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Welcome to the Italy Ecommerce 
Country Report, the latest in  
our series analysing the world’s  
key markets. 

Naturally, as with the others in 
the series, this report is set to the 

pervasive tune of Covid-19. The country’s economy shrank 
by 8.9% in 2020, the steepest it’s seen since World War II, 
thanks to the dreaded virus and the country’s, some would 
argue, patchy response as the first really hard-hit European 
country. Its decentralised public health approach, as well 
as delays in testing and tracing, were widely criticised. 

Last year more than 390,000 companies in the non-food 
trade and market services shut down, compared with 
85,000 new openings. 

Nonetheless, the Bank of Italy predicts the economy 
will grow by nearly 5% this year, thanks to an improving 
coronavirus situation and with a revision to the first-
quarter GDP.

There are still Brexit-related red-tape and border issues 
causing problems. Bilateral trade negotiations with the 
UK are underway and recent surveys show the increased 

Introduction
value of the EU to Italian voters. Recent surveys show 
increased value of the EU to Italian voters, making a 
low possibility of EU exit now even lower.

Ecommerce turnover in Italy in 2020 was estimated at 
€48.25bn and more than 16m Italians believe that the 
change in their shopping habits after the pandemic  
is irreversible. 

RetailX analysis found that while Italians have a stronger 
preference to buy electronic products online rather than 
in-store, the opposite is true for groceries, furniture, cars 
and motorcycles, but drivers are convenience and price 
efficiency, a wide choice of products and the ability to 
compare prices. Ecommerce is strongest in entertainment 
and tourism and half of Italian companies declared they 
have increased foreign sales. In fact, in December, the 
country became a larger exporter of goods to the US 
than Britain for the first time since records began in 1980. 

What matters now is how Italian retailers respond to 
these new changes and whether they can adapt to an 
increasingly online landscape. As ever, we would welcome 
your input on any issues we could cover in more depth. 

Ian Jindal, CEO, RetailX
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FOR MORE ON THE ITALIAN MARKET, SEE PAGE 4

From the setback of Italy’s most serious port-war recession, 
forecasts exceed expectations for 2021.

Italy’s economy was paralysed by lockdowns, resting 
so heavily as it does on manufacturing and the service 
industries. International travel was all but wiped out, 
contributing to an 8.9% contraction of 2020’s GDP.

Despite this, ministers are buoyant and official forecasts 
show its estimated 4.5% growth in 2021 is likely to be 
surpassed. Daniele Franco, Italy’s finance minister has 
spearheaded a raft of government interventions designed 
to bolster struggling businesses. Tax credits, loans and 
exemptions have had a measurable and positive effect. 

Franco, an ally of Prime Minister Mario Draghi, brought in 
from the Bank of Italy earlier this year, had tempered the 
optimism by calling the forecast a ‘consolidation’ and  
a ‘rebound’ rather than a recovery, reminding reporters  
that a 5% or even 6% recovery is still far from the nearly 
-9% shrinkage last year.

Country profile
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Italy was hit hard by the pandemic,  
but optimism rules

Italy country profile 
Area: 301.340 km2 | Capital: Rome | Currency: Euro
Official language: Italian | Foreign languages spoken: German, French, Slovene
Nationality: Italian | Government: Unitary parliamentary constitutional republic   
VAT: 22% | Reduced rate: 10%
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Population structure  over time
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Across the Eurozone as lockdowns are eased, optimism  
is returning, and nowhere more so than in Italy. 

The European Commission’s Economic Sentiment Index 
shows Italians are the most confident in the financial 
future of all their EU peers. 

In May 2021 the index that aggregates industry, retail 
and consumer confidence was at 114.5, well above 
pre-pandemic levels. In Italy, curfews are shortening, 
those all-important tourists are returning, restaurants are 
starting to seat customers indoors and sports events are 
welcoming spectators back again.

Daniele Franco was chosen by PM Mario Draghi as his 
finance ‘czar’ in February of 2021. Recruited from the  
Bank of Italy, Franco has been something of a safe pair 
of hands while administering Draghi’s financial support 
for the people of Italy. He will also be tasked with 
spending the €2bn budget from the EU for the National 
Recovery and Resilience Plan.

Market context
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Italy’s mood is bright as restrictions lift, 
but challenges still remain

© 2021 retailx.net, distributed by InternetRetailing.net 

Franco’s recent comments on the government’s revised 
forecasts have been positive, but tellingly realistic. 

The annual figure of 4.5% GDP growth is looking to be  
a conservative estimate, but Franco does not expect it  
to fully compensate for the 8.9% contraction in 2020. 

And while the injection of EU cash is due to be spread  
over the next five years, government tax breaks that  
have made such and on-the-ground difference to the 
people of Italy can’t last indefinitely. 

In addition, dissenting voices from opposition politicians 
and trade unionists have warned that the speed and 
determination of the rebuilding effort might be at the 
expense of prudent checks and balances.

Draghi’s famously steady financial hand (and, indeed,  
tight purse strings) have kept market confidence 
strong, and have given his agenda at the recent G20 
summit extra weight and credibility. 

At the meeting of world leaders, hosted by Italy in Sicily 
this June, Andrea Orlando, the Labour Minister used the 
platform to raise questions about corporate taxation  
and the treatment of workers, especially around the gig 
economy and gender equality.

ITALY ECOMMERCE REPORT | MARKET CONTEXT

Online shoppers’ monthly  spending by age
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12%

During negotiations with the EU over recovery grants  
and loans, the former Italian PM and serving EU 
Commissioner for Economy stated that ‘excessive 
macroeconomic imbalances’ in Italian finances could be 
worsened during the withdrawal of pandemic aid. Orlando 
also warned the removal of the usual financial oversight 
caused by pandemic emergency measures should not 
allow Italy’s spending to go unchecked.

High existing unemployment rates (the third highest in the 
Eurozone behind Greece and Spain, 10.7% in April of 2021) 
and high rates of poverty (5.6 million people nearly 10% of 
the population are in poverty according to a recent Italian 
National Institute of Statistics report) suggest a strong 
banking sector and buoyant market confidence may have 
shaky foundations. Nevertheless, Fitch affirmed the Italian 
economy’s BBB- rating, and its outlook as ‘stable’.

