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[bookmark: _Toc223298678]Working Title 
Authenticity vs Aesthetic perfection: How Instagram presentation influences client trust and booking decisions in independent beauty businesses.



2.0 Introduction 
Social Media has completely changed how independent beauty businesses attract clients, particularly through visual platforms like Instagram. (Park & Namkung, 2022) says that Instagram marketing activities greatly impact consumer perceptions of brand awareness, image and loyalty, reinforcing the platform's role as a central tool in shaping business visibility and credibility. For many consumers, Instagram now functions as the first point of contact when choosing a practitioner, acting as a digital shop front, portfolio and communication channel simultaneously.
 Because of this, the way a practitioner presents themselves online matters more than ever. Before a client sees the work in person or speaks directly to the practitioners, they are already forming opinions based on what they see on a screen. According to (Hollenbaugh, 2021), research on social media self-presentation explains that individuals and brands consciously shape how they appear online, knowing that profile aesthetics, imagery and tone influence how others judge them. In highly visual industries such as beauty, these first impressions can strongly affect whether someone appears established, skilled or worth booking.
 However, presentation online is not only about looking professional. In recent years, there has been increasing discussion of authenticity in social media marketing. According to (Balaban & Szambolics, 2022), Authenticity on social media is about being real and genuine, not just presenting a carefully polished image. When people share content that feels honest, original, and a little spontaneous, it’s easier for others to connect with them. This sense of realness makes followers feel more emotionally attached to a brand or person, because it feels like there’s a genuine human behind the screen. This suggests that perceived authenticity, meaning how real someone seems online, may influence how emotionally connected consumers feel to a brand or individual. In industries such as beauty, where personal appearance and confidence are involved, this shift towards relatability may begin to shape how clients decide who they trust and ultimately choose to book with. 
In addition to presentation and authenticity, follower visibility can also influence how credibility is formed on Instagram. (De Angelis et al., 2022) found that the number of followers an influencer has interacts with the quality of the message to shape how credible they are perceived to be. Their research shows that larger follower counts alone do not automatically guarantee higher credibility, but they do influence how audiences process and evaluate content. This suggests that visible metrics, such as follower numbers, may serve as signals that shape consumer judgments in digital environments. In beauty industries where practitioners are frequently compared based on their online presence, such cues may contribute to how established or trustworthy a practitioner appears. Decisions around cosmetics and aesthetic procedures are rarely neutral or purely practical. They often involve personal appearance, confidence and social identity, which can heighten perceptions of risk. According to (Phau et al. 2021), consumers considering cosmetic procedures experience both emotional and cognitive responses when evaluating whether to engage in the procedure. This suggests that decision-making in this context is not only rational but also influenced by feelings such as uncertainty or vulnerability. When perceived risk is higher, individuals may rely more heavily on credibility cues to guide their choices. In beauty industries where practitioners are primarily discovered and assessed through social media, visible signals of professionalism, reputation and social validation may therefore become especially important in shaping booking decisions. Although research highlights the roles of credibility, engagement, and perceived risk in online decision-making, there is less discussion of how these factors play out for experienced practitioners in the beauty industry. Increasingly, social media visibility appears to influence who gets booked, sometimes regardless of years of experience or technical ability. This raises questions about whether consumers are relying more on visible metrics such as followers and engagement when choosing a practitioner. In an industry where social media acts as both a portfolio and a marketing tool, this shift may be changing how expertise and professionalism are judged.
Therefore, this study aims to explore how perceived authenticity and visible engagement metrics on Instagram influence consumer trust and booking decisions within independent beauty businesses. To achieve this aim, the study will examine how Instagram presentation shapes perceptions of professionalism, investigate how follower counts and engagement metrics influence credibility, explore the role of perceived risk in cosmetic service decisions, and analyse how social media visibility affects experienced practitioners within the beauty sector.

[bookmark: _Toc223298679]3.0 Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc223298680]3.1 Social Media and Professional Visibility in the Beauty Industry
Platforms such as Instagram now act as more than just marketing tools. Businesses increasingly use social media strategically to enhance visibility and customer engagement, suggesting that online presence has become a central component of modern marketing practice (Tafesse & Wein, 2018). In the context of beauty services, this means Instagram operates as a key space where practitioners showcase their work and build their professional identity.
Unlike traditional forms of promotion, social media allows practitioners to continuously update and refine their online presence. Through images, captions and overall profile layout, individuals can actively shape how they are perceived online and influence how their expertise is judged. According to (Hussain et al, 2024), social media plays a significant role in the construction of entrepreneurial identity, providing individuals with a platform to strategically present and communicate their professional identity. In highly visual industries such as beauty, where results are judged largely through images, the way work is presented online can significantly influence first impressions.
