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Executive 
summary
Up until the beginning of 2020, hairdressing was a robust and growing industry, with survival 
rates bucking the general decline of the British high street. The Office for National Statistics 
states that in 2020 there were almost 45,000 hair and beauty salon businesses1 in the UK 
(a rise of more than 1,000 since 2019), with barbershops among the top three retail 
categories that saw the biggest growth in the UK – above supermarkets, coffee shops, 
takeaways and pizzerias. According to the British Beauty Council2, £6.3bn was spent in UK 
salons and barbershops in 2018. 

It’s important to note that the 259,2003 jobs that hairdressing creates are not at risk of 
being replaced by machines as they are with many other industries – once mastered, 
hairdressing is a skill for life. Instead, this is an industry with a vibrant, diverse workforce 
that is characterised by a high percentage of female entrepreneurs – 88% of hairdressers 
are women, and they own and run 82% of the nation’s salons4 – and that supports many 
thousands of young people into a career, with almost half the workforce aged 16 to 245. As 
the country begins to rebuild after the pandemic, it will be critical to ensure women and 
young people have more opportunities to work – hairdressing will be an important part of 
the puzzle in the recovery of the UK economy post-Covid. 

But this is not an industry without problems. Growing competition and a saturated market 
mean salons and barbershops are not only competing against each other for clients, 
they are also competing for experienced and qualified staff, with salons up and down the 
country reporting recruitment difficulties. Since 2015, when the Government raised the 
school leaving age to 18, salon bosses have also struggled to find available 16-year-olds, 
traditionally a fertile source of new salon recruits. And while the cost of a haircut has not 
risen particularly in the last 10 years, hikes in employment costs, rents and business rates 
have dramatically impacted on margins. Owning and running a salon is not as profitable a 
business as it used to be.

Fuelled by social media, which has enabled individual stylists easily and cost-effectively to 
build and promote ‘brand me’, hairdressing has seen a massive swing to self-employment 
in recent years – 60% of the workforce is now self-employed6, and salon owners are 
increasingly using freelance workers in their business. Those who continue directly to 
employ their own staff cite unfair competition, highlighting the associated costs and VAT 
payments, which they often have to pass on to their clients. In contrast, salons with only 
self-employed people working in them avoid employment costs, employer National 
Insurance Contributions at 13.8% and VAT, and can therefore charge lower prices. 

Meanwhile, demand for apprenticeships – once the hairdressing industry’s preferred first 
step on the career ladder – has dropped by a massive 30% since 20197; salon owners say 
they can’t afford to pay for apprentices, and self-employed hairdressers simply don’t take on 
and train new staff. 

On the other hand, with the Covid-19 pandemic having highlighted inequities in terms of 
those who are employed versus the self-employed, and left so many hairdressers unable to 
continue working in their salons, it will be important for the future growth of the hairdressing 
industry as a whole to seek to empower independent people, rather than necessarily trying 
to employ them.

For this report, we surveyed 200 hairdressing businesses (100 salon owners and 100 self-
employed hairdressers) to ask what ‘growth’ means to them, their ambitions for growing 
more, and what holds them back from realising their ambitions. What follows overleaf is a 
summary of our findings.
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What does 
growth look like 
to hairdressing 
businesses?

Government has traditionally measured enterprise growth either by 
revenue turnover or by directly employed headcount. Turnover was an 
important measure of growth for many hairdressing businesses, but most 
also stressed other factors – notably, increased profile, reputation and 
client numbers – as more vital benchmarks. For the majority of hairdressing 
businesses, headcount was not a primary measure of growth – a reflection 
of the sector’s increasingly freelance-heavy workforce. 

The traditional concept of hairdressing as a 9 to 5 job in a local salon with 
a single employer no longer constitutes the way a substantial proportion 
of the workforce makes a living – 60% of all hair professionals are now self-
employed, keen to exert more control over their own time and destiny, and 
Covid-19 will grow that number still further.

Faced with rising employment costs, an increasing number of salon owners 
no longer directly employ their workers, instead engaging them as self-
employed sub-contractors. However, the Goverment has not appreciated 
that selp-employment in the hair and beauty sector has become a way of 
circumventing staff costs. The fact that HMRC has not actively enforced the 
law in terms of stamping out 'disguised employment' has led to a false sense 
of security for many who continue to believe they can evade and avoid their 
tax obligations. 

Self-employed hairdressers do not hire and train new staff, and this 
is impacting heavily on apprenticeships: hairdressing and barbering 
apprenticeship starts plummeted by 30% in 2019/2020.

In our survey, 78% of salon owners and 57% of 
self-employed hairdressers reported that they aim 
to grow over the next three years. Some have the 
ambition rapidly to increase their turnover, but the 
majority aim to grow at a steady rate over a long 
period of time. 

Hairdressing is home to a high number of small 
independent businesses, and as such, Government’s 
support for them is welcome, given their significant 
contribution to the economy. 

However, it is clear that a lack of fundamental 
business skills, and awareness of how and where to 
acquire those skills, is a problem. This is particularly 
acute among self-employed hairdressers, who often 
go from ‘hairdresser’ to ‘business owner’ overnight. 
Additional support and financial resources are 
urgently required for the self-employed as their 
businesses are often misunderstood or even ignored 
by banks and building societies.  

Additionally, a reliance on inefficient legacy 
technology – 75% of salons still use paper booking 
systems, for example – is holding the industry back 
in terms of capturing, measuring and analysing key 
business data, all of which are essential to stable and 
sustainable growth.

What are 
hairdressing 
businesses’ plans 
to grow?

Hairdressing businesses share many of the challenges 
faced by the wider business community – lack of time, 
finance and funding, business support and skilled 
staff/new talent came out on top. These challenges 
are particularly felt in the hairdressing industry, due 
to the high volume of self-employed workers and the 
micro-size of hairdressing businesses.

Although hairdressing offers huge employment 
opportunities to females and young people, there is 
a stigma around the profession, with teachers and 
parents believing it is not a ‘serious’ career choice. As 
a result, employers are struggling to hire new talent, 
and it’s impacting the industry – young people going 
into the profession fell by 13% in 2018/19, according to 
the National Hair & Beauty Federation.  

Salon owners also highlight the financial 
disadvantages for salons who employ their staff 
when competing with salons who don’t have 
employees. Salons who employ their staff face 
steep rises in employment-related costs, with both 
Conservative and Labour policies expected to raise 
the National Living Wage to the highest in the world. 
Salons with only self-employed people working in 
them avoid employment costs, employer National 
Insurance Contributions at 13.8% and VAT.

What challenges 
prevent 
hairdressing 
businesses from 
growing?

SIC code challenge
Currently the services of the 
hair and beauty industry are 
classified within the “Other 
Services” section of SIC 96 
– Other Personal Services, 
alongside Laundry and Dry 
Cleaning services, Funeral 
services and host of more 
obscure “not elsewhere 
classified” sectors. 

We would argue that hair and 
beauty services are sufficiently 
well-known, similar and also 
different to everything else 
within SIC 96 that they warrant 
their own two-digit SIC code. 
The sector has grown over 
time and the range of services 
commonly provided has 
expanded, making it even 
more important that these are 
separately enumerated. 

Currently the services 
are grouped under 96.02 
- Hairdressing and other 
beauty treatments. This is not 
sufficiently visible for such a 
well-known and universally 
used group of services and 
may lead to hair and beauty 
activities being undercounted, 
with business owners and 
practitioners knowing where to 
place themselves.

