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Title of Research: The Use of Social Media in Small to Medium Enterprises in the Self-Storage Industry
1. [bookmark: _Toc498973875]Introduction
This dissertation research project has been designed to understand and analyse the use of social media by SME’s within the Self-Storage industry.
[bookmark: _Toc498973876]1.2 Background
[bookmark: _Toc498973877]1.2.1 Small to Medium Enterprises (SME’s)
The definition of SME’s varies from country to country (Hertz, 1982), but this study is focused on the United Kingdom and therefore will use the consensus definition.  A statistical definition is now used for the term as it was previously used to loosely according to D'Amboise & Muldowney (1988) 
In Britain Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises (SME’S) are defined by (OECD, 2005) as any independent firm with yearly revenue under £50 million thusly, a micro enterprise has under ten staff, a small enterprise under 50 staff and medium enterprises have up to 250 staff. 
[bookmark: _Toc498973878]1.2.2 The Importance of SME’s
SME’s are vital to the United Kingdom’s economy, with Ward & Rhodes’ (2014) stating in a Standard Note to Parliament that they contribute 49.8% of the United Kingdom’s economy, with over 99% percent of the United Kingdoms businesses being SME’s, they also state that in 2013, SME’s were employers of over 14 million people in the United Kingdom.  SME’s are an integeral employer, creator of jobs and a pillar of the United Kingdoms economy (Bounds, 2015, Wilson, et al., 2012, Lewis, 2017, Card, 2014). 

[bookmark: _Toc498973879]1.3 Social Media
Social networks are defined by Boyd & Ellison (2007) as an internet service that allows an individual to: 
“(1) construct a public or semi-public profile within a bounded system, (2) articulate a list of other users with whom they share a connection, and (3) view and traverse their list of connections and those made by others within the system. The nature and nomenclature of these connections may vary from site to site.” P211
Obar & Wildman (2015) define social media as an internet based application that grows through an individual users self-generated content where user specific profiles are created and hosted by a social network site.  This definition is accepted widely, as it is drawn from finding correlation in the many existing definitions of the term.  Social media is used commonly as an umbrella term for the collective of Social Networking Sites according to Willems (2015) and Kaplan & Haenlein (2010).


 

[bookmark: _Toc498973880]1.4 Social Media Marketing
Chary (2014) describes Social Media Marketing as the process of attaining attention and website traffic through social media.  Whilst Neti (2011) describes Social Media Marketing as a function of a buisness that can foster a desired environment to boost their reputation and influence to potential customers through social networks.  Diamond (2008) claims Social Media Marketing is people rather than product focused. Du & Jiang 92015) concluded that firms with a visible social media presence can boost the perception of the firm and it’s future earnings potential. 


[bookmark: _Toc498973881]1.4.1 Social Media Platforms
According to (Mayfield, 2008) there are six main social media platform classifications, they are:
· Social Networks – Sites such as Facebook, LinkedIn and Myspace
· Blogs – Blogs are a form of online journal
· Wikis – Users can update and edit communal databases and documents, such as Wikipedia
· Forums – Pre-dating the term Social Media, forums are sites for online discussions about one or numerous topics, such as Reddit
· Content Communities – User created and shared content for sites such as YouTube 
· Microblogging – Bite-size blogging such as Twitter
The following three social media platforms will be discussed in the study as they are three of the largest social media platforms:
Instagram – Instagram is primarily a mobile phone social media application that acts as a photo and video sharing platform (Hu, et al., 2014).  Launched in 2010 with 25,000 sign ups on the first day (Instagram, 2010), Facebook acquired Instagram in 2012 (Systrom, 2012) for a fee of $1 Billion (Weber, 2012 and Rusli, 2012). Since the acquisition, Instagram has continued to grow its brand and presence, adding new features and rapidly growing the monthly active users from 30 million when Facebook acquired it to over 500 million daily active users (Chaykowski, 2016) and 800 million monthly active users (DeMers, 2017, Systrom, 2017). 
Twitter – Twitter is a microblogging social media platform (Kwak, et al., 2010) that’s attractive feature is 140 character status’ that allow quick fire expressions that can be tagged and searched by the tag enabling it to be an almost realtime social network.  Twitter was launched in 2006 (Arthur, 2010).  It has recently stalled in growth (Hague, 2016) yet still has a significant monthly active user count of over 330 million, according to Bray (2017). 
Facebook – Facebook is the clear market leader when it comes to social network platforms.  It has a monthly user count of over 2 billion people (Johnson, 2017) which equates to two thirds of the available internet users that Facebook has access too, as it is banned in China which has 700 million of the 3.7 billion internet users globally (Titcomb, 2017). Facebook enables users to create a personal page, stream live video, post photos and videos and engage in online communities. 



[bookmark: _Toc498973882]1.5 Self-Storage Industry 
The first operating Self-Storage business in the United Kingdom, Abbey Self-Storage, opened its doors to the public in 1979 (Yearsley, 2014).  However it would take until the mid-90’s for the industry to be considered mainstream (Day, 2006).  Today, the market which is made up predominantly made up of SME’s, is generating over £540 million a year, with over 1,430 sites, 42.2 million square feet of storage on offer and still experiencing impressive growth (Self Storage Association , 2017).   






