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Dominating the Field
These six multi-unit operators take charge!

BY KERRY PIPES & EDDY GOLDBERG

D I TO N OM A R S

W
hat do two attorneys, a former Applebee’s 
CEO, and a retired NFL quarterback have in 
common? They’re four of the six multi-unit 
franchisees we’ve profi led in this issue. A fi fth 

operates 177 Wendy’s in 8 states, and the other left 
corporate fi nance and became Penn Station East Coast 
Subs’ fi rst Franchisee of the Year. Surely a stellar bunch 
for our annual Dominators issue!

We come across many multi-unit operators but 
“Dominators,” as we like to call them, are a unique 
breed, fun to interview, and exciting to write about. 
Some control their markets by having a large number 
of units, some by operating the only units of a brand, 
and many are the top-performing operators in their re-
gion. No matter how they do it, they dominate where 
they operate.

Once a year we devote an issue to these hard-work-
ing, inspiring franchisees. As usual, they’re an interest-
ing mix, but the results are similar: a combination of 
grit, determination, and perseverance has led each to 
success and domination with their chosen brands and 
markets. Their stories and the paths they’ve followed 
are insightful and revealing. Here come this year’s 
“Dominators”!

• Rob Chinsky is 49 years old, but has been in 
franchising since age 23. That’s when a family friend 
fi nanced his fi rst Penn Station East Coast Subs restau-
rant. He now has 17 Penn Stations open. Next year, 
he’ll open his 18th, the maximum the brand allows. In 
2002, he became the brand’s fi rst Franchisee of the Year 
and has served 10 years as president of the Franchise 
Advisory Committee.

• Dave Goebel has worn many hats: franchisor, 
franchisee, creator of several original concepts, board 
director, executive coach, philanthropist, husband, and 
father. Today the former Applebee’s CEO is a Pie Five 
Pizza franchisee who, with three of his children, oper-
ates 10 stores, with 2 more set to open in Q4. He also 
operates 5 Goodcents Deli Fresh Subs, 6 Y-Leave Ca-
fes, and owns Prime Catered Events.

• Mara Fortin has the distinction of being Nothing 
Bundt Cake’s fi rst franchisee. The former attorney and 
mother of two pre-teen girls has expanded to 7 Noth-
ing Bundt Cake bakeries in San Diego County. She’s a 
strong pro-franchise advocate who has testifi ed before 
Congress and received the IFA’s FAN of the Year award 
in 2015. Someday, she says, she might run for Congress 
or another elected offi ce. Stay tuned!

• Robert Schermer, Jr. left a career in corporate fi -
nance 18 years ago to join Meritage Hospitality Group. 
When he arrived, sales were $27 million (today they’re 
$228 million), and the company operated 22 Wendy’s 
restaurants in Michigan (today it’s 177 in 8 states)—and 
the publicly traded company is looking to reach 300 by 
2021. Not enough? He also operates four original ca-
sual dining concepts in Michigan (6 units total).

• Robert Branca is a great example of a dominating 
franchisee. His organization operates 85 Dunkin’ Do-
nuts and his extended family operates more than 1,200 
Dunkin’ locations, primarily in the Northeast. He also 
has a construction company, a manufacturing plant, 
and is an investor in NRD Partners, a fund that invests 
in emerging brands. An attorney, he’s become a strong 
advocate for franchising and in September was named a 
2016 Franchisee of the Year by the IFA.

• David Garrard is a former NFL quarterback 
who spent 9 seasons with the Jacksonville Jaguars, 
including a victory in the 2007 NFL Wild Card Play-
offs. Unlike many pro athletes, he knew there would 
be life after football and worked closely with his fi -
nancial adviser to prepare for that day. Today he is a 
Retro Fitness franchisee with two Florida gyms open 
and a third on the way. He’s an inspiring example of a 
star athlete who made the successful transition to the 
franchise world.

Once again we’ve teamed up with FRANdata to 
bring you the 2016 listing of the DMAs with the most 
franchised units, and the dominant franchisee organiza-
tions in each state and region.