RECOMMENDATIONS

RECOMMENDATIONS

RECOMMENDATIONSl We urge the Government to provide a clear definition of what 
counts as genuine self-employment, to eliminate the risk of 
‘disguised employment’. 

l We also urge the Government to review the impact of 
National Minimum Wage and National Living Wage increases on 
the trend to self-employment in the hairdressing industry.

l The Government should review its apprenticeship incentives, 
which are insufficient and poorly constructed and disqualify 
precious school leavers who have already worked in the salon 
as Saturday staff, and work closely with hairdressing industry 
bodies on a sector skills recovery plan. 

l To realise their growth ambitions, hairdressing businesses 
need improved access to training and education in 
fundamental business skills. Devolved authorities and support 
intermediaries, including LEPs and Growth Hubs, should 
be resourced to deliver advice, support and finance that is 
specifically tailored to the needs of hairdressing businesses.

l Meanwhile, financial institutions should be encouraged to 
adapt their criteria to increase their support for self-employed 
workers.  

l Industry-led mentoring and networking should be 
incentivised across the UK to enable hairdressing businesses 
to offer mutual support and advice. This should be led from the 
bottom-up, catering to the most acute needs of hairdressing 
businesses in each area.

l Hairdressing careers advice must be improved accurately to 
represent the reality of the excellent professional opportunities 
available. 

l VAT reform is required, so that salons with employees can 
compete on a level playing field with those who don’t have 
employees.

l A fairer National Insurance system is required, so employers 
do not have to pay 13.8% contributions while those with chair/
room renters pay nothing.
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UK HAIRDRESSING 
AT A GLANCE

Hair salons stay 
in the same 
premises an 

average

years2

A robust industry

spent 
annually in 

UK salons and 
barbershops1

Five-year 
survival rate:

(higher than 
many other 

sectors)2

growth over 
the past 

five years2

£6.3bn

65%

63%

5.1
VAT-registered 
salons in the 
UK account for 
12,300 businesses 
employing 94,686 
and generating a 
total of £3.35bn in 
turnover³
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58% of salon 

owners use self-
employed workers 

in their salons5

44,800 salons, 94% 
independently 

owned3

Hairdressing boasts 
double the UK 

average business 
owners aged 25 

and under4

82% of salons 
are owned 
and run by 
females3

ENTREPRENEURIAL AND VIBRANT

A stigmatised profession 
– 28% say it’s only a valid 

profession if other options 
don’t work out, and 75% 

say they weren’t told about 
hairdressing as a career 

option at school6

of salons still use paper 
appointment books7

Only 3% of appointments are 
made online7

Not without its 
challenges

75%

3%

A diverse workforce
Hairdressing 

supports 
259,200 jobs1

of all 
hairdressers 
are female2

88% 
are self-

employed, 
compared 
with 15% 

across the 
workforce as 

a whole2

60% Almost 
half the 

workforce is 
aged

16-342
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SECTION 1

In early 2020 the UK hairdressing industry was 
comprised of almost 45,000 salons (Fig. 1), a rise 
of 1,000 on the previous year. These include large 
multiples, such as Toni&Guy, Headmasters, Rush 
and Saks, but the vast majority – 94%1 – are small, 
independent salons that can be found in almost every 
village, town and city throughout the UK. Together 
they generate a collective turnover of £6.3 billion2 . 

Recent years have provided a hostile environment for 
shops and services on UK high streets, the result of a 
perfect storm created by an age of austerity, crippling 
rents and business rates – 2019 was hailed the worst 

1.1 Saviours of the 
High Street

1.Who are the 
UK's hairdressing 
businesses?

year for sales in a quarter of a century3. Meanwhile, 
the migration to digital retail channels continues at 
pace: online retail sales have soared three-fold in the 
last decade, rising to more than £75 billion in 2019 
from £18 billion in 20094.

This poses a clear challenge to all businesses 
operating on the UK’s high street; however, the 
hairdressing industry is succeeding in bucking 
the trend. Hairdressing is not a service that can 
be automated or purchased online; it requires a 
physical visit to the salon, if you’re not using a mobile 
hairdresser. Accordingly, the number of hairdressing 

  

* Data as at March 2020. Analysis showing the count, employment, employees and turnover (£000s) of VAT and/or PAYE based enterprises in local authority districts 
of the United Kingdom for UK SIC 2007 Class 9602 (Hairdressing and other beauty treatment). Source: Office for National Statistics”

COUNT EMPLOYMENT EMPLOYEES TURNOVER (£M)
North East    2,020  8,458  7,060  218,977
North West   5,425  19,968  17,067  543,941
Yorkshire & The Humber  3,690  13,489  11,207  361,753
East Midlands   2,980  11,895  10,259  310,135
West Midlands   3,815  16,370  14,149  466,319
East    3,875  16,887  15,059  449,081
London    7,015  31,329  29,407  1,109,818
South East   5,425  26,396  23,968  752,055
South West   3,110  14,300  12,584  373,423
Wales    2,155  8,307  6,759  209,704
Scotland    3,810  16,324  14,041  440,641
Northern Ireland   1,560  5,546  4,188  153,840

TOTAL UK    44,880  189,269  165,748  5,389,687

Regional breakdown of salons

Fig. 1
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In H1 2020, barbers continued to demonstrate 
healthy growth on the UK’s high streets, with a net 
increase of 430 units7. Like the hairdressing industry 
in general, the barbering market is still largely 
dominated by independents; however, over the past 
12 months Gould Barbers has become one of the 
largest barbershop chains in Britain, operating almost 
exclusively as a concession within Tesco stores as 
part of the retail giant’s strategy to offer customers a 
wide range of services within its large format stores. 
The partnership helps to generate footfall for Gould 
Barbers as a trip to the supermarket is one that 
consumers still make regularly. But it’s a testament to 
Goulds’ training and reputation that it has been able 
to attract talented staff to fill and run the shops, proof 
that a strong concept with clear business principles is 
a winning formula.

and barbering businesses over the past five years 
has grown by a massive 63%, up from 45% in 2019 
(Fig. 2) – an astonishing feat that is not without its own 
problems, as established businesses face levels of 
competition that have never been seen before. 

An assessment of the retail and leisure sector in 2018 
by the Local Data Company revealed that barbers are 
experiencing rapid and accelerating growth, with 813 
new units added in 2018, the highest of any category. 
(Fig. 3) However, we can see a marked difference 
between salons offering hairdressing services only 
and those that offer beauty treatments alongside, 
with the latter seeing a steep decline from September 
2017 to September 2018 as the effects of a saturated 
market took hold, coupled with plenty of additional 

Change in the number of retailers and services on UK high 
streets between 2017 & 2018. Net change, 2017-1018

Fig. 3

Source: Local Data Company (LDC)

CATEGORY 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020
Overall 
change

% 
growth

Barbers 8,403 8,937 10,227 11,798 13,046 14,805 6,402 76%
Hair & beauty salons 5,387 5,774 6,789 7,771 8,677 10,068 4,681 87%
Hair salons 13,830 13,972 15,111 16,077 16,559 17,628 3,798 27%

TOTAL 27,620 28,683 32,127 35,646 38,282 42,501 14,881 63%

Breakdown of hair business growth 
by industry category 2015-2020

Fig. 2

Case Study

Rise 
of the 
barbers

headwinds, including rising operational costs and 
business rates.

Although 2020 saw a slight increase in the number 
of unoccupied hair and beauty units, this needs to be 
put into context with the rest of the high street. The 
percentage of empty shops in the hair and beauty 
sector is low at 6.5%, compared with the national 
average of almost 12% – its highest level in five 
years5. Hairdressing salons are resilient businesses, 
staying in the same premises for an average of 5.1 
years (5.7 years in 2019) and with five-year survival 
rates averaging at 65%, compared with 62.5% across 
all other sectors6. Almost half (45%) of the salons we 
spoke to in our survey have been open for more than 
10 years.
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(Office for National Statistics)

VAT-REGISTERED SALONS IN 

THE UK ACCOUNT FOR 12,300 

BUSINESSES, EMPLOYING 

94,686 AND WITH A TOTAL OF 

£3.35 BILLION IN TURNOVER.

813

-162

495

166

81

Barbers HairdressersBeauty salons Nail salons Hair & beauty 
salons
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Employment in UK hairdressing is highly female- 
dominated and characterised by young people – 
almost half the workforce is aged 16-34 and 88% are 
female, according to the Office for National Statistics. 

Hairdressing is particularly female-friendly as it 
offers the flexibility women need to take ownership 
of their careers, while juggling family and other 
commitments – currently more than half of all 
workers work part-time.

Hairdressing is also hugely entrepreneurial – 94% of 
the UK’s current 44,800 salons are independently 
owned and run, the majority (82%) by women8, and at 
double the UK average for business owners aged 25 
and under9.

1.2 An industry 
that offers huge 
opportunity to 
women and young 
people 

According to Liz Truss MP, Minister for Women 
& Equalities, “We know that it would contribute 
10% extra to GDP if women had the same levels 
of participation in entrepreneurship as men.” 

As the post-Covid recession looms, it will 
be critical to ensure that women have more 
opportunities to work and take ownership of 
their careers. But women are less mobile and 
flexible than men because they spend so much 
more time on unpaid work – more than 1.1 trillion 
hours a year, compared with more than 400 
billion hours for men10. 

Another factor limiting women’s mobility is that 
women face dangers to their physical security 
when travelling around. According to USDAW, 
women feel significantly less safe on journeys 
outside the home than men. They are also more 
likely to use public transport and more likely to 
travel at ‘anti-social’ times than male workers. 

