structure and move on

3. Franchising relies on many different parties to 

finance its growth - multiple  sources of 

finance have the power to accelerate rapid 

roll out – a feature not lost in the US where it is 
fundamental to driving QSR growth. 

• The Top 5 Ones to Watch brands measured by % 

growth in outlet numbers (as reported later) are: 

Thunderbird, Wingstop, Oodles, Frankster’s, 

Afrikana

• An important observation is that each of these 

are franchise businesses 

• The first two brands are master franchisees

• The other three are franchisors and, notably, 

they follow past “graduates” from Ones to 

Watch such as Creams Café and Kaspa’s

• This suggests an important role for franchising as 

a growth mechanism – particularly during the 

period of covid



• Thunderbird Chicken and Wingstop were the fastest growing 

brands in the Ones to Watch list as measured by percentage 

growth in outlet numbers based on the fact that they had 

zero brands at the start of the period in 2018 (and therefore, in 

theory, they have shown infinite growth since then!)

• The next fastest growing were:

• Oodles Chinese

• Frankster’s

• Afrikana

• Measured by actual increase in unit numbers over the last 3 

years, the top brand, as last time, was Oodles Chinese

• The next brands were:

• Triple Two Coffee

• Frankster’s

• Manjaros

Some brand takeaways



Launched 2018

Increase in number of 

stores since 2018

+6

“As a better-chicken brand we have been in the 

right place to meet customer demands for 

premium, value-driven meals. We have 

advanced plans to grow our business and 

number of sites over the next few months. 

“Covid has accelerated changes that we were 

already making and we now have an integrated 

model covering dine-in, delivery and dark 

kitchens. This has given us the flexibility to cope 

with an ever-changing landscape. 

“And this will stand us in good stead as we move 

into 2021 and beyond” 

Paul Gilchrist, CEO Thunderbird Chicken

Spotlight on Thunderbird Chicken
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• The number of brands included in the list fell 

from 85 last November to 77 this time. They 

operated 695 sites, a fall of 7% from the  744 

sites last time – this level was last seen in 

February 2013

• The change in the most recent period 

(November 2020 to May 2021) was driven by:

• 42 brands that were unable to sustain 

the pace of growth required to remain 

in the list

• 36 newcomers

• 2 graduates in this most recent period

• Estates are getting larger. The average 

number of units per brand, at  9.0, was 

higher than the 8.5  last November and 

closing in on the historical average of 10 sites

Some market structure takeaways



May 2021

• 42 brands did not 
sustain the pace

But there was still growth:

• 2 graduates exceeded 
25 sites

As well as

• 36 newcomers

Two graduates despite covid
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What are Graduates? 

They are brands which were, at one time, in the 
Ones to Watch list but have now exceeded 25 units  
and are therefore too large to be included.

Graduates and Newcomers in November
2 Graduates with numbers of outlets at graduation

• Rosa’s Thai 28

• The Little Dessert Shop 27

since August 2011

• Cosy Club

• Dunkin’ Donuts

• Eating Inn

• Ed’s Easy Diner

• Euphorium Bakery

• Five Guys

• Fuel Juice Bars

• Gail’s 

• German Doner 
Kebab

• Giggling Squid

• Ground

The 49 previous graduates -

• Abokado

• Auntie Anne’s Pretzels

• Bill’s

• Black Sheep

• Boost Juice Bars

• Burger Shack

• Byron

• Chatime

• Chimichanga

• Coffee#1

• Cream’s Café

• Coco di Mama

• Red Kiosk Company

• SOHO Coffee Co

• Taco Bell

• Tim Hortons

• Tortilla

• Tossed

• Turtle Bay

• Wafflemeister

• Wahaca

• Wasabi

• Wildwood

• Wrapchic

• Handmade Burger Co

• Harris+Hoole

• Harry Ramsden’s 

• Heavenly Desserts

• Honest Burger

• Ivy Collection

• Joe and the Juice

• Kaspa’s

• Kokoro

• Leon

• Lola’s Cupcakes

• Pho
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• There have been 49 graduates in 

the eight years since 2012

• In the first half (Years 1-5) there 

were 23 graduates and in Years 

6-10 there were 26

How have the Graduates fared?

Three brands graduated in 2012 –Wasabi, 

Byron, Chimichanga - consequently they 

are the only ones to show a 9 year 

record. 

All perfomed badly - even before covid
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PE-funded brands 

accounted for 50% over 

the whole period

Franchised brands 

accounted for 29% of the 

total and are becoming 

more important Graduates reach peak growth in outlet 

numbers five years after graduating

• The number of graduates is 

consistently split equally 

between the two sectors 

covered by Ones to Watch

Aggregate graduate numbers clearly 

reduce the longer you go back in time –

hence the decline in the green line
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• OTW Growth is funded in three 

(broad) ways:

• Private equity

• Franchising

• Trade investment

• Private equity was the main 

driver until the inset of covid 

lockdowns – since when it has 

moved backwards in overall 

terms 

• Franchising has become 

increasingly important – and 

currently funds about a third of 

growth

• Investment by the trade 

(restaurant and pub owners in 

the main) plateaued in 2015

Funding the Graduates’ unit growth

Two versions of the 
same data – the 
smaller graph 
shows percentages 
– the larger shows 
gross changes



The 3 fastest growing 

brands - in terms of % 

growth in outlet numbers 

over the last 3 years



Thunderbird

Increase in number of stores since 

2018

% Increase in stores since 

2018

+6 Very high 
(based on 0 stores in 2018)



Wingstop

Increase in number of stores since 

2018

% Increase in stores since 

2018

+5 Very high
(based on 0 stores in 2018)



The 3 fastest growing 

brands - in terms of 

increase in outlet 

numbers over the last 3 

years



Oodles

Increase in number of stores since 

2018

% Increase in stores since 

2018

+16 +1,500%



Triple Two Coffee

Increase in number of stores since 

2018

% Increase in stores since 

2018

+14 +200%



Frankster’s

Increase in number of stores since 

2018

% Increase in stores since 

2018

+11 +1,100%



What happens next? 

The companies and brands that have made it into this latest release of Ones to Watch have clearly been dominated 
by conditions during covid. There have been an above average number of companies that have fallen out of the list –
because they not been able to sustain the rate of new store openings necessary to stay in the list – and in a number of 
cases companies have gone out of business. The actual status of most of these companies was not clear while covid 
lockdowns were in place – an it was not possible to identify which closed outlets would reopen and which would not. 
This is now clear in the vast majority of cases – although the status of some will still have to wait until full social distancing 
rules are done away with. By the same token, there have been growth stories that have been hidden by covid closures 
– and, again, these are now clear (or almost so).

It now seems that Ones to Watch is at ground zero – it has returned to the size it had eight years ago – and the only 
way is up. At least that looks likely to be the case.

A striking development has been the growth of franchising. Not only the growth of national franchises – for the likes of 
Thunderbird Chicken and Wingstop – established US brands – but UK especially in the dessert sector – ice cream, pastry 
and the like. And Oodles which appears at the top of the list of increases in store numbers (and number 3 in terms of 
percentage growth), is expanding rapidly through franchising – it has three more outlets ready to be opened and 
when they do, Oodles will graduate from Ones to Watch. I expect franchising to be a favoured route for expansion for 
many chains since it relies on relatively small parcels of investment to induvial franchisees in order to create significant 
expansion of stores

So, for investors, as usual, the Ones to Watch list represents a hunting ground for brands to invest in; for suppliers it 
presents brands whose growth will lead to growing demand for food, drink and other products. And for the operators 
themselves, Ones to Watch continues to provide benchmarks against which they can measure their growing stature.



If you want to learn more about the brands listed in this report and the database that lists them 
together with their recent growth history, ownership, serving style etc, please contact me:

M: +44 (0)7785 242809

T: +44 (0)844 800 0456

E: peter@peterbackmanfs.com

www.peterbackmanfs.com

Central House

1 Ballards Lane

London N3 1LQ

How to contact me if you want the 

full report of Ones to Watch brands

http://www.hrzns.com/

