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Abstract
The paper describes the essence of online marketing for small businesses in terms of using the advantages of its
tools and methods for better promotion and improvement of general business operations. A research involving
small businesses in Croatia was done in order to define what tools and methods have the potential to increase
companies’ sales and advertising and whether they are used effectively. Despite a variety of elements in the
online marketing that can help small businesses in Croatia in their promotion and sales growth, frequently an
online marketing strategy is not appropriate which causes poor short-term or long-term results. Such results
discourage further use of online marketing tools and consequently underestimate its potential for small
businesses. Changes brought by new technologies represent a big opportunity for marketing specialists to take a
strategic role within the company. Such a role assumes recognizing the marketing potential of the new
technologies, building stronger relationships with consumers and discovering new business opportunities
through technology. The main challenge for marketing professionals, as well as scientists is the dynamic
character of the Internet as a technology, market and a social phenomenon. The goal of this paper is to propose
an optimal strategy for small businesses in Croatia that may guarantee the success of using online marketing
tools today.

Keywords: Online marketing, technology, small business, strategy
1. Introduction
An increasing number of small businesses around the world use different online strategies. These strategies are
linked with additional variables such as the size of the country/region, population density, mobile
telecommunications and internet penetration rate. Due to different levels of internet marketing penetration of
individual contries, most of the available numeric and statistical data about the online marketing strategies comes
from the USA, while such information and data accessibility in Europe and especially Croatia, is not as
elaborate. In order to decrease such differences in data, this paper introduces the new online marketing statistics
for Croatia and searches for an online marketing strategy model that holds the strongest potential for the small
business sector in Croatia.
The key factor for online marketing success is the total online presence. [1] It emerges from the combination of
high quality content platform, well positioned Search Engine Optimization (SEO) tools, efficient use of email
marketing, interesting social media marketing, online advertising as well as the analysis and conversion, one of
the most important aspects of marketing. Online marketing is efficient for all kinds of products and services, but
it provides most efficient results with those products and services suitable for online purchase. The main
benefits of online marketing are costs, measurability, content formating, targeting, coverage and speed. [2] The
advantages and efficiency of online marketing increases if its tools and methods are systematically integrated
and used.
There are different approaches, methods and tools in online marketing that can help small businesses build their
promotion and sales, but the major challenge in Croatia is the negative attitude towards online marketing caused
by poor online marketing strategy. [3] For this reason, the paper examines small businesses in Croatia and
focuses on finding an optimal strategy model based on the influence of certain online marketing methods on the
particular purchasing process phase.
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2. Implementation of the cycles and methods into a strategy
model
2.1.

Purchase cycle phases

Each potential purchase is positioned within one of the three phases of the purchasing process, and that is
awareness, evaluation and purchase itself. The following table shows customers’ profile and the description of
each of the following phases:
Awareness phase

Evaluation phase

The meaning of the first phase is to
stimulate people to start thinking
about the problem/need and make
them interested in getting more
information.

Customers are profiled as
individuals aware of their
problem/need who are now actively
looking for the information that
brings the solution.

Purchase phase
This last purchasing process phase
has the smallest number of
customers involved because they
now know exactly what they need
and are interested which company
can provide it.

Table 1: Purchase cycle phases
In order to create successful online marketing strategy, it is important to know both the customers profile as well
as their position in the purchasing cycle because an appropriate channel can be selected and used accordingly.[4]
2.2.

Method classification

Internet is a communication tool that enables everyone, as well as companies, an efficient communication
targeted toward the particular market segment. The tools and methods that are typically used can be divided into
ones whose goal is to bring the potential customers on the website for the first time (advertising), and those that
stimulate purchase in order to fulfill a certain goal (buying/selling). Therefore, the principal online marketing
methods are online advertising and online sales promotion. [5-8] Online advertising includes search engine
marketing (Search Engine Optimization and Google Adwords search), social media (Facebook, Twitter,
Linkedin..) and online display (Google adwords display, buying direct banner ads). [5,6] Online sales promotion
include the web sites (the key sales tool), email marketing (for the direct communication with customers) and
content marketing providing the information that positions the company and pushes the customers towards the
end of the purchasing cycle). [7, 8]
Internet Advertising Methods
search engine marketing
social media
online display

Sales Promotion Methods
website
email marketing
content marketing

Table 2: Online Marekting Tools and Methods

3. Research and Results
For the purpose of this study, 50 small businesses in Croatia have been surveyed. The goal of the online survey
was to find out if they are satisfied with online marketing, what type of online marketing do they use and how it
influences their business.
There are a few key results from this research that form a base for an effective online marketing strategy
proposed here. As it is clear from the figure 1, most of the firms had expressed the positive impact of online
marketing on their business. 62% of the total number of surveyed firms have expressed satisfaction with online
marketing usage (grades 3 and 4), while the remaining 38% are not satisfied (grades 1 and 2).
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Figure 1: Croatian small businesses’ level of satisfaction with online marketing
Figure 2 shows which tools and methods are most frequently used by the surveyed firms in their online
marketing efforts. The highest percentage (75%) of surveye small business sector firms in Croatia are using
Email for direct communication with potential customers, but there is also a significant number of firms that use
websites (69%) and social networks (53%). According to such results, it is possible to conclude that Email
marketing is active throughout the entire purchasing cycle, while the website is the main tool for sales promotion
and social networks are being used as the main online advertising resource in order to better target the potential
customers.
50
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Social
media

Web page Youtube Other tools

Figure 2: Most frequent promotion channels used by Croatian small business sector
Figure 3 shows the power of Facebook as the most popular and most influential social network in Croatia which
makes it a central social network of the proposed online marketing model.

Google+
4%

Instagram
0%

No social
media
38%

Pinterest
0%
LinkedIn
4%

Twitter
0%

Facebook
54%

Figure 3: Social networks used by Croatian small business sector
Majority of the surveyed firms agree that without online presence small businesses today, both in Croatia and
worldwide, cannot compete, let alone be leaders in their business segments. This is confirmed by the fact that
over 80% of internet users go to Google.com on daily basis in order to find products or services that they
need.[9]
The research done for the purpose of this study reflects the current online marketing situation of a small business
sector in Croatia. The results clearly suggest that the fear of using different online marketing tools and methods
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is still present due to insufficient understanding of the online marketing. Although all the surveyed firms are
familiar with websites, emails, social networks and other tools that help firms in their promotion and sales
growth, only a small number use each tool to their full potential. Due to increasing number of competitors, this
represents a serious problem for the small businesses because if they do not take their online marketing use to the
higher level, soon the middle and large companies will take over their customers and clients only because they
are more known, larger and popular.
Future of online marketing opens up many opportunities, but also many changes that may negatively influence
the firms in Croatia. The research reveals the growing number of firms that are using Google AdWords. This
trend will be continued in the near future which means that reaching an online marketing strategy effectiveness is
going to be more difficult due to an increasing number of competitors. Google AdWords campaigns or websites
are one of the most difficults forms of marketing because of the different aspects that they are combining. On
one hand, that is the technical aspect of online marketing which means that program developers are a must
because they enable the system to function. On the other hand, designers, copywriters and marketers are also
needed because they make sure to bring the right decisions and continuosly work on optimization of each online
marketing aspect.This trend will be continued in the near future which means that reaching an online marketing
strategy effectiveness is going to be more difficult due to an increasing number of competitors. Being the most
influential advertising service, Google Adwords (GA) will also be used in the proposed online marketing
strategy model.

4. Croatian small business optimal online marketing strategy
proposition
An optimal online marketing strategy includes advertising and sales promotion effectiveness followed by
quantified results and accessing statistics such as number of visits, trends in traffic and revenue. In addition to
tracking and analytics, in order to get an insight into customer behavior and better target their customers, it is
important to detect customer’s phase of the purchasing cycle and then implement appropriate channels for
communication and promotion. [10]
Figure 4 below shows the implementation of different online channels which affect particular points of the
purchasing cycle.

Figure 4: Proposed Optimal Online Marketing Model
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We will start from the first to the last phase of the purchasing cycle of a potential customer in order to explain
which methods and tools are inserted to influence a particular phase.
4.1.

