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[bookmark: _Toc171279038]Introduction
Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) are essential to the economic fabric of many countries, driving innovation, fostering competition, and creating significant employment opportunities (European Commission, 2020). These enterprises, typically defined by their moderate size and revenue, must navigate challenges such as limited access to capital, intense market competition, and the need for continual innovation (OECD, 2019). Effective strategic management is essential for SMEs to overcome these challenges and ensure long-term sustainability and growth (Jones & Tilley, 2018).
Examples of successful SMEs include Hook Norton Brewery, Devanet UK Ltd., Miss Macaroon, The Rude Health Company, and The Inkey List. Each of these companies has carved out a unique niche in their respective markets through strategic innovation and management. This report focuses on The Inkey List, a dynamic skincare brand that has gained significant traction due to its commitment to transparency, affordability, and consumer education. 
The primary objective of this report is to develop a long-term business strategy for The Inkey List. Initially, the report critically appraises the company's current strategic direction, including its vision, mission, and strategic objectives. This is followed by a comprehensive environmental analysis using tools such as PESTLE and SWOT to identify key opportunities and threats facing the company. Furthermore, a stakeholder analysis evaluates the expectations and influence of various stakeholders. Various strategic growth options for The Inkey List are explored using models like the Ansoff Matrix, BCG Matrix, and Porter’s Generic Strategies. Based on this analysis, a new sustainable strategy is proposed, along with a justification for its potential to enhance The Inkey List’s competitive position. Finally, the report provides strategic recommendations for future development and implementation, considering the specific challenges that SMEs face in executing strategic plans. By following this structured approach, the report aims to offer actionable insights and recommendations to ensure the long-term strategy and competitiveness of The Inkey List in the dynamic skincare market.



[bookmark: _Toc171279039]1. Current Strategic Direction of The Inkey List
[bookmark: _Toc171279040]1.1 Overview and History
In 2018, Colette Laxton and Mark Curry launched The Inkey List. has rapidly gained prominence in the beauty industry. The company was established with the mission of simplifying skincare and making it accessible to everyone. This mission is reflected in their straightforward product offerings, each focused on a single key ingredient. Over the past few years, The Inkey List has expanded its product range and market presence, becoming a trusted name in skincare for its transparency, affordability, and educational approach (Mintel, 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc171279041]1.2 Vision and Strategic Alignment
The Inkey List’s vision is to democratize skincare by making high-quality, effective products understandable and accessible to everyone. This vision drives the company's strategic direction and is reflected in their commitment to transparency, education, and affordability. The strategic objectives of The Inkey List are closely aligned with this vision, ensuring that all actions and plans contribute to making skincare simpler and more accessible for consumers (Laxton & Curry, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc171279042]1.3 Strategic Objectives and Actions
One of the primary strategic objectives of The Inkey List is product innovation. The company focuses on developing innovative products that highlight single hero ingredients, simplifying the skincare routine for consumers. By regularly introducing new products tailored to address specific skin concerns, such as acne, hyperpigmentation, and aging, The Inkey List ensures they stay relevant to market trends and consumer needs (the inkey list, nd). Consumer education is another core component of The Inkey List’s strategy. Through the "Ask Inkey" initiative, the company provides personalized skincare advice to consumers. Utilizing digital platforms, including social media and its website, The Inkey List shares educational content about skincare ingredients and routines, empowering consumers to make informed decisions. This approach not only enhances consumer knowledge but also fosters brand loyalty (Mintel, 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc171279043]1.4 Resource Utilization
The Inkey List effectively utilizes its financial resources by making significant investments in research and development, ensuring continuous innovation in its product offerings. Marketing and promotional activities are well-funded to increase brand awareness and consumer education. The company employs a team of skincare experts, including dermatologists and chemists, who are integral to product development and consumer education. Skilled marketing and customer service teams engage with consumers across various platforms, enhancing customer experience and brand loyalty (Laxton & Curry, 2021).
