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[bookmark: _Toc234782560]1. Introduction and the Business Problem
[bookmark: _Toc234782561]1.1 Setting the Scene
Why would a retailer’s Instagram following keep growing while its website traffic and sales stay flat? That is the puzzle facing Clarke’s Fashion Ltd (a disguised name for a real UK-based SME), an independent retailer of women’s clothing and accessories, with both a physical store and an e-commerce site. Over the past eighteen months the company has invested increasing staff time and budget into Instagram, Facebook and TikTok content, and follower numbers have risen steadily, yet management reports this has not translated into a proportionate rise in enquiries or sales. As a junior analyst, I have been asked by the senior analyst to work out why, and to design a formal study that can answer that question properly rather than through further guesswork.
[bookmark: _Toc234782562]1.2 Why This Problem Matters
It would be easy to treat this as a minor operational hiccup, but the stakes are higher than they first appear. Social media has become one of the principal channels through which SMEs build brand awareness and compete with larger retailers that have far bigger advertising budgets (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010). For a small retailer such as Clarke’s, marketing budgets are limited, so every pound spent on content that does not work is a pound not spent on something that might. There is also a less obvious risk: research on SMEs suggests that many smaller firms treat social media as a one-way broadcast channel for promotion, rather than a tool for building genuine two-way relationships with customers, which limits its effect on loyalty and repeat purchase (Ananda, Hernández-García and Lamberti, 2017). If that is happening at Clarke’s too, then simply posting more content will not fix the problem, and may even make it worse. If the company cannot show a credible link between its social media activity and business performance, senior management may cut the marketing budget altogether, weakening the company’s position at a time when digital channels matter more, not less, to retail success.
The problem is also harder to pin down than it looks, since it touches content strategy, platform choice, audience targeting, how success is even measured, and whether staff have the skills and time to manage social media well. Untangling which of these is actually responsible for the gap between followers and sales is not something trial and error, the marketing team’s current approach, is likely to solve.
[bookmark: _Toc234782563]1.3 Scope of the Study
Should this study look across the whole SME sector, or focus on one company? I have chosen the latter, deliberately. The senior analyst needs findings that can be acted on inside Clarke’s, not general observations about SMEs as a category. A single-organisation focus also lets the research combine what customers say with what staff actually do day to day. If it works here, the senior analyst has indicated it could later be extended into a larger project covering comparable independent retailers.
[bookmark: _Toc234782564]2. Research Aim, Objectives and Questions
[bookmark: _Toc234782565]2.1 Aim
To evaluate how Clarke’s Fashion Ltd’s social media marketing strategy influences customer engagement and purchase behaviour, and to identify how the strategy can be improved to strengthen commercial performance.
[bookmark: _Toc234782566]2.2 Objectives
1. To assess customers’ current perceptions of, and engagement with, Clarke’s social media content.
1. To critically evaluate the marketing strategies and content types the company currently uses across its platforms.
1. To identify the factors that most strongly influence customer engagement and conversion in an SME retail context.
1. To recommend evidence-based improvements to the company’s social media marketing strategy.
[bookmark: _Toc234782567]2.3 Research Questions
The aim above really breaks down into four connected questions, each of which the methodology in Section 4 is designed to answer:
1. How do customers currently perceive and engage with Clarke’s social media content?
1. Which content types, platforms or posting practices are associated with higher engagement and conversion?
1. What internal or external barriers limit the effectiveness of the company’s current strategy?
1. How can the strategy be adapted to improve customer engagement and sales outcomes?
[bookmark: _Toc234782568]3. Critical Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc234782569]3.1 What Is Social Media Marketing, Really?
It is tempting to assume social media marketing is just advertising on a different screen. The literature suggests otherwise. Social media can be defined as internet-based applications built on Web 2.0 technology that allow the creation and exchange of user-generated content, putting interaction, not exposure, at the centre of what makes the channel valuable (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010). This idea has since been turned into something more practical: a framework of seven functional building blocks, including conversations, sharing, relationships and reputation, that a firm can use to audit what it is actually doing on a platform, rather than how often it is posting (Kietzmann et al., 2011). Other work pushes further, arguing that social media hands a measure of control to ‘creative consumers’ who co-produce brand meaning rather than passively receiving it (Berthon et al., 2012). Together, these views (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010; Kietzmann et al., 2011; Berthon et al., 2012) suggest Clarke’s problem may not be a lack of content, but a lack of the interaction these authors treat as the whole point of the channel.
