
 

Roadmap to Opening and Scaling a Nail 
Salon in Philadelphia 

Introduction 
Opening a nail salon in Philadelphia requires careful planning – from navigating local 
regulations to crafting a growth strategy. This roadmap provides a comprehensive guide, 
covering legal requirements, startup costs, location selection, market research, staffing, 
equipment needs, marketing plans, and strategies to scale your salon to a $1 million business. 
Each section below outlines key steps and considerations, with up-to-date insights and 
Philadelphia-specific details to set your salon up for success. 

1. Legal and Licensing Requirements (Philadelphia & 
Pennsylvania) 
Successfully launching a nail salon starts with meeting all legal and licensing obligations. These 
include registering your business locally, obtaining state cosmetology licenses, complying with 
zoning laws, and adhering to health and safety regulations. 

1.1 Business Registration and Local Licenses 

All businesses in Philadelphia must register with the city and obtain certain licenses. Key steps 
include: 

●​ Philadelphia Business Tax Registration: Obtain a Business Income and Receipts 
Tax (BIRT) ID from the Philadelphia Department of Revenue. Every person or entity 
doing business in the city is required to file a BIRT return, even if the business did not 
make a profi tbusiness.phila.gov. This registration establishes your business tax 
account.​
 

●​ Commercial Activity License: Apply for a Commercial Activity License (CAL) with 
the Department of Licenses & Inspections. Philadelphia mandates this license for any 
business operating in the city (including those based outside but doing business within 

https://business.phila.gov/business/beauty-and-personal-care/nail-salon/#:~:text=Obtain%20a%20Business%20Income%20and,Receipts%20Tax%20ID


 
city limits) business.phila.gov. Notably, there is no fee for the CAL in Philadelphia 
suburbanrealtorsalliance.com, but it links to your BIRT account and must be obtained 
before opening.​
 

●​ Entity Formation: Register your business entity with Pennsylvania if not already done. 
For example, filing for an LLC or corporation with the state (Pennsylvania’s Bureau of 
Corporations) and obtaining an EIN (federal tax ID) for tax purposes. Pennsylvania’s 
LLC filing fee is approximately $125, and you should also register for state taxes if hiring 
employees.​
 

●​ Local Permits: Depending on your location and build-out needs, you may require 
additional permits. For instance, a Zoning/use permit or Certificate of Occupancy might 
be needed to confirm your space can legally operate as a nail salon. If you plan to put up 
a sign, you’ll need a sign permit business.phila.gov. Likewise, any renovations or fit-outs 
could require building permits business.phila.gov. Ensure you budget time for these 
approvals.​
 

1.2 State Cosmetology and Salon Licensing 

Nail salons and technicians are regulated by the Pennsylvania State Board of Cosmetology. 
Important requirements include: 

●​ Salon License: Before opening, you must obtain a Cosmetology Salon (or Limited 
Practice Salon – Nail Technology) license from the State Board of Cosmetology. This 
involves applying through the state’s PALS system and passing an initial inspection 
pa.gov. The salon cannot operate or even open to the public until it passes the state 
Board inspection, which is scheduled after your application is approvedpa.gov. The 
application fee for a new salon license is approximately $142 (as of 
2024)pacodeandbulletin.gov. Keep in mind that if you ever change location or 
ownership, you must file a new application and obtain a new license/inspection for the 
new premises or ownerpa.govpa.gov. 

 

​
 

https://business.phila.gov/business/beauty-and-personal-care/nail-salon/#:~:text=Obtain%20a%20Commercial%20Activity%20License
https://www.suburbanrealtorsalliance.com/news/issue-briefs/#:~:text=Issue%20Briefs%20,no%20fee%20for%20this
https://business.phila.gov/business/beauty-and-personal-care/nail-salon/#:~:text=Signage
https://business.phila.gov/business/beauty-and-personal-care/nail-salon/#:~:text=New%20Construction%20and%20Additions%20Permit
https://www.pa.gov/agencies/dos/department-and-offices/bpoa/boards-commissions/cosmetology/application-process#:~:text=All%20salons%20must%20apply%20for,salon%20before%20submitting%20your%20application
https://www.pa.gov/agencies/dos/department-and-offices/bpoa/boards-commissions/cosmetology/application-process#:~:text=Inspection
https://www.pacodeandbulletin.gov/Display/pacode?file=/secure/pacode/data/049/chapter7/s7.2.html#:~:text=,Licensure%20by%20reciprocity%C2%A0%2485%C2%A0%2489
https://www.pa.gov/agencies/dos/department-and-offices/bpoa/boards-commissions/cosmetology/application-process#:~:text=Relocation
https://www.pa.gov/agencies/dos/department-and-offices/bpoa/boards-commissions/cosmetology/application-process#:~:text=Change%20of%20Ownership


 
●​ Professional Licenses for Staff: Each nail technician must be licensed by 

Pennsylvania as a Nail Technician (Manicurist). To qualify, an individual needs at least a 
10th grade education (or equivalent), complete 200 hours of training at a licensed 
cosmetology school, and pass the state board exampa.govpa.gov. The initial licensing 
costs for a nail tech total about $119 (which includes an application fee and exam 
fee)pa.govpa.gov, and the license must be renewed biennially (every two years) for 
$97pa.gov. As the salon owner, ensure any hires have active Pennsylvania licenses in 
good standing or are working under temporary permits if newly graduated. It’s illegal to 
allow unlicensed practice.​
 

●​ Manager/Owner License: Pennsylvania does not require the salon owner to hold a 
cosmetology license if they won’t perform services. However, the salon must designate a 
person in charge (like a manager) who is a licensed cosmetologist or nail technician 
whenever the salon is open. If you, as owner, plan to do nails, you’ll need a license as 
well.​
 

●​ State Health and Safety Rules: The PA Cosmetology Act and Board regulations outline 
strict sanitation and safety standards. For example, salons must maintain specific 
equipment and sanitary practices: a first aid kit (with antiseptic, gloves, bandages, etc.) 
on sitepacodeandbulletin.gov, sanitary storage for clean and soiled linens, a functional 
wet sanitizer for disinfecting tools, a separate covered waste container, and a closed 
container for sterilized implementspacodeandbulletin.govpacodeandbulletin.gov. At 
minimum, one manicure table with adequate lighting, one pedicure basin, and one chair 
are required for a single nail technician setuppacodeandbulletin.gov. You must also have 
a sink with hot and cold running water accessible to the work area and a 
multipurpose fire extinguisher on the premisespacodeandbulletin.gov. These 
requirements scale with the number of technicians (each additional tech means 
duplicating certain equipment)pacodeandbulletin.gov. Pennsylvania inspectors will check 
for compliance with these standards during your initial and subsequent inspections. 

 

 

 

​
 

https://www.pa.gov/agencies/dos/department-and-offices/bpoa/boards-commissions/cosmetology/nail-technician-licensure-snapshot#:~:text=10th%20Grade%20Education%20or%20Equivalent
https://www.pa.gov/agencies/dos/department-and-offices/bpoa/boards-commissions/cosmetology/nail-technician-licensure-snapshot#:~:text=Experience%3A
https://www.pa.gov/agencies/dos/department-and-offices/bpoa/boards-commissions/cosmetology/nail-technician-licensure-snapshot#:~:text=No%20Continuing%20Education%20Requirement
https://www.pa.gov/agencies/dos/department-and-offices/bpoa/boards-commissions/cosmetology/nail-technician-licensure-snapshot#:~:text=Initial%20Licensing%20Fee%3A
https://www.pa.gov/agencies/dos/department-and-offices/bpoa/boards-commissions/cosmetology/nail-technician-licensure-snapshot#:~:text=No%20Continuing%20Education%20Requirement
https://www.pacodeandbulletin.gov/Display/pacode?file=/secure/pacode/data/049/chapter7/s7.71b.html&d=reduce#:~:text=,
https://www.pacodeandbulletin.gov/Display/pacode?file=/secure/pacode/data/049/chapter7/s7.71b.html&d=reduce#:~:text=,
https://www.pacodeandbulletin.gov/Display/pacode?file=/secure/pacode/data/049/chapter7/s7.71b.html&d=reduce#:~:text=,A%2C%20B%20and%20C%20fires
https://www.pacodeandbulletin.gov/Display/pacode?file=/secure/pacode/data/049/chapter7/s7.71b.html&d=reduce#:~:text=,%28i%29%C2%A0%C2%A0%C2%A0An%20antiseptic
https://www.pacodeandbulletin.gov/Display/pacode?file=/secure/pacode/data/049/chapter7/s7.71b.html&d=reduce#:~:text=,can%20render%20services%20safely%20and
https://www.pacodeandbulletin.gov/Display/pacode?file=/secure/pacode/data/049/chapter7/s7.71b.html&d=reduce#:~:text=,render%20services%20safely%20and%20efficiently


 
●​ Sanitation and Chemical Safety: State regulations cover sanitation (e.g. disinfecting 

tools, using new files or properly sanitized implements for each client, no razors for 
pedicures, etc.) and ventilation. Ensure your salon meets ventilation requirements – 
modern building codes (adopted in PA) require local exhaust ventilation at each 
manicure/pedicure station (e.g. source capture systems of ~50 CFM per station) to 
reduce exposure to chemical fumesaerovexsystems.com. While Philadelphia doesn’t 
have separate city nail salon health ordinances, you are subject to OSHA standards and 
state rules to provide a safe environment. Plan your HVAC/ventilation during the 
build-out to meet these codes, as retrofitting can be costly (some salon owners cite 
$30k–$50k for ventilation upgrades if not initially installedreddit.com).​
 

●​ Insurance and Liability: Though not a “license,” it’s prudent to carry appropriate 
insurance before opening. Philadelphia landlords will likely require liability insurance, 
and Pennsylvania law requires workers’ compensation insurance once you have 
employees. (We’ll discuss insurance costs in the next section.)​
 

Tip: To navigate licensing smoothly, review the Board’s Cosmetology Law and Regulations 
for specific details on salon layout (e.g. required postings, restroom availability, etc.). Always 
schedule your state inspection well ahead of your intended opening date – you cannot legally 
operate or earn income until you pass the inspection and have the license in handpa.gov. It may 
take a few weeks to schedule an inspector after application approval, so plan accordingly. 

1.3 Zoning, Location Approval, and City Regulations 

Choosing a location isn’t just about foot traffic (addressed in Section 3); it also must comply with 
zoning and building codes: 

●​ Zoning Approval: Philadelphia’s Zoning Code governs where certain businesses can 
operate. Nail salons typically fall under “personal services” or similar use categories. 
Most commercial corridors or mixed-use zones in Philly allow personal service shops by 
right, but always confirm the zoning of any address using the city’s Atlas or Zoning 
maps. If the previous use of a space wasn’t a salon or similar, you might need to apply 
for a zoning/use permit to change the use. Ensure the property’s zoning designation 
permits a nail/beauty salon; otherwise, you may need a zoning variance (which can be 
time-consuming and not guaranteed). The city will not issue commercial licenses if the 
use is not permitted at the locationbusiness.phila.gov.​
 

https://aerovexsystems.com/outside-ventilation-compliance-salon-building-codes/?srsltid=AfmBOormcyl4mJ56747qG1cFffZGZRUWbtiqf2-148uurj_MLziYu_vF#:~:text=Salons%20aerovexsystems,located%20not%20more%20than
https://www.reddit.com/r/smallbusiness/comments/1d8h2c1/what_to_keep_in_mind_when_opening_a_new_nail_salon/#:~:text=What%20to%20keep%20in%20mind,That%27s%20is%20why%20buying
https://www.pa.gov/agencies/dos/department-and-offices/bpoa/boards-commissions/cosmetology/application-process#:~:text=Inspection
https://business.phila.gov/business/beauty-and-personal-care/nail-salon/#:~:text=Zoning%20and%20Use


 
●​ Building Safety and Occupancy: If you lease a commercial storefront that was already 

a salon or retail shop, it likely has a Certificate of Occupancy. However, if you are doing 
any renovations (like building manicure stations, installing pedicure spa chairs with 
plumbing, etc.), you may need building permits and ultimately an updated Certificate of 
Occupancy. Engage a licensed contractor familiar with Philadelphia code. You’ll need a 
final inspection by the Department of Licenses & Inspections (L&I) for any permitted 
work. Once work is done, L&I can issue a Certificate of Occupancy indicating the 
space is approved for use as a salon open to the public. Philadelphia also requires 
posting a Lawful Occupancy sign stating the maximum number of people allowed – 
this is obtained with your use permit or occupancy certificatebusiness.phila.gov.​
 

●​ ADA Compliance: Ensure your salon is accessible to people with disabilities. If you’re 
renovating, you may be required to add accommodations (e.g. a ramp if there are steps, 
widened doorways, accessible restroom) per ADA and local code since it’s a public 
accommodation. Factor these requirements into your build-out plans and budget if 
applicable.​
 

●​ Waste Disposal and Chemical Handling: Nail salons produce waste (e.g. acetone, nail 
polish remover, and lots of trash like used files, paper towels, etc.). Philadelphia requires 
all commercial properties to have a Recycling Plan on filebusiness.phila.gov. Set up 
proper trash removal (either city commercial pickup or private hauler) and recycling for 
things like paper, plastic, and any allowable materials. For chemical waste, follow 
EPA/OSHA guidelines – e.g. do not pour solvents down the drain; use proper containers 
and disposal methods.​
 

●​ Signage: If you plan to put up an exterior sign or even an awning with your salon’s 
name, you will need a permit from L&I. This often requires drawings or plans and must 
comply with the zoning code’s signage rules (size, lighting, etc.)business.phila.gov. 
Budget a few hundred dollars for the permit and weeks for approval. Operating without a 
sign permit can lead to fines, so handle this before installing your sign. 