In light of the above, the future of work for 
women centres around four key things: being 
flexible, virtual, social and safe. Hairdressing 
provides all of these.

Flexibility in the workplace can take many 
shapes and forms, whether it’s offering off-peak 
working hours, remote working or just being 
understanding when something comes up 
and needs taking care of straight away. In our 
survey, 18% of female hairdressers have created 
their own workspaces so they can be near their 
families. 

Hairdressers are 10th on the list of most 
trusted professions, according to CV Library – 
above accountants and lawyers. A hairdresser 
is a trusted confidante, a sounding board, 
and a bond you’d otherwise lack in city life. 
Communication is an important antidote to 
loneliness and mental health, and hairdressers 
provide this much-needed opportunity for 
authentic, warm social connection.

Finally, when the UK went into lockdown in 
March 2020, many hairdressers started offering 
virtual services, instructing clients via video 
links how to cut and colour their hair at home. 
For the first time ever, hair professionals were 
able to overcome the barrier to earnings that 
comes from being able to do only one client per 
hour. The future of work for many women has 
the potential of selling online services, in their 
own time, in the safety of their own home, to a 
potentially infinite number of clients, all over the 
world. 

UNLEASHING THE 
POWER OF FEMALE 
ENTREPRENEURS
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Charlotte is the owner of The Hair Lounge in London’s 
Notting Hill, founder of Charlotte Mensah Manketti 
Oil, and in 2020 published her first book, Good Hair: 
The Essential Guide to Afro, Textured and Curly Hair.
 
“I grew up in Ghana in a compound house, and it was 
such a big community of people, lots of laughter 
and joy. Going into hairdressing had that sense of 
community. You won’t find that in other industries.
 
“When I was ready to go into business, I did it step 
by step. I first rented a chair in a European salon 
that didn’t cater for Afro hair. Within a year I outgrew 
the chair, so I had to find my own space. My first 
salon was in a business centre, it didn’t even have a 
shopfront. People said, “You’re crazy, who’s going see 
you?”. But I went in there with 50 clients, and within 
two years the business had 500. 
  
“There can be a stigma outside of the industry – 
hairdressing isn’t professional, you’re probably doing 
it because you’re not that bright – but some of the 
richest people I know are in the beauty industry! This 
is a field mainly dominated by women, and women 
are always treated as ‘second’ anyway. 
 
“Hairdressing offers so many opportunities to a 
woman… but that woman needs to see them. You 
need to find that opportunity, believe in it and love 
it, and just keep going until it magnifies. I think 
hairdressing really suits women because it has a 
lot of feminine values; you develop and nurture 
relationships. And that’s what people come back to 
you for, why they choose your salon.”

Case Study

Charlotte 
Mensah
THE HAIR LOUNGE, 
LONDON
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Case Study

Tint
LEEDS

Matthew Sutcliffe and Zak Whitely set up Tint in 2017 
in Leeds, having both worked as fully employed 
stylists and then in an all self-employed salon.

Says Matthew: “When I left my employed role I 
worked at a salon which only had self-employed 
stylists. I loved the energy of that salon and that I 
earned more money but also had the flexibility to 
choose when I worked. Zak and I both discussed 
that self-employment was probably the future of 
hairdressing, but we knew it could be done better.”

Seeing a gap in the market, Matthew and Zak created 
Tint as a progressive new hybrid model – offering 
the education, training and opportunities traditionally 
associated with being employed full-time, but with 
the flexible and financial advantages of being self-
employed. The stylists operate as a team, despite 
their individual independent status. And there are still 
full-time employees: Tint currently has four assistants 
and two receptionists. Assistants receive the usual 
hairdressing training and are employed as stylists for 
their first few years.

The hairdressing sector is dominated by SMEs and 
micro-enterprises – businesses that employ fewer 
than 10 people; 94% of salon businesses are micro-
enterprises, according to the National Hair & Beauty 
Federation (NHBF). The average business consists of 
four hairdressers: often one owner/operator and three 
staff members. 

In recent years, the share of micro companies (ranging 
from businesses run by owner operators without 
employees to those having up to 2 employees) has 
grown at the expense of what can be considered to 
be ‘small’ businesses (between 3 and 10 employees). 
This is largely due to a combination of the red tape 
and rising costs of employing staff, and a desire 
among stylists to take control of their own time and 
destiny.

The majority of hair professionals are now self-
employed – 60% of the sector’s workforce, compared 
with 15% across the country, according to the 
NHBF. Most of the freelancers we spoke to used 
to be employed in a salon (87%) but became self-
employed in the belief it would enable them to 
make more money and give them more freedom to 
accommodate family commitments.

1.3 A major trend 
towards self-
employment

 
The majority of self-employed hairdressers (47%) 
are completely mobile, operating in their local area 
and visiting clients in their own homes, but there is a 
growing trend to create their own workspaces (18%), 
often in their own homes or gardens, that allow them 
to earn a living while staying close to family.

Equally, faced with rising employment costs, including 
National Minimum Wage payments and compulsory 
pensions, salon owners are increasingly using self-
employed workers within their business – our survey 
revealed that 58% have at least one self-employed 
stylist working within their salon. Chair rental – an 
arrangement whereby a self-employed stylist rents a 
chair from an already established salon, in return for 
either a fixed monthly payment, or a percentage of 
their earnings, or a mixture of the two – is now very 
common in the hairdressing industry, although some 
claim this has a negative effect on salon standards 
and culture.  

The Government is currently reviewing employment 
status in the wake of high-profile court cases 
involving companies such as Uber, Deliveroo and 
Pimlico Plumbers, who also operate in the so-called 
‘gig’ economy. This could have a huge impact on 
what counts as self-employment and the rights of 
self-employed workers, for example with regards 
to access to pensions. A self-employed hairdresser 
recently gained the right to claim for notice, holiday 
and redundancy pay in a landmark case that has the 
potential to alter working conditions for thousands of 
hairdressing workers.

“We don’t believe in self-employment for graduates 
as they need to enjoy developing as a stylist from 
the onset of qualifying, rather than have the stress of 
doing their own accounts or trying to be a business,” 
explains Matthew. “They need to learn to be the 
best they can at being a hairdresser first. Then, when 
ready, they are taught all they need to make them 
into successful self-employees. 

“The Tint model is primarily rent-a-chair. We are 
constantly reviewing what we can offer stylists as part 
of their benefits package that will keep them here, 
rather than choosing another salon. 

It’s inevitable that many more people are opting 
for self-employed status and so as an industry we 
should embrace this and work with it not against it – 
it’s not going anywhere. I know there is an argument 
about VAT, but we charge and pay VAT on our chair 
rental, and our self-employed team members pay 
their own taxes properly.”
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After working as a hairdresser for 16 years, in 2017 
Lacey Hunter-Felton set up the Hunter Collective, 
a flexible co-work space especially for freelance 
hairdressers and beauticians.

Members pay a flat rate of £125 a month, and then 
a standard rate of £25 per hour for a chair or £15 per 
hour for a nail bar and pay only for the time they use 
it. This is different from the way the industry currently 
works, where hairdressers usually rent a chair in a 
salon and work on a commission basis.

Today, membership of Hunter Collective has grown, 
with hairdressers, barbers, and nail technicians joining 
the organisation. There’s a focus on events, too, 
including regular working breakfasts, which bring in 
experts covering areas such as finance or PR, to help 
the members build their businesses. 

As Hunter Collective is growing, it’s changing too. 
“We built it to empower women,” says Lacey. “But 
what we realised was it wasn’t just women we’re 

Co-working spaces 
helping freelancers 
go digital

empowering – it’s the whole freelancer movement 
and social media has played a massive part in that. 
It’s amazing how the world has opened up in the past 
four years.” 

Hunter Collective is cash-free, another tech concept, 
though one that is unusual in hairdressing. This is 
based on Hunter-Felton’s personal experience: when 
she was working full-time in a salon on a commission 
basis, it drastically reduced the mortgage she could 
afford on a house. “With Hunter Collective, I wanted 
to make sure everything was trackable and efficient. I 
wanted the members to not be in the situation I was 
in,” she says.

Hunter Collective is currently building its own 
technology to facilitate freelancers and locations, as 
well as bookings and payment. “We all have clients 
globally. Wouldn’t it be amazing if you could turn up 
at a Hunter Collective somewhere near where your 
client lived and say I’m here all weekend, come and 
get our services?”

Case Study

Two big changes in the labour market over the past 
two decades have been the rise in self-employment 
and the introduction of the National Minimum Wage. 
The two are linked, says National Hair & Beauty 
Federation chief executive, Richard Lambert.

