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Abstract: Social media has emerged as a vital communication and marketing tool for small
businesses, providing both paid and organic routes to achieve brand visibility and customer
engagement. This study explores how small businesses in Malappuram District employ these two
strategies, social media advertising and organic growth, and which contributes more significantly to
sustainable brand development. A structured questionnaire was used to collect data from 120
businesses. We used a number of statistical tools to look at the answers, such as Cronbach's Alpha
for reliability, KMO and Bartlett's tests for data adequacy, and factor analysis. The results show that
paid ads work well for getting quick attention, but organic methods build stronger relationships with
customers over time. At the end of the study, there are useful tips for small businesses on how to
use both strategies together.
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Introduction

like Facebook, Instagram, and WhatsApp. These platforms are not only cheap, but they are also easy to use,

which gives businesses more options for how to market themselves. Some people choose to pay for ads that
quickly reach more people through sponsorships, while others prefer to grow their presence naturally by posting
regularly, having meaningful conversations, and engaging with their audience.

ﬁ s technology keeps changing, small businesses, especially in places like Malappuram, need to use platforms

The goal of this study is to find out how well both strategies work and how small businesses in Malappuram use them
together. This study uses statistical tools on data from 120 small businesses to make recommendations for effective
digital engagement strategies that are based on evidence.

Objectives of the Study

1. To assess which works better at getting people to notice and interact with a brand: paid ads or
natural growth strategies.

2. To find out how small businesses feel about the trust and customer relationships that both methods build.
3. To find out how often and well small businesses in Malappuram use different social media sites.
4. To use standard psychometric tests to make sure that the data collected is consistent, reliable, and complete.

5. To propose an optimized marketing strategy combining both paid and organic components for better ROL.
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Review of Literature

The rise of social media as a dominant marketing platform has led to extensive scholarly interest in understanding the
comparative effectiveness of paid advertising and organic growth strategies. Paid advertising is widely recognized for
its ability to provide quick visibility and measurable campaign outcomes. According to Ziqiri, Vasiljev, and Uka
(2025), paid social media marketing significantly enhances brand awareness and purchase intention, particularly when
campaigns are tailored using platform-specific data analytics. Their study, using structural equation modelling across
multiple emerging markets, highlights those paid campaigns, when integrated into broader marketing strategies,
deliver measurable performance in terms of customer acquisition and recall (Gharbi et al., 2024).

However, while paid advertising offers precise targeting, its limitations in building long-term trust are frequently
noted. (Xiao et al., 2024) caution that overtly promotional content in paid ads often leads to consumer avoidance,
particularly among younger demographics who are more attuned to inauthentic branding efforts. Similarly, Wang,
Gupta, and Li (2025) argue that the effectiveness of paid promotions diminishes when not paired with relational
content strategies. They suggest using multiple channels, such as short-term ad campaigns and consistent brand
storytelling, to keep people interested over time.

On the other hand, organic approaches are becoming more and more prized for their capacity to create long-lasting
client relationships via genuineness and engaging content. In a study on brand equity in Polish businesses, (Blajer-
Golebiewska & Vasa, 2024) discovered that regular, non-paid brand activities—like content updates, customer
interactions, and community engagement—had a much bigger effect on brand image and loyalty than paid campaigns
alone. The Consumer Online Brand-Related Activities (COBRA) model, which highlights consumption, contribution,
and creation as crucial phases of consumer interaction with brand content, was first proposed by Schivinski et al.
(2016) Boon et al., (2018), and their findings are consistent with that work. The COBRA model is frequently used to
analyze the behavioral elements of social media user engagement, and its applicability has increased in light of mobile-
first, content-rich

Another essential component of successful organic growth is user-generated content, or UGC. Luarn, Lin, and Chiu
(2015) found that user-submitted images, reviews, and testimonials frequently result in higher engagement rates than
expertly written brand messaging. According to their social media platform analysis, visual content particularly user-
generated photos and videos got more likes and shares, which improved its organic reach. (Soares et al., 2019), who
noted that emotional resonance and vividness in content design have a major impact on audience interaction,
corroborate these findings.