In an environment of worldwide insecurity and 
uncertainty, Italy’s ‘finance forward’ leadership 
continues to flex its muscles on the international stage 
and has the confidence of the Italian people. 

Half of Italian companies declared they have increased 
foreign sales, with the main export destinations France and 
Spain followed by further big economies such as Germany 
and the UK. The ecommerce market can still grow 
significantly if the bottlenecks of low digitalisation and an 
unfavourable business environment can be addressed. 

© 2021 retailx.net, distributed by InternetRetailing.net 
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Percentage of internet users  between  16 and 74 years old
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Percentage of population  shopping online between  16 and 74 years old
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No one escaped the changes that were forced on us in 
2020. Humanity has never been so dependent on the 
internet and online tools to work, socialise and shop for 
both essentials, and something to bring a much-needed 
smile to our faces. This opportunity was significantly 
realised for many ecommerce industries. And is the 
reason we can still see a significant growth in the Italian 
ecommerce market, with the biggest growth in the food 
and personal care, food and grocery and furniture and 
home living categories. 

One notable trend in this report is the change in Italian 
consumers’ buying behaviour. There is a large gap between 
consumer maturity and preference, and what companies 
can actually offer when it comes to customer experiences. 
A lot of companies are still lagging behind from a digital 
maturity perspective. They find it hard to keep up with 
consumers and interactions, hence any multichannel 
approach is struggling to get off the ground as it lacks 
relevancy and an intrinsic data layer as its bedrock.

Davide Ingrassia
Regional Director, Italy and Greece, 
Tealium

This also illustrates that in most cases, the successful 
companies are those able to ensure a good customer 
experience in line with their consumers’ expectations. The 
challenge for retailers is to connect the physical and digital 
channels, and to take into account the characteristics of 
both channels in the best possible way. Key to success 
is the collection, standardisation and activation of all 
available customer data across different technologies and 
devices to get a proper 360° view of the customer. Then 
they have all the actionable insight and data needed to 
offer customer experiences that deliver the right message 
in the right moment. The need for flexible and scalable 
solutions will grow with a heavier usage of digital devices 
and the new privacy regulations coming into play.    

What’s interesting is that by far the most effective social 
networks for ecommerce companies on the Italian market 
are Facebook (53%), directly followed by Instagram 
(40%). Smartphones are the most preferred device for 
making purchases, so ecommerce organisations should 
clearly adapt to these consumer preferences and target 
the customers in their natural environment, making the 
customer experience intuitive, relevant and seamless. 

Some companies in the ecommerce sector have already 
capitalised on the opportunity by selling directly to 
consumers instead of only distributing to general retailers. 
In this, the Direct to Consumers (D2C) era, companies have 
the chance to learn more than ever about their customers, 

© 2021 retailx.net, distributed by InternetRetailing.net 

Expert insight
their preferences and taste. For example, instead of going 
to the mall or a sportswear store, customers buy Nike 
through direct channels or through apps or the web. And 
it is the customer experience that Nike guarantees to these 
consumers that makes the difference.

This D2C approach allows the brand to choose the 
language in which to speak to the consumer and 
strengthens direct contact. Obviously, adding in this 
additional model for customer engagement increases the 
complexity of gathering the right customer data. The need 
to make indirect and direct channels coexist is magnified, 
yet essential, if retailers are going to both capitalise on the 
sales opportunities available to them, while delivering the 
customer experience that consumers demand.

Tealium provides the industry-standard platform 
for businesses aiming to unleash innovation with 
a real-time, universal data foundation. More than 
1000 companies trust Tealium to orchestrate their 
customer data. These include Domino’s, Gap, IBM, 
Molekule, Epson America, Cambia Health, Orange, 
TUI, Rakuten, Sportsbet and Network 10.
www.tealium.com
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Italy is seen as internet inclusive, ranking fourteenth 
jointly with Japan and behind Singapore and well within 
the top quartile. 

The Inclusive Internet Index is a benchmark of national-
level internet inclusion in 120 countries and is measured 
on four key factors, including availability, affordability, 
readiness and relevance. 

Within these factors, the country's affordability is 
impressive (ranking fourth). Good local language and 
relevant content ensures a spot just in the top ten in terms 
of relevance.

However, it's ease of doing business that lets Italy down 
with a fairly poor 58/120 ranking. However, performance 
along the logistics supply chain is smooth, with the 
country coming in at number 17. 

Benchmarking the 
digital economy
Italy has some way to go to catch up with 
its European peers but still remains in  
the top quartile of internet inclusivity

© 2021 retailx.net, distributed by InternetRetailing.net 

Logistics Performance 
Index (LPI)

Indices

Ease of Doing  
Business Index

E-Government 
Development Index

Definition

LPI measures performance along the logistics supply chain within a country

A high Ease of Doing Business ranking means the regulatory environment is more conducive 
to the starting and operation of a local firm

The E-government Development Index measures the willingness and capacity of national 
administrations to use information and communication technologies in order to deliver public services 

Global rank

Availability

Affordability

Relevance

Quality and breadth of available infrastructure required for access and levels of internet usage

Cost of access relative to income and the level of competition in the internet marketplace

Existence and extent of local language content and relevant content

Readiness Capacity to access the internet, including skills, cultural acceptance, and supporting policy

Overall Internet Inclusivity Index

17 /160

KEY:  ■ Top quartile    ■ Second quartile    ■ Third quartile    ■ Bottom quartile

58 /190

37 /193

36 /120

4 /120

10 /120

44 /120

14 /120

Source: World Bank, United Nations, The Economist Intelligence Unit, Universal Postal Union

Internet Inclusivity sub-indices
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Integrated Index for  
Postal Development 
(2IPD)

2IPD is a comparative indicator of postal development around the world which is built on four pillars: 
Reliability, Reach, Relevance and Resilience

11 /170
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 At least once a week, EU
■  At least once a week, Italy

Daily, EU
■  Daily, Italy

FOR MORE ON THE ITALIAN ECONOMY, SEE OVERLEAF
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Italians have not been as keen as their European peers  
to embrace the internet. 