[bookmark: _Toc234782570]3.2 What Actually Drives Engagement?
If interaction is what matters, what makes people interact in the first place? Evidence shows that vivid, interactive brand posts attract more likes, while posts that ask a question attract more comments (De Vries, Gensler and Leeflang, 2012): different engagement outcomes have different causes, and should not be lumped together as one number. A counter-intuitive twist comes from data on an inverted U-shaped relationship between an influencer’s follower count and engagement (Wies, Bleier and Edeling, 2023). Bigger audiences do not automatically mean proportionally more engagement, and can sometimes mean less, because a larger following can feel like a weaker relationship (Wies, Bleier and Edeling, 2023). This maps closely onto Clarke’s situation: a growing audience that is not engaging in step with its size.
[bookmark: _Toc234782571]3.3 Does Engagement Actually Lead to Sales? Two Competing Views
Here the literature genuinely disagrees, and both sides are worth setting out rather than picking one. One fairly optimistic view is based on an analysis of firm-generated social media content that found a measurable, positive effect on customer spending, cross-buying and profitability, particularly when combined with channels such as email (Kumar et al., 2016). On this view, if Clarke’s gets the content right, sales should follow reasonably directly. A more cautious view found that social media activity affects brand image, preference and customer equity more strongly than immediate purchases; the sales effect, where it exists, is often indirect and delayed (Godey et al., 2016; Kim and Ko, 2012). Which view is closer to the truth here? Probably elements of both, which is exactly why this proposal treats engagement and sales as two separate things to measure, rather than assuming one will track the other.
[bookmark: _Toc234782572]3.4 SMEs Face a Different Set of Constraints
Is Clarke’s problem really about budget, or about strategy? The SME-specific literature leans towards the latter. A study of Spanish and Italian fashion SMEs found that most smaller firms default to a transactional style of social media use, focused on promotion, while only a minority build the relational, two-way presence the platforms are arguably built for; the deciding factor was how strategically important management perceived social media to be, not how much money or staff time was available (Ananda, Hernández-García and Lamberti, 2017). This distinction has since been developed into maturity-based taxonomies, running from basic social commerce activity through to fully integrated social CRM strategies, which helps explain why two firms with similar resources can get very different results (Felix, Rauschnabel and Hinsch, 2017; Li, Larimo and Leonidou, 2021). Quantitative evidence from Nigeria further links social media activity to SME sales performance, though without explaining exactly which practices are doing the work (Lawal and Adejuwon, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc234782573]3.5 An Emerging Frontier, and the Gap This Study Fills
Where does this leave a UK home and lifestyle SME specifically? More recent research points to newer angles worth watching, even if they are not the direct focus here: AI-enabled tools such as chatbots can strengthen customer-brand relationships through better communication quality (Cheng and Jiang, 2022), and perceived value has been shown to mediate the effect of restaurant social media activity on purchase intention and word-of-mouth (Bushara et al., 2023). What is more telling, though, is what a systematic review reveals about where the existing research has and has not looked: the great majority of studies on social media engagement concentrate on fashion, food and beverage, or fast-food sectors (Bryła, Chatterjee and Ciabiada-Bryła, 2022). A UK home and lifestyle retailer barely features. That gap, more than any single finding above, is the specific opening this proposal is designed to address, drawing together the broadcast-versus-relational distinction (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010; Kietzmann et al., 2011), the engagement-versus-sales debate (Godey et al., 2016; Kumar et al., 2016), and the SME-specific strategic constraints identified above (Ananda, Hernández-García and Lamberti, 2017; Felix, Rauschnabel and Hinsch, 2017) into a single, organisation-specific design.
[bookmark: _Toc234782574]4. Research Methodology and Design
[bookmark: _Toc234782575]4.1 Why Mixed Methods?
Could a survey on its own answer the research questions above? Probably not: it can show how much engagement is happening and whether it correlates with reported purchases, but not why customers respond as they do, or how the company’s own practices shape what gets posted. Could interviews alone do the job? Not quite either: rich individual accounts are hard to generalise from, and management will reasonably want numbers before changing strategy. A mixed-methods design, combining a quantitative customer survey with qualitative semi-structured interviews, is proposed for exactly this reason: mixed-methods designs suit business problems too multidimensional for a single method to capture, which fits Clarke’s well (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). This is reinforced from a slightly different angle by the argument that the choice of research design in applied business studies should follow from the nature of the problem being investigated rather than from methodological convenience or preference, which further supports combining numbers with narrative here rather than defaulting to one alone (Adams et al., 2007).