 

 

​
 

https://business.phila.gov/business/beauty-and-personal-care/nail-salon/#:~:text=Read%20More
https://business.phila.gov/business/beauty-and-personal-care/nail-salon/#:~:text=Read%20More
https://business.phila.gov/business/beauty-and-personal-care/nail-salon/#:~:text=Signage


 
●​ Operating Restrictions: Check if there are any neighborhood-specific rules. Some 

areas (especially if near residential zones) might have restrictions on hours of operation 
or noise. Generally, nail salons operate during daytime and early evening hours which is 
acceptable, but be mindful of any community concerns (like ventilation odors or 
late-night operations).​
 

Staying compliant with all these requirements from day one will save you from costly fines or 
forced closures. When in doubt, consult the City of Philadelphia’s Business Services office or 
seek legal counsel experienced in business licensing. The city offers resources and checklists 
for new businesses (including salons) to help navigate the processbusiness.phila.gov. 

2. Startup Costs and Capital Requirements 
Launching a nail salon involves a range of startup costs. Below is a breakdown of typical 
expenses to plan for, along with estimated amounts. Keep in mind that actual costs can vary 
widely based on the size, location, and ambition of your salon (a small boutique vs. a large 
luxury spa). It’s wise to create a detailed budget and include a 10–20% contingency for 
unexpected expenseszenbusiness.comzolmi.com. 

2.1 Estimated Startup Cost Breakdown 

Startup 
Expense 
Category 

Estimated 
Cost 
(USD) 

Notes 

Location & 
Lease 
Deposits 

$4,000 – 
$15,000+ 
upfront 

First month’s rent, last month, and security deposit. In 
Philadelphia, expect to pay at least 2–3 months of rent to secure 
a commercial lease. For example, if rent is $3,000/month, 
upfront could be ~$9,000. Higher-end locations (Center City) 
with $5k+ rent will require more. This assumes rent roughly 
ranges from about $2,000 up to $10,000 per month in 
Philadelphiazolmi.com depending on neighborhood and size. 

https://business.phila.gov/business/beauty-and-personal-care/nail-salon/#:~:text=The%20City%20of%20Philadelphia%20is,7%2C%20and%20Manage%20your%20business
https://www.zenbusiness.com/nail-salon-costs/#:~:text=Unexpected%20Costs%20and%20Contingencies
https://zolmi.com/nail-salons/how-much-does-it-cost-to-open-a-nail-salon#:~:text=Miscellaneous
https://zolmi.com/nail-salons/how-much-does-it-cost-to-open-a-nail-salon#:~:text=This%20includes%20your%20rent%2C%20mortgage%2C,least%20a%20few%20thousand%20dollars


 

Renovations 
and 
Build-Out 

$5,000 – 
$50,000 

This covers any interior construction, painting, plumbing or 
electrical work (for installing pedicure chairs, ventilation, etc.), 
flooring, and décor. A modest space that was a salon before 
might need minimal work, while a raw space or high-end design 
can run tens of thousands. Average example: Basic remodel of 
an existing salon space could be ~$10–20k; a full build from 
shell could cost $50k or moresage.comsage.com. Ventilation 
systems, if not in place, can add significant cost (potentially 
$10k–$30k). 

Salon 
Furniture & 
Equipment 

$10,000 – 
$30,000 
(basic 
setup) 
Up to 
$50,000 
(high-end)*
* 

Major equipment includes manicure tables, technician stools, 
customer chairs, pedicure spa chairs (which can cost 
$1,500–$5,000 each depending on features), drying lamps, 
reception desk, waiting area seating, lighting fixtures, storage 
cabinets, etc. Outfitting a small salon (3–5 stations) on a budget 
might be ~$10–15k using mid-range or some used equipment, 
whereas top-quality new equipment for a larger salon can 
approach $40k–$50kzolmi.comzolmi.com. You can save by 
purchasing gently used salon furniture (many suppliers or 
closing salons sell equipment second-hand at 30–60% off new 
pricestiktok.com). Ensure equipment meets state requirements 
(e.g. chairs, tables, sink as per Section 1.2). 

Initial 
Supplies 
and 
Inventory 

$1,000 – 
$5,000 

This includes all the consumable supplies and products to start 
operations: a wide range of nail polish colors, gel polish and 
LED/UV lamps, acrylic or dip powder systems, nail art supplies, 
files and buffers (bulk), sanitizers and disinfectant solutions, 
towels, gloves, lotions, cuticle oils, etc. A small salon might start 
closer to $1k–$2k worth of supplies if focusing on core 
serviceszenbusiness.comzenbusiness.com, whereas a salon 
offering extensive nail art, gels, and retail products could invest 
$3k–$5k upfront. Don’t forget salon operational supplies like 
paper towels, cleaning supplies, and basic office/shop items 
(receipt paper, business cards). 

https://www.sage.com/en-us/accounting-software/startup-costs/salon/#:~:text=,You%27ll%20also%20need%20to
https://www.sage.com/en-us/accounting-software/startup-costs/salon/#:~:text=starting%20with%20a%20blank%20slate%2C,annually%20and%20typically%20twice%20that
https://zolmi.com/nail-salons/how-much-does-it-cost-to-open-a-nail-salon#:~:text=You%E2%80%99ll%20need%20things%20like%20manicure,cost%20between%20%2410%2C000%20and%20%2450%2C000
https://zolmi.com/nail-salons/how-much-does-it-cost-to-open-a-nail-salon#:~:text=for%20retailing%20nail%20care%20products,cost%20between%20%2410%2C000%20and%20%2450%2C000
https://www.tiktok.com/@itsmiriamg/video/7183841437711158571#:~:text=Nail%20Salon%20Owner%20Earnings%202022%3A,data
https://www.zenbusiness.com/nail-salon-costs/#:~:text=From%20different%20types%20of%20nail,crucial%20for%20a%20nail%20salon
https://www.zenbusiness.com/nail-salon-costs/#:~:text=Depending%20on%20the%20range%20of,be%20between%20%24500%20to%20%243%2C000


 

Licenses 
and Permits 

$200 – 
$500 

Licensing costs are relatively low: State salon license fee 
~$142pacodeandbulletin.gov; nail tech individual license fees 
~$119 each if you or staff need to get licensedpa.gov. 
Philadelphia’s business licenses (BIRT, CAL) are 
freesuburbanrealtorsalliance.com, but if you register an LLC, 
that’s ~$125 to PA. Building permits or occupancy certificates 
can add a few hundred dollars in fees. Budget a few hundred for 
any miscellaneous permit fees, inspections, and related 
expenses. Using an attorney or licensing service to help might 
cost extra but often Jump Start Philly and city services guide 
you for freebusiness.phila.gov. 

Insurance 
(First Year) 

$600 – 
$1,500 

Obtaining insurance is critical prior to opening. General liability 
insurance and property insurance for a small salon typically 
costs in the mid hundreds per year. According to industry 
ranges, salon insurance averages ~$300–$700 per year for 
basic liability coveragesage.comsage.com. However, because 
nail salons have specific risks (chemical fumes, slip-and-fall, 
etc.), and if you add property coverage (for fire, theft of your 
equipment) and professional liability (malpractice coverage in 
case of injuries during services), the package can be around 
$1,000 or more annuallyzenbusiness.com. Workers’ comp will 
be additional if you have employees (pricing varies by payroll 
size). It’s wise to pay insurance annually upfront; include it in 
startup costs so you’re insured from day one. 

Staffing - 
Initial 
Payroll 

~$5,000+ 
reserve 

If you plan to hire employees, set aside funds for at least the first 
few payroll cycles before revenue picks up. This number will 
depend on staff size and pay rates. For example, if you hire 3 
nail technicians at ~$15/hour, working full-time, one month’s 
gross wages ~ $7,200 (3 techs × $15 × 160 hours). Add payroll 
taxes (~10%) and any other staff like a receptionist, and a month 
can easily be $8k–$10k. You might not be immediately fully 
booked, so having 1–2 months of payroll in reserve ensures you 
can pay staff as you build clientele. If you rent out stations to nail 
techs or use contractors, upfront payroll might be less, but that 
model has other considerations (see Section 5). 

https://www.pacodeandbulletin.gov/Display/pacode?file=/secure/pacode/data/049/chapter7/s7.2.html#:~:text=,Licensure%20by%20reciprocity%C2%A0%2485%C2%A0%2489
https://www.pa.gov/agencies/dos/department-and-offices/bpoa/boards-commissions/cosmetology/nail-technician-licensure-snapshot#:~:text=No%20Continuing%20Education%20Requirement
https://www.suburbanrealtorsalliance.com/news/issue-briefs/#:~:text=Issue%20Briefs%20,no%20fee%20for%20this
https://business.phila.gov/what-is-jump-start-philly/#:~:text=What%20is%20Jump%20Start%20Philly%3F,Commercial%20Activity%20License%2C%20formerly
https://www.sage.com/en-us/accounting-software/startup-costs/salon/#:~:text=,your%20employees%20with%20this%20benefit
https://www.sage.com/en-us/accounting-software/startup-costs/salon/#:~:text=match%20at%20L309%20payments%20by,your%20employees%20with%20this%20benefit
https://www.zenbusiness.com/nail-salon-costs/#:~:text=General%20liability%20insurance%20and%20property,required%20if%20you%20have%20employees


 

Marketing 
and 
Branding 

$1,000 – 
$5,000 

Initial marketing expenses can include signage (a basic 
storefront sign can cost $300–$1,000+ installed), printing of 
menus/service brochures, website development (professional 
website ~$500 on averagezolmi.com), and advertising for your 
grand opening. Digital marketing costs might include a Google 
Ads or social media ad budget for launch (even $200 can boost 
awareness) and promotional discounts. You might also allocate 
funds for a booking software setup, logo design, and interior 
branding (posters, wall art) as part of marketing. Depending on 
strategy, this could be done on a lean budget (under $1k using 
mostly social media) or a splashier launch (a few thousand with 
ads and printed materials). Keep in mind ongoing marketing 
(see Section 7) could be $1k–$10k per yearzenbusiness.com, 
but for startup, plan at least modest funds. 

Initial 
Working 
Capital 

$3,000 – 
$10,000 

Beyond the specific line items above, you’ll want a cushion for 
unexpected costs and initial operating expenses. This 
working capital covers things like utility deposits, the first utility 
bills, small equipment or supply overruns, professional fees 
(accountant or lawyer consultations), and simply to sustain the 
business if revenue is slow in the first months. Experts often 
recommend 10–20% of your primary startup budget as 
contingencyzenbusiness.com. For instance, if your main startup 
costs total ~$50k, set aside an extra $5k–$10k as a buffer. 
Unplanned expenses always arise (e.g. a plumbing fix, extra 
ventilation needs, replacing a defective chair, etc.), so this safety 
net is vital for peace of mind and stability. 