Visual presentation online clearly influences how someone is judged before any direct contact. When scrolling through Instagram, potential clients often make quick decisions based on what they see, such as photo quality, in seconds. Lighting, profile layout and overall branding can shape whether a practitioner appears experienced, professional or reliable. In competitive beauty markets where clients may compare several profiles at once, these visual cues can influence who feels “safe” or credible enough to book with. Studies on first impressions on social media profiles suggest that the way information is presented online can significantly shape how credible and trustworthy someone appears (Qin et al., 2021). There is limited research that specifically examines how this affects independent beauty practitioners operating in local, saturated markets.
[bookmark: _Toc223298681]4.0 Methodology 
[bookmark: _Toc223298682]4.1 Research Purpose and Strategy
This study uses a quantitative approach to explore how Instagram presentation and online visibility influence perceptions of professionalism, credibility and booking decisions within independent beauty businesses. A quantitative method was chosen because it allows attitudes and behavioural intentions to be measured clearly and compared across different participants in a structured way. (Creswell & Creswell, 2018) suggests that quantitative research is useful when the aim is to examine relationships and patterns among responses. As the research focuses on trust, perceived risk, and decision-making, a questionnaire was considered the most suitable method for gathering structured data from both clients and practitioners. (Bryman, 2016) explains that questionnaires are widely used in quantitative research because they allow responses to be collected consistently across participants. This approach will allow patterns to emerge in how social media presence is interpreted and how it may influence booking behaviour within the beauty industry.
[bookmark: _Toc223298683]4.2 Data Collection 
Data will be collected using two online questionnaires, one for clients and one for practitioners. Including both groups will allow the research to explore how clients interpret Instagram presentations and how practitioners experience and manage their own online visibility. The questionnaires will be distributed via an online link. I will be inviting clients of my own business and other independent beauty business owners to take part in the study. The research aims to gather approximately 25 responses from clients and 25 from practitioners to provide a balanced perspective from both groups. The questionnaires will remain open for a set period. Taking part will be entirely optional, and no identifiable information will be collected.
[bookmark: _Toc223298684]4.3 Tools and Analysis
The questionnaires will mainly include closed-ended questions designed to measure perceptions of professionalism, credibility, perceived risk, and the likelihood of booking based on the Instagram presentation. Most questions will use a rating scale, allowing participants to indicate how strongly they agree or disagree with specific statements. This format allows responses to be measured consistently and compared across participants. The responses will be collected through Google Forms and transferred into Excel for analysis. The data will then be reviewed using percentages and average scores to highlight general trends in how Instagram presentation is perceived. Comparisons will also be made between client and practitioner responses to explore whether their views align or differ, particularly regarding follower numbers, engagement, and perceived professionalism. In addition, simple correlation analysis will be used to explore whether certain factors are linked, such as whether higher perceived professionalism is associated with a greater likelihood of booking. Analysing patterns and relationships within social media activity is important when considering its wider business impact, as highlighted by ( Korneliussen & Tafesse, 2020), which supports the inclusion of this level of analysis within this study
[bookmark: _Toc223298685]4.4 Ethical Considerations 
 Before anyone completes the questionnaire, they will be told clearly what the research is about and why it is being carried out. This is so they understand how their answers will be used and can decide whether they are happy to take part. Taking part will be their choice, and they won't need to give their name or any details that could identify them. The information collected will only be used for this dissertation. As I will be asking some of my own clients to participate, I will make it clear that there is no pressure to take part and that it will not affect our professional relationship. Ethical approval will be obtained through the university before the questionnaires are shared.
[bookmark: _Toc223298686]5.0 (E3 Form )
The completed Ethical Consideration Form (E3 Form) is in the Appendix.
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[bookmark: _Toc223298688]7.0 Conclusion
Instagram has changed the way beauty businesses are judged. Clients don’t just look at qualifications or years of experience anymore; they scroll. They look at photos, follower numbers, engagement, and overall presentation, and make decisions based on those factors. Whether that feels fair or not, it is now part of how credibility is formed in this industry.
What this study really shows is that visibility and ability are not always the same thing. A strong online presence can convey professionalism and success, even when experience is limited. At the same time, having years of skill and knowledge does not guarantee attention or bookings if online visibility is low. That tension is something many independent practitioners are currently navigating. However, the findings also suggest that clients are not driven solely by numbers. While numbers are important, quality, clarity, and professionalism still matter. Instagram can shape how people see you, but it’s no substitute for genuine skill and competence. In the end, social media has become one aspect of professional identity in the beauty industry. It shapes how trust is built and how booking decisions are made. The challenge for practitioners moving forward is not whether to use Instagram, but how to balance online visibility with maintaining genuine standards, skill and authenticity.
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