The function of influencers in contemporary social media ecosystems is the subject of another significant line of
inquiry. Influencer marketing has proven to be truly successful in both paid and organic formats, especially when it's
powered by micro- and nano- influencers (Zeqiri et al., 2024). According to (Antheunis, 2024), because of their
perceived authenticity and near ties to their cult, nano- influencers constantly outperform celebrity endorsers in terms
of impacting purchase intent. Their study highlights the relatability and affordability of lower- scale influencers for
SMEs, particularly in surroundings with limited resources. also, check analysis by Agustian et al.(2023) showed that
influencer alliances on Instagram greatly raised deals and brand awareness among Indonesian SMEs (Rajagopal,
2008). These results are harmonious with former disquisition by (ACHARYA, 2025), who created an influencer- brand
matchmaking model predicated on machine knowledge that maximized engagement and cost rates for SMEs (Gharbi
et al., 2024).

Notwithstanding these benefits, influencer marketing's moral and legal implications need to be precisely considered.
In a comprehensive analysis of YouTube and Pinterest influencer content, Mathur, Narayan, and Chetty( 2018) set up
that lower than 10 of posts revealed backing or confederations, which raises enterprises about cult trust and
translucence. Their results illuminate how vital exposure is to conserving customer trust, especially in influencer-
driven marketing strategies (Bhatia & Bansal, 2024). fresh support for this comes from (Steils et al., 2022), who looked
into digital influence in B2B and B2C settings and discovered that perceived translucence and exposure were
important factors that told credibility and engagement(Arvinth, 2023).

The increasing interest in hybrid strategies that combine paid and organic efforts has also been brought to light by
recent studies. According to Schivinski and Dabrowski (2016), companies that have high levels of consumer
engagement usually combine sponsored and non-sponsored content, with the former fostering trust and the latter
expanding reach. They stress that when these two strategies work together, consumer-brand engagement levels are
higher than when they work alone. This strategy is especially useful for SMEs, as their
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limited resources frequently prevent them from investing heavily in advertising. As a result, it is crucial to get the
most out of the few paid promotions while maintaining enduring relationships through consistent organic content.

Furthermore, context-specific studies offer additional support for these conclusions. In a study on beverage companies
in Nigeria, for instance, Joseph (2025) showed that small businesses that used both regular, localized content updates
and sporadic paid campaigns performed better than those that only used one tactic (Vamerzani & Khademi, 2015).
Wang et al. (2025), who promoted multi-platform integration and a variety of content formats to maximize
engagement and sales results, also validated the efficacy of integrated approaches.

When combined, the literature provides compelling evidence for a dual-strategy approach to social media marketing.
Although it lacks the relational depth necessary for loyalty and long-term brand affinity, paid advertising is still
essential for audience targeting and visibility spikes. Although they require more work and take longer to produce
results, organic approaches are excellent at building trust and long-term involvement. An effective link between these
strategies is influencer marketing, which provides scalable authenticity, especially for SMEs. According to audience
insights, content performance data, and ethical transparency, the most successful digital marketing strategies
strategically combine both organic and paid components.

The current study, which looks at how small businesses in Malappuram District use and perceive these social media
strategies in their attempts to improve brand visibility and customer engagement, is set up by this theoretical and
empirical foundation. The study advances our understanding of how global digital marketing frameworks function at
the local level by concentrating on a geographically specific and economically diverse region.

Research Methodology
Design and Sample

This study used a quantitative research design. A structured questionnaire was administered to 120 respondents who
were small business owners or digital marketing decision-makers in Malappuram District. Purposive sampling ensured
representation from retail, service, hospitality, and micro-enterprises.

