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[bookmark: _Toc202743236]Abstract
Social media marketing is a crucial strategy for small businesses in the aesthetics industry, offering cost-effective advertising and facilitating direct client engagement. This research examines the influence of social media marketing on the performance of small aesthetics enterprises, emphasising platform preferences, perceived advantages, and associated challenges.
A qualitative research design was utilised, employing an online questionnaire distributed to proprietors and managers of small aesthetic enterprises. Six participants offered comprehensive insights regarding their experiences with social media marketing, encompassing the platforms utilised, observed benefits, and encountered drawbacks.
The thematic analysis of the responses revealed several key findings. Instagram has been recognised as the most effective platform for visual marketing and client engagement, whereas Facebook is appreciated for its accessibility to older demographics. Participants reported benefits such as increased bookings, a broader client reach, improved brand recognition, and stronger client relationships. Challenges included time constraints, handling negative feedback, copyright issues, and the necessity for consistent content updates.
The research indicates that social media marketing is regarded as crucial for the sustainability and growth of aesthetics businesses, notwithstanding its challenges. The findings underscore the necessity of formulating effective, platform-specific strategies and meticulously managing online engagement to optimise the advantages of social media marketing within the aesthetics sector.



1.0 [bookmark: _Toc202743237]Introduction 
Social media has emerged as a vital marketing tool for small businesses in the aesthetics sector, offering accessible, cost-effective strategies for promotion, client engagement, and brand development. Platforms such as Instagram, Facebook, and TikTok enable businesses to visually showcase their services, directly communicate with existing and potential clients, and expand their customer base in an increasingly competitive marketplace ( Kaplan et al, 2010; Statista, 2023)
The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated the adoption of digital marketing methods, as businesses needed to maintain visibility and client relationships during periods of restricted in-person services (Mangold, & Faulds, 2009) This shift has made social media marketing (SMM) as an essential strategy for the growth and sustainability of small businesses within the aesthetics industry, where personal reputation, client trust, and visual appeal are key drivers of success (Bilgin,2018).
Despite its widespread adoption, academic research specifically examining the impact of social media marketing on small aesthetics businesses remains limited. Many existing studies have tended to examine social media use in broader industry context, overlooking the nuanced challenges, consumer-focused sector. As competition in the beauty and aesthetics industry intensifies, understanding the specific role of SMM becomes increasingly important for practitioners seeking to maintain market relevance and drive sustainable growth (Gomez, 2023)
Additionally, consumer purchasing behaviour has evolved in response to digital marketing practices. Clients increasingly rely on social media platforms not only for discovering services but also for evaluating brand credibility through reviews, recommendations, and influencer endorsements (Ali & Naushad, 2023; Hayes, 2023). As a result, small aesthetics businesses must develop robust, authentic and strategically planned social media strategies to effectively target and engage their audience.
Aims
This study aims to address these gaps by investigating how small aesthetics businesses utilise social media marketing, and the perceived impact it has on their success. It explores the ways in which consumer perceptions and behaviours on social media platforms influence purchasing decisions, and seeks to identify the benefits, challenges, and best practices associated with social media use in this sector.
Objectives 
· To explore how consumer perceptions of small beauty businesses on social media platforms influence their purchasing decisions.
· To analyse consumer behaviours on social media platforms within the context of small beauty businesses.
· To identify the perceived benefits of social media marketing from the consumer’s point of view.
· To assess the implications of consumer perceptions and behaviours for social media marketing strategies in the beauty industry.
Research Question
How does social media marketing influence the success of small aesthetics businesses?
Structure of the Dissertation 
This dissertation begins with a critical review of  existing  literature on social media marketing and its significance for small businesses in the aesthetics sector. The methodology section outlines the qualitative approach used for data collection, including the design and administration of an online questionnaire to small aesthetics business owners. The findings section presents and analysis the key themes identified from participants responses. The discussion interprets these findings in light of existing literature, considering their implications for marketing strategy in the aesthetics sector. Finally, the conclusion summarises the study’s key insights and offers recommendations for practice and future research.



2.0 [bookmark: _Toc202743238]Literature Review
2.1 [bookmark: _Toc202743239]Introduction
This literature review critically examines existing research on social media marketing (SMM), with particular emphasis on its benefits from the consumer perspective and implications for small businesses in the aesthetics industry. It explores how social media platforms have transformed marketing strategies, influenced consumer behaviour, and created new opportunities and challenges for small, visually driven sectors such as beauty and aesthetics (Kaye and Johnson, 2021; Lou and Xie, 2021).
Moreover, this review situates social media marketing within broader digital transformation trends, exploring its role in brand building, consumer trust, and competitive positioning. By synthesising diverse academic and industry sources, the section aims to highlight the importance of adopting effective social media strategies tailored to the unique needs of small beauty businesses.