“There is an increasing tension between the 
Government’s policy objective of ending low pay and 
hair salon owners’ capacity to afford to pay higher 
wages. 

“Even before Covid-19, 50% of businesses thought 
wage rises were unaffordable, and we found a clear 
trend towards freezing recruitment, reducing hours 
for existing staff and taking on self-employed chair 
renters instead of directly employing people. With 
1 in 5 of those working in hairdressing, barbering or 
beauty aged 16-24, lowering the threshold age for 
the full adult rate for the National Living Wage to 23, 
with the intention eventually to move to 21, is likely to 
exacerbate this.

“The knock-on effect of rising wage rates means 
that apprentices are now seen as too expensive to 
employ. Salons are more likely to look for experienced 
stylists who can bring in additional revenue, rather 
than take on an apprentice who won’t be able to 
generate income to cover the costs of employing 
them immediately. The government’s apprenticeship 
incentives are regarded as insufficient, or have been 
poorly constructed, for example where the incentive 
applied only to new employees, thereby disqualifying 
school leavers who were already working in the salon 
as Saturday staff.

“The government has not appreciated that self-
employment in the hair and beauty sector has 
become a way of circumventing rising staff costs 
because it means not having to pay National 
Insurance, pensions, holiday or sick pay, maternity or 
paternity leave. Traditional employers are frustrated, 
seeing those who have moved towards using self-
employed workers as gaining an unfair advantage 
by reducing their turnover below the VAT threshold 
without reducing profits or prices.”

MINIMUM WAGE FUELLING 
SELF-EMPLOYMENT

There is an increasing 
tension between the 
Government’s policy 
objective of ending low 
pay and hair salon owners’ 
capacity to afford to pay 
higher wages.

“

“
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SECTION 2

2.What does 
growth look like 
for hairdressing 
businesses?

The following section 
outlines our findings 
and analysis across the 
following four areas:

1. What does ‘growth’ mean 
to hairdressing businesses?

2. What are hairdressing 
businesses’ motivations for 
this growth?

3. What is the nature of 
hairdressing businesses’ 
turnover growth?

4. What are hairdressing 
businesses’ ambitions to 
grow?

Government has traditionally measured enterprise 
growth by:
Turnover = net sales generated by a business.
Headcount = the number of individuals carried on a 
firm’s payroll.
When we asked hairdressing businesses what 
they understand by the ‘growth’ of their business, 
traditional metrics of turnover and profit were 
important to them, but others were equally or even 
more important – notably, reputation, profile and 
the number of clients they serve. Headcount was a 
primary measure of growth for only a small proportion 
of the businesses we spoke to.

Traditional metrics of profit and turnover are 
important to hairdressing businesses
l More than 93% of salon owners use turnover as a 
measure for growth, with 44% noting that it is their 
primary definition of growth; 44% of self-employed 
stylists also named turnover as their primary definition 
of growth.

l The majority of all types of hairdressing businesses 
reported significant turnover growth in the three years 
prior to 2020: 58% of salon owners and 53% of self-

1. What does 
‘growth’ mean 
to hairdressing 
businesses?



Making The Cut / 21 20 / Making The Cut

employed stylists had enjoyed year-on-year growth 
during that period.

“For us, having consistent utilisation of all our team’s 
client columns is a great way to measure our business. 
We are always pushing for anything upwards of 80% all 
of the time.”

Staff headcount is not a primary measure of growth 
for salon owners.
Only 16% of salon owners told us they used 
headcount as a primary measure of growth, reflecting 
the increasing shift to using self-employed workers in 
their business.

Hairdressing businesses measure growth by the 
number of clients they serve.
Both salon owners and self-employed stylists are 
acutely aware of the number of clients they serve; 
91% in both groups said they used their clientele as a 
benchmark for measuring growth. According to our 
survey, self-employed stylists look after an average 
of 95 clients each, charging £62 per appointment, 
compared with 1,542 clients and an average client 
bill of £77 in the salon. However, self-employed 
hairdressers see their clients more regularly – every 
six weeks or less – while salon clients tend to book 
appointments every six to 12 weeks. 

Reputation and profile are the most important 
factors when measuring ‘growth’
l In hairdressing, where word-of-mouth 
recommendation is a key driver of business, 
‘reputation and profile’ are important metrics for 
growth.

l The majority of the salon owners we spoke to 
(82%) use reputation and profile as their primary 
growth measure, with many citing their importance in 
attracting new clients. 

l It was also the most important measure among 
self-employed stylists (93%), where investing 
in reputation and profile in the early stages of 
launching their own business had opened up greater 
opportunities for growth in subsequent years. 

l  The unpredictability of working on a client-by-
client basis also means freelancers need to be 
constantly visible to potential clients – having a strong 
profile and reputation is vital to this.

l Industry profile is also important to many salon 

businesses. Winning awards from credible third 
parties can go a long way to solidify a reputation as 
a trustworthy brand, boosting not only employee 
morale but also company profile, attracting more 
attention from suppliers and investors, allowing the 
business to charge higher prices to its clients and 
attracting workforce talent from elsewhere in the 
industry. The UK hairdressing industry is awash with 
competitions and awards events, with prizes and 
trophies on offer for everything from creativity to 
teamwork, business acumen to social impact. For 
example, Creative HEAD’s Most Wanted Awards 
generate entries in 14 categories across salon, 
self-employed and session fields, celebrating the 
individuals and teams, colourists, innovators, creative 
leaders and business owners that make British 
hairdressing the best in the world.

Jennifer Linton and Jaye MacDonald launched Linton 
& Mac in 2015 in Aberdeen, a city already home to 152 
salons. Within a year they’d established their business 
in the top 5%, with 6,700 clients, and have since gone 
on to win multiple industry awards, including The It 
List Entrepreneur and Most Wanted Best Local Salon.

“We entered the Most Wanted and The It List Awards 

Case Study

Linton 
& Mac
ABERDEEN

We look at profit as well as 
turnover. Am I able to save 
money each month? Does 
this amount grow or fall 
month on month?

“

“

for a few reasons. Firstly, they are such a massive 
part of our industry, and super-inspiring. Secondly, 
the awards night itself is a massive networking 
evening, which is great for learning and expanding 
your contacts for continual learning and sharing 
ideas. To get shortlisted is a huge compliment and 
something we all work hard for but to actually win 
is an unbelievable experience and feeling. It’s like a 
massive pat on the back and makes all of your hard 
work seem worth it!

“Coming back to the salon, winning these trophies 
had a great effect on team morale, giving everyone a 
boost of confidence and energy. Clients are also more 
aware of you and it really helps to build the salon’s 
profile and keeps new clients coming in the door. It’s 
also opened new opportunities for us, allowing us to 
work on projects that we wouldn’t otherwise have had 
the chance to do.”
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While the Covid-19 pandemic impacted heavily on 
the hairdressing industry, closing all salons during 
the national lockdowns and preventing mobile 
hairdressers from working, it has not dampened 
the ambitions of hairdressing business owners: 78% 
of the salon owners and 57% of the self-employed 
stylists we spoke to intend to grow their business 
over the next three years, albeit at a moderate rate 
(the majority of those who do not intend to grow their 
business were happy with the current size). 

For some hairdressing businesses, their motivations 
to grow were in line with what might traditionally be 
expected from businesses seeking growth – to earn 
a sustainable income or to live a certain lifestyle. 
However, although money was equally a driving factor 
among both self-employed hairdressers and salon 
owners (62% and 61% respectively), these motivations 
were not always the most common reasons given, 
and rarely the sole motivation for hairdressing 
businesses. 

The most popular motivation for growth among 
salon owners was ‘To pursue something they love’ 
– their passion for their teams, their clients and for 
hairdressing in general absolutely shone through. 

2. What motivates 
hairdressing 
businesses to 
grow?

Case Study

The Lions 
Barber 
Collective
In 2015 Tom Chapman, a barber from Torquay, formed 
a pioneering brotherhood of barbers joining together 
to fight male suicide with the bond that develops 
between a trusted barber and their client.

The Lions Barber Collective is turning barbershops 
into safe spaces for men using the opportunity of a 
regular haircut to start conversations about mental 
health, and the group is having an enormous impact 

“My motivation is my team. I want them to be proud of 
where they work. To enjoy their jobs and love coming to 
work.”

“Because I absolutely adore my job and my business. 
My team strives to grow and despite them being self-
employed we all motivate each other to be better.”

“To have an excellent reputation in the local community. 
To support people who live locally through employment 
and the services we offer.”

“Our sole purpose is to make our customers’ hair the 
very best it can be.”