In terms of technological resources, The Inkey List boasts advanced research facilities that support the development of innovative skincare products. Additionally, a robust digital infrastructure facilitates e-commerce and online consumer engagement, which is essential for modern retail. This infrastructure not only supports sales but also enables effective communication and education initiatives (Cosmetics Business, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc171279044]1.5 Strategic Implementation in Operations
Operationally, The Inkey List ensures efficient supply chain management to maintain product availability and affordability, adhering to the brand’s commitment to accessibility. Continuous process improvements in manufacturing help maintain product quality while controlling costs. Marketing strategies are multi-channel, with products sold through major retailers like Sephora and Cult Beauty, as well as directly through the company's e-commerce platform. Extensive use of social media for marketing campaigns and consumer education strengthens brand presence and consumer trust (Mintel, 2020). Human resources play a critical role, with a focus on recruiting skilled professionals in research, marketing, and customer service. Ongoing employee training and development ensure that staff are knowledgeable about the latest industry trends and best practices, which is vital for maintaining the company's competitive edge (Laxton & Curry, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc171279045]1.6 Maximizing Organizational Value
The Inkey List maximizes organizational value through strategic initiatives that align with their vision. Offering premium goods at reasonable costs is part of the value proposition that gives customers great value and promotes brand loyalty and trust. Emphasis on consumer education and personalized advice strengthens customer relationships and loyalty. Innovative product offerings and a commitment to transparency position The Inkey List as a trusted and competitive brand in the skincare market. Continuous innovation and expansion of the product line ensure long-term growth and adaptability to market changes (Cosmetics Business, 2023).


[bookmark: _Toc171279046]2. Environmental Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc171279047]2.1 External Environment Analysis using PESTLE
A comprehensive environmental analysis using the PESTLE framework helps understand the external factors affecting The Inkey List. This analysis identifies political, economic, social, technological, legal, and environmental factors affecting the firm’s strategies and decisions.
Political Factors
Government policies and regulations significantly impact the skincare industry. Changes in regulations regarding product safety, labeling, and advertising can affect The Inkey List’s operations (Smith, 2019). Furthermore, trade rules and tariffs have a significant impact on the price of raw materials and the endeavours to expand internationally. Brexit has particularly affected UK-based companies like The Inkey List, impacting supply chains and market access (Al-Shahmani, 2018).
Economic Factors
The economic environment significantly influences consumer purchasing patterns. During periods of economic decline, there is a tendency for consumers to decrease their spending on non-essential things, such as skincare products (morea and Martiniello, 2021).
Conversely, periods of economic growth often see increased consumer spending on premium skincare products. Inflation and currency fluctuations also affect production costs and pricing strategies. The Inkey List’s affordability focus is particularly relevant in economic downturns as consumers seek cost-effective yet quality alternatives (McKinsey & Company, 2020).
Social Factors
Demographic changes and evolving consumer preferences significantly influence the skincare market. The need for skincare products that are inclusive and cater to varied skin types and issues is increasing (Mintel, 2021).Consumers are increasingly health-conscious and prefer products with natural and transparent ingredients. Social media's emergence has revolutionised consumer behaviour, since influencers have become crucial in influencing purchase choices. The Inkey List’s strategy of transparency and education aligns well with these social trends (Deloitte, 2020).


Technological Factors
Technological advancements drive innovation in the skincare industry. Developments in biotechnology and dermatology lead to new and improved skincare formulations (GlobalData, 2021). Digital technologies also play a critical role in marketing and consumer engagement. The Inkey List leverages social media and digital platforms to educate consumers and promote their products. E-commerce has become increasingly important, especially during the COVID-19 pandemic, accelerating online sales channels (Statista, 2021).
Legal Factors
Compliance with legal regulations is crucial in the skincare industry. This includes adherence to laws regarding product safety, marketing claims, and intellectual property rights (KPMG, 2021). The Inkey List must navigate different regulatory environments in various markets, which can be complex and resource-intensive. Data protection and privacy laws also impact the company’s digital marketing and e-commerce strategies (Daigle and Khan, 2020).
Environmental Factors
Sustainability is a growing concern among consumers and regulators. There is increasing pressure on companies to adopt environmentally friendly practices, such as sustainable sourcing of ingredients, eco-friendly packaging, and reducing carbon footprints (The Guardian, 2021). The Inkey List’s commitment to affordability and transparency must be balanced with sustainable practices to meet consumer expectations and regulatory requirements (Deloitte, 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc171279048]2.2 Internal Environment Analysis using SWOT
The SWOT analysis paradigm facilitates the comprehension of The Inkey List's internal strengths and weaknesses, along with its external opportunities and threats.
Strengths
The Inkey List’s focus on single-ingredient products simplifies skincare for consumers and highlights transparency. Competitive pricing makes high-quality skincare accessible to a broader audience. The commitment to education and transparency has built a loyal customer base. Effective use of digital channels enhances marketing and sales (Laxton & Curry, 2021).
Weaknesses
Heavy reliance on online sales may limit reach to certain consumer segments. As an SME, The Inkey List may encounter limitations in resources when compared to larger competitors, which might impact its capacity to expand operations and maintain a constant stream of innovation. Dependence on specific suppliers and geopolitical issues can disrupt supply chains (the inky list, nd).