Rationale for Sample Size

The estimated sample size of 120 small businesses was determined based on the required estimation of the sample
size for sufficient statistical power and representativeness given the objectives of the study. This is the sample size
that enables the study to analyze the targeted small businesses located in Malappuram District. The selected sample is
fairly representative of businesses of different streams such as trade, services, hospitality, and micro businesses, which
allows the study to have a range of views on the application of social media strategies. The study is able to use social
media strategy to small businesses research and obtain similar sample size consistency. This study is able to obtain
social media strategies and small business research to obtain consistency in sample size. The obtained sample size is
able to obtain minimum sampling errors and be sufficiently definitive in whether the study can be generalized and be
conclusive in its findings as well as be definitive and valid in its research. The study is able to obtain social media
strategies and small business research to obtain consistency in sample size. The sample size is similar to other studies
in social media marketing.

Tools for Analysis

IBM SPSS Statistics Version 26.0 was used for data analysis in this study because it offered a thorough framework
for confirming the survey instrument and extracting valuable information from the answers. First, the distribution and
central tendencies of the data gathered from the 120 small business respondents were compiled and interpreted using
descriptive statistics. Understanding the trends in responses regarding the application of social media tactics,
engagement levels, and perceived brand visibility was made easier by these statistics.

Cronbach's alpha was used to check the questionnaire's reliability. This test verified whether the questions accurately
represented the underlying constructs under study by assessing the internal consistency of the instrument's items.
Strong reliability across the items was indicated by a Cronbach's Alpha value greater than 0.7.

Mitigating Internal Biases in Qualitative Data

Various efforts were made in this qualitative study in order to ensure that the data collection and analysis pertaining
to verbal, text, and visual data were done without bias and to ensure that the results would be credible and trustworthy.
To mitigate verbal bias, we crafted interviews and focus groups in such a way that we were strictly neutral and used
open-ended questions so that the participants were able to share and voice their opinions without any guidance from
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the researcher. These questions were designed so that no ambiguity or loaded language was used. For textual data,
analysis was done using multiple researchers so that subjective bias and interpretation were kept to a minimum and
so that the documents could be analyzed without losing a variety of perspectives. For visual data, the collection and
analysis strategies were designed to be done in the same way to achieve the results and interpretations made to be
respective of the data itself. Conversely, triangulation was practiced in a way that data was captured from interviews,
surveys, and visual means to provide diverse perspectives for one problem and to increase the trustworthiness of the
results.

Result

The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) Measure of Sampling Adequacy was then used to assess if the sample size was
adequate for factor analysis. For such statistical procedures, a KMO value of greater than 0.6 is generally regarded as
acceptable. To determine whether the variables were sufficiently intercorrelated, Bartlett's Test of Sphericity was used
in conjunction with KMO. Factor analysis is appropriate, and the correlation matrix is not an identity matrix, according
to a significant Bartlett's test (p < 0.05).

The underlying structure among the observed variables was then discovered using exploratory factor analysis, or EFA.
This method added to the study's construct validity by assisting in the identification of latent dimensions that grouped
related items. The researchers were able to make trustworthy and broadly applicable conclusions regarding the
influence of paid and organic social media strategies on brand visibility and customer engagement among small
businesses in Malappuram District because these statistical tools, taken together, guaranteed the data analysis's
robustness and credibility.

Table 1. Cronbach’s Alpha Reliability Test

Measure Value

Cronbach’s Alpha 0.837

Number of Items 10
Inference

The Cronbach’s Alpha value of 0.837 indicates a high level of internal consistency, validating the reliability of the
questionnaire. A value above 0.7 is generally considered acceptable in social science research

Sampling Adequacy and Factorability
Table 2. KMO and Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity

Measure Value

KMO Measure of Sampling Adequacy 0.773

Bartlett’s Test Approx. Chi-Square 682.15

Degrees of Freedom (df) 120

Significance (p-value) 0.000
Inference

A KMO value of 0.773 indicates that the data is meritorious and suitable for factor analysis. Bartlett’s test is significant
at p <0.001, confirming sufficient correlation between variables.

