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Abstract
Introduction
For a business to develop a reasonable social media marketing plan, it is important to understand various areas related to social media in business. The first area to understand is what constitutes social media. Other important areas to have knowledge about are small business marketing, customer relationship management and social marketing plans. By evaluating each area in detail, one can construct an informed and concise social media strategy for a business. 
Purpose
The purpose of this paper is to explore how social media influences and affects small businesses. The associative benefits available from the use of social media for small businesses will also be investigated. Through this assessment of benefits for the small businesses, this paper will identify the main areas of influence for social media in small companies across all industries. Recommendations for optimal use of social media by small businesses will also be determined in this paper.
Methodology
The research follows a case study methodology based on two surveys with owners of small business in the east coast region and individuals from the general consumer market. 
Findings
The main benefits from use of social media are the ability to attract new customers while retaining existing ones, developing closer relationships with customers, and improved ability to reach consumers on a global scale. Related advantages of social media use by small businesses are promotion of local businesses and improved awareness and inquiries on the part of customers.
Real Implications of Study
This paper aims to highlight the value of social media to small business and intends to make a research contribution to the quality of life as a small business owner or customer to the small business.
Social Media Overview
Social media applications and websites provide users with the ability to communicate, share entertainment content and access information about any topic. Most of the social media platforms that exist today accept individual users or organizations to create their profiles on those platforms. For an organization, its social media profile may include contact information, overview of services offered, links to websites, and pictorial content of the products or services the business offers. Businesses are constantly seeking ways to integrate social media with marketing strategies. Before the introduction and growth of social media platforms, businesses used conventional methods to market their products and services. Businesses used radio, television, mail, posters and word of mouth to relay their intended message. These marketing techniques are still applicable and useful today but social media has optimized marketing strategies for modern-day businesses. In terms of communication, social media is a highly efficient way for the business to interact with the customer. It is no longer necessary for a person to call, mail or physically visit a business for the two parties to communicate. A customer can simply post any feedback online and it will be received instantly by the business. If the business has an effective social media team, there would likely be a response to the customer within minutes. Branding is another major sphere in which social media carries significant importance to small businesses. Prior to the introduction of social media, majority of customers perceived businesses as impersonal entities. Social media has changed how businesses and customers interact. The kind of consumers who interact with a business using social media influences how other potential consumers view the business as a brand. 
Relevant Platforms
Search Sites
There are numerous sites through which users can collaborate to create a product or develop an entry. Businesses can create completely new concepts and business strategies using collaborative content generated by users. The two sites that are most relevant to social media marketing in the modern day are Wikipedia and Google Search home page. These are relevant because they are considered authoritative references that are built on encyclopedic structures. An individual is able to search for information about any business and if the business is legitimate it is likely to be found on either or both these sites. Companies that appear on these sites are also known to only appear there if they are notable in some way. It means that these companies are given legitimacy by being available on certain sites. 
Blogs and Micro Blogs
These are social networks that allow individuals and organizations to publish and communicate on the internet. A popular example of a micro blog is Twitter, which has over 300 million active users on a monthly basis (Tuten & Solomon, 2017). This site is known for its wide reach and ability to reach an extensive audience within a very short period. Blogs are longer than micro blogs and can include additional content such as images, audio and other media. A blog provides more practical information about the company it features. Blogging and micro blogging helps to develop more credibility for the business brand. Small businesses can develop significant reputations through their blogs and micro blogs. Customers who perceive the business to be knowledgeable in their specific area are attracted to the business for their ability to specialize in specific information. It enhances the engagement of the blog because of a stronger relationship between consumer and business. 
Content Sites
Popular sites such as YouTube allow users to upload original content or develop their own accumulations of content. A small business that creates appealing content is able to expand its brand reach and attract a new audience. Social media gives this business more opportunities with scarce resources. The business is also empowered by social media to develop specific content that is available to target niche demographics. For a business to be relevant in relation to content communities, it is important make the content posted by the business relevant and expand its reach to the market. 