In total, a modest nail salon startup in Philadelphia can often require an initial investment in the 
range of $30,000–$60,000. Leaner startups (small space, minimal renovation, used equipment) 
might open on ~$20k or less, whereas more upscale or larger salons could easily invest $100k 
or more before openingzenbusiness.comsage.com. Make sure to tailor your budget to your 
specific vision for the salon.zenbusiness.com 

 

 

https://zolmi.com/nail-salons/how-much-does-it-cost-to-open-a-nail-salon#:~:text=Signage%2C%20Marketing%20and%20Advertising
https://www.zenbusiness.com/nail-salon-costs/#:~:text=Effective%20strategies%20for%20a%20nail,local%20flyers%2C%20and%20loyalty%20programs
https://www.zenbusiness.com/nail-salon-costs/#:~:text=Unexpected%20Costs%20and%20Contingencies
https://www.zenbusiness.com/nail-salon-costs/#:~:text=Starting%20a%20nail%20salon%20can,it%20for%20the%20right%20entrepreneur
https://www.sage.com/en-us/accounting-software/startup-costs/salon/#:~:text=,salon%20from%20the%20ground%20up
https://www.zenbusiness.com/nail-salon-costs/#:~:text=Starting%20a%20nail%20salon%20can,it%20for%20the%20right%20entrepreneur


 
2.2 Ongoing Costs to Anticipate 

In addition to startup costs, remember that you’ll have recurring monthly expenses once 
operating. These include rent, employee wages, replenishing supplies, utilities, credit card fees, 
insurance (often paid annually but you should accrue for it), and marketing. For example, 
utilities for a salon (electric, water, gas) can run from ~$600 up to a few thousand per month 
depending on usage and sizesage.comzolmi.com – most small salons will be on the lower end, 
but pedicure spas (hot water) and high HVAC use can drive it up. Product restocking is 
another ongoing cost; busy salons may spend a few hundred per month on nail polish, 
disposables (files, buffers), and towels/liners. Additionally, factor in costs for laundry service or a 
washer/dryer if permitted on site (clean towels are a daily necessity). Planning for these 
operating costs is crucial for cash flow – ensure your initial capital or financing covers you until 
the business becomes cash-flow positive (which could be a few months after opening). We’ll 
discuss financial projections further in Section 8. 

3. Choosing a Location in Philadelphia 
Selecting the right location can make or break a nail salon, especially in a city as 
neighborhood-oriented as Philadelphia. You’ll want a site that balances affordability with visibility 
and convenience for your target clientele. Here are strategies and factors to consider when 
scouting locations in Philly: 

●​ Demographics & Target Market: Identify who your ideal customers are and where they 
live or work. Philadelphia has diverse neighborhoods with different demographics. For 
example:​
 

○​ Center City (Rittenhouse, Midtown Village, Old City): Dense with office workers, 
shoppers, and affluent residents. A salon here might attract professionals on 
lunch breaks and residents seeking upscale services, but rents are higher.​
 

○​ University City (West Philly near UPenn/Drexel) or Temple University area: Large 
student populations; potential for a trendier, budget-friendly salon that appeals to 
young adults. Services like nail art or student discounts could thrive. Foot traffic is 
high, especially during the academic year.​
 

○​ Neighborhood Commercial Strips (e.g. Chestnut Hill, Manayunk, 
Fishtown/Northern Liberties, South Street, Passyunk Avenue in South Philly, 
etc.): These areas have strong local community patronage. For instance, 
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Manayunk and Fishtown draw younger crowds and could support a hip salon with 
unique nail art or a social vibe, whereas Chestnut Hill or Society Hill areas have 
more established, older clientele who might pay premium for luxury and reliability. 
Research the income levels and lifestyles in the area – this will inform your 
pricing and service offerings.​
 

○​ Suburban Edge or Shopping Centers: Some salons succeed in strip malls or just 
outside city limits (Northeast Philadelphia or across the city line) where parking is 
easy. However, within city proper, having a location near public transit or with 
parking access is a plus since not everyone will walk.​
 

●​ Foot Traffic and Visibility: Ideally, choose a spot with good natural foot traffic or at least 
high visibility to passing cars/pedestrians. Being near complementary businesses can 
help – for example, near hair salons, boutiques, coffee shops, or grocery stores (places 
people frequent regularly). In Philadelphia, corner properties or locations on well-traveled 
streets (Walnut St, Market St, Broad St, South St, etc.) can get noticed by many potential 
walk-in customers, but they come at a premium. Evaluate the specific block at different 
times of day – are people walking by? is it safe and active in evenings? A high-foot-traffic 
area might justify a higher rent because it reduces your marketing burden to attract new 
clientszenbusiness.com. Conversely, a second-floor or upstairs location might be 
cheaper and suitable if you plan to rely on appointments and online marketing, but you’ll 
lose out on walk-ins.​
 

●​ Competition in the Area: Research how many existing nail salons or spas are nearby. 
A little competition isn’t bad – it means there is demand – but you don’t want to saturate 
a small area unless you have a clear differentiator. For example, if a particular street 
already has three no-frills discount nail salons, you might stand out by offering a 
higher-end experience or unique services (or you might choose a less-served area). Use 
tools like Yelp or Google Maps to identify nearby salons and note their customer ratings, 
price levels, and specialties. Philadelphia has hundreds of nail salons citywide, with 
certain clusters in busy commercial zones and malls. Tip: Look for gaps in the market. 
Maybe a neighborhood has many hair salons but no dedicated nail salon – an 
opportunity to become the go-to place in that area.​
 

●​ Size and Layout Requirements: Ensure the space can accommodate your needs. A 
nail salon doesn’t require a huge footprint – even ~800–1000 square feet can fit several 
manicure tables and pedicure chairs if well-laid-out. Key considerations: a small back 
area for a sink and sanitation, a restroom (customers will ask to use one, and health 
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regulations typically require one on-site or nearby), and a waiting area. If you plan to add 
other services (waxing, massages, etc.), you may need private treatment rooms. When 
touring spaces, imagine where each station and the drying area would go, and check 
that electrical and plumbing can support your equipment (pedicure chairs need plumbing 
drainage and water hookups, or you’ll use portable basins). High ceilings and good 
ventilation are a plus. Also, consider aesthetics – a space with natural light and nice 
windows can create a pleasant atmosphere that draws customers in, whereas a 
basement space might be less appealing unless you renovate it to be very inviting.​
 

●​ Zoning and Permitted Use: As discussed in Section 1.3, verify the location’s zoning 
allows a nail salon. Many Philly commercial spaces will already be fine, but double-check 
if any special exceptions apply (for example, some new mixed-use developments have 
condo boards or lease restrictions on certain types of businesses).​
 

●​ Lease Terms: When negotiating the lease, note things like the length (it’s often good to 
get at least a 5-year term with an option to renew, so you’re not forced to move just as 
you build your clientele). Try to get a few months of rent abatement or landlord 
improvements for initial renovations if possible. Also clarify who pays for what (you or 
landlord for HVAC maintenance, water, property tax increases, etc.). A favorable lease 
can significantly impact your bottom line especially in the early years.​
 

●​ Accessibility & Parking: Philadelphia is a walking city, but having public transit nearby 
or some parking can expand your customer base. Being close to a SEPTA subway or 
trolley stop can be a bonus for accessibility. If your target clients drive (e.g. in more 
suburban-like areas of the city), consider whether there’s a parking lot or at least street 
parking that’s not overly difficult. Many customers will choose a salon that’s convenient 
to get to. For example, a salon in a busy downtown area with no parking might deter 
some who aren’t already in the area, whereas a spot on a commercial strip with a 
parking lot (like in Northeast Philly) might pull from a larger radius.​
 

●​ Neighborhood Safety and Image: Clients should feel comfortable coming to your 
salon, including in the evenings, especially for after-work appointments in winter (when it 
gets dark early). Check the area’s safety stats and whether other businesses stay open 
late. A well-lit street with active businesses is inviting. Also consider the neighborhood’s 
“brand” – for instance, opening a luxurious nail art studio in a trendy area like Northern 
Liberties or Fishtown can align with the vibe of young professionals and artists there, 
whereas a family-oriented basic nail salon might do well in residential areas of South 



 
Philly. Match your salon’s concept to the locale’s character for best results.​
 

In summary, perform thorough due diligence on any potential site. Spend time in the area, 
perhaps even survey locals or potential customers if they’d welcome a new nail salon and what 
they’d like to see. A great location in Philadelphia will have steady demand, reasonable 
competition, and an environment that suits your salon’s style. Don’t rush this decision – a 
perfect interior in the wrong location will struggle, whereas a slightly smaller or less fancy space 
in the right location could flourish. 

4. Market Research and Competitive Analysis 
Understanding the local market is crucial for positioning your nail salon for success. 
Philadelphia’s beauty service market has a mix of long-standing neighborhood salons and 
newer boutique nail studios, reflecting a wide range of customer preferences. Your market 
research should cover customer demand and trends, competitor analysis, and optimal 
service/pricing strategy for the Philly area. 

4.1 Local Demand and Customer Preferences 

Philadelphia consumers enjoy nail services ranging from quick basic manicures to elaborate nail 
art. Some insights into local demand and trends: 

●​ High Demand for Nail Services: Like most urban areas, Philadelphia has a solid 
year-round demand for manicures and pedicures. People here get their nails done for 
routine grooming, special occasions (weddings, proms), and as a self-care treat. The 
city’s professional population often seeks regular mani-pedis as part of personal upkeep, 
while younger customers may chase the latest nail art trends. According to industry data, 
the hair and nail salon industry in PA has been growing ~1.6% per year 
(2018–2023), indicating steady demandfinmodelslab.com. Even post-pandemic, 
customers have returned to salons, valuing in-person services. In your business plan, 
you can be optimistic that there is a large addressable market in the city – the key is 
capturing your share of it.​
 

●​ Trends in Services: Philly clients are aware of national beauty trends. Gel manicures 
and long-lasting polish systems are very popular (many people love not having chips for 
2+ weeks). Dip powder nails have also grown in popularity. Nail art is big among certain 
segments – intricate designs, seasonal themes, and custom artwork can set your salon 
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apart. For instance, some salons like Luxe Nails in Northern Liberties have made a 
name for extremely complex, artistic designs (appealing to clients who want “extra-long 
claws with Picasso-level design”)unation.comunation.com. On the other end, there’s a 
subset of customers looking for natural and healthier nail care – avoiding acrylics and 
harsh chemicals. Salons such as Lacquer Lounge in Old City brand themselves as 
“pro-health” (they skip acrylics in favor of gentler poly-gel alternatives) to cater to 
health-conscious clientsunation.comunation.com. Additionally, many salons now offer 
complementary services like waxing, brow shaping, or eyelash extensions (e.g., Mingle 
Nail Lounge offers lash extensions alongside nail servicesunation.comunation.com). 
Philadelphia customers appreciate convenience, so having a “one-stop beauty shop” 
element can be a selling point if done right. However, adding services also means more 
licensing (e.g. an esthetician for waxing) and complexity, so weigh that decision carefully.​
 

●​ Seasonality: Expect peaks and troughs. Summer is typically very busy (people wear 
sandals, have weddings and vacations – pedicures boom) and December holiday 
season is also strong (many get glammed up for parties). Late winter can be slower. 
Philly’s weather (cold winters) means there may be slightly reduced foot traffic in 
January/February and some clients stretch out appointments when boots hide their toes. 
You can plan promotions in slower months to incentivize visits. Also, expect an uptick 
around prom season (May) and homecoming (fall) for nail art among teens, and around 
major holidays (Chinese New Year is often a busy time in Asian-run salons, for example, 
and Philly has a large Asian community).​
 