Take note, the Dominators are here! 
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BY DEBBIE SELINSKY

Taking It to the Limit
Rob Chinsky works hard and plays hard

NAME: Rob Chinsky

TITLE: President 

COMPANY: Chinsky Restaurant 
Group

NO. OF UNITS: 17 Penn Station 
East Coast Subs

AGE: 49

FAMILY: Married with two grown 
children

YEARS IN FRANCHISING: 26

YEARS IN CURRENT POSITION: 26

A fter working his usual 50- to 
60-hour week tending to his 17 
Indianapolis-area Penn Station 
East Coast Subs stores, Rob Chin-

sky and his wife Linda moved both their 
children into their college dorms, hours 
away, all in one weekend. This typifi es 
Chinsky’s priorities in life: family fi rst, 
with his business and 240 close-knit em-
ployees coming in second.

Chinsky, 49, has been in franchising 
since he was 23, when a family friend fi -
nanced his fi rst Penn Station restaurant. 
At the time, franchisees were allowed to 
own only one store. Next year he’ll open 
his 18th, the maximum the brand allows.

It was a slow and steady growth path 
to where he is today. “I worked from 
home for the fi rst 20 years. It was just 
me, doing all the training and operating 
with my wife helping with the books,” he 
says. “After store 10, it just got to be too 
much—much of that due to government 
regulations. So I hired an offi ce manager 
and accountant. We bought an old house 
built in the ’40s and re-worked it into of-
fi ce space. It’s fi ve minutes from home.”

A St. Louis native whose fi rst job as a 
teen was working in a cousin’s deli, at 23 
Chinsky moved to Cincinnati in 1990 to 
open his fi rst restaurant. He had become 
smitten with the restaurant business and 
delved into the study of hotel and res-

D I TO N OM A R S
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First job: I worked in a Jewish deli a cousin owned.
Formative infl uences/events: My mentor is my old business partner, 
Mickey Schulman. Without him I wouldn’t have been able to do this because 
he backed me and believed in me to get started.
Key accomplishments: From a personal standpoint, marrying the right 
person and having two kids. From a business perspective, owning my own 
business.
Biggest current challenge: Staffi ng.
Next big goal: To travel more and open our next store.
First turning point in your career: My mom suggested we look at Penn 
Station when they started franchising. 
Best business decision: After 10 years in the business, I started building 
a support system in 2000 by hiring my fi rst operations director and a part-time 
accountant. 
Hardest lesson learned: Life is short and you have to enjoy it. 
Work week: Changes weekly, but averages 50 to 60 hours per week—and 
I still love it. You love it or you hate it with restaurants. It’s not for everyone.
Exercise/workout: I play hockey twice a week and go to the gym twice 
a week. 

Best advice you ever got: If you help enough people get what they want, 
you will get what you want.
What’s your passion in business? I like watching other people grow. I 
have such longevity with many of my managers that I’ve been able to watch 
them and their families grow up. My passion is helping them build their careers.
How do you balance life and work? I don’t think I had the balance at 
the beginning, especially with my fi rst 10 stores. As I built my support system, 
one of our big management beliefs became to take care of each other and put 
families fi rst. We learned to fi nd that balance together.
Guilty pleasure: Food.
Favorite book: Anything by Zig Ziglar.
Favorite movie: “The Shawshank Redemption.” 
What do most people not know about you? Not much. I’m a pretty 
open book. 
Pet peeve: People without a good work ethic.
What did you want to be when you grew up? A police offi cer.
Last vacation: I spent time in Central Oregon last summer with my family. 
Person I’d most like to have lunch with: My wife.

PERSONAL

taurant management. After two years of 
working in a restaurant, he was ready to 
open his own. “I knew little to nothing 
about franchising, but I put a business plan 
together and, with no equity, walked into 
a bank. You can just imagine the looks I 
got. It was a nice, short meeting,” he says.

