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Introduction

Years ago, eating out was an event reserved for special occasions or  weekends. 
In today’s flourishing food service industry, however, you can find a lot of 
options for any time of the day or week, and because of a number of factors, 

the food truck has surfaced as a new and exciting way to bring food to the 
customer.

A lot of people dream of success in the mobile food industry, but due to the relative 
freshness of the industry and a lack of experienced mentors, many have entered it 
with misconceptions. Keep in mind that a food truck business is just that — a 
business. You must crunch numbers, make sales projections, and watch labor 
costs just like every business. Ultimately, your success will be judged on your 
profitability, like any other business.

Whether you’re a long-time restaurant operator or a fresh, new culinary school 
grad, reading this book is a wonderful step in launching your own mobile food 
business. After reading it, you should know whether you have what you need to be 
successful.

About This Book
No food truck industry trade organization will test you to determine whether you 
have what it takes to successfully enter the mobile food industry. But after you 
read this book, you’ll have a good idea whether this business is right for you — 
and you’ll have the knowledge to get started on the right foot. You can devour this 
book from start to finish (no pun intended), or you can check out only the sections 
you need — either option works. No matter what your level of experience is, you’ll 
find this task-oriented reference book your step-by-step guide to entering and 
staying in the food truck industry.

To help you navigate this book, I use the following conventions:

 » I use italics for emphasis and to highlight new words or terms followed by a 
definition.
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 » I boldfaced text to indicate keywords in bulleted lists or the action part of 
numbered steps.

 » I use monofont for web addresses.

When this book was printed, some web addresses may have needed to break across 
two lines of text. If that happened, rest assured that I haven’t put in any extra 
characters (such as hyphens) to indicate the break. So when using one of these 
web addresses, just type in exactly what you see in this book, pretending as though 
the line break doesn’t exist.

You don’t have to read every word in this book if you don’t want to. I know your 
time is valuable and you don’t have much time to spare. Therefore, to help you 
speed things up a little, feel free to skip over anything with a Tech Stuff icon next 
to it. The information in those paragraphs isn’t really necessary for understand-
ing the topic. Also, the sidebars (those shaded gray boxes) are fun and interesting, 
but they’re a bonus for people who have the time to read them. Feel free to skip 
them if you must.

Foolish Assumptions
Food truck owners have to make assumptions about the customers who will be 
approaching their service windows, and authors have to do the same thing — we 
have to make assumptions about our readers. I’ve come up with the following list 
of assumptions about why you picked up this book:

 » You’re thinking about opening your own food truck, and you want practical, 
how-to advice to accomplish your goals.

 » You’ve worked in the food truck industry, and now you’re thinking about 
spreading your wings and getting behind the wheel as an owner.

 » You’ve never worked in a restaurant, let alone a food truck, but you’ve been a 
success in other professional endeavors and possess skills that you can apply 
to this business.

 » You’re fresh out of culinary school and thinking about putting those skills to 
work in your own truck.

 » You currently own or operate a food truck and seek advice to keep it running 
smoothly and successfully.

 » You buy every book that sports a yellow and black cover.
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Icons Used in This Book
In this book, I use small pictures, called icons, to highlight important information. 
Here’s a guide to what the icons mean and what they look like.

The Remember icon indicates ideas that you should take away from this book, no 
matter what.

This icon points out helpful ideas that can give you the upper hand on your road 
to food truck success.

Whenever you see this icon, watch out! It alerts you to potential pitfalls to avoid. 
Reach out for advice from a professional on these matters.

I use the Technical Stuff icon to flag information that’s interesting but not essen-
tial for a food truck rookie to know.

Beyond the Book
This book comes with an online Cheat Sheet that includes additional helpful infor-
mation. To get the Cheat Sheet, go to www.dummies.com and type Running a Food 
Truck For Dummies Cheat Sheet in the Search box. (No access code required.)

Where to Go from Here
If you want to know everything involved in owning and operating a food truck, 
start at the beginning of this book and read it straight through. However, if you’re 
looking for certain aspects of running a food truck, you can refer to the table of 
contents or the index to find the specific topic you want. Each chapter is meant to 
stand alone, and the information each chapter contains isn’t dependent on your 
reading previous chapters to understand it.

If you’re brand-new to the mobile food industry and aren’t sure where to start, 
Chapter 2 helps you understand the different types of vehicle platforms to choose 

http://www.dummies.com
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from that best suit your concept. Interested in tips to create or improve your 
menu? Turn to Chapter 8. Want to find out how to attract more customers to your 
service window with the help of social media? Chapter  16 has your name all 
over it.

You can jump around, start wherever you want, and finish when you feel like it, so 
buckle in and hit the road.
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IN THIS PART . . .