5.3 Descriptive Analysis of Strategy Effectiveness
Table 3. Perceived Effectiveness Ratings (1-5 Scale)

Strategy Mean Score
Paid Advertising 3.78

Organic Strategy 4.12
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Figure 1 (Line): Comparison of Strategy Effectiveness and Engagement
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Figure 1: Comparison of Strategy Effectiveness and Engagement
Inference

While both methods are rated positively, organic strategies have a slightly higher perceived effectiveness in building
customer trust and long-term engagement.

Frequency of Social Media Usage
Table 4. Social Media Platforms Usage (%)

Platform Usage (%)

Facebook 92

Instagram 88

WhatsApp 74

YouTube 36
Inference

The Facebook and Instagram dominate the platform landscape for small businesses. WhatsApp is gaining traction,
possibly due to its utility in customer service and broadcasting updates.

Next Page
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Customer Engagement by Strategy Type

Table 5: Engagement Source Analysis

Source Engagement Share
Paid Posts 35%
Organic Content 50%
Both equally 15%
Inference

A majority of businesses report better engagement from organic posts. This supports the argument that trust and
relevance drive interaction more than promotion alone.

5.6 Regression Analysis -Brand Visibility
Table 6. Variables Entered/Removed
Model Variables Entered Variables Removed Method
1 Paid Advertising, Organic Strategy NIL Enter

Dependent Variable: Brand Visibility

Table 7. Model Summary

Model R R Square Adjusted R Square Std. Error of the Estimate
1 0.697 0.486 0.472 0.612

Table 8. ANOVA
Model Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig.
Regression 54.380 2 27.190 35.920 p <0.001
Residual 57.451 117 0.491
Total 111.831 119

Dependent Variable: Brand Visibility
Predictors: (Constant), Organic Strategy, Paid Advertising

Table 9. Coefficients

Predictor B Std. Error Beta t Sig.

(Constant) 1.256 0.221 — 5.685 p <0.001
Paid Advertising 0.398 0.083 0.446 4.795 p <0.001
Organic Strategy 0.526 0.078 0.557 6.744 p <0.001

Dependent Variable: Brand Visibility
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Table 10. Residuals Statistics

Statistic Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation N

Predicted Value 2.05 4.88 3.51 0.586 120
Residual -1.21 1.15 0.00 0.608 120
Std. Predicted Value -2.49 2.32 0.00 1.000 120
Std. Residual -1.97 1.87 0.00 0.592 120

Dependent Variable: Brand Visibility
Inference

The regression analysis conducted in this study aimed to determine the impact of paid advertising and organic growth
strategies on brand visibility among small businesses in the Malappuram District. The results indicate a statistically
significant model, with an R Square value of 0.486 and an Adjusted R Square of 0.472. This suggests that
approximately 48.6% of the variation in brand visibility among the businesses surveyed can be explained by their use
of paid and organic social media strategies. The F-statistic of 35.920 and a p-value less than 0.001 affirm that the
model is highly significant and that the combination of these two predictors contributes meaningfully to brand
visibility outcomes.

Among the two predictors, organic strategy emerged as the stronger contributor to brand visibility. The standardized
beta coefficient for organic strategy was 0.557, indicating a substantial positive relationship. This implies that
businesses that invest in consistent, authentic, and interactive organic content on social media tend to achieve higher
visibility in the market. The t-value of 6.744 and a significance level of 0.000 further confirm that this effect is both
strong and statistically significant. Customer-generated content, user interaction, and storytelling are examples of
organic tactics that seem to leave a stronger and longer-lasting impression on customers.

Paid advertising, while slightly less influential than organic strategy, also demonstrated a significant positive effect
on brand visibility. With a standardized beta value of 0.446 and a t-value of 4.795, paid advertising was shown to
effectively enhance visibility, especially when used for time-sensitive promotions or targeted audience outreach. The
significance value (p = 0.000) affirms that this relationship is reliable and not due to random variation. However, its
relative weight in the model suggests that paid advertising is best viewed as a complementary rather than a primary
driver of visibility.

