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A bIt OF bACkgROuNd 

Top Snap began life as a property photography 

franchise, photographing homes and commercial 

buildings for sale across the country.

In response to market demands we have now 

developed into a full-service property marketing 

company, offering video, copywriting, floor plans, 

virtual tours, online property slideshows and 

virtual furniture in addition to photography.  We 

also plan to shortly offer a new printing service 

for agency marketing materials.

When I acquired the business in July 2009, Top 

Snap had 16 franchise territories.  We have 

since more than doubled in size to 43 operating 

territories including one company territory, so 
it’s fair to say we are growing in a strong but 
controlled fashion.  Franchisee turnover has 
grown at an even greater rate, increasing by 450 
per cent since 2009.

I just wanted to share some of the most 
important factors we attribute this growth 
to, along with some of the knowledge we’ve 
acquired during the journey.

EStAblISHINg A RObuSt 
FRANCHISE SyStEm
While Top Snap was an established franchise 
system when I took over, its systems, manuals 
and procedures were in need of some fine tuning.  

We invested heavily in updating our purpose-
built customer relationship management (CRM) 
system for franchisees, improving, amongst other 
things, its invoicing and debtor management 
capabilities, photo upload functionality and 
redesigning numerous e-marketing templates.

The policies and procedures we inherited were 
in need of an update and re-organisation, so 
franchisees wouldn’t have to wade through 
myriad documents to find the information 
they needed.  We collated everything into 
professionally written manuals, documenting 
every procedure franchisees need to successfully 
run their business.  We re-wrote the operations 
manual, and developed manuals for the use of 
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the CRM system and all our products, where 
previously there were none.

New franchisees receive printed and bound 
copies of all manuals, and can access soft copies 
via our online file sharing system, where the most 
recent versions are stored for all to access. 

We also restructured the training program, which 
was previously conducted by one of our most 
experienced photographers in the Gold Coast.  
This happened when we established our first 
company-owned territory near our Head Office 
in Sydney, with a Head Office team member 
(and professional photographer) promoted to 
territory manager/trainer.  Not only has this given 
us greater control and reduced costs, it means 
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new franchisees (who number up to 12 in any one 
year) get to train on the ground in a successful 
‘live’ territory and learn systems and procedures 
direct from Head Office staff.

We are confident we now have a highly robust 
system, complemented by detailed manuals and 
procedures covering everything that a franchisee 
needs to run their business as effectively and 
efficiently as possible.

FACE-tO-FACE mEEtINgS ARE 
vItAl FOR A NAtIONAl SyStEm
As a national system, it is sometimes difficult 
to organise face-to-face get-togethers with 
everyone.  Holding annual national franchise 
conferences for your system allows franchisees 
to get together to share information, network and 
build positive relationships across the group.  Not 
to mention those all-important opportunities to 
socialise too!

tHE bENEFItS OF A FRANCHISE 
AdvISORy COuNCIl
At the last conference there was a mutual 
desire and agreement to establish a Franchise 
Advisory Council.  Franchisees are elected to 
represent their peers in each state/territory, and 
are responsible for canvassing and presenting 
colleagues’ views on various topics, and relaying 
discussion outcomes.

We are still in the early stages, but after a few 
meetings we’ve found it to be a highly positive 
way of passing information ‘up and down the 
chain’, and enabling open and constructive 
discussion between franchisor and franchisees. 

tAkE tImE tO uNdERStANd 
wHAt’S HAppENINg IN tHE 
wIdER wORld 
As property photographers working mainly with 
residential real estate agents we obviously need 
to keep abreast of what is happening in the 
housing market.  Whatever your product it pays 
to understand what’s happening ‘out there’ and 
how it might impact on product demand and 
profitability.

Make sure you subscribe to all relevant 
publications in your field, attend industry events, 
and read as widely as possible about any external 
factors that might impact your company. You 
could also conduct market research or pay for 
data if you can’t source it for free on the web.

FIguRE Out wHAt’S dRIvINg 
yOuR pOtENtIAl FRANCHISEES
Make sure you’re capturing lots of details 
about your franchisees at the enquiry stage, by 
getting them to provide information on income 
and education levels, work experience, how 
they heard about you etc. This provides useful 
information to help establish trends in who is 
enquiring and ultimately purchasing, which you 
can employ to tailor your franchise recruitment.

OptImISE yOuR AdvERtISINg tO 
kEEp FRANCHISE ENquIRIES At A 
HIgH lEvEl
We consistently receive between 50 and 60 
franchise enquiries per month, with the majority 
coming from online sources.  This bucks the trend 
observed in the 2011 PricewaterhouseCoopers 
franchise report, which noted franchisors’ 
difficulties in finding suitable franchisees, with 
average monthly enquiries across the sector 
down from 40 in 2009 to 30 in 2011.

In order to maximise online advertising spend we 
invest time in optimising our ads, incorporating 
key words and place names in titles for example, 
in order to capture as many leads as possible.  
We also have a schedule for updating them, so 
they are regularly refreshed in order to capture as 
many eyes as possible. 

If you advertise with online portals, speak to your 
account manager who may be able to advise on 
how best to structure your ads to improve their 
effectiveness. 
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dON’t OvERlOOk tHE 
ImpORtANCE OF REgulAR 
COmmuNICAtION
Regardless of how geographically dispersed 
your franchisees are, make it a priority to 
communicate regularly with them, which we’ve 
found is vital in maintaining and strengthening 
relationships.

With franchisees located across the country we 
don’t get as much ‘face time’ with them as we’d 
like, so we make the most of any opportunity to 

ROB WATKIN

consuming and painful!), instead where possible 
we canvass franchisees for their opinions to 
ensure decisions are taken based on collective 
input from the group.

FINAlly...
There are many more elements which contribute 
to a franchise system’s success, such as finding 
and retaining quality staff, investing in IT and 
systems, undertaking market research to 
understand your customers, and of course lots of 
blood, sweat and tears!

Each system is different and faces its own unique 
opportunities and challenges, but I hope this 
article has given you some useful tips and info on 
steering your own franchise ship successfully in 
the right direction.  Happy sailing!

Rob Watkin is the owner and managing 
director of Top Snap.  He has a background 
in international business development and as 
well as acquiring Top Snap in 2009, he is also 
a director of FranchiseExpo.com.au, one of 
Australia’s leading franchise portals.

Top Snap is a leading national property 
photography and marketing company, with 
franchisee photographers located across 
Australia providing services to residential and 
commercial real estate agencies.

Contact Top Snap at:

Phone: 1300 TOP SNAP 
Web: www.topsnap.com

get together as a team, whether it be Christmas 
drinks at Head Office for local NSW franchisees, 
or the annual franchisee conference.

The remainder of the time we use telephone 
and email extensively, as well as the intranet to 
share documents and conduct online discussions.  
We also have a monthly internal newsletter 
that features franchisee and Head Office news, 
updates on new suppliers, products or business 
development opportunities etc.

Remote communication tools are also invaluable 
for national systems.  Programs like Teamviewer 
are great for connecting franchisees with remote 
IT support, while Franchise Advisory Councils can 
easily and cheaply be conducted via Skype.

dEvElOp pROduCtIvE 
wORkINg RElAtIONSHIpS wItH 
FRANCHISEES
As other franchisors would no doubt agree, 
success in franchising comes from having 
a shared vision as well as a commitment to 
teamwork and communication.

Our operating philosophy, which helps us develop 
productive and positive relationships with our 
franchisees, is one of consultation.  This doesn’t 
mean consensus, which would mean getting 
everyone’s agreement on a decision (too time-


