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PART 1
[bookmark: _Toc160045722]Introduction

In the dynamic landscape of business, Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) play a pivotal role in contributing to economic growth and innovation. Most of the UK private sector is dominated by non-employing businesses and small employers, making up 99.9% of the total business population (Department for Business & Trade, 2023). Approximately 60% of small businesses experience failure within their initial three years of operation (Yip, 2022). This report aims to uncover a chosen SME's strategic management, offering a comprehensive understanding of its current state and providing insights into future directions. The selected SME is The INKEY List.
A brief introduction of The INKEY List is aimed at the SME’s context, highlighting key aspects such as the industry, market positioning, and core operations. This initial step lays the foundation for a detailed analysis of the SME's strategic landscape.
Critical evaluation of the existing SME’s strategic direction forms the core of the analysis. This involves an in-depth examination of its mission, vision, goals, and current strategic initiatives in operations, marketing, human resources, and other relevant domains, clarifying how each functional area can contribute to the organisation's objective of maximising value. 
Conducting an environmental analysis using tools like PESTLE, SWOT and Value Chain Analysis, the assessment explores external and internal factors influencing the SME. The task involves providing a detailed explanation of the factors and forces currently influencing the industry, and the opportunities and threats they bring. Additionally, the explanation of interconnections among these various factors is provided.
The stakeholder analysis evaluates diverse expectations and relative power, measuring their impact on strategic decision-making. Exploring strategic growth choices, the analysis proposes a sustainable strategy for the SME's long-term future.
Lastly, the conclusion summarises key highlights, emphasising the proposed recommendations' significance for the SME's future success and sustainability. This includes new strategy proposals if they are required.



[bookmark: _Toc160045723]Company Overview

Established in 2018 by Colette Laxton and Mark Curry, the UK skincare brand The INKEY List originated from the idea that enhanced knowledge empowers better choices. The INKEY List recognises the complexity of skincare yet understands the desire of the customer to gain a deeper understanding of their skin to make informed decisions (The INKEY List, 2023). The company has 171 employees (The INKEY List Information, 2024). 
The INKEY List operates in the beauty and skincare industry, specifically within the segment of affordable and ingredient-focused skincare. At TheIndustry.beauty LIVE! event, beauty professionals explored leveraging technology, data, and creativity for customer engagement. Colette Laxton shared the brand's inception and journey to success. The Inkey List faced initial challenges but secured a pivotal contract with Sephora, achieving global success in just nine months. With over 60 million units sold, the brand recently entered the lip care market with a Tripeptide Plumping Lip Balm. Laxton concluded with advice: "Start at yes, question why, and be consumer-obsessed."(Smith, 2023).
Within just three years, The Inkey List has achieved robust profitability and is on a trajectory to reach $100 million in sales this year, as reported by the founders. In February 2022, Aria Growth Partners secured an undisclosed minority stake in the business. Notable products, such as the £10.99 salicylic acid cleanser and £5.99 hyaluronic acid serum, consistently experience high demand. The brand's success is attributed to the evolving consumer trend of prioritising beauty product purchases based on desirable ingredients rather than brand names. The Inkey List distinguishes itself through an educational approach, opting for a less aggressive sales strategy, and maintaining a public presence through Instagram Lives hosted by the owners (The INKEY List: Future50 2023, 2023). 
Positioning itself as a game-changer in the skincare sector, the brand disrupts industry norms by providing top-quality products at budget-friendly prices. Its market stance is centred on simplifying skincare and ensuring accessibility for a diverse customer base. I have chosen this organisation as their customer, who sympathises with their vision and their market approach. The next section will uncover the organisation's mission, vision, and values along with the current strategy.