Awareness phase

In this phase, the major promotion channel is GA Display, which is the ad shown on the website with specific
content where the potential customers are getting the advertising messages while searching particular websites
linked to specific products or services. This tool is used here because it adjusts well to the next, so-called
awareness phase. It is possible to show adds to particular stakeholders that are precisely segmented according to
certain demographics or other characteristics. It is good to target websites with similar content by putting an ad
that provides solution to the problem or satisfaction of the need.
When a particular target group is approached through the ad which is in the focus of their interest, they click on
the banner that directly takes them to an opt-in landing page of a certain website. At this landing page it is
important to offer content that is providing information and building trust of the customers. For this reason, it is
advised to make a good quality ebook that can be uploaded for free instead of an email. The point of this process
is that customers get the feeling of the content importance which may help them find the solution for their
problem instead of getting emails. This also enables firms to gather customer database that helps further develop
their business through emails and remarketing. In this phase, the customers are profiled as still not particularly
interested in a certain product or service so therefore it is important to offer some standardized information that
stimulates further thinking about the problem solution that will consequently lead to the next, so-called
evaluation phase.
Since this is the first phase of the purchasing cycle and the number of potential customers is the highest, market
research is of utmost importance here. Good news is that observing customer behavior online is both efficient
and easy to measure. Firms can collect the information and statistics about their advertising efficiency and get a
more clear understanding about the size of their potential or current market segment. The fact that it is possible
to check the advertising campaign’s effectiveness in real time or find out which types of ads lead to actual
purchase, enables fine tuning and improving the overall results of marketing efforts.
4.2.

In-Between Phases

Since purchasing cycle may take a significan amount of time, it is not rare that custumers are also experiencing
so-called in-between phases. Email marketing and GA remarketing are the tools that help customers successfully
move in and out of different phases of the purchasing process. Email is one of the most important channels for
communication and promotion because it takes maximum attention of the person reading it. It is suitable for
maintaining the relationships with the existing customers or users, while remarketing shows ads to those people
who have visited the website once or several times. Thanks to these tools, firms are able to keep in touch with
both their existing and potential customers.
Besides relationship building, email is also a great tool for informing the public about the new products or
special discounts etc. but the major advantage of email usage is its measurability as a communication channel.
Email is cheaper and faster than the other forms of direct communication and can be set up as automatic by using
email services providers such as MailChimp. Its efficiency is measured through Open Rate and Click Rate.
Open Rate is the percentage of users that have opened an email, and is calculated by using the following
formula:
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Click Rate is the percentage of users that have clicked the link in an email, and is calculated by using the
following formula:

4.3.

