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SIGN FRANCHISE

Despite industry consolidation, sign franchisees are growing

profits, increasing sales, and finding

BY DENISE M. GUSTAVSON

espite the economic downturn and the uncertainty in the economy,

the wide-format sector of the graphics arts market has seen growth

over the last few years. This, in turn, has caught the eye of related

print businesses—from commercial to screen printers—Ilooking to

increase their own profits and diversify their business. Sign franchi-
sees have seen increased competition in the marketplace because of this. But year
after year, these franchises are seeing growth.

“2013 was a record year for
FASTSIGNS in every metric; we
surpassed 2012, which had been
the record year for the company,”
said Catherine Monson, CEO,
FASTSIGNS. “We set records in
average unit volume, number of
locations, system sales, number of
outside sales people, net promoter
score, franchisee satisfaction, fran-
chise sales and we signed franchise
agreements for five additional coun-
tries which will open in 2014.”

“I feel that the industry as a
whole is exhibiting strong growth
across the board. We are seeing a
lot of new market development that
is enabling sign business owners to
branch out from their normal ser-
vice offerings to close more sales,”
affirmed Ray Palmer, president of
the Sign & Graphics Division for
Alliance Franchise Brands. “2013
was a strong year. We have experi-
enced growth in all sectors of our
business, while successfully main-
taining three strong brands. It is a
very exciting time for our company

“The franchise segment of the
industry is very strong. With our
rebranding efforts this year, franchi-
sees are reaching new market seg-
ments that are focused on renewing
their brands and want a premium
brand like ours to help them with
growing their business in the future,”
said Paul Granaroli, vice president,
operations and training, Signarama.
“Our stores sales and profitability
are up all across the brand. With our

i

focus as a brand on vertical markets and
profitability, our franchisees will be reap-
ing the benefits from these areas.”

The Numbers
The numbers from the franchises
are bearing out the comments from

much success

franchise executives. This year was
the first year Signarama agreed to
participate in this industry review, so
in order to provide an accurate year-
to-year comparison, it was necessary
to back out those numbers in this
review in several key metrics. This
year’s review includes data from four
franchise systems: FASTSIGNS,
Signarama (including Signarama and
Speedy Signs), SignBiz Inc. (includ-
ing SignBiz and LobbyPOP), and
Alliance Franchise Brands, Sign

& Graphics Division (including
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2014 Sign Franchise Stats

Alliance Franchise Brands, Sign & Graphics $153,078,084  $152,212,050
Division

FASTSIGNS International $343,000,000 $329,911,800
Sign Biz, Inc. $133,608,600  $119,440,000
Signarama $300,000,000 N/A
Total $929,686,684  $601,563,850
Total North American Sales 2013 2012
Alliance Franchise Brands, Sign & Graphics $149,620,348  $148,339,992
Division

FASTSIGNS International $306,000,000  $314,844,300
Sign Biz, Inc. $130,700,500  $116,425,000
Signarama $165,000,000 N/A
Total $751,320,848  $579,609,292
Estimated Sales per Shop
(More than one year old)

Alliance Franchise Brands, Sign & Graphics $482,273 $463,082
Division

FASTSIGNS International $664,000 $635,259
Sign Biz, Inc. $671,400 $610,000
Signarama $400,000 N/A
Average $554,418.25 $569,447
Total Number of Shops (Global 2013 2012
Alliance Franchise Brands, Sign & Graphics 326 339
Division

FASTSIGNS International 549 530
Sign Biz, Inc. 204 199
Signarama 719 710
Total 1798 1778
Alliance Franchise Brands, Sign & Graphics 321 334
Division

FASTSIGNS International 508 4388
Sign Biz, Inc. 199 194
Signarama 409 N/A
Total 1437 1016
Minimum Start-up Capital Required 2013 2012
Alliance Franchise Brands, Sign & Graphics $250,000 $135,983
Division

FASTSIGNS International $80,000 $80,000
Sign Biz, Inc. $55,000 $55,000
Signarama $35,000 N/A
Average $105,000 $90,328

Total Investment Required (Minimum 2013 2012

Alliance Franchise Brands, Sign & Graphics $375,699 $135,983
Division

FASTSIGNS International $276,965 $175,000
Sign Biz, Inc. $153,000 $198,000
Signarama $229,000 N/A
Average $258,666 $169,661
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Signs Now, Signs By Tomorrow, and
Image360).