Opportunities
Expanding into new geographical markets and diversifying the product line to include more skin types and concerns presents significant growth opportunities. Enhancing sustainability practices can meet rising consumer expectations and regulatory demands. Further integration of advanced technologies in product development and digital marketing can drive innovation and efficiency (Mintel, 2021).
Threats
The skincare sector is characterised by intense competition, with a multitude of well-established brands as well as emerging players. Evolving regulations can impact product formulations, marketing strategies, and operational costs. Economic downturns can have an impact on unnecessary consumer purchasing, such as skincare (Morea and Martiniello, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc171279049]2.3 Integration of PESTLE and SWOT Findings
Integrating PESTLE and SWOT analyses provides a comprehensive understanding of the strategic landscape for The Inkey List. Ensuring compliance with evolving regulations is critical (Smith, 2019). Developing strategies to mitigate the impact of economic downturns is essential, with a focus on affordability to attract cost-conscious consumers (Euromonitor International, 2021). Leveraging technological advancements to develop innovative products that meet diverse consumer needs and embracing sustainability initiatives can enhance brand reputation (GlobalData, 2021; The Guardian, 2021). Strengthening digital infrastructure to support e-commerce and online consumer engagement remains vital (Statista, 2021).
By understanding these factors, The Inkey List can develop strategies that enhance strengths, correct weaknesses, focus on opportunities, and reduce risks, supporting the company’s vision of democratizing skincare while ensuring long-term sustainability and competitiveness.

[bookmark: _Toc171279050]3. Stakeholder Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc171279051]3.1 Identification of Key Stakeholders
The Inkey List interacts with a variety of stakeholders who influence and are influenced by its operations. These parties are generally classified as internal or external stakeholders.
Internal Stakeholders:
Employees: Including product development teams, marketing teams, customer service representatives, and management.
Founders/Owners: Colette Laxton and Mark Curry, who provide the vision and strategic direction for the company.
External Stakeholders:
Customers: Both existing and potential customers who purchase and use The Inkey List products.
Suppliers: Providers of raw materials and packaging for The Inkey List’s products.
Retail Partners: Major retailers like Sephora and Cult Beauty who distribute The Inkey List products.
Investors: Financial stakeholders who have invested in the company.
Regulatory Bodies: Organizations that set and enforce regulations related to product safety, marketing, and environmental standards (KPMG, 2021).
Community and Environmental Groups: Organizations concerned with the environmental and social impact of The Inkey List’s operations (The Guardian, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc171279052]3.2 Analysis of Stakeholders' Expectations and Relative Power
Employees: Expect fair compensation, career development opportunities, a healthy work environment, and job security. They hold significant power as their satisfaction directly impacts productivity and innovation (Bridge et al., 1998).
Founders/Owners: Seek sustainable growth, profitability, and realization of their vision. Their power is very high as they make strategic decisions and steer the company’s direction (Jones & Tilley, 2018).
Customers: Demand high-quality, effective, and affordable skincare products, transparency about ingredients, and excellent customer service. They have high power since their purchasing decisions drive the company’s revenue and market reputation (Mintel, 2021).
Suppliers: Expect reliable business relationships, timely payments, and fair trade terms. Their power ranges from medium to high, as they are essential for production but can be replaced if necessary (KPMG, 2021).
Retail Partners: Look for consistent supply of products, attractive profit margins, and strong brand support. They hold high power as they provide access to broad customer bases and significantly influence sales volumes (Deloitte, 2020).
Investors: Expect returns on investment, business growth, and financial transparency. They have high power due to their role in providing the necessary capital for expansion and innovation (McKinsey & Company, 2020).
Regulatory Bodies: Require compliance with laws and regulations, including product safety, marketing practices, and environmental standards. Their power is very high as non-compliance can result in legal penalties and damage to reputation (KPMG, 2021).
Community and Environmental Groups: Demand ethical business practices, environmental sustainability, and social responsibility. Their power is medium, influencing reputation and regulatory pressures indirectly (The Guardian, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc171279053]3.3 Addressing Stakeholder Interests Sustainably Through the New Strategy
To address stakeholder interests sustainably, The Inkey List can adopt several strategic initiatives:
· Sustainability Integration: Invest in sustainable sourcing of ingredients, eco-friendly packaging, and reducing carbon footprints. This aligns with the interests of customers, community, and environmental groups (The Guardian, 2021).
