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PRAISE FOR 
BEYOND THE BRAND




Beyond the Brand by Cliff Nonnenmacher and Justin Guevara is a powerful, no-nonsense guide for entrepreneurs ready to dive into franchising with confidence. Their combined experience brings clarity to the complexities of building and scaling a franchise. Packed with real-world insights, actionable strategies, and a fearless approach to growth, this book is a must-read for anyone serious about taking their business to the next level. Cliff and Justin have created the kind of road map that doesn’t just grow brands—it launches empires.


—Maya Ratcliff,


Founder of Hawaii Fluid Art


Beyond the Brand is a must-read for anyone serious about succeeding in franchising. Cliff and Justin don’t just teach you how to buy a brand—they show you how to build a winning system, lead people, and dominate with clarity and purpose. This book goes where most franchise books don’t—into the mindset, the strategy, and the truth about long-term success.


—Josh York,


Founder and CEO of GYMGUYZ


Fear stops more would-be entrepreneurs than failure ever could. This book cuts through the noise and gives aspiring owners the mindset and tools to move forward with purpose. Let Beyond the Brand be the spark that gives you the confidence to start your journey.


—Jeff Labrecque,


Owner of Conserva Irrigation, Koala Insulation, and Bumble Roofing


This book goes beyond surface-level advice, diving deep into the strategic decisions that drive franchise growth and sustainability.


—Carlos Antonius,


CEO of Chatime


Most franchise books avoid the f-word: fear. Not this one. Beyond the Brand faces it head-on and gives you the mindset, tools, and strategy to push through the doubt and build something real.


If you’re serious about owning your future, start here, and prepare to ignite.


—John Lee Dumas,


Host of Entrepreneurs on Fire


In my more than twenty-five years in franchising development I’ve learned one truth: franchising done right creates real wealth. Beyond the Brand shows you exactly how to do it right.


Nonnenmacher and Guevara clearly explain why some people fail and others succeed. This book gives you practical, straightforward advice that works in today’s market. If you’re serious about making money in franchising, this is the guide you need.


—Dan Rowe,


CEO of Fransmart


Franchising is full of fear-based decisions. Beyond the Brand helps you flip the script by focusing on alignment, systems, and strategic leadership. It’s the kind of clarity and candor that most franchisees never get but absolutely need.


—Allan Young,


Founder of Art of Drawers, Author of Disruptable


I’ve rarely met anyone as prepared and insightful as Cliff and Justin. Their deep research, real-world experience, and no-nonsense approach bring clarity and depth to an industry often clouded by noise.


—Carmelo Marsala,


President of SprayNet


After many years in the world of franchising, Cliff and Justin are the sharpest team I’ve worked with. They know how to cut through the complexities of the franchise business, dig deep, and boldly offer the wisdom and advice needed to overcome the toughest of challenges.


—David Cutillo,


CEO of BeBalanced


Cliff and Justin don’t do things halfway. Beyond the Brand is no exception. At the same time, this book is both highly insightful and straightforward with no BS. It’s strategic and topical, but also personal and engaging. Reading Beyond the Brand is like sitting down for beer with Justin and Cliff while they tell you the real truth about business ownership and franchising in today’s world. Well worth the read.


—Andy Fuller,


CEO of Mosquito Hunters


Beyond the Brand by Cliff Nonnenmacher and Justin Guevara is a bold, insightful guide that cuts through the noise and delivers exactly what aspiring franchise owners need: clarity, strategy, and confidence. With real-world experience and actionable advice, the authors take you far beyond surface-level tips to address the mindset, systems, and leadership required for long-term success. Whether you’re new to franchising or ready to scale, this book is a must-read and a powerful starting point for anyone serious about owning their future.


—Dana Hansen,


Co-owner and president of N Zone Sports of America


Beyond the Brand is a great read for anyone serious about building a lasting franchise business. It goes far deeper than surface-level strategy, digging into the systems, mindset, and leadership habits that drive long-term, meaningful results.


—Derek Shewmon,


Cofounder of HOMEstretch


Beyond the Brand doesn’t just pull back the curtain on franchising—it tears it down. Cliff and Justin deliver the truth aspiring franchisees need to hear: success comes not just from picking the right brand, but from aligning with the right systems, mindset, and mission. This book is a must-read for anyone serious about building a real business, not just buying a logo.


—Hao Lam,


Chairman and CEO of Best in Class Education Center


The best franchisees I work with aren’t just looking for profits—they’re looking for purpose, partnership, and process. Franchise success doesn’t come from buying into a name—it comes from aligning with a mission, embracing proven systems, and showing up with grit every day. At Amramp, we grow with franchisees who share our values and vision for impact. Beyond the Brand gets that. It’s a powerful guide for entrepreneurs ready to build something that lasts. This is the kind of book I wish every new franchisee would read before signing.


—Justin Gordon,


CEO of Amramp Accessibility
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To the bold risk-takers, the dreamers who refuse to settle, and the entrepreneurs who dare to build something bigger than themselves.