●​ Pricing Expectations: Philadelphia isn’t as expensive as NYC or LA, but there’s a 
range of price points. A basic manicure in a neighborhood salon might be ~$15–$20, 
and a basic pedicure ~$25–$35. Trendy downtown salons or spas might charge 
$25–$30 for a mani and $40–$60 for a pedi, with upcharges for gel polish, French tips, 
nail art, etc. High-end or specialty services (like elaborate nail art sets or luxury spa 
pedicures) can command $70–$100+. It’s important to set your prices based on your 
costs and target clientele. Don’t try to undercut all competitors if you’re offering higher 
quality – Philly customers will pay more for exceptional service (e.g. better hygiene, 
ambiance, free wine as some salons offer, etc.). Market analysis tip: Check the menus 
of several salons similar to your concept. For instance, if you aim to open a chic boutique 
salon in Center City, look at pricing from top-rated places like JC Fancy Nails & Spa or 
Les Fleurs Salon (which have excellent reputations)yelp.com. Ensure your pricing is in 
line with the value you provide.​
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●​ Public Health Considerations: Post-COVID, customers are more attuned to health and 

cleanliness. Highlighting your salon’s sanitation practices and ventilation can be a selling 
point. Some Philly salons suffered during the pandemicinquirer.com and only survived by 
emphasizing safety (Plexiglas shields, mask policies, etc.). While we hope widespread 
shutdowns won’t repeat, being adaptable (offering private appointments, etc.) could 
reassure clientele. Also note, Philadelphia has a substantial Vietnamese-American 
community involved in the nail trade (nearly 46% of nail salons in Philadelphia are 
estimated to be Vietnamese-ownedpmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov), and they often attract loyal 
customer bases through word-of-mouth in their communities. This means the market is 
well-served by hardworking owners, but also that many salons may not have extensive 
marketing – potentially an opportunity for a new entrant who leverages modern 
marketing to attract clients beyond the traditional circles.​
 

4.2 Competitor Analysis 

Analyzing competitors will help you identify how to differentiate your salon. Here’s how to 
approach it: 

●​ Types of Competitors: In Philadelphia, you’ll encounter a few broad categories of nail 
salons:​
 

○​ No-frills, High-Volume Salons: Often found in neighborhoods and shopping 
areas. They typically offer quick services at lower prices (e.g. $18 manicure, $30 
pedi) and thrive on volume. Decor and ambiance are basic, but they appeal to 
budget-conscious or time-pressed clients. Many are family-run. Example: a small 
salon in South Philly or Northeast that has been around for years with a loyal 
local client base.​
 

○​ Mid-range Modern Salons: These focus on a pleasant experience and decent 
pricing. They may have a stylish interior and good online reviews. Technicians 
might do basic nail art, and customer service is solid. They compete on both 
price and quality. A lot of Center City salons and ones in areas like Manayunk or 
University City fall here – offering spa pedicures, gels, etc., at moderate prices.​
 

○​ Upscale/Boutique Nail Studios: These are the trendsetters or luxury providers. 
They emphasize unique services (like elaborate nail designs, non-toxic products, 
or spa-like pampering). Prices are higher. They often require appointments and 
have a strong brand identity. For example, Modish Nail Spa in Roxborough 
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expanded their space and offers complimentary wine to enhance a relaxing, 
pampered experienceunation.com. Luxe Nails in NoLibs (as mentioned) targets 
the edgy nail art nicheunation.com. LaBelle Nail Bar in Ardmore (just outside 
Philly) caters to natural/vegan product enthusiasts with treatments like the 
Gelie-Cure for nail healthunation.comunation.com. These salons show that 
finding a niche (whether it’s luxury, artistry, or health-conscious services) can 
draw customers even from outside the immediate neighborhood, effectively 
competing on specialization rather than price.​
 

●​ Competitive Saturation: Evaluate how many salons operate near your chosen location. 
For instance, in Center City, there are dozens of nail salons within a few blocks – 
competition is fierce, but the population density and foot traffic are also high. If you open 
there, you need a strong value proposition (extended hours, exceptional quality, unique 
nail art, etc.) to pull clients from competitors. On the other hand, in a neighborhood like 
Northern Liberties or West Philly, there may be fewer direct competitors, but also a 
smaller pool of walk-ins – so you’d rely on drawing people specifically to you. 
Competitive mapping: Consider creating a simple map of salons in a 1-mile radius of 
your location, noting their price point and any specialties. Look at their online reviews 
(Yelp, Google) – what do customers praise or complain about? This can uncover market 
gaps. For example, if many reviews say “X salon is cheap but rushes the service” or “Y 
salon does great work but always runs late on appointments,” you can position your 
salon to fix those pain points (e.g. by offering a better customer service or punctual 
appointment system).​
 

●​ Major Competitors to Be Aware Of: While most nail salons in Philly are independent, a 
few names often come up in “best of” lists or local recommendations. These include:​
 

○​ Rescue Spa (Center City) – not a nail-focused salon (it's a luxury day spa), but 
noteworthy for high-end clientele; they do offer manicures/pedicures and set a 
top-tier standard (and price).​
 

○​ Lacquer Lounge (Old City & Manayunk) – known for creative designs and 
avoiding toxic productsunation.com; they’ve built a brand around healthy beauty.​
 

○​ Polished Nails (multiple locations downtown) – caters to the downtown working 
crowd; mid-range pricing and offers quick services for walk-ins.​
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○​ Local neighborhood favorites: e.g., Queen Nails, City Nails, etc., (names vary) 

– often long-standing with strong word-of-mouth. If one is near you, assume they 
have loyal regulars. You might have to entice those customers with something 
new or better, or target a different segment.​
 

●​ You don’t need to explicitly name all competitors in your business plan, but be cognizant 
of who the top 5 players are in your immediate area and what they’re best at.​
 

●​ Competitive Advantage Strategies: Decide how you will differentiate. Some 
possibilities:​
 

○​ Superior Customer Service: It’s not uncommon to hear complaints about some 
salons being hurried or not communicative. Training your staff to be friendly, to 
listen to client requests, and to not rush (while still being efficient) can set you 
apart. Little touches like offering a complimentary beverage (tea, coffee, or wine if 
appropriate/licensed), having a loyalty punch card, or giving a quick hand 
massage with each service add to perceived value.​
 

○​ Cleanliness and Safety: Emphasize a clean, sanitary environment. Many 
customers are acutely aware of hygiene (sterilized tools, disposable liners in 
pedicure tubs, technicians wearing gloves, etc.). If you publicize strict sanitation – 
“hospital-grade autoclave sterilization” or “disposable one-time-use nail files for 
each client” – you can attract those who had bad experiences elsewhere. Being 
known as the cleanest salon in Philly is a strong selling point, especially in the 
post-COVID era.​
 

○​ Unique Services or Niche: As observed, niches like nail art, organic products, 
or combined services (nails + brows/lashes) can help capture a specific market. 
For instance, offering hard gel extensions or the latest Japanese nail art 
techniques could set you apart if no one in your area is doing it. Or perhaps you 
create a mini “spa” environment focusing on relaxation – aromatherapy, plush 
chairs, longer massage during pedicures – to justify premium pricing.​
 

○​ Convenience: Extended hours or easy booking can beat competitors. If most 
salons nearby close at 7pm, you might stay open until 8 or 9pm on certain days 
to attract clients who need late appointments (e.g. hospitality workers, busy 
professionals). Also consider being open on Sunday if others are closed – many 
people have free time on weekends. On the tech side, invest in an online booking 



 
system (many salons still rely on phone calls; offering real-time online booking 
could attract digitally savvy clients). Ensure you have a presence on apps like 
Yelp and perhaps try booking platforms like Fresha or Booksy which Philly 
residents use to find and schedule salon appointmentsfresha.comyelp.com.​
 

○​ Pricing/Value: You can compete on price by offering a slightly better deal for 
similar service, but a race to the bottom is usually not wise for profitability. 
Instead, you might bundle value (e.g. a combo price for mani+pedi) or have 
early-week specials (to fill the slow Monday–Tuesday). A well-thought-out loyalty 
program is also a great competitive tool: for example, “Get your 10th manicure 
free” or a points system will encourage repeat business. Existing customers are 
extremely valuable – retention strategies are huge in salons. (In fact, one 
analysis found that if a salon has 500 returning clients generating $900k out of 
$1M revenue, that loyalty base is criticalrhgraycpa.com. We’ll talk more about 
loyalty in marketing.)​
 

Philadelphia’s market is big enough to accommodate many salons, but the ones that thrive 
have a clear identity and excel at it. By analyzing the local competition and listening to what 
Philly customers want, you can position your salon to offer something uniquely appealing – 
whether that’s the cheapest quick polish change in town, or the most indulgent nail spa day. Use 
your market research findings to inform your services menu, pricing, and promotional strategies. 
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5. Staffing Requirements and Hiring Tips 
Your employees – especially nail technicians – are the lifeblood of your salon. Happy, skilled 
staff will keep customers coming back, which in turn grows your business. This section covers 
how many and what type of staff you may need, typical wages in Philadelphia, licensing needs, 
and how to hire and retain a great team. 

5.1 How Many and What Kind of Staff? 

A nail salon’s core staffing usually includes: 

●​ Nail Technicians: These licensed professionals perform the manicures, pedicures, and 
other nail services. The number you need depends on your salon’s size and expected 
traffic. A small salon might start with 2–3 techs, whereas a larger operation could have 
5–10. It’s often wise to start on the lower side and add staff as demand grows – you 
don’t want technicians idle with no clients, but you also want enough to handle peak 
times without turning customers away.​
 

●​ Front Desk/Receptionist: If your salon is appointment-based or you want to provide a 
higher level of service, a receptionist can greet clients, handle phone calls and 
scheduling, and manage check-outs. In a very small salon, technicians often rotate 
doing these tasks themselves, but that can disrupt service flow. Many Philly salons 
operate without a dedicated receptionist to save costs, but as you get busier, that extra 
person can improve efficiency and client experience (no one likes waiting while a tech 
with wet gloves fumbles to answer the phone). Alternatively, you can manage without 
one by using online booking and a point-of-sale system that makes checkouts fast.​
 

●​ Manager: In the beginning, as owner you will likely act as the manager (handling 
ordering supplies, scheduling, resolving customer issues, etc.). Only larger multi-station 
salons might need a separate manager. If you do hire a manager, it should be someone 
with salon experience and good people skills – sometimes a senior nail tech takes on a 
dual role as floor manager.​
 

●​ Specialists (Optional): If offering additional services, you might have an esthetician (for 
waxing/facials) or eyelash technician, etc. These would be separate licenses (e.g. a 
cosmetologist or esthetics license for waxing). Only add these roles if it fits your 
business plan to offer those services. In early stages, focus on nail techs, as they will 



 
generate the core revenue.​
 

●​ Cleaning Staff: Cleanliness is paramount. You can assign cleaning duties to the team 
(e.g. each tech cleans their station, everyone rotates cleaning restrooms/floors at day’s 
end). However, some salons hire a cleaner (even part-time, like a cleaning service that 
comes after hours a few times a week) to ensure deep cleaning. In the beginning, you 
might handle or delegate cleaning internally to save money, but as you grow, consider 
budgeting for professional cleaning to maintain standards.​
 

The staffing structure also depends on your business model: will techs be employees (hourly or 
salaried + possibly commission/tips) or independent contractors (booth renters who pay you rent 
to use space)? In Pennsylvania, many nail salons operate on a commission or booth rent 
model, but be cautious: misclassification of employees as contractors can lead to legal issues. 
It’s simpler initially to have employees that you pay hourly or hourly+commission on 
services/product sales. You control scheduling and standards with employees, whereas booth 
renters are more autonomous (which might not fit if you’re building a cohesive brand 
experience). If unsure, consult a labor law advisor in PA to choose the right approach. For this 
roadmap, we’ll assume a standard employee model for simplicity. 

5.2 Wages and Compensation 

Typical Pay Rates: Nail technician pay can vary, often comprising a base wage plus tips (and 
sometimes commission on upsells or a percentage of service revenue). As of 2025, the average 
hourly pay for a nail technician in Philadelphia is around $19–$20 per hour (not including 
tips)zolmi.com. This figure likely represents a mix of base pay plus tips. Many salons pay techs 
either: 

●​ Hourly wage (often around minimum wage to $12/hr) plus tips. Since PA’s minimum 
wage is $7.25, but Philly’s competitive market means most businesses pay higher, you 
might set a base like $10 or $12/hr and allow tips to make up the rest. If using a tipped 
wage system (like restaurants do), ensure you follow tip credit laws and that tips bring 
them above minimum wage.​
 

●​ Commission on services (commonly 40–60% of the service price to the tech) plus tips. 
For example, a tech might get 50% of every service they perform. In a $30 manicure, the 
tech gets $15 plus whatever tip the client gives. Commission structures reward 
productivity – a busy tech can earn a lot, while a slow day means lower pay. Some 
salons combine a guaranteed base pay or hourly draw against commissions so techs 
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have a safety net.​
 

●​ Booth rental model: Techs pay a fixed weekly rent (e.g. $200/week) to the salon and 
then keep all the money they make from clients. This is more like each tech running their 
own mini-business. In this case, you, as the salon owner, earn rent rather than paying 
wages, but you also relinquish some control over pricing, hours, etc. This model might 
not be ideal for a cohesive brand but is prevalent in some nail salon communities.​
 

Prevailing rates in Philly: If paying pure hourly, note that $19/hr average includes tips. 
According to some sources, the base hourly (without tips) for a nail tech in Philadelphia is 
around $12–$15salary.comsalaryexpert.com. Tips in nail salons can be significant – often $5-10 
on a manicure or $10-20 on a pedicure is common. Good technicians who build a following can 
do 5-8 clients a day and make substantial tip income. It’s important to foster an environment 
where techs can earn good tips (through great service) and to be transparent about how tips are 
handled. Always let customers know if tips must be in cash or if you allow them on credit cards 
(and if so, ensure the point-of-sale distributes those tips to the techs accordingly). 