Getting to know the mobile food industry and 
determining whether you can cut the mustard

Planning out a specific road map for your food truck 
business, from concept to cuisine

Figuring out how to deliver your future culinary creations

Understanding your local market and determining who 
your customers will be
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IN THIS CHAPTER

Understanding a day in the life of a 
food truck owner

Deciding whether you have what it 
takes to run your own truck

Walking through the initial stages of 
starting your mobile food business

Getting ready to open your food truck

Making sure your truck runs smoothly

Drawing crowds to your truck (and 
getting them to come back)

Food on Wheels: 
The Lowdown on 
Food Trucks

So you’ve just finished watching the latest episode of Eat Street or The Great 
Food Truck Race and think that owning a food truck looks like fun. Or maybe 
you stumbled upon a food truck in your area, watched the busy lines, and 

noticed that the staff appeared to be having a great time. With these observations, 
it wouldn’t be a huge leap for you to think, “Hey, these trucks get huge crowds, 
and the employees seem to be happy, so maybe I should run my own.”

When on the outside looking in, you can easily miss all the hard work that’s 
involved in getting a food truck business started and ready to serve the community. 
As the owner, you have to manage every detail of the business, including hiring the 

Chapter 1
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staff, designing the menu, and even picking up trash left by your customers. A food 
truck can quickly become more work than fun if you aren’t aware of all you’ll be 
required to do.

This chapter serves as your starting point into the mobile food industry. I take you 
on a quick tour of a day in the life of a food truck owner and then give you a guide 
to help you look a little deeper at your motivations and expectations for entering 
the industry. I also walk you through the steps of starting and running your own 
truck, from deciding what kind to run to getting (and keeping) followers.

Checking Out a Typical Day in the Life  
of a Food Truck Owner

Running a food truck is no stroll in the park. In fact, operating a food truck can 
involve downright dirty, draining, and difficult work. When your employees drop 
the ball, it’s up to you to pick it up. When a tire goes flat, often you’ll be the one 
who has to repair it. You’ll work the most (and longest) hours. You’ll work every 
job in the business, from line cook to mechanic to accountant. To create a success-
ful food truck business, you’ll need to develop a culture of hard work, with you 
being the one setting the example for your staff.

After weeks (or months) of refining your recipes and spending numerous hours on 
the phone, waiting in line, and filling out reams of paperwork, you’re finally ready 
Your truck has been outfitted with the perfect kitchen. The sign company has 
called to inform you that the graphics and menu board are complete. It’s time to 
fire up the grill and open for business. Now comes the easy part, right? Sure, it can 
be a 9-to-5 job, but not in the way you may expect. The following sections provide 
you with a look into a day in the life of a food truck owner. (Keep in mind that your 
schedule will look different if you opt for a different service time, such as break-
fast or lunch.)

When I say a 9-to-5 workday, I bet the following sections aren’t quite what you’re 
expecting. I didn’t include this information to scare anyone but rather to provide 
a look into a typical day of a food truck owner. Many truck owners I’ve spoken 
with have told me that nothing is glamorous about running a food truck. Why do 
they do it then? According to most, the feeling they get when they see their cus-
tomers’ laughs and smiles after taking bites of the items they just ordered off the 
menu makes it all worth it  — they do it for a love of cooking and serving 
the public.
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9 a.m. to noon
The alarm goes off, and you crawl out of bed; it’s 9 a.m. While the coffee brews, 
you boot up your computer so you can check any important emails, tweets, 
 Facebook messages, and the like that may have come in overnight. From the time 
you wake up until approximately two hours later, you’re busy going over your 
calendar of events and planning for your day. After you complete your correspon-
dence, you start planning for upcoming events. With 30 minutes to go before 
meeting with your team members, it’s time to get ready and drive to your meet-
up location, the commercial kitchen.

High noon to 12:30 p.m.
You meet with your team to discuss your notes, daily specials, and suggestions 
from lessons learned the previous day. Your team shares with you what they’ve 
heard overnight from local news and from customers and competitors. Sharing 
this information keeps everyone in the loop, part of the team, and, in most cases, 
in high spirits.

12:30 p.m. to 5:30 p.m.
During this time, the team goes to the market and bakery or to inventory the food 
shipments that have been delivered. After getting the food needed for the truck, 
everyone heads to the commercial kitchen to chop fruits and vegetables, blend the 
sauces, and grill the meat (if you serve it). Those team members not involved in 
the food prep will organize the truck to ready it for the work night, fire up their 
Twitter and Facebook accounts to notify followers of the truck’s location(s), and 
conduct another round of correspondence and phone calls.

5:30 p.m. to 6 p.m.
Time to head to your “office”; you now take the truck from the commercial kitch-
en’s lot to your first stop.

6 p.m. to 2:30 a.m.
It’s time! It’s time to open the doors, practice your trade, and make your mark on 
your community. When you reach your destination and a line of people are already 
at the curb, the sight is both invigorating and terrifying. It’s invigorating because 
you already have loyal followers who have found your location and are waiting to 
be served a meal from your heart. It’s terrifying because you need to park and 
start cooking quickly so you aren’t keeping your customers waiting too long.