Initial fears around security of online purchases hampered 
uptake, and by extension the development of native apps 
and marketplaces. Regional variations have traditionally 
meant that more rural and remote communities have less 
access to information technology. 

In 2019, Eurostat reported that three in ten households 
are without the technology to get online, and half of the 
population lack basic digital skills. 

To that end, the Italian government has been offering 
free online newspapers, elearning and other incentives 
for citizens to engage with online services. Lockdowns, 
home working and elearning have, by necessity, 
propelled online use and purchases on a  rapid 
skyward trajectory.  

The Italian consumer 
in focus
Italy’s reluctant internet take-up has  
been accelerated by lockdown necessity,  
but still lags behind its neighbours

Age distribution of internet users

13% 13%
14% 14%

17% 17%

21% 21%

18% 18%

14% 14%

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

Source: RetailX, drawing on data from Eurostat  RetailX 2021
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E-shopping preferences: Why do you prefer to shop online?

Price more convenient

Wide choice of products

Possibility to compare prices

Convenience and ease of service

Possibility to buy at any time and place

Possibility to see comments and reviews

In this period it exposes me less to the risk of contagion

More information on the products I am interested in

I didn’t face any issues during lockdown in March 2020

Other

Source: RetailX, drawing on data from L’osservatorio Findomestic  RetailX 2021
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47%

45%

40%

38%

36%

26%

23%

14%

1%



■  I do not take care of 
 the purchase

■ In-Store
■ Neutral
■ Online
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Online vs offline by product category, 2020

Source: RetailX, drawing on data from L’Osservatorio Findomestic  RetailX 2021
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Which sites do you visit most often to shop  
or browse?

■ None of my shopping            ■ Most of my shopping            ■ Part of my shopping

Brand websites  
(where you can buy 

branded products directly 
from the brand itself)

Marketplace
(where you can

buy from multiple 
different sellers)

Websites of  
other resellers

0%

100%

64.1%

14.1%

21.8%

32.4%

63.3%

4.3%

56.8%

23.3%

19.9%

I want retailers to be ecologically sustainable

Source: RetailX, drawing on data from the RetailX European Consumer Observatory  RetailX 2021

36%

46%

17%

1%

Strongly agree

Source: RetailX, drawing on data from the RetailX European Consumer Observatory  RetailX 2021

1%

Agree Neither agree
nor disagree

Disagree Strongly
disagree

Nevertheless, the growth is still in the context of a lower 
starting point, and Italy’s Internet usage is still lagging 
eight percentage points behind the European norm  
at 89%. 

The gap is most stark in the older age groups. Less 
than half of over 65-year-olds have internet access. 
Unsurprisingly, online connectivity is highest among 
younger consumers, but even in this group usage is lower, 
and the average Italian is around 20% less likely to shop 
online than others in the Eurozone, regardless of age.

Traditional regular retail purchases (groceries, financial 
products, big box domestic appliances) are still carried  
out in store for preference, and across product categories 
only high-tech sectors such as computers and mobile 
phones are more often chosen as online purchases.  
The exception is travel, which is more than three times 
more likely to be selected online.

Price and choice are still top of consumers’ lists of 
reasons to shop online (again reflected by the popularity 
of the sprawling Chinese online marketplaces that 
emphasise range and value over ‘instant gratification’  
of local sites) and, much like everywhere else, there is  
an increasing concern over the environmental impact  
of chosen internet retailers’ activities.



■ Bank transfer
■ Cash on delivery
■ Credit card
■ Debit card
■ Digital/Mobile wallet
■ Other
■ Pre-paid card
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Preferred methods of payment for online purchases

RetailX, drawing on data from Casaleggio Associati  RetailX 2021
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Payment methods 
Electronic payments are booming  
as Italy’s love affair with cash fades 

Italy has long had a resistance to electronic transactions, 
but lockdown saw a surge in people making non-cash 
payments in line with global trends. 

Nearly eight in 10 Italians went online to make purchases  
as retailers were forced to shutter their doors due to 
COVID-19, and about a third also increased their use of 
ecommerce last year. 

That said,  the country is still nowhere near the level 
of cashless payments seen elsewhere in Europe and in 
countries such as the US. 

Nonetheless, savvy service providers and retailers need 
to respond to changing consumer demand by offering 
a range of payment options. The Italian government has 
even launched a series of incentives, including a 10% refund 
for shoppers, in a bid to accelerate cashless payment. 

Italians like variety when it comes to payment methods, 
with card and e-wallet payments now growing at the 
expense of more traditional transaction types.  

Preferred ecommerce payment methods, 2020

■ 2019
■ 2020

Source: RetailX, drawing on data from WorldPlay, Statista  RetailX 2021

25% 30%15%5% 10%

Online shopping frequency, 2020

Source: RetailX, drawing on data from the RetailX European Consumer Observatory  RetailX 2021
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For which of these products is a low price of particular importance 
to you?

40%
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28%
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14.3%

5.5%

1.3%

1.6%

26%
28%

22%
23%

21%
19%
19%

17%
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Our research shows that credit cards are still the preferred 
method of payment for online purchases with Italian 
consumers, with Visa and Mastercard far exceeding 
American Express. 

Digital wallet payments are also increasingly used for 
buying goods online, with bank transfers, cash on delivery 
and mobile payments dropping in popularity. 

However, PayPal still far outstrips rivals such as Amazon 
Pay and homegrown option, satispay – making up more 
than nine in 10 eWallet payments. 

9%
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Retailers designing their online offering would also 
be wise to take note that smartphones are the most 
popular device when it comes to buying goods online, 
accounting for more than two-thirds of purchases.  

Nearly four in 10 online shopping transactions were made 
using a laptop or desktop computer and only a quarter on 
a tablet. 

