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There have been many charismatic found-
ers and CEOs in the franchise industry. 
Some became household names as the face 
for their business through appearances on 
TV and in other media. Two prime examples 
are Dave Thomas of Wendy’s and Colonel 
Harland David Sanders of KFC. 

The founder of a franchise system is often 
moved aside for a professional CEO, but 
not always. For instance, Fred DeLuca was 
co-founder and CEO of Subway from 1965 
until his death in 2015. DeLuca started Sub-
way as a 17-year-old with a $1,000 loan from 
a friend and built it into 40,000 locations 
worldwide.

A charismatic founder or CEO can offer 
benefits but also can cause problems, espe-
cially in today’s mass-media-always-on world. 
Consider the case of John Schnatter, who 
founded Papa John’s Pizza in 1984 and was 
the CEO and longtime face of the franchise. 
He was a focal point for all of the pizza restau-
rant’s advertising campaigns. But Schnatter’s 
charisma couldn’t save him when some of 
his controversial personal opinions became 
public. The board of directors removed him 
in 2018. Now Schnatter and his namesake 
company are mired in legal battles.

The most charismatic CEO I have person-
ally met is Amit Kleinberger of Menchie’s 
Frozen Yogurt. If you’ve seen Kleinberger’s 
presentation on Menchie’s franchise oppor-
tunities, you know what I mean. Discovery 
day at Menchie’s is a well-polished pro-
duction that will leave your head spinning. 
Kleinberger’s charm and magnetism, invalu-
able in his TV appearances and in maga-
zine articles, were instrumental in building 
Menchie’s into a huge player in the frozen 
yogurt sector. (Kleinberger’s charisma also 
helped him launch an artisan pizza franchise 
that rapidly expanded but ultimately didn’t 
work out so well, but that’s another story for 
another article.)

Checking out these franchise figures in 
detail will be interesting for any reader inter-
ested in franchising. 

But should you choose your franchise in-
vestment based on the charisma of its CEO? 
No. While that CEO may help drive fran-
chise unit growth, that growth isn’t likely to 
help a franchise owner’s bottom line. You 
should make your buying decision based 
on a franchise system that aligns with your 
individual goals, skills, objectives, likes and 
dislikes, and financial situation.  

Charisma
DEFINITION  FROM MERRIAM-WEBSTER 

1: A personal magic of leadership arousing special popular loyalty  
or enthusiasm for a public figure (such as a political leader)   
His success was largely due to his charisma.

2: A special magnetic charm or appeal - the charisma of a popular actor

      ranchising has certainly had its share 
of charismatic figures. Anyone involved 
in franchising, and even those who aren’t, 
probably have heard of Ray Kroc. He is 
credited with creating the business model 
that’s used for franchising today. Kroc de-
veloped it for that little franchise known 
as McDonalds. His involvement with the 
McDonald brothers started when he sold 
them milkshake Multi-Mixers for their 
burger restaurants. When Kroc joined the 
company in 1954, it had six locations, but 
he turned it into a franchise powerhouse. 
The Founder, a 2016 film, told his story, 
and numerous publications have docu-
mented Kroc’s business genius. 
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Is the leader’s appeal 
important to franchise owners? 

“The founder of a  
        franchise system is often 
moved aside for a professional
        CEO, but not always.”
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