Other Staff Pay: A receptionist or front-desk person might earn $12–$18/hour depending on 
experience (and could also receive tips or a small commission for product sales, though tipping 
a receptionist is less common). If a nail tech takes on a managerial role (handling inventory, 
opening/closing duties), you might pay a bit more or a bonus. 

Benefits: Full-time employees may expect certain benefits. Small businesses might not afford 
health insurance initially, but you could offer perks like: 

●​ Flexible schedules (many techs appreciate being able to arrange days off or swap shifts 
when needed).​
 

●​ Service discounts or free services for employees (common in beauty industry – let them 
get their own nails done free when time permits).​
 

●​ Perhaps paid time off or holiday closures after a certain period.​
 Pennsylvania law requires workers’ compensation coverage for employees, and you’ll 
have to handle taxes (withholdings, employer payroll taxes ~7.65% for Social 
Security/Medicare, etc.). Factor roughly 10% extra on top of gross wages to cover 
employer-side taxes when budgeting payroll.​
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5.3 Licensing and Training for Staff 

As covered in Section 1.2, every nail technician must have a current Pennsylvania nail tech 
license. When hiring, verify the license status of applicants (you can use the PA licensing 
website to look up their license number to ensure it’s active). If you find a great candidate who is 
newly graduated and awaiting their exam, you can have them as an apprentice or on a 
temporary permit, but they must obtain the full license in the allowed timeframe. Keep a copy of 
all employees’ licenses on file, and remember the salon must display the licenses (or a 
board-provided salon license posting) visibly. Any change in staff or new hires doesn’t require 
notification to the state board (only the salon license and each individual license matter), but if 
you train someone as an apprentice in your salon, that has its own registration process and 
limits on how many apprentices you can havepa.gov (usually used for cosmetologist training, 
less so for nails). 

In terms of skills, look for techs who are adept at the services you plan to offer. You might need: 

●​ Standard mani-pedi skills for all.​
 

●​ If offering acrylics or gels, ensure someone has that experience; not all nail techs do a 
lot of acrylic work since it’s somewhat specialized.​
 

●​ Nail art ability if that’s a selling point for you – you might even have an “ace” nail artist 
who can do the fancy designs (and charge accordingly).​
 

●​ Good communication: Philly is diverse, and while many techs may speak English as a 
second language (Vietnamese is common among nail techs 
hereinquirer.compmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov), basic conversational ability and friendliness go a 
long way with customers. If language is a barrier for some talented techs, consider 
having one bilingual person (maybe you or a manager) to help with any translation 
needs or customer communication issues. It’s perfectly fine if some staff primarily speak 
Vietnamese or Chinese as long as the service is good; just make sure you can bridge 
any gaps to avoid miscommunication on customer preferences.​
 

●​ Speed vs. quality: Determine your service timing expectations and train staff to meet 
them without cutting corners. For example, a basic manicure might be targeted at 30 
minutes, a gel manicure 45 minutes, a pedi 45 minutes, etc. Newer techs might be 
slower at first; provide guidance so that client appointments stay on schedule.​
 

https://www.pa.gov/agencies/dos/department-and-offices/bpoa/boards-commissions/cosmetology/application-process#:~:text=
https://www.inquirer.com/opinion/commentary/nail-salon-worker-protections-pandemic-20210305.html#:~:text=blame,Here%E2%80%99s%20how
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC7855392/#:~:text=U,2019


 
Training and Continuing Education: Pennsylvania doesn’t require continuing education hours 
for nail tech license renewalpa.govpa.gov, but that doesn’t mean training should stop. 
Encourage your team to stay updated on trends (maybe pay for them to attend a nail art 
workshop, or have brand reps come in to demonstrate new products). This not only improves 
your services but also motivates employees – they feel invested in. You could have occasional 
staff training days (e.g. practice new designs or techniques on each other when the salon is 
closed or during slow hours). 

Additionally, set clear protocols from day one: how to greet customers, how to upsell (“Would 
you like a gel upgrade today?”), how to handle re-dos or complaints, etc. A well-trained staff 
providing consistent service builds the salon’s reputation. 

5.4 Hiring Tips and Retention 

Where to find staff: Use multiple channels: 

●​ Online Job Posts: Indeed, ZipRecruiter, and industry-specific boards can work. When 
posting, emphasize if you’re offering a good base pay or a busy location (techs want to 
know they’ll have clients).​
 

●​ Local Beauty Schools: Philadelphia and surrounding areas have cosmetology schools 
(some offer specific nail technician programs). Reach out to schools like Jean 
Madeline/Aveda Institute or local beauty academies – they often have recent grads 
looking for jobsqueenbeautyinstitute.comjeanmadeline.edu. Offer to be a site for 
internships or just send a flyer of your job opening. New grads can be great hires if 
you’re willing to mentor them a bit.​
 

●​ Word of Mouth: The nail tech community is tight-knit especially among Vietnamese 
techs in Philly. Once you hire one or two, they might refer friends or family who are 
licensed. Treating your employees well will naturally attract others. You might also 
network in local industry circles (e.g. suppliers or professional beauty stores often know 
techs looking for work).​
 

●​ Social Media: Advertise on your salon’s social pages or in local Facebook groups (there 
are likely Philadelphia job seeker groups, or beauty industry groups).​
 

Interviewing: Ask to see a portfolio of their work (many techs have Instagram or photos of nail 
designs they’ve done). You might do a trade test – have the candidate do a simple polish or a 
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nail tip application in front of you to gauge their technique and speed. Also ask scenario 
questions: “What would you do if a client is unhappy with a service?” or “How do you ensure 
your tools are properly sanitized between clients?” – their answers will tell you if their customer 
service and hygiene understanding meet your standards. 

Retention and Motivation: The beauty industry can have high turnover if workers feel 
underpaid or underappreciated. To retain your staff: 

●​ Provide a path for growth (e.g. senior tech positions, possibility to earn higher 
commission or take on training roles).​
 

●​ Foster a positive, team-oriented environment. Avoid toxic competition for clients; ensure 
walk-ins are distributed fairly or a good appointment scheduling system is in place.​
 

●​ Pay on time and correctly. This builds trust. If using commission, be transparent with how 
it’s calculated and give them regular reports.​
 

●​ Recognize good performance. Something as simple as an “employee of the month” or 
small bonuses during holidays can boost morale. Maybe after a year of service, gift a 
high-performing tech a new set of nail brushes or pay for a class they want to take.​
 

●​ Work-Life balance: Avoid overworking them. It might be tempting to extend hours and 
pack their schedule, but burnout leads to losing staff. If a tech is consistently booked 
solid, raise their prices (which benefits both of you via commission/tips) rather than 
pushing them to work faster or longer days without break.​
 

●​ Solicit their input. Your technicians can offer great ideas on new services or operational 
improvements. Including them in decision-making (like what new gel colors to stock or 
whether to change a policy) makes them feel valued.​
 

By building a strong, satisfied team, you not only ensure quality service (happy employees tend 
to create happy customers), but you also free yourself up from constant re-hiring or covering 
shifts. High staff turnover is costly and can hurt your customer retention, so investing in your 
people pays off in the long run. 

Lastly, remember the legal side: comply with labor laws (post required workplace posters, pay at 
least minimum wage after tips, keep payroll records, etc.). Philadelphia also has some 
worker-friendly regulations (for instance, the city’s Fair Workweek law mainly affects larger 



 
retail/hospitality employers, but it’s good practice to provide predictable schedules). Treating 
your team with respect and fairness will establish your salon as not just a great place for clients, 
but for employees too – which in turn attracts better talent. 

6. Equipment and Supplier Recommendations 
Outfitting your nail salon with the right equipment and supplies is a significant part of your 
startup process. It affects your budget, the services you can offer, and the impression you make 
on clients. Below we list essential equipment, along with suggestions on sourcing and suppliers. 

6.1 Essential Salon Equipment and Furniture 

Based on Pennsylvania’s regulations and practical needs, a nail salon should have at minimum: 

●​ Manicure Stations: A desk/table with comfortable chairs (one for the technician, one for 
the client) and adequate lighting. Each station should have an adjustable lamp (good 
lighting is critical for detail work). Many manicure tables come with built-in drawers or 
vents; some high-end tables include local exhaust vents that suck dust/fumes 
downwards – a nice feature to consider for ventilation. Aim for at least 1–2 manicure 
tables to start (more if you expect high volume).​
 

●​ Pedicure Chairs or Stations: These typically are big spa chairs with a built-in foot bath 
basin. They range from basic models (where you carry water to a removable bowl) to 
luxurious thrones with massage functions and plumbed-in whirlpool tubs. For a 
professional look, investing in at least one or two proper pedicure spa chairs is 
recommended. Ensure they have the required pipe-free or easily sanitizable tubs (many 
new models use pipeless technology to prevent bacterial build-up). Each chair usually 
comes with a technician stool. If budget is tight, you could start with portable pedi tubs 
and comfortable reclinable chairs, but in the Philly market, most established salons have 
proper spa chairs which clients do appreciate.​
 

●​ Nail Technician Stools: Adjustable rolling stools for techs at both mani and pedi 
stations. These should be ergonomic to reduce strain on your employees (they’ll be 
sitting on these all day).​
 

●​ Drying Station: A table or area where clients can sit to let nails dry after polishing. Often 
includes fans or UV/LED lamps for curing polish. If you do gel nails, you will need LED or 
UV nail lamps at each station or a central area (these are small enough to place on the 



 
manicure table when needed).​
 

●​ Reception Desk: A front desk or counter to greet clients, check them in, and handle 
payments. This creates a focal point for entering the salon and also secures a spot for 
your cash register/POS system. Even if you don’t have a full-time receptionist, having a 
clear reception area is professional.​
 

●​ Seating in Waiting Area: A few chairs or a small sofa for clients waiting (or friends of 
clients). Keep this area tidy and perhaps stocked with magazines (or a TV, though many 
modern salons opt for just background music).​
 

●​ Storage Cabinets and Shelving: You’ll need locked storage for chemicals (acetone, 
etc.), open shelving to display nail polish colors (clients love seeing a wall with hundreds 
of colors to choose from), and cabinets for clean linens and supplies. PA law requires a 
closed cabinet for clean towels and a separate closed container for soiled 
towels/linenpacodeandbulletin.gov, so incorporate those. The polish display can be a 
design feature – e.g. wall-mounted racks or shelves behind the reception. Ensure it’s 
secure (tipping over racks can be a hazard).​
 

●​ First Aid and Safety: As per regulations, maintain a first aid kit with the required items 
(antiseptic, bandages, eyewash, etc.)pacodeandbulletin.gov. Also have a fire 
extinguisher (Class ABC multipurpose) accessiblepacodeandbulletin.gov – typically 
mounted on a wall in a visible spot. The salon license inspection will check for these.​
 

●​ Sink: You need a sink with hot and cold water in the work areapacodeandbulletin.gov. 
Ideally, one sink centrally located that’s easily reachable from all stations (if the space is 
small) is okay. This is used for hand washing (by techs and clients) and for filling water 
for pedicures if not plumbed. If the sink is not in the main room, it must be close by (like 
in a connected backroom). Plan sink placement early as it may involve plumbing work.​
 