2.2 [bookmark: _Toc202743240]Benefits of social media marketing from consumer’s point of view
Social media marketing has become an essential component of the modern digital landscape. Global advertising spend on social media platforms was estimated at approximately £153 billion in 2021, with forecasts suggesting this figure will rise to £252 billion by 2026 (Tiago and Veríssimo, 2014). This growth underscores social media’s central role in contemporary marketing, now ranking as the second-largest market for digital advertising. Platforms like Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, TikTok, and LinkedIn have evolved beyond simple communication tools to become comprehensive marketing ecosystems. They enable businesses to craft brand narratives, share updates, engage in real-time communication with consumers, and gather critical feedback (Smith, Fischer and Yongjian, 2012). Such features support customer-based engagement (CBE), enhancing loyalty and deepening consumer relationships. As noted by Mangold and Faulds (2009), social media marketing has become not just an option but a necessity for businesses seeking to remain competitive. From the consumer’s perspective, these platforms provide multiple advantages: easy access to information, personalised suggestions, interactive engagement, convenience, trust signals, and access to exclusive deals. This combination fosters a shopping environment that is not only more engaging but also encourages repeat business, brand loyalty, and higher-value purchases.
Research also highlights the importance of visual content on these platforms, particularly in the beauty and aesthetics sector. Highly curated imagery, before-and-after results, and user-generated content build trust and authenticity while serving as persuasive marketing tools (Lovett et al., 2013).

2.3 [bookmark: _Toc202743241]Implications of consumer Perceptions and Behaviours for Social Media Marketing Strategies
The aesthetics and beauty sector has undergone significant transformation driven by social media. Social platforms have changed how consumers make decisions, seek information, and evaluate brands. As Kapoor et al. (2021) argue, product quality and brand value remain critical, but these are increasingly communicated and assessed through online channels.
Research has found that product quality remains a top priority for customers, but positive evaluations, fair pricing, sustainability, and ethical sourcing are also important considerations. Reviews have emerged as a crucial factor in shaping customer choices, with 60% of consumers reporting that they would avoid buying from companies whose values contradict their own beliefs. Notably, 63.5% of customers indicated they would stop following an influencer or business that behaved inconsistently with their values. Female consumers were 13% more likely than males to base decisions on influencer behaviour (Ewers and Holz, 2021).
Reviews on social media act as social proof, reducing perceived risk and increasing consumer confidence in their purchasing decisions. They enhance credibility, build trust, and stimulate community participation. Brands can use these reviews strategically by interacting with and responding to consumer feedback, as well as encouraging satisfied customers to share their experiences (Ismagilova et al., 2020). As Statista (2022) highlights, over half of social media users conduct product research online, with 71% of people more likely to purchase based on customer evaluations they see on social media. Mudambi and Schuff (2010) also found that consumers looking for information about well-known products are more likely to trust detailed reviews posted online by other customers.

2.4 [bookmark: _Toc202743242]Industry Context and Strategic Implications 
The rapid expansion of social media has dramatically changed the way companies interact with clients and advertise their products or services. Millennials and Generation Z are key drivers of this expansion, while older consumers have also increased their online purchasing habits since the pandemic (Dwivedi et al., 2021). This shift has made social media marketing essential for reaching target audiences, building brands, and meeting marketing objectives (Ashley and Tuten, 2015).
Businesses now rely on platforms like Facebook, Instagram, TikTok, Twitter, and LinkedIn to reach ideal customers, generate brand awareness, and encourage customer engagement through community-building features. Hajli (2014) notes that favourable word-of-mouth shared via social media enhances brand reputation, while negative discussions can quickly damage it. Tuten and Solomon (2017) emphasise the need for businesses to adopt innovative social media marketing tactics that foster consumer relationships, increase engagement, and improve marketing performance. Lipsman et al. (2012) argue that companies must use social media data to better understand customer preferences and tailor their offerings accordingly. For the aesthetics sector, this involves adopting strategies that highlight visual transformations, showcase expertise, and leverage client testimonials to differentiate from competitors in a saturated market. These approaches not only enhance brand loyalty but also reinforce credibility and trust, positioning social media as a vital component of success in today’s digital-first business environment (Kapoor et al., 2021).

[bookmark: _Toc202743243]2.5 Conclusion
In summary, the literature suggests that social media marketing is no longer optional but essential for modern business strategy, especially in highly visual, customer-driven sectors like aesthetics,. It offers significant benefits for consumer engagement, brand trust, and loyalty while also creating challenges that require careful management.
For small aesthetics businesses, social media provides a vital means of growing their client base, showcasing expertise, and maintaining competitiveness. However, it also demands consistency in brand messaging, proactive management of consumer feedback, and an adaptive approach to evolving consumer preferences. The literature clearly indicates that mastering these elements in central to sustainable business success in the digital era.



3.0 [bookmark: _Toc202743244]Methodology
This study employs a qualitative methodology to examine the utilisation of social media marketing by small aesthetics businesses and its impact on their success. A qualitative design is optimal as it facilitates a comprehensive understanding of participants' authentic experiences, rather than relying solely on numerical data or statistics (Creswell & Poth, 20218). This method reveals subtle insights that may not be apparent through solely quantitative approaches.