· Innovation and Education: Continue to innovate with new product formulations that address emerging skincare needs. Enhance consumer education through digital platforms, engaging customers with personalized skincare advice (GlobalData, 2021).
· Compliance and Ethical Practices: Maintain strict adherence to regulations and proactively engage with regulatory bodies to stay ahead of legal requirements (KPMG, 2021).
· Financial Health and Growth: Communicate clear growth strategies and financial health to maintain investor confidence and attract new investments (McKinsey & Company, 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc171279054]4. Strategic Growth Choices and New Strategy Proposal
Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) like The Inkey List have various strategic growth choices to explore in competitive markets(Bridge et al., 1998). These options include market penetration, market development, product development, and diversification. Each strategy offers different avenues for growth, leveraging existing strengths and exploring new opportunities (Ansoff, 1957).
[bookmark: _Toc171279055]4.1 Application of Ansoff Matrix
The Ansoff Matrix is a strategic framework used to assess and determine growth strategies by considering both present and future products and markets. It defines four growth strategies:
Market Penetration: Expanding market share using existing products.
Market Development: Finding new markets for existing products.
Product Development: Launching new products within existing markets.
Diversification: Entering new markets with new products (Ansoff, 1957).
Given The Inkey List's present market position and strategic objective, the Ansoff Matrix can assist in determining the most effective growth plan.
Current Strategy Analysis Using Ansoff Matrix
Market Penetration: The Inkey List has effectively utilized market penetration by increasing its brand presence and market share within the existing skincare market. Through competitive pricing, innovative marketing, and strong retailer partnerships, the company has solidified its position in the market (The key list, nd).
Market Development: The company has also pursued market development by expanding into new geographical markets. Its partnerships with global retailers like Sephora have enabled it to reach international customers (Deloitte, 2020).
Product Development: Continuous product innovation is at the core of The Inkey List’s strategy. The company frequently introduces new products that cater to specific skin concerns, ensuring they stay relevant and meet consumer needs (Mintel, 2021).
Diversification: While The Inkey List has primarily focused on skincare, there is potential for diversification into related areas such as haircare or wellness products, although this is less explored currently (The Inkey List, nd).

Chosen Model: Product Development
For The Inkey List, the most viable growth strategy within the Ansoff Matrix is Product Development. This strategy aligns with the company’s strengths in innovation and its commitment to providing high-quality, affordable skincare solutions. By focusing on developing new products, The Inkey List can continue to meet evolving consumer needs and maintain its competitive edge (Laxton & Curry, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc171279056]4.2 Proposal of a New Long-term Strategy
New Strategy: Expansion into Personalized Skincare Solutions
The proposed new strategy for The Inkey List is to expand into personalized skincare solutions. This involves developing products that are tailored to individual skin types and concerns, leveraging technology and data to offer personalized recommendations and formulations.
Implementation Steps:
Develop Personalized Product Lines: Allocate resources to research and development to formulate personalized skincare products tailored to various skin types and concerns. Utilize data analytics and skin assessments to formulate products that address individual needs (GlobalData, 2021). Leverage Technology for Personalization: Develop a digital platform or app where customers can complete skin assessments and receive personalized product recommendations. Use artificial intelligence and machine learning to continuously improve the personalization process based on user feedback and data (GlobalData, 2021).
Enhance Consumer Education and Engagement: Create educational content to inform customers about the benefits of personalized skincare. Engage customers through digital platforms, offering personalized consultations and advice (Mintel, 2021).
Strengthen Partnerships with Retailers: Collaborate with retail partners to offer personalized skincare services in-store. Provide training for retail staff to assist customers in finding personalized skincare solutions (Deloitte, 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc171279057]4.3 Justification of the New Strategy’s Sustainability and Competitiveness
Sustainability:
Consumer Demand: There is a growing demand for personalized skincare solutions as consumers seek products that are specifically tailored to their needs. This trend is expected to continue, providing a sustainable market for personalized products (GlobalData, 2021).
Brand Loyalty: Offering personalized solutions can significantly enhance customer loyalty. When consumers see tangible results from products designed specifically for them, their trust in the brand increases (Mintel, 2021).
Environmental Impact: Personalized skincare can reduce product waste, as customers are more likely to use products that are effective for them, aligning with sustainability goals (The Guardian, 2021).
Competitiveness:
Differentiation: Personalized skincare sets The Inkey List apart from competitors, providing a unique selling proposition that is difficult to replicate (Laxton & Curry, 2021).
Innovation: Continuously investing in technology and product development ensures that The Inkey List remains at the forefront of industry innovation (GlobalData, 2021).