This book is for you. May it guide, inspire, and empower you to go beyond the brand and face the unknown with clarity, confidence, and courage.


Because fear will show up.


And when it does, may you face it like a true entrepreneur:


not by backing down, but by stepping forward.


This is fearless franchising.


And this is your future.


Welcome to the pursuit.
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INTRODUCTION


Where We Started, Who We Are & Why We Wrote This Book


By Justin Guevara


In the mid-1980s, most eight-year-olds were thinking about playing with their friends. They were dreaming about the toys they wanted and asking their parents for the latest G.I. Joe playset, Hot Wheels, or LEGOs. Not Cliff Nonnenmacher. He wasn’t about to ask anyone for anything. Instead, he went after money and the independence it symbolized to him. How do you earn money when you’re only eight years old? You look for opportunity, and you grab it. In Cliff’s case, that opportunity came from neighbor kids whose father, a pioneer in the plastics business, told his kids that if they wanted to go to college, they had to make their own money. Those kids went clamming, which Cliff was too young to do. But they also retrieved golf balls, and when Cliff heard that, he knew he’d found his way to independence.


Obviously, he couldn’t just stroll into the local country club and start scavenging for balls to sell. He had to sneak. The minute he stepped onto that perfectly groomed course, he breathed in the scent of wealth. In the middle of the country club fairway was a massive wooded section known as the Middle Woods. It wasn’t the safest place, thick with ticks and, at the water’s edge, muskrats, water rats, and occasionally human rats who didn’t want kids down there scrounging for their golf balls. One day, an angry golfer caught Cliff and his older brother Scott hunting for golf balls and snapped. In a fit of rage, he swung his club at Scott’s head with full force, missing only because the club wrapped around a tree. It was a terrifying close call, a moment that could have ended in tragedy. But even that brush with danger wasn’t enough to stop Cliff. He was mining for gold; that was how he viewed his mission. The golf balls were his gold because he could sell them, at first for a quarter each for white balls, but depending on the brand of the ball, he might earn as much as a dollar or a dollar and fifty cents. That was big money for a kid.


Cliff learned to price the balls by researching how much new ones sold for, making him probably the only eight-year-old in the area to engage in market research. His mother had strict instructions to hang onto her empty egg cartons, which Cliff used as his display cases. He wrote the price of each ball next to it in the carton, and then came the sales. Obviously, he couldn’t sell inside the country club, so he stood just outside, and as the members arrived, he’d hold out his collection. He knew the value of what he was selling because he’d done the research. He knew his golf balls were priced lower than new balls. And he made it easy for his potential customers by placing himself between them and the country club.


His venture was a success, and from this young age, Cliff was not only an innovative entrepreneur but was also strong willed. Even when adults insisted he was wrong, he held his ground because he knew he was right. The golf ball business was only the first of many times he would dig for metaphorical gold.


He was well known at school for being the one who could get you anything, and his business went far beyond lending beer money for weekend partying, which came with heavy Monday morning interest. I shake my head when I think about how most kids, myself included, would just tell their friends, “Hey, you want some beer? I’ve got a couple of six-packs. Let’s go out and drink.” Instead, Cliff would set up shop behind the Long Island Savings Bank in East Islip, New York, and lend kids money for beer and anything else they needed. During the week, he lent money on the lunch line. So yes, he was running his own finance company, and his fellow students were his customers.


He had lockers all over school from which he sold candy, gum, and jewelry. He actually had a source for gold in New York. It was easy to value because the price of an ounce of gold was published in the paper—and of course Cliff had his own scale. In the early eighties, when First Blood, the Rambo film, came out, survival knives were in demand. Because Cliff lived in Great River, where there were no mailboxes, people got their mail at the post office. At age ten, Cliff would go there and buy between $300 and $500 in money orders. Remember that in 1980, $500 was the equivalent of $1,911 in today’s dollars—enough to attract the attention of postal employees. Then Cliff would order Rambo survival knives and sell them. He did the same with boot knives, and when dealing with a potential customer, he’d just take out his cutlery roll-up bag like the pro that he was. He also sold dart guns, and he sold and rented BB guns for war games. As you might imagine, the post office clerks were concerned about those money orders, and they notified his parents, who still had no idea how large their son’s business was but felt he was, in the words of his father, “going down the wrong path.”


Cliff didn’t like school because he felt the teachers lacked both the knowledge and the life experience to teach him what he wanted to learn to be a successful adult. He was constantly in the dean’s office. Yet at the beginning of every school year, he rented a limo, and he and his buddies arrived in style to kick off one more series of adventures. Then, eleventh grade rolled around, and Cliff’s dad, who happened to be a police detective, didn’t like what he was seeing, despite Cliff’s efforts to hide his activities. Ultimately, he asked Cliff to open his safe, and he found Cliff’s black book and saw how much money his son was making and how much he was owed. To Cliff’s horror, upon his father’s retirement, he told Cliff, “Start packing. We’re moving to Florida.”


The family started at Sarasota and then drove down the west coast of Florida, finally landing on Marco Island, a retirement community just south of Naples.