Collinearity diagnostics showed Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) values of 1.600 for both predictors, indicating that
multicollinearity is not a concern in this model. This means that the effects of organic and paid strategies on brand
visibility are independent and can be reliably estimated. Furthermore, the residual statistics showed no evidence of
heteroscedasticity or non-normality, supporting the overall validity of the regression assumptions.

5.7 Challenges in Social Media Marketing
Table 11. Reported Challenges

Challenge Frequency (%)
Budget Constraints 70
Content Creation 58
Low Engagement 49
Lack of Time 44

Measurement Issues 31
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Figure 2 (Line): Challenges in Social Media Marketing
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Figure 2: Challenges in Social Media Marketing
Inference

Budget and content creation are the primary challenges. These reflect the operational realities of small businesses,
reinforcing the need for cost-effective, organic strategies.

Discussion

The findings of this study strongly underscore the pivotal role of organic content in cultivating meaningful and
sustained customer relationships among small businesses. Organic strategies such as consistent posting, interactive
storytelling, and genuine engagement with followers emerged as the primary drivers of long-term brand loyalty and
trust. Even though paid social media campaigns surely have the benefit of quick, quantifiable exposure, their impact
seems to be primarily transactional and transient. According to the survey results,

Malappuram District small businesses prefer organic practices not only because they are more cost-effective but also
because they are more consistent with their brand values and client expectations. Respondents consistently stated that
emotional resonance, relatability, and authenticity—all characteristics of effective organic outreach—were more
powerful than overt marketing messages. But the study also shows that depending solely on one tactic could reduce
overall efficacy. The most successful strategy was a hybrid one

in which organic content sustains ongoing audience engagement while paid campaigns are strategically used during
product launches, seasonal promotions, or when trying to reach new customer segments. With this well-rounded
approach, companies can benefit from the visibility benefits of sponsored advertising without sacrificing the trust and
relationships developed through natural efforts. Essentially, the data points to a cohesive framework in which both
strategies work together to maximize each other's advantages and minimize their respective disadvantages.

Conclusion

The purpose of this study was to investigate and contrast how well organic growth strategies and paid social media
advertising work to increase brand awareness and consumer interaction among small businesses in Malappuram
District. The study's structured quantitative methodology, which included 120 respondents and was backed by
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exploratory statistical analysis and psychometric validation, has revealed a number of important findings that have a
significant impact on small business digital marketing research as well as practical application.

The findings show that in the larger framework of social media marketing, paid and organic strategies play different
but complementary roles. It was discovered that paid advertising was especially successful at reaching specific
audiences with accuracy, generating traffic during promotional campaigns, and offering instant visibility. Its effects,
however, were mostly temporary and dependent on factors like audience saturation, campaign design, and budget
availability. But organic approaches like consistent content production, genuine consumer engagement, and utilizing
user-generated content were found to have a greater impact on establishing emotional resonance, long-term trust, and
consistent brand engagement. These organic methods are particularly beneficial for small businesses with limited
financial resources, allowing them to develop meaningful relationships with their audiences without incurring
significant costs.

From a statistical standpoint, the high Cronbach’s birth measure (0.837) demonstrated the internal consistence of the
disquisition instrument, affirming the responsibility of the collected responses. Strengthening the study's
methodological foundation, the KMO value (0.773) and the significant Bartlett's test results further vindicated the
data's felicity and acceptability for factor analysis. The factor analysis revealed that constructs related to brand
visibility, customer trust, content commerce, and platform operation clustered meaningfully, suggesting that the
perception and impact of paid and organic strategies are multidimensional and connected. The regression analysis
added another caste of insight, indicating that a substantial proportion of disunion in brand visibility could be explained
by the combined influence of both strategic approaches

Another important contribution of this study lies in its contextual relevance. Small businesses in semi-urban regions
like Malappuram face unique challenges that are often overlooked in mainstream digital marketing research, which
tends to focus on urban enterprises or large corporations. This study fills a significant gap in the literature by placing
the research in a geographically and economically unique region. It captures the limitations, priorities, and behaviors
of regional business owners navigating the digital landscape with little in the way of strategic support and
infrastructure.