[bookmark: _Toc160045724]Vision, mission, value, and strategy

When initiating the process of crafting and executing a strategic plan, an organisation must consider the necessary tools and methodologies for creating a practical plan and effectively implementing and assessing its progress.
[bookmark: _Hlk159100589]The organisational vision articulates the entity's long-term objectives and aspirations clearly and concisely. It outlines its future perspective and desired external perception. Additionally, it serves to inspire and energise both its workforce and management by delineating progress, and prosperity, providing a vision of the organisation's trajectory (Frantz, et al., 2017).
According to The INKEY List (2024), the vision of the company is based on the belief, that enhanced information leads to better decisions, and so KNOWLEDGE constitutes the essence of all organisational activities.
The mission statement serves as a guide for employees across all levels within the organisation, helping them understand how their contributions align with the SME's overarching objectives. Additionally, it serves to inspire, equip, and strengthen stakeholders in driving the organisation forward. By establishing the initial framework for defining the organisation's purpose and priorities, it lays the groundwork for future growth and development. As small businesses evolve, there arises a growing necessity for the implementation of formal structures, systems, procedures, and controls, integral components of strategic planning.
Research indicates that a minority of SMEs embrace vision or mission statements as much as larger corporations, with business plans also not consistently utilised. The impact of these institutional practices on business outcomes or survival remains subject to debate (Frantz, E et al., 2017). The INKEY List has a clear mission, and that is to empower change through knowledge. they are holding a fundamental belief that PEOPLE are our greatest asset. The organisation is committed to leveraging KNOWLEDGE to empower and uplift not only their team but also the community and the world at large, striving to foster a culture where changemakers are cultivated.
Through The INKEY Impact Fund, collaboration with CHANGEMAKERS in educational institutions, equipping them with the KNOWLEDGE to effect positive transformations globally, creating 500,000 YOUNG CHANGEMAKERS by 2024 (The INKEY List, 2023).​ 
The organisation harness KNOWLEDGE to facilitate responsible decision-making across various aspects of operations:
· INGREDIENTS: Transparently shared information about the ingredients used and their applications.
· PACKAGING: The aim is to make packaging as easily recyclable as possible, substituting virgin plastic with recycled materials whenever feasible.
· CLIMATE IMPACT: Dedicated to minimising climate impact, striving towards net-zero emissions through proactive measures and offsetting initiatives.
(The INKEY List, 2023)
Some of the key concepts, goals and current strategies At the INKEY List, is the commitment to People and Planet, central to their mission. Over the past two years, they've actively pursued BCORP certification and focused on fostering knowledge-driven change. Here's how the organisation is striving for improvement:
1. Achieving Net Zero status by measuring, tracking, and reducing our carbon footprint.
2. Ensuring cruelty-free products are certified by Leaping Bunny, demonstrating a commitment to animal welfare.
3. Incorporating at least 50% Post post-consumer resin (PCR) in packaging to reduce virgin plastic usage.
4. Establishing the INKEY Impact Fund in partnership with Ashoka, supporting young changemakers and grassroots organisations.
5. Collaborating with Ashoka to advocate for youth co-leadership in education and empowering changemakers.
6. Attaining BCORP certification, reflecting our dedication to social and environmental responsibility and transparency.
(The INKEY List, 2023).
The next section will uncover internal and external factors impacting The INKEY List.
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The PESTLE analysis is a crucial tool for businesses to identify external, macroeconomic changes that could impact their development. It focuses on specific factors relevant to a company rather than providing a comprehensive overview of the external environment. Managers must recognise which variables will directly or indirectly affect their organization's sustainability. These variables are grouped into six categories: Political, Economic, Social, Technological, Legal, and Environmental. Executives need to tailor their responses based on their industry and business model, as different sectors will be affected differently by macroeconomic events (Marmol, et al., 2015).
The INKEY List PESTLE Analysis is influenced by the beauty industry and main distributors of this brand, such as Sephora.
The political factors impacting the beauty industry and therefore, The INKEY List include regulations concerning cosmetic sales, trade policies affecting import costs, political stability influencing operations, taxation changes impacting profitability, government initiatives affecting product lines, and political decisions on intellectual property rights.
Economic factors include overall economic growth impacting consumer spending, exchange rate fluctuations affecting import costs, inflation rates influencing product pricing, interest rates affecting consumer borrowing, unemployment rates impacting disposable income, and supply chain costs influenced by economic conditions.
Sociocultural factors consist of beauty standards affecting product preferences, consumer trends such as clean beauty influencing demand, evolving gender perceptions impacting branding, cultural traditions influencing product usage, ethical considerations affecting brand perception, and health and wellness trends shaping product preferences.
Technological factors include advancements in e-commerce affecting online sales, AR technology enhancing customer experience, AI-driven recommendations improving sales, mobile technology facilitating access, supply chain management systems optimising operations, digital payment solutions enhancing convenience, and social media platforms driving marketing efforts.
Environmental factors involve sustainable sourcing practices, eco-friendly packaging initiatives, waste management systems, carbon footprint reduction efforts, cruelty-free and vegan product demands, water usage considerations, awareness campaigns promoting sustainability, and the preference for natural and organic products.
Legal factors include consumer protection laws ensuring product quality, employment laws governing labour practices, health and safety regulations in retail operations, intellectual property laws protecting brand identity, import/export regulations affecting global sourcing, data protection laws ensuring customer privacy, cosmetics regulations impacting product standards, and taxation and e-commerce laws governing business operations.
(Sephora Pestel Analysis, 2023).
In below Table 1, the summary of the PESTLE Analysis of The INKEY List is provided.
	FACTORS
	PESTLE ANALYSIS OF THE INKEY LIST