Social Networking Websites
Social media is currently largely focused on social networking websites such as Facebook. This colossal site functions as an online community of internet users who create their profiles and interact with people from all over the world. There are numerous other websites where users create online communities with people whom they share common interests with, including politics, music, sports, hobbies, religion and alternative lifestyles. For small businesses, involvement in a social network allows them to develop their own brand presence through created profiles, engagement with customers and posting of content. This is done with the intention of sharing among potential customers, with the hope of quickly and widely increasing brand awareness. Facebook is the biggest social networking website in the world with over 2 billion active users monthly (Tuten & Solomon, 2017). This represents huge potential for small business as they can use this social network to rapidly gain a sufficient customer base. Social media in this situation influences and impacts small businesses by offering value that traditional forms of marketing are unable to offer. Participation in a major social networking website exposes the small business to millions of people in any given region, depending on the area targeted by the business. 
Product Reviews
This is another classification of social media that influences and affects small businesses. Online product reviews are said to be unbiased reviews by real people. These sites include TripAdvisor and Epinions, where a user can provide feedback on products and services offered by a large number of companies in specific industries (Holt, 2016). It is an effective way of determining the true quality and value of a product or service. The main objectives of product review sites are to help consumers make the best possible choices and to reduce associative costs of making such choices. These sites also aim to assist consumers from an impartial understanding of the product and to develop a set of evaluative criteria that will allow the consumer to judge the products or services offered by the business. This is highly important for small businesses because it enables building of trust with consumers. Consumers trust businesses that are rated positively by other consumers with an unbiased attachment to the products and services offered by the business. For small business marketing, it is vital to monitor reputations and respond to feedback on the most relevant sites to the industry in which the business operates. 
Spheres of Influence
Marketing
The key to developing a business is to have good intuition and using that intuition to establish a clear course of action for accomplishment of goals. Operating a small business is challenging in its own right because the owner generally lacks the formalities of large businesses which guide the organization in any working day (McCann & Barlow, 2015). It becomes crucial for the small business to have a marketing plan that will act as the road map for the organization for a specified period of time. There is no single marketing plan that fits all objectives and the business has to develop a plan of action that suits its purpose and target audience. Social media marketing needs to be part of the greater plan for the business. A marketing plan involving social media will reach a wider audience than most other conventional forms of marketing. This is because social media has the ability to reach millions of people if carried out effectively. It would be a significant step in the direction towards expansion if a small business is able to market its products or services at a much lower cost than through use of traditional platforms such as television and newspapers. A small business may simply open an account on a platform such as Facebook or Twitter and engage in a marketing plan that fits its target audience and purpose. The influence of social media is highlighted in this potential strategy as the small business can gain a competitive advantage at minimal cost. 
Communication
[bookmark: _GoBack]The primary objective for any business at any stage of its existence is to inform everyone that it exists and offers particular products or services. For a small business, social media provides an effective way of providing information. Social media in itself is a source of information as consumers can gain knowledge of any aspect of the business that they find relevant and is available on the platform used by the business. Social media incorporates consumers into the advanced stages of the communication plan (Jones, Borgman & Ulusoy, 2015). It informs customers about a wide variety of organizational aspects such as stock market performance, personnel changes and product development among others. The business may choose the social media platform that best suits its brand and target demographic. Through a communication plan, a small business can develop its public relations activities and sponsorship. Considering the smaller budgets that small businesses tend to work with, having a means of advancing its public relations and attracting sponsorship is a valuable outcome that social media provides. 
Social media platforms allow organizations to shed the tag of an impersonal entity by engaging in dialogue with users about the product (Humphreys & Wilken, 2015). Social media platforms are effective channels to develop this intimate relationship with consumers. Small business stand to benefit significantly because their size allows them to engage on a personal level with a larger percentage of customers. Social media helps small businesses to gain a clear understanding of its market and develop a close relationship with consumers. The business is able to respond quickly to market needs and communicate with the customer to solve any issues that may have occurred. 
Branding
The third major sphere of influence covered by social media is branding. Any business has an infinite goal of becoming bigger than it was the previous year or any specified number of years earlier. For a small business, branding is a critical aspect that directly impacts its ability to grow (Holt, 2016). Branding for a business involves the visibility of company products, recognition of the products and the value associated with those products. Social media is currently the most effective means of improving visibility due to the sheer extent of the market accessible from social media platforms (Taneja & Toombs, 2015). A small business can create a social media profile and organize sales and marketing activities as fits the purpose and target audience. The core features of its products including product name and logo will be made visible to a large number of people. This will be achieved through direct marketing and ripple effects such as word of mouth or shared links from those who have viewed the online activity of the business. The value of the business as a brand will be influenced by the impression of its social media activities in relation to the purpose of the company’s products (Hatton, 2015). A small business that operates a responsive social media platform and guarantees quality products will experience an increase in value associated with the business. Consumers also tend to associate positively with products that other consumers perceive positively (Hyken, 2009). A small business can achieve long-term gains by establishing a positive value through social media activity. 