Family was also cited as a key motivation for growth, 
among both salon owners and self-employed stylists.

“To provide a future for me, my partner and one day 
our children; to have a business that will sustain a great 
lifestyle for us in the future.”

“I want my salon to be up there with the best. I want to 
be original and most importantly I want my children to 
see all the effort I put in to make it a success!”

“Looking after my family comes first!”

Other motivations for growth cited by hairdressing 
businesses in our survey included (percentages 
shown as salon owner/self-employed stylists):

l Client demand (49%/46%)
l Pursuit of ambition or ‘burning idea’ (44%/16%)
l To remain competitive (40%/19%)
l To be regarded as successful (33%/36%)
l To increase my social impact (33%/13%)

with men whom traditional mental health services can 
struggle to reach.

Tom organises a professionally-run training 
programme, which is teaching barbers and 
hairdressers to ‘recognise, talk, listen and advise’ 
clients and works with the suicide prevention charity 
Papyrus – signposting the services they offer to clients 
in need.

Says Tom: “Hairdressers and barbers listen for 2,000 
hours per year. We recognise that the hair industry can 
play a significant part in preventing suicides.”

The BarberTalk scheme is part of a £10 million 
package in which local NHS, public health teams and 
voluntary organisations are helping to bolster suicide 
prevention plans and give practical and emotional 
support to grieving friends and family.
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Previous sections in this chapter reveal a complex 
picture of what hairdressing businesses understand 
by ‘growth’ and their motivations behind it. It’s 
important that this is acknowledged in any practical 
intervention or policy-making.

Nevertheless, turnover growth does remain one of 
the dominant measures of growth for hairdressing 
businesses, and so we asked our survey respondents 
more about their turnover history, what contributed to 
their turnover growth, and their turnover ambitions for 
the future.

Turnover history
The vast majority of salon businesses reported that 
their turnover increased in the three years prior to 
2020 – 58% described this growth as sustainable; 
27% said they had experienced high turnover growth 
year on year. A further 10% reported a mix of turnover 
growth and decreased turnover during the period, and 
the remaining 5% said their turnover had decreased 
year on year.

The picture was slightly more muted among self-
employed hairdressers. Only 16% reported high and 
53% sustainable turnover growth, while 29% said their 
turnover had fluctuated. However, only 2% – lower 
than salon businesses – said their turnover had 
decreased year on year.

3. What is 
the nature of 
hairdressing 
businesses’ 
turnover growth?

OF THE SALON OWNERS WE SPOKE TO,
the majority (44%) had a turnover of less than £100k. 

A further 31% had a turnover of between £100k and 

£300k, while 12% had a turnover of £500k.

OF THE SELF-EMPLOYED HAIRDRESSERS 
WE SPOKE TO, 50% had a turnover of £20k or 

less, while 34% earned between £30k and £40k. Only 

5% had a turnover of more than £50k.

‘Sustainability’ is evolving from being a buzzword to 
an essential way of UK hairdressing life, particularly 
in salons – a third of the salon owners we spoke 
to said they aimed to run their salons along more 
sustainable lines in the future.

Green Salon Collective was founded in 2020 by a 
team of environmental experts, hairdressers and 
eco campaigners with the aim to reduce waste in 
the hairdressing industry and help salons begin their 
journey towards a more sustainable future. 

Currently the UK hairdressing industry recycles 
just 20% of the plastic it uses. Salons are 
increasingly conscious of the waste they need to 
dispose of, including chemicals and used foils, 
colour tubes, empty product packaging and 
hair. The Collective aims to collect as close to 100% 
of salon waste as possible and then find new uses 
for it that benefit the salon, the environment and the 
community.

For example, hair clippings are turned into hair booms 
or hair mats that can be used to soak up oil spills from 
rivers, seas, parks or gardens. Metals, such as dirty hair 
foils, colour tubes, hairspray cans and drink cans, are 
collected and recycled, instead of being sent directly 
to landfill.

Salons pay a fee to become part of the Collective and 
receive separation kits (key to recycling!) and ongoing 
support, as well as daily collections. All of the money 
raised from recycling raw materials or making new 
products from waste goes to charity.

In November 2020 industry giant Wella Professionals 
announced a partnership with Green Salon 
Collective to educate and support 10,000 salons 
within their network on sustainability and help them 
implement systems to ensure they recycle almost 
all of their salon waste. Additionally, all three Wella 
Professionals Studios, located in London, Manchester 
and Dublin, will implement Green Salon Collective’s 
comprehensive recycling system, with all waste 
generated from their programme of education 
seminars e-used or re-cycled.

High turnover growth. Those that 
reported their turnover had increased 
by 30% or more between 2017 and 2019 
inclusive.

Sustainable turnover growth. Those that 
reported their turnover had remained 
steady or increased by up to 30% 
between 2017 and 2019 inclusive.

Decreased turnover. Those that reported 
their turnover had decreased between 
2017 and 2019 inclusive.

PROFILE GROUPS

Increasing 
my fees/

service costs

87%

Focusing on 
my brand 

and profile

81%

Training 
and skills 

development

85%

Case Study

Green 
Salon 
CollectiveBoth salon owners and self-employed 

stylists were most likely to attribute their 
turnover growth to building a larger 
client/customer base. However, they 
also cited other factors:

WHAT CONTRIBUTED 
TO TURNOVER GROWTH 

IN HAIRDRESSING 
BUSINESSES?

S
a

lo
n 

ow
ne

r a
nd

 G
re

en
 S

a
lo

n 
C

ol
le

ct
iv

e 
‘G

re
en

 L
ib

er
tin

e’
 A

nn
e 

V
ec

k,
 

P
ho

to
 b

y 
M

a
g

ic
 O

w
en



Making The Cut / 27 26 / Making The Cut

Colourist and educator Harriet, 25, is making waves in 
hairdressing, with leading brands signing her as their 
ambassador. She went freelance in 2020 and relies 
heavily on social media to build her business.

“I have always loved sharing my work online. I joined 
social media back in 2013, when I was a newly 
qualified hairdresser, posting before and after photos 
of my clients’ hair. I quickly realised that by doing so, 
I was growing my clientele way faster than any other 
stylist in the salon as they weren’t using social media 
in that way. Fast forward to 2021 and social media is 
now a massive part of what I do. Ninety per cent of my 
clients have found me through Instagram and brands 
are able to see what I’m up to, which has led to me 
becoming an ambassador for brands such as 
@salonsdirect & @brazilianbondbuilderuk.

“In 2020 I made the decision to go freelance, in the 
middle of the first lockdown. It was a bold move, but 

Case Study

Harriet 
Stokes
SELF-EMPLOYED

Our survey revealed that:
l 78% of salon owners and 57% of self-employed 
hairdressers aim to grow, according to their own 
measures of growth, over the next three years.
l Of those who aim to grow, the majority (59% of 
salon owners and 85% of self-employed hairdressers) 
intend to grow their business at a moderate rate over 
a long period of time.
l 23% of self-employed hairdressers (compared with 
just 2% of salon owners) expect to experience rapid 
growth.
l 43% of self-employed hairdressers do not intend to 
grow further, stating overwhelmingly that the reason 
for this was because they are happy with their current 
size. Among the 22% of salon owners who also do not 
intend to grow further, an additional reason given was 
because their aim is to become sustainable. 

How do hairdressing businesses intend to achieve 
this growth?
Hairdressing businesses (whether salon owners or 
self-employed hairdressers) identified three top 
priorities that would help them to achieve their self-
defined measures of growth:

l Building a larger client/customer base (76%) 
l Through training and skills development (75%)
l Building their brand and profile (73%)

For self-employed hairdressers, training and skills 
development were identified as particularly relevant 
to their growth, as they felt that the ability to deliver 
up-to-date hairdressing skills and/or use the most 
current products was key to retaining and growing 
their existing client base. Furthermore, as well as 
updating their hairdressing skills, they also have to 
oversee their own business functions, from financial 
management to bringing in new business. Throughout 
our survey, numerous self-employed hairdressers 
identified the importance of training to support their 
careers, as well as some of the challenges that 
prevent them from investing in additional training.

4. What are 
hairdressing 
businesses' 
ambitions to grow?

A large number of the hairdressing 
businesses we spoke to mentioned how use 
of social media had impacted positively on 
their turnover. Instagram, in particular, has 
changed the way people make decisions 
before booking a stylist. Now more than 
ever, people look online for examples of a 
hairdresser or salon’s work before taking the 
plunge. 