2. [bookmark: _Toc498973883] Research 
The philiosphy of knowledge or how we have come to known is reffered to as epistmology by Trochim (2000).  Burns (1997) describies research as a:
“systematic investigation wit analysis of data in order to discern what actually is the case”p.5
[bookmark: _Toc498973884]2.1 Research Rationale
As previously discussed, the Self-Storage industry has experienced rapid growth in an industry which is mostly comprised of SME’s.  This study will investigate for what purpose SME’s use social media and also evalutate to what extent the SME’s in the Self-Storage industry use Facebook to increase brand awareness.  As Facebook is by far the largest social media platform it has been selected as the most likely to be used by SME’s.  There are many studies on the usage of social media by SME’s (McCann & Barlow, 2015, Durkin, et al., 2013), but there are currently no published studies on the purposes SME’s believe social media to serve within the Self-Storage industry.  
[bookmark: _Toc498973885]2.2 Research Method
The aim of this study is to determine the following objectives:
1. Identify for what purposes SME’s in the Self-Storage Industry use social media.
2. Evaluate the extent to which SME’s in the Self-Storage Industry use Facebook to increase brand awareness.
3. Make appropriate recommendations from the findings. 
[bookmark: _Toc498973886]2.3 Research Paradigm
A reaserch paradigm is defined by Mertens (2005) as philosophical assumptions that direct and guide action and thinking.  Kuhn (2012) describes a research paradigm as a set of commonly held beleiefs of how problems should be addressed and understood.  
Interpretivisim, acccording to Rubin & Babbie (2009) attempts to empathically understand peoples behaviour and opinions, attempting to interperet deeper meanings and idiosyncrasies.  Due to the nature of this approach, smaller sample sizes are necessary as it is not statistical data it is more time consuming to collate the data obtained. 
A phenomenenlogical paradigm has been selected for use for this study.  Phenomenology is defined by Langdridge (2007) as a research paradigm that:
“aims to focus on people's perceptions of the world in which they live in and what it means to them; a focus on people's lived experience” p4.
Bogdan & Taylor (1975) state that phenomelogy is the attempt to understand an opinion or behaviour from that persons point of view, rather that an objective approach being made to retrieved data, a subjective viewpoint is placed on the data as they believe that everyone expereinces a different reality in the sense that something that may affect one person emotionally could lead to completely differed behaviour to that of another person in the same cirumstances.  Phenomenological paradigms depend on qualatitive research approaches. 


[bookmark: _Toc498973887]2.4 Qualatitive Research
Qualatitive research is defined by Shank (2002) as “a form of systematic empirical inquiry into meaning” (p. 5).  Lincoln & Denzin (2005) claim that qualititative research needs an interpretive approach as qualititative data studies its stubjects in natural settings and so must interpret phenomena in terms of the meaning attatched to it by the subject.  For the purpose of this study, semi-structured interviews will be used.
[bookmark: _Toc498973888]2.5 Semi-Structured Interviews
Semi-structured interviews garner subjective responses and allow the interviewer to pursue a field of questioning that perhaps was not planned.  Semi-structured interviews are simply conversations that are enterred with the interview having an idea of what they wish to discuss, semi-structure interviews questions are open questions as the interviewer needs to make every attempt to engage the participant fully within the interview so that they can collect as much data from each participant possible (Fylan, 2005).
[bookmark: _Toc498973889]2.5.1 Advantages of Semi-Structered Interviews
The main benefits of using this approach will be that the interviewer will be able to pre-prepare a set of questions so that they are deemed competent in the eyes of the participant which should build trust in the interviewer.  The participant will be able to answer in a long-form answer without constraint and will also be able to express themselves.  The interviewer can react to a stream of questions and ask them if the interview morphs into a relevant area (Opdenakker, 2006).  Open questions allow answers that will have more elaborate answers than direct questions which will allow more data to be collected (Barriball & While, 1994). 
[bookmark: _Toc498973890]2.5.2 The Disadvatages of Semi-Structured Interviews
The disadvantages of using semi-structured interviews are that the participant may wish to give fully credible answers for one of many reasons.  Participants may feel emotional about certain topics and with hold data or mis-inform the interviewee intentionally. Establishing credibility and validity in the aswers of the participants is key to ensuring reliable data.  Other possible disadvanteges are the skill level of the interviewer and the interaction between interviewer and interviewee (Opdenakker, 2006).
[bookmark: _Toc498973891]2.5.3 Purposive Sampling
Purposive sampling is selecting the samples based on a deliberate proccess of participant selection who will have the ability to provide the necessary data (Padgett, 2011). Purposive sampling will be used within this study to ensure that the data will be relevant to the study. The sample size for this study will be 4 semi-structured interviews.  As the study is interested in the social media usage of the Self-Storage industry, the participants will employers or employees within the Self-Storage industry and have a working knowledge of social media to ensure that the sample is purposive.  


[bookmark: _Toc498973892]3. Analysis
This study will be using conventional content analysis as it will interpret meaning from the answers given in the semi-structured interviews (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005).  The interviews will be recorded and then transcribed.  They will then be analysed with the intention of finding clearly set patterns of answers by the participants or if there are any behaviours repeated by the participants. 


4. [bookmark: _Toc498973893] Resources and Planning 
Resources and planning are considered vital contributions to a successful outcome of research by (Brew & Boud, 1995).  Time planning and ensuring the resources needed are available to be able to conduct the research are essential.
[bookmark: _Toc498973894]4.1 Resources
Resources that will be needed for this study are:
A dictaphone or application to record sound on a mobile phone to conduct interviews.
Laptop with internet access and a word processor to produce the study. 
[bookmark: _Toc498973895]4.2 Time Planning
As this dissertation project is a large undertaking, time planning will provide an outline of task completition.  The following Gantt chart has been created by the author to illustrate how the study will be formed throughout the lifespan of the study. 
[image: ]
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