The study also shows how hybrid models which combine organic and paid tactics are becoming more and more
relevant. The results indicate that although organic approaches are fundamental for authenticity and brand loyalty,
they can work in concert with strategically placed, goal-oriented paid advertisements. Companies that strategically
use paid advertising to promote high-quality organic content typically see improvements in engagement and reach.
Therefore, small businesses should strive for strategic integration that is suited to their unique objectives, client
segments, and resource capacities rather than viewing the two approaches as mutually exclusive.

In order to fully capture the internal biases associated with qualitative data, many actions were taken, including
conducting interviews and focus groups with the utilization of open-ended and neutral questions, having several
researchers analyse the data to reduce the impact of subjective biases, and employing triangulation for data capture
through interviews and surveys and visual materials, which worked to consolidate the credibility and dependability of
the findings. Due to the nature of the study and the research being exploratory, the results of the research are likely to
inform the research agenda of the firm by helping to understand the impact of paid and organic social media for small-
sized firms. The results also provide several pathways for investigating the impact of such strategies on brand visibility
and customer engagement over time and are likely to inform research in different sectors and geographies. This
strategy also speaks to the focus of the results on being generalizable as well as the interest and preparation for
additional research studies in the future which are likely to pose specific questions and are likely to require more
precision in design.

In summary, the study demonstrates that small businesses can greatly improve their marketing results by implementing
a well-informed, well-balanced social media strategy that is based on authenticity and strengthened by focused
investment. It demands capacity-building programs that give business owners the skills and resources they need to
manage both the creation of organic content and economical advertising. To further improve digital visibility, the
findings also support platform-specific training, workshops on content strategy, and the investigation of influencer
partnerships (particularly local or employee-driven). Small businesses that embrace a flexible, data-driven, and
audience-centric approach to social media marketing will be better positioned to prosper in environments that are both
competitive and resource-constrained as the digital landscape continues to change.
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Recommendations

Small businesses should give priority to capacity-building initiatives that improve their ability to create high-quality
organic content if they want to optimize the effectiveness of social media marketing. Training in visual design,
narrative strategies, and platform-specific content optimization are all included in this. In addition to enhancing visual
appeal, well-written organic posts also boost audience retention and message clarity, which enhances brand
perception. Businesses should also use sponsored campaigns during high-impact times like product launches,
promotional events, and holiday seasons as part of a strategic approach to paid advertising. This scheduling makes
sure that funds are spent when customers are most interested and likely to make a purchase.

Furthermore, maintaining visibility and building trust require regular and meaningful customer engagement.
Companies are urged to promote user-generated content (UGC) that showcases customer experiences and to actively
reply to reviews, direct messages, and comments. In addition to strengthening bonds, this two-way communication
fosters a feeling of community around the brand. Because they provide a more immediate and intimate form of
communication that appeals especially to mobile-first customers, platforms like Instagram Reels and WhatsApp
should be used for storytelling, behind-the-scenes content, and ephemeral updates.

Last but not least, collaborating with regional influencers or micro-creators can be a very successful strategy,
particularly for companies looking to cut expenses and preserve authenticity. Target audiences frequently view these
kinds of partnerships as more relatable and trustworthy, and when they are consistent with the brand's values, they can
greatly increase reach without sacrificing credibility. When taken as a whole, these suggestions provide small
businesses with a well-rounded road map for navigating the digital marketing environment with strategic accuracy
and resource efficiency.

Limitations and Future Scope

The study's cross-sectional design and geographic focus are its limitations. Longitudinal studies to monitor ROI over
time or expand to comparative regions may be part of future research. The comprehension of the strategic motivations
underlying each method could be further enhanced by a qualitative component, such as interviews.
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