 Family friend Mickey Schulman, 
whose daughter had married Penn Sta-
tion founder and CEO Jeff Osterfeld, 
was opening a Penn Station restaurant 
in Cincinnati and his manager “fl aked.” 
He sold Chinsky the store, backing him 
fi nancially just as a bank would. It was the 
seventh store in the new system.

“Mickey, who eventually became my 
partner, and his wife Phyllis taught me 
everything I needed to know—what taxes 
to pay, when they were due, what forms 
to use. I knew the restaurant side and 
what people wanted, but I had no clue 
on the business side. I had to learn it,” 
says Chinsky.

“I was very fortunate. I was given a great 
opportunity, but I knew I had to make it 
work, make it a success. I’m a self-starter, 
and my dream was to hit $100,000 by age 
30. I did that, and my next goal was seven 
fi gures, and so on. I got my work ethic 
from my dad, who never owned his own 
business. My ambition came from seeing 
how hard he worked for someone else.”

In 1993, Chinsky sold his Cincinnati 
stores and moved to Indianapolis at Os-

terfeld’s request to take over the corpo-
rate store there. He soon became owner 
of that store and area rep for the region. 
When he was ready to open a second store, 
Schulman again co-signed. When Penn 
Station decided to do multi-unit agree-
ments, Chinsky and Schulman partnered 
on a 12-unit deal. In 2010, he bought out 
his partner and mentor.

In 2002, when Penn Station began its 
Franchisee of the Year awards, the fi rst 
went to Chinsky. In addition, he’s served 10 
years as president of the brand’s Franchise 
Advisory Committee, and earlier this year 
spent time in Washington, D.C., meeting 
with senators and representatives about 
franchising and small-business issues. “I’ve 
become more interested in politics as I 
see how it affects our businesses,” he says. 

He and his restaurants are also active 
in the community. He served on the board 
of directors for the Indiana Restaurant & 
Lodging Association, and he continues 
to partner on promotions with the In-
dianapolis Colts.

After he opens his 18th store in 2017, 
Chinsky plans to focus on improving all 
the stores and continuing to grow sales. 
While he still enjoys getting into the 
kitchen and working alongside his employ-
ees every chance he gets, he doesn’t have 
to do that any more unless he wants to.

“I’d like to travel more with my family, 
and that may be possible because I have 
two great operations directors, both of 
whom have been with me for about 20 
years,” he says. “I also have multiple GMs 
who have been with me for 10 to 15 years, 
so we have a great team. We work hard 
and play hard.”

His most beloved and stalwart partner 
is his wife Linda. “She’s a great partner,” 
he says.“I was in business before I met 
her and she actually moved with me, gave 
up her company-car job, and moved in 
with me without a ring. I feel blessed to 
have her.”

Chinsky remains committed to Penn 
Station. “From day one, when I got in-
volved, I was sold on the overall simplicity 
of the menu. It’s all about freshness—ev-
erything is made daily fresh on the grill. 
I’m a true believer in the food. That’s why 
I tell people I’m training and developing 
to make it the way it’s supposed to be 
made—follow the ops manual,” he says. 
“It comes down to customer service. If 
customers have a memorable experience, 
the food will be memorable.” 

D I TO N OM A R S
“If you help enough 

people get what they 
want, you will get 
what you want.”
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Annual revenue: Approximately $12 million.
2016 goals: Hiring the right people and growing sales.
Growth meter: How do you measure your growth? Customer 
counts.
Vision meter: Where do you want to be in 5 years? 10 years? 
I want to travel more and work a little less, but I don’t plan on retiring anytime 
soon.
How is the economy in your region affecting you, your em-
ployees, your customers? It hasn’t affected us as much from a customer 
standpoint, but wages are rising and we are trying to accommodate that, so it 
affects our labor costs. Our whole industry is facing a major challenge fi nding 
employees.
Are you experiencing economic growth in your market? Yes.
How do changes in the economy affect the way you do busi-
ness? We just continue to do what we do the best we can.
How do you forecast for your business? I do an annual forecast and 
update it every month.
What are the best sources for capital expansion? My goal is to 
self-fund. At this point, I have a line of credit if I need it.

