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INTRODUCTION

Marketing advice is everywhere.

Scroll through LinkedIn and you'll see someone insisting
that paid ads are the answer. Open YouTube and
someone else will tell you that organic content is the
secret. And somewhere in the middle someone is trying
to convince you that Al will solve everything.

For small businesses, marketing has never been more
complicated.

New platforms appear every year. Algorithms change
constantly. And advice about “what works” often feels
contradictory.

But what's actually happening inside real small
businesses?

To find out, we asked UK SMEs directly.

In the Nettl Business Marketing Survey 2026, more
than 200 businesses across sectors such as retail,
hospitality, professional services, and the trades, shared
how they approach marketing today.

We asked about the channels they use, what brings the
best results, where they struggle, and what they want to
improve in the year ahead.

The responses reveal something interesting.

Most businesses already know what they should be
doing. The challenge is having the time and consistency
to actually do it well.

This report highlights the key findings and what they
mean for businesses looking to attract more customers
in 2026.
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METHODOLOGY

The Nettl Business Marketing Survey 2026 gathered
responses from 223 UK businesses across a range
of industries.

Respondents included businesses at different stages
of growth, from micro businesses to organisations
with turnover above £1m.

Participants answered questions covering:

Marketing goals for the year ahead
Channels currently in use

Channels delivering the best results
Content creation habits

Use of Al tools

Marketing budgets and barriers

OCOOOOOO

Measurement and performance tracking

Responses were collected anonymously.
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SMEs WANT VISIBILITY.
TIME GETS IN THE WAY.

When asked about their priorities for 2026, the most
common goal was increasing brand visibility (42.6%),
followed by generating repeat business (34.3%).

This tells us something important.

Many small businesses aren’t chasing more channels or
complicated strategies. Instead, they're trying to stay
visible so customers remember them when the time
comes to buy.

But there’s a problem.

The most common barrier to marketing success isn't
budget or knowledge.

It's time.

Over a quarter of businesses say a lack of time is their
biggest marketing challenge. That creates a familiar
situation: businesses know marketing matters, but
struggle to keep it consistent.

0
Actionable Insight -

For most SMEs, the answer isn’t “more marketing.”
It is “more sustainable marketing.” Businesses
must move away from labour-intensive, manual
processes and toward systems that allow for
consistent visibility without requiring a 40-hour
work week to manage.

What are businesses trying to achieve?
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43% 34% 30% 19% 18% 13%

Increase Generate Improve Increase Increase Increase
brand repeat lead online footfall average
visibility business quality sales order

value
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THE WEBSITE
STILL WINS

Despite the rise of social media platforms, one result That makes the website less of a “channel” in its own right,
stands out clearly. and more of a conversion hub for everything else.
The website. Often, small improvements to enquiry forms, landing pages,

. . or calls to action can dramatically improve results.
More than 83% of businesses use a website, and 44%

say it delivers their best results.

At first glance, that might seem surprising. = | -
~ . ~

But when businesses talk about their website delivering Actionable Ins:ght -
results, they’re usually referring to where enquiries or

sales happen, not necessarily how customers found them. Before investing in more marketing channels,
] ) o . make sure your website is ready to convert.
In reality, most marketing activity - whether it's search, . .
Improving conversion rates can produce better
results than simply driving more traffic. Often we
see companies increase ad spend without first
That's where interest turns into enquiries, bookings, optimising the landing page.

or purchases.

social, email, or referrals - ultimately leads back to
the website.

Usage vs best results

83.3%
55.1% T
44.4% =
306% 31.9%
24.5%
i 6.5%
000 S
- ‘)
Website Organic Events & Print Paid social
enquiries social networking marketing advertising

media
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SOME CHANNELS LOOK BUSY BUT
DON'T DELIVER ENOUGH RESULTS

The survey revealed a noticeable gap between
channels businesses use and channels they say deliver
the best results.

Two channels stand out.
Paid social advertising

Used by 24.5% of businesses
Only 6.5% say it produces their best results

Print marketing

Used by 31.9% of businesses
Only 9.7% say it delivers their best results

This doesn't mean these channels don't work. In fact,
they are both one of the most cost effective and
impactful forms of marketing to a local audience.
Especially used together.

However, they’re often used without the pieces around
them that make them effective.

For example:

ads that send visitors to weak landing pages
print campaigns without QR codes or trackable links

marketing activities without clear follow-up

When channels are connected properly, results
usually improve.

= O\
Actionable Insight D/

These channels are not “broken,” but they are
often “unplugged.” To see a return in 2026, paid
social must be tightly integrated with specific
landing pages, and print must include digital
bridges like QR codes or unique URLSs to begin to
measure attribution.

Which marketing channels actually deliver results?
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NETWORKING IS STILL
A SECRET WEAPON

In an era of Al-generated content and digital noise, trust However, the challenge for 2026 is scalability. You can
has become the ultimate currency. only be inone room at a time.