When it comes to ecommerce transactions, digital and 
mobile wallets are the most popular way of paying  in Italy. 
Their use is nearly double that of credit card payments, 
with prepaid cards and bank transfers preferred over debit 
cards and cash on delivery. 

Convenience is the biggest selling point, with saving 
time and overall ease cited as the two main reasons for 
using services such as Apple Pay and PayPal. 

The ability to pay/buy at any time, select a smartphone 
card to pay with and the possibility of leaving your wallet  
at home also appealed to Italian consumers, as did 
discounts or offers of cashback. 

The last year has emphasised how quickly businesses  
and consumers alike can adapt to innovation when 
required. It will be fascinating to see how even the most 
ingrained payment habits will change in a country so 
historically tied to cash as Italy.

ITALY ECOMMERCE REPORT | PAYMENT METHODS
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Save time

Ease

Paying/buying at any time

Select from smartphone card to pay with

Possibility to leave the wallet at home

I received a good offer (discount, cashback)

Absence of a concrete payment point nearby

I feel safer with mobile payment compared to card payment
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Main drivers for mobile payment, 2020

 RetailX 2021Source: RetailX, drawing on data from Osservatori Digital Innovation; Kantar, Statista
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I am used to other payment methods

I consider other methods easier

I consider mobile payment unsafe

I prefer to pay cash

I do not feel comfortable using it since I do not quite 
understand how it works

I did not know this payment method

It feels like I am not in control of my expenses

I use it exclusively for specific payments, which I rarely do

36%

30%

26%

21%

15%

7%

6%

Main drawbacks of mobile payment, 2020

 RetailX 2021Source: RetailX, drawing on data from Osservatori Digital Innovation; Kantar, Statista

Why have not you used mobile payments yet?

10% 15% 35%
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Like most other places, the habits of Italian consumers 
have changed during the pandemic, with more of them 
buying online and more frequently. 

Internet usage increased to 83% in 2020, up from 78%  
in 2019 and e-shoppers increased from 49% to 55%,  
with a B2C turnover rate increase of 15% in 2020. 

In 2020, 41% of e-shoppers purchased consumer goods 
online at least once a month, 23% bought medicines and 
supplements and 25% bought beauty care products. 

At least once every two or three months 28% of e-shoppers 
bought electronic products. 

The most frequent e-shoppers can be found in the 
35-44 year-old category, with 3% of this demographic 
shopping online six to 10 times. This figure then drops 
down to 1% across all demographics for more than  
10 times. 

E-shoppers
More online shopping across the board 
but 33-34-year-olds lead the way

Eight per cent of the 65-74 year-old category bought online 
once or twice and 6% of 45-55 year-olds bought three to 
five times. 

Clothing was the top item returned during 2020 (15%) , 
perhaps reflecting the national priority and a continuining 
pursuit of quality in this area.

■ 25 - 34
■ 35 - 44
■ 45 - 54
■ 55 - 64
■ 65-74

Frequency of online purchases, 2020

Source: Eurostat  RetailX 2021
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Returns of online purchases by category in Italy, 2020

Source: Statista Global Consumer Survey  RetailX 2021
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Ecommerce delivery preferences, 2020

Source: RetailX, drawing on data from Ecommerce DB  RetailX 2021
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Being able to choose the place for delivery

Delivery
Home delivery has surged in Italy  
in the wake of the pandemic 

The Italian ecommerce market has lagged behind 
many others due to a range of factors, such as a historic 
preference for cash, an ageing population and low 
broadband penetration. 

High transport costs and poor delivery infrastructure have 
also meant that Italian consumers tended to do their 
shopping in bricks and mortar stores rather than virtually. 

But this all changed when COVID hit, driving an 
unprecedented number of Italians online to do even  
their food shopping, something traditionally done at  
local markets. 

In addition, Italians have a strong interest in buying from 
abroad thanks to a limited availability of some products – 
including clothing and car parts –  in the domestic market. 

As such, consumer demand and delivery expectations  
have risen and driven an expansion in subscription 
models and shipping options, with one delivery start-up 
reporting a 10-fold increase in Italy during the pandemic. 

Preferred delivery methods for online purchases, 
2020

■ Collect it myself from a distribution point
■ Collect it myself from a  parcel 
 machine

■ Collect it myself from the  
 online store’s physical  store
■ Delivered to my mailbox  by 
 the mail carrier

■ Delivery to my workplace
■ Home delivery in daytime
■ Home delivery in evening
■ Home delivery without  signed 
 confirmation

Source: RetailX, drawing on data from PostNord, Statista  RetailX 2021

10%

When you order a product online,  how do you prefer to have it 
delivered?

How important are the following factors in delivery in your decision 
to buy goods from an online shop?
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Ecommerce companies opinion on delivery services, 
2020

■ Improvable
■ Not satisfying
■ Satisfying

RetailX, drawing on data from Casaleggio Associati  RetailX 2021

Home delivery is the most popular option, with the 
majority (70%) of shoppers wanting to receive their  
goods during the day, compared to just 6% who prefer  
the evening. 

According to our research findings, only about one in  
10 Italian consumers wanted their wares to be posted 
through their mailbox, with collection from a distribution 
point or parcel machine, delivery to a workplace and 
collection from the online retailer’s physical store distinctly 
less popular. 
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Delivery period expectations for online purchases, 
2020

■ 1-2 days
■ 3-5 days
■ 6 days or more
■ Don’t know

Source: RetailX, drawing on data from PostNord, Statista  RetailX 2021

When you buy a product online, what are your expectations as to 
delivery time?

Share of top 250 Italian online stores that work with
the following selected shipping service providers

31%

35%

0%

36%

20% 30% 40%

Source: Ecommerce DB  RetailX 2021
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Shipping speed is also important to many Italians,  
with 43% saying that fast delivery is a key factor  
when considering buying from an online shop. 

A similar amount say that having an option to select a 
delivery time was vital and well over half want to choose 
where their goods are delivered to. 

However, despite clearly wanting a sense of control  
over the delivery process, it appears that Italians are 
somewhat more patient with their delivery times than 
elsewhere in Europe. 

Only 13% assume their purchases will arrive within a day 
or two, with the vast majority (66%) saying a three- to five-
day wait is a reasonable expectation. Perhaps due to their 
propensity for cross-border shopping from countries such 
as China, two in 10 expect delivery of their online goods 
to take six days or more. 

Delivery infrastructure is improving and online sellers 
looking to set up business have a wide range of shipping 
service providers to choose from. 

Click & Collect, Bartolini (BRT), Poste Italiane and its  
SDA courier service all work with more than 30% of online 
stores, our research shows.  GLS, UPS and DHL also have a 
significant market presence, followed by TNT and FedEx. 

Any online business or shipping firm looking to thrive  
in the Italian ecommerce market would be worth  
noting that half of companies believe that delivery  
services are improvable, with over four in 10 describing 
them as ‘satisfying’. 

So, making delivery options better could help give them  
an edge over their competitors.
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Holiday season
A muted affair for the nation known  
for its month-long celebrations 

Shopping habits before Black Friday in Italy, 2020

■ A few days before Black Friday
■ A few weeks before Black Friday
■ I am not interested in    
 Black Friday

■ One month and    
 more before

Source: AdKaora  RetailX 2021

When are you going to shop for this year’s Black Friday sales?

40%

Most demanded products on Black Friday,  
by category, 2020
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Source: RetailX, drawing on data from WorldPlay, Statista  RetailX 2021
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Back in November, Confesercenti (the Italian association 
for small and medium-sized businesses) described Black 
Friday and Black Weekend as “a black period for 
commerce”, such is the strength of Italian retailers’ feeling 
towards this global festive bargain-fest. 

It’s no surprise. Research shows that awareness of the 
event among Italians is good, with 99% knowing about  
Black Friday and 80% Cyber Monday. 

Confesercenti went so far as to file an official (unsuccessful) 
complaint to the Antitrust Authority, asking for them to 
be postponed, declaring that the wait for the discounts 
“paralyses sales” elsewhere1. 

Amazon Italy responded by saying, “We have invested  
more than 5.8 billion euros in Italy since 2010 and we 
created over 1,600 jobs in 2020. We now have more than 
8,500 employees in Italy”.

Last year’s Black Friday coincided with the long-awaited 
opening of Rome’s first Primark store in its new shopping 
mall, Maximo, perhaps in a last-ditch attempt to encourage 
shoppers away from the internet, despite the considerable 
social distancing rules necessary. 

Prior to the Black Friday events last year, Italians  
were feeling prepared, with 40% reporting that they  
were planning to do their research a few weeks before  
Black Friday itself and 38% a few days before. 
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Devices used in Italy for online Christmas shopping, 
2020

■ PC
■ Smartphone
■ Tablet

Source: RetailX, drawing on data from VoucherCodes.co.uk, Statista  RetailX 2021

Christmas shopping behaviour in Italy, 2020
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10%

1 https://www.world-today-news.com/the-clash-between-shops-and-ecommerce-ends-at-the-
antitrust/

21%

29%

Some 9% were preparing as much as a month before.  
Still, a resolute 13% said they were not interested at all. 

The most popular items among Italian Black Friday 
shoppers were electronics (56%), followed by clothing 
(49%) and shoes (38%), still a vitally important item for 
Italians but not necessarily at the expense of quality and 
heritage, it seems. 

Unsurprisingly, food and wine were far down the list of 
Black Friday priorities, showing online’s failure to dent  
the country’s regional and local preferences for groceries. 

Around six in 10 Italian consumers expected the average 
discount to be between 26 and 50% of the original value. 

Like everywhere else, the pandemic has taken its toll 
on the Christmas spending habits of Italians, who 
typically buy a lot on food at Christmas, start celebrating 
around 8 December on the public holiday of L’Immacolata 
Concezione and more or less continue until epiphany on  
6 January, depending on the region. 

Again, last year, Confesercenti and consumer watchdog 
Codacons jointly pleaded with the nation to “buy from the 
shops in your neighbourhood” and many showed support 
for the French “Christmas without Amazon” campaign. 
The government even went so far as to offer cash-back 
benefits for Italians shopping for their Christmas gifts 

Where are you going to buy Christmas presents this year?

Source: RetailX, drawing on data from YouGov Italy, Statista  RetailX 2021
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in-store but, like some other countries, backtracked on 
this when Covid-19 infection rates rose again. There was 
limited movement and closed bars and restaurants over 
the Christmas period. 

However, Italians did shop online, with 35% intending 
to do a mix of online and offline shopping. Just 6% said 
they would only shop in-store but this is unsurprising 
given the ongoing restrictions. The same amount said 
they would only shop online, demonstrating the nation’s 
commitment to bricks and mortar. 

Of the shoppers who did venture online, 50% were on a PC, 
with 29% on a smartphone and 21% on a tablet. 

Italian online shopping is still well below its European 
peers but it will be interesting to see the full impact of 
Christmas 2020’s restrictions on future online holiday 
spending. 
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Cross-border
Italy is still a leader in the luxury goods 
market but who’s buying it? 

Italy is the third largest economy in Europe and 
remains a leader in the luxury goods market, with 
Italian brands such as Gucci (one of the oldest Italian 
clothing brands going), Prada, Armani, Dolce and 
Gabbana and Valentino proving extremely popular 
worldwide. McKinsey reports that more than 40%  
of global luxury-goods production happens in Italy. 

However, most of the factories have been shut down  
during the pandemic and, McKinsey reports that sales  
for 2020’s spring season were as much as 70% lower than 
the previous year [1]. 

For obvious reasons, during 2020, shipping goods 
presented a problem for Italian manufacturers as the Italian 
Postal Service and delivery couriers, such as BRT, FedEx 
and TNT, closed a number of branches and certain towns 
and villages banned the delivery of parcels altogether. 