Evaluation phase

In the evaluation phase, customers are profiled as being aware of their problem or unsatisfied need and are
actively looking for the solution. In this phase, the firms should maximize the benefits of using the promotional
channels such as Facebook and SEO. Since Facebook is currently the most popular social network in Croatia and
worldwide, the surveyed small enterprises in Croatia have confirmed that they are most widely using this
channel for their social media marketing efforts.
Facebook can help customers’ navigation through awareness and evaluation phase, but it is more appropriate for
the second phase because the targeting is much more precise than GA Display. The reason is that Facebook as a
social network contains a lot more information about the customers and by thus carries a vast variety of
possibilities as a promotional and communication channel. One of the biggest advantages
to advertising on Facebook is the ability to target specific groups based on their age, gender, location, education,
marital status and, most importantly, accoding to their likes on Facebook. Therefore, the benefits of marketing
aspects of social media service is that it enables detailed analysis of potential customers and competitors and
helps detecting the target market by which the greatest ROI is delivered over time. This is especially attractive
for limited marketing budgets in the small business sector. Another major advantage of marketing on Facebook
is that it is only paid when someone clicks on the ad so that for the minimum cost there is maximum accessibility
and visibility. Finally, there is also so-called social listening or monitoring social media which enables firms to
see how social media users and competitors see and perceive a certain product or a brand.
Search engine optimization (SEO) is a process which improves the position of a website in the unpaid section of
search engines enabling companies to more effectively reach their target market. Any website search
optimization process begins with precise definition of the goals, target groups and keywords according to which
an optimization is then set up. This is followed by various activities which ensure that the website form, content
and program solutions are adjusted to the Search Engine in order to deliver immediate, relevant, and important
information to their users. Since SEO is a continual process of link building, keyword management, research and
updating, this process requires time and close attention of both sides of SEO optimization (the SEO provider and
the SEO user or the company itself).
Being the only form of advertising where companies are able to aim their effort directly to the people that are
searching for their products and services, SEO has proven to be very effective. However, in order to receive the
highest rankings, it is important to follow current marketing trends and incorporate frequent changes into the
website. Many companies, especially small businesses have to increase their level of awarenss that website has
to have relevant content and keywords that will be coming up on the searches, otherwise a website gains no
exposure.
Website ranking is determined through extensive series of algorithms based on multitude of factors that are
influencing the position of the website. Many of these factors can be altered in order to improve the website’s
ranking. Besides content and keywords relevance which are the most important factors that influence the website
ranking, Google has also added a new social aspect that includes quantifiable information such as number of
likes, shares and comments that also determine the website ranking. For this reason, it is important to share the
content and interesting info with as many people as possible because that increases the number of website visits.
The part that influences the evaluation phase the most is the special quiz or a survey on a landing page of a
particular website because it helps firms get the information about customers, while customers in return get the
personalized answer and the specific information that helps them solve their problem or fulfill the unsatisfied
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need. According to those questions and answers, customers are divided into segments. Emails sent to the selected
segments are targeted according to their specific profile and belonging style of communication. This is a
valuable phase for the firm because of its potential to approach and get closer to the target market.
Blog is another excellent online marketing tool and a great source of educational and informative content which
makes it a great start for any content strategy. Besides building the brand visibility, blogs also have the potential
to build trust and familiarity. According to behavioral economics, so-called familiarity principle is a mental bias
by which consumers make purchasing decisions based on what they are familiar with. Since blog content is
easily shared through social networks, the exposure to the same thing repeatedly grows a sense of familiarity.
For this reason, it is important to attract people to engage in a dialogue, share their opionions, ideas and by thus
create a positive community. When a positive community is created and maintained, the level of trust is by thus
increasing.
4.4.

Purchase phase

Purchase phase is the last phase of the purchasing cycle. The characteristic of this phase is the smallest number
of customers who precisely know what they are looking for and are interested in finding the company that can
provide it. In this phase it is not important to further inform the customers because they are already prepared to
make a purchase. However, it is crucial to attract the customers to the selling landing page of the firm’s website.
It is also essential that GA Search is included this phase because people are looking for very specific products or
services functions best here.
GA Search also enables showing the ads on Google with regards to the keywords written by the potential
customers. In order to channel the online traffic in the way that effectively unites the ads, key words and the
website destinations which potential customers visit after clicking on the ad, the content relevance has a leading
role in attracting customers’ attention. There are many methods that webmasters use in order to entice potential
customers to their site. The tendency is to offer pleasureable experience to customers which Google then rewards
by a better evaluation of the link quality which in return means a better position of an ad with a lower price per
click.

5. Conclusion
With the prevalence of the internet in today’s society, traditional business strategies have been revolutionized
and marketing activites evolved into more efficient ways of advertising and promotion. Nowadays companies are
able to tap into a vast online market that was once out of reach. This is especially attractive for small business
sector and their limited marketing budgets. Besides the great speed of sharing the content, decreased costs and a
wide spectrum of users that can be reached, online marketing enables monitoring the campaign effects and
results in real-time.The expenditures of online marketing are small compared to possibilities of a well developed
online marketing strategy which enables ROI and ensures ravenues. The most important factors that lead to a
successful marketing campaign geared towards promotion and sales growth are the content and keywords
relevance as well as recognizing the position of a potential customer in the purchasing cycle. By matching the
appropriate online channels of communication with particular points of the purchasing cycle, the firms may
formulate unique strategies that identify opportunities for interaction with customers and maximize the
advantages of online marketing such as social listening, competitive analysis or applying new analytics tools.
Therefore, the goal of marketing efforts today, especially in small firms, is to recognize marketing potential of
the new technologies and understand the dynamic character of the Internet as a technology, market and a social
phenomenon.
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