●​ Sanitation Equipment: Wet disinfectant containers – often called wet sanitizers or 
barbicide jars – at each station or one per techpacodeandbulletin.gov. These are used to 
soak tools (e.g. cuticle nippers, pushers) in disinfectant. Also have UV sterilizer boxes 
or autoclave if you choose for tool sterilization (not mandated to have an autoclave in 
PA, but some high-end salons use them for metal tools to reassure clients of sterility). 
Additionally, have sealed containers for storing sanitized implements until 
usepacodeandbulletin.gov. Disposable tools (like files, buffers) should be new per client 
or properly sanitized if they are multi-use. A trash can with a lid (covered waste 
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container) is required toopacodeandbulletin.gov – foot-operated trash cans are ideal to 
maintain hygiene when disposing of items.​
 

Beyond the essentials, consider these for a fully equipped salon: 

●​ Ventilation system: If not already in HVAC, consider portable source-capture units at 
stations – some salons use small extractors on manicure tables to reduce dust and odor. 
At minimum, keep the air flowing (windows open when possible, air purifiers, etc.).​
 

●​ Tech Tools: Each technician will need their own sets of implements (nail clippers, cuticle 
nippers, brushes, drill if offering acrylic/gel enhancements). Providing each tech with a 
uniform set of quality tools can ensure consistency. Electric nail drills (e-files) are 
commonly used for acrylics and gels – you might have a couple in the salon for techs 
who are trained to use them (ensure they know proper e-file techniques to avoid harming 
clients’ nails).​
 

●​ Misc Furnishings: Small things like side trolleys/carts for each tech to organize 
polishes, cotton, etc. These can be inexpensive rolling carts where they keep the day’s 
supplies handy.​
 

6.2 Suppliers and Buying Tips 

Salon Furniture Suppliers: There are specialized suppliers for salon furniture that serve the 
whole US. Many have online stores and some have showrooms (though not necessarily in 
Philly). A few reputable ones: 

●​ Keller International – offers pedicure chairs, manicure tables, etc., often at decent 
priceskeller4salon.com.​
 

●​ Minerva Beauty – known in the salon industry for equipment (though more hair salon 
focused, they have nail sections).​
 

●​ Belava – manufactures high-quality pedicure spa chairs and portable pedicure 
systemsbelava.com. They are known for hygienic solutions like liners.​
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●​ J&A USA – a popular pedicure chair brand (makers of the Lenox pedicure chair, 

etc.)jausainc.com, often cited for reliability.​
 

●​ Lexor – another pedicure spa manufacturer with good reputationlexor.com.​
 

●​ SalonSmart and SalonEquipmentUSA – online retailers that carry various brands and 
often have package deals (e.g. buy 2 chairs + 2 tables as a package).​
 

It’s wise to compare prices. A pedicure chair can range from $1,500 (basic model on sale) to 
$5,000 (top-of-line with all bells and whistles). Some companies offer financing or leasing for 
equipment if you prefer to pay over time. Also check if any local beauty salon distributors in the 
Philly area sell used or clearance equipment – sometimes salons closing or remodeling will sell 
chairs in good condition for much less than new. Buy sturdy, easy-to-clean furniture – 
acetone resistant surfaces on tables, for example, so they don’t get ruined by spills. 

Nail Product Suppliers: For polishes, gels, and disposable supplies, there are many wholesale 
options: 

●​ CosmoProf and SalonCentric: These are national beauty supply store chains (with 
local stores in the Philadelphia area) that sell to licensed professionals. You can get 
well-known brands like OPI, Gelish, CND, Essie at wholesale prices. You’ll need a 
cosmetology business account to shop there.​
 

●​ Online Wholesale Stores: Websites like Nail Superstorenailsuperstore.com, 
Nailsupplyinc.com, Trans Design (TD Beauty), Eastern Beauty Supply (some are 
based in NYC but ship to Philly quickly) carry a huge inventory of nail products at bulk 
prices. Also, brands like Kiara Sky, Young Nails, and others sell directly online for 
professional kits and refillsnailsuperstore.comkiarasky.com.​
 

●​ Local suppliers in Philly’s beauty districts: There are areas (like Washington Ave or 
parts of South Philly) where you might find Vietnamese-run nail supply shops that sell 
equipment and supplies. If you have contacts in the local salon community, ask about 
these as they sometimes have very competitive pricing and you can pick up in person, 
saving on shipping.​
 

●​ Bulk buying: Items like paper towels, cotton balls, gloves, etc., might be cheapest at 
big-box stores (Costco, Sam’s Club) or via Amazon Business. It can help to price out 
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these everyday items to keep costs down.​
 

Polish Selection: A good approach is to invest initially in quality basic polish colors – perhaps a 
full line from a brand like OPI or Essie for regular polish, and a good range of gel polish colors. 
Clients appreciate both classic colors and trendy ones. Philadelphia clients don’t differ wildly 
from other cities – nudes, reds, and seasonal colors are always in demand, and many will ask 
for specific brands (“Do you have OPI Lincoln Park After Dark?”). Having those popular shades 
can make a difference. You might also consider offering a premium long-wear polish brand or 
dipping powder system for extra charge services. 

Specialty Supplies: If you’re offering acrylic nails, ensure you get quality acrylic liquid and 
powder (Mia Secret, CND, Tammy Taylor are known brands) plus a good ventilation since 
acrylic monomer has a strong odor. For nail art, stock up on gems, stickers, striping tapes, 
chrome powders, etc., based on trends (these are relatively cheap and can justify a surcharge 
on services). Keep an eye on trends via Instagram or Nailpro magazine – e.g., if marble nails or 
cat-eye gel are trending, have the supplies to offer it. 

Cost-Saving Tips: 

●​ Start modestly: You don’t need every single color or product line on day one. Start with 
a curated selection that covers the basics and a few special options. You can always 
expand your inventory as cash flow improves or as customers request things.​
 

●​ Buy in Bulk: For disposables (files, buffers, gloves), buying in bulk packs will lower unit 
cost. Ensure you have proper storage for bulk items so they remain clean and dust-free.​
 

●​ Used vs. New: As mentioned, items like chairs and tables can be found used. However, 
think about the impression – a mismatched or very worn-out chair might not give the 
high-quality vibe, and older pedicure chairs might have maintenance issues. Used could 
be fine for waiting chairs or some furniture, but for core service equipment, ensure it’s in 
excellent shape. Also, verify any used electrical equipment (nail lamps, drills) are 
working safely.​
 

●​ Tech Input: Involve your lead nail technicians in decisions on products. They may have 
brand preferences or insights on what lasts longer or applies better. Using 
professional-grade products leads to better results (e.g. cheaper polishes might chip 
faster, undermining your service quality). Striking a balance between cost and quality is 



 
key – often mid-range professional brands perform very well without the luxury price tag.​
 

Suppliers for Business Essentials: Don’t forget setting up your POS system and software 
might involve equipment – such as a tablet or computer, credit card reader, receipt printer. Many 
modern POS solutions (Square, Clover, etc.) supply these relatively cheaply or on a 
subscription. Also, consider a scheduling software (there are ones tailored for salons like 
Vagaro, Acuity, or Mangomint). Some have a monthly fee but can be worth it for organization 
and marketing (automated appointment reminders, etc.). Include this in your equipment setup 
plan. 

By investing in the right equipment and maintaining it well, you create a professional 
environment that both your staff and customers will value. Plus, meeting all the required 
equipment standards ensures you pass inspections easily. Establish relationships with your 
suppliers – for example, a good wholesale nail supplier might inform you of new products or 
give volume discounts. As you grow, these relationships can also help (like net payment terms 
for inventory, etc.). 

In summary, equip for quality and efficiency: a well-equipped salon speeds up service (e.g. 
having enough LED lamps so clients aren’t waiting to cure nails one hand at a time) and signals 
to customers that you care about their comfort and safety (a plush pedicure chair, a neat display 
of sterile tools, etc., builds trust). It’s part of your brand’s first impression when they walk in and 
see the setup. 

7. Marketing and Customer Acquisition Strategies 
Even the best nail salon won’t succeed if people don’t know about it. Marketing is essential – 
especially in a competitive city like Philadelphia where customers have many options. This 
section outlines strategies to attract and retain clients, with an emphasis on approaches that 
work well in the Philly market. 

7.1 Branding and Online Presence 

Create a Strong Brand Identity: Decide on your salon’s name, logo, color scheme, and overall 
vibe – and use it consistently in all marketing. For example, if your salon is “Philly Chic Nails” 
and you’re going for a modern, upscale vibe, your logo and decor should reflect that (sleek 
fonts, stylish colors) and so should your social media content (clean, bright photos of nail art or 
relaxing pedicure scenes). Philadelphia has a lot of neighborhoods with distinct identities, so 



 
you might even incorporate local flavor (like a tagline “Manicures in the heart of Fishtown” or 
“Old City’s Premier Nail Studio” to signal your location pride). 

Website: Set up a simple, mobile-friendly website. Many potential clients will search “nail 
salons near me” or specifically for your salon’s name. Your site should have: 

●​ Services menu with prices.​
 

●​ Address with map and contact info.​
 

●​ Online booking integration or a phone number clearly listed for appointments.​
 

●​ Photos of your salon and perhaps a gallery of your nail work (even if it’s stock photos 
initially, but ideally your own techs’ work as you build a portfolio).​
 

●​ An “About us” that might highlight what makes you unique (e.g. “family-owned,” “organic 
products,” “15 years of experience,” etc.).​
 Building a basic website can cost a few hundred dollarszolmi.com or you can use DIY 
tools (Wix, Squarespace) fairly easily. Given how tech-savvy customers are, this is a 
must-have. Also, list your policies (like cancellation or if you require deposits for big 
groups, etc.) on the site to manage expectations.​
 

Google My Business: Claim your Google business listing. This is crucial so you appear on 
Google Maps and in local search results. It’s free – just verify your address. Once done, add 
photos (interior of salon, logo, some nail shots) and your hours, website, etc. Encourage 
customers to leave Google reviews – a high Google rating will bring you more business. Many 
people in Philly simply type “best nail salon in [neighborhood]” into Google and rely on those 
ratings. 

Social Media (Instagram, Facebook, TikTok): Nails are a visual business, so Instagram is 
your best friend. Post pictures of your best work regularly. Follow local Philly influencers or 
community pages like @phillymag or @visitphilly and engage with them. Use local hashtags 
(e.g. #phillynails, #phillybeauty) to reach area userslemon8-app.com. On Instagram, you might 
even attract clients by showcasing unique designs, before/after transformations, or 
behind-the-scenes of your salon (like new polish arrivals, etc.). It’s also a place to announce 
promotions (“July 4th nail art special – show this post for 10% off!”). Facebook is useful for 
reaching slightly older demographics or local community groups – join neighborhood groups 
and, if allowed, mention your salon opening or promotions there (in a non-spammy way). TikTok 
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https://www.lemon8-app.com/experience/what-are-good-nail-salons-in-philly?region=us#:~:text=Moreover%2C%20the%20cafe%20embraces%20modern,including%20accent%20nails%20that


 
could be used if you have the creativity – fun nail art videos or satisfied client transformations 
can go viral. The key is to pick platforms you can maintain; better to have one or two active 
profiles than five inactive ones. 

Online Booking & Apps: Today, many clients prefer booking online rather than calling. As 
mentioned, consider using a scheduling app. Some even integrate with Instagram or Google 
(clients can click “Book” on your IG profile if you enable it). Additionally, listing your services on 
apps like Booksy or Styleseat can get you discovered by users on those platformsfresha.com. 
There are also Philly-specific listings – for instance, make sure you’re on Yelp. A lot of people 
use Yelp to read reviews; encourage happy customers to drop you a Yelp review as well. (Be 
aware though, Yelp has its own search algorithm – focus on good service and the reviews will 
naturally follow). 

7.2 Local Marketing and Promotions 

Grand Opening Buzz: Plan a grand opening event or special. For example, offer a “20% off all 
services in our first week!” to get people in the door. You could host a small opening party 
with refreshments and invite people walking by to check out the salon. Perhaps partner with a 
neighboring business (e.g. a bakery next door might provide cupcakes, and you can display 
their cards while they mention your opening – cross-promotion helps). Spread the word through 
flyers in the neighborhood and posts on social media. If budget permits, maybe a 
Facebook/Instagram ad targeted to your ZIP code announcing “New Nail Salon Now Open in 
[Neighborhood]”. 

