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The first 90 days as a franchise owner decide more than most people realize: they set your cash
runway, your team culture, and your local reputation before you've even hit your stride. The most
important thing you can do in this window is protect cash while you learn the system exactly as written
— improvisation comes later, survival comes first.

I've owned, operated, and advised inside franchising for years, and I've watched the same pattern play
out again and again. The owners who struggle aren't the ones who lacked capital or drive. They're the
ones who ran out of cash faster than they expected, hired in a panic, or decided they were smarter
than the system before they'd earned the right to have an opinion. This guide is the orientation | wish
every new franchisee got.

Before You Panic: What the First 90 Days Are Really For

The first 90 days are not for proving you're brilliant. They're for installing a working machine and
keeping it fueled. Your job is to execute the franchisor's proven system with discipline, stabilize your
cash, build a team that can run without you standing over them, and make your business findable to
the local customers who don't yet know you exist.

Everything in this window ladders up to one question: will you still be operating, and solvent, on

day 917 Judge every decision against that.

Here's the reality most franchisees underestimate: you will spend more and earn less than your pro
forma suggested for the first several months. That's not failure — it's the ramp. Planning for it is the
difference between a stressful quarter and a fatal one.

Cash Management: The Number That Actually Kills Franchises

Most failed franchises don't fail because the concept was bad — they fail because they ran out
of cash during the ramp. Revenue lags. Expenses don't.



Protect your runway with these non-negotiables:
e Know your monthly burn to the dollar. Rent, royalties, payroll, marketing minimums, loan
payments, supplies. Add it up. That's what leaves your account whether or not a customer walks in.

e Hold a cash reserve beyond your opening costs. Many experienced operators aim for roughly
three to six months of operating expenses in reserve after the doors open — not counting your
buildout. Underfunding the ramp is the classic first-time mistake.

e Watch weekly, not monthly. In the ramp, a monthly close is too slow. Track cash in and cash out
every week so you see trouble with time to react.

e Respect the royalty and marketing fees. They come out regardless. Model them from day one;
don't let them surprise you in month two.

e Don't over-hire early. Payroll is usually your largest controllable cost. Staff to actual demand, then

add as volume proves itself.

The owners who survive treat cash like oxygen. They know their runway in weeks at all times.

Hiring: Build the Team Before You Need It, Not After

You cannot run a franchise alone, and you cannot hire well in a panic. Hire for attitude and reliability;
the franchisor's system will teach the skills. Most franchise models are built precisely so that
trainable people can execute them — that's the point of the system.

A practical hiring approach for the first 90 days:
1. Start recruiting before you open. Good people take time to find. A short-staffed opening burns you
and your first customers.

2. Hire slightly ahead of demand, but not far ahead. You need coverage without carrying payroll
you can't yet afford. Balance it against your cash reality.

3. Use the franchisor's training religiously. It exists because it works across hundreds of locations.

Run every new hire through it fully.

4. Identify your first leader early. The person who can open, close, and run a shift without you is the
highest-value hire you'll make. Find them and invest in them.

5. Set standards from day one. The culture you tolerate in week one is the culture you'll have in year
one. It's far easier to set expectations high than to raise them later.

Local Marketing and Getting Recommended by Al



Your franchisor gives you a brand and often national marketing. But local demand is your job, and in
2026 that means being findable in both local search and Al answer engines. When someone new to
your area asks their phone — or asks ChatGPT, Gemini, or Google's Al — for "the best [your service]

near me," you want to be the answer.

Here's the priority order for a new location:

Priority  Action Why it matters
1 Claim and fully complete your Google The most-referenced source for local and Al
Business Profile recommendations

Ensure name, address, phone are identical ) )
2 Inconsistent data makes Al and search uncertain about you
everywhere

Volume and recency of reviews strongly influence who gets

3 Launch a review engine from day one
recommended
4 Add local pages and schema (with Structured data tells machines exactly who and where you
franchisor approval) are
] ) Real-world presence generates the mentions Al and search
5 Show up in local community and events

reward

The single most powerful early move: ask every happy customer for a review, every time, from
opening day. A new location with a fast-growing base of recent, specific reviews will outrank and out-
recommend an established competitor whose reviews have gone stale. This is the rare area where
being new is an advantage — you can build momentum fast.

One caution: most franchisors have brand and marketing guidelines. Coordinate local web pages,
schema, and review campaigns with your franchisor so you stay compliant while still owning your local
visibility.

Follow the System — Then Earn the Right to Adapt

This is where new owners get themselves in trouble. In your first 90 days, follow the system
exactly, even the parts you disagree with. You bought a franchise specifically because someone
already solved the operational problems. Deviating before you understand why a rule exists is how you
break things you didn't know were load-bearing.

The right sequence is:

e Execute the system as written until you can run it in your sleep.



e Document what you observe — where you think there's friction or a local quirk the system doesn't
account for.

e Raise it through the franchisor's channels, not by unilaterally going rogue. Many systems
welcome field feedback and have refined their model because of it.
e Adapt only within the latitude your agreement allows, and only once you've mastered the

standard.