	POLITICAL
	regulations on cosmetic sales, trade policies affecting import costs, political stability, taxation changes, government initiatives

	ECONOMICAL
	overall economic growth, exchange rate fluctuations, inflation rates, interest rates, unemployment rates, and supply chain costs

	SOCIOCULTURAL
	beauty standards, consumer trends like clean beauty, evolving gender perceptions, cultural traditions, ethical considerations, and health and wellness trends

	TECHNOLOGICAL
	advancements in e-commerce, AR technology, AI-driven recommendations, mobile technology, supply chain management systems, digital payment solutions, and social media platforms

	ENVIRONMENTAL
	sustainable sourcing practices, eco-friendly packaging, waste management, carbon footprint reduction, cruelty-free and vegan product demands, water usage considerations,

	LEGAL
	consumer protection laws, employment laws, health and safety regulations, intellectual property laws, import/export regulations, data protection laws, cosmetics regulations, and taxation and e-commerce laws


Table 1: PESTLE Analysis of The INKEY List (Sephora Pestel Analysis, 2023)
PESTLE factors can significantly influence an organisation's strategic choices and market positioning, and they are typically outside the organisation's direct influence. This stands in contrast to a SWOT analysis, where organisational strengths and weaknesses are directly linked to the organisation's operations and culture. PESTLE analysis offers a more comprehensive perspective on the external environment, both in the short and long term, shaping the organisation's potential success. Ideally, PESTLE analysis should complement SWOT analysis by first examining external environmental factors and industry trends beyond the organisation's control, and then focusing on internal and external elements specific to the organisation that are more manageable (Baton Global, 2024).
Focusing on internal elements, SWOT represents Strengths (S), Weaknesses (W), Opportunities (O), and Threats (T).
Strengths and weaknesses are internal factors within your workplace, while opportunities and threats are external factors within the marketplace. Companies utilise SWOT analysis to assess their strengths, recognize areas for improvement (weaknesses), explore avenues for growth (opportunities), and safeguard themselves against external pressures such as competitors, economic fluctuations, or other potential threats. SWOT analysis simplifies the process of identifying both positive and negative factors within any given context for businesses (Carli, 2022).
The strengths of The INKEY List are in marketing to the "skincare curious" Gen Z and millennial consumers by offering an educational approach and helping them make informed decisions about their skincare. The skincare brand has leveraged social media since its inception to drive innovation, using it as a feedback loop with its online audience. This approach has facilitated the creation of educational content that effectively engages and retains its growing community. Partnering with Dash Hudson, they gained deeper insights into performance and engagement, integrating this data into their content strategy and distributing community-centric creative across all social media platforms (Hudson, 2024). They swiftly launched a UK SMS program, leveraging sign-up units to quickly grow a subscriber base from existing website traffic. This approach enabled them to reach a large audience with their SMS campaigns, achieving immediate results and simultaneous growth of their email list. The brand utilises post-purchase communications to provide product knowledge and tips, enhancing customer experience and trust. They employ a website quiz to personalize product recommendations, aligning with consumer preferences for tailored suggestions (Little, 2024). The INKEY List offers formulations tailored to address various skin types and concerns, suitable for individuals of all ages and genders. Whether you're new to skincare or a seasoned enthusiast, these highly affordable, advanced formulations are essential for enhancing your skin and hair routines (Cult Beauty, 2023). The organisation emphasises transparency in ingredients, prioritizes recyclable packaging, and aims to minimise climate impact. They are committed to people and the planet, evident in their pursuit of BCORP certification and efforts to foster knowledge-driven change. Key initiatives include achieving net-zero emissions, obtaining cruelty-free certification, incorporating post-consumer resin in packaging, establishing the INKEY Impact Fund to support changemakers, and collaborating with Ashoka to advocate for youth leadership and empowerment. These actions reflect their dedication to social and environmental responsibility (The INKEY List, 2024).
The brand's weaknesses lie in its skincare line, which focuses on single-ingredient products. When attempting to establish a skincare routine, purchasing multiple single-ingredient products as opposed to a single product with multiple ingredients may lead to higher overall costs. While the concentrations of active ingredients may not match prescription strength, consistent usage may still achieve effectiveness (Flores, 2023). According to Trustpilot (2024), some consumers are complaining about the quality of some of the products or the quality of the packaging, and others about poor customer service. Needless to mention the brand is not well established and therefore, many customers may rather choose known brands, where the supply chain is significantly more robust.
The Opportunities of the INKEY List include further expansion to the market and establishing a strong supply chain, globally as well as introducing new lines of products. This would increase the revenues and popularity among a wider customer base. The INKEY list is continuously expanding its presence via online retailers and has partnered with major British Cosmetic Retailer Boots, however, their opportunity is a further expansion of the in-store retailers for the company. This would not only increase their revenues but more importantly, establish a well-known brand and attract consumers who are not shopping online. Their further campaigning of pop-up shops well-advertised on social media is a major opportunity for them (Douglas, 2022).
	
	SWOT ANALYSIS OF THE INKEY LIST

	STRENGTHS
	Educational content and leveraging social media (Hudson, 2024), UK SMS program (Little, 2024), Formulation for all skin types and concerns, transparency, recyclable packaging, and environmental sustainability (The INKEY List, 2024).

	WEAKNESSES
	Single-ingredient products, potentially lead to higher costs. Complaints about product quality, packaging, and customer service.

	OPPORTUNITIES
	Market expansion, bolstering their supply chain globally. introducing new product lines and expanding in-store retail partnerships.

	THREATS
	Competitive skincare industry, economic factors, regulatory changes, and supply chain disruptions


The Threats to the brand are the highly competitive and evolving market of the skincare industry, which could impact the sales of The INKEY List, in particular customers leaving negative reviews can fluctuate their revenue. Another factor to be considered is the economic factors mentioned in the PESTLE Analysis as well as changes in regulations or supply chain shortages. The summary of the SWOT Analysis for The INKEY List is provided in below Table 2.
Table 2 SWOT Analysis of The INKEY List
The SWOT Analysis often falls short of providing a comprehensive analysis of the internal business environment, as it merely outlines strengths and weaknesses without going into operational details. To address this gap, the value chain analysis offers a more delicate understanding of internal processes and operations. However, while the SWOT analysis focuses on internal factors, the value chain analysis overlooks external influences by solely examining customer needs and desires. When used together, SWOT analysis and the value chain provide a more holistic perspective of the business environment, incorporating both internal operations and external factors to offer a comprehensive view (Frenz, 2024). 
The term "value chain" includes the various activities and processes involved in creating a product or providing a service, spanning from research and development to sales. The concept highlights the importance of understanding the stages of a product or service's lifecycle. Analysing a company's value chain allows for insights into transaction processes, helping maximise value creation at each stage. This optimisation enables your company to deliver more value to customers while enhancing its competitive advantage. (Stobierski, 2020). According to Porter (2001), the definition of the value chain categorises activities into primary and support activities, both contributing to a firm's margin. Primary activities involve direct product creation and service execution, involving inbound logistics, operations, outbound logistics, marketing and sales, and after-sales services. Secondary activities, aimed at enhancing primary activities' efficiency, include procurement, technological development, human resources management, and infrastructure. These components collectively contribute to a company's competitive advantage by optimizing value creation and operational effectiveness. The Value Chain Analysis is provided in below Table 3.
Top of FormPROCUREMENT (Raw materials sourcing)
TECHNOLOGICAL DEVELOPMENT (product & market research, development)
HUMAN RESOURCE MANAGEMENT (Recruitment, retention, compensation)
INFRASTRUCTURE (Firm’s overhead & management, financing, planning)
INBOUND LOGISTICS
Warehouse

OUTBOUND LOGISTICS
Packaging
Sorting
Shipping
OPERATIONS
Completed Product
MARKETING AND SALES
Promotion
Advertising
Pricing
AFTER SALE SERVICE
Support


SECONDARY ACTIVITIES

	

				MARGIN

		PRIMARY ACTIVITIES

Table 3 Value Chain Analysis (Stobierski, 2020)



Value chain analysis involves evaluating each activity within a company's value chain to identify opportunities for improvement. By assessing how each step contributes to the final product or service's value, businesses can realise competitive advantages such as cost reduction or product differentiation. Improving the efficiency of primary activities can lead to cost reduction while investing in secondary activities like research and development or marketing can enhance product differentiation. Additionally, enhancing the performance of secondary activities often benefits primary activities. (Stobierski, 2020).
Lastly, Stakeholder Analysis will uncover the process of collecting information about any person who will be impacted by the organisation. Conducting a stakeholder analysis will enable the identification of all stakeholders as well as their needs and expectations.
Top of Form