10      PART 1  Rolling into the Food Truck Industry

You’ll have little to no awareness of what’s going on outside the truck during this 
period. Your eyes will shift from the growing queue of ticket orders to the fryers 
to the main cooking surface while you’re preparing the orders as they come in. 
Now is when you must enjoy your job; now is the point where you’ll know whether 
you’ve made the proper choice in opening a food truck. If you’re distracted or dis-
like your environment, you may want to start planning how to sell your invest-
ment and head to another career.

2:30 a.m. to 5 a.m.
The night’s service is over, and you’ve made your way back to the commercial 
kitchen. You clean out the truck and wash it down so it’s ready for the next shift. 
You break down and marinate the meat and, in some cases, even order the bread 
for tomorrow’s pick-up or delivery.

You store the food and lock up the truck. It’s finally time to head home.

On the trip home, you reflect back on the day and are very thankful that the oil in 
the fryer didn’t explode or that you were able to start the truck without any issues, 
and finally, you see it — home sweet home. After a final round of reading emails 
and listening to phone messages, you go to bed. Your 9-to-5 workday is over, only 
to start again in a few hours.

Discovering Whether You Have What It 
Takes to Run a Food Truck

Have you ever wanted to start your own business? If you’re self-motivated and 
have a love of food and people, opening your own food truck can be a great career 
option for you. Not everyone is cut out for this diverse industry, though. Are you? 
You can find out with the help of the following sections.

Monitoring your motivations
Owning your own food truck takes a special type of person. A successful food truck 
owner needs to have some business sense. Patience is an important asset in own-
ing your own mobile food business, as are good people skills.
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Before you invest any more time or money in the process of starting up your food 
truck empire (except for purchasing and reading this book), you need to find out 
the real reasons you’re motivated to do this. Be as honest with yourself as possi-
ble; fooling yourself is only going to hurt you and your pocketbook in the long run.

People have many reasons to want to own and operate a food truck; some of my 
favorites include the following:

 » They like the business aspect of owning a food truck.

 » They have a passion for food.

 » They want to provide a service to their community.

 » They’re self-motivated.

 » They like being around other people.

The following list contains some reasons that shouldn’t be motivation for starting 
a food truck:

 » Thinking it’ll be easy

 » Thinking it’ll make you rich

 » Wanting to be a celebrity chef

 » Being tired of having a “real” job

If you happen to be motivated by any of these reasons, don’t fret. Just make sure 
they’re not your only (or primary) motivators to enter this industry.

Tracking key traits
A food truck’s success isn’t based on any magic formula, but most food truck 
owners who do well share many of the same personality traits. They’re a special 
breed of culinary entrepreneurs who are highly motivated, caring, and curious 
individuals. They effectively balance their personal and business goals, take 
advantage of others’ expertise, and continually seek to figure out the best prac-
tices exhibited by their competition. Some common traits shared by food truck 
owners include the following:

 » Hard workers: Successful food truck owners work hard and play hard, too. 
They get up early; they rarely complain; they expect high performance from 
others, but they expect extraordinary performance from themselves.



12      PART 1  Rolling into the Food Truck Industry

 » Self-reliant and not afraid to take responsibility: Successful food truck 
owners don’t worry about blame, and they don’t waste time complaining. 
They make decisions and move on.

 » Focused on the future: Food truck owners who have thrived are good at 
both short and long-term planning. They’re as likely to have a well-thought-out 
plan for the day-to-day running of their business as a road map for how to run 
the business for years.

 » Eager to learn: Strong food truck owners are always reading, educating 
themselves, and asking questions. They ask for advice, try things out, consult 
experts and amateurs, and always look for a better, faster, and cheaper 
solution.

 » Action oriented: Successful food truck owners are proactive and always 
differentiate themselves from their competitors. They’re less worried than 
other small business owners about the state of the economy and are more 
likely to look at adversity as a sign to keep moving forward.

 » Tech-savvy: Perhaps it shouldn’t be a surprise that the best food truck 
owners invest both time and money on improving their website and are likely 
to rely a great deal on technology, such as social media and point-of-sale 
systems, to help make their business more efficient.

Doing Some Initial Work to Start  
Your Food Truck

Starting a food truck business may not be as expensive as opening a brick-and- 
mortar restaurant. With that said, it still costs more money than most people have 
on hand, and it can still be as potentially risky as opening a diner or fine-dining 
establishment. Because of this, you have to plan ahead and get your ducks in a 
row. Here’s what you need to do so:

 » The first thing everyone thinks of when discussing the mobile food industry is 
the vehicles the food is served from. Depending on your area and the laws 
there that regulate the industry, you need to determine which type of food 
truck platform best suits your needs. Chapter 2 covers the pros and cons of 
each type of truck as well as what you need to consider when determining 
which will be the best for your business.

 » Even if you have the best truck on the streets and the most delicious menu 
offerings, without understanding the needs of your marketplace, a food truck 