This is reflected in the high performance of networking The most successful businesses are those that use their
and events. While used by 49.1% of businesses, it digital channels to amplify their physical networking,
delivers the “best results” for 30.6%. connecting on LinkedIn after an event, or using email

marketing to nurture the relationships started in person.

~ ~
~ . ~

Actionable Insight o

For UK SMEs, networking is the “Secret Weapon.” It
bypasses the skepticism of digital advertising and builds
immediate rapport.

Treat networking as a high-conversion lead
source, not just a social activity. A simple
follow-up system can dramatically increase the
value of every conversation.

Networking usage vs results

Say it delivers best results
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THE CONTENT

CONSISTENCY GAP

Content marketing is widely talked about, but
consistency remains a challenge.

While 61% of businesses say they post on social
media, 32% admit they don't create content regularly.

That’s a big gap.

Many businesses start enthusiastically, but posting
fades when work gets busy.

In reality, consistency is usually more important
than creativity.

Posting isn’t the problem.
Consistency is.

=

61.1%

32.4%

Poston Do not
social create
media content

regularly

Simple repeatable formats can keep a business visible:

& customer testimonials

© recent projects or work completed
© behind-the-scenes insights

@) useful tips for customers

Marketing momentum comes from showing up regularly.

Actionable Insight o

Create three simple content formats you can
reuse each month. For example: a testimonial, a
recent project, and a useful tip. This makes
posting easier and removes the pressure to
constantly create new ideas.

Who struggles most?

Turnover band % NOT
creating content regularly

O

—_— ~40%

~8.9%
(]

Under £1m+
£100k

Content consistency improves as businesses grow
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MARKETING MEASUREMENT

STILL NEEDS WORK

You cannot manage what you do not measure.
Yet, 22.7% of UK SMEs admit they do not
measure marketing performance consistently.

Many businesses track outcomes such as:

© sales
© leads
© website traffic

But others are still unsure which activities actually
produce results.

Even basic tracking can improve marketing decisions.

Simply asking every new customer “How did you hear
about us?” can reveal valuable patterns over time.

Actionable Insight

()

O

Start small. If you don’t have a complex tracking

system, simply ask every new customer:

“How did you hear about us?” and record it in a

simple spreadsheet. Over time, yet quite quickly,
this creates a clear picture of which marketing

activities are performing best.

Marketing measurement still needs work

O
47% 40%

Sales Lead
generation

&
27%  26%

Customer Reviews &
retention testimonials

23%

Do not
measure
consistently
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TIME IS THE
ULTIMATE BARRIER

When asked about their biggest marketing challenge, the

most common answer was simple. ~ | ‘
Not enough time. q q /Q‘
Actionable Insight o

In fact, 25.5% of businesses said a lack of time is their
The issue for most businesses isn’t knowing what

marketing to do. It's finding the time to do it
regularly. Systems that simplify or automate
For many SMEs, marketing competes with everything marketing activity can make a significant
else that needs attention. When work gets busy, difference to long-term consistency.

biggest barrier to marketing success, making it the most
frequently cited challenge in the survey.

marketing activity often slows or stops entirely.

This helps explain why consistency is such acommon
challenge across other parts of the survey.

What'’s holding SME marketing back?

Not enough time

25.5%

Not enough budget 19.4%

19.0%

Creating content consistently

11.1%

Hard to track what works

9.3%

Not sure what to prioritise

00 =3 [0 @ &d
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CONCLUSION: CONSISTENCY
BEATS COMPLEXITY

The findings from the Nettl Business Marketing Survey The businesses most likely to grow in 2026 are those that
highlight a simple truth. focus on a few key activities and do them consistently:
Most SMEs don't need more marketing tools. maintaining visibility

nurturing existing customers

They need clarity, consistency, and better use of the & &

tools they already have improving their website's ability to convert visitors
creating content regularly

tracking results
Marketing success rarely comes from a single campaign.

More often, it comes from steady effort over time.

THE RIGHT SYSTEMS
MAKE A DIFFERENCE

“What stood out to me in this survey is that most small
businesses already know what good marketing looks like.
They know they need to stay visible, keep their website
working hard, and keep talking to their customers.

The real challenge isn't knowledge. It's time.

That's where the right systems, tools, and support can
make the difference between marketing that gets
started and marketing that actually delivers results.”

Chris Lowe
Managing Director, Nettl Systems Ltd
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THE NEXT
STEPS

How does your business compare to the UK average?
In the next 30 days, we recommend taking three steps:

Audit your website O
Is it optimised to deliver your “best results”?

If not, why?

Fix one “Execution Gap” &

Pick one channel (like social media) and commit
to aschedule you can actually keep.

Track one new metric
If you don't track leads, start today.

Nettl is here to help UK SMEs bridge the gap between big ideas and real-world results.
Visit your local Nettl studio to start your marketing audit.

ABOUT NETTL

Nettl is the UK’s largest network of local
marketing, web, and design studios.

We specialise in helping ordinary small and
medium-sized businesses promote themselves
more effectively: From building high-conversion
websites to managing social media, exhibition,
and print campaigns. Our mission is to make
effective omni-channel marketing solutions
accessible to every independent business.
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