Philadelphia Community Engagement: Philly has many tight communities. Tap into that: 

●​ Join Business Associations or Local Chambers: If there’s a Business Improvement 
District (BID) or merchants association in your area, join it. They often run events (like 
“First Friday” events in some areas, or sidewalk sales) where you can participate – 
maybe by offering quick polish changes to passersby or putting a booth outside. The 
local Chamber of Commerce or even ethnic chambers (like Asian American Chamber, 
since nail industry has many Vietnamese stakeholdersinquirer.cominquirer.com) can 
provide networking and occasionally grant programs or mentorship for small businesses.​
 

●​ Flyers and Direct Mail: Traditional, but for a neighborhood salon, a nice door hanger or 
postcard mailer announcing your opening and a promo can be effective. Target a radius 
(say, send a postcard with a “$5 off your first visit” to all residences within 0.5 mile). 
People often try a new place if given a small incentive.​
 

https://www.fresha.com/lp/en/tt/nail-art-and-nail-designs/in/us-philadelphia#:~:text=Best%20Nail%20Art%20and%20Nail,Book%20%26%20pay%20online
https://www.inquirer.com/opinion/commentary/nail-salon-worker-protections-pandemic-20210305.html#:~:text=Philadelphia%20can%20help%20by%20creating,health%20and%20business%20operations%20training
https://www.inquirer.com/opinion/commentary/nail-salon-worker-protections-pandemic-20210305.html#:~:text=Solutions%20must%20protect%20workers%20and,and%20newness%20to%20this%20country


 
●​ Student Outreach: If near universities, put up flyers on campus bulletin boards or 

student centers (with permission). Students love deals – maybe a “Student Special: 
show student ID for 15% off Mondays–Wednesdays”. Similarly, if near office hubs, 
maybe a lunchtime special or group discount for office groups (e.g. “book 3 mani-pedis 
for you and coworkers, get 10% off each”).​
 

Referral Programs: Word-of-mouth is gold. Encourage existing clients to bring friends. For 
instance, “Refer a friend and you both get $5 off your next service.” or a points-based system 
where each referral = points toward a free service. Many salons use paper referral cards or just 
ask clients to mention who referred them in order to reward the referrer. Given that a loyal client 
can be worth hundreds per year, giving $5 or $10 credit for a referral is a smart investment. 

Loyalty Program: Reward repeat customers to keep them coming. Options: 

●​ Punch card (e.g. 10th manicure free).​
 

●​ Points system (like spend $1 = 1 point, accumulate 200 points get $10 off).​
 

●​ Membership model (for example, pay a monthly fee and get a certain number of 
services). Some higher-end salons do “membership” where for, say, $99/month you get 
two gel manis and one pedi – this locks in recurring revenue and gives the client a slight 
discount, a win-win if structured well.​
 According to studies, customers in loyalty programs spend significantly more (up to 18% 
more on average than others)finmodelslab.com. So implementing even a simple loyalty 
scheme can boost your revenue and customer retention. For instance, a client might 
decide to get nail art or an extra service to earn points or because they feel valued. 
Make sure to track it (software can do or old-school card stamping works too).​
 

Email and SMS Marketing: Collect client contact info (with permission). An email list allows you 
to send monthly newsletters – maybe with nail care tips, new polish colors in stock, or holiday 
specials. SMS is even more direct: many salons now use text reminders (via their booking 
software) and occasional text promotions (“This week only: Free nail art accent nail with any gel 
mani – call to book, spots limited!”). Be cautious not to spam; once or twice a month texts is 
plenty. In Philadelphia, where people are busy, a well-timed “we miss you” text to clients who 
haven’t come in 8 weeks with a small incentive can reactivate them. 

Social Deals and Influencers: 

https://finmodelslab.com/blogs/profitability/nail-salon?srsltid=AfmBOoqpFNGU4DFGQHJb2s3B0z3Z19XoSTiC3sFLh_WxSD9j1jDWRjr6#:~:text=membership%20or%20loyalty%20programs,in%20nail%20salon%20annual%20revenue


 
●​ Consider offering a special via platforms like Groupon in the very beginning to get new 

faces in. But be careful: Groupon steep discounts can hurt profits and sometimes attract 
deal-hunters who don’t return at full price. If you do it, structure the deal in a way that 
upsells are likely (like Groupon for a basic mani, but many will upgrade to gel or add a 
pedi when they come, giving you extra sales).​
 

●​ Local influencers (e.g. Philly lifestyle bloggers or Instagrammers) could be invited for a 
free service in exchange for a post. For example, a fashion blogger with Philly followers 
might post her cute new nails from your salon, tagging you, which is basically free 
advertising to your target demo. Just ensure the influencer’s audience aligns with your 
target (no need to invite someone whose followers are mostly out-of-town or not 
interested in beauty).​
 

●​ Sponsor local events: Is there a charity gala, a school fundraiser, or a community fair? 
Offering a gift certificate or small gift basket from your salon for their raffle can increase 
local awareness. Or set up a booth at a local event to give quick polish changes or nail 
art for kids; hand out your brochures to attendees.​
 

Emphasize Reviews and Testimonials: People in cities trust reviews. After you’ve served a 
happy customer, don’t shy away from kindly saying, “If you enjoyed your experience, we’d love if 
you leave us a review online – it really helps a small business like ours!” Many will do it. A 
strong rating on Google, Yelp, and Facebook will organically draw new clients. Monitor your 
reviews and respond professionally – thank people for good reviews, and address any negative 
feedback graciously and with a solution (this shows readers you care and can win back trust). 

7.3 Philadelphia-Specific Marketing Insights 

●​ Leverage Neighborhood Pride: Philadelphians often strongly identify with their 
neighborhood. If you’re in, say, South Philly, consider participating in South Philly 
events or partnering with other businesses there. If in Center City, maybe target office 
workers (like leave some menus in nearby office building lobbies – if allowed – or do a 
targeted LinkedIn ad for companies nearby offering a corporate rate for group bookings).​
 

●​ Seasons and Sports: Philly is a sports town. You could have fun promotions tied to 
sports seasons (Eagles green nail art discount during football season, or 
Phillies/red-themed nails during baseball playoffs with a promo). Little timely touches 
make marketing feel relevant and shareable.​
 



 
●​ Diverse Community Outreach: Philadelphia has large communities (African American, 

Asian, Latino, etc.). Ensure your marketing materials are inclusive. For example, show 
diverse hands in your promo images. If you have staff that speak Spanish, Vietnamese, 
Chinese, etc., mention “Se habla Español” or equivalent in flyers to welcome 
non-English speakers. Community newspapers or local radio in those languages could 
be an advertising channel if that’s your target market.​
 

●​ Upselling and Retail: Don’t forget marketing to existing clients while they are in your 
salon. Train techs to upsell tactfully (if someone comes for a regular mani, “Would you 
like to try gel? It lasts longer and we’re offering 20% off your first gel upgrade today”). 
Also, consider selling related retail products: e.g., cuticle oils, hand creams, or even your 
polish colors. It’s common to retail the same polish used in a pedicure so the client can 
do touch-ups at home. These items at the checkout counter with a nice display and 
some tester products can bring extra revenue. Perhaps a loyalty program ties into that 
(points for retail purchases too).​
 

Track what works: Use some form of marketing tracking. If you hand out a flyer with a code, 
see how many redeem it. If you run a Facebook ad, check the analytics on reach vs. how many 
bookings might have come from it. Philadelphia’s market is dynamic; be ready to adjust. If you 
see, for example, that your weekday mornings are slow, you might implement a “Happy Hour” 
for nails (discounted services Tuesday 11am-2pm) to attract retirees or flex-schedule folks. Or if 
a certain nail art post went viral and brought inquiries, do more of that style. 

Finally, customer experience is the best marketing. Philly is a word-of-mouth city – one 
student tells her roommate about your great gel manicure, one office worker shows off her nails 
to colleagues – and suddenly you have several new clients. So make every appointment count, 
and then use these marketing tools to amplify that goodwill to a wider audience. 

8. Financial Projections and Scaling Strategies to Reach 
$1 Million in Revenue 
Growing a nail salon to a $1 million annual revenue business is an ambitious goal, but 
achievable with smart planning and expansion. It will likely require scaling beyond a single small 
storefront – whether by expanding services, increasing volume, or opening additional locations. 
In this section, we’ll outline how you can project your finances and strategies to ramp up 
revenue over time. 



 
8.1 Financial Projections Basics 

Start by establishing your baseline: how much revenue can one salon generate in a year? A 
moderately successful single-location nail salon in a metro area typically might bring in on the 
order of $200,000 to $500,000 per yearfinmodelslab.com, depending on its size and price 
points. Top-tier salons in luxury markets have reported revenues exceeding $1 
millionfinmodelslab.com, but those are usually either very large, high-priced operations or ones 
with multiple income streams. 

Let’s break down a projection for one salon location: 

●​ Assume 4 nail technicians working, each doing an average of 5 services per day (mix of 
manicures and pedicures, maybe some full sets). That’s 20 services/day.​
 

●​ If the average service price is $40 (taking into account some will be $20 quick manis, 
some $60 pedis, some higher for gels or combos), then daily revenue = 20 * $40 = $800 
per day.​
 

●​ If open 6 days a week, that’s $800 * 6 = $4,800/week, roughly $250,000/year.​
 

This is just one scenario; you can tweak numbers. Increase techs to 6 techs and more chairs, or 
raise average ticket with add-ons, and the number climbs. For example, adding retail sales can 
add tens of thousands per year if done well (retail might contribute ~5-15% of service revenue in 
many salons, and up to 20% in very sales-focused onesfinmodelslab.com). 

Profitability: A salon’s net profit margin usually ranges 15% to 
20%finmodelslab.comfinmodelslab.com if managed well – meaning if you make $500k revenue, 
you might clear $75k-$100k profit after all expenses (owner’s salary would come from that too). 
Profit margins can improve with scale or if you’re in the high-end segment where prices are 
higher relative to costs (for instance, nail art labor is time-consuming but if you charge 
accordingly, it can be profitable). 

To reach $1,000,000 in annual revenue, consider: 

●​ It might come from multiple locations. Two salons each doing $500k/year gets you 
there. Or three doing ~$334k each.​
 

https://finmodelslab.com/blogs/profitability/nail-salon?srsltid=AfmBOoqpFNGU4DFGQHJb2s3B0z3Z19XoSTiC3sFLh_WxSD9j1jDWRjr6#:~:text=On%20average%2C%20a%20moderately%20successful,business%20practices%20and%20market%20demand
https://finmodelslab.com/blogs/profitability/nail-salon?srsltid=AfmBOoqpFNGU4DFGQHJb2s3B0z3Z19XoSTiC3sFLh_WxSD9j1jDWRjr6#:~:text=On%20average%2C%20a%20moderately%20successful,business%20practices%20and%20market%20demand
https://finmodelslab.com/blogs/profitability/nail-salon?srsltid=AfmBOoqpFNGU4DFGQHJb2s3B0z3Z19XoSTiC3sFLh_WxSD9j1jDWRjr6#:~:text=membership%20or%20loyalty%20programs,in%20nail%20salon%20annual%20revenue
https://finmodelslab.com/blogs/profitability/nail-salon?srsltid=AfmBOoqpFNGU4DFGQHJb2s3B0z3Z19XoSTiC3sFLh_WxSD9j1jDWRjr6#:~:text=nail%20salon%20revenue%20streams,falls%20between%20%24100%2C000%20to%20%24500%2C000
https://finmodelslab.com/blogs/profitability/nail-salon?srsltid=AfmBOoqpFNGU4DFGQHJb2s3B0z3Z19XoSTiC3sFLh_WxSD9j1jDWRjr6#:~:text=The%20nail%20salon%20profit%20margin,to%20enhancing%20the%20financial%20outcomes


 
●​ Or one very large location with many staff and services. Perhaps a day spa that 

includes a nail department.​
 

●​ Or one location + diversified revenue streams like product lines or mobile services.​
 

Below are strategies to scale up: 

8.2 Strategies to Increase Revenue 

1. Maximize Each Location’s Revenue: Before multiplying locations, ensure you’re squeezing 
the potential of your first salon. 