Experience with private equity, local banks, national banks, 
other institutions? I have a line of credit and maintain a good relationship 
with my banker.

What are you doing to take care of your employees? We create 
an ownership mentality with our general managers by giving them a percent-
age of the profi ts, paid monthly. We try to do things outside the store level, 
too. I often give advice on a personal as well as a business level.

How are you handling rising employee costs (payroll, minimum 
wage, healthcare, etc.)? I’ve learned to stop fi ghting it.  You can only 
make up so much of it by raising food costs, so there is a point where it affects 
the bottom line. We still streamline and do the best we can.

How do you reward/recognize top-performing employees? 
Penn Station has a performance evaluation system where an area representa-
tive comes into the store and does an evaluation. We take that very seriously. 
Our general managers get recognized by how well they do in that evaluation 
compared with their peers. The top-performing general managers from that per-
formance evaluation can earn a bonus of up to $10,000 or $12,000.

What kind of exit strategy do you have in place? At 49, I’m get-
ting closer to that, but currently I do not have an exit strategy. It’s in process.

BOT TOM L IN E

Business philosophy: Work hard, play hard. When you’re working, that 
is what you’re doing. When it’s time not to work and have a personal life, it’s 
time to play hard as well. Life is short. 
Management method or style: I’m a “do it now” manager, so if I hear 
something from the grapevine or there is something I need to talk about, I deal 
with it right away. I don’t beat around the bush.
Greatest challenge: Staffi ng and helping general managers fi nd crew and 
their management teams.
How do others describe you? As having high expectations, but fair.
One thing I’m looking to do better: See the glass half full and not half 
empty. As an owner, I tend to go in and see what’s wrong fi rst and not what’s 
right.
How do you give your team room to innovate and experiment? 
They have to be able to make their own mistakes because sometimes you learn 
by making mistakes. I want them to learn on my dime. It’s okay to make mis-
takes as long as we learn from them.
How close are you to operations? Very close. I can still throw the 
apron on and get in and run the line, and my employees know that I can go in 
and help. I wish I could do it more, but when I do we have a good time. I came 
from the operations side and doing dishes in a restaurant and working my way 
up, so operations is probably my forte.
What are the two most important things you rely on from your 
franchisor? Good data (how we’re doing compared with the rest of the 
stores because I don’t want to be average) and a good support system. I can 

talk to the president with a phone call. If you have a question, you can get an 
answer the same day.
What I need from vendors: Great service and great quality.
Have you changed your marketing strategy in response to the 
economy? How? We’re placing more focus on Millennials.
How is social media affecting your business? We’re focusing on so-
cial media more in the last year than we ever have. Penn Station launched an 
app this year and we’re doing a lot more advertising on social media.
How do you hire and fi re? I hire my general managers and they hire 
everyone else. For hiring a general manager, we do a very thorough process. 
When we have to fi re, I make sure we have the proper documentation. Before 
fi ring, we try to salvage the employees.
How do you train and retain? Penn Station has a thorough training pro-
gram. We do an orientation every week and I personally go to the orientation 
so every employee meets me. Since all 17 of our stores are centrally located, 
we do one orientation. It shows a commitment from the employees to take the 
time to go to a different location early in the morning. To retain, we give proper 
raises and take care of our people.
How do you deal with problem employees? Sometimes you know 
quickly whether they’ll make it or not. For someone we think we can work 
with, we sit down and try to work through problems. Every employee is differ-
ent. I tell people if they don’t enjoy going to work more times than not, they 
should fi nd something else. Ultimately, I want them to be happy.
Fastest way into my doghouse: Being lazy and not being honest.

MANAGEMENT

D I TO N OM A R S
“I can still throw the apron on and get in and run the line, 

and my employees know that I can go in and help.”
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