Instagram, Facebook and YouTube are 
high-traffic sites that people visit every 
day, and hairdressers are increasingly 
aware of the importance of positioning 
themselves on these platforms, in order 
to fill their appointment slots. Being active 
on social media helps them engage with 
potential new clients and create a stronger 
connection with existing ones; as a hyper-
social service industry that interacts with 
people every single day, hairdressers 
already display the skill sets required for a 
successful social media presence. 

Social media also has the advantage of 
being free to use, and this is particularly 
beneficial for self-employed stylists and 
micro-businesses, who have limited 
resources for marketing campaigns. 
However, the ability to build ‘brand me’ 
cheaply and quickly on social media means 
it is also perceived as a threat by some salon 
owners, said one owner: “Stylists leave to 
go self-employed and clients follow them. 
Social media makes this easy for the stylist 
and the client.”

SOCIAL MEDIA 
FUELLING GROWTH

Building my 
Instagram account 
has been critical. 
I never pay for 
advertising – I’ve built 
my business through 
social media and 
word of mouth.

“

“

one I was comfortable to make knowing that I had 
social media to announce my plans and to create a 
buzz around it. Social media has been and will be my 
only way of finding work, whether that’s being paid to 
create content for brands or using it to promote my 
online education. 

“Working hard to build my profile online has helped 
to open a lot of doors for me in the industry. I’ve 
connected and become friends with hairdressers 
all over the world and I’ve built a community of loyal 
support over my two accounts. Not only has social 
media benefited me in this way but myself and 
@anneliese_hesse were able to get our new 
education company @humankindhair up and running 
just before the second lockdown by promoting it 
online, selling out our new courses within 36 hours 
and then being able to teach them online. This also 
led to overseas opportunities, which goes to show the 
potential reach you have online.”
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SECTION 3

3. What challenges 
do hairdressing 
businesses face?

There are huge opportunities – not to mention, 
appetite – for growth in UK hairdressing, but many 
hairdressing businesses face barriers that prevent 
them from growing. In our survey, respondents 
highlighted four main challenges:

1. Lack of time to focus on growth
2. Lack of finance/funding
3. Lack of business support and understanding of 
where to find it
4. Lack of quality and diversity of talent, both now 
and anticipated in the future (this was consistently 
mentioned by salon owners only)

Other identified challenges included external factors, 
such as lack of demand, too much competition and a 
lack of appropriate premises.

Although many of these challenges are shared with 
other UK business sectors, they are particularly felt 
by those in the hairdressing industry due to the high 
volume of freelancers and the micro-size of salon 
businesses.

A snapshot of the survey data 
More than a third (37%) of salon owners selected lack 
of time to focus on growth as their main challenge. 
The problem was even more acute among self-
employed hairdressers – 47% named lack of time as 
the main barrier to growth. 

31% of salon owners and 38% of self-employed 
hairdressers cited a lack of finance/funding as their 
top challenge. This was mentioned predominantly 
in the context of the Covid-19 pandemic and the 
perceived lack of financial support for self-employed 
hairdressers in particular – and is unpacked in more 
detail elsewhere in this report.

More than one in three self-employed hairdressers 
(36%) identified a lack of business support and/or a 
lack of knowledge on where to find that support to 
grow as a key challenge – double the amount of salon 
owners. 

I work on my own, so there 
is a limit to how many 
clients I can see in a day, 
and I’ve already increased 
my prices this year.

“

“
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A large number of the salon owners we spoke to 
highlighted how the financial difference between 
employed and self-employed status does not allow 
them to be competitive in the marketplace.

Using self-employed staff within their business has 
helped smaller salons to grow but is changing the 
playing field for medium-sized salons with staff on 
PAYE and having to pay VAT on all treatments if 
their turnover exceeds the £85k threshold. In many 
cases, these costs have to be passed on to the client, 
rendering the business uncompetitive in the face of 
self-employed stylists, who tend to operate below 
the VAT threshold: 84% of the self-employed stylists 
we talked to have a turnover of £30k or less. Many 
hairdressing businesses can operate on turnover 
below the VAT threshold, but there is evidence that it 
distorts business growth and activity. 

In 2020 some of the UK’s leading hairdressers 
teamed up with the British Beauty Council to 
campaign for a cut in VAT to boost salons struggling 
due to the Covid-19 pandemic.
Adam Reed, Luke Hersheson, John Vial, George 
Northwood, Nicola Clarke, Joshua Miller, Charlotte 

A TAXING ISSUE

Karen Coventry, 48, has been hairdressing for 31 
years, the past 20 of them as a freelancer. She has 
created her own salon space in her garden.

“Even prior to Covid-19 my business was struggling: 
I was finding it difficult to pay my outgoings every 
month because I was scared to put my prices up, 
roadworks were making it increasingly challenging to 
get from A to B, and lifting all my equipment in and 
out of the car was all taking a toll on my body. 

“Skills training is so important for this job, but I hadn’t 
done any for a long time because I couldn’t afford 

Case Study

Karen 
Coventry
SELF-EMPLOYED

the course fees, and I also couldn’t afford to take the 
time off. Lockdown has actually been fantastic in this 
sense, and there’s been lots of free education online, 
mostly on Facebook.

“I probably should budget for training, but I’m not 
great at the business side of things at all. I can’t 
even do a spreadsheet! That’s where I need more 
training, and in social media also, but it needs to be 
delivered in an affordable way – on a subscription, 
and in small bite sizes because I don’t have time. I do 
use an accountant but as I’m a sole trader, business 
consultants and lawyers are way beyond me. I have 
muddled through so far, so it’s not my biggest worry.  

“A bigger problem is trying to obtain finance from 
banks and building societies. I have a 96% Experian 
rating but I have been turned down for credit for a 
laptop, my husband and I can’t move our mortgage, 
and I’ve reached a point where I feel so sick about 
applying for credit that I no longer will. The self-
employed are treated like the scum of the earth by 
banks and financial institutions. They are nice to you if 
you are putting money in but as soon as you need any 
help, it’s just NO!”

TO REGULATE, OR NOT TO REGULATE?
The hairdressing industry is currently unregulated. There are no general licensing requirements and there is no 

statutory requirement for hairdressers (including barbers) to hold specified qualifications. The registration of 

hairdressers is voluntary. In terms of consumer redress, hairdressers provide a service and, as such, are subject to 

the Consumer Rights Act 2015.  

Local authority byelaws may impose certain requirements on hairdressing establishments. Normal business 

regulations would also apply, including health and safety requirements. 

The Hairdressers (Registration) Act 1964 provides for a voluntary statutory UK Register for qualified hairdressers. It 

is estimated that only 10% of hairdressers are registered.

The Register is maintained by the Hair Council, which was set up by the Act in 1964. The Hair Council does not 

receive Government funding; it is funded solely by registration fees. Importantly, the Hair Council has no legal 

power to act on behalf of consumers.

Any hairdresser or barber may elect to register with the Hair Council provided he or she has evidence of training 

to a standard approved by the Council.

Mensah and Josh Wood were among the celebrity 
salon owners urging the UK government to 
#ChopTheVAT payable by hairdressing businesses 
from 20% to 5% – a financial stimulus that had 
already been granted to the UK’s hospitality sector. 
The campaign received vocal support from the 
beauty director at The Telegraph Group, Sonia 
Haria, ensuring that consumers were aware that 
hairdressers were battling. 

Those behind the campaign say reducing the rate 
of VAT on hairdressing and barbering would provide 
welcome long-term relief for salon owners and 
employers, where wages are the highest cost of 
doing business and there is little scope for claiming 
VAT back on products.

Says Millie Kendall MBE, CEO of the British Beauty 
Council: “This is an industry that contributes billions 
to GDP. Hairdressers are determined entrepreneurs, 
investing in their own businesses to establish their 
own financial security and that of their families. In 
short, they are exactly the sort of people we need 
to rebuild the economy, which is why we need to 
protect their businesses now and into the future.”

P
ho

to
 b

y 
La

ur
en

 H
en

so
n



Making The Cut / 33 32 / Making The Cut

In England in 2020, apprenticeship frameworks were 
replaced with Standards (Trailblazer) developed 
by leading employers like Toni&Guy and Andrew 
Collinge, combining the latest technologies and 
industry advancements with a new independent end-
point assessment to ensure the highest standards of 
training have been met. 

Despite this – and the Government’s offer of financial 
incentives to employers in England who take on 
an apprentice – FE data tables show that only 
7,000 people started hairdressing and barbering 
apprenticeships in England in 2019/20, a drop of 30% 
compared with the previous year. 