●​ Extend Operating Hours: More hours open = more appointment slots. If demand 
exists, opening earlier or closing later can add revenue. For example, adding Sunday or 
extending into evening for after-work crowd can attract more clients. Be sure not to burn 
out staff; you might stagger shifts or hire part-timers for extended hours.​
 

●​ Increase Capacity Utilization: Keep those chairs busy. Use promotions or dynamic 
pricing for off-peak times to fill slow periods (like a weekday morning special to fill gaps). 
If you consistently have wait times or fully booked schedules, it signals you could add 
another technician or station to handle more volume.​
 

●​ Raise Prices Strategically: As you build a loyal clientele, modest price increases can 
significantly boost revenue without needing more clients. Many salons adjust prices 
annually or for certain premium slots (some charge a few dollars extra on weekends due 
to high demand). Ensure your services are worth the price by maintaining quality. 
Philadelphia customers will pay a bit more if they’re getting better service or results. 
Even a $5 increase on a popular service, multiplied by hundreds of services a month, 
adds up. Monitor competitor pricing and your own booking – if you’re always full and 
people are still vying for spots, you have room to charge a little more.​
 

●​ Upselling and Add-ons: Train staff to upsell (as discussed in marketing). If a 
percentage of customers add a $5 nail art accent or a $10 callus treatment to their 
pedicure, your average ticket rises. Selling one bottle of cuticle oil to 10% of clients each 
day can add a few hundred per week in revenue. These little boosts cumulatively grow 
the top line. The key is to upsell in a helpful, not pushy, way – it should enhance the 
customer’s experience.​
 



 
●​ Diversify Services: Consider adding related services that can tap new revenue. For 

instance, many nail salons add waxing (easy to set up a small wax room; brows, lip, 
underarms are quick add-ons a client might do while nails dry). Or lash extensions – 
high demand and relatively high price point (a full set of lashes can be $100+). If you do, 
ensure quality by either hiring someone skilled or training existing staff if they’re 
interested and licensed appropriately (in PA, waxing and lashes would typically require a 
cosmetologist or esthetician license – you can hire part-time if needed). These extra 
services increase spend per visit and can draw new customers who might then also get 
nail services. Just ensure they fit your brand – e.g., a health-focused nail salon might 
offer reflexology massages instead of, say, loud hair services which conflict with a quiet 
ambiance.​
 

●​ Membership and Prepaid Packages: As mentioned, a membership program (steady 
monthly fee for guaranteed services) can lock in revenue. Also consider selling 
packages – e.g., a bundle of 5 gel manicures for a slightly discounted rate. This gets 
cash upfront and encourages repeat visits (the client with a package will come back to 
use it). Just be mindful of tracking these so they are properly redeemed.​
 

●​ Corporate or Group Sales: Some salons reach out to businesses (like hotels or event 
planners) to get contracts or group bookings. For example, partnering with a local hotel 
concierge to refer guests for spa services (maybe you offer hotel guests a 10% discount, 
the hotel is happy to mention you as an amenity). Or doing bridal party packages 
(advertise that you can host bridal groups for pre-wedding manis/pedis). A single bridal 
party of 8 people coming in one morning could be a $600+ sale. If you build a reputation 
for accommodating groups (perhaps with champagne and snacks, etc., at a premium 
price), that could be a significant niche.​
 

2. Scale to Multiple Locations: Once your first location is thriving (consistently profitable, with 
a solid management system in place), expansion is a common route to boost revenue. Opening 
a second (or third) location in another Philadelphia neighborhood or even a nearby suburb can 
multiply your earnings. Key considerations: 

●​ Choose Locations Wisely: Use your experience from the first location to pick a similar 
or better spot. Perhaps your next target is an area where you see demand not fully met. 
For example, if your first is in Center City, maybe your second could be in University City 
or an upscale suburb like Ardmore or Cherry Hill, to broaden your market reach. Each 
location could have slightly tweaked services/pricing to fit the locale.​
 



 
●​ Replicate Systems: Have standard operating procedures that you can copy to new 

shops – from how to greet clients to how to do inventory ordering. Consistency will help 
you manage multiple places.​
 

●​ Staffing for New Locations: You might promote a trusted senior tech to manage the 
second site or consider hiring a dedicated manager once you have 2-3 salons (one 
person overseeing all, or a manager per location). Sometimes owners also bring an 
excellent performer from the first salon to help train the new salon’s staff, ensuring the 
culture and quality carry over.​
 

●​ Financial Planning: Opening a second salon will require capital (like a repeat of the 
startup costs, though you may optimize some things with experience). Make sure the 
first salon’s profits or outside financing can support this. Each new location should ideally 
reach break-even faster than the last due to your learning curve and perhaps some 
brand recognition if your name is known.​
 

3. Explore Mobile or On-Demand Services: Another way to grow revenue could be offering 
mobile nail services in Philadelphia. For instance, sending technicians to offices for “corporate 
manicure day” or to clients’ homes for an extra fee. Some salons do this as a side service (with 
a travel fee). Philly has lots of professionals and also home-bound folks who might appreciate 
in-home services. If you go this route, plan logistics (portable equipment, how to schedule 
without disrupting the in-salon operations). It can expand your reach and command higher 
prices (it’s a premium convenience). 

4. Retail Product Line Expansion: If you notice particular products selling well, you could 
scale up that aspect, even potentially creating your own small line of products. For example, 
maybe you make a signature cuticle oil or hand scrub with a local partner and brand it under 
your salon’s name. Selling it in-store and even online can add another revenue stream beyond 
services. This is further down the line, but some salons create their own merch (branded nail 
files, lotions, even t-shirts) which, while not huge money-makers, promote the brand and add 
incremental revenue. 

8.3 Scaling Mindset and Milestones 

To reach $1M revenue, it’s useful to set intermediate goals: 

●​ Year 1: Focus on breaking even and building clientele. Perhaps aim for $200k revenue 
in the first 12 months (if opening mid-year, prorate accordingly). The priority here is 



 
excellent service and marketing to fill capacity.​
 

●​ Year 2: Increase to, say, $300-400k by fuller booking, slight price increases, and maybe 
adding a service or two. By this time, your salon should have lots of repeat customers 
and strong word-of-mouth. Profit margin should improve as initial marketing spending 
may lessen relative to revenue.​
 

●​ Year 3: If the first location is maxed out (fully booked much of the time, little room to 
grow more without expansion), this might be when you open a second location. Use 
profits or small business financing to invest in it. Combined revenue of two locations 
could push you past $600-700k if both do well.​
 

●​ Year 4-5: Fine-tune operations, consider third location or other expansion. It’s possible 
by end of Year 5, with 2-3 locations performing, you cross the $1,000,000 mark in total 
revenue.​
 

Remember, chasing revenue should not come at the expense of service quality or profitability. 
Sometimes salons inflate revenue with heavy discounting or overextension but end up not 
profitable. We want a healthy business that sustainably reaches $1M. So watch your costs as 
you grow (keep supply ordering efficient, negotiate better rent terms on new leases if you can, 
etc.). 

Customer Loyalty & Retention = Growth: We can’t stress enough how retaining customers 
fuels growth. If you keep repeat clients, your revenue base builds like a snowball. For instance, 
consider that if 500 returning clients generate $900k of $1M revenue (as a hypothetical 
example)rhgraycpa.com, then your focus should heavily be on keeping those 500 happy even 
as you attract new ones. High retention means you’re not spending as much to constantly 
acquire new customers to replace churned ones. So scaling up is not just about “more new 
customers” but “keep old + add new” continuously. Techniques like loyalty programs, 
memberships, personal touches (remembering client’s birthdays or favorite colors) all aid this. 

Franchising or Chain Strategy: Hitting $1M might naturally segue into thinking bigger – do you 
want to create a brand that could franchise or have 5+ locations? Some salon owners go that 
route, at which point you’d need even more robust systems and possibly external investment. 
Franchising a nail salon brand would require building a very replicable model and training 
program. If your vision is more boutique, you might stop at a few successful locations that you 
own and manage, which is perfectly fine and often easier to maintain quality control. 

https://www.rhgraycpa.com/customer-retention-metrics-you-need-to-know-2/#:~:text=Customer%20Retention%20Metrics%20You%20Need,In%20this


 
Prepare for Scaling Challenges: Growing to multiple locations and high revenue will test your 
management. Common issues include maintaining consistency (one location might start slipping 
in service quality or cleanliness), staffing shortages (you might need double the techs – hiring 
and training that many is a challenge, especially since the beauty industry nationwide can face 
labor shortages), and cash flow (expansion costs money upfront while returns come later). Plan 
and budget for these. Perhaps keep a line of credit for the business as cushion. Also consider 
investing in management software that consolidates multi-location scheduling, inventory, and 
finances so you have a clear overview. 

8.4 Monitoring Financial Metrics 

As you scale, track key performance indicators (KPIs): 

●​ Revenue per client (are you successfully increasing average spend via upsells?).​
 

●​ Client retention rate (how many first-time clients return, how often regulars come – 
ideally a regular comes every 2-3 weeks for nails).​
 

●​ Utilization rate of staff time (are techs booked 80%+ of their available time? If it’s 
consistently higher, maybe raise prices or expand; if lower, market more or trim staff 
hours).​
 

●​ Profit margin (ensure that as you grow revenue, you’re not eroding margin by 
overspending – each location should ideally maintain that 15-20% net margin or higher).​
 

●​ Break-even analysis: Know your break-even point (fixed costs versus contribution 
margin from services). This will tell you how many services or dollars per month you 
need to cover all costs, and when you hit profitability. It’s motivating to see that threshold 
being crossed earlier and earlier each month as you retain clients.​
 

By staying on top of the numbers, you can adjust strategies in real time – maybe you find 
product sales are booming, so you dedicate more space to retail or bring in new lines; or you 
find a certain high-end pedicure package isn’t selling, so you replace it with something else. 
Financial discipline and responsiveness are key. 

Finally, celebrate milestones. When you hit that $1M revenue goal, that likely means you’ve 
served thousands of happy customers and created jobs for dozens of employees. It’s a big 
achievement. At that scale, your salon brand will be known in Philly, possibly opening 



 
opportunities like product partnerships or local media features (which further fuel your success). 
Keep innovating and listening to your customers and staff – that’s how you’ll not only reach $1 
million in revenue, but keep growing beyond it. 
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https://www.zenbusiness.com/nail-salon-costs/#:~:text=Starting%20a%20nail%20salon%20can,it%20for%20the%20right%20entrepreneur
https://www.zenbusiness.com/nail-salon-costs/#:~:text=General%20liability%20insurance%20and%20property,required%20if%20you%20have%20employees
https://zolmi.com/nail-salons/how-much-does-it-cost-to-open-a-nail-salon#:~:text=You%E2%80%99ll%20need%20things%20like%20manicure,cost%20between%20%2410%2C000%20and%20%2450%2C000
https://zolmi.com/nail-salons/how-much-does-it-cost-to-open-a-nail-salon#:~:text=Staff%20Wages
https://www.sage.com/en-us/accounting-software/startup-costs/salon/#:~:text=match%20at%20L336%20equipment%20your,lower%20end%20of%20that%20spectrum
https://www.sage.com/en-us/accounting-software/startup-costs/salon/#:~:text=,You%27ll%20also%20need%20to
https://finmodelslab.com/blogs/profitability/nail-salon?srsltid=AfmBOoqpFNGU4DFGQHJb2s3B0z3Z19XoSTiC3sFLh_WxSD9j1jDWRjr6#:~:text=On%20average%2C%20a%20moderately%20successful,business%20practices%20and%20market%20demand
https://finmodelslab.com/blogs/profitability/nail-salon?srsltid=AfmBOoqpFNGU4DFGQHJb2s3B0z3Z19XoSTiC3sFLh_WxSD9j1jDWRjr6#:~:text=nail%20salon%20revenue%20streams,falls%20between%20%24100%2C000%20to%20%24500%2C000
https://www.unation.com/stuff-to-do/nail-salons-in-philadelphia/?srsltid=AfmBOoogiK4wA-Ps3aykfbSb0awtwBcuWCeR2N5yX6dIGU1Fotny7GmQ#:~:text=Boasting%20incredible%20designs%20and%20intricate,damaging%20alternative
https://www.unation.com/stuff-to-do/nail-salons-in-philadelphia/?srsltid=AfmBOoogiK4wA-Ps3aykfbSb0awtwBcuWCeR2N5yX6dIGU1Fotny7GmQ#:~:text=4
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC7855392/#:~:text=U,2019
https://www.indeed.com/cmp/Graceful-Style-LLC/salaries/Nail-Technician/Philadelphia-PA#:~:text=How%20much%20does%20a%20Nail,Graceful%20Style%20LLC%20in%20Philadelphia
https://zolmi.com/nail-salons/how-much-does-it-cost-to-open-a-nail-salon#:~:text=Staff%20Wages
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