The clothing industry, the country’s second largest, 
with pre-Covid turnover highs at around €100bn, has 

Trends in ecommerce sales abroad, 2020

■ Decreased
■ Increased
■ Stable

Source: RetailX, drawing on data from Casaleggio Associati  RetailX 2021

51%

Presence strategies on foreign markets of  
Italian ecommerce companies, 2020

■ Multilingual website
■ Other
■ Sales only in Italy
■ Selling on marketplaces

Source: RetailX, drawing on data from Casaleggio Associati  RetailX 2021

been adversely affected by the pandemic, with fashion 
weeks and trade shows being cancelled or replaced 
with virtual events [2], something of a controversial issue 
among fashion industry professionals. 

The president of Italian fashion industry governing 
body Camera Nazionale della Moda, Carlo Capasa, said 
the industry lost 24% of its turnover in 2020. Between 
January and October 2020, Italy exported about €188m 
worth of textile and fashion goods to Germany, and about 
€168bn euros to France. Outside Europe, China was the 
largest importer of Italian fashion and textile, with an 
import value of approximately €121m. 

However, according to JP Morgan research, Italy’s  
cross-border ecommerce uptake is still higher than  
the European average, with more than half (51%) 
of online consumers having already purchased from 
international merchants, thanks possibly to a lack of 
domestic choice. 

Italians are extremely proud of the Made In Italy brand 
and since 2009, according to Italian law, only products 
totally made in Italy (from planning, and manufacturing 
to packaging) are allowed to use the labels Made in 
Italy, 100% Made in Italy, 100% Italia, tutto italiano in 
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[1] https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/retail/our-insights/a-perspective-for-the-luxury-goods-
industry-during-and-after-coronavirus 

[2] https://www.theguardian.com/fashion/2021/jun/21/armani-menswear-confirms-in-person-
future-of-milan-fashion-week 

every language, with or without the flag of Italy. Those 
companies associated with the Made In Italy brand 
include Lamborghini, Lavazza coffee, Benetton and 
Luxottica, the world’s largest eyewear company.

The Italian Chamber of Commerce has also undertaken 
various projects to encourage the promotion and 
consumption of regional Italian brands overseas. 

According to our research, some 61% of Italian 
ecommerce companies sell their products abroad  
(an increase of 5% on last year), whereas 39% of them 
still sell their products only in Italy. 

But 50% saw an increase in sales abroad in 2020,  
just 10% saw a decrease and 40% saw a stabilisation. 

Of those Italian companies with a foreign presence,  
a total of 51% have a multilingual website (an increase  
of 25% compared with last year), some 6% of them  
say they sell on marketplaces, whereas another 5%  
use other methods, such as use AI to automate marketing  
activities, setting up partnerships or creating ad-hoc 
content. 

Of those  companies who do sell overseas, the largest 
percentage is 19% in France, 18% in Spain and 17% 
in Germany, followed by the UK at 13% and finally 
Switzerland and Northern Europe at 10%. 
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Presence of Italian companies abroad

 RetailX 2021Source: RetailX, drawing on data from Casaleggio Associati

The pandemic could have had a catastrophic effect 
on the Italian luxury goods sector, particularly among 
the independent retailers, some of whom were already 
struggling pre-pandemic thanks in part to many luxury 
brands moving to vertical integration (controlling 
suppliers, distributors and retail locations directly). 
McKinsey suggests that this move could result in smaller 
luxury manufacturers being unable to compete with 
aggressive discount policies.  

However, Italy’s luxury goods sector remains popular 
worldwide, especially in China. What the companies  
do with the Made In Italy brand overseas post-Covid will 
be interesting to see. 
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COVID-19
Italy was hit hard by the pandemic.  
But what does this mean for the post-
Covid consumer?

Italy was the first country in the western world to 
succumb to the pandemic, and has the highest number[1] 
of Covid-related deaths (127,649 at the time of writing) in 
Europe after the UK. 

Radical early lockdown measures meant restricted 
movement in Lombardy and bans on entering and leaving 
other areas of the country as well as school, university 
and ski resort closures. 

Further into the pandemic the country was divided into 
coloured zones, red, orange, yellow and white – according 
to three risk scenarios, each with specific restrictive 
measures. At the time of writing, the entire country was 
in the white zone and masks are no longer required in 
outdoor spaces. 

Pre-pandemic, Italy had one of the lowest rates of 
ecommerce penetration in Europe – accounting for just 
5% of total retail revenues. But online shopping surged 
during lockdown as bricks and mortar stores shuttered 

their doors in early 2020. The grocery sector drove 
much of this growth in Italy’s ecommerce – accounting 
for 25% of products and services bought online for the 
first time since lockdown, our data shows. 

Italians also turned to the internet to buy technology  
and other devices as people were told to stay at home,  
with 10% buying both small appliances and IT products 
online for the first time in 2020. These were followed 
closely by DIY equipment (9%); mobile phones and 
accessories (8%) and consumer electronics (7%).

0% 15% 25% 35% 40%
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IT products
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Cars and motorcycles
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I did not buy anything that I never purchased before

Products and services purchased online for the first time since lockdown in Italy, 2020

 RetailX 2021Source: RetailX, drawing on data from L’osservatorio Findomestic
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[1]. https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/jul/05/prosecutors-examine-claims-covid-spread-
in-italy-before-official-confirmation

Just over a third (37%) said they didn’t buy anything 
online that they had not purchased before using the 
internet pre-pandemic. Interestingly, despite the rise in 
different types of goods bought online for the first time, 
nearly two-thirds (63%) of Italians feel they buy as 
much on the internet as they did pre-pandemic. 

Three in 10 think they buy as much as before, while  
8% say they buy less. Looking to the future, buying 
products and services via the internet seems to be here  
to stay in Italy. Nearly a third (62.2%) of Italians expect 
their online shopping levels to remain unchanged when 
the world returns to normal, while a quarter (26%) 
expect it to increase.

Only one in 10 say they’ll buy less from online stores 
once the pandemic is over and a mere 0.8% intend to 
purchase exclusively in physical shops.  

So, which sectors look most likely to benefit from Italians’ 
seemingly permanent move towards online shopping? 
Once again, the food and grocery sector looks set to 
profit after seeing the largest growth in ecommerce B2C 
purchases by category in Italy last year, at 56%. 