The NHBF Hair and Beauty Apprenticeships Insight 
Report, undertaken in May 2020 highlighted the 
following concerns from salon owners:

l That they may not be able afford to keep on 
apprentices if their age dictated a higher National 
Minimum Wage, compared with their competency 
and potential to contribute to salon income.

l That apprentices would not be able to work due to 
Government close contact service guidance as they 
had limited space in salons, and whether they would 
have the time or capacity to complete the training and 
development of their apprentices.

l The effect on the training of apprentices, the longer 
timescales required to complete apprenticeships and 
how the change in age may affect the apprentice’s 
employment.
 
However, this does mean that there will be the risk of 
a huge skills shortage for the industry over the next 
few years, as a generation of potential hairdressers will 
be missing.

According to salon owners, one of the key barriers 
to future growth is the lack of quality and diversity of 
talent, both now and anticipated in the future.

For many years, the hairdressing industry has 
faced increasing challenges with recruitment, with 
perceptions about low pay and lack of opportunity 
leading to a lack of desire to enter the profession. 
An early 2020 survey by industry giant L’Oréal 
Professionnel Paris found that 51% of consumers think 
hairdressing is a low-skill career, and 75% were not 
told about hairdressing as a career option when they 
were at school1. This is impacting the industry – young 
people going into the profession fell by 13 % in 2018-
192. 

Apprenticeships – a way for young people to enter 
work by learning on the job – used to be central to 
hairdressing recruitment and training, and preferred 
by 97% of salon owners, according to the National 
Hair and Beauty Federation (NHBF). But the National 
Minimum Wage and, more recently, the National 
Minimum Apprenticeship Wage have seen employers’ 
contributions to the cost of apprenticeships rise 
considerably.

Apprenticeships 
in crisis
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SECTION 4

We need more support for 
small salons, for independents. 
I’m a one-woman band and I 
am proud of what I’ve built, but 
I’ve no idea if I could be doing 
much better because I don’t 
know any different!

“

“

4.What support 
do hairdressing 
businesses need?

Where do hairdressing businesses go for support?
Our survey revealed the following: 

Industry or trade body membership
52% of self-employed hairdressers and 45% of salon 
owners access support provided by a trade body or 
organisation, making it the most popular business 
resource. These bodies often offer a wide range of 
practical support for their members, including advice 
on employment and financial matters, plus savings 
and discounts on business essentials like insurance 
and health & safety toolkits.

Accountants 
66% of salon owners and 24% of self-employed 
hairdressers seek the support of an accountant, 
primarily to manage their finances.

Business advisors/consultants
Salon owners were more likely to access business 
consultants (40%) and other paid-for advisers such as 
lawyers (10%). Those on higher turnovers were four-
times as likely to use a consultant/business advisor 
for support than a self-employed hairdresser.

National and local government
Just over one-quarter (27%) of salon owners accessed 
some form of public support, including support 
provided by Government, such as tax incentives, Local 
Enterprise Partnerships and Growth Hubs. This figure 
reduced to 8% among self-employed hairdressers.
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In our survey, 84% of salon owners and 82% of self-
employed hairdressers indicated that the support they 
had accessed was either “crucial to business growth” 
or “played a partial role in business growth”.

What support do hairdressing businesses need 
more of?
Survey respondents were asked the open-ended 
question: what type of support is there not enough of/
missing in your business?
Responses included the following recurring themes:

l lack of support from experts
l lack of support to facilitate networking 
l lack of Government understanding

Support from experts
Many respondents highlighted the need for support 
on how to set up and/or run a business, including 
how to manage cashflow, tax, pensions and legal 
issues. Among salon owners this ranged from calls 
for increased NVQ funding to the need for ‘real’ sales 
skills for stylists. Overwhelmingly, however, salon 
owners voiced a need for more management training 
to help them cope with the day-to-day running of 
their business, with many stating they felt out of their 
depth when it came to knowledge and skills related to 
employment law, HR and other management issues.

A significant proportion of self-employed hairdressers 
pointed to a real lack of support aimed at freelancers 
and micro-businesses or made easily accessible to 
these groups. 

“Most small business groups tended to be aimed at 
employers, rather than the self-employed.”

Support designed to facilitate networking 
A number of respondents – predominantly salon 
owners – also cited a need for more networking 
opportunities, in order to connect salon businesses 
with each other. The demand for support of this kind 
reflects the overwhelming amount of independent 
business owners within hairdressing, and the 
increasing desire to come together to discuss issues 
and challenges that are specific to the hairdressing 
industry, and to find solutions.

“I think I could do with other salon owners coming 
together more. When I have spoken to other people 
when I’m stressed, it’s clear that they’re going through 
the same thing and knowing that calms me and makes 
me breathe and think, ‘It’s not just me’.”

Julie Hensman is director of Hensmans, a small 
family-owned group that celebrated its 40th 
anniversary in 2020. She recently introduced a new 
salon software system that is providing new benefits 
for the business.

“We switched in December 2020, which seemed 
crazy, but which has been totally worth it. One of 
the main reasons was so we could be completely 
paperless, which helped with Covid-19 risk 
assessment. All our stylists have access to their client 
columns on either the iPads around the salons or on 
their phones. This has been ideal as the salons have 
been rearranged so stylists work in their own zones, 
even pre-Covid. 

They can now access their clients’ records and update 
as they carry out the consultation at the chair, and 
importantly clients can sign the skin test forms where 
they are sat. Previously we had cards and printouts 
that had to be uploaded, and during busy periods that 
became difficult; in recent times it also compromised 
safety.

“Our business reports tell us not only the profitability 

All our stylists have access to 
their client columns on either 
the iPads around the salons 
or on their phones. This has 
been ideal as the salons have 
been rearranged so stylists 
work in their own zones, even 
pre-Covid.

“

“

The National Hair & Beauty Federation
The NHBF is the UK’s largest trade 
association for hairdressing, barbering and 
beauty salon owners, plus self-employed 
hair, space and room renters. Its aim is to 
help its 5,000+ members build successful, 
profitable and sustainable businesses by 
providing membership services, including 
24/7 access to employment law advice, 
chair renting agreements, a packed 
programme of events, discounts and 
savings, as well as campaigning on issues 
such as the National Minimum Wage, the 
high street, tax and VAT, Apprenticeship 
standards and funding. 

The Freelance Hairdressers Association
The FHA is an association of professional, 
fully qualified, like-minded freelance 
hairdressers who are committed to growing 
their businesses whilst supporting each 
other professionally and personally.
The organisation supports members with 
help and advice on setting pricing, access 
to technical advice, opportunities to upskill 
and continue their education, social media 
training, techniques and tips on how to be 
sustainable and how to retail effectively.  

British Beauty Council 
The British Beauty Council was set up in 
2018 to represent the voices, opinions and 
needs of the British beauty industry – from 
hairdressing to cosmetics; in education 
and training; and from formulation to 
manufacture, supply, retail and media. It is 
a not-for-profit, inclusive organisation that 
works to engage politicians and business 
leaders about the value of British beauty 
to the national economy, and its key role 
in the UK’s creative and cultural character. 
Its ambition is to ensure that the beauty 
industry is recognised and valued at all 
levels of government, throughout the wider 
economy and by consumers.

SUPPORT PROVIDERS - 
INDUSTRY BODIES

of each stylist but week on week the remaining 
revenue that could have been achieved with 100% 
bookings – the goal has to be to reach 100% capacity 
per stylist.

“We were very proud of the team in December 
2020 as some were working at 110% capacity due to 
working extra hours, which has help us to balance 
against the lockdown periods.”

Case Study

Hensmans
NORTHAMPTON AND 
MILTON KEYNES
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When we asked salon owners what they needed 
to support their future growth, the call was almost 
unanimous for a cut in VAT to allow them to 
compete on a level playing field with mobiles and 
salons with self-employed stylists in their business. 

“To be a salon owner hammered with 20% VAT on 
service turnover is criminal. It’s about time our industry 
was treated fairly!”

“Cut VAT! Or have no VAT threshold. It’s the threshold 
that kills a business. A sudden tax of 20% and very little 
can be claimed back. You can’t compete with single 
operator self-employed stylists who don’t pay VAT.”

“A VAT reduction would help me to compete with the 
self-employed/home/mobile/small salon labour 
market. Paying VAT also impacts on our ability to retain 
experienced personnel.”

“VAT payable on turnover for all businesses would 
create an even playing field on pricing between single 
operator and other businesses. This is what is driving the 
hairdressing industry to self-employment, in my opinion.”

Many salon owners also called for a tightening/
clarification of the rules on self-employment from 
HMRC, suggesting there are doubts over the actual 
employment status of some stylists renting chairs in 
salons.