Customer Relationship Management
The process of managing and developing a company’s interactions with consumers and sales prospects is defined as relationship marketing. The overall goal is to find, attract and win new customers while still nurturing and retain those the company already managed to attract. When a business attracts customers into its corner, it reduces the costs of marketing and client service. Relationship marketing places an emphasis on customer retention and satisfaction instead of the traditional business focus on sales transactions. It recognizes the long-term value of customer relationships. A business operates more efficiently when it has a loyal customer base willing to purchase existing and new products of the business. This is more effective than having no retained customers and being forced to engage in an extensive sales and marketing drive for every product drive. Social media platforms maximize the effectiveness of relationship marketing by creating collaborative and social communication channels directly with the customer (Hyken, 2009). Social media also provides tools for management of relationships with customers that go beyond normal demographic and customer service data. Social media can advance relationship marketing through a focus on building loyalty through financial rewards. Social media can also facilitate relationship management by assessing the more advanced and social issues relating to the customer (Holt, 2016). The consumers get a more personalized level of service as they can share their issues on social media and the business can respond appropriately through the same platform or through organizational strategy aimed at eliminating those issues. 
Relationship management appears easy to develop as a strategy but it is difficult to implement. In an ideal world, relationship management has a personal and ongoing relationship between customer and organization. It is difficult to implement but small businesses find it less difficult than major organizations. This is because small businesses have the ability to offer their customer personal service regardless of whether the business is conducted via email, the internet or through face-to-face interactions (Holt, 2016). Social media provides the business with a complex marketing machine that learns about each and every customer. Businesses gain access to data that allows them to personalize their offerings and communicate. The business also has the opportunity to automate communication and offerings through social media. This can be done through scheduled releases on the social media platforms being used by the business. It is a valuable proposition for small businesses because they are better positioned to identify what customers think, what they are doing, what they are thinking and how they make decisions. The ability to know what customers are doing and thinking is a critical factor that enables the business to satisfy them and build a loyal consumer base. It is another illustration of how influential social media can be for small businesses. 
Reality Check
Despite having significant value, small businesses are still relatively tentative when it comes to owning a business website and having involvement in social media. According to the 2016 Small Business Technology Impact Study, small business owners should improve their social media involvement if they want to be successful. The study was conducted by Time Warner Cable Business Class and evaluates the various ways in which consumers decide on the business they will buy from. 36 percent of people surveyed in this study suggested that they would hesitate to do business with a small business that does not have an online presence (Time Warner Cable, 2016). This held true for many industries, indicating that consumers in general view a solid online presence as a source of attraction. The study indicated that millennials typically want to be aware who the owner of the business is, preferably through contact details and photos on its social media platforms. 73 percent of young people in the 18-34 age bracket indicated that owner visibility on the company’s online platform is important, compared to 63 percent for people aged 55 and older (Time Warner Cable, 2016). 
The reality of the situation is that many small businesses are lacking in digital marketing. Findings from the Small Business Marketing Trends Report show that 1 out of 5 businesses had no intentions of investing in digital marketing of any kind in 2016 (LeadPages & Infusionsoft, 2016). This is a major concern considering the heavy use of social media by businesses and consumers in the last decade. 50 percent of respondents on the Small Business Marketing Trends Report suggested that they had no idea what their return on investment was, while 14 percent of respondents indicated that they were aware their return on investment in digital marketing was not acceptable (LeadPages & Infusionsoft, 2016). A negligible number of respondents retained the contact information of their customers to refer to at a future date. The report also found that most small businesses do not customer relationship management software or marketing software applications. However, the Small Business Marketing Trends Report was not all doom and gloom. The report found that 50 percent of small business owners are increasing their spending on their online presence. The report also found that almost 60 percent of small businesses have a social media presence (LeadPages & Infusionsoft, 2016). These survey findings can empower small business owners to reconsider their strategies and invest more in social media to gain customers at a higher rate. 