3.1 [bookmark: _Toc202743245]Research Design 
This study is grounded in an interpretivist epistemology, which views reality as socially constructed and shaped by individual experiences. The interpretivist paradigm is especially appropriate for exploring personal meanings, perceptions, and lived experiences within specific social contexts (Bryman, 2016; Creswell & Creswell, 2018). It contrasts with positivist approaches that seek objective truths, instead focusing on understanding phenomena through the subjective interpretations of participants.
By adopting an interpretivist stance, the research aims to gain insight into how small aesthetics business owners perceive and experience the role of social media marketing in their business success. This aligns with the interpretivist aim of exploring participants’ realities, rather than attempting to identify universal or generalisable laws.
A qualitative research design was selected to complement this philosophical orientation. Qualitative methods are particularly suited to examining complex social processes, motivations, and values that are not easily quantified (Silverman, 2021). This approach allows for the collection of rich, detailed narratives that reflect the diverse and nuanced ways in which participants engage with social media marketing.
Furthermore, this research adopts an exploratory design, as the topic—social media marketing practices within the small aesthetics business sector—has received limited academic attention. Exploratory research is ideal for areas where existing literature is sparse, helping researchers identify emerging patterns, generate insights, and lay the groundwork for future inquiry (Stebbins, 2001; Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2019).
By adopting a qualitative, interpretivist, and exploratory design, this research seeks to :
· Capture nuanced understandings of participants marketing practices.
· Identify perceived benefits and barriers
· Inform recommendations for small business marketing strategies in the aesthetics sector.
3.2 [bookmark: _Toc202743246]Data Collection Methods
Data for this study was collected using an online qualitative questionnaire delivered through Google Forms. This method was chosen for its accessibility, convenience, and ability to reach participants in different locations at minimal cost (Bryman, 2016; Saunders et al., 2019).
The decision to use an online questionnaire with open-ended questions aligns with the interpretivist paradigm underpinning this research. Open-ended questions enable participants to share their experiences in their own words, providing rich, detailed accounts of their social media marketing practices, perceived benefits, and challenges (Silverman, 2021).
The questionnaire design included:
· Closed-ended questions to capture basic descriptive data (e.g., Platform use)
· Open-ended questions to encourage elaboration on practices, motivations, and reflections
Example open-ended questions included:
· Which social media platform do you find works best for promoting your business? Why?
· What benefits have you experienced from using social media marketing?
· Have you noticed any changes in your business since using social media marketing?
· Are there any disadvantages or challenges you have experienced?
· Do you think your business would be as successful without social media marketing? Why or why not?
By using open-ended questions, the study prioritised participants own interpretations and meanings, which is consistent with best practices in qualitative research ( Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
Google forms was selected as the platform for several reasons:
· Ease of distribution via social media and email.
· Automatic collation and secure storage of responses
· Anonymity and Confidentiality for Participants
The online format was also considered ethically appropriate during the research period, reducing any barriers related to travel, time, or accessibility.
Moreover, using a questionnaire instead of interviews was a deliberate choice to increase participation by minimising time demands on busy small business owners. Participants could respond at their own convenience, which has been shown to encourage more thoughtful and candid responses (Denscombe, 2021).
Overall, this data collection method was selected to balance practically, ethical considerations, and methodological rigor, while remaining consistent with the study’s interpretivist, qualitative approach.
3.3 [bookmark: _Toc202743247]Sampling 
This study used a purposive sampling strategy to recruit participants who could provide rich, relevant insights into the role of social media marketing within small aesthetic businesses. purposive sampling strategy was employed to intentionally select participants possessing relevant experience in social media marketing for small aesthetics businesses. This approach is particularly effective in qualitative research when the focus is on participants who can provide rich and relevant information (Palinkas et al., 2015). 
The aim was not to achieve statistical generalisability but rather depth of understanding from information-rich-cases (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). By selecting participants who actively use social media marketing in their business operation, the study ensured that data collected would be directly relevant to the research objectives.
Inclusion criteria for participants were:
· Owner or manager of a small aesthetics business
· Active use of social media for business marketing purposes
· Aged 18 and over
· Willingness to provide informed consent
Participants were recruited primarily through social media posts, targeted at local business networks and practitioner groups. Personal networks were also used to identify eligible participants. This approach was considered appropriate given the exploratory, qualitative nature of the study and the need to access practitioners who actively engage with social media marketing. 
In total, seven participants took part in the study while this sample size is small, it is appropriate for qualitative research , which prioritise depth over breadth and seeks to explore participants subjective meanings in details (Denscombe, 2021; Guest, Namey & Mitchell, 2013).
A small, focused sample enables the researcher to identify themes and patterns across responses while still capturing individual variation, Qualitative studies with sample sizes 6-12 participants are common when the goal is thematic saturation rather than statistical inference (Guest et al., 2006).
Recruitment continued until an appropriate level of data sufficiency was achieved that is, until participants responses began to reflect recurring themes and no substantially new issues were raised.
3.4 [bookmark: _Toc202743248]Data Analysis
Data analysis for this study was conducted using thematic analysis, a flexible qualitative approach well-suited to identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns within qualitative data (Baun & Clarke, 2006). Thematic analysis was selected because it enables researchers to systematically examine participants own words to develop meaningful themes that address the research questions.
Thematic analysis aligns with the study’s interpretivist epistemology, which prioritises understanding participants subjective experiences and the meanings they assign to their practices (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). By focusing on the content of participants responses, thematic analysis supports an in-depth exploration of how small aesthetics business owners perceive the role of social media marketing.
Data Preparation:
Responses were exported from google forms into a secure document to review. Both closed-ended and open-ended questions were included in the analysis. Descriptive statistics ( such as counts and percentages) were used to summarise closed-ended questions about platform use and perceived importance of social media marketing. 
Step-by-step Thematic Analysis process:
· Familiarisation: All responses were read multiple times to achieve a deep understanding of the dat. Notes were taken on initial Impressions and potential patterns.
· Initial Coding: Segments of text were coded line by line to identify meaningful units relevant to the research objectives (e,g., mentions of benefits, challenges, or platform preferences).
· Theme Development: Codes were reviewed and grouped into broader themes and subthemes that captured shared ideas across participants (e.g., “perceived Benefits of SMM”, “Challenges”, “Platform Use”).
· Refinement and Definition: Themes were refined to ensure internal coherence and clear distinctions between them. Definitions were developed for each theme to guide reporting.
· Selection of illustrative Data: Direct participant quotes were selected to exemplify each theme and preserve participants voices in the findings.
This process ensured a systematic and transparent approach to analysis, improving the study’s trustworthiness (Nowell et al., 2017).
Descriptive Statistics:
Quantitative data (e.g., counts of platform use) were summarised using simple descriptive statistics to provide context and enhance the interpretation of qualitative themes. This mixed approach aligns with recommendations for qualitative research that includes survey-style questions (Denscombe, 2021).
Researcher Reflexivity:
Recognising the researchers background as an aesthetics practitioner with personal experience using social media marketing, reflexive notes were kept throughout the analysis to acknowledge potential biases and maintain critical awareness. This step enhanced the credibility of the findings by encouraging transparency and self-reflection (Berger,2015).
Responses from the questionnaire were exported to Microsoft Excel for organisation and analysis. A thematic analysis method was employed to discover patterns and recurring themes in the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Responses were reviewed multiple times to ensure familiarity, and key themes, including perceived benefits, challenges, platform preferences, and overall business impact, were coded and categorised accordingly. This method facilitated a systematic and transparent approach to identifying insights that directly align with the research objectives.
3.5 [bookmark: _Toc202743249]Ethical Considerations 
Ethical considerations were a central element of this research design, ensuring the protection, dignity, and rights of all participants. This study followed best practice guidance for qualitative research ethics (Bryman, 2016; BPS, 2021) and complied with the university’s ethics approval requirements.
Ethics Approval:
Prior to data collection, an Ethics Form was completed and submitted for university review. Formal approval was granted, Confirming That thr proposed methods met institutional standards for participant welfare, informed consent, and data protection.
Informed Consent:
Participants were provided with clear and accessible information about the study’s aims, methods, and their rights before completing the questionnaire. This included:
· The voluntary nature of participation
· The right to withdraw at any stage before submission 
· Assurance of anonymity and confidentiality 
· Explanation of how data would be used solely for academic purposes
Participants indicated informed consent by confirming agreement at the start of the online questionnaire.
Anonymity and Confidentiality:
Responses were anonymised automatically via the google forms system, which did not collect identifying information such as names or email address unless participants chose to share them (None did). Data were stored securely in password-protected digital files accessible only to the researcher.
Data Protection and Storage:
Data handling complied with relevant data protection regulations, including the UK Data Protection Act 2018 and the principles of GDPR. Digital responses were stored securely and will be deleted after the required retention period for academic projects, as outlined university guidelines.
Minimising Harm: 
Although the study was considered low-risk, care was taken to avoid any psychological discomfort or reputational risk. Questions were designed to be respectful and non-intrusive. Participants were reminded they could skip questions or withdraw without penalty.
Ethical Researcher Reflexivity:
The researcher recognised their dual role as an aesthetics practitioner and researcher. Reflexive awareness was maintained to ensure that personal experiences did not unduly influence data interpretation or compromise participant confidentiality (Berger, 2015).
By incorporating these measures, the research aimed to uphold the core principles of research ethics: respect for persons, beneficence, and justice (BPS, 2021; Bryman, 2016).
3.6 [bookmark: _Toc202743250]Limitations 
While this study was carefully designed to address its research aims, several limitations must be acknowledged. Being transparent about these limitations enhances the credibility and trustworthiness of the research (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Braun & Clarke, 2006).
Sample Size and Representativeness:
The study involved seven participants, which is appropriate for in-depth qualitative research but limits generalisability. Findings cannot be assumed to represent all small aesthetic businesses. The sample was small and drawn from specific networks, which may introduce selection bias (Denscombe, 2021).
Sampling Strategy:
Purposive sampling ensured relevance to the research question but may have excluded diverse perspectives. Participants were primarily recruited through social media and personal contacts, potentially limiting the variability of experiences and viewpoints.
Reliance on self-reported Data:
Data were based on participants own accounts of their social media marketing practices, perceptions, and challenges. Self-reported data can be influenced by recall bias, social desirability bias, or selective memory, which may effect accuracy and completeness (Bryman, 2016).
Online Questionnaire Format:
Using an online questionnaire offered convenience and broad reach but lacked the interactive depth of interviews, The inability to ask probing follow-up questions may have limited opportunities to clarify or expand on participant responses (Silverman, 2021).
Geographic and Contextual Limitations:
Participants were drawn from small aesthetics businesses within a specific region and context. Findings may not apply to larger businesses operating in significantly different economic or cultural settings.
Researcher Positioning:
The researcher’s own experience as an aesthetics practitioner offered valuable contextual understanding but also posed a risk of interpretive bias. Reflexive practices were adopted to mitigate the risk, but complete objectivity is not possible in qualitative research (Berger,2025).
Time Constraints:
The study was conducted as part of an undergraduate dissertation project with time and resource limitations. This constrained the scope of recruitment, Data collection, and analysis.
Despite these limitations, the study provides valuable, in-depth insights into the real-world experiences of small aesthetic business owners using social media marketing. By acknowledging these boundaries, the research maintains transparency and encourages future work to build on its findings with broader or alternative methods.


4.0 [bookmark: _Toc202743251]Findings
This chapter presents and analyses the data collected from seven small aesthetics business owners through an online questionnaire investigating the use of social media marketing (SMM) and it’s perceived impact on business success. The findings are organised thematically into six main sections, reflecting key topics emerging from the responses:
· 1. Social Media Platforms Used
· 2. Perceived Benefits of Social Media Marketing
· 3. Observed Changes in Business Practice
· 4. Importance of Social Media Marketing
· 5.Perceived Necessity of Social Media Marketing
· 6.Challenges and Negative Aspects of Social Media Marketing
The analysis is qualitative in nature, drawing on participants own words to illustrate themes, while situating results within relevant academic literature. 

4.1 [bookmark: _Toc202743252]Social Media Platforms Used 
[bookmark: _Toc202743253]Participants reported using a range of social media platforms for business marketing, with Instagram and Facebook emerging as the most commonly used and effective. Survey responses indicated that 28.6% of participants identified Instagram as their primary marketing platform, with an equal proportion selecting Facebook. Additionally, some respondents reported using multi-platform strategies, combining Facebook, Instagram, and TikTok to maximise their digital reach and connect with different target audiences.
As one participant explained:
“I use Facebook, Instagram and TikTok for different audiences and content types.”
This multi-channel approach reflects existing research advocating for diversified digital strategies to increase visibility and engagement across user segments (Dwivedi et al., 2021; Statista, 2023). Participants consistently described Instagram as being particularly well-suited for the aesthetics industry, due to its highly visual nature, simple interface for content sharing, and popularity among beauty-focused demographics.
Another participant stated:
“Interaction and engagement with people is best on Instagram. It helps attract new customers and showcase work.”
These findings support the work of Tuten and Solomon (2017), who highlight Instagram’s strength in visual storytelling and brand visibility. The platform’s layout and algorithm tend to favour image-rich content, making it particularly effective for beauty professionals showcasing their work, sharing client transformations, and building trust through visual engagement.
4.2 Perceived Benefits of Social Media Marketing 
Participants identified multiple benefits from using Social media Marketing. The most frequently cited advantages included:
· More bookings through advertising
· Growth in clientele and a wider range of clients
· Increased client base
· Higher levels of sales
· Improved interaction and engagement with customers 
· Building a recognisable brand 
Participants described Social Media Marketing as essential for attracting new customers across diverse age groups and locations:
“It helps reach a wider range of people of all ages and areas. It builds a brand and gets people to know you and your business.”
Responses highlight the role of Social Media Marketing in fostering client relationship, generating repeat business, and enhancing brand visibility. For example, one participant emphasised:
“It increases clients base and bookings through adverts.”
These qualitative findings are consistent with Hayes (2023), who argues that social media marketing empowers small businesses to engage cost-effectively with customers while leveraging data analytics for targeted advertising. Similarly, Bilgin (2018) highlights the ability of SMM to build brand awareness, improve customer loyalty, and drive sales at lower costs than traditional media.
Participants also stressed the power of social media to create a personal connection:
“It lets people get to know you and your business before they book.”
This supports Alchemer (2024) , who suggests that the interactive, conversational nature of social media enables business to establish trust and rapport with customers. 
4.3 [bookmark: _Toc202743254]Observed Changes Since Adopting Social Media Marketing 
Participants reported tangible positive changes in their businesses after adopting SMM strategies. The main changes identified included:
· Higher booking rates
· Busier schedules
· Faster communication and streamlined provision of price lists
· More interaction and engagement with customers
· Expanded client bases beyond their immediate circles
One participant specifically emphasised the benefit of extending reach:
“More clients from outside my circle. Further outreach.”
Another highlighted the time-saving aspect:
“Faster communication and being able to provide price lists.”
These observations reinforce prior research by Alchemer (2024), which acknowledges SMM’s role in cultivating consumer loyalty and community among businesses. By facilitating direct and immediate communication, social media reduces barriers between business and customer, enhances responsiveness, and strengthens customer relationships.
Furthermore, participants described the social aspect of social media as a means of building supportive networks with peers in the industry. One wrote:
“Building a good relationship with others within the same industry, a support network.”
This indicates that social media’s role extends beyond customer acquisition to include professional networking and community- building, consistent with contemporary theories of social commerce (Bilgin, 2018; Hayes, 2023).
4.4 [bookmark: _Toc202743255]Importance of Social Media Marketing 
Participants overwhelmingly described social media marketing as either “very important” or “good” for their business. Typical responses included:
“Without it there would be gaps in the market, gaps without bookings, loss of earnings”.
Another noted: “Very important to make clients aware of new products and offers and showcasing results”.
Participants recognised SMM as critical not just for visibility, but for communicating new services, demonstrating results, and maintaining competitiveness in a crowded market.
“Social media is your business. Without it there would be gaps.”
These response underline the perception of SMM as critical tool for visibility, bookings, and competitiveness in the aesthetics industry. This aligns with findings from Gomez (2023) who notes that over 90% of businesses executives recognise social insights as vital for competitive positioning.
Participants views also demonstrate an awareness of shifting consumer behaviours and expectations, particularly among younger demographics who increasingly rely on social media to discover and evaluate services.
4.5 [bookmark: _Toc202743256]Perceived Necessity of Social Media Marketing 
When asked whether their business would be successful without social media marketing, Most respondents agreed their businesses would not be as successful without social media marketing. Typical responses included: 
· “No it wouldn’t”
· I don’t think my business would be half as successful as it is now without social media”
· No, critical to extend client base outside of word of mouth”
These responses suggest that social media is perceived not merely as a helpful tool, but as a necessary channel for sustainable business growth. Participants recognised its role in extending reach beyond traditional word-of-mouth marketing, tapping into wider, more diverse markets that would be inaccessible otherwise.
This perception aligns with Ricchiardi (2023), who observes that businesses increasingly see social media marketing as non-optional in thee digital era.
Participants demonstrated an acute awareness that without social media, their businesses would face significant challenges in maintaining visibility, attracting new clients, and competing with peers who actively use these channels.
4.6 [bookmark: _Toc202743257]Challenges and Negative Aspects 
Despite the overwhelmingly positive views of social media marketing, Participants also highlighted some disadvantages or challenges:
· Judgmental or harsh comments from the public
· Competitive pressures and copyright issues (e.g., people taking photos or copying ideas)
· Time- consuming need to prepare content and maintain regular updates
· Customers enquiring about outdated offers still displayed on social media.
For example, one participant noted:
“Yes, some people can be very judgemental and make harsh comments.”
Another described the difficulty of maintaining brand integrity in a competitive environment:
Such responses highlight real-world tensions in balancing the benefits of visibility with the risks of intellectual property theft and reputational harm. Additionally, the need to consistently generate content was described as burdensome:
“Time required to prepare content and regular updates.”
These themes reflect challenges recognised in academic literature. Todd (2012) emphasises the need for strategic planning to protect brand reputation, while Ali and Naushad (2023) highlight the importance of brand management and monitoring to mitigate risks in the digital environment.
Participants comments suggest that while social media marketing is seen as essential, it is not without costs in time, effort, and vigilance.
4.7 [bookmark: _Toc202743258]Summary of Findings
Overall, the findings indicate that small aesthetic businesses see social media marketing as a crucial component of their marketing strategy. Participants described social media as critical for attracting new clients, increasing bookings, building brand awareness, and maintaining competitiveness in the sector. 
Instagram and Facebook were the dominant platforms, with Instagram particularly valued for its visual focus and engagement potential. Participants reported clear, tangible benefits including higher bookings, expanded client communication.
However, challenges were also acknowledged. These included the demands of constant content creation, managing negative feedback, competitive pressures, and safeguarding intellectual property.
Despite these challenges, the overall perception among participants was that social media marketing is not optional, but necessary for sustaining and growing their businesses in a competitive and digitally connected marketplace.



5.0 [bookmark: _Toc202743259]Discussion
This chapter interprets the findings of the study in relation to the research question:
“How does social media marketing influence the success of small aesthetics businesses?”
It explores the main themes identified in the findings, connects them to existing literature, and discusses the practical and theoretical implications. It also considers the study’s limitations and suggests directions for future research.
5.1 [bookmark: _Toc202743260]Overview of Findings
The study found that social media marketing (SMM) is widely regarded as essential for small aesthetics businesses Participants described social media as a core marketing strategy, not really helpful, but critical to their ability to attract and retain clients.
Key benefits identified included:
· Increased bookings
· Broader client reach
· Improved brand recognition
· Faster communication and engagement
Instagram and Facebook were the dominant platforms, with Instagram especially valued for its visual and interactive features.
At the same time, participants also highlighted significant challenges:
· The time-intensive nature of maintain active accounts
· Risk of negative comments or reputational harm
· Intellectual participants perceived SMM as a necessary but demanding component of business practice.
5.2 [bookmark: _Toc202743261]The Essential Role of Social Media Marketing
A central theme emerging from the data was that social media is no longer a luxury, but a necessity for small aesthetics businesses. The majority of participants explicitly stated they would not have achieved the same level of success without the marketing, networking, and visibility offered by platforms like Instagram and Facebook.
This heavy reliance aligns with existing literature, which positions social media marketing (SMM) as a critical tool for small businesses aiming to remain competitive in a digital-first marketplace (Bilgin, 2018; Hayes, 2023; Taneja & Toombs, 2014). Unlike traditional advertising, which can be expensive and less targeted, social media offers a cost-effective, visually rich, and interactive space for engaging current and prospective clients.
Participants emphasised how these platforms allowed them to:
· Showcase their portfolios (e.g., lip blush or brow transformations),
· Share promotional offers, and
· Maintain regular and personalised communication with their audience.
One respondent noted:
“Instagram for interaction and engagement with people.”
Another highlighted:
“I get more bookings through my advertisements.”
These insights reinforce findings by Dwivedi et al. (2021) and Tuten and Solomon (2017), who emphasise that the visual and interactive nature of social media is particularly suited to beauty-related sectors where client trust depends on high-quality visual evidence of work. In this context, participants did not view their online presence as separate from their business, but as an integral extension of their brand identity and customer relationship strategy.

5.3 [bookmark: _Toc202743262]Expanding Client Base and Visibility
Another key finding was that social media marketing expanded participants client base beyond traditional word-of-mouth referrals.
Participants described gaining clients from outside their immediate circles, often reaching new geographic areas or demographic groups.
“Reaching people I wouldn’t normally know or speak to.”
This aligns with research highlighting social media’s role in democratising marketing for small businesses (Ricchiardi, 2023; ). Online platforms allow businesses to compete with larger firms by levelling access to marketing tools and audiences.
Participants also noted the value of social media for brand building. By consistently showcasing results, sharing offers, and engaging with followers, businesses aimed to create a recognisable, trustworthy brand identity critical in industries where personal reputation is central.
This supports Bilgin’s (2018) finding that SMM enhances brand awareness, brand image, and brand loyalty.
5.4 [bookmark: _Toc202743263]Customer Engagement and Communication
Improved customer engagement emerged as another consistent benefit within the study. Participants highlighted the value of social media’s interactive features, such as messaging, comments, and stories, which enabled direct and responsive communication with clients. These tools allowed business owners to maintain real-time engagement and build rapport with their target audience.
This finding aligns with Tuten and Solomon (2017), who argue that social media enables dialogic, two-way communication, which fosters stronger customer relationships, increases brand loyalty, and enhances satisfaction. Instead of relying solely on one-way promotional content, participants reported using social platforms to:
· Respond quickly to enquiries, creating an approachable brand presence;
· Share service menus, price lists, and availability;
· Announce new treatments, offers, or last-minute appointment slots;
· Build trust with potential clients through regular engagement and authentic communication.
Such practices reflect Mangold and Faulds’ (2009) claim that customer engagement through social media should prioritise relationship marketing over transactional strategies. Especially within the aesthetics sector, where trust and familiarity play a crucial role in client decision-making, this approach helps create deeper emotional connections with audiences.
Participants viewed social media as not only a promotional tool, but also as a customer service platform, allowing them to manage relationships, answer questions, and build long-term loyalty. This supports Kaplan and Haenlein (2010), who note that interactive platforms empower small businesses to foster community and brand advocacy in ways that traditional marketing cannot.

5.5 [bookmark: _Toc202743264]Challenges and Barriers
Despite its clear benefits, participants also identified notable challenges. Time demands were the most frequently cited barrier.
Participants explained that maintaining presence required effective social media presence required regular posting, content creation, and engagement with comments and messages.
“Time-consuming to post often.”
This confirms findings from Ali and Naushad (2023), who note that while SMM offers powerful marketing potential, it can be resource-intensive for small businesses with limited time and staff.
Reputational Risks:
Participants also mentioned judgmental or harsh comments. Negative feedback online can damage reputation if not carefully managed, underscoring the need for social media polices and careful brand monitoring (Todd,2012).
Intellectual Property Concerns:
Participants expressed frustration about competitors copying photos, ideas, and even business names:
“Copyright issues, people taking your photos, copying your ideas, taking your business name.”
Such risks are recognised in the wider literature on digital marketing, which highlights the challenge of protecting brand assets online (Ali & Naushad, 2023).
Client Expectations Management:
A unique challenge highlighted was customer confusion over outdated offers still visible online, leading to misunderstandings about pricing.
These barriers emphasise that while social media is an essential marketing tool, it also requires strategic management to avoid unintended consequences.
5.6 [bookmark: _Toc202743265]Implications for Practice
Findings from this study have practical implications for small aesthetics businesses:
· Businesses should prioritise visual storytelling on Instagram and Facebook to showcase results and attract new clients.
· Time management strategies or outsourcing may be necessary to maintain a consistent, professional social media presence.
· Clear branding, watermarking images, and developing policies to address copyright infringement can help protect intellectual property.
· Proactive client communication is needed to manage expectations, especially regarding outdated offers.
· Building authentic, engaging content is likely to drive bookings and foster long-term customer loyalty.
These recommendations support existing guidance suggesting that small businesses must approach social media marketing strategically, with an understanding of both its potential and its risks (Hayes. 2023; Bilgin, 2018).
5.7 [bookmark: _Toc202743266]Limitations of the Study
The findings should be interpreted in light of the study’s limitations.
· The sample size was small (N=7) and purposively selected, limiting generalisability.
· Participants were recruited from specific networks, introducing potential selection bias.
· Data relied on self-reported experiences, which may be influenced by memory or social desirability bias.
· The use of an online questionnaire limited the opportunity for probing follow-up questions that interviews might have enabled.
· Despite these limitations, the study provides valuable, context-rich insights into the real world experiences of small aesthetics businesses using social media marketing.

5.8 Suggestions for Future Research 
Future research could address these limitations by:
· Conducting larger studies with more diverse samples.
· Using semi-structured interviews for deeper exploration of experiences.
· Comparing practices across different regions or sectors within beauty and aesthetics.
· Investigating the effectiveness of specific social media strategies in driving bookings.
Such research would build on the current study’s findings to provide even more actionable guidance for small businesses navigating the opportunities and challenges of social media marketing.



6.0 [bookmark: _Toc202743267]Conclusion
This study set out to investigate how social media marketing influences the success of small aesthetics businesses, focusing on the experiences and perceptions of practitioners actively using these tools. Through qualitative data collected from seven small business owners, the research provides important insights into both the perceived benefits and challenges of social media marketing in this context.
The findings clearly demonstrate that social media marketing is viewed as essential rather than optional. Participants consistently described social media, particularly Instagram and Facebook, as vital for promoting services, attracting new clients, and maintaining visibility in a highly competitive sector. Instagram was highlighted for its visual and interactive strengths making it particularly effective for showcasing treatment results and building trust with potential customers.
Participants also reported tangible business benefits, including increased bookings, broader client reach, improved recognition. These findings support existing literature suggesting that social media enables small businesses to compete effectively by providing cost-efficient, targeted marketing channels (Bilgin, 2018; Hayes, 2023).
At the same time, the study also highlights significant challenges that complicate social media marketing. Participants identified the time-consuming demands of maintaining an active online presence, reputational risks associated with negative or judgemental comments, and intellectual property concerns such as competitors copying content. The need to manage outdated offers that remain visible online also emerged as a unique practical challenge. These findings align with research emphasising the importance of strategic planning and brand management in navigating the complexities of digital marketing (Ali & Naushad, 2023; Todd, 2012).
While the study provides valuable, context rich insights, it is important to acknowledge its limitations. The small, purposively selected sample limits the generalisability of results. Data were based on self- reported perceptions and experiences , which may be subject to bias. The use of an online questionnaire, while accessible, limited opportunities for probing questions or clarification that interviews could have offered.
Despite these limitations, the research makes an important contribution by giving voice to small aesthetics business owners and highlighting both opportunities and challenges of social media marketing in this specific industry. It suggests that for small aesthetics practitioners, social media is not merely a promotional tool but a core part of their business model, shaping how they engage with clients and  compete in the market.
Future research could build on these findings by using larger, more diverse samples, conducting in-depth interviews, or comparing practices across regions and sectors. Such work would deepen understanding and help develop tailored guidance for small businesses seeking to maximise the benefits of social media marketing while managing it’s risks.
Ultimately, this study underscore the need for small aesthetics businesses to adopt strategic, well-managed approaches to social media marketing, recognising its power to drive growth and success while navigating the demands and challenges it creates. 
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Do you currently use social media for marketing your business?
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What benefits have you experienced from using social media marketing?
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What changes have you noticed in your business since adopting social media marketing
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How important would you say social media marketing is for your business?
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In your opinion, would your business be as successful without social media marketing?
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Are there any disadvantages or challenges you have experienced when using social media for
marketing?
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If so, what specific negative effects has social media marketing had on your business?
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