Stay-at-home orders also boosted furniture and home 
living purchases by 30%, followed by clothing (21%), 0%

Food & Grocery

Furniture & Home living

Clothing

Consumer electronics

Publishing

Others

Ecommerce B2C purchases growth  in Italy,  
by category, 2020

 RetailX 2021Source: RetailX, drawing on data from Osservatori Digital Innovation; Consorzio Netcomm, Statista

consumer electronics (18%) and publishing (16%). Other 
purchases saw a 28% rise.

While ecommerce penetration may be historically low 
in Italy compared to elsewhere in EU, the UK and China, 
COVID-19 could prompt changes in shopping habits. 

Italians may still prove keener than some to return to 
in-store retail post-Covid, but the convenience of online 
shopping certainly looks here to stay for some. 
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While many sectors in Italy have suffered badly in  
the pandemic, particularly tourism, long the driver of  
most of the country’s ecommerce, other sectors seem to 
have managed admirably. 

For many Italians stuck at home, the pandemic has 
encouraged them to discover online purchasing and this 
growing number of ecommerce users is expected to 
reach roughly 40m by 2024. 

Leisure, long Italy’s most important sector, enjoyed  
more of this popularity with 48% of the turnover. This is,  
in part, down to the growth of online gaming and sport  
and hobby purchases that have been  – quite obviously – 
fuelled by lockdown. PwC research1 has also shown that 
city-dwellers have become more focused on wellness and 
fitness during  the pandemic. 

Consumer  
spending patterns
Italian shoppers have discovered  
online bargains but still favour quality  

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45% 50%

Clothing

Shoes

Smartphone

Detergents & cleaning products

TV & HiFi

DIY, garden & pet products

Household appliances

Stationery & hobby supplies

Bags & accessories

Food & non-alcoholic drinks

PC / laptop

Furniture & household goods

Cars, motorcycles, bicycles

Cosmetics & body care

Alcoholic drinks

Sports & outdoor products

Toys & baby products

Source: RetailX, drawing on data from Statista Global Consumer Survey  RetailX 2021

13%

Online behaviour: Importance of low-priced products by category, 2020
For which of these products is a low price of particular importance to you?

17%

17%

20%

20%

21%

26%

26%

26%

27%

27%

27%

28%

32%

38%

38%

48%



© 2021 retailx.net, distributed by InternetRetailing.net 

23 | RetailX | July 2021

ITALY ECOMMERCE REPORT | CONSUMER SPENDING

Distribution of B2C ecommerce turnover by category, 2020
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[1] https://www.pwc.com/it/it/publications/assets/docs/Italy-Topline-Pulse-Results.pdf

Insurance has managed to hang on to a 5% share of the 
total, thanks, perhaps, to fewer opportunities for accidents. 

Food also did well, gaining a 5% share of the total 
ecommerce turnover. Italians are used to buying groceries 
in person and the transition to online has not been an easy 
one. In 2019, less than 10%  of consumers bought food or 
groceries online in Italy, compared to 25% in Germany and 
36% in the Netherlands. 

However, with restaurants closed during lockdowns, click 
and collect of packaged and fresh food products in Italy 
increased by 349% and home delivery grew by 99%. 

Italian consumers like quality products and ordinarily  
are more preoccupied about the calibre of goods or 
customer service levels than they are special offers. This is 
unsurprising, given that Italy is the fourth largest personal 
luxury goods’ market in the world. 

Consumers also like to buy Italian where possible and 
are incredibly brand loyal. They prefer websites in Italian 
and specific payment options and it takes a lot to tempt 
them away from stylish Italian brands. 

However, in terms of online priorities, price is still a 
factor. Clothes were a popular online purchasing choice 
but for 48% of clothes buyers, a low price was important. 
This dropped to 38% for shoes (along with smartphone 

purchases). For just 17% of buyers, a low price was  
of concern when  it came to alcohol, possibly reflecting  
the mood of many of us over the last year. 

Still, the PwC research shows that 57% of Italian 
households have seen a reduction in household income 
and 49% experienced an increase in household bills. 

It’s unclear whether Italian consumers will come back 
to bricks-and-mortar retailers readily now that they’ve 
found new ways of shopping. 

However, we might see a reduction in luxury 
spending thanks to online offers and the rise in weekly 
subscription-based food services could have a huge impact 
on in-store fresh grocery purchasing habits. 
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Most effective social networks for ecommerce 
companies in Italy, 2020
Most effective social networks according to ecommerce companies 
in Italy in 2020

Italy’s attitude to and adoption of online shopping as a 
habit has been slow, as such native channels for online 
shopping have been limited. But the pandemic brought 
with it new reasons to shop from the comfort of home. 

Despite this new-found enthusiasm, many Italians have 
yet to shop online at all, let alone through social media. 
Historical concerns over security have previously caused 
hesitance when shopping online, making prepay and 
COD options favoured, but secure and guaranteed payment 
systems alongside a softening in attitudes have bolstered 
online confidence, especially amongst younger shoppers.

What the slow Italian take-up of online shopping does 
mean is there’s little existing retail infrastructure, and its 
associated barriers and ingrained habits. Italians are 
quite happy to take advantage of existing social and 
shopping networks that have been developing and 
refining overseas. Both in terms of product availability 
and ease-of-use, the more established international 
sites have a great deal to offer the Italian shopper.

Social Networks
Facebook dominates in every sector  
and smartphone is primo
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Online purchases by device, 2020
Which of the following devices have you used for online shopping  
in the past 12 months?
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by downloads
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Facebook dominates the ‘traditional’ social media 
networks in terms of ecommerce, as it does in most 
territories. Instagram’s visual appeal and focus on style 
makes it the only serious rival. It should be no surprise,  
that the smartphone makes up more than two thirds of 
online purchases.

The most popular shopping apps support the fact that 
international apps, with their broad ranges and keen 
pricing, have taken over much of the limelight from  
peer-to-peer and local shopping apps. 

Vinted, the vintage clothes market, still remains hugely 
active, but eBay is far less a force than it is elsewhere. 
Chinese electronics and fashion outlets, such as Wish 
and SHEIN, continue to grow in popularity, as they do in 
the rest of the world. 

Native sites such as fashion retailers Zalando and second-
hand marketplace Subito have fallen from favour as global 
demand has grown.

Existing companies’ adoption of social media platforms  
as a marketing tool is dominated by Facebook in every 
sector. Instagram and Twitter vie for second place with 
the positions falling predictably – Instagram dominating 
fashion, and Twitter proving more popular with the media. 
Twitter is much less favoured by traditional physical 
product retailers such as appliance and food stores.
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Italy report 
data sources
To supplement our own research in our analysis for this 
report, we drew on these sources. While each one is 
referenced next to the chart or graphic they are used in,  
for transparency, here are all the links: 

Population: www.worldometers.info/world-population/italy-population/
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/data/database
GDP: www.quandl.com/data/ODA/DEU_NGDP-Italy-GDP-at-Current-
Prices-LCU-Billions
https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/economic-
performance-and-forecasts/economic-performance-country/italy/
economic-forecast-italy_en
Logistics performance index: https://lpi.worldbank.org/
Ease of doing business: https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/IC.BUS.
EASE.XQ
E-government development index: https://publicadministration.
un.org/egovkb/en-us/data-center
Internet inclusive index: https://theinclusiveinternet.eiu.com/explore/
countries/performance
Integrated index for postal development: www.upu.int/UPU/media/
upu/publications/2020-Postal-Development-Report.pdf
Frequency of internet use: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/data/database
E-shoppers preferences: www.osservatoriofindomestic.it/
OnlineVsOffline by product categories: www.osservatoriofindomestic.
it/

Importance of low-priced products by category: www.statista.com/
forecasts/1000802/importance-of-low-priced-products-by-category-in-
italy
Distribution of B2C ecommerce turnover by category:  
www.casaleggio.it/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/CA-E-commerce-2021-
report-ITA__WEB.pdf
Most effective social networks for ecommerce companies:  
www.casaleggio.it/en/
Online purchases by device: www.statista.com/forecasts/1000817/
online-purchases-by-device-in-italy
Leading Android shopping apps by downloads: www.statista.com/
statistics/698724/leading-android-shopping-apps-in-italy-by-downloads/
Share of Italian stores that use social media networks: https://
ecommercedb.com/en/reports/country
Share of Italian stores that use social media networks by category: 
https://ecommercedb.com/en/reports/country
Preferred ecommerce payment methods: www.statista.com/
statistics/828148/e-commerce-payment-methods-in-italy/
Preferred methods of payment for online purchases: www.casaleggio.
it/en/
Main drivers for mobile payment: www.statista.com/statistics/1184039/
main-mobile-payment-drivers-italy/
Main drawbacks of mobile payment:  www.statista.com/
statistics/1184053/main-mobile-payment-drawbacks-italy/
Preferred delivery methods for online purchases: www.statista.com/
statistics/934274/most-popular-delivery-methods-while-shopping-
online-in-italy/
Ecommerce delivery preferences: www.statista.com/statistics/980543/
e-commerce-delivery-preferences-in-selected-countries-in-europe/
Ecommerce companies opinion on delivery services: www.casaleggio.
it/en/
Delivery period expectations for online purchases: www.statista.com/
statistics/589849/italy-delivery-period-expectations-of-online-purchases/

Share of Top 250 Italian online stores that work with the following 
selected shipping services: https://ecommercedb.com/en/reports/
country
Shopping habits before Black Friday: https://blackfriday.adkaora.com
Most demanded products on Black Friday, by category: https://
blackfriday.adkaora.com
Devices used in Italy for online Christmas shopping: www.statista.
com/statistics/1194644/devices-used-in-europe-for-online-christmas-
shopping/
Christmas shopping behaviour: www.statista.com/statistics/1193067/
christmas-shopping-behavior-in-italy/
Trends in ecommerce sales abroad: www.casaleggio.it/wp-content/
uploads/2020/12/CA-E-commerce-2021-report-ITA__WEB.pdf
Presence strategies on foreign markets of Italian ecommerce 
companies: www.casaleggio.it/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/CA-E-
commerce-2021-report-ITA__WEB.pdf
Presence of Italian companies abroad: www.casaleggio.it/wp-content/
uploads/2020/12/CA-E-commerce-2021-report-ITA__WEB.pdf
Products and services purchased online for first time since lockdown: 
www.osservatoriofindomestic.it/media/Gli_impatti_del_Covid-19_
NOVEMBRE_2020.pdf
Impact of COVID-19 pandemic on online shopping: www.
osservatoriofindomestic.it/media/Gli_impatti_del_Covid-19_
NOVEMBRE_2020.pdf
Ecommerce B2C purchases growth, by category: www.statista.com/
statistics/1131802/ecommerce-b2c-growth-by-category-italy/
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Italy has been one of the hardest hit countries during the pandemic, both socially 
and economically, with retailers suffering, customers reporting income losses 
and tightened household budgets and tourism taking a hit worth more than 
£100bn.

However, recent outlooks have been optimistic. Prime Minister Mario Draghi has 
urged people to book holidays in the country, as regions turn to white again and 
restrictions are lifted.  

The country is determined to bounce back even stronger and forecasts are 
good, with the Bank of Italy predicting 5% growth this year. 

This growth will be driven by investments, which are expected to rise 
significantly thanks to the subsiding Covid-19 panic, lower interest rates and 
European Union Recovery Fund projects. 

There’s no doubt the Italian consumer has changed. They shop more online 
than ever before and their priorities have shifted. They’re also planning to keep 
it that way. For those bricks-and-mortar businesses without a significant online 
presence this will pose problems.  

However, consumer confidence has already started to return and as the tourism 
sector starts to heal, so too will spending elsewhere. Ecommerce is an area with 
an opportunity for real and fast growth, and what retailers do in this sector 
will be exciting to see.  
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