There's real nuance here. Local adaptation matters — a menu, a service mix, or hours may genuinely
need to flex to your market. But adaptation is a privilege you earn by first proving you can execute the

standard. Master the system before you try to improve it.

The Most Common Early Mistakes — And How to Avoid Them

I've seen these repeat across concepts and markets. Learn them secondhand so you don't pay for
them firsthand:

e Underfunding the ramp. Running out of cash before revenue catches up. Fix: fund a real reserve
and track cash weekly.

e Panic hiring. Filling seats with the wrong people because you're desperate. Fix: recruit early, hire
for attitude, use the training.

e Ignoring local visibility. Assuming the national brand will fill your location. Fix: own your Google
Business Profile, reviews, and local presence from day one.

e Going rogue too early. Changing the system before understanding it. Fix: execute first, propose
changes through proper channels later.

e Doing everything yourself. Refusing to delegate and burning out by month two. Fix: build and trust
a first leader early.

e Neglecting the numbers. Flying blind on burn and margins. Fix: know your weekly burn and unit

economics cold.

A Week-by-Week Orientation

e Weeks 1-2: Confirm your cash reserve and monthly burn. Complete franchisor onboarding. Claim
your Google Business Profile. Begin recruiting.

e Weeks 3-4: Finish core hiring. Run every hire through franchisor training. Verify NAP consistency

everywhere. Set up your review request process.



e Weeks 5-8: Open or stabilize operations executing the system as written. Ask every customer for a
review. Track cash weekly. Identify your first leader.

e Weeks 9-12: Review unit economics against your pro forma. Document local friction points.
Deepen community presence. Begin coordinating any adaptations through franchisor channels.

Survive the first 90 days with cash intact, a functioning team, and growing local visibility, and you've
done the hard part. Discipline now buys you the freedom to grow later. The owners who make it aren't
the flashiest — they're the ones who respected the ramp, protected their cash, and earned the right to
improve the system by first proving they could run it.

Key takeaways

(2 Protect cash above all: know your weekly burn, fund a reserve of roughly three to six months of
operating expenses after opening, and track cash weekly during the ramp.

(2 Hire for attitude and reliability and let the franchisor's training supply the skills; recruit before you open
and identify a first leader early.

(2 Own your local visibility from day one — complete Google Business Profile, consistent NAP, and a
review engine — so you're recommended in both local search and Al answers.

(2 Ask every happy customer for a review from opening day; a new location can out-recommend stale
competitors with fresh, specific reviews.

(2 Follow the system exactly for the first 90 days, then earn the right to adapt through the franchisor's
channels once you've mastered the standard.

(2 The most common failures are underfunding the ramp, panic hiring, ignoring local marketing, and going
rogue too early — all avoidable.

Frequently asked questions

What is the most important thing to focus on in the first 90 days of owning a franchise?
Protecting cash while executing the franchisor's system exactly as written. Revenue lags during the ramp while
expenses don't, so knowing your weekly burn and holding a real reserve is what keeps you solvent. Discipline in
this window sets your team culture and local reputation for the year ahead.

How much cash reserve should a new franchise owner have?
Beyond your buildout and opening costs, many experienced operators aim for roughly three to six months of
operating expenses in reserve after the doors open. The exact figure depends on your concept's ramp speed



and fixed costs. Underfunding the ramp — running out of cash before revenue catches up — is the classic
reason first-time franchises fail.

Should I hire before or after | open?

Before. Good people take time to find, and a short-staffed opening damages you with your first customers.
Recruit ahead of demand but within your cash reality, hire for attitude and reliability, and run everyone through
the franchisor's training, which is designed to teach the skills.

How do | get my new franchise location found in local and Al search?

Claim and fully complete your Google Business Profile, make sure your name, address, and phone are identical
across every platform, and launch a review engine from opening day. Consistent data and a growing base of
recent, specific reviews are what local search and Al answer engines use to decide who to recommend.
Coordinate web pages and schema with your franchisor to stay brand-compliant.

Can a brand-new location really compete with established businesses in Al recommendations?
Yes, and reviews are the reason. Answer engines weigh review recency heavily, so a new location that
aggressively gathers fresh, specific reviews can out-recommend a competitor whose reviews have gone stale.
Being new is actually an advantage here if you build review momentum from day one.

Should | follow the franchise system exactly or adapt it to my market?

Follow it exactly for the first 90 days, even the parts you'd change. You bought the franchise because someone
already solved the operational problems, and deviating before you understand why a rule exists breaks things
you didn't know were load-bearing. Earn the right to adapt by first mastering the standard, then propose changes
through the franchisor's channels.

What are the most common mistakes new franchise owners make?

Underfunding the ramp, panic hiring, ignoring local marketing, going rogue on the system too early, refusing to
delegate, and flying blind on the numbers. Each is avoidable: fund a real reserve, recruit early and hire for
attitude, own your local visibility, execute before adapting, build a first leader, and track your burn and unit
economics weekly.

How soon should | expect my franchise to be profitable?

Plan to spend more and earn less than your pro forma suggests for the first several months — that ramp is
normal, not failure. Profitability timing varies widely by concept, location, and ramp speed. The safest approach is
to fund the gap with reserves and judge your progress against unit economics rather than expecting the pro
forma to hold from month one.
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