For 2013, the sign franchises had total
system-wide sales of $929,686,684. Once
we back out Signarama’s figures, we see a
positive 4.47 percent growth in year-over-
year total sales from 2012 to 2013. Total
system-wide sales for North America were
$751,320,848, but once adjusted are only
up 1.14 percent over 2012 numbers. Sales-
per-shop in 2013 were also up just 5.61
percent over 2012 numbers, with franchi-
sees on average pulling in $554,418.25 in
sales in 2013.

The total number of shops in the
market were up slightly—1.1 percent or
20 businesses—from 2012, topping out
at 1,798. Of those, only one location
is co-owned and 1,116 are located in
North America.

Technology Enables Growth

The positive track of these figures indi-
cates a healthy and fairly strong market.
Franchise executives pointed to a number
of technological developments that have
helped to enable growth in their franchise
and the market. Flatbed printers and cut-
ters as well as the integration of interactive
media with static signs have moved the
industry forward topped their list.

According to Palmer, the matura-
tion of flatbed development is taking the
industry to new heights.

Monson elaborated. “Flatbed print-
ers and flatbed cutters have made a sig-
nificant, positive impact on our industry,
bringing increased productivity and prod-
uct offerings. The flatbed is being incor-
porated into workflows, greatly enhancing
in-house production capabilities, and
reducing outsourcing. Improved ink tech-
nology, print head technology, and ink
circulation/cleaning systems are improving
quality and efficiency.”

Additionally Monson noted that the
integration of online technologies (i.e. QR
codes, SMS text, and augmented reality)
into static signage is increasing the value
of signage and visual graphics. “We can
essentially make static signage a ‘virtual
salesperson’ for our customers.”

Growth Markets

As we move into the second half of
2014, where will franchisees be placing
more focus? If they want to obtain higher
growth, franchise executives feel that textile
printing, digital signage, and POP/retail
graphics offer the biggest opportunities.

“POP signage and creative packaging
will have a large impact on the industry,”
said Granaroli. “With flatbed printing



and cutting solutions, sign shops can
get into these areas that used to be
done by specialty companies.”

Monson similarly felt that POP
signage continues to be a strong
growth niche for franchises. Digital
signage—which many times goes hand
in hand with retail graphics—offers a
high growth potential, as well. “Digital
signage is forecast to grow at 22 percent
CAGR. If we in the sign and graphics
space don’t embrace digital signage and
provide it to our customers and pros-
pects, folks in another industry

sales and increase business through
creative avenues. “We need to be care-
ful not to just take orders. We need to
partner with our customers and devel-
op long-standing client relationships
while we foster new growth.”

It is essential that shops take
the time now to properly grow and
expand. “Ensuring healthy margins is
always a necessary focus as is grow-
ing profitable sales volume. Hiring,
training, and motivating employees
who provide outstanding service and

produce work with quality and com-
mitment is an important priority,” said
Monson. “Selecting the right technol-
ogy and adding the most appropriate
new products and services is an area
the savvy sign and graphics business
owner spends time on. Making the
optimum capital equipment invest-
ment is critical.”

“Owners need to know what equip-
ment to invest in to get to the next level
and what the ROI on the equipment
should be,” said Granaroli. @

will. Digital signage will replace
a percentage of static signage.
Unless we master and sell
digital signage, it will become a
threat. We believe that he who
sells the digital signage will
likely control (sell) the static
signage around it.”

The use of color-rich tex-
tile applications and solutions
is gaining momentum in the
market, reported Palmer. This
is especially due to the intro-
duction of lower-cost textile
printing systems.

“We’ve seen an increase
in dye-sublimation printers,
with equipment designers
concentrating on the entire
output solution. However, the
ramp up of textile applications
in Europe has placed North
America several years behind
this technology adoption,”
said Monson.

Although early in the com-
mercially viable solution for
the industry, Monson also
points to 3D printing as an
area of growth. “We are seeing
implementation ranging from
manufacturing and medical
prototyping to jewelry design,”
said Monson. “As the technol-
ogy and consumables continue
to become more cost effective,
and the imaginative users grow
the market segments, this will
be an interesting technology to
observe adoption in our mar-
ket segment.”

Time to Sharpen Your Focus
Industry convergence is
having a “cannibalistic effect
on traditionally margin-rich
product lines” according to
Palmer, which makes it more
important than ever to grow
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