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WITH THE GROWTH IN SELF-EMPLOYMENT AND EXPANSION OF LARGER SALON 
GROUPS, MEDIUM-SIZED SALONS ARE AT RISK OF GETTING SQUEEZED OUT. WE 
LOOK AT WHY THESE SALONS ARE SUFFERING AND HOW THEY CAN FIGHT BACK 

THE BIG

GOOD NEWS! The number of hairdressing, barbering 
and beauty businesses increased by two per cent to 40,590 
from August 2015 to August 2016. Bad news: the number of 
medium-sized businesses with a turnover in the £50,000 to 
£250,000 range has dropped by as much as three per cent. So 
why are the medium-sized salons feeling the squeeze? 

“We think it’s due to the number of salon owners with two 
or more salons halving between 2009 and 2014,” says Hilary 
Hall, NHF chief executive. “That may have been due to the 
effects of the recession at the time, or to salon owners finding 
it harder than expected to manage a business spread over two 
or three locations, or simply wanting to focus on one business 
to achieve growth.”

The chief concern, says the Federation, is that salons will 

eventually ‘go the way of coffee shops’ and be taken over by 
large chain salons and franchises. The latest statistics from 
the NHF suggest there has been a four per cent increase in 
the number of salons with turnover above £250,000. 

“There are 2,500 large salons with turnover above £250,000, 
so it’s a relatively small group, but a growth of four per cent 
is significant,” says Hilary, who believes the rise is down to 
the largest salons being more likely to be truly business-
focused and therefore pay close attention to their costs, 
prices and profit margins. “A profitable business can afford to 
spend more on developing their brand, marketing, training, 
refurbishments and so on, which makes it more likely that 
they will continue to grow. The bigger a business is, the more 
advantages it has due to economies of scale.”



#FutureProof
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But not everyone shares these ‘coffee-shop’ fears. 
“A Starbucks will pretty much serve an identical 

coffee no matter which Starbucks you’re in, from 
Southampton to Swansea, but a chain salon can never 
guarantee the exact service as it depends on the stylist in 
that particular location,” says Mitchell Wilson from Laundry 
in Sheffield. 

The answer, Mitch believes, lies in playing to your artisan 
credentials. “You can give both staff and clients a better 
service; provide a more personal touch, react quicker and do 
the things that chains by their very nature take longer to put 
into practice,” he explains. 

This is what Heavenly Hair did when it opened on its 
high street just over a year ago in Saxmundham, Suffolk.  
“We’re a contemporary salon in a small market town and we 
knew from the start that all the existing salons already had 
their place,” says Heavenly Hair owner, Janene Hawkins. 
Janene concentrated on offering a ‘home-from-home’ service, 
providing her clients a consistent service at affordable prices.  
“No competition is bad competition. We offered something 
more stylish than other salons around us and we’ve proved 
that there is a place for all salons.” The key, Janene believes, 
lies in a great team, which gets regular training, and  
high-class products.

Janene has four full-time employees and two self-employed 
ones, which has also potentially helped her salon succeed as 
she has only had to support four instead of six employees.

It appears that more stylists are becoming self-employed 
– something that has helped smaller salons grow, but is it 
changing the playing field for medium-sized salons with 
staff on PAYE?

“In my experience, the bigger salon chains often lose 
good, busy staff due to not being able to match the earning 
potential and freedom self-employed team members get,” 
says Laundry’s Mitch. Laundry has a mix of both as Mitch 
has found that a motivated stylist will want self-employment 
and the freedom that brings, while a not-so-busy stylist will 
seek the security of a wage. 

While NHF’s Hilary doesn’t think smaller-sized salons  
are doing better than medium-sized ones, they are  
growing in number, mainly due to the “continuing trend 
towards freelancing”.

However, Hilary warns that the government is currently 
reviewing modern working practices, which could have a 

big impact on what counts as self-employment and 
the rights of self-employed workers, for example on 
access to pensions, especially since high-profile  
cases such as Uber taxis and other businesses 
operating in the ‘gig economy’. And for salons that 
want to invest and train their own team, chair-renting 
just isn’t an option. 

And what of the business rates increase happening 
in April? The government is preparing its first rates review in 
seven years, which will see a new rating list for England and 
Wales taking effect from April, with many salons still unaware 
of the changes. 

“Because rates are based on property values, we expect 
salons in London and the south east to see the biggest 
increases,” says NHF’s Hilary Hall. However, she believes 
many small businesses will benefit because the Small 
Business Rate Relief threshold is increasing for salons with 
one property with a rateable value of £6,000 to £12,000. “That 
means that from April, salons whose rateable value is less 
than £12,000 won’t have to pay any rates at all, and they will 
also pay a sliding scale of lower rates if their rateable value is 
between £12,001 and £15,000,” explains Hilary. 

Despite these obstacles, hair and beauty businesses remain 
among the most popular start-ups, suggesting there is room 
for independent businesses. For Ian Marshall, owner of Spargo 
Hairdressing in Brentwood, it was a case of ‘if you can’t beat 
them, join them’, opting to become a bigger salon, off the high 
street, in a bid to dominate his corner of the market. 

“Up until a short time ago, I was feeling the squeeze at 
Spargo and I realised I had to make some changes,” says 
Ian. “I couldn’t afford to be on the high street anymore, so 
we moved premises. We became three-times bigger for less 
money and had a refit that was paid off in three years because 
of the rent and rate saving. We also invested time and energy 
into training our staff in customer service and the missing 
areas in hairdressing, such as recommendation. We have 
grown so much bigger than we were, because we didn’t  
stand still.” 

While large chain salons will continue to grow, the demand 
for a more personalised service is also increasing. It is up to 
the medium-sized salons to make the most of this opportunity.  

“Medium-sized salons can 
offer a more friendly and intimate 
environment. Clients say they feel 
more important and that they like 
supporting their local community.”
MARTHA FIONA POUNTAIN

“I have a salon of eight staff and we treat our 
clients like they’re coming into our home. We stay 
humble, look after them and don't let ourselves go 
stale. It’s actually the size of our salon that’s helped 
us as we have seen a client shift: they’re now 
looking for a creative independent over a big chain.”
TIMOTHY DALE HOLLINSHEAD 


