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Creating and maintaining an Operations Manual is an essential part of the Franchising process. If we believe that the 3 Principles of Franchising are Brand, Operating Systems and Support (i.e. “B.O.S.S.”), then a properly structured Operations Manual achieves the following:

1. It provides uniform standards and procedures regarding promoting the Franchised Business including marketing, advertising, public relations and customer sales and service. This also includes proper use of the Franchisor’s Tradenames and Marks. 

2. It captures and documents the Franchisor’s confidential and proprietary systems, procedures, techniques, procedures, insights, operating experiences and secrets. It is these collective processes that inherently minimize the “learning curve” (and therefore the financial risk of business failure) of franchisees initially getting into the business. Risk avoidance is of course one of the primary motivations of those seeking to join a franchise system.

3. It provides an objective framework and point of comparison or “standard” that is critical to the Franchisor’s ability to provide effective, efficient and timely business advice and support to its franchisees. 

Operations Manuals must be comprehensive. The Operations Manuals of emerging Franchisors, to the extent that they even have one, will often reflect the areas of greatest comfort and familiarity to the Franchisor. Food Service Franchisors will write about buying,  preparing and selling food. Retail Franchisors will write about buying, merchandising and selling products, etceteras. In fact, seasoned Franchisors know that effective Operating Systems (and therefore the Operations Manuals that document those Systems) include topics on not only the more obvious aspects of the franchised business, but also the less obvious or “behind-the-scenes” components as well. A comprehensive Operations Manual will therefore often include chapters on staffing matters, accounting, financial and management information systems, sales and marketing, equipment maintenance, security, inventory, legal and regulatory issues and computer systems as well as all the other information relevant to buying, storing, producing, presenting and selling the given product or service.

The costs to produce an Operations Manual are not for the faint of heart. Fees can range from an average of $60 to $120 per page, encompassing anywhere from 250 to 700 pages for a total project cost of $15,000 to $85,000. The huge range in fees is a function of the time expended to research, draft, re-draft and re-draft again the applicable Operating Systems in use. Generally, well-developed Operating Systems require more extensive documentation. This would include any standard forms, reports, checklists and other tools commonly used in the operations of the franchised business. It is important to note however that the complexity of a given Operating System is not necessarily a reflection of the maturity of the franchise system itself. 

Let’s not forget that there is another cost incurred in the creation of Operations Manuals. It is an “unrecorded” cost in that no one really keeps a tally of this number, but it is nonetheless very real. It is the time and effort of the Franchisor’s management and staff that have to read, edit and critique the Operations Manual all three times. This is aside and apart from the time spent with writers as part of the initial research.

Finally, now that the Franchisor has created this “masterpiece” of operational documentation, it must be maintained. All businesses are dynamic in the sense that they are constantly adapting to changing market conditions and consumer expectations. Certainly we all sometimes feel these changes happen daily. The impact on the Operations Manuals can be somewhat problematic however. In effect, the Operations Manual begins to become obsolete at the very moment it is finalized. The longer an edition remains unchanged, the less effective and relevant it becomes to those using it. Increasingly over time, it simply no longer reflects reality. As a result, the Franchisor is faced with somewhat of a dilemma: either the Franchisor commits on-going time and financial resources to constantly up-date the Operations Manual forever, or he ignores this gradual deterioration until the point where there is no choice but to re-write the document from scratch. In fact, most Franchisors (in the true spirit of Franchising) develop a compromise. The Operations Manual is officially up-dated, reprinted and redistributed annually. Operational changes are communicated through sequentially numbered memorandums issued as needed throughout the year. The franchise system thereby stays current regarding “best practices” while the Franchisor breathes a financial sigh of relief. Of course, the growing application of “intranet” (i.e. Franchisor to Franchisee rather Franchise System to Consumer) will facilitate paperless Operations Manuals that can be up-dated with minimum fuss and expense, available on a real time basis to users.

No doubt about it, developing and maintaining Operations Manuals, like everything else in franchising, requires a long term commitment of time and resources. Nonetheless, it is absolutely critical to the Franchise System’s ability to maintain sustainable growth over that same long term.
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