Keys to Success
Relationship Development
In relation to social media, relationships are the most critical factor that facilitates success. Small businesses are more capable of establishing personalized relationships because they spend more time knowing their clients thoroughly. Owners of small businesses can use social media to reach out personally to their customers. This is a technique that will build deeper loyalty in the existing clients and act as a source of attraction to prospective customers who seek a personalized relationship with the business selling those particular products (Hatton, 2015). Small businesses can optimize the effectiveness of their social media use by building close relationships with their clients. 
Quality over Quantity
A small business is unlikely to have massive numbers on their social media platforms. While the ultimate goal is to attract as many users or followers as possible for brand recognition purposes, it is vital that the business focuses on quality over quantity. It is more effective for a small business to have a meaningful relationship with 700 people than an impersonal relationship with 7,000 people (Beemer & Shook, 2008). During the gradual expansion process, the business will develop competence for handling of larger social media audiences. A high-quality relationship is mutually beneficial and will allow the small business to connect with their customers more easily in future.
Responsiveness
Social media holds several benefits for a small business but these advantages will be negated if the business is unable to assure their customers of responsiveness. Customers expect small companies to communicate quicker and in a more personalized manner than large companies (Dessart, Veloutsou & Morgan-Thomas, 2015). This is because small companies do not have corporate attitudes that large companies project in their day-to-day operations. It is recommended that small businesses focus their efforts on always being quick to respond on their social media platforms, otherwise the entire point of having social media will be diminished. 
Use a Different Approach
Small business should avoid being abrasive in their use of social media. Larger companies tend to be conservative in their approach to social media but this is because their end goal is slightly different (Tuten & Solomon, 2017). Small businesses need to be constantly open-minded in their approach to new technologies. There are numerous ways in which to leverage social media for business and it is important for small business to exploit all these possibilities. 
Conclusion
Social media represents an avenue of high potential for small businesses. The main benefits from use of social media platforms include improved relationships with customers, improved awareness and inquiries, increase in number of new customers, enhanced ability to reach customers, and enhancement of the image of small businesses. Social media impacts small businesses through three main spheres of influence. These are branding, communication and marketing. A company can optimize its profitability by integrating social media platforms from these three points of view. A small company should ensure that its social media usage develops close relationships with the customers. In addition, its social media use should guarantee quality and responsiveness for the client. This is achieved through maintain a willingness to try out new technologies.









References
Beemer, C. B., & Shook, R. L. (2008). The Customer Rules: The 14 Indispensable, Irrefutable, and Indisputable Qualities of the Greatest Service Companies in the World. McGraw Hill Professional. 
Dessart, L., Veloutsou, C., & Morgan-Thomas, A. (2015). Consumer engagement in online brand communities: A social media perspective. Journal of Product & Brand Management, 24(1), 28-42. 
Hatten, T. S. (2015). Small business management: Entrepreneurship and beyond. Nelson Education.
Holt, D. (2016). Branding in the age of social media. Harvard Business Review, 94(3), 40-50. 
Humphreys, L., & Wilken, R. (2015). Social media, small businesses, and the control of information. Information, Communication & Society, 18(3), 295-309. 
Hyken, S. (2009). The cult of the customer: Create an amazing customer experience that turns satisfied customers into customer evangelists. John Wiley & Sons. 
Jones, N., Borgman, R., & Ulusoy, E. (2015). Impact of social media on small businesses. Journal of Small Business and Enterprise Development, 22(4), 611-632. 
LeadPages & Infusionsoft. (2016). Small Business Market Trends Report. Industry Report.
McCann, M., & Barlow, A. (2015). Use and measurement of social media for SMEs. Journal of Small Business and Enterprise Development, 22(2), 273-287. 
Taneja, S., & Toombs, L. (2014). Putting a face on small businesses: Visibility, viability, and sustainability the impact of social media on small business marketing. Academy of Marketing Studies Journal, 18(1), 249. 
Time Warner Cable. (2016). The impact of technology on small business. Small Business Technology Impact Study. 
Tuten, T. L., & Solomon, M. R. (2017). Social media marketing. Sage. 