Market Expansion: The strategy opens up opportunities to enter new segments within the skincare market, such as personalized services and technology-driven skincare solutions (McKinsey & Company, 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc171279058]5. Key Strategic Recommendations for The Inkey List
To ensure the long-term sustainability and competitiveness of The Inkey List, several strategic recommendations are proposed, focusing on future developments and addressing the challenges SMEs encounter in implementing strategic directions.
[bookmark: _Toc171279059]5.1 Strengthening Research and Development (R&D)
Investing in R&D is critical for maintaining innovation and addressing evolving consumer needs. By leveraging advanced biotechnology and dermatology, The Inkey List can develop cutting-edge skincare solutions tailored to diverse skin concerns. Collaborations with academic institutions and research organizations can enhance innovation capabilities and reduce the burden on internal resources (GlobalData, 2021; KPMG, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc171279060]5.2 Enhancing Digital Transformation
Digital transformation is essential for improving consumer engagement and operational efficiency. The Inkey List should continue to invest in e-commerce platforms, social media marketing, and digital customer service tools. Developing a robust digital infrastructure will facilitate personalized consumer interactions and improve data analytics capabilities for better market insights (Mintel, 2021; Statista, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc171279061]5.3 Expanding Market Presence
Market development strategies should focus on expanding into new geographical regions and exploring untapped markets. Establishing partnerships with local retailers and leveraging global e-commerce platforms can increase market reach. Additionally, adapting marketing strategies to fit local consumer preferences will be crucial for successful market entry (Deloitte, 2020; Euromonitor International, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc171279062]5.4 Emphasizing Sustainability Practices
Sustainability is increasingly important for consumers and regulators. The Inkey List should enhance its sustainability initiatives, including eco-friendly packaging, sustainable sourcing of ingredients, and reducing carbon footprints. Transparent communication about these efforts can strengthen brand loyalty and appeal to environmentally conscious consumers (The Guardian, 2021; European Commission, 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc171279063]5.5 Strengthening Stakeholder Engagement
Effective stakeholder management involves regular communication and engagement with all stakeholders, including employees, customers, suppliers, and investors. Implementing feedback mechanisms and fostering collaborative relationships will ensure stakeholder expectations are met and contribute to a positive brand reputation (Jones & Tilley, 2018; Laxton & Curry, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc171279064]5.6 Navigating Regulatory Compliance
Staying ahead of regulatory changes and ensuring compliance is essential for avoiding legal pitfalls and maintaining market access. The Inkey List should invest in a dedicated regulatory affairs team to monitor and respond to changes in cosmetic regulations, data protection laws, and trade policies (KPMG, 2021; House of Commons Library, 2020).







[bookmark: _Toc171279065]Conclusion
The Inkey List has emerged as a prominent player in the skincare industry through its commitment to transparency, affordability, and consumer education. This report has evaluated the company’s current strategic direction and used PESTLE and SWOT analyses to identify the critical factors influencing its operations. Political and legal challenges, such as Brexit and evolving cosmetic regulations, demand careful management to ensure compliance and market access (Al-Shahmani, 2018; KPMG, 2021). Economic conditions and consumer spending trends also significantly impact the company's strategies (Euromonitor International, 2021).
Social trends and technological advancements drive the need for ongoing product innovation and digital engagement (Mintel, 2021; GlobalData, 2021). Emphasizing sustainability and ethical practices is crucial for meeting regulatory standards and consumer expectations (The Guardian, 2021). Integrating these insights helps develop robust strategies that leverage strengths, address weaknesses, and capitalize on opportunities while mitigating threats (Gurel & Tat, 2017).
Stakeholder analysis highlighted the importance of addressing diverse interests through sustainable practices, innovation, compliance, and ethical business conduct. Meeting the expectations of employees, customers, suppliers, retail partners, investors, regulatory bodies, and community groups is vital for long-term success (Jones & Tilley, 2018).
The proposed strategy of expanding into personalized skincare solutions leverages The Inkey List's strengths in innovation and consumer education. This approach differentiates the brand in a competitive market and aligns with evolving consumer demands, ensuring sustainability and competitiveness (Laxton & Curry, 2021). Continuous investment in research and development, coupled with advancements in technology and a commitment to sustainable practices, will maintain The Inkey List’s competitive edge and drive growth. Effective strategy implementation and active stakeholder engagement will help The Inkey List navigate industry complexities and reinforce its position as a leading, trusted brand in the skincare market (Mintel, 2021).
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