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Before You Sign a Franchise Lease: 9 Site Selection Mistakes That Can Cost You Thousands
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You've found a location. The traffic counts look good, the price feels right, and the landlord is ready to move. Before signing, it's worth asking the questions successful franchise brands ask at this exact stage: Will this space actually fit my concept? Should I sign before talking to an architect? Could something hidden about this site delay my opening by months? Site selection happens before design, permitting, or construction — but the decisions made here shape the cost and timeline of everything that follows.
1. Assuming the Square Footage Fits Without a Test Fit
A space that's the right total square footage can still be the wrong shape for your kitchen line, seating layout, or back-of-house flow. A test fit — a quick layout study against your prototype — answers this before you sign anything.
2. Skipping Zoning and Use Verification
Not every commercial address is zoned for your specific use, and “commercial” zoning doesn't guarantee approval for a restaurant, drive-thru, or wellness studio. Verifying permitted use with the local jurisdiction before signing avoids a lease you can't legally operate under.
3. Ignoring Existing Infrastructure Conditions
Electrical capacity, plumbing, HVAC, and grease trap requirements for food concepts are expensive to retrofit into a building that wasn't designed for them. A site that looks move-in ready can still require six figures in infrastructure work that only shows up after a lease is signed.
4. Not Checking Parking and Access Requirements
Local code often dictates minimum parking counts and drive-thru stacking distances. A site that satisfies your operational needs can still fail code on paper, forcing a redesign or a variance request that adds months to your timeline.
5. Overlooking ADA and Life Safety Constraints
Accessibility and life safety requirements affect everything from entry sequencing to restroom placement to egress paths. These aren't negotiable, and discovering a conflict after signing usually means expensive rework.
6. Underestimating Permitting Timelines by Jurisdiction
The same prototype can move through permitting in six weeks in one city and six months in another. Site selection decisions made without factoring in local review timelines routinely blow past opening-date commitments made to franchisees or investors.
How Brand2Builds Helps: Brand2Builds reviews site feasibility before a lease is signed — checking zoning, infrastructure readiness, code constraints, and layout fit against your prototype — so franchisors know whether a location actually works before it becomes a financial commitment.
7. Not Involving an Architect Until After Signing
Waiting until after the lease is signed to bring in design expertise means any problems discovered are now the franchisor's problem to solve, not something that could have been negotiated into the lease terms or avoided altogether.
8. Underestimating How a Site Deviates From the Prototype
Every non-standard lot introduces some deviation from your governed prototype. Sites with unusual shapes, shared access, or existing structures require more design time and more permitting scrutiny — costs that should be weighed before committing to the lease, not after.
9. Failing to Visualize the Concept Before Committing Capital
It's difficult to evaluate a site purely from a floor plan and a set of numbers. Franchisors who can see what the finished location will actually look like make faster, more confident go or no-go decisions.
How Brand2Builds Helps: Brand2Builds delivers branded conceptual renderings within 36–72 hours, allowing franchisors to visualize how a restaurant, fitness center, or wellness concept would look on a proposed site before making major financial commitments.
Frequently Asked Questions
Q: What should I ask before signing a franchise lease?
A: Confirm zoning and permitted use, verify infrastructure capacity, check parking and life safety requirements, and get a test fit against your prototype.
Q: What information should an architecture partner review before expansion begins?
A: Site dimensions and shape, zoning classification, existing infrastructure conditions, parking and access requirements, and how closely the site matches your governed prototype.
Q: How early should I involve an architecture firm in site selection?
A: Before signing, ideally during initial site evaluation — early involvement catches costly issues while they're still negotiable.
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