[bookmark: _Toc234782576]4.2 Data Collection
Data collection will happen in two phases. First, an online survey of approximately 150 existing customers, drawn from the company’s email and social media follower lists, will measure exposure to and engagement with social media content, together with self-reported influence on purchase decisions, using closed questions and five-point Likert scales, a format well suited to capturing attitudes and self-reported behaviour at scale (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). Second, six to eight semi-structured interviews will follow: four to five with customers who volunteer through the survey, and two to three with Clarke’s own marketing staff, to understand current practices and constraints from the other side of the relationship. Semi-structured interviews are appropriate here because they combine a consistent core structure with enough flexibility to probe unexpected responses in more depth (Adams et al., 2007).
[bookmark: _Toc234782577]4.3 Sampling Strategy
For the interviews, a purposive sampling strategy will select customers representing a spread of engagement levels: frequent engagers, occasional engagers, and followers who rarely interact at all, since purposive sampling is the recommended approach when a study needs specific, information-rich cases rather than statistical representativeness (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). Why bother with the last group? Because the most enthusiastic customers are easiest to reach and least representative; understanding why less-engaged followers stay quiet is arguably more useful than confirming what the keenest fans already think. For the survey, a convenience sample of the existing customer base fits the exploratory, single-organisation nature of the study, a pragmatic choice given resource and access constraints (Adams et al., 2007), though this limits how far findings can be generalised beyond Clarke’s own customers.
[bookmark: _Toc234782578]4.4 Data Analysis
Survey responses will be analysed using descriptive statistics, means and frequency distributions, to summarise engagement and self-reported purchase influence (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019), supplemented by cross-tabulation to see whether engagement differs by customer segment, such as age group or length of relationship with the brand. Interview data will be analysed thematically, coding transcripts for recurring themes around content preferences, trust, and barriers to interaction, following the widely used six-phase approach of familiarisation, initial coding, theme searching, review, definition and reporting (Braun and Clarke, 2006). The two strands are then brought together at the interpretation stage: qualitative findings are used to explain the patterns the survey data reveals, rather than treated as a separate, parallel exercise (Adams et al., 2007).
[bookmark: _Toc234782579]4.5 Ethical Considerations
All participants will give informed consent, responses will be anonymised, and participants may withdraw at any point without penalty; data will be stored securely in line with data protection requirements, consistent with standard ethical practice for business research involving human participants (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). Because staff will be asked about their own employer’s practices, particular care will be taken to reassure them that individual responses will not be attributed or affect their employment. Reliability will be supported by piloting the survey with a small group first, and validity strengthened by triangulating survey findings with interview data and with the company’s own social media analytics for the preceding twelve months, a combination that helps offset the individual weaknesses of each data source (Adams et al., 2007).
[bookmark: _Toc234782580]5. Business Relevance and Practical Implications
[bookmark: _Toc234782581]5.1 What Will Clarke’s Actually Get From This?
What does Clarke’s gain that it does not already have? Mainly this: evidence-based direction in place of the informal, trial-and-error adjustments the marketing team currently relies on. By separating engagement effects from sales effects, and identifying which specific practices drive each, the study can help management decide where to put limited marketing resources, rather than spreading effort evenly out of uncertainty. Likely outputs include a revised content and platform strategy, clearer performance indicators that distinguish brand-building from direct sales objectives, and practical guidance for staff on customer interaction online. There is also a personal benefit: designing and justifying applied business research, including weighing methodological trade-offs, is exactly the skill future analytical and consultancy roles demand.
[bookmark: _Toc234782582]5.2 Being Honest About the Limits
It would be dishonest to present this design as flawless. Because the sample is drawn from Clarke’s own customer base, the findings will be most directly applicable to this organisation and should not be assumed to generalise to other SMEs without further research. Self-reported survey data on purchase influence also has a well-known weakness: customers do not always accurately recall what actually drove their buying decisions. Triangulating these responses against the company’s real analytics data is intended to partially offset this, though not eliminate it. None of this undermines the basic purpose of the study; it simply means management should read the findings as a well-evidenced starting point, not a final, unquestionable verdict.
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