“Investigate non-legal self-employed salons and 
operators.”

“There needs to be a crack-down on false self-
employment.”

There were also calls for industry regulation, in 
order to achieve status for hairdressers.

“We need to be regulated as an industry, so that we are 
recognised as professionals and can charge as such, 
rather than being undercut by cheaper, less qualified 
salons.”

Policy making 
that will make a 
difference

The failure to digitise booking processes 
is threatening the profitability of the UK 
salon industry, with research from software 
company Powered by Flossie showing that 
£1.2 billion is being lost every year as clients 
fail to keep their pre-booked appointments. 
The data shows that almost a third (30%) 
of women in London admit to not showing 
up to a hair appointment, leaving salons to 
swallow the costs.

According to Europe’s largest hair and 
beauty marketplace, Treatwell, only 3% of 
hair and beauty appointments are currently 
booked online. Thats not through lack of 
consumer desire –  it’s a reflection of the 
fact salons are resisting. Three-quarters 
of the industry's salons still insist on using 
paper appointment books.

“During the pandemic, Government went 
close to mandating that walks-ins should 
be no more, recommending pre-booked 
appointments – much easier online – in 
the Covid close contact guidelines,” says 
Treatwell’s Madeleine Raynel. “Other 
governments made it a requirement, while 
ours fell short. I think it’s for the industry itself 
to drive the change.”

Alongside quick and easy online booking 
experiences, the younger generation of 
consumers increasingly demand flexible 
payment options, including buy-now-pay-
later services and Klarna-style payments 
so they can spread the cost. Internal data 
from Powered by Flossie also found that 
customers are significantly more likely 
to attend appointments if they have 
paid in advance, as it creates a financial 
repercussion for missing their bookings.

LEGACY TECHNOLOGY 
HOLDING SALONS BACK

P
ho

to
 b

y 
C

ot
to

nb
ro

 fr
om

 P
ex

el
s



Making The Cut / 41 40 / Making The Cut

Our survey was carried out between 19th and 30th 
November 2020 – in the middle of the second 
national lockdown. Although we wanted to 
understand what hairdressing businesses need to 
thrive and grow generally, and not specifically as a 
result of Covid-19, we did ask them how Covid-19 had 
impacted on their business.

The financial cost
National and regional lockdowns have taken their 
toll on salon businesses, with almost three-quarters 
(73%) saying they have lost between 25% and 50% of 
their turnover. Self-employed stylists have also been 
hit hard – 80% estimate a loss of up to one-half of 
their turnover; 17% have lost between half and three-
quarters of their turnover, and the remaining 3% have 
lost almost all of their turnover.

In our survey, 96% of salon owners said they had 
received Covid-specific Government grants during 
2020, with the majority (59%) receiving between £5k 
and £15k. A further 10% had received between £25k 
and £30k, while 3% had received in excess of £50k.
Of the self-employed stylists we spoke to, 81% had 
also received grants, but for much lower amounts: 
79% had received £6k or less, 13% had received 

between £6k and £8k, and only 8% had received more 
than £8k.

More than half (55%) of salon owners had taken out 
Covid-specific Government loans during 2020, of 
which 46% were for up to £40k and the rest between 
£40k and £60k. Only 15% of self-employed stylists had 
taken out loans, and these ranged between £3k and 
£8.5k. Both sets of respondents estimated it would 
take them up to 10 years to pay back their loan.

Almost half (49%) of salon owners estimated the 
total cost to date of adapting their salon to meet 
Government Covid-19 regulations was less than 
£3,000. Among self-employed hairdressers, the 
majority had spent less than £500. 

The human toll
Although the vast majority of the salon owners we 
spoke to (81%) have not made redundancies, 42% have 
placed full-time staff on part-time working hours due 
to Covid-19. 

The pandemic has had a bigger impact on clients 
– the majority of salon owners estimate they have lost 
up to 25% of their clientele, though 43% believe they 
can grow their client base again in 2021. 

Self-employed stylists fared a little better, with 66% 
reporting no loss in clientele during 2020. However, 
57% predict their turnover will shrink in 2021, with 71% 
believing their client numbers will either shrink or stay 
the same during that period.

The future
Hair will always grow and people will always need 
a hairdresser. Perhaps that’s why 94% of the salon 
owners and 99% of the self-employed hairdressers we 
spoke to believe their business will survive in 2021.

It came as no surprise to the hairdressing industry that 
visiting their salon was one of the top three activities 
people planned to do once the March 2020 lockdown 
was lifted1. Salons and barbershops provide infinite 
support for their clients that goes beyond just a new 
’do – it’s a sanctuary, a saviour and a safe space. 

Small gestures: taking a coat, the offer of a drink, 
taking time and paying attention. All this plus 
accomplished interpersonal skills: active listening, 
reflections on what the other person was saying, 
flexibility and patience. These behaviours and 
approaches are normal in a hairdressing salon, 
creating a warm, friendly atmosphere and a sense of 
belonging. While stylists wash, dry, cut and colour, 
they may also provide comfort.

As more and more of the world’s population move to 
cities, the stress of a fast-paced life, the loneliness 
from being away from your family unit, and the sheer 
lack of physical touch from transient relationships 
can wear people down. It’s predicted by the United 
Nations that 68% of us will live in cities by the year 
2050, coming into contact with thousands of people 
each day but knowing none of them. Who will hold 
our hand then? Not robots.

Sometimes hairdressers will find themselves playing 
the role of a GP, an artist and a therapist – maybe all 
three – in one appointment. But they don’t fit neatly 
(and aren’t always specifically trained) into any one 
group and therefore don’t get the backing, funding, or 
respect associated with any of them. It falls through 
the cracks and isn’t recognised alongside other similar 
industries.

Human to 
human: Covid-19 
highlighted the 
importance of 
hairdressing on 
social and mental 
wellbeing
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“

There is no mental support 
for being a hairdresser. 
We end up being like 
counsellors to our clients, 
which can be demanding 
and stressful.

“

 (Local Data Company)

4,578 HAIR AND 

BEAUTY SALONS 

HAVE CLOSED SINCE 

THE COVID-19 

PANDEMIC BEGAN

The impact of 
Covid-19
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Methodology
This report is based on the experiences and views 
of hairdressing businesses on growth – drawn from 
members of the National Hair & Beauty Federation 
and Freelance Hairdressers Association, and from the 
hairdressing industry more widely.

Two methods were used to undertake the research: 
a primarily quantitative online survey, and in-depth 
semi-structured interviews. 

A literature review was also undertaken at the outset 
of the research on existing intelligence of hairdressing 
businesses and to map the supporting landscape. 
In total, 49 sources – academic articles, government 
reports and evaluation reports – published between 
2017 and 2020 were reviewed.

The sampling frame for the survey consisted of the 
readership of B2B hairdressing title Creative HEAD; 
members of the National Hair & Beauty Federation; 
and members of the Freelance Hairdressers 
Association. In total, the responses of 200 hairdressing 
businesses were analysed: 100 salon owners, and 100 
self-employed hairdressers.

The research was nationwide in its reach and 
hairdressing businesses were invited to participate in 
the survey via email, newsletters, articles and social 
media channels. The survey was in the field for 12 
days, from 19th to 30th November 2020 inclusive. 

All percentages are rounded up to the nearest whole 
number. The survey sample has not been weighted.

In-depth interviews were carried out with hairdressing 
businesses and supporting agencies, such as 
hairdressing trade bodies and brands, via telephone in 
December 2020.

APPENDIX
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A SNAPSHOT OF OUR 
SURVEY RESPONDENTS

71% female
Majority (34%) aged 35 
to 44; 27% aged 24 to 34
83% own one salon
77% employ 1 to 10 staff
58% also use self-
employed stylists within 
their business

94% female
Majority (44%) aged 45 
to 54
66% have been self-
employed for more than 
10 years
87% used to work in a 
salon
44% went self-
employed because they 
believed they could 
make more money

Average 
client base: 

1,542
Average 

client base: 

 95

Average 
client spend:

£77
Average 

client spend:

£62

Average 
frequency 

of visit: 54% 
every 6 to 
12 weeks; 

46% every 6 
weeks or less

Average 
frequency 

of visit: 68% 
every 6 

weeks or less; 
28% every 6 
to 12 weeks

SALON OWNERS SELF EMPLOYED 
STYLISTS

This report was written and produced by 
Creative HEAD magazine, supported by The 
Hairdressing Industry CIC, the National Hair & 
Beauty Federation, the Freelance Hairdressers 
Association and British Beauty Council.