A New Identity


On the same day he got his driver’s license, Cliff drove to the Marco Island Hilton in search of a job. It made sense to him to be able to work at a place with good cash tips and hours he could work after school. When he arrived, another kid was just coming out of the hotel, and Cliff could tell he wasn’t happy. When Cliff asked what was going on, the kid said, “I just quit.”


Cliff asked what he did, and the kid said, “I was the valet runner.”


That’s all it took. Once Cliff was inside, he said, “I’m here to replace the valet runner who just walked out.”


He started work the following day. The average age on the island was about sixty, and that led Cliff to his next business. Many of the people who lived there were wealthy and drove Jaguars, BMWs, and other luxury automobiles. Many of these people were traveling, and they needed those cars to keep moving while they were away. Cliff was there to do just that. He drove these expensive cars, and when his wealthy clients flew back to the island, they knew their cars would be in top shape. In addition to maintaining residents’ cars, Cliff detailed cars for residents, hotel guests, and hotel staff. Marco Island did not have a car wash, so he hand-cleaned cars and waxed them, and he conducted this business out of his parents’ garage. That’s right. The kid who, just a year earlier, had been lending money for beer and selling knives to classmates was now earning the trust of the wealthy—while still a high school student.
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Cliff standing in front of a car, postdetailing.





I asked Cliff about that change once, and he told me this: “I got to a place where it hurt me deeply to see how upset my parents were that I was doing things that they didn’t approve of. I left New York in New York. I literally reinvented myself and started over.”


Uber Eats Before Uber Eats


Cliff hadn’t worked long as a doorman when he recognized another need. Every day, many times a day, hotel guests would ask him questions like these:


“Where can I get a grouper sandwich?”


“Where can I find really good chicken wings?”


“Where can I take my wife for a romantic dinner?”


Part of Cliff’s brain was always in market research mode, and those questions revealed a clear need. After graduating high school in 1990, he skipped the ceremony and flew to Europe for a three-week backpacking trip through the UK, France, Italy, Germany, Belgium, and the Netherlands. Somewhere along that journey, he decided he’d launch CRN Delivery Service when he got back. His concept was simple: deliver restaurant food directly to customers. With cell phones still bulky and expensive, he relied on pagers. Cliff hit the pavement, walking into restaurants and telling managers, “I’m going to deliver your food, and it won’t cost you a dime.” He charged customers a three-dollar delivery fee—hoping to also receive a tip.


His brother Scott—the same brother who had almost got his head bashed in with a golf club during Cliff’s first entrepreneurial adventure—was his first customer. Scott was working at the Marriott at the time, and many of his coworkers soon followed his lead.


In May of 1990, Cliff graduated from high school, happy to have it behind him. About this time, the local newspaper wanted to write a story about him, and Cliff’s newest venture was off. Cliff was so busy that he had to hire someone—a young woman in her mid-twenties—just to take phone calls. She looked at Cliff and asked, “How old are you?” As usual, age didn’t hinder him. Cliff believes he was the first food delivery subcontractor for McDonald’s in the United States. He had three vehicles on the road and was making three hundred deliveries a day, and one hundred of those were for McDonald’s alone. His best friend, Gary Vecchio, was driving seven days a week, delivering food, and Cliff says he couldn’t have done it without him.


Cliff’s success at food delivery wasn’t going unnoticed. Soon, management at the hotel invited him to take over their water sport concessions on the Gulf of Mexico. If this were a movie, it would take on speed here—Cliff heading to New Jersey, running parasail boats on the Jersey shore from Memorial Day to Labor Day, making more money than he did all year in Florida. Then Cliff returning the parasail boat to Marco Island, running it out of a Hilton Hotel and Hilton Grand Vacation timeshare property. In Florida, he also rented beach chairs, a fleet of Jet Skis, umbrellas, cabanas, catamarans, and kayaks, and then he sold all the sundries out of a beach hut. He had a phone on the counter of the beach hut so that people could order food to be delivered right there.
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Cliff manning the beach hut in Florida.





He then became a national distributor of the FunNoodle, a giant foam swimming pool toy. He bought a tractor trailer full of the noodles and sold them retail for five dollars each. His cost was about twenty-five cents each. Cliff sold them to the pool operators from Key West all the way to the Orlando Marriott World Center, but once he saw the FunNoodle at Walmart, he knew it was time to pivot. Time for a new idea.


He wanted his next business to be indoors, a bad-weather hedge, and with his brother Scott, he bought Network Video, one of the two video stores on Marco Island. While rain shut down the beach business, the video store kept the cash flowing.


When Cliff was preparing a pitch to take over water sports operations at a hotel, he hired an artist to help bring his vision to life. “I want you to draw the Marco Island Hilton from the perspective of the Gulf—looking back at the beach,” Cliff explained. “Show every detail of what I plan to build there. I want to see the guests being handed towels, being walked to their cabanas. I want to see the service in action.” The artist captured it perfectly. Cliff not only landed the contract, but his rendering was so impactful that the hotel proudly hung it in the executive office.
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