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ABSTRACT

During the franchisee recruitment process, franchisors and franchisee candidates must both engage and screen
each other to determine whether they are a suitable match. To facilitate this, they usually exchange a number of
signals that reduce information asymmetry. Whilst several authors have attempted to examine the role of signals
in the decision-making process, these studies have overlooked the evolution of signals over the recruitment
process and the active role of both parties in reaching an informed decision. Building on a dynamic integrative
view of signaling theory, our research aims to provide a more thorough understanding of the signaling strategies
franchisors and franchisee candidates adopt during this process. We rely on data stemming from in-depth in-
terviews with 29 franchisors and 34 franchisee candidates in the French market. Our findings challenge the
literature on franchisee recruitment by showing how franchisors and candidates alike customize their signals and
screen each other over the recruitment process in order to decide whether to contract based on their assessment
of person-organization fit. Our research thus confirms the relevance of frameworks combining the latest de-
velopments in signaling theory and the person-organization fit perspective to examine contexts of information
asymmetry, thereby opening new avenues for research in B2B settings. Additionally, our paper offers managerial
implications for franchisors and franchisee candidates by helping them effectively send and interpret mutual

signals to avoid adverse selection.

1. Introduction

Following long-standing concerns expressed by Wattel (1968), the
franchisee recruitment process has remained a relevant managerial issue
(Balsarini et al., 2022). Indeed, despite the critical importance of fran-
chisee recruitment in terms of chain performance (Calderon-Monge
etal., 2021; Perrigot et al., 2011; Sadeh & Kacker, 2020), little is known
about how franchisors and franchisee candidates mutually select each
other, even though this knowledge is critical for franchise partner
recruitment, as shown by Altinay and Wang (2006) in the context of
international franchising.

Since the seminal research of Gallini and Lutz (1992), signaling
theory has emerged as a prominent framework for understanding how
franchisors attract potential franchisees (Dant & Kaufmann, 2003;
Lucia-Palacios et al., 2014; Michael, 2009; Sadeh & Kacker, 2020). In
fact, this theory is considered particularly helpful for intuitively
explaining naturally occurring phenomena that remain poorly
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understood (Connelly et al., 2025), as in the context of information
asymmetry where one party is better informed than the other (Connelly
et al., 2011). As such, the fact that many markets are characterized by
imperfect information argues for the continued use of signaling theory
(Spence, 2002), especially in business-to-business (B2B) settings (e.g.,
Bergh & Gibbons, 2011; Gomulya & Mishina, 2017; Ko & McKelvie,
2018; Xia et al., 2016). Compared to consumer markets, B2B markets
generally involve higher transaction values and hence higher risks (Jean
& Kim, 2021; Yeung et al., 2016). In addition, suppliers may withhold
information from buyers in order to influence their decisions (Ahmad,
2024). Decisions are therefore generally made after a thorough
screening phase that includes considering all relevant signals available
(Gomulya & Mishina, 2017; Sadeh & Kacker, 2020). Signaling theory
has been widely applied in the context of financial investment (e.g.,
Bergh & Gibbons, 2011; Ko & McKelvie, 2018; Xia et al., 2016), as well
as employee recruitment (Chung & Parker, 2023; Gully et al., 2013;
Walker et al., 2013). However, in a recent review, Connelly et al. (2025)
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encouraged the academic community to broaden the application of
signaling to other contexts in order to improve our understanding of the
theory and of information asymmetries. From this perspective, fran-
chising represents a highly relevant context for applying signaling the-
ory and its latest developments.

The purchase of a franchise store has been described as a high-
involvement decision (Yeung et al., 2016) in view of the considerable
financial investment required to start the business, especially the initial
franchise fee, as well as the need to pay monthly royalties for the
duration of the entire franchise contract. At the pre-contractual stage of
the relationship, when franchisors and franchisee candidates must
decide whether or not to contract with each other, they both face an
information asymmetry with respect to each other and may need to
interpret a number of signals to decide whether to contract (Lanchimba
et al., 2021; Panda et al., 2023). Consequently, franchisors and fran-
chisees are both signalers and receivers (Connelly et al., 2025), as they
must not only send signals to emphasize their underlying qualities, but
also interpret and screen the signals sent by the other party (Sadeh &
Kacker, 2020). Thus, in keeping with Spence’s (1973) seminal work, we
argue that in franchising, just as in other contexts, “market participants
use signals to represent unobservable attributes between a signaller and
receiver” (Bergh et al., 2014, p. 1337) in order to reduce asymmetric
information.

Despite the prior use of signaling theory in the franchising literature,
its application has tended to be limited to economic perspectives and
based on assumptions that the decision-making process depends on
static market signals sent by franchisors (e.g., Dant & Kaufmann, 2003;
Karle et al., 2016; Lafontaine, 1993; Lanchimba et al., 2021). As such,
extant studies have failed to encompass the active role both partners
play in reducing information asymmetry to facilitate informed decision-
making, as well as the processes by which they may exchange signals to
reach this objective (Drover et al., 2018). In addition, although the latest
developments in signaling theory show that signals may evolve over
time (Etzion & Pe’er, 2014; Gomulya & Mishina, 2017; Ko & McKelvie,
2018; Xia et al., 2016), the literature on franchisee recruitment has
overlooked this dynamic evolution. Accordingly, it is not only necessary
to consider certain specific signals and their impact — as most research
on franchisee recruitment has done to date (e.g., Dant & Kaufmann,
2003; Gallini & Lutz, 1992; Michael, 2009) — but the process through
which signals in their entirety may be sent and adapted over time and
according to the receiver’s profile (Connelly et al., 2025; Drover et al.,
2018). Further, whilst a recent study has shown that person-
organization fit, i.e., congruency between franchisor and franchisee
profiles, is key to success (Semrau & Biemann, 2022), to the authors’
knowledge no prior research has attempted to explain how this fit may
be assessed by franchisors and franchisee candidates alike. In this
respect, signals based on soft information (e.g., corporate values, per-
sonality traits) have largely been neglected, despite the importance of
soft information for reducing information asymmetry (Ko & McKelvie,
2018; Moro et al.,, 2014). Consequently, applying the latest de-
velopments in signaling theory appears essential for explaining how
franchisors and franchisee candidates select each other and for
strengthening the relevance of this theory in franchising and B2B liter-
ature. Such an understanding is important because of the pervasive
managerial challenge that franchisee selection represents for franchisors
(Wattel, 1968), as well as the candidates’ informational disadvantage
with respect to franchise chains (Michael, 2022; Panda et al., 2023).

Building on a dynamic integrative view of signaling theory (Connelly
et al., 2025; Xia et al., 2016), our research aims to provide a more
thorough understanding of the signaling strategies franchisors and
franchisee candidates adopt during the franchisee recruitment process in
order to make an informed decision. More specifically, we attempt to
determine whether and how they customize and screen their mutual
signals during the recruitment process, how they assess their mutual
congruency, as well as how they develop trust over time. Considering
the signals in a broad and integrative sense (i.e., based on hard and soft
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information, intentional or unintentional) (Song et al., 2020; Xia et al.,
2016), we specifically examine their dynamic evolution (Etzion & Pe’er,
2014; Gomulya & Mishina, 2017; Ko & McKelvie, 2018; Xia et al., 2016).
We do so by focusing on the French franchise industry, which is one of
the most prominent in the world and where information transmitted at
the pre-contractual stage is regulated (Perrigot et al., 2019). In the single
year between 2021 and 2022, 5363 new franchised stores were opened
in the French market, most by new franchisees, highlighting the
importance of franchisee recruitment and the associated signals
exchanged during this process. To capture the integrative nature of
signaling strategies (Drover et al., 2018; Song et al., 2020; Xia et al.,
2016), including the unintentional signals sent by each party (Connelly
et al., 2011; Essman et al., 2021; Song et al., 2020), we rely on a dual
perspective through in-depth interviews with 29 professionals from
franchise chain headquarters involved in chain development in various
industries, as well as 34 franchisee candidates.

By relying on signaling theory and person-organization fit, this
research advances our understanding of franchisee recruitment and
addresses key gaps in the literature. Our integrative approach based on a
dual qualitative sample of franchisors and franchisee candidates allows
us to broaden the lens through which signals are considered and
emphasize the active role of both parties in signaling their qualities and
screening each other. Our findings demonstrate the dynamic evolution
of signals over the exchanges, as well as the process through which
franchisors and candidates customize their signals to match the expec-
tations of their prospective partners, thus illustrating the person-
organization fit perspective of the recruitment process. In addition,
our research shows how the co-construction of trust is paramount in the
decision-making process, as well as the importance of franchisors’
signaling and screening capabilities. It also contributes to confirming the
relevance of the latest developments in signaling theory and person-
organization fit frameworks to examine B2B information asymmetry.
Finally, our paper can help franchisors and franchisee candidates in their
selection process, as well as open new avenues for research.

The paper is organized as follows. In the following section, we review
the literature on the franchisee recruitment process. In the third section,
we introduce signaling theory as our theoretical background. We then
present our methodology in the fourth section. We describe and discuss
the findings of our research in Sections 5 and 6.

2. The determinants of franchisee recruitment

Many researchers consider the franchisee recruitment process crit-
ical to the success of franchise chains (Calderon-Monge et al., 2021;
Croonen et al., 2022; Perrigot et al., 2011; Sadeh & Kacker, 2020). New
franchisees — when successfully recruited — contribute to franchise chain
growth and performance. By contrast, “casting errors” during the
recruitment process may lead to brand image, performance, and
governance issues (Calderon-Monge et al., 2021). Despite the critical
role of franchisee recruitment and the challenges associated with it, this
topic has received relatively little academic attention (Croonen et al.,
2022; Watson et al., 2016) and mostly from the franchisor perspective
(Jambulingam & Nevin, 1999; Sadeh & Kacker, 2020), even though
franchisee recruitment relies on a dual selection process, with both
partners in fact selecting each other based on their mutual exchanges
(Brookes & Altinay, 2011).

Franchisors need to carefully consider how they can promote their
brands in relation to what their competitors are offering (Panda et al.,
2019; Zachary et al.,, 2011) and how they signal the quality of the
franchise opportunities they offer to franchisee candidates (Sadeh &
Kacker, 2018). Zachary et al. (2011) developed the concept of “franchise
branding” to understand how franchisors can position their franchise
opportunities. As such, several studies have emphasized how franchisors
communicate through their websites (Lopez-Fernandez & Perrigot,
2018; Panda et al., 2019; Zachary et al., 2011) or franchise directories
(Watson et al., 2019) in order to attract franchisee candidates. Previous
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research has identified several tools franchisors can use to signal the
quality of their franchise opportunities, namely franchisor ownership of
units (i.e., plural form) (Gallini & Lutz, 1992; Lanchimba et al., 2021),
franchise royalties (Lafontaine, 1992; Panda et al., 2023), initial support
and training provided (Lucia-Palacios et al., 2014), earnings disclosures
(Lucia-Palacios et al., 2014; Sadeh & Kacker, 2018), and multi-unit
development opportunities (Lucia-Palacios et al., 2014).

At the same time, due to the high number of individuals who want to
become entrepreneurs through franchising, franchisors must also care-
fully screen franchisee candidates to ensure they have the appropriate
skills, personality, and motivation to operate the franchised units in
accordance with the chain’s systems and processes (Jambulingam &
Nevin, 1999; Sadeh & Kacker, 2020). Characteristics that franchisors
find desirable in franchisee candidates (Clarkin & Swavely, 2006;
Jambulingam & Nevin, 1999) are not only their financial qualifications
but also their human capital (Michael, 2022), i.e., their education, their
experience and management ability, as well as their attitude and
personality.

Furthermore, due to the high number of franchise chains in most
countries worldwide, franchisee candidates have a large number of
franchise opportunities to consider across different industries (Zachary
et al.,, 2011). However, prior research has neglected to consider fran-
chisee candidates’ perspectives on the signals they receive and the sig-
nals they send. Consequently, how franchisee candidates credibly signal
their characteristics or screen franchisors remains largely unexplored. A
few studies have shown that franchisees may select their franchisor
based on the assets provided by the chain (e.g., brand image, product,
support provided by the franchisor) or based on their partner-related
criteria such as trust or reliability (Altinay et al., 2013; Brookes &
Altinay, 2011; Yeung et al., 2016), but these findings are based on
samples of franchisees who have been operating their businesses for
some time, or even several decades in some cases. These franchisees are
unlikely to remember all the exchanges related to the recruitment pro-
cess or the cognitive process that led them to make their decisions to join
their chain. Further, given that not all franchisee candidates will end up
joining a chain (i.e., because they have not found a suitable chain or they
have not been recruited by a franchisor), samples involving operating
franchisees may not be representative of the entire spectrum of fran-
chisee candidates.

Several scholars (e.g., Altinay et al., 2013; Doherty, 2009; Guilloux
et al., 2004) have also emphasized the importance of the selection
process and the fact that, similar to franchisors, franchisee candidates
may rely on different strategies to choose their franchisor (Altinay et al.,
2013). A comprehensive picture of the franchise recruitment decision
from a dual perspective (Brookes & Altinay, 2011; Guilloux et al., 2004)
that considers both franchisors and franchisee candidates and their
mutual signaling and screening strategies is not, however, covered in the
extant literature. In fact, the ability of both franchisors and franchisee
candidates to assess prospective partners can be challenging. For
instance, information asymmetries (Lanchimba et al., 2021; Panda et al.,
2023) can lead to both parties misrepresenting their resources and ca-
pabilities in order to forge the partnership (Ahmad, 2024), thereby
creating a precontractual or “adverse selection” issue (Jambulingam &
Nevin, 1999; Sadeh & Kacker, 2020). In this respect, information
asymmetry compels actors to “use signals to represent unobservable
attributes between a signaler and receiver” (Bergh et al., 2014, p. 1337)
to avoid the risks of adverse selection and moral hazard.

Finally, the dominant perspective in the franchisee recruitment
literature is that franchisors and/or franchisee candidates make their
decision to contract based on the intrinsic quality of the other partner
(Brookes & Altinay, 2011; Jambulingam & Nevin, 1999; Sadeh &
Kacker, 2020). However, a more recent study has shown that a fran-
chisee’s performance in a chain depends on their fit with the chain
(Semrau & Biemann, 2022). According to these authors and their cate-
gorization of franchisee profiles, “sergeants” (i.e., franchisees with
limited educational background and prior industry experience who are
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keen to follow the chain’s directions) can outperform “generals” (i.e.,
franchisees with extensive prior experience who are inclined to make
important decisions on their own) in franchise chains that have low
levels of entrepreneurial orientation and high levels of centralization
and standardization. In comparison, “generals” are better suited to
chains that offer greater entrepreneurial autonomy to their franchisees.
Although the person-organization fit has been suggested to explain
franchisors’ communication (Lopez-Fernandez & Perrigot, 2018) and
their decisions (Watson et al., 2016) based on the chain’s values, no
empirical study has sought to investigate how this search for adequacy
may affect both partners’ overall signals and their mutual decisions. As
such, following the recent introduction of signaling theory in the liter-
ature on the human resource recruitment process (Guest et al., 2021;
Pernkopf et al., 2021), the franchising literature should follow the same
path to fully uncover how franchisors and franchisee candidates mutu-
ally select each other and capture the dynamic nature of the recruitment
process.

3. Theoretical background
3.1. The evolution of signaling theory in B2B settings

Signaling theory is often used when assessing asymmetric informa-
tion situations in various fields like economics, management, and
entrepreneurship (Connelly et al., 2011). Since Spence’s (1973) seminal
paper on the use of signals by job candidates, Spence (1974) has further
conceptualized this theory and extended its area of application. This has
led to many applications of signaling theory in a variety of contexts,
including individual (Bafera & Kleinert, 2023), product (Kirmani & Rao,
2000), and brand (Rahman et al., 2018) levels, as well as specific con-
texts, for instance the hiring of management consultants (Bergh & Gib-
bons, 2011) or different organizational contexts such as franchise chains
(Dant & Kaufmann, 2003; Gallini & Lutz, 1992; Lanchimba et al., 2021;
Panda et al., 2023; Sadeh & Kacker, 2020).

A signaling environment involves at least two different actors, the
signaler and the receiver. The “signaler” (i.e., an individual or an or-
ganization) has knowledge of specific information and can disclose it
through a signal in order to influence the perception of the receiver.
Signaling theory explains “how one party may undertake actions to
signal its underlying quality to other parties” (Connelly et al., 2011, p.
40). Signals can be either positive or negative and may or may not be
intentional. Signals do not necessarily match their intended purpose nor
signalers’ expectations. Two characteristics have been identified as key
to determining the reliability of the signal: “the extent to which the
signal corresponds with the sought-after quality of the signaler” (signal’s
fit) and “the extent to which signalers attempt to deceive” (signaler’s
honesty) (Connelly et al., 2011, p. 52). Other studies exploring signal
effectiveness have focused on the impact of the receiver’s attention and
interpretation of signals (Connelly et al., 2011) and the use of feedback
mechanisms (i.e., countersignals) to determine whether signals have
been correctly interpreted by the receiver. Drover et al. (2018, p. 209)
assert that “signaling theory has proven to be useful in the organiza-
tional realm because it explains how a venture’s attributes and actions
communicate signals to outsiders about its quality and potential”.
However, these authors warn that multiple (often competing and even
conflicting) signals can hinder the receiver and propose a cognitive
approach to better understand and interpret “multi-signals
environments”.

In fact, signaling theory has progressively evolved to encompass a
broader, more holistic view of signal and signaling strategies (Connelly
et al., 2025). In response, an increasing number of authors are moving
beyond the study of isolated, static signals and are focusing instead on
multiple signals (Drover et al., 2018; Ko & McKelvie, 2018; Song et al.,
2020) that may be unintentional (Essman et al., 2021; Song et al., 2020)
and may evolve (Etzion & Pe’er, 2014; Gomulya & Mishina, 2017; Ko &
McKelvie, 2018; Xia et al., 2016). This shift highlights the dynamic
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nature of signaling and how mutual interactions, including counter-
signals, may shape signals along the decision-making process. In addi-
tion, this approach stresses the importance of considering screening
mechanisms (Gomulya & Mishina, 2017; Sadeh & Kacker, 2020), which
are paramount for detecting and interpreting signals sent from the other
party and adapting future signals accordingly. As recently summarized
by Connelly et al. (2025), researchers have often missed the big picture
by considering signals through individual static decisions. According to
these authors, ‘zooming out’ by adopting a holistic perspective of
signaling is challenging but essential in order to account for the
complexity of signaling strategies and to understand their outcomes. Our
research addresses this need by considering signaling strategies in a
dynamic and integrative way.

3.2. Signaling in the context of franchisee recruitment

In the specific context of franchising, Gallini and Lutz (1992) first
applied signaling theory to explore how franchisors send signals to
franchisee candidates in order to emphasize their profitability. Accord-
ing to these authors, the ownership of company-owned units appears to
be the main signal of chain profitability. However, the extent to which
the proportion of company-owned outlets (PCO) is primarily driven by
signaling considerations (e.g., Cliquet & Pénard, 2012; Dant & Kauf-
mann, 2003; Lafontaine, 1993; Michael, 2009) or can be better
explained by other theories pertaining to franchise chain ownership
structure (Glaser et al., 2020; Windsperger & Dant, 2006) has been a
subject of debate among franchising scholars over the past decades.
Nevertheless, whether or not franchisors intend to send a signal through
their PCO, this information — among others — can be interpreted as a
decisive signal by franchisee candidates since signals are not necessarily
deliberate or even conscious (Connelly et al., 2011). In addition to the
PCO, the franchising literature has examined other signals, including
chain size (Lucia-Palacios et al., 2014), international operations (Alon &
Elango, 2018), the brand value (Calderon-Monge & Huerta-Zavala,
2014), as well as royalty rates (Karle et al., 2016; Lanchimba et al.,
2021).

Whilst these papers provide useful insights into signaling methods,
they rely on an overly restrictive conception of signals thus limiting their
ability to fully uncover the complexities of franchisee recruitment. On
the one hand, they fail to consider the full array of signals (Drover et al.,
2018; Ko & McKelvie, 2018; Song et al., 2020) by only examining certain
specific and intentional signals sent by franchise chains based on hard
information (e.g., Dant & Kaufmann, 2003; Karle et al., 2016; Lan-
chimba et al., 2021; Michael, 2009; Sadeh & Kacker, 2018). Yet, during
the recruitment process, franchisors and franchisee candidates alike
necessarily send multiple and sometimes contradictory (Drover et al.,
2018) or negative signals (Essman et al., 2021). In this respect, as signals
may not only be sent by a firm but also by one or several individuals
within the same organization (Connelly et al., 2011), for example, by
chain developers or directors, the personality traits or capabilities of
individuals may provide differences in their signals (Chung & Parker,
2023; Ko & McKelvie, 2018). A more comprehensive view of signals
exchanged during the recruitment process therefore requires a consid-
eration of signals sent both on an organizational and individual level
(Bergh et al., 2014; Connelly et al., 2025).

On the other hand, the franchising literature has approached these
signals from a static perspective, failing to take into account the cogni-
tive process by which they are interpreted and the potential evolution of
signals based on receivers’ feedback (Etzion & Pe’er, 2014; Gomulya &
Mishina, 2017; Ko & McKelvie, 2018; Xia et al., 2016). In this respect,
the literature suggests that experience is key to detecting and inter-
preting signals (Wu & Reuer, 2021), which is why franchisors appear to
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have an advantage over franchisees in adapting their signals to appear
more attractive as they have more opportunities to learn how to send
misleading signals (Michael, 2022; Panda et al., 2023). However, little is
known empirically about the signaling and screening capabilities of
franchisee candidates and thus studying signals from a dual perspective
is essential for understanding the determinants of the recruitment
process.

Building on recent developments in signaling theory, our research
seeks to address these limitations by investigating signals exchanged
during the recruitment process from a dynamic and integrative view
(Connelly et al., 2025; Xia et al., 2016). This entails focusing on all
signals exchanged by franchisors and franchisee candidates — including
unintentional signals (Essman et al., 2021; Song et al., 2020) and signals
based on soft information (e.g., quality of training and know-how,
support provided to franchisees) (Lucia-Palacios et al., 2014; Panda
et al., 2023) — as well as how these mutual signals are screened and
interpreted (Gomulya & Mishina, 2017; Sadeh & Kacker, 2020) in order
to adapt subsequent signals to the other party’s expectations (Connelly
et al., 2025). This adaptation of signals supports a person-organization
fit (Gully et al., 2013) approach of franchising (Semrau & Biemann,
2022), since customized signals allow both parties to determine their
mutual fit.

4. Methodology
4.1. Context of franchising in the French market

Our empirical study was conducted in France for three reasons. First,
France is one of the most dynamic countries in the world in terms of
franchising. Indeed, the French market comprises 2035 franchisors and
92,132 franchised stores that generate a total turnover of 88.49 billion
euros (French Franchise Federation, 2023). Second, the French market is
particularly relevant for studying interactions between franchisors and
franchisee candidates, since the pre-contractual stage of the franchisee
recruitment process is governed by a set of regulations that promote the
transfer, reliability, and honesty of signals (Perrigot et al., 2019). In
France, “pursuant to section L.330-3 of the French Commercial Code,
codifying the provisions of Act No. 29-1008 of 31 December 1989 on the
development of commercial and craft enterprises and the improvement
of their economic, legal and social environment (the Doubin Law),
franchisors are required to disclose pre-contractual information to their
[prospective] franchisees” in a document titled the Franchise Disclosure
Document (FDD) at least 20 days before signing the franchise contract
(Lexology, 2022, p. 14). While mandatory information provided in the
FDDs in France is dictated by the regulation, any additional disclosures
and their designs are not. Contrary to FDDs issued in the US, for
instance, FDDs in France may have a visually pleasing design that, un-
like franchise contracts, can match the brand’s style guide (e.g., the
franchise brochure). It is possible that this flexibility of communication
may influence the candidates’ interpretation. Franchisors and franchisee
candidates must, however, demonstrate good faith in the signals they
send to comply with the Civil Code (Perrigot et al., 2019). Third, the
French market is one where franchisors directly conduct franchisee
recruitment, contrary to markets such as in the US or Australia where
franchisee recruitment is commonly handled by franchise brokers
(Frazer et al., 2008; Weaven et al., 2010), i.e., third parties commis-
sioned to find prospective franchisees and refer them to the franchisors
with whom they are in business. Most franchisors operating in France
employ chain developers who are responsible for attracting and
assessing franchisee candidates. Signals exchanged during the fran-
chisee recruitment process are thus mainly transmitted directly between
franchisors and franchisee candidates.
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4.2. Qualitative approach

This research followed a constructivism paradigm, viewing reality as
a subjective social construct. In constructivist research, theory is built by
placing a strong emphasis on the research context (Miles et al., 2014). To
examine signaling strategies and practices from an integrative
perspective, we adopted a qualitative approach (Connelly et al., 2025;
Song et al., 2020) that drew on in-depth interviews with franchisors and
high-level managers in chain development departments' from various
industries, as well as franchisee candidates. Qualitative approaches are
increasingly used in the franchising literature to gain deeper under-
standing of understudied phenomena (Griinhagen et al., 2022; Perrigot
et al., 2021; Watson et al., 2020). Whilst a number of qualitative studies
are based on franchisee (e.g., Altinay et al., 2013; Griinhagen et al.,
2022; Watson et al., 2020; Yeung et al., 2016) or franchisor perspectives
(e.g., Balsarini et al., 2022; Doherty, 2009; Jell-Ojobor & Windsperger,
2017; Perrigot et al., 2021), we are not aware of any qualitative research
to date that considered the perspective of franchisee candidates.” In this
research, we adopt a dual perspective (Frazer & Winzar, 2005; Guilloux
et al., 2004; Perrigot et al., 2019) involving franchisors and franchisee
candidates to investigate the dynamic evolution of their signals.
Considering that past research has essentially examined the signals
related to the franchisee recruitment process from a static view and
through hard information sent by franchisors (e.g., Dant & Kaufmann,
2003; Karle et al., 2016; Lafontaine, 1993; Lanchimba et al., 2021), our
approach was exploratory in order to obtain a comprehensive picture of
mutual signaling strategies.

4.3. Data collection

Interviewees were selected using purposive sampling to enable the
collection of data from respondents “who are relevant to the research
question and who can provide valuable information” (Griinhagen et al.,
2022, p. 7). We selected franchisors based on their position within the
chain (i.e., those with responsibilities related to franchisee recruitment,
for instance, directors of chain development departments, development
managers). The choice of franchisee candidates depended on their being
actively engaged in searching for a franchise opportunity. Studies
including franchisee candidates are scarce due to the difficulty of
accessing candidates who are not yet part of a chain. Consistent with the
few past studies focusing on franchisee candidates (e.g., Croonen et al.,
2022; Guilloux et al., 2004; Kaufmann & Stanworth, 1995), we attended
the main franchise exhibition in France (that is, Franchise Expo Paris) to
recruit franchisee candidates. We also recruited several franchisor par-
ticipants for our qualitative study during this exhibition, in addition to
those with whom we had established contact by other means (e.g.,
through emails or phone calls).

At the franchisor level, we conducted 29 interviews with franchisors
representing different chains and a variety of retail and service in-
dustries in the French market (as shown in Table 1). The franchise chains
they represented include different sizes, lifespans, and of a varying
percentage of company-owned stores. The interviewees also differed in
terms of their backgrounds and level of seniority within their chains.

At the franchisee candidate level, we conducted 34 interviews with
individuals in the process of joining a franchise chain (see Table 2). To
ensure a diverse sample, we interviewed candidates at varying stages of
the franchisee recruitment process (i.e., from first contact with one or
more franchisors to the eventual signing of a franchise contract). The
interviewees’ profiles also differed in terms of industries of interest,

1 From here on, the term “franchisor(s)” is used to refer to both franchisors
and high-level managers with responsibility for chain development.

2 It should be noted that Croonen et al.’s (2022) and Guilloux et al.’s (2004)
studies explore franchisee candidate perspectives, but they rely on quantitative,
survey-based studies.
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backgrounds, and previous professional experience.

Our franchisor interview guide contained two main parts in addition
to the introduction of the research and the concluding remarks. To begin
with, franchisors had to disclose the signals they send to franchisee
candidates. The second part explored the signals they receive from
franchisee candidates. We structured the franchisee candidate guide in a
similar manner with two main parts dealing with signals sent to fran-
chisors and signals received from franchisors. In both cases, we asked
questions about the types of signals sent (and received), the mechanisms
used to send signals (and to interpret signals), and the factors that
influenced the signaling process (e.g., signal quality, transparency).

In line with our exploratory approach, we continued to collect data
until a point of saturation was achieved, i.e., once additional interviews
no longer provided new insights on signaling strategies during the
franchisee recruitment process (Yin, 2009).

We conducted the interviews in French, either face-to-face, by
phone, or by using video conferencing software according to the loca-
tion of the interviewees. All interviews were audio-recorded and then
transcribed for analysis. The total length of all the interviews was 54 h,
36 min (27 h, 2 min for franchisor interviews and 27 h, 34 min for
franchisee candidate interviews), for an average of 52 min (56 min for
franchisor interviews and 49 min for franchisee candidate interviews).

4.4. Data analysis

In keeping with Saldana (2015), we employed a two-step process to
analyze the data. We used descriptive coding in the first cycle to assign
symbolic meaning to the information provided by the interviewees to
summarize the data (Miles et al., 2014, p. 74). In the second cycle, we
used pattern coding where data segments were classified as themes in
order to obtain “more meaningful and parsimonious units of analysis”
(Miles et al., 2014, p. 86).

To ensure reliability, two coders, both experienced in qualitative
methods, analyzed the data. The first coder analyzed the dataset in
French, while the second coder reviewed the coding based on a trans-
lated version of the interview transcripts (after back translation checks).
The two coders worked on the franchisors’ and franchisee candidates’
interview transcripts, corresponding to the 63 interview transcripts.
They analyzed both datasets following the same approach, using “FOR”
for franchisor transcripts and “CAND” for franchisee candidate tran-
scripts to allow for quick identification of the data segments. A com-
parison of the coding done by the two coders found over 90 %
consistency. Where disagreements existed, the two coders discussed the
segments to reach a consensus (Gioia et al., 2013, p. 22).

To enhance validity, we shared and discussed the findings of our
research with franchisors (including franchisors who had participated in
the research) in a meeting organized for this purpose to enable feedback
on the findings.

5. Findings

Our findings support the relevance of a dynamic view of the signaling
strategies adopted by franchisors and franchisee candidates during the
recruitment process. From this perspective, we also highlight the
importance of fit and trust in their process of mutual selection. Further,
our findings highlight the importance of franchisors’ signaling
capabilities.

5.1. Dynamic evolution of signals over the recruitment process

Our findings reveal that signals sent by franchisors and franchisee
candidates evolve over the course of the franchisee recruitment process,
thus highlighting a dynamic view of signaling strategies. Both parties
exchange a series of signals in order to determine whether to contract
based on their level of mutual fit. As such, signals are exchanged back
and forth as franchisors and franchisee candidates gradually customize
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Table 1
Franchisor interviewee profiles.
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Interviewee Sex Age category Job title Chain Industry Interview duration (in mins)
FOR#1 Male 21-25 Chain Developer Chain A Signage 53
FOR#2 Male 41-45 Chain Developer Chain B Coffeeshops 48
FOR#3 Female 26-30 Project Coordinator Chain C Fast food 55
FOR#4 Male 41-45 Chain Developer Chain D Bakery/Fast food 59
FOR#5 Male 51-55 Chain Developer / CEO Chain E Fast food 46
FOR#6 Male 41-45 Director of Chain Development Chain F Fast food 47
FOR#7 Male 51-55 Head of Chain Development Chain G Fast food 44
FOR#8 Male 36-40 CEO Chain H Fast food 46
FOR#9 Male 46-50 Director of Chain Development Chain I Specialized food retailer 47
FOR#10 Female 21-25 Chain Developer Chain J Restaurants 46
FOR#11 Female 21-25 Chain Developer Chain K Specialized food retailer 64
FOR#12 Female 36-40 Director of Franchisee Recruitment Chain L Specialized food retailer 43
FOR#13 Female 36-40 Chain Development Assistant Chain M Restaurants 60
FOR#14 Male 56-60 Director of Chain Development Chain N Restaurants 40
FOR#15 Female 26-30 Chain Developer Chain O Food retailer 80
FOR#16 Female 26-30 Chain Developer Chain P Food retailer 74
FOR#17 Male 31-35 Head of Franchisee Recruitment and Chain Development Chain Q Food retailer 61
FOR#18 Male 36-40 CEO Chain R Fashion 59
FOR#19 Male 41-45 Co-Founder Chain S Fashion 20
FOR#20 Male 56-60 Chain Developer Chain T Household appliances 78
FOR#21 Male 26-30 Chain Developer Chain U Home furnishing 75
FOR#22 Male 51-55 CEO Chain V Home furnishing 30
FOR#23 Male 26-30 Chain Developer Chain W Food retailer 42
FOR#24 Male 56-60 Chain Developer Chain X Hotels 66
FOR#25 Male 26-30 Chain Developer Chain Y Homecare services 66
FOR#26 Male 31-35 Director of Chain Development Chain Z Homecare services 85
FOR#27 Male 41-45 Head of Chain Development Chain AA Real estate 68
FOR#28 Female 46-50 CEO Chain AB Homecare services 38
FOR#29 Male 26-30 Chain Developer Chain AC Home furnishing 83

Table 2 their signals based on the other party’s expectations.
able

Franchisee candidate interviewee profiles.

Interviewee Sex Age category Interview duration (in mins)
CAND#1 Male 26-30 28
CAND#2 Male 41-45 52
CAND#3 Male 21-25 85
CAND#4 Female 26-30 45
CAND#5 Male 31-35 42
CAND#6 Female 36-40 44
CAND#7 Female 31-35 52
CAND#8 Male 21-25 41
CAND#9 Female 41-45 28
CAND#10 Male 36-40 67
CAND#11 Male 56-60 42
CAND#12 Male 31-35 54
CAND#13 Male 36-40 32
CAND#14 Female 31-35 39
CAND#15 Male 26-30 40
CAND#16 Female 31-35 45

CAND#17 Male 41-45 34

CAND#18 Male 41-45 31

CAND#19 Female 26-30 55

CAND#20 Male 51-55 61

CAND#21 Female 41-45 36

CAND#22 Female 31-35 61

CAND#23 Female 36-40 50

CAND#24 Male 46-50 37

CAND#25 Female 26-30 51

CAND#26 Male 31-35 66

CAND#27 Female 31-35 51

CAND#28 Male 26-30 43

CAND#29 Female 36-40 37

CAND#30 Male 26-30 46

CAND#31 Female 46-50 49

CAND#32 Male 31-35 64

CAND#33 Male 51-55 66

CAND#34 Female 36-40 80

138

5.1.1. Initial general signals sent during the recruitment process

The first signals exchanged during the recruitment process are
typically general signals sent by franchisors using a “one-to-many”
approach. In using these signals, franchisors try to attract franchisee
candidates by emphasizing the quality of their franchise opportunities.®
These initial signals are based on how franchisors promote their fran-
chise opportunities, in line with the concept of “franchise branding”
(Zachary et al., 2011).

The initial signals from franchisors’ may be conveyed through
various forms of chain communication, including the Internet and their
presence at franchise exhibitions. For example, franchisee candidates
attending an exhibition may interact with a franchisor whose chain they
are already familiar with (i.e., the initial signals were transmitted before
the exhibition) or that they discover through signals a chain delivers
during the exhibition. Franchisors usually have a formalized franchisee
recruitment process (Brookes & Altinay, 2011) with precomposed doc-
uments that they provide at each step. They first rely on general signals
based on available hard information about their franchise chains, for
example, by disclosing information in the chain’s brochure or on the
chain’s website (e.g., the chain size, entry fees to join the chain, royalty
rates, contract duration). At this stage, franchisors may be wary about
the feasibility of the business proposal or the franchisee candidates’ true
motivations. They provide the information either orally (e.g., at fran-
chise exhibitions) and/or in written format (e.g., in the franchise bro-
chures) depending on the nature of the first contacts between franchisee
candidates and the chain.

Some of the franchisee candidates receiving these initial signals may

3 An exception may be noted in the case of franchisors relying on franchise
brokers to pursue their chain development. In this scenario, the brokers can
promote specific chains based on the initial signals sent by franchisee candi-
dates. However, this exception does not really occur in the French market
where franchisee recruitment is mostly conducted by chain developers directly
employed by franchisors. As such, these cases were not observed in our data.
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demonstrate an interest in the chain and may contact the franchisor. By
doing so, they are not only trying to access additional information, but
they are also sending signals related to their application. In this respect,
certain franchisee candidates start the interactions with written and
asynchronous contact with franchisors (e.g., filling in an application
document or sending an initial email), while other candidates begin with
face-to-face interactions at franchise exhibitions. During these first in-
teractions with franchisors, candidates generally emphasize their moti-
vation and interest in the chain, without revealing too much information
on their part. While they may more or less demonstrate motivation
through their signals, depending on their level of interest in joining a
chain, their signals remain quite general as they do not yet know the
franchisors’ expectations. As such, at this stage, franchisee candidates
usually adapt their signals to fit the industry in which the franchisor
operates.

5.1.2. Customized signals exchanged over the recruitment process
Following these first general signals, franchisors and franchisee
candidates will decide whether to continue their interactions and, if so,
they will exchange further signals that will help in their mutual decision-
making. Our findings emphasize that signaling strategies adopted by

Table 3

Initial general signals sent during the recruitment process.

Initial general
signals sent by
franchisors

Initial general
signals sent by
franchisee
candidates

At the beginning, we are
very formal. We will talk
about numbers, we will talk
about what is in the
brochure, we will not go
any further. (FOR#16)

At the beginning they are
quite [...] general signals
that allow the candidates
[...] to situate the concept
in terms of investment, type
of business, finally, new
business [...]. After that,
the signals are more
focused on the investment,
the figures, and, for
example, the advice of
partners to find financing.
(FOR#28)

What is very interesting is
the e-reputation of the
brand. Of the franchisees
and of the brand. [...] This
is perhaps the number one
aspect that a candidate can
look at, perhaps even
before applying [...]. There
are Google pages available
for each store [...] the
results are visible on the
reviews. (FOR#21)

The good candidate for us is
someone who arrives with
location leads, that is
already a proof of
motivation [...]. It’s people
who will have tasted the
product. (FOR#6)

By their attitude, by their
openness, [...] through
their behaviors, their
words, we can quickly
detect if it is a match or not.
(FOR#7)

The number of points of sale
they have in France, the
average result and all these
figures, were sent to us by
email. There’s an information
leaflet they send you if you just
want them to sell you their
brand. (CAND#28)

I went to the [X] website [...].
There’s a website that looks
something like this, with all
the franchisees, with the
different financial data.... And
then I sorted it out. (CAND#1)

Ithink the signals are changing
because when you contact the
franchisor, obviously, you
have to [...] show some
interest, some motivation,
explain why and how you plan
to embark on this adventure.
[...] In the first instance, it’s
really going to be a matter of
demonstrating your
motivation. (CAND#27)

It’s like all interviews. I think
there’s the attitude, the way
you're dressed, the way you
behave, the way you express
yourself. Everything comes
into play. It’s the language, the
communication itself.
(CAND#23)
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franchisors and franchisee candidates will evolve according to the
receiver of the intended signals as they enter a “one-to-one” relation-
ship. By screening the other party’s signals, they will be able to assess
what their prospective partner expects and adapt their future signals to
better match these expectations.

Accordingly, franchisors customize their signals over the course of
the recruitment process. They try to determine the candidates’ profiles,
for instance, as either investors or operational managers, and adapt
subsequent signals. Franchisee candidates aiming to invest in a concept
will be more interested in signals related to financial information,
whereas candidates with an operational profile will be more sensitive to
signals related to the support provided by their prospective franchisor
(Fernandez Monroy & Melian Alzola, 2005). Another distinction con-
cerns franchisee candidates’ past experiences, since candidates with no
previous entrepreneurial experience will generally need to be reassured
that the chain will provide a level of know-how and training.

As for franchisee candidates, they will also adapt their signals to
meet franchisors’ expectations. This dynamic evolution is specifically
related to the types of interactions they have with the franchisors during
the franchisee recruitment process. Certain franchisee candidates start
the interactions with written and asynchronous contact with franchisors
(e.g., through filling in an application or sending an initial email) before
moving on to phone and/or face-to-face interactions. Other candidates
may start with face-to-face interactions at franchise exhibitions before
continuing with written, phone, and/or face-to-face interactions. Over
their exchanges with franchisors, they screen the signals they receive
and adapt their own signals accordingly. In fact, franchisee candidates
sometimes adapt their signals not only according to the stage of inter-
action but also according to the position contacts hold. For example,
franchisee candidates may be impressed or stressed when they meet the
chain’s founder and hence be afraid of sending negative signals that
could lead the founder to reject their applications.

5.2. Decision-making during the recruitment process

Our findings also reveal how franchisors and franchisee candidates
reach their decision about whether or not to contract. From this
perspective, we observe that they exchange and screen mutual signals in
order to determine their level of fit but also that trust is paramount to
making their decision.

5.2.1. Role of fit during the recruitment process

Whilst the literature emphasizes that franchisors and franchisee
candidates make their contracting decision based on the qualities of
their prospective partners, our findings stress the importance of person-
organization fit between both parties. While our interviewees explained
that profitability and financial figures are important for both partners, in
fact most franchisors (in different industries) promote franchise oppor-
tunities with potential for profitability. No less important, fit is decisive
in the decision-making process because it is a precondition to a good
franchisor-franchisee relationship, which is key to performance. Indeed,
our findings highlight that franchising is viewed more as a long-running
partnership between people rather than simply an investment decision.
For franchisee candidates, joining a chain often represents a life project
and a lack of congruency with their franchisor may be detrimental to
their success. This is even true for candidates with an investor profile, as
they will need to be involved in the chain’s activities (e.g., by attending
regional meetings or annual conventions) or be in line with the fran-
chisor’s management of the chain (e.g., degree of autonomy or possi-
bility to operate several units). From this perspective, franchisors and
franchisee candidates both exchange and screen signals to determine
their level of person-organization fit and then reach a decision. By
customizing their signals and moving forward in the recruitment process
(i.e., especially through one-to-one face-to-face interactions), their
prospective partners are able to assess their expectations and determine
to what extent both parties have consistent expectations.
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Table 4

Customization of signals during recruitment process.

Assessment of the
other party’s
expectations

Customization of
signals over the
recruitment
process

In fact, understanding the
expectations of the
[candidate] you're dealing
with is extremely
important. I base my entire
pitch, my entire argument,
on discovering what my
client is looking for.
Because from one [...]
entrepreneur to another, it
won’t necessarily be the
same. [...] This discovery
phase is crucial. I spend half
an hour on it with
[candidates] before we
really dive into presenting
the chain. (FOR#27)

It’s also a real strength to be
able to tell a franchisee
candidate that we will
support them, not with a
standard program but also
in relation to their
expectations. [...] Before
giving too much
information, it’s essential to
understand what the
candidate is looking for. I
assume that this is about
building a relationship of
trust over the medium and
long term. A candidate is
involving their family in
this project, it’s a life
project to start a business.
So first you understand
what they’re looking for
[...] and then you tell them
whether or not we can meet
those needs. (FOR#29)

At the beginning,
[franchisee candidates] will
[...] transmit signals of
curiosity, discovery, desire,
etc. And then, the more we
advance in the project, the
more they will transmit
signals [...] of organization,
[how they will] set up the
project. They will be more
rigorous, more technical
[...]. We’re going to get into
some very tangible things.
So, it can be financial, legal.
So no, the signals are not at
all the same. (FOR#3)

We sell the same thing to all
candidates, but some will be
more attracted by the
profitability, others by the
support they will receive.
So, you have to know how
to nuance your speech. At
least, adapt it to the person.
(FOR#10)

At the beginning, we will
send the same
documentation, but we will
adapt it very quickly
according to the profile of
the candidate, because if the
candidate is, for example, a
former employee [...], we
will focus on information
that he did not necessarily
have before as an employee.

Every time I've spoken to a
franchisor, they've picked
up on things that they
would never have picked up
on through an open office
file without knowing me.
So, the fact that I can give
them as much as they can
give me really makes people
react. It hits the nail on the
head. And the few
franchisors I've met, for
whom I've shown a certain
interest, actually want to
dig deeper, want to go
further. [...] So, generally
when I take the time to talk
to franchisors, the main
message I give them is that
I'm an entrepreneur and
[...] above all a team
player. (CAND#17)

When you have to go to the
headquarters for a day...
Clearly, I went there saying
to myself: ‘I'm not going
there to walk around, to see
what it looks like’. I know
that I'm going to meet
people who will ask me
questions and listen to me
to see whether or not I'm
capable of doing it. I was
aware of that, in fact. For
me, the day was like an all-
day job interview.
(CAND#34)

It’s a bit like a funnel: at the
beginning [it’s] general and
then it goes into more and
more detail as the process
goes on. (CAND#29)

This gentleman saw that I
knew the industry, that I
had the figures in my head,
the products, that I already
knew his brand, so
obviously communication
was much simpler. If we
take an industry in which I
don’t have this knowledge,
[...] the exchange will be
completely different, [...]
much more global. [...] For
sure, we won'’t take the
same approach from one
sector to another.
(CAND#3)

That’s why there’s a first
meeting, then a second
meeting, and a third
meeting... The further you
go into this funnel, the more
information you uncover,
and the more you either
score points or don’t. If, by
the third meeting, we see
that we really don’t have
[...] the necessary
information or that there’s
no real chemistry, then we
won’t continue [the
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Table 4 (continued)

With a franchisee candidate
[...] who arrives directly via
a trade show and who does
not yet have a business
proposal, we will direct
[them] more towards the
concept, the DNA of the
brand, [...] what our values
are. (FOR#13)

So, after this interview
stage, [...] we’re going to
take time with the
prospective franchisee to
present the different
elements of the concept, the
conditions. So, depending
on how things go during the
interview, we’ll be more or
less likely to win them over
or not. If you feel that it’s
not going to work, then
there’s no point. On the
other hand, if we feel that
it’s a really interesting
project, we’ll try to put
forward arguments to
attract the candidate. [...]
Maybe highlight the
prospects for career
development, we’re still a
small chain. So, it’s true
that we’re open with our
franchisees. If they want to
have two restaurants, well
there’s no problem. It could
be interesting arguments for
the franchisee. (FOR#3)

exchanges], we’ll stop
there. So, I think signals
definitely evolve depending
on the information we
discover over time.
(CAND#32)

Moreover, our interviewees insist on the fact that franchisee candi-
dates must not only fit with the franchise chain they intend to join, but
also with the individuals at the franchise chain’s headquarters. As such,
franchisors try to assess not only their candidates’ profiles (e.g., prior
industry experience, investor or operational manager profile) but also
aspects related to their personalities. As for franchisee candidates, they
pay attention to the chain’s values and culture (e.g., whether it is a
family business), as well as the personality of the chain developer,
founder(s) or other people from the chain headquarters with whom they
interact. Despite a thorough mutual screening and rational decision-
making criteria, some interviewees admit that the decision to become
a franchisee ultimately rests on the connection between themselves and
the people with whom they may contract. For this reason, as our in-
terviewees reminded us, transparency between both parties is essential.
Our interviewees also explained that franchisors have more recruitment
experience and capabilities and are therefore in the best position to
determine this level of fit.

5.2.2. Role of trust during the recruitment process

In addition to the search for mutual fit determined through
exchanging and screening signals, our findings show that the decision to
contract depends on the level of trust between franchisors and franchise
candidates.

In fact, trust is not only an essential component of the relationship
between franchisors and franchisees (Croonen et al., 2025; Croonen &
Broekhuizen, 2019) but also between franchisors and potential fran-
chisees. Bradach and Eccles (1989) highlight the importance of adding
trust in the dual combination of market and hierarchy (Coase, 1937).
This trust may be questioned by franchisee candidates depending on the
franchisors’ signals. The franchising literature suggests that this may be
the case when the proportion of company-owned units is high compared
to the number of franchised units, which could penalize franchisees
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Table 5

Role of fit during the recruitment process.

Importance of fit between
franchisee candidates
and franchise chain
culture and values

Importance of fit between
franchisee candidates
and people from
franchise chain
headquarters

We start from the principle
that [Brand] DNA is so
strong that [...] it’s still
something special. So, we
know how to pass on our
know-how, but it’s hard to
pass on our DNA. [...] We
want to ensure as much as
possible that there is a
cultural fit between the
prospect, the candidate,
and the brand. [...] You
could come to me and say,
‘I've got money. I've got no
problems and that’s it’. I'm
not going to say we don’t
want money but that’s
definitely not the right
approach. It’s really the
cultural fit. (FOR#7)
We’'re really going to look
for [...] ‘ambassadors’. So,
the idea is really to find
people whose profiles will
match what we expect in
terms of attitude, behavior,
and open-mindedness.
(FOR#11)

There are candidates who
have more or less a good
affinity with me and who,
on the other hand, adore
the founder [...].
Sometimes it’s the
opposite. [...] That's why
the recruitment process is
done in several steps, by
several people. (FOR#25)
1 pay a lot of attention to
people’s smiles, the way
they express themselves,
not through language but
rather the way they hold
themselves and the way
they give information
about themselves. I pay a
lot of attention to the
personal aspect. In other
words, I'm much more
interested in someone
who’s going to go into a bit
of personal detail quickly,
who’s going to confide in
me, than someone who’s
going to be very vague and
who’s going to give off
rather professional and
rather closed signs.
Secondly, I like people who
are rather straightforward.
(FOR#2)

What’s important for
me to succeed is that
the franchisor’s DNA - I
realize that you need
different DNAs for the
same business -
matches my DNA. So
that’s better done face-
to-face through seeing
how the companies are
organized, the
franchisors’ head
offices. (CAND#33)
Depending on the
progress, depending on
the stages, first I'm
going to check that the
DNA [...] the DNA of
the franchise, the
values of the franchise
match my DNA and my
values too. So first it
has to be a good fit, as
they say. (CAND#20)
It’s important to join a
chain where you share
the same values
because if not you’ll
soon start to deviate
and that’s not what
franchising looks for.
(CAND#8)

For me it’s also a
question of feeling. I'm
convinced that the
feeling between me and
the franchisor, well the
person you're in
contact with, is really
going to play a big part
again, like a company
interview, and then yes,
having financial
solidity can be
reassuring, but it’s not
everything. You can be
very solid financially
and the contact doesn’t
work or the feeling
doesn’t work. Or the
person may be a bad
manager, for example.
The person may have
family financial
capacities or that sort of
thing, but he or she may
also be a bad manager.
Personally, I rely a lot
on feeling and contact.
(CAND#29)

It’s a question of
personality too, so I
think there’s a feeling
that’s developed with
the franchisor anyway.
After that I think it’s
him who decides
because from one
personality to another,
you’ll say something,
but it won’t necessarily
be understood in the
same way and vice
versa. I think it's a
question of personality.
(CAND#14)
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because of the power their franchisors hold. Indeed, franchisees may
then worry that they could be penalized by a too high PCO. While the
PCO may be very different from one chain to another (Bradach, 1998),
we did not find evidence that our sampled franchisee candidates were
concerned about this. However, we observed that franchisee candidates
may question the honesty of the franchisors’ signals, in line with Panda
et al.’s (2023) findings. In particular, they may be worried that fran-
chisors will send misleading signals by exaggerating information (e.g.,
by overstating the profitability of the chain) or by concealing negative
information (e.g., by hiding store closures or dissatisfaction among
franchisees from the chain). Similarly, we observed that franchisee
candidates may be tempted to send misleading signals to convey a
positive image. These misleading signals could result in adverse selec-
tion stemming from information asymmetry, especially when both
parties are not a good fit. Therefore, while screening the other party’s
signals, franchisors and franchisee candidates may try to mitigate these
risks by verifying the signals they receive (e.g., by cross-checking in-
formation on the Internet or through third-party sources). In the event of
misleading signals, they may decide to terminate the recruitment
process.

It is thus important to reduce these concerns in order to help both
parties make an informed decision. As such, Altinay et al. (2014) high-
light the importance of development of trust within franchisee part-
nerships and the central role of franchisor communication in developing
franchisees’ trust. Our findings show that these efforts should begin from
the recruitment process by adapting the signals sent during the different
stages. Indeed, as franchisors get to know the franchisee candidates and
their business proposals, and thus enter a more trusting relationship,
they will transfer more precise information on concept profitability,
financial data on the expected unit performance, and unit closures.
These signals are usually transmitted through the franchise’s disclosure
document, for which franchisee candidates sign a confidentiality
agreement. Over time, they extend the signals they send to candidates
and provide them with more soft information, e.g., regarding the brand
image, the know-how, the support provided to franchisees, and the
values and organizational culture of the franchise chain. Developing a
certain level of trust before transmitting confidential information is
essential, as some franchisee candidates could, for example, disclose the
chain’s know-how to competing brands. If interactions progress well and
the commitment increases, franchisors also provide candidates with
signals about themselves, e.g., their personality, their professionalism,
and so forth. Similarly, we find that during their first interactions with
franchisors, candidates generally try to stress their motivation without
revealing too much personal information. However, once this stage is
over and suspicions have been allayed to the benefit of a more trusting
relationship, they adapt their signals to develop a closer relationship
with the franchisor (e.g., increased familiarity, frequent contacts) and
disclose more information about themselves and their business proposal.

The development of trust is therefore paramount in the decision-
making process, as it allows confirmation of the level of fit between
both partners (i.e., by ensuring that the other party is not sending
deceptive signals). Once a relationship of trust has been developed,
some franchisors and franchisee candidates explain that it is no longer
necessary to verify the honesty of the signals sent by their prospective
partner. This is why some franchisors try to foster this trust by relying on
transparency. Transparency may involve willingly disclosing negative
signals about the chain or providing the contact details of all current
franchisees within their chains, including dissatisfied franchisees. This
transparency strategy may be a way for franchisors to build trust by
showing that they have nothing to conceal and that they want candi-
dates to make an informed decision by limiting information asymmetry.
Franchisee candidates follow the same logic and therefore largely seek
to be honest in their signals. In fact, being conscious of franchisors’
screening capabilities, some candidates even insist on the necessity of
sending reliable signals to enable them to determine this level of fit and
avoid adverse selection that would be detrimental to both parties.
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Table 6

Role of trust during the recruitment process.

Risks of misleading
signals from the
other party

Verification of
signals from the
other party

Development of
trust over the
recruitment
process

The economic model, I
think, is necessarily a little
embellished. [...] We don’t
provide the chain’s exact
figures. They are perhaps a
little overestimated in order
to reflect what we want to
say commercially.
(FOR#26)

Franchisee candidates will
tend to limit the negative
signals, because they know
very well that there is a risk
that they will not be chosen.
(FOR#28)

The profile analysis of the
[candidate] you have in
front of you is an important
element. We also make him
do the [name of
psychological and
personality test] before the
second appointment. [...]
The guy who lies to us, his
[test] betrays him right
away. (FOR#4)

Once I receive an
application, I look directly
on LinkedlIn, [...] [websites
dedicated to data on
companies], to see what
business they have owned,
to see if they have not gone
bankrupt. [...] We’re not
going to contract with a guy
who’s had four failed
businesses. (FOR#10)
When they are in the project
phase, they will take the
information and check
everything out. So, they’ll
check with their [...]
certified public accountant,
their lawyer, the notary
[...]. The family circle is
extremely important... their
spouse, friends, family. They
will also check with other
existing franchisees.
(FOR#3)

At the beginning,
[franchisee candidates] are
more wary because they are
in a discovery phase. [...]
And then, [...] once we’ve
gained their trust, [they’re]
more about proving to us
[...] that they can be a good
opportunity. (FOR#29)

In fact, [chain] development
[...] it’s understood that
we’re here to build a
partnership together and it’s
not recruitment. We’re
really at the same level of
discussion and to do that it’s
amutual discovery. And first
of all, since we’re the ones
proposing ourselves, I give a

If they start giving incorrect
information, it can only
create stress or disrupt the
[business] start-up and that
[...] ends up a failure. [...]
For a franchisor, that’s very
bad press. (CAND#33)
[We] want to show what we
can do, our main qualities.
But, besides that, we want
to hide our flaws. There’s an
information asymmetry that
is quite significant.
(CAND#15)

I have always assumed that
transparency was the key to
trust and success. For
example, if you transform
reality, if you lie to the face
of your interviewer, you
directly lose his trust.
(CAND#3)

[The recruitment process] is
so structured and locked
[...] there is little chance
that a [candidate] will
reach the end and lie about
his motivation or his
background or the
knowledge he says he has
and that he doesn’t have. I
think that this can be easily
detected beforehand, in my
opinion. [...] There are
certain questions that allow
you to detect this kind of
behavior. (CAND#27)

You have to check the
signals sent by the
franchisor [...]. It’s up to
the franchisee candidate to
go and check in the field
with franchisees about the
truth of [these signals].
(CAND#20)

At the beginning, when they
make contact, the recruiter
doesn’t really know the
franchisee candidate. He
can be suspicious at first
and it is only during the pre-
qualification and the
following stages that an
exchange will really take
place. (CAND#8)

Once we’ve created a
climate of trust, there are
certain exchanges, certain
things we’re informed
about, which may not be the
case for all the other
franchisee candidates. [...]
Because of the relationships
we have with [franchisors],
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Importance of trust
to determine the
level of fit

bit more information and
after each stage, I invite the
candidate to give me the
same level of information
about him or herself. That
way we build a relationship
of trust very quickly.
(FOR#29)

You give them elements [...]
When you create a very,
very strong relationship of
trust with someone ... in
fact, they no longer need to
check the information. They
trust everything you tell
them. (FOR#29)

1 always [give] realistic and
achievable information.
We’re not here to sell a
dream, we’re here to sell a
concrete project. [...] If we
sell a dream, obviously,
there will be a [backlash]
after a few months of
activity because the
objectives [...] will never be
reached. (FOR#23)

I've also learned from my
mistakes. [...] You have to

we manage to get more
personal information than
others. (CAND#14)

It’s a question of feeling and
people. As a result, we get to
know each other. It’s like in
a relationship [...]. It's a
relationship of trust that
we’re looking for. So, when
we’re confident, we give
more signals. (CAND#1)

I think I'll sign with people
who trust me, and whom I
trust. I think the contact has
to be important, has to be
fluid. And I don’t want any
hidden figures, because it’s
our money we’re gambling
with. I need to be sure of
everything they tell me in
any case. (CAND#25)

I think that in a franchisor
to franchisee relationship or
in any working relationship,
you have to be honest. You
have to put your cards on
the table from the start.
(CAND#1)

be as transparent as
possible, so that the
partnership goes well.
(FOR#16)

5.3. Importance of franchisors’ signaling capabilities

Another phenomenon emerging from the data is the importance of
franchisors’ signaling capabilities stemming from their recruitment
experience. This experience is decisive in terms of signaling capabilities,
for instance, in order to customize subsequent signals (see Table 7). As
such, franchisors mentioned that over time, through experience with
different potential partners, they have evolved the signals they send and
their interpretation of the signals they receive. This is in line with the
concept of separating equilibrium (Bergh et al., 2014). In addition,
franchisors’ signaling experience is also key in terms of screening ca-
pabilities, which may be useful in avoiding bad recruitment decisions for
their chain.

By contrast, candidates are often first-time entrepreneurs who have
limited signaling experience and therefore fewer capabilities for
screening franchisors’ signals. Moreover, experienced franchisors can
easily adapt their signals to match franchisee candidates’ expectations
compared to young franchisors who have had limited contact with
franchisee candidates. Similarly, experienced chain developers are bet-
ter able to interpret the franchisee candidates’ signals and then adapt
their own signals accordingly.

Fig. 1 below summarizes our findings on how franchisors and fran-
chisee candidates exchange signals over time when deciding whether to
contract. At the beginning of the recruitment process, they both face an
information asymmetry. As such, they start by exchanging general sig-
nals and progressively customize these signals during their interactions.
This iterative process facilitates the development of trusting relation-
ships, and is accelerated by the use of transparent signals, enabling both
parties to assess the level of fit while screening their respective signals
and make an informed decision on whether to contract or not. Where
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Table 7

Franchisor signaling and screening capabilities.

Franchisor and
franchisee
candidate
perceptions

It’s called expertise. In other
words, I'm much more
efficient today than I was 10
years ago. I've got 10 years of
experience in my job, and I
hope I'll get a lot better in the
next 10 years. (FOR#24)
Today, I can easily tell the
difference between the
different entrepreneurs and
therefore know which signals
will be stronger for some and
for others. [...] It takes a bit of
experience to be able to
analyze that and see who’s in
front of you and how you're
going to adapt your message.
[...]1 I have enough
experience today to
understand quite quickly who
I'm dealing with and what
will interest the candidate
most. It’s complicated when
you're just starting out in the
business, but now my
experience in management
and my 10 years of chain
management before that have
taught me to differentiate
between different types of
entrepreneurs. (FOR#4)

So, there’s a lot of experience
with emails because
candidates send us a request
for information to which I
reply. So, it’s the same, I don’t
know if it can be considered
as signals but for me it is. And
already in our email
exchanges, we’re trying to
convey a bit of our code
[Chain]. We’re on first-name
terms pretty quickly. We
reply to all the emails,
because we’re interested in
every request, even if they’re
not feasible (FOR#12).

I think that their expertise
over the course of the shows
means that they’ve also
learnt to deliver a message.
(CAND#20)

This type of franchisor has
such a background [of
experience] [...] that, in my
opinion, they won’t be
fooled. [...] A slightly more
recent franchisor will
immediately want to open
units, will perhaps be hasty
and make mistakes in their
choice of candidates. But a
company like [Brand] [...],
they have so many
applications that the choice
is wide and therefore the
risk of deception is lower.
(CAND#5)

Through their experience,
[franchisors] learn to
recognize the right
candidate and to trust what
they are told, and also [...]
to see the signals that
[candidates] send back to
them. (CAND#8)

[Chain], [...] these people
have nothing to hide. As the
market leader, they have no
interest in promoting
themselves any more than
they already are. [...]
They’ve been established for
forty years, they have
proven know-how, their
figures are consistent.
(CAND#3)

Those who are already used
to dealing with candidates
and who have processes in
place interpret my questions
and my interest correctly.
(CAND#23)

signals lack transparency, trust may falter, and the ability to judge
person-organization fit will be reduced.

6. Discussion
6.1. Contributions to the literature

As stated at the outset of this article, the existing literature has
struggled to understand the complexity of the pervasive managerial
issue of franchisee recruitment (Wattel, 1968). Indeed, prior studies
have largely attempted to explain this mutual selection process through
the lens of static signals sent by franchisors (e.g., fees, contract terms),
thereby ignoring signals sent by franchisee candidates, as well as the
processes through which both parties may engage to reduce information
asymmetry and reach an informed decision. Our empirical research
addresses these gaps by bridging signaling theory and person-
organization fit through a more holistic perspective, aiming to un-
cover how franchisors and franchisee candidates make a contracting
decision. By doing so, our paper challenges the extant knowledge on
franchisee recruitment by broadening the lens through which signals are
considered and showing their dynamic evolution over the entire
recruitment process. As such, it enhances the literature on franchisee
recruitment through several contributions.
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Our study constitutes the first attempt to investigate signals
exchanged during the recruitment process from an integrative
perspective (Connelly et al., 2025; Song et al., 2020; Xia et al., 2016), by
simultaneously considering signals sent by franchisors and franchisee
candidates, from an organizational and individual level (Bergh et al.,
2014; Connelly et al., 2025). By adopting a dual sample of franchisor
and franchisee candidate interviewees, our study is the first to directly
incorporate both perspectives through an in-depth qualitative approach.
This dual analysis reveals how their perceptions converge and comple-
ment each other throughout the recruitment process (as reflected by
Tables 3 to 7), as well as the interdependence of their decision-making
processes. Our integrative approach also emphasizes the active role
played by both parties in reducing information asymmetry and shaping
the recruitment outcome. While prior research has predominantly
focused on franchisors as signalers (e.g., financial disclosures, brand
reputation), our findings reveal that franchisee candidates are equally
engaged in signaling their own suitability. This mutual exchange of
signals demonstrates that franchisee recruitment is not a unilateral
process led by franchisors but rather a dynamic and interactive process,
where both parties adapt their signaling strategies to align with the
other party’s expectations over time.

As such, our paper captures the dynamics involved in mutual
signaling strategies (Etzion & Pe’er, 2014; Gomulya & Mishina, 2017;
Ko & McKelvie, 2018; Xia et al., 2016) adopted throughout the
recruitment process, thus challenging the static perspective hitherto
adopted (e.g., Dant & Kaufmann, 2003; Karle et al., 2016; Lafontaine,
1993; Lanchimba et al., 2021). This dynamic view is essential for not
only examining the signals sent, but also the cognitive process through
which they are interpreted (Drover et al., 2018). By emphasizing the
dynamic evolution of signals, our research reveals a sequential process
where franchisors and franchisee candidates progressively adapt their
signaling strategies. Specifically, we identify an initial phase dominated
by generalist signals sent by franchisors — corresponding to franchise
branding (Panda et al., 2019; Watson et al., 2019; Zachary et al., 2011) -
that serve to attract or screen a broad pool of potential matches (Sadeh &
Kacker, 2020). These initial signals are then returned by franchisee
candidates through similarly generalist signals, mainly expressing their
interest in joining the chain or entering the industry. As the recruitment
process advances towards one-to-one interactions, these generalist sig-
nals give way to an exchange of increasingly customized signals, tailored
to address the specific expectations and concerns of the other party. This
dynamic evolution underscores the interactive nature of signaling stra-
tegies, where both parties actively engage in an iterative screening
process to interpret and respond to each other’s signals. Our findings
highlight that this screening is not merely about evaluating objective
criteria but also about uncovering the implicit expectations and pref-
erences of the other party. This iterative screening process enables both
parties to refine their understanding of each other’s needs and con-
straints, thereby facilitating the customization of subsequent signals.

Moreover, by shedding light on the search for congruence between
franchisor and candidate profiles, our research challenges the dominant
view that franchisors and franchisee candidates decide to contract based
on the intrinsic quality of the other partner (Brookes & Altinay, 2011;
Jambulingam & Nevin, 1999; Sadeh & Kacker, 2020). By contrast, our
paper introduces a person-organization fit of the mutual selection.
Whilst search for fit has been suggested to explain how franchisors
attract (Lopez-Fernandez & Perrigot, 2018) and select candidates
(Watson et al., 2016), our study is the first to empirically support this
perspective and demonstrate the process whereby both franchisors and
candidates assess and achieve person-organization fit by means of
signaling and screening mechanisms. In fact, we show that fit is not
merely important in terms of congruence between candidates’ profile
and their prospective chain (Semrau & Biemann, 2022; Watson et al.,
2019) such as culture and values, but also in terms of personality and
feeling between candidates and staff from the chain headquarters (e.g.,
chain developers and founders). Our research therefore suggests that the
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Legend: The thicker arrows represent
general signals, the thinner arrows
represent customized signals.

Fig. 1. Iterative process of exchanging signals during the recruitment process.

decision of franchisors and franchisee candidates to contract is rather
dominated by an “affective commitment” than a “calculative commit-
ment” (Fernandez Monroy & Melian Alzola, 2005), meaning that they
contract because they identify with the partner more than out of a mere
calculation of expected benefits. Indeed, although franchisors and
franchisee candidates place a strong emphasis on financial criteria, fit is
considered paramount as it will shape the future franchisor-franchisee
relationship, but also performance within the chain (Semrau & Bie-
mann, 2022; Watson et al., 2019). In addition, our findings especially
bring out the crucial role of signals related to soft information in order to
determine this level of fit. Although such signals are particularly useful
in reducing information asymmetry in B2B settings, they have received
scarce attention in the context of franchisee recruitment so far (Lucia-
Palacios et al., 2014; Panda et al., 2023). We show that these signals are
only exchanged after the initial general signals, once both parties have
disclosed their expectations.

Our research also emphasizes the central role of trust in the mutual
selection related to franchisee recruitment. Trust is considered a decisive
component of the franchisor-franchisee relationship (Altinay et al.,
2014; Croonen et al., 2025; Croonen & Broekhuizen, 2019), and also a
criterion used by franchisees to select their franchisor (Altinay et al.,
2013). However, we show that trust is above all a mechanism allowing
franchisors and candidates to make an informed decision, as it provides
both parties with confidence in the reliability of the other’s signals. In
this respect, our research evidences that transparent signals help to
develop trust and commitment in the relationship, which in turn leads
both parties to progressively send more precise and sensitive signals (e.
g., signals related to the chain’s know-how or figures related to the
chain’s profitability). Such signals are more costly and consequently
more effective and difficult to imitate (Bergh et al., 2014), and they may
contribute to reinforcing the influence of initial signals (Xia et al., 2016).
In line with these conclusions, our research shows that developing trust
is not the sole responsibility of the franchisor (Altinay et al., 2014), but
that trust is developed through an interdependent exchange of signals
with franchisee candidates.

Furthermore, our research contributes to a better understanding of
the role of signaling capabilities in the context of franchisee recruitment.
The signaling literature suggests that the attention paid to signals is
dependent on the receivers (Connelly et al., 2025), and their screening
processes (Gomulya & Mishina, 2017). In this respect, our findings show
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that franchisors’ signaling and screening capabilities may be reinforced
over time to enable better fit with the other party. However, we only
evidence this at the franchisor level and not at the franchisee candidate
level, which supports franchisors’ informational advantage (Michael,
2022; Panda et al., 2023). In line with the concept of separating equi-
librium (Bergh et al., 2014), franchisors have already experienced signal
confirmation or disconfirmation from current or past franchisees in their
chain. By contrast, most franchisee candidates, as first-time entrepre-
neurs (Croonen et al., 2022), do not have the confirmation experience
related to franchisor signals. Through experience, franchisors can then
develop organizational know-how related to franchisee recruitment,
which is consistent with recent research on franchisors’ capabilities
(Gillis et al., 2020; Perrigot et al., 2020).

Finally, our research contributes to enriching the application of
signaling theory by applying some of its latest developments (Connelly
et al., 2025) in the specific B2B setting of franchising where information
asymmetry and adverse selection represent a pervasive challenge (Bergh
& Gibbons, 2011; Gomulya & Mishina, 2017; Ko & McKelvie, 2018; Xia
et al., 2016). Although signaling theory has expanded beyond its orig-
inal employment context since Spence’s (1973) seminal paper, eco-
nomic perspectives still dominate its usage, which means that signals are
primarily viewed from a static and restrictive standpoint (i.e., general
signals related to hard information that are sent to the entire market and
interpreted rationally). In line with the latest developments of the theory
by management scholars (Connelly et al., 2025), our study supports the
need for a more holistic approach to examining signaling strategies in
B2B contexts. In particular, Connelly et al. (2025) stress that academics
are often disconnected from reality as they usually consider signals from
a static isolated perspective instead of encompassing the broad and
mutual interactions between signalers and receivers as well as their
cognitions. We address the calls from these scholars to “zoom out” by
considering signals from both organizational and individual perspec-
tives, including both hard and soft information, intentional or unin-
tentional signals, as well as the exchanges of signals over the course of
the relationship (Etzion & Pe’er, 2014; Ko & McKelvie, 2018; Xia et al.,
2016). Drawing on a dual qualitative sample, we also study both pro-
spective partners and the cognitive process through which they interpret
(Drover et al., 2018) and adapt mutual signals in order to match the
other party’s expectations. Accordingly, our research shows the rele-
vance of linking person-organization fit perspectives with signaling
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theory beyond the employee recruitment setting (Gully et al., 2013),
thus confirming the explanatory power of these combined frameworks
in contexts of B2B information asymmetry.

6.2. Contributions to practice

By providing a better understanding of how franchisors and fran-
chisee candidates decide whether to contract, our findings can be useful
to franchisors who want to recruit new franchisees and to prospective
entrepreneurs who want to join a franchise chain. By pointing out the
relevance of the person-organization fit in the recruitment process, our
findings show the importance for both franchisors and franchisee can-
didates of using signals to determine the adequacy of the other party. To
do so, it is important that they progressively send customized signals
that allow the other party to determine optimal fit. For example, fran-
chisors might first signal their performance through general signals
related to the branding and positioning of their chain (e.g., figures about
the chain development or contractual terms in the brochure) and then
signal their values and chain culture over their one-to-one exchanges
with candidates. Similarly, franchisee candidates may try to reassure
franchisors regarding their financial situation or their motivation and
then focus on other aspects of their personality (e.g., values, interper-
sonal qualities) once they have built trust and commitment in the rela-
tionship. In this respect, our findings emphasize the importance of
transparency over the recruitment process for both parties. Although
they may try to convey a better image by sending misleading signals,
contracting based on such signals might lead to poor franchise re-
lationships and performance in case of absence of fit (Semrau & Bie-
mann, 2022). Furthermore, our findings illustrate that both franchisors
and franchisee candidates should pay attention to the other party’s
signals and should be proactive in gathering and verifying information.
For example, visits to chain headquarters or immersion periods in chain
units can provide a valuable opportunity for both parties to signal their
qualities and screen the other party.

Our study also highlights the importance of franchisors’ capabilities
in managing signals during franchisee recruitment. Indeed, franchisors
usually learn through experience how to develop a franchisee recruit-
ment process with formalized steps and questions, which enables them
to better send and interpret signals. By contrast, as most franchisees are
first-time entrepreneurs, franchisee candidates do not have the benefit
of such an experience and should rely on business partners who are
experts in franchising (e.g., specialized lawyers or accountants). They
may also rely on other sources of information to assess the trustwor-
thiness of franchisors’ signals, for example by contacting current fran-
chisees from the chain or checking customer reviews to assess the brand
image.

6.3. Limits and tracks for future research

Our research has several limitations that open avenues for future
research. The first limitation of our work is our methodological
approach. Indeed, though qualitative approaches are suitable for
generating ideas regarding understudied topics, a quantitative approach
with a questionnaire-based survey may help assess which signals are
most useful in determining the level of person-organization fit between
franchisors and franchisee candidates. Moreover, a longitudinal study
could better capture the dynamic process of signaling, and how signals
help both parties to build trust, as well as determine whether fit between
partners is confirmed after contracting. Secondly, we selected in-
terviewees in various industries in order to obtain a greater diversity of
data. However, franchisors’ signaling practices may vary across in-
dustries, in particular due to differing levels of competition (Michael,
2009). Further research could study signaling strategies in specific sec-
tors, such as the fast-food sector, which is particularly competitive and
requires franchisors from this industry to strengthen their signaling ef-
forts in order to position their brand. Thirdly, we focused on the French
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market, as pre-contractual exchanges between franchisors and fran-
chisee candidates are regulated by the Doubin Law and the Civil Code.
Studying signals sent in countries such as the US or Australia, where
franchisee recruitment is often carried out by brokers (Frazer et al.,
2008; Weaven et al., 2010), could also be relevant for comparing the
strategic management of signals in this context. Where franchise brokers
are used, they become mediators between franchisee candidates and
franchisors and will be responsible for interpreting signals from both
parties, at least in the initial stages, to determine fit. It could be inter-
esting to explore if this mediating role means that the types of signals
used by both franchisors and franchisees differ, and how this impacts
perceptions around the quality and credibility of franchisor/candidate
signals, as well as whether and how this impacts the development of
trust between franchisor and franchisee. Further, given our finding that
franchisors develop capabilities in the management of signals over time,
future research could consider whether this learning process also applies
to franchise brokers, and if this leads to improved person-organization
fit compared with traditional franchisee recruitment processes. In
addition, a cross-country approach could also enable consideration of
how cultural factors impact the signals exchanged and the decision-
making process (Watson et al., 2019; Yeung et al., 2016). Fourthly,
future research could build on our integrative approach by examining
the role of franchisee ambassadors in the recruitment process or
considering signals exchanged with other stakeholders (e.g., employees
and potential employees, business partners, national and local public
authorities). In fact, these signals may be particularly important in the
recruitment process since signals sent by other stakeholders influence
the interpretation of initial signals (Xia et al., 2016). Furthermore, this
approach could be all the more relevant since chain employees consti-
tute a pool of potential franchisees (Balsarini et al., 2022). Lastly, future
research may seek to focus on signals exchanged between franchisors
and multi-unit or multi-brand franchisees to investigate if the latter
develop signaling capabilities through experience and therefore whether
franchisees’ informational disadvantage (Michael, 2022; Panda et al.,
2023) can be overcome when operating several units.
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