[bookmark: _Toc160045727]Stakeholder Analysis
A stakeholder analysis is a crucial process aimed at identifying and evaluating the significance of key stakeholders. The analysis involves several steps: first, identifying all potential stakeholders, then prioritising them based on their level of interest and influence (Institute Project Management, 2022).Top of Form
The four main stakeholder groups can be categorised based on their level of influence and interest:
1. High influence and high interest: These stakeholders, such as key partners, have significant power and are highly interested in the project's success. Regular communication and collaboration are essential in this group.
2. High influence and low interest: While these stakeholders can influence the project's outcome, they may not be actively engaged. It's important to keep them informed about project basics and involve high-power, high-interest stakeholders in managing the relationship with them. Regular updates on the project's progress should be provided to maintain their satisfaction.
3. Low influence and high interest: Although they may not have approval authority, these stakeholders are interested in the project's progress. They should be informed about significant developments during the project, particularly as it progresses.
4. Low influence and low interest: These stakeholders have minimal impact on the project and may not be actively engaged. Depending on the project's size and complexity, they may receive periodic updates or be informed only at the project's conclusion. However, it's essential to check in with them periodically to assess if they want to become more involved.
(Martins, 2024)
The position of the stakeholders of The INKEY List is uncovered in below Table 4. Power

	Regulatory bodies


Government







Keep satisfied
	Investors

Senior management

Founders/Owners





Manage Closely

	General Public









Monitor
	Customers

Employees

Suppliers

Local Community



Keep Informed


Interest


Table 4 Stakeholder Analysis of The INKEY List








[bookmark: _Toc160045728]Recommendations and conclusions

Based on the findings in this report, new strategies are not recommended. 
In summary, The INKEY List has revolutionised the skincare industry since its beginnings in 2018 by Colette Laxton and Mark Curry. Their vision to empower consumers through knowledge and their mission to utilise information for positive transformation have been instrumental in driving the brand's rapid growth and success. By focusing on affordable, ingredient-focused skincare and upholding principles of transparency, sustainability, and education, The INKEY List has cultivated a devoted customer base and achieved remarkable milestones in a short period (The INKEY List, 2024).
The brand's strategic approach, characterised by innovative marketing strategies, educational content dissemination, and a strong commitment to social and environmental responsibility, has positioned it as a ground breaker in the skincare sector. Through continuous adaptation to changing consumer preferences and industry dynamics, The INKEY List has not only achieved substantial profitability but also demonstrated a significant dedication to fostering beneficial societal and environmental changes.
Looking ahead, The INKEY List encounters both opportunities and obstacles in expanding its market presence, enriching its product offerings, and securing its supply chain. By leveraging its strengths, addressing weaknesses, and seizing opportunities while navigating threats, the brand is predicted to sustain its trajectory of growth and innovation in the competitive skincare landscape.
In essence, The INKEY List serves as an example of how a brand can disrupt conventional industry paradigms, prioritise consumer empowerment and environmental sustainability, and achieve both commercial success and positive societal impact. As the skincare market continues to evolve, The INKEY List remains at the forefront, driving substantive transformation and influencing the future of the beauty industry.
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media (Hudson, 2024), UK SMS program
(Little, 2024), Formulation for all skin types
and concerns, transparency, recyclable
packaging, and environmental sustainability.
(The INKEY List, 2024).

WEAKNESSES

Single-ingredient products, potentially lead to
higher costs (Flores, 2023). Complaints about
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Competitive ~ skincare industry, economic
factors, regulatory changes, and supply chain

disruptions

Table 2 SWOT Analysis of The INKEY List
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Value Chain

« Various activities and processes
involved in creating a product or

providing a service (Stobierski, 2020).

‘TECHNOLOGICAL DEVELOPMENT (product & market research, development)

SECONDARY ACTIVITIES

INFRASTRUCTURE (Firm's overhead & management, financing, planning)

PRIMARY ACTIVITIES

Table 3 Value Chain Analysis (Stobierski, 2020)
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Stakeholder Analysis

« ldentifying and evaluating the
significance of key stakeholders
(Institute Project Management, 2022)

Power

Regulatory bodies Investors

Govemnment Senior management

Founders/Owners

General Public Customers
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Local Community.

Monitor Keep Informed
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Conclusions

* New strategic approach not required

« The INKEY List has revolutionised the ™
skincare industry since its beginnings T H E I n K e Y L I ST
« The brand's strategic approach has

positioned it as a groundbreaker in the
skincare sector

« Leveraging its strengths, addressing
weaknesses, and seizing opportunities
while navigating threats is going to
sustain its trajectory of growth
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