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INTRODUCTION 
 
"The opening up of new markets and the organizational development illustrate the same 

process of industrial mutation that incessantly revolutionizes the economic structure from 

within, incessantly destroying the old one, incessantly creating a new one. This process of 

Creative Destruction is the essential fact about the modern economic system". It is with 

these words that Joseph Schumpeter (1942), one of the greatest economists of the 20th 

century and professor at Harvard and Yale, recognizes the intrinsically disruptive nature of 

innovation. This disruptive innovation is what is being brought by "digital platforms”3 80 years 

after Schumpeter's remarks. 

 

This study aims to suggest a taxonomy of such “platforms”. Furthermore, it tries to analyse 

the different impact that each category of digital “platforms” has on industries, consumers 

and citizens and, more broadly, on the whole economic process. The study wants to offer a 

reflection on the various necessary levels and instruments of regulation. It is however 

undeniable that the following economic actors are already bringing forward huge changes 

on the economy: 

a) Google/Alphabet4 and Facebook/Meta5 have profoundly changed the whole 

advertising business by imposing a more personalized and efficient paradigm. 

b) Facebook (and WeChat in China) has pushed the entire world of publishing content 

production to experience radical transformations that are not yet able to be expressed 

in a model.  

c) The videogame industry itself has become "social" and proposed a different semantic 

to create communities and ecosystems whose economic value exceeds the ones of 

music and movie combined (as the 70 billion USD Microsoft's recent acquisition of 

Activision Blizzard reminds). 

d) Amazon has highlighted how, especially since the great Pandemic, both producers 

and the distribution chain need to rethink the chain of value production.  

e) Alibaba and, again, Amazon are creating and increasing the value of hundreds of 

SMEs that through them have now gained access to the global market.  

 
3 The term “digital infrastructure” is, as we will see, used only to refer to literature (and regulation) that speaks of it as a 
"category" of enterprises. As specified in the conclusions of the report, this term identifies, instead, an organizational 
modality enabled by technology and this modality is being adopted by an increasing number of companies. What today 
are, therefore, identified as "digital infrastructures" are very diversified. 
4 We will refer to the current name of the publicly traded company (Alphabet) or the previous name and its main products 
(Google) to refer to the same company. 
5 The same applies to the note 4 for Google/ Alphabet. 
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f) WeChat (Tencent) and Alibaba (with Alipay) have explored in China (before other 

countries) the strength of pervasive mobile banking instruments. 

g) Airbnb, Expedia, Booking.com but also TripAdvisor have radically changed the selling 

strategies of tourism and hospitality sector.  

h) Not less impressive are those transformations that, starting from a business model 

less “social”, generated Apple and Microsoft (the two internet giants that pre-empt the 

era of the commercialization of the net). 

i) Companies like Tesla can become "a network of computers on four wheels", able to 

modify entire industrial sectors by re-founding them (towards the autonomous car 

paradigm) in the light of great aggregation capacities and by the real time data 

analysis.  

 

There's more: the big innovation of digital companies (and more in general, of the Internet) 

is that they are able to connect different industrial sectors, blurring the lines between them. 

Starting from big data and exploiting them in creative ways, Google is now entering in the 

automobile industry6; Meta is now designing new payment systems7 for a reality that 

becomes Metaverse; Amazon is implementing and increasing the production of multimedia 

content (with Amazon Studios), and their distribution with their streaming platform (Prime 

video) and also sharing videogames (Twitch); Microsoft is offering videocalls (Microsoft 

Teams) and the Cloud is an industry on its own. 

Starting from data, digital companies are, in fact, enabling the development of infrastructures 

that reorganize large industrial sectors (and this, as we will see, creates an intellectual 

problem for traditional regulation instruments, Ezrachi & Stucke, 2018) and create value, 

turnover, employment (with effects of "creative destruction" on ancient inefficiencies on 

incumbents, which we will analyse in the report on consumers and businesses).  This 

analysis will therefore explore how digital platforms are providing the push to bring growth 

and access to the global market for SMEs8; how they're encouraging the reorganization of 

big companies (for example in the field of distribution) and the restructuring of some key 

sectors; finally in what measure digital platforms can become a vector for local 

development9. Furthermore, we shall identify the elements affecting competitiveness in 

 
6 The WAYMO project aims at shifting the concept of “car” itself, making it into a computer on wheels. 
7 First with the LIBRA project and now with DIEM. 
8 In this regard, Amazon is developing partnerships which promote the use of digital leverage as a strategic tool to innovate 
SMEs (see the whole of section 2 of this report) 
9 In this regard, it is interesting the case of Alibaba, which in China has been an instrument to reduce the gap between 
coastal/ urban and internal regions. 
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different sectors by examining the impact of different variables: higher entry thresholds; 

propagation of "networks effects" to other sectors; protection of confidentiality on relevant 

data for the development of new products; the possible spill-over effects (those just 

mentioned) on start-ups and companies that need a dimensional upgrade. 

All of this happens in a context where companies are increasingly investing in the 

digitalization of their production system to remain competitive in the digital world. 
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A situation made even more urgent by the pandemic. The current crisis has led companies 

to accelerate digitisation processes and to focus more on those areas that have proved to 

be strategic in managing the emergency10. 

This work will therefore produce some recommendations aimed at limiting the possible 

negative externalities and to further enhance the role of some of the digital infrastructures 

to encourage innovation and growth.  

The analysis will rely on the existing literature, secondary data (on markets) and primary 

data through interviews of a sample of managers and entrepreneurs which are advocate of 

competitive dynamics’ visions. 

   

Our analysis: 

1. proposes a new definition that goes beyond the term “platform” which could be useful 

to reframe the development of an optimized policy approach and to help frame the 

hypothesis that will be tested in this study; 

2. examines, first of all, the case of e-commerce, Amazon and its impact in Italy (and 

Europe) focusing on four specific sectors – books, clothing, consumer electronics, 

food; 

3. extends the analysis on digital advertising and considers how Google/Meta are 

changing the market and nature of advertising; 

4. considers the hospitality sectors (hotels and restaurants) and the changes towards 

which operators such as Booking.com/Airbnb/TripAdvisor are moving; 

5. Finally, it discusses the theme of sustainability; we will see how the digitalization, 

which brings together supply and demand by going beyond physical distribution 

chains, can be a "game changer"; this would even suggest a change of approach (for 

supply chains and no longer for companies) to ESG (Environmental, Social and 

corporate Governance) assessments. 

  

 
10 Companies are increasingly interested in adopting digital solutions for an innovative organisation of work and relations 
with customers and suppliers; in implementing integrated digital networks, also favoured by a greater diffusion of the cloud, 
the spread of high-speed internet and the introduction of IoT technologies. In fact, as a result of the pandemic, 74.9% of 
companies will invest in digital (Impatti dell’emergenza covid-19 sulle imprese e prospettive di ripresa rilevati attraverso il 
sistema informativo excelsior, Anpal e UnionCamere, 2020). 
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1.DIGITAL INFRASTRUCTURES: PROBLEMS OF DEFINITION AND A 
POSSIBLE TAXONOMY 
 

The term "global digital platforms"11 (we will call them GDP12) brings together, improperly, 

companies that operate in different sectors, that start from completely different positioning 

and ambitions, that use different business models and have different economic incentives. 

Therefore, it is a mistake to imagine tackling them with the same tools. Although, as this 

study will report, there is a common thread that unites them and that makes the phenomenon 

one of the most important to understand how complex economic and social systems are 

radically changing and how individuals and organizations process information. 

The fact that GDPs is not a monolith is one of the starting points of this paper. The approach 

of most policy makers to the issue of digital regulation seems to be conditioned by two 

conceptual problems (and we shall see it in section 1.4, when discussing the definitions that 

the European Commission provides when defining the object of regulation in the “Digital 

Markets Act” and “Digital Services Act”): 

a) It is not very clear what a platform is: if it is a place where services, products, contents, 

friendships are exchanged, thus, for example, Microsoft is probably not.  

b) The initial vision is very different, and it still affects goals and "corporate culture". 

Some are born to solve a technical problem and enable functionality (Google, 

Microsoft); others (Booking.com or Amazon) poses the problem of transforming 

existing productive sectors through technology. 

Within this first chapter, we will see what unites these companies and what distinguishes 

them; to what extent they have reacted to the pandemic, that has accelerated and made 

major innovations partially irreversible; we will discuss about the limits of the method used 

from the European Commission that have carried to the adoption of the Regulations “Digital 

Markets Act” and “Digital Services Act”. Finally, we will propose, based on previous 

 
11Within this universe, the more global ones, as we will see, are characterized by having reached a "capitalization" (market 
value) equal to a high percentage of the entire financial market in which they are listed. Few people (among them, their 
founders, or CEOs) refer to them with acronyms: GAFAMN (Google, Alphabet, Facebook, Apple, Microsoft, Netflix) or, in 
China, BATXH (Baidu, Alibaba/ Ant Financial, TENCENT, Xiaomi, Huawei). This is, after all, a demonstration of how difficult 
is to conceptualize an idea which capture what these organization have in common, whereas we have just an attempt to 
create a group by naming companies that all have the characteristic to have been enabled by INTERNET (although one 
may argue that Microsoft, Apple and Huawei were born before the marketing of Internet) and to have reached a global (the 
Americans) or continental (the Chinese) dominant position. 
12   GDP as in Gross Domestic Product which is by far the most used indicator to measure the performance of economic 
systems, although it is also an indicator whose limits were acknowledged even by the economist – the Byelorussian Simon 
Kuznets - who first introduced it in the USA one century ago, around the times of the Great Depression. The relationship 
between Global Digital Platforms and GDP will be one of the keys to this study. 
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elements, a taxonomy that generates hypotheses (on the opportunities and risks that can 

generate) that we will test in the following sections of the report. 

The question from which it may be useful to start is: to what extent are the various digital 

platforms similar? What do they have in common? We will try in the next pages to give an 

answer starting from the literature and from the budget data.  

 

1.1  WHAT DO THEY HAVE IN COMMON? EXPECTATIONS, "CONS-USERS", DATA 
AND INFINITE "SCALABILITY" 

The existing literature demonstrates a great work of systematization which, however, still 

fails to reach a single definition that can grasp the nature of the phenomenon. A wide and 

yet specific enough description is that digital platforms is an emergent organizational form 

characterized by two interlinked features:  

• a technological architecture constituted of a modular core and standardized 

interfaces and 

• a set of governance mechanisms (many, but not all attributable to algorithms) that 

manage to coordinate a system of independent operators by co-creating value, 

All this have some implications: 

• Platforms are intermediaries or matchmakers whose core competency is in greatly 

reducing transaction costs (Evans & Schmalensee, 2016). 

• This entails not only a great benefit for users, but a drastic challenge for companies 

whose organization, existence (and size) was justified by the presence, in fact, of 

costs in assembling workgroups available on the market that technologies demolish 

(as in the famous intuition of Coase, 1937)13.  Lower transaction costs as a result of 

the Internet induce, therefore, much more flexible and fluid organizations.  

• Platform businesses are demand-side driven, and end users/consumers (we will call 

them cons-users) dictate the offer (according to a vision that puts the focus on 

"customer experience").  

• Obviously, the technology is enabling with respect to the whole process and the 

exponential trajectory of increasing their size is clearly linked to that of decreasing 

(by 50% every 18 months according to Moore’s Law (G.E. Moore, 1998) of the unit 

costs of access, processing, transmission, storage of information (Jovanovic & 

Rousseau, 2005; Bresnahan & Trajtenberg, 1995). 

 
13 The recent project of Vision deals with this theme: it focuses on the acceleration of this transformation process 
determined by the pandemic and further exposure of the infrastructures of "remote working" and "video conference". 
https://www.thinktank.vision/en/media-en/publications/the-zoom-economy-in-the-post-office-era 
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• Accumulating users is critical for platform businesses in terms of generating quality 

matches (producers - consumers; consumers - advertisers; apartment owners - 

tourists; couples who meet through a "dating application") and value appropriation. 

This is due to the “network effects” (it is harder to gain the first users than to add 

others who will join spontaneously from a certain threshold), that, sometimes, but not 

always, they may lead to a “winner-takes-all” balance (Schilling 2002) and, in fact, 

platforms we are talking about are all global (but for countries where their use was 

explicitly banned). However, platforms are global not only because they have clients 

all over the world, but also because they manage their platform-based ecosystem for 

billions of users and millions of entrepreneurs across the globe. 

• In fact, they tend to have a global geographic span or, at least, macroregional (such 

as China and the countries of the "belt and road initiative"). 

• However, they are also local. They, in fact, tend to be embedded in local ecosystems, 

such as Silicon Valley, Seattle, and Beijing and Hangzhou (Acs, Braunerhjelm, 

Audretsch, & Carlsson, 2009) or in university campuses such as Stanford University 

(Miller & Acs, 2017). 

• In effect, the platform organization originates in a region where firms rely on the local 

knowledge base, knowledge spillover, and the human capital that powers the platform 

organization (Acs, Braunerhjelm, Audretsch, & Carlsson, 2009). It may even be 

integrated into a local campus ecosystem, such as Stanford University (Miller &Acs, 

2017). 

Actually, if we have to find metrics that capture what companies have in common that Eric 

Schmidt himself - the CEO of Google/Alphabet from 2001 to 2017 and board member of 

Apple from 2006 to 2009 - defines GAFAM (Google, Apple, Facebook, Apple and Microsoft), 

they can be traced in the financial market values, which become very interesting when cross-

referenced from balance sheet data. These values seem to say how much is still widely to 

use the raw material that creates expectations that seemed limitless. 

 

1.1.1 THE DATA OF VALUE AND THE LAW OF NETWORK  
The market capitalization is an important indicator since it provides an expectation of the net 

cash flows (therefore, profits and returns to shareholders) that a given company will produce 

in the future (reducing those further away in time with a discount rate that consider the 
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uncertainty that increases over the years). Therefore, we are talking about how much value 

the markets expect a company will generate.  

In table 1.1 we reported data in the last three years of the value of the first twenty enterprises 

of the world (until the 9th November 2022) and we added other six companies that seem to 

comply to the definition of “digital platforms” (Netflix, Airbnb, Booking, Uber, Expedia and, 

the only European company quoted with this level of “global scope” – Spotify) as well as the 

first Italian company by capitalization (Enel) to provide a comparison meter. With different 

colors we anticipate, however, some differences: in red the "digital platforms" (according to 

the definition just mentioned), in blue the companies that are not but are born from the digital, 

in black all the others. 

In this regard, however, some argue that, strictly speaking, not even Microsoft and Apple 

are "platforms": actually, unlike the others that are "Internet Native" (and, that is, born after 

the global marketing of the Internet that arrived in the early nineties), they use, in the case 

of Apple, a "hardware" (iPhone or iPad or Apple Watch) to access a proprietary platform; or 

they enable access through operating systems, in the case of Microsoft, having as its most 

relevant customer segment the "business" and not "consumer". The classification by value 

is therefore as follows: 

 

TABLE 1.1 – THE VALUE OF DATA 
MARKET CAPITALIZATION – IN BILLION OF DOLLARS (2022) 

 
30/09/19 30/09/20 30/09/21 09/11/22 GR 2021-2019 GR 2022-

2019 
Apple 995 1966 2324 2174 133,50% 118% 

Saudi Arabian Oil Company 1987 2100 1920 2006 -3,40% 1% 

Microsoft 1061 1591 2117 1688 99,50% 59% 

Alphabet 842 996 1772 1122 110,40% 33% 

Amazon 859 1581 1666 890 93,90% 4% 

Berkshire Hathaway 509 503 620 634 21,80% 25% 

Tesla 43 407 779 587 1695,60% 1265% 

Johnson & Johnson 340 392 425 455 24,90% 34% 

Visa 383 438 486 409 26,90% 7% 

J P Morgan 369 293 499 382 35,30% 4% 

Walmart 338 396 389 382 15,10% 13% 

Taiwan Semiconductor 241 420 579 341 140,20% 41% 

Louis Vuitton (Francia) 200 237 361 330 80,70% 65% 

Procter & Gamble 310 345 338 325 9,10% 5% 

Mastercard 274 337 342 305 24,70% 11% 

Samsung 277 330 416 304 50,30% 10% 

Tencent 398 648 574 285 44,20% -28% 

Meta 508 746 948 257 86,50% -49% 
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Kweichow Moutai 226 327 340 254 50,60% 12% 

Alibaba 436 796 401 179 -8,00% -59% 

Netflix 117 221 270 115 130,50% -2% 

Booking 83 70 97 73 18,00% -12% 

Airbnb NQ 82 105 61 28,60% --- 

Uber 52 63 84 54 62,60% 4% 

Enel 76 88 80 49 5,30% -36% 

Spotify 19 45 43 13 126,30% -32% 

Expedia 20 13 25 13 26,40% -35% 
  

* Top 20 companies by market value according to the 2022 values; plus other platforms with more than 300 million users; 
plus top Italian company by market value; in red the digital platforms/infrastructures; in blue the other "internet companies"; 
in black the companies that are not "internet native"). 
 
SOURCE: VISION ON FT DATA 

 

It is interesting to compare the data of the table 1.1 with the data of 2001, 20 years ago, right 

after the collapse of the first Internet companies (the "DOT.COM crash), when the top 10 

companies by capitalization were totally different from those that today are at the top of the 

list. 

 

TABLE 1.2 – MARKET CAPITALIZATION 2001  
TOP 10 COMPANIES BY MARKET CAPITALIZATION IN MARCH 2001 (PLUS APPLE AND AMAZON, IN 
BILLION OF DOLLARS14) 

 
General Electric 398 
Microsoft 358 
Exxon Mobil 267 
Citigroup 259 
Walmart 256 
Pfizer 250 
Intel 210 
Vodafone 166 
Royal Dutch Shell 147 
Cisco Systems 132 
Apple 7,71 
Amazon 4,03 

 
SOURCE: VISION ON FT DATA  

 

 
14 Apple and Amazon have been added to the list for comparative purpose, covering positions far lower than the top 10 
companies. 



 14 

The comparison indicates a radical paradigm shift: the top ten companies were worth less 

than Apple alone and their weight on the overall market capitalization has grown (today the 

MAMAA are worth 22% of the New York Stock Exchange); the sectors represented were 

more diverse; Europe was more represented; Microsoft alone was among the top ten 

companies in the world. 

The reading of the tables suggests some observations: 

a) The capitalization of only five companies (the MAMAA) exceeds the total 

capitalization of Euronext which groups two thousand companies and almost all the 

European stock markets (Amsterdam, Paris, Milan, Brussels and Lisbon). In 

September 2021, Apple was valued more than the entire German stock market (2,324 

billion dollars Apple, 2,210 billion the Frankfurt Stock Exchange). 

b) If we add to Google, Amazon, Apple and Facebook their main Chinese homologues 

(Alibaba and Tencent), as well as Microsoft, that does not have, according to Schmidt 

himself, the features of the "platform" but it was certainly the company that led the 

ICT revolution for a longer period (it was founded in 1975 and had the historic merit 

of having "popularized" - with Apple - PCs thanks to their operating systems), and 

Tesla (which was born with the idea of overturning the very idea of the car and 

imposing the paradigm of the "computer network on four wheels”), we discover that 

only three among the ten most valuable companies in the world (and seven among 

the top fifteen) are not born from an idea that did not have the Internet as its core 

business; domino becomes even more complete if we add to the Internet companies 

the largest processor manufacturer (Taiwan Semiconductors) and that of mobile 

phones (Samsung), technologies that enable technological transformation15. 

c) Ten years ago, at the end of the first 2011’s trimester, only Apple (third place) and 

Microsoft (tenth place) were among the ten most valuable companies in the world. At 

that time in the place of the internet giants, there were the fossil economy giants: 

Exxon and Petro China were in the top two places, but Petrobras, Royal Dutch Shell 

and Chevron were in the top ten. Facebook was not yet listed on the stock exchange 

(it was listed one year later) and neither Alibaba (in 2014); 

 

 
15 This universe of digital infrastructures and native Internet companies should not be understood as exhaustive of the 
whole phenomenon of environments that bring people together in a digital environment. Missing from this analysis is the 
galaxy of videogames that expresses overall sales that are four times higher than that of the film industry. Nintendo, Sega, 
Sony (enterprises certainly older than the very introduction of the Internet protocol in 1969) are the largest subjects of 
numerous actors, including Tencent and Amazon (with Twitch). 
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d) These trends are strengthening. During the pandemic the capitalization growth rates 

of the principal Internet companies were much higher than the others. Indeed, Apple 

doubled its value whereas Saudi Aramco is progressively losing its and it has been 

overtaken by Apple and Microsoft. 

e) The Tesla’s parabola is impressive (which, compared to the value of 30 September, 

added another 30% coming to be worth 1 trillion dollars): it is worth twice as much as 

the second plus the third largest companies in the world (Toyota and Volkswagen). 

However, in 2020, Tesla had 70,000 employees and 31 billion dollars in revenues, 

which are respectively one fifth and one tenth of Toyota’s turnover; between 2019 

and 2022, Tesla’s capitalization grew at a rate of 1265%. 

f) ENEL, which is among the world’s leading utilities and the first Italian company, is 

worth less in absolute terms than TESLA’s increase in value in the first two weeks of 

October 2021. 

 

Other interesting points emerge from the data in Table 1.2 for 2001: 

a) The top ten companies by market capitalisation in 2001 included only one IT 

company, Microsoft. All the other companies in the ranking were conglomerates (at 

in first place General Electric, which in 2022 occupies instead the 138th place in the 

world ranking by market capitalisation), oil companies (such as Royal Dutch Shell, 

now Shell, ranked 42nd in 2022), telecommunications companies such as Vodafone 

(ranked 492nd today) and pharmaceutical companies such as Pfizer (ranked 28th in 

2022). 

b) Companies that today occupy respectively the first (Apple) and the fifth place 

(Amazon) in the ranking, in 2001 were extremely far from the top 10 positions, with a 

capitalization below 8 billion dollars16. Today, however, Apple has a market value of 

more than 2 trillion dollars and Amazon of almost 900 million. 

c) In 2001, at least two of the top 10 companies by market value were European: 

Vodafone (English) and Royal Dutch Shell (Dutch). In 2022, the top 10 companies by 

market capitalization are all American except the Saudi Arabian Oil Company, which 

occupies the second place in the ranking after Apple. European companies are now 

completely excluded from the ranking: to find a European company you have to get 

to the 17th position, with Louis Vuitton.  

 
16 Amazon had just been quoted and, instead, Apple that, too, had arrived on the Stock Exchange in 1980 had just rehired 
Steve Jobs as CEO after risking bankruptcy. 
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If we compare the value of the bigger companies with their current profitability, we will see 

that the evidence shown above find further confirmations. The ratio between capitalization 

and gross margin value, which is the value that return - per year- to shareholders (earnings 

before interests, depreciation, and amortization; EBITDA earnings before interests’ taxes), 

tells how many years the markets are willing to wait in order to obtain a return for their initial 

investment compared to the current profitability of that stock. 

 

GRAPH 1.1 – EXPECTATION OF FUTURE PROFITABILITY GROWTH  
RATIO BETWEEN MARKET VALUE AND EBITDA (AVERAGES 2020, 2021, 2022)  

 

 
*Top 20 companies by market value; plus other platforms with more than 300 million users; plus top Italian company by 
market value: in red, digital platforms; in blue, other "internet companies"; in black, companies that are not "internet 
natives". 
 
SOURCE: VISION ON FT DATA 
 
The market seems to accept to wait almost 60 years to get - to the current return values on 

capital - the investment it would make today on Tesla and almost 20 years for Amazon.  

This means that while GDPs have greatly increased their ability to monetise their networks 

in recent years, they are expected to increase it even more or for a very long time. After all, 

in 2020, Alphabet, Microsoft, Amazon, and Facebook together produced gross margins 
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close to those generated by Samsung, Verizon, Walmart, and AT&T, but they had a 

capitalisation three times higher; Apple produced a profitability ($80 billion) much lower than 

Berkshire Hathaway (130) and yet it was worth four times more.  

This extraordinary prospect is explained by a great expectation of growth that is strongly 

linked to the unique capacity of these companies to accumulate, analyse and transform data 

concerning individuals to achieve business goals. And this is, then, the only real possible 

distinctive feature: among the largest multinational companies, there are no others that have 

the same number of users, with whom they interact so frequently and extracting data based 

on which build their offer. This is a feature highlighted by the table 1.2. which shows the 

number of what we call cons-users, reached with different tools by the fifteen of the twenty 

largest companies in the world that are commonly - but mistakenly - defined "platforms". 

Cons-users: we call them in this way because not all of them are 'technically' consumers of 

a service as in an e-commerce or online travel booking platform, but all of them are 'users' 

of a service to which they give data and to do it, they have sufficiently frequent and 

formalised interactions through the digital instruments. 

 

GRAPH 1.2– NETWORKS’ VALUE 
CONS-USERS* (MILLIONS, TOP 11 COMPANIES IN THE WORLD BY CAPITALIZATION AND TOP 15 
INTERNET COMPANIES BY VALUE, 2022 DATA)  
 

 
*Airbnb: total users; Alibaba: annual active consumers; Amazon: active accounts; Apple: apple device in use; 
Booking.com: active users; Enel: users; Facebook: number of accounts in 2020; Alphabet: total users; 
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Expedia: active users; Mastercard: Number of credit cards; Microsoft: Windows 10 users; Netflix: number of 
accounts; Spotify: total users; Tencent: Accounts WeChat + QQ; Tesla: number of vehicles sent; VISA: 
Number of credit cards; Uber: active users 
 
SOURCE: VISION  
 
In addition to the platforms, it is interesting to note that there are some other organisations 

that have these characteristics. Among these there are: credit card operators (Visa, 

Mastercard) with whom customers interact on a daily basis (and it is not by chance that they 

are the only ones that manage to rank among the 'internet companies' in terms of expected 

growth in profitability - see Table 1.1); telephone companies with their subscribers (AT&T); 

subscribers to the loyalty programmes of large distribution chains born in the off-line era 

(Walmart). Therefore, the collection and processing of large amounts of data are also typical 

of other 'traditional' companies, not only of 'platforms'. Nevertheless, it is evident that 

companies born with this logic can do so in a much more intense and systematic way. 

We observe that the number of the users reached is very different (Alphabet absorbs every 

day the personal information of more individuals than the inhabitants of the two biggest 

countries in the world put together) and, as we will see in the 1.3 section, the intensity of the 

interaction is also different, according to different user segments. 

Not all segments are worth the same equally (Apple iPhones are likely to be owned by a 

population with particularly high purchasing power); not all interactions have the same 

pervasiveness in terms of ability to draw data and - not secondary aspect - condition 

decisions (in this sense Google has much more influence than any other instrument because 

much less "invasive" and "invisible" than "social networks"). 

And, however, there is no doubt that the "core" of such enterprises are the data and 

algorithms that allow to make billions of decisions based on information.  

But also, the existence of an advantage given by what is known as Metcalfe’s law17 : the 

value of a "network" (or a "platform") rises more than proportionally to the number of users. 

In 1998, Robert Melanancton Metcalfe, considered one of the network pioneers for co-

inventing Ethernet while completing his PhD in computer science and applied mathematics 

at Harvard in the early 1970s, suggested that the value of a network is proportional to the 

square of the number of users. Having reached global dimensions and being known in each 

family would ensure high profitability at marginal costs that gradually approach zero. And 

advantages difficult to attack. Would be the "social networks" enjoy similar positions. 

 
17 Denning, P. J., & Metcalfe, R. M. (1998). Beyond calculation: The next fifty years of computing. Springer Science & 
Business Media. 
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But is it true? The last ten years seem to show that innovation understood as a 

destructive/creative force makes the laws of networks unstable. 

 

1.1.2 THE LIMITS OF NETWORK LAW AND THE LAST MONTHS OF NASDAQ 
An extremely important element that emerges from Table 1.1, and that is worth exploring, is 

the prices collapse of the main technological giants that occurred in 2022. 

A striking example is the case of Meta, the social network par excellence, which combines 

three social (Facebook, Instagram and WhatsApp) and whose value has fallen by 70% in 

just over a year (after having, even, exceeded a thousand billion dollars).  

No less significant is the loss in value of Snap, Netflix, Doordash, Spotify, all of which make 

losses between 60 and 80% in the last year18. While in the case of Twitter there was the 

acquisition by Elon Musk which is following the disposal of 50% of the 7,500 employees19, 

Uber comes from a history of losses that lasts since its foundation. 

Alphabet, Apple, Amazon and Microsoft have also downsized, albeit to a much lesser extent. 

 
TABLE 1.3 - MAAMA (Meta, Amazon, Microsoft, Apple, Alphabet) market capitalization 
in billion USD, 2021, 2022. 
 

Company Market cap. 30 SET 2021 (billion USD) Market cap. 9 NOV 2022 (billion USD) 
Apple 2.324 2.174 

Microsoft 2.117 1.688 
Alphabet 1.772 1.122 
Amazon 1.666 890 

Meta 948 257 
 
SOURCE: VISION SU DATI FT 

 

The reasons of the so called "big tech crisis" are several: first, the technology sector has 

experienced extraordinary growth since 2020, thanks to the fact that during the pandemic of 

COVID-19 the role of technology has become more central20 and, thanks to the large inflows 

of liquidity from the banking sector in response to the pandemic, the sector could rely on 

more cash flows than in the past. In 2022, the gradual return to old habits and the 

disappearance of many restrictions, together with other crisis factors such as the war in 

Ukraine, the increase in the cost of raw materials and inflation, led to restrictive monetary 

policies. The spectre of a global recession and the greater difficulties of access to money 

 
18 The Economist (October 31st 2022). What went wrong with Snap, Netflix and Uber. 
19 The Guardian. (November 5th 2022). Twitter slashes nearly half its workforce as Musk admits ‘massive drop’ in revenue 
com/technology/2022/nov/04/twitter-layoffs-elon-musk-revenue-drop. 
20 Just consider that NASDAQ (the index that reflects the trend of IT and technology stocks on Wall Street) between 2020 
and 2021 rose by 86%. 
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have discouraged investors, who had overestimated the growth prospects of the sector and 

the inflated value of the stock market. Thus, the sudden rise in interest rates has led to 

significant declines in financial markets. 

Apart from the changes in the macroeconomic framework, the last few months confirm, 

however, that certain positions are not to be considered as being now linked to the same 

structure of markets and productive sectors (the European Commission defines them as 

"entrenched" and, therefore, "durable" in the Digital Markest Act). The same law of 

"networks" applies only if you continuously innovate your proposal. It is shown by the growth 

of TikTok that is eroding market shares of Facebook and Instagram21; to this threat Meta 

responds on investment in "metaverse" which, however, has yet to find the definitive 

business case (it could be precisely in sectors of production of public goods such as School22 

or Health23). 

 

1.2 HOW DO THEY DIFFER? IMPACT ON REAL ECONOMY, LEVEL OF 
GLOBALIZATION, BUSINESSES’ LINE DIFFERENCIATION, DATA APPROACH 

We, thus, have seen that what the platforms have in common is, thus, an organization and 

technological layout which gives them a superior capacity to accumulate and analyse data, 

as well as modulate their offer and service to clients based on data. Their stock capitalization 

is the best indicator to reflect the value that markets associate to this superiority and to the 

data they have amassed. However, as we have already mentioned, the differences amongst 

them are not smaller and probably even bigger that their similarities.  

These differences are about:  

a) The extent to what the platforms is embedded in the real economy (i.e., not made by 

virtual interaction but of physical exchange of good and services), sales, 

infrastructures, employees etc. 

b) Their different geographical scope and, thus, at what degree are they really global. 

c) How much differentiated are they in terms of revenue streams; (it is true that Amazon, 

while maintaining the marketplace as its core business, is entering many different 

sectors, while the "monetization" of Facebook is still linked to a single model); 

and finally … 

 
21 The Economist, (July 7th 2022) “Who is afraid of TikTok”. 
22 The Hechinger Report, Oct 27 2022, “What does Metaverse mean for education?” 
23 Vision (2021), “The Internet of Beings”. 
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d) How much they have been resilient considering the pandemic shock (the next section 

will focus on this theme). 

These differences lead to two substantially diverse approaches to the data. In our opinion, 

this consideration has strong implications on the approaches that a policy maker should 

have in regard of situations which present a mix of risks and opportunities.  

The graph below shows how different is the size of various internet companies in terms of 

revenues - in 2021 and 2022 - and employment.  

 
GRAPH 1.3 – DIFFERENCES BETWEEN INTERNET COMPANIES BY WEIGHT ON 
EMPLOYMENT AND TURNOVER – 2021/2022 
TURNOVER, IN BILLIONS DOLLARS (LEFT AXIS) AND EMPLOYMENT, IN THOUSANDS  (RIGHT AXIS)  
 

 
SOURCE: VISION AND VALUE ON BUDGET DATA 
 
What emerges is:  

a) Amazon, is clearly bigger in terms of revenues and its dynamic, having almost 

doubled the revenue in just two years (from 2018 to 2020) with a further increase 

between 2021 and 2022. 

b) But above all Amazon is, by now, the second company in the world in terms of 

employees 1.5 million), after Walmart, which has 2.3 million employees, but grows by 

number of employees decidedly more, and has more employees than all the other 

"Internet companies" combined. 
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c) Netflix or Airbnb, instead, have just over ten thousand employees, even though they 

are revolutionising sectors such as tourism/hospitality (the former) and 

“entertainment” (the latter);  

d) Google employs just over a tenth of the people employed by Amazon. 

e) The thirteen companies we are considering, which together are valued around about 

10 trillion dollars, and that put together they are worth approximately 10 trillions of 

dollars, have slightly more than 2 million and a half employees, Two third of which 

are Amazon employees.  

Regarding the employees of technology companies, a further consequence of the crisis 

experienced by the sector in 2022, previously mentioned, was the decision of many 

companies to make substantial staff cuts.  

Since the beginning of 2022, more than 100,000 employees in the sector have been laid off: 

Meta announced a hiring freeze in September 2022 and claims to want to lay off 11,000 

employees (13% of the total). 

Twitter has halved its staff (3700 out of 7500 employees), Amazon itself announced 10,000 

layoffs and Microsoft more than 1.000. 

However, it should be noted that these same companies had greatly increased their staff in 

recent years: Amazon hired 800 thousand employees in 2020-2021, and Meta hired more 

than 27 thousand in the same period, In the first months of 2022, it increased its workforce 

with 15344 new employees. 

Finally, the evidence on differentiation and internationalization is also interesting. Some 

digital enterprises focus on a single model to "monetize" the huge amount of data they are 

collecting (advertising for Meta), others integrate their core business with ancillary services 

to improve the quality (as in the case of e-commerce where the core business is combined 

with logistics to improve the shopping experience for consumers). 

The graph 1.4 shows how the largest Internet companies are distributed on two fundamental 

parameters: internationalisation (measured as the weight of non-domestic turnover on the 

total) and diversification (estimated by the incidence of businesses that are not the main one 

on sales, for example cloud for Amazon born after e-commerce). 

The higher the values are, the more a company is becoming accustomed to "scaling" its 

business model internationally and across sectors. The lower the values are, the more 

focused the company is concentrated on a specific technology/ market. 
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GRAPH 1.4 – DIFFERENT FOCUS  
WEIGHT OF FOREIGN AND NON-CORE BUSINESS SALES ON THE TOTAL (2020) 
WEIGHT OF TURNOVER NON-DOMESTIC MARKETS (VERTICAL AXIS); WEIGHT ON TURNOVER NON-
CORE BUSINESS LINE (HORIZONTAL AXIS). 

 
SOURCE: VISION & VALUE ON BUDGET DATA 
 

It is interesting to note that older companies (Microsoft founded in 1973, Apple in 1976, 

Amazon in 1997) result to be more diversified than more recent companies. Netflix, Airbnb, 

but also Meta itself, are concentrated on one only revenue model. However, between those 

more focalised, some were immediately born with a global “scope” – such as Netflix and 

Airbnb – while the Chinese ones are still highly domestic.  

These differences on the “focus” lead, however, to a distinction that is, in our view, essential. 

It is true that all platforms have a much greater capacity to aggregate and process data from 

the networks they have created (networks of cons-users). But it is equally true that the role 

that data plays in their strategies is fundamentally different. 

The graph 1.5 adds to the data on number of users an assessment of users’ intensity of use 

and of the quantity/quality of data that the platform aggregates (on the vertical axis). The 

graph also adds, again, companies that are not "platforms" but (as per Graph 1.2) are 

becoming so, being able to leverage large volumes of data and users of their services. 
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With this parameter we propose to capture: 

a) the amount of time a user on average invests in his interactions with that platform (the 

number of times an individual on average interacts with Airbnb is, of course, much lower 

than the frequency with which we use Google or a social network); 

b) the pervasiveness and completeness of the information released: Mastercard or Visa 

have payment tracking; an e-commerce platform traces every single act of purchase back 

to a certain product and, even, to the alternative choices that a consumer discard. 

 
GRAPH 1.5 - DIFFERENCES BETWEEN PLATFORMS BY QUANTITY AND QUALITY 
OF DATA (2020) 
NUMBER OF USERS ON THE HORIZONTAL AXIS AND INTENSITY/TYPE OF DATA ACQUIRED ON THE 
VERTICAL AXIS* 

 
*The vertical axis considers two elements: the first one is the intensity of the interaction (given by the number 
of interactions per time unit and the average duration; it is considered for Airbnb minimum; maximum for 
Alphabet Tencent); the second one is the type of data acquired and processed: it is considered whether the 
platform requests or not such information: a) contents produced by the user; b) profile information (date of 
birth, residence, study title, …); c) provision of public services (tax, health...); d) choice of products that do not 
involve financial transactions (e.g. choice of a movie in a Netflix catalogue covered by a subscription); e) choice 
of products that do not involve financial transactions (e.g. choice of a movie in a Netflix catalogue covered by 
a subscription). ); e) choice of products involving financial transactions (purchase on an e-commerce platform, 
e.g.); f) information on a financial transaction without details of the purchase made (which is what is processed 
by Visa and Mastercard); g) information on searches for products that are not chosen (searches on e-
commerce platforms that do not convert or purchase; display of a banner); h) data on intellectual property 
covered by industrial secrecy or copyright. 
 
SOURCE: VISION AND VALUE 
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The picture that emerges is clearly diversified and is, perhaps, the strongest difference 

between platforms that an observer (even a policy maker) has to consider. Alphabet and 

Airbnb are at the two extremes. 

 

1.3 HOW DID THE SOCIAL “EXPERIMENT” TRIGGERED BY THE COVID-19 CHANGE 
THE TERMS OF THE GAME 
To what extent the pandemic changed the overall picture? This section deepens the 

question which regards to the change of the platforms’ strategies triggered by the Pandemic. 

As we will show, the very reaction of digital infrastructures to this great discontinuity has 

been very different. 

 
GRAPH 1.6 – COVID-19’S IMPACT ON REVENUES (2019-2021)* 

 
*Numbers on the graph represent the turnover of companies in billions of dollars 
 
SOURCE: VISION AND VALUE ON BUDGET DATA 
 

It is interesting to note that at the peak of the restrictions (second quarter of 2020), the large 

e-commerce platforms, those that allow the exchange of content at a distance (and, 

therefore, also Facebook with WhatsApp and Google), as well as Tesla (whose trends seem, 

however, to be driven by a different priority and, in particular, by the widespread conviction 

that the sustainability paradigm is about to produce a strong discontinuity in the automotive 
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industry) have experienced a turnover jump, while others, such as Airbnb, have experienced 

a very strong revenues contraction. 

Moreover, in sectors such as home delivery we will see that the opportunity has also been 

seized by specialized platforms (Deliveroo as we will see in the section on food). While other 

major companies that are not Internet natives have taken advantage of the opportunity to 

rearrange themselves significantly in order to cope with the new pandemic scenario: in the 

United States, Walmart, had to hire 200,000 workers to respond to peaks in demand (in the 

first quarter of 2020, sales increased - compared to the previous year - by 10.5%, and online 

sales by 74%); while for Target in the same period, the increase in online sales was 282%. 

There are three phenomena, which have been born or accelerated by the pandemic, that 

are very significant, and which have become innovative factors capable of modifying many 

of the processes we are describing: 

1. The great experiment of "remote working"24 that has seen entire production sectors 

and public service areas transfer many of their production and delivery channels onto 

platforms (Zoom, Microsoft Teams, Meet Up, ...); 

2. the leap forward of the prospect of a convergence between ICT and health, data and 

medical research that could bring the whole evolution of the Internet into a new phase 

("Internet of beings")25; this opens up opportunities that are still little explored but 

potentially no less disruptive than those we explore in this report; 

3. The acceleration of the idea of the Internet as access to a virtual universe (the 

Metaverse that led Facebook to change vision and name) that can be the place in 

which to build interactions at a level of efficiency and reliability completely different 

from the physical26 

The great crisis – we will see it analyzing what happened in different sectors - has offered 

companies enormous opportunities that will require significant transformations and strategic 

repositioning. 

 
24 The first release of the VISION report on "ZOOM ECONOMY" is available at 
https://www.thinktank.vision/images/2021/Zoom_economy/Zoom_economy_280621.pdf 
25 The VISION project "INTERNET OF BEINGS" is dedicated to this issue and was launched with an event moderated by 
the Chief Editor of The Economist Olivier Morton and attended by the Minister of Education Maria Cristina Messa (further 
details on the project are available at https://www.thinktank.vision/en/media-en/events/vision-launches-the-project-
internet-of-beings https://www.thinktank.vision/images/2021/IOB/Proposal_IOB_070621.pdf 
26 In a sense, the Metaverse that transforms Social into three-dimensional reality - is an opposite perspective to the Internet 
of Beings (many others call it Transhumanism or Human Enhancement) 
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1.4 THE PROBLEMS AND THE LIMITS OF THE EU DEFINITION IN DIGITAL MARKET 
ACTS 
The Digital Markets Act27 seems to have a weakness in the same definition that it uses 

initially to perimeter the phenomenon on which it intends to intervene. In this regard, the 

Commission refers to two concepts: 

a) the concept of “core platform services” which include also: (a) online intermediation 

services; (b) online search engines; (c) social network; (d) video-sharing platform 

services; (e) number-independent interpersonal communication services; (f) 

operating systems; (g) cloud computing services; (h) advertising services, provided 

by operators in the mentioned sectors; 

b) the notion of the gatekeeper which happen: (a) to operate a core platform service 

which serves as an important gateway for business users to reach end users, (b) to 

have a significant impact on the internal market of the EU; and (c) it enjoys an 

entrenched and durable position in its operations or it is foreseeable that it will enjoy 

such a position in the near future. 

The definition starts from a series of assumptions that pose problems that have implications 

on the same possibility that the existence of a "digital market" is legitimate (where there are 

digital technologies that are profoundly changing dynamics and boundaries of all productive 

sectors) and in reaching an effective legal regulation (where this regulation should have a 

general validity). 

These risks creating uncertainty28 and using common tools for very different problems and 

opportunities. It is for these reasons that the next section proposes a different taxonomy that 

considers the differences between the so-called "platforms" and that make an unambiguous 

definition of the phenomenon inappropriate. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
27 https://competition-policy.ec.europa.eu/sectors/ict/dma_en 
28 Uncertainty even semantic, as it shows a study realized in 2020 published Stanford Computational Antitrust (Di Porto et 
al, 2020) considering both the Digital Markets Act and the Digital Services Act. 
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1.5 A POSSIBLE TAXONOMY  
Based on the analysis of the common aspects and the differences of the so-called 

"platforms", we propose a possible taxonomy summarized by the following figure: 

 

FIGURE 1.1 – A POSSIBLE TAXONOMY OF THE DIGITAL BORN ENTERPRISES 

 
SOURCE: VISION 
 

Digital born enterprises' can be positioned in terms of (1) the different roles of the 

technological factor and of the accumulation of clients/data: some of the infrastructures still 

have as their primary mission the accumulation of large amounts of data, other do not, and 

(2) the different extent of their socio-economic impact: some of the infrastructures have a 

'physical' impact - the way we trade, travel, move - while others have a more virtual 

dimension). 

Therefore, the mission with which different infrastructures were born is profoundly different 

and this is reflected in very different corporate cultures, even if all are included in the very 

broad term "digital platforms" (or "gatekeepers"). 

However, in both cases there is a radical reversal of the value generation chains: in the 

industrial economy there was a supply that created demand; in the post-industrial economy 

the paradigm - on which even non-Internet native companies are converging - is that the 

consumer reconfigures supply on the basis of data that drive algorithms that reconfigure 

production and logistical processes.  

It remains, however, a difference that an evolved policy maker must consider in order to 

maximize the "spill over" of great innovative experiences in its own ecosystem (for example, 
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European). The enterprises on the left of Figure 1.1 are - culturally - more oriented to create 

"metaverses", virtual realities in which the real people interact in more efficient way than in 

the real one; those on the right in the figure use technologies to directly innovate physical 

reality. 

We, therefore, envisage six typologies of “global data infrastructures” (as we will call them 

to capture what they may have in common) which we can describe moving clockwise from 

the one in the middle of the left column. 

We thus have: 

1) Platforms allowing the exchange between users and producers of contents: it is a group, 

however, differentiated within it because it includes Facebook, Instagram and WeChat 

- which make possible the self-production of contents "monetizing" through advertising 

- but also Netflix/Spotify, that propose a business model based on subscriptions to make 

accessible the content made by professional producers, among which Netflix has now 

entered with a budget, even exceeding the film majors.  

2) Pure Internet companies which were born with the original intention to enable the 

deployment of the seamless, global and commercial information system enabled by the 

Internet protocol: we, thus, have here Microsoft born as a translator29 of the language of 

a machine (operating system) so that its use could be popularized (and that, gradually, 

moves to solutions for the Business world - from Teams to Office, up to the Cloud); 

Google whose birth was about a search engine of web pages30; Baidoo which was 

initially the Chinese equivalent of Google. 

3) Infrastructures meant to have a direct impact on real economy, with a strong global 

dimension; we are referring to the companies like Tesla which are not exactly digital and 

that yet are enjoying a huge “first mover” advantage which makesthem almost the 

spokesperson for an entire feature/product - in this case a new idea of mobility of the 

"four-wheeled phone" - or a representation of the future; 

4) Companies (like Apple and Huawei) born to propose digital products (hardware) which 

combine innovative services with absolutely innovative design and which gained an 

unparalleled global leadership thanks to an ultra-powerful branding capability; in the 

case of Apple it started from the initial idea of linking a physical device phone – to the 

digital – app store. 

 
29 ALTAIR BASIC in 1975 proposed by BILL GATES and PAUL ALLEN 
30 LARRY PAGE and SERGEY BIRN in 1998 
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5) Digital marketplaces – thus multisided platforms – where buyers and sellers meet up to 

execute transactions. This is the original scope of the global e-commerce players 

(Amazon and Alibaba were born out of this original purpose), but also of the Fintech 

companies where providers and consumers of financial services meet up (Ant Financial 

was born out of this objective). 

6) Platforms which enable the sharing of assets (like a flat in the case of AirBnb and or a 

car/ time when it comes to Uber or Didi) and infrastructures that facilitate contact 

between commercial and final users (as in P2P and initiatives using blockchain 

technologies). 

 

As for the frame and the economics we just commented, these companies are greatly 

differentiated according to two main parameters: 

a) The importance of data to their core business: companies at the top left who start from 

a strong technological competence and an absolute priority on data aggregation tend to 

be more focused; 

b) The scope of their impact on the economy, direct for companies – at the right in our 

scheme – which intervene immediately on transactions of goods, tourism, mobility 

compared to those on the left. 

c)  

A pattern like the one presented is confirmed by the essential data of the balance sheet. 

Graph 1.8 incorporates two pieces of data we have already seen, but which, when put 

together, confirm the proposed taxonomy: the value of the revenues of the organizations we 

are considering and the quantity/quality of data on the individuals (we have called them 

cons-users) who use them (and from whom the platforms extract data to optimize the value 

proposition). The arrows also indicate how - in the last three years, which include the great 

'acceleration' brought about by the pandemic - they move. 
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GRAPH 1.7 - TAXONOMY: USERS AND REVENUES (2020) 
NUMBERS OF USERS ON THE VERTICAL AXIS; REVENUES IN BILLIONS OF DOLLARS ON THE 
HORIZONTAL AXIS 

 
 
SOURCE: VISION & VALUE ON BUDGET DATA 

 

Two different paradigms emerge:  

a) On the one hand there are platforms that, since the beginning, focused on the 

acquisition of network effects. They privileged the increase in the number of users 

and, at the same time, the intensity of the relations that they have with them. In this 

model, network monetization is subsequently to its creation and this approach 

probably finds in google its clearest case; 

b) Other platforms, since the beginning, aimed at increasing users (consumers and 

producers). In this case data are a useful tool for a strategy that aims at 

systematically transferring value to the final consumer and at maximizing the quality 

of the consumer experience which is defined by a few performances’ indicators (price, 

convenience, and selection). 

It is, however, interesting to notice that over time (the arrows indicate it) the models converge 

in the sense that: 

a) who starts from the data has to build on the data a portfolio of industrial strategies 

that diversify over time (in the case of Google, the provision of "cloud" services, but 
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also new interfaces - as in Google glasses - innovations in mobility - such as 

autonomous driving); 

b) and who, on the contrary, starting from a superior ability to serve the final customer 

in a given sector, "scale" its proposal by serving new customers in other sectors and 

offering existing ones new services to retain them to the main business. 

 

This distinction refers to two families of business models that again can be defined by a 

difference in numbers. Graph 1.8 compares, in fact, the enterprises in terms of: 

a) how much profitability (gross margin) they can produce per employee; 

b) how different businesses are (compared to the core). 

 

GRAPH 1.8 - DEFINING A TAXONOMY: TWO DIFFERENT BUSINESS MODELS (2020) 

 
 
SOURCE: VISION & VALUE 
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A summary of the data and literature that we analyzed can therefore produce - in a 

sufficiently objective and simple manner - a possible taxonomy able to identify six different 

models (table 1.1) of value creation (that are opposed to the extremes) which generate six 

different channels of impact on an economy (and a society). This distinction is sufficiently 

capable of capturing common and distinctive characters and that the policy maker (whether 

at the national or European or global level) needs to consider in order to differentiate its 

approach to protect the innovative charge that global platforms can exercise and minimize 

the crystallization of dominant positions (which are, moreover, what these crumbles 

extracting value and transferring it to consumers). 

 

Based on this conceptual scheme, a pair of opportunities/ risks for levels of competition/ 

innovation emerges that in the extreme dials (the top left and the bottom right of Graph 1.8) 

are very different: 

1) For enterprises with very high levels of process automation (for instance Google is 

the extreme example) an efficient policy maker should 

a) protect the enormous technological capacity that is the result of great analytical 

and engineering talent of complex information systems; 

b) govern a higher risk of loss of platform neutrality that can not only produce a 

reduction of the generated Welfare, but also become a limit that - progressively - can 

produce an erosion of the advantage in terms of users (both on the business and 

individual sides); 

 

2) On the contrary, for those who demonstrate a stronger ability to scale their business, 

the government proposal should 

a) enhance the capacity of generating new businesses and, more specifically, of 

translating innovative models from one sector to another; 

b) foster and target the potential of such infrastructure to encourage the lowering of 

entry barriers. 

 

1.6 HYPOTHESES TO BE TESTED TO BUILD EFFICIENT DIGITAL POLICIES 
This scheme will progressively lead to a series of recommendations for governments (with 

a focus on the European one) and, however, it produces a series of hypotheses that the 

work presented by this report tests, declining them on the specific features of each sector 

and, obviously, of each digital platform. 
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The meta-hypotheses that need to be adapted to different organizations/ industries are that 

the infrastructures defined as “platforms”: 

1) increase consumer welfare: this would apply not only in terms of lower transaction costs 

(lower prices, lower delivery and "shopping" costs) but also in terms of quantity and quality 

of consumption (e.g. of books/culture)  

2) create opportunities that did not exist for small and medium-sized economic operators: 

proximity shops; authors new to the book market; small businesses (e.g. in clothing or 

agrifood); 

3) Provide useful competitive pressure that push large chains and companies to innovate 

and change in order to remain competitive;  

4) Encourage efficiency in consumption and logistics chains by enabling "sharing" and 

"circularity" that help reduce the environmental impact of production and consumption. 

5) Providing data that enable governments, cities (in the case of tourism), entire districts 

(e.g. textiles) to better plan their offer. 

The research, whose results are summarized in the following chapters, verifies whether and 

to what extent these hypotheses can be confirmed or refuted. In particular, the hypotheses 

will be tested on three sectors where digital has brought deep transformations in the 

economy: e-commerce (in the sectors of books, clothing, consumer electronics, food), digital 

marketing and tourism. 
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2. E COMMERCE: AMAZON AS A RADICAL INNOVATOR IN THE VALUE 
CHAINS 
 

Our analysis on the impact of the "global digital platforms" (which, as we have seen, is very 

diversified) starts from the e-commerce platforms which - as mentioned - are those that have 

produced the most diversified businesses, and which have an immediate impact on the real 

economy.  

The vertical analysis in this section of the report is preceded by a reconstruction of the main 

trends at the global and European level, which are redefining the commerce since they are 

converging towards the emergence of hybrid models that go beyond the very distinction 

between physical and virtual shops.  

In 2020, sales from e-commerce sites worldwide increased by 28% (from 3.4 to 4.3 trillion 

dollars) and is the highest growth rate since 2014 (although on a very sustained upward 

trajectory given that global e-commerce turnover has more than tripled in six years). In 2021, 

sales are expected to be close to 5 trillion and in 2024 to reach 6.4 trillion31.   

However, on a global level it is estimated that the share of purchases that go through online 

channels still amounts to 18%32, which allows us to make a fundamental premise: 82% of 

trade still goes through physical channels, which still have benefits - particularly for certain 

product categories and certain customer segments - that are difficult to replicate.  

In terms of the volume of online sales transacted, Alibaba's Taobao and Tmall marketplaces 

are in the top two places in the world. In terms of growth during the pandemic it is the home 

delivery platforms that are growing the most. Amazon, which is first in terms of number of 

monthly visits - 3.7 billion, is recognized as the leader - as well as the forerunner of a 

transformation started 25 years ago by Jeffrey Bezos. Moreover, Amazon is the company 

that - probably together with Alibaba and Google - has contributed the most to 'changing the 

world' in recent years. 

In the last twenty years, retail in Europe has undergone two substantial changes: firstly, 

since 2000 there has been a reorganization of the sector, from independent retailers to 

organized distribution, followed by the expansion of e-commerce. This recent 

transformation, accelerated by the COVID-19 crisis, is now evolving towards various types 

of omnichannel/multichannel retail33. E-commerce penetration has been uneven across 

European countries, varying from 5 to 20 per cent of total retail sales. However, the 
 

31 Global E-commerce Update. (2021). https://www.emarketer.com/content/global-ecommerce-update-2021 
32 Casaleggio Associati. (2021). E-commerce in Italia 2021 (Pensare Digitale). 
33 Oliver Wyman. (2021). Is e-commerce good for europe? – economic and environmental impact study”. 
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categories where penetration is highest are generally the same (hobbies and leisure, 

electronics, fashion), suggesting that convergence is taking place across Europe34. 

Nevertheless ecommerce - although still relatively smaller than physical commerce - has 

triggered innovations that are leading companies that were born on the Internet (such as 

Amazon, but also Zalando or Ebay) to converge towards a physical dimension. Moreover, 

some platforms are adapting to the Internet to devise their own digital value proposition: the 

outcome seems to have to be a very diverse market of players all using multichannel 

strategies.  

Several international studies show that both sellers and consumers use - even with 

sophisticated skills - a variety of channels, both offline and online. Among these they are 

used to navigate in a 'multihoming' way (corporate website and marketplace). More recently, 

another Nomisma study in 2021 reports that more than 80% of the companies participating 

in the research use a variety of online sales channels including their own website, Amazon 

and other "marketplaces".  

These trends are, as we will see in the vertical analyses, changing the structure of both 

large-scale organized distribution and independent shops. 

In organized retail, which accounts for an increasing percentage of physical distribution, the 

omnichannel model is gaining importance. According to a study by Olivery Wyman, since 

2010 organized retail sales in the eight countries analyzed have grown by 5 percentage 

points compared to total physical retail sales, reaching 62% in 2019. They also accounted 

for 20 per cent of the increase in online sales from 2010 to 2019. In Spain and Italy, the 

expansion of organized retail is in proportion to physical retail, while in northern Europe 

(France, Germany, the Netherlands and the United Kingdom) its slow or even non-existent 

growth indicates that in the latter countries the transformation has already almost completed 

its course. 

Some countries such as Italy stand out from other ones in its evolution towards organized 

distribution. According to the study, sales have remained flat over the period 2010-2019. But 

the structure of the market has changed: unorganized physical retail had a 42% share in 

2010 and had 15 shops per 1,000 inhabitants. Sales in this segment fell at an annual rate 

of 1.5%, equivalent to EUR 20 billion lost in 2010-2019. 

Over the same period, organized physical distribution saw its offline sales grow by around 

EUR 14 billion and increased its market share from 42% to 48% of total physical sales. In 

 
34 Oliver Wyman. (2021). “Is e-commerce good for europe? – economic and environmental impact study” 
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addition, the online sales of these shops grew by EUR 3 billion. The sales of online-only 

retailers grew by EUR 13 billion in 2010-2019. In practice, both online and organized 

physical shops with a web presence are gaining ground to the detriment of unorganised 

retailers. 

According to the same study, for independent shops selling online boosts the growth of 

physical shops. The online sales of unorganized physical retailers are increasing more than 

those of competitors who only work offline. 52% of French and German unorganized 

retailers which are active online show an increase in turnover, compared to 39% of shops 

that only sell offline. The main advantages of online sales are increased revenues and higher 

shop footfall. Unorganized physical retailers use the online channel more frequently in 

countries where e-commerce penetration is relatively high: up to 25% of unorganized 

retailers in Germany and the UK and 48% in the Netherlands offer online sales. By contrast, 

in Italy and France only 10% and 16% of retailers sell online respectively. 

From this point of view, the low digitalization of some companies - and their dependence on 

the offline channel alone - risks being an obstacle to their development and competitiveness. 

However, the trigger for many of these trends remains the effect that Amazon has had on 

very different markets. After all, underlying the growth model that Amazon applies to different 

sectors are criteria that are simple and revolutionary: 

a) Putting the experience of the end consumer at the heart of any strategy; 

b) Using technology to better understand and satisfy consumer needs by maximizing 

choice, convenience and price; 

c) Innovate to improve operational excellence and long-term vision to ensure 

consumers have a better shopping experience in the marketplace, which remains 

Amazon's core business. 

This combination of vision (long-term) and pragmatism (short-term) is perhaps summed up 

by the motto (in Latin) that Bezos chose for his most ambitious venture (Blue Origin, which 

proposes to finance a space transportation network with tourists who are attracted to it): 

'gradatim ferociter' which means “one step at a time but with determination”. 

This has produced - as for a Schumpeterian type innovation - certainly a drastic shift of value 

from inefficient distribution channels to the customer (with a strong competitive pressure on 

economic actors that have suffered technological obsolescence); but also the creation of 

new jobs and investments.  
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Over the last decade, Amazon has invested more than €200 billion on a pan-European 

basis. These investments have generated more than 200,000 new permanent jobs, of which 

65,000 have been created in 2021 only.  

There is also an important training effect, where Amazon (as well as other large digital 

platforms such as Facebook and Google) are supporting entrepreneurs and small and 

medium-sized enterprises in the digitalization of their activities. In particular, only in 2020 

the SMEs present on Amazon have sold more than 1.8 billion products. Moreover, they have 

generated more than 550,000 jobs35. 

Therefore, an analysis of the overall impact of AMAZON, and of e-commerce platforms in 

general, requires a reflection on at least three important elements: 

a) The impact they have on consumers, in terms of prices and convenience. Moreover, 

these considerations acquire greater importance considering that technology may 

exert a deflationary power in a context in which inflation is likely to become again the 

element that stops the growth recorded in Europe in 2021; 

b) The "destructive" effects that great innovation is having on the inefficiency points of 

pre-existing distribution chains; 

c) The creative ones that make new proposals emerge from innovation;  

 

2.1 SEGMENTS, PRODUCTS AND RESEARCH FOCUS 
This paper has the purpose of starting a reflection that can provide an initial reconstruction 

of the value and, even more, of the change that a global platform such as Amazon is inducing 

on the supply chains.  

The analysis is focused on four major sectors: 

a) The book market was the first market to be affected by Jeff Bezos’ intuition. It is a 

sector that deals with a product of great symbolic importance. After all, the invention 

of printing in 1455 is the technological leap that most closely resembles the invention 

– in 1969 – of the Internet protocol and its subsequent commercialization. 

b) The food market probably represents Amazon’s frontiers; a frontier full of 

complexities given the delivery times of fresh food and food conservation, but also 

the potential impacts even exceed the economic one (by reducing waste, the 

technologies have the potential to make the entire process much more sustainable).  

 
35 https://blog.aboutamazon.eu/supporting-small-businesses/small-and-medium-business-success-and-resilience 
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c)  For the textile sector some potentials exist. This sector refers to very differentiated 

segments, raining from sportwear to high range. Its achievements are linked to the 

resolution of logistic and cognitive problems that the technologies can address;   

d) And finally, the electronics and consumer goods sector, this is the highest traffic 

segment for a platform. 

 

For each of these sectors the paper proposes:  

a) A reconstruction of the value generation and distribution chains; 

b) An assessment of the impacts that the platforms had and are having; 

c) Some reflections on the future and on the policies that policy makers should consider. 

 

2.2 BOOKS AND PUBLISHING: THE CHAIN OF THE VALUE GENERATION, THE 
AMAZON CHANGE, PRINCIPAL EVOLUTIONS AND FUTURE 
In 1995, a new-born site called Amazon entered in the book market. Amazon was named 

after the river, as its ambition was to become the world’s largest commercial news ‘river’. Its 

entry is probably the first case of radical innovation of an industrial sector by a platform. 

Jeffrey Preston Bezos, who at that time had just left a well-paid job at an investment bank 

in Wall Street (the D.E. Shaw), drove to a garage in Seattle (Washington) where he started 

his ambitious project. 

Bezos choose Seattle for three reasons: firstly, it was the most important technological 

district of the early Internet companies and less than 100 km away from Microsoft’s 

headquarter; secondly, is proximity to Ingram, the largest book distributor; thirdly, the 

absence of a state sales tax.  

Even today, the Amazon’s characteristic of “value proposition” are evident in the publishing 

sector compared to the inefficiencies of an entire distribution chain. It is interesting how the 

proposition did not “destroy” but strongly innovated the sector in three main ways:  

a) Overturning the relationship between publisher and reader. Before the entry of the e-

commerce platforms, the sector aimed at pushing the supply to create demand. 

Thanks to the e-commerce platform the readers ask for a specific product and it is 

the supply that has to adapt to satisfy the request in the shortest possible time, 

possibly at a better price (and cater the shelf to individual preferences). 

b) This strong improvement in delivery times and product availability (and potentially 

price) is achieved through a centralisation of the warehouse, home deliveries (which 
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therefore disintermediates the physical points of sale) and the possibility of printing 

on demand (which alters, as we will see, the very idea of the book as a product); 

c) The use of data is now prominent. In the physical production chain, you cannot know 

what profile bought a certain product and can only rely on ex post market research to 

assess the evolution of demand, which is by individual person, individual purchase, 

and individual research.  

Overall, the total annual turnover of book publishers in the EU and the EEA in 2019 was 

approximately € 22.4 billion36. 605,000 was the number of new titles issued by publishers. 

UK, Germany, France, Spain, and Italy were the countries that reported the largest output 

of new titles. 

More specifically, there are four hypotheses that - following the methodological scheme 

anticipated in section 1.5 - we are going to analyse, namely that: 

1. E-commerce platforms are having a positive effect on the quantity and quality of 

cultural consumption.  

2. E-commerce platforms could create opportunities for bookshops – especially for the 

smaller and independent one – which can become a meeting point between authors 

and writers. 

3. E-commerce platforms could create opportunities for the small publisher and their 

authors, and this is crucial in order to create a more articulate and lively public debate 

on the wealth of ideas of a society such as the European one.  

4. E-commerce platforms are creating competitive pressure which is useful to bring 

traditional distribution lines towards greater efficiency and towards a better use of 

data which create new cultural offers. This seems to be confirmed by the interviews 

we conducted with publishers. 

 

The European book markets is particularly fragmented given that it is a mosaic of national 

markets. In line with this argument some recent analysis argued that numerous European 

countries lack of data about the books and the publisher sector37 that is the reason why for 

this segment we focused some of the analysis on Italy. 

The increasing fragmentation of this market is also an obstacle to a coordinate approach to 

statistics that could give a broader picture of the book market’s condition. 

 
36 FEP, https://fep-fee.eu/European-Book-Publishing-1268 
37 E. Mazzoli, 2021 
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In this context, the online platforms that usually have easier access to the consumer data 

could be a useful tool for the analysis of the market trends. 

Furthermore, the Covid-19 pandemic has severely damaged the culture sector in the 

European Union and of course it has had a negative impact on the book and publishing 

sector. 

 

2.2.1 CONSUMERS 
In 2018, Adam Jezar argued that most households in the European Union spent more on 

book than on package holidays. Therefore, the book market has an important role in the 

European economic scenario. A survey conducted for people aged from 20 to 74 in 15 EU 

countries between 2008 to 2015 found that the average time spent reading books ranges 

from 2 minutes a day in France to 13 minutes in Estonia38.  

During the periods of lockdown, people have read more. Indeed, as reported by the global 

web index coronavirus research of April 2020, 33% of people worldwide read more books 

and listened to more audiobooks during the crisis. However, the global sales figure shows 

that the increasing number of people reading books did not convert into an increase of books 

sales. Between 2019 and 2020, in Europe the trade marked for books registered a loss of 

around 2% and 5%, which larger disparities between countries. For instance, Italy is an 

exception given that the books market grew by +2.4% between 2019 and 2020, reaching a 

value of cover price of €1,554 million. 

 

2.2.2 A MARKET THAT IS DIVERSIFYING 
Nowadays people are not just reading from paper books. In this regard, e-books and audible 

books are gaining more room. Indeed, the e-book’s revenue are increasing in the years.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
38 Statista 
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GRAPH 2.1 - REVENUE IN THE eBOOKS (FROM 2017 TO 2022 IN MILLIONS OF EURO) 

 
 

 
SOURCE: VISION ON STATISTA 
 

Audiobooks are becoming more and more used by readers. They are the new segment of 

the publishing world, and even though they are the ‘baby’ of this sector, they are growing 

faster.  

Between 2018 and 2019, audiobook sales increased by 16% in the United States and 

generated over $1.2 billion dollars in revenue. In that year for the first time US audiobook 

sales have eclipsed eBook sales39. In Europe, the audiobook market is expected to grow by 

$1.23 billion during 2021-202540.  

Another important factor to consider is that in Finland audiobooks made up 10% of the book 

market while in Sweden, in the first half of 2019, ½ of the books sold were digital and most 

of them were audiobooks41. 

These trends show that the market is becoming more diversified since readers do not just 

rely on paper book to feeding their desire to read. 

E-books and audiobook are increasing their room of actions. Especially during the pandemic 

when bookshops were closed, eBook and audiobooks resulted to be the right solution for 

readers. 
 

 
39 https://goodereader.com/blog/audiobooks/audiobook-trends-and-statistics-for-2020  
40 https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/-1-23-bn-growth-in-audiobook-market-in-europe--benefits-and-reader-
engagement-of-audiobooks-to-boost-growth--technavio-301296790.html  
41 http://www.aldusnet.eu/k-hub/aldus-session-are-audiobooks-transforming-the-publishing-landscape/  
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GRAPH 2.2 - MARKET REVENUE FOR BOOKS AND E-BOOKS IN EU 
MARKET REVENUE FOR BOOKS AND E-BOOKS (€, BILLIONS, 2019 – 2020) 

 
SOURCE: EUROSTAT AND STATISTA 
 

As it can be seen, during Covid-19 pandemic e-books sales in EU has slightly decreased, 

while books revenues have decreased almost a billion (15%) in just a year. This data 

confirms the general trend that consumer preference is rapidly shifting to digital content. 

In the meantime, printed books have almost the same revenue in terms of billions from 2015 

to 2019, considering that the price of books has risen by more than 3%. Given that also the 

price of e-books has increased of almost 12%42 during this period and comparing this data 

with graph 2.2, it seems clear that e-book revenue figures confirm the trend that the readers 

are gradually moving towards digital content. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
42 Eurostat, 9/08/2021 
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GRAPH 2.3 - SLIGHT DIFFERENCES IN BOOKS REVENUES  
PUBLISHERS’ REVENUE FROM SALES OF BOOKS (%, EUROPE, 2015-2019) 

 
SOURCE: FEDERATION OF EUROPEAN PUBLISHER 
 

E-book’s market it’s expected to grow at a rapid pace. This continued growth momentarily 

halted in 2020, during the Covid-19 pandemic crisis but is estimated to continue over the 

next few years. As it is shown in the graph 2.4, the e-books revenue is estimated to grow 

from 2647 million euros in 2020 to 3324 million euros in 2026, approximately 700 million 

euros in just 6 years. E-books EU market is currently led by Amazon and Apple43.  

 
GRAPH 2.4 - THE UNSTOPPABLE GROWTH OF E-BOOKS REVENUE 
E-BOOKS MARKET REVENUE (EUROPE, €, MILLIONS) 

 
SOURCE: STATISTA  

 

 
43 Eleonora Maria Mazzoli, “Book and publishing statistics in Europe: the need to improve a fragmented market with a 
lack of access to data”, September 09, 2021. url: http://www.aldusnet.eu/k-hub/book-publishing-statistics-europe-need-
improve-fragmented-market-lack-access-data/  
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According to the last European data44 Finland had the highest increase of Ebooks in 2022 

compared to 2021 (+124.1%), followed by Italy (+ 21.1%), France (+16%), Belgium (11.9%) 

and Norway (11.6%). The data for UK and Spain is 10%. As regards Audiobooks, the first 

nation is Finland (+200%). The data for Italy is 166.7%, for UK 56.1%.  

 

2.2.3 THE ONLINE BOOK MARKET 
During period of lockdown readers had to buy books online. As consequences, sales shifted 

towards the online market for several reasons: bookstores were closed, and people did not 

always feel confident in going shopping in person. 

The proportions can be observed in the graph below. 
 

GRAPH 2.5 – THE PROPORTION OF THE SHIFT FROM PHYSICAL BOOKSTORES TO 
ONLINE RETAIL  
PERCENTAGE OF THE PHYSICAL BOOKSTORE SALES IN RED / PERCENTAGE OF THE ONLINE 
RETAIL SALES IN BLUE (EUROPEAN COUNTRIES, 2010-2020) 

 
SOURCE: VISION ON FEDERATION OF EUROPEAN PUBLISHERS’ DATA 

 
44 EUROPEAN BOOK MARKET STATISTICS 2021-2022 Frankfurt Book Fair, 19 October 2022  
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The shift towards online sales favoured the players that already had room on the internet, 

and those who were in the condition to adapt quickly to the new situation45.  

Large online platforms, such as Amazon strengthened their position. While many small and 

independent booksellers, that are flexible and agile enough to quickly increase their online 

presence were able to reduce the damage. Independent booksellers were probably helped 

by the loyalty of their local communities46. On the contrary, bookstores chains are the one 

that experienced meaningful difficulties. The reasons behind their bad performance are 

several, especially because they are often located in shopping malls which were closed or 

avoided by customers. 

Actually, data slightly change in 2022 and online sales decreased in Sweden (-12.5%), 

Netherlands (-18%), Italy (-8%) and Austria (-15.4%)47. 

 
2.2.4 SMALL, MEDIUM, AND LARGE ENTERPRISES 
As mentioned in the previous paragraph, the book sector held up, considering the closure 

of bookshops. Its resilience indicates the existence of a distribution chain made up of local 

bookshops, online sales services, and dedicated platforms, which in any case was able to 

make up for the lack of structures for large part of 2020. 

Looking at sales channels and their value over the last few years, we see the indications 

emerging from reader behaviour confirmed. The online sales channel, which accounted for 

33.2% of sales in the first nine months of 2019, rose to 47.7% in 2020 and then slightly 

declined in 2021. Chain and independent bookshops dropped from 59.5% in 2019 to 45.1% 

last year before recovering 3 points in 2021 (48.8%), going on to retake the online channel. 

The large-scale retail bookshop continues to experience its own period of crisis (rating back 

to before 2019). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
45 One year after, Consequences of the COVID-19 crisis on the book market – An overview of 2020 
46 Ibidem. 
47 EUROPEAN BOOK MARKET STATISTICS 2021-2022 Frankfurt Book Fair, 19 October 2022  
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GRAPH – 2.6 THE ONLINE EXPLOSION AND THE BOOKSHOPS RESILIENCE  
MARKET SHARES OF LARGE-SCALE RETAILERS, BOOKSHOPS AND ONLINE ETAILERS BASED ON 
SALES AT COVER PRICE (4 JANUARY- 19 SEPTEMBER), ITALY, 2019-2021 
 

 
SOURCE: VISION ON AIE DATA 
 

As we can see from the data above, the pandemic as significantly increased the market 

share of online retailers, a share that will remain in 2021 putting strong pressure on both 

bookshops and large-scale retailers, forcing them to review their strengths in order to exploit 

new synergies and the new possibilities generated by technology and the internet.  

However, it is important to underline that during the pandemic, bookshops, especially the 

independent ones, have shown some resistance to opening up to e-commerce. Indeed, 

during the health emergency, some 27% started using e-commerce or intensified their use. 

53% used traditional channels, while 20.3% did not activate new sales channels, although 

it should be noted that 86.1% will make the new solutions adopted permanent48. 

The recovery of the physical sector in 2021 confirms in part the multichannel approach, 

especially on the consumer side: with the reopening of the physical sector, consumers have 

resumed, albeit still partially, shopping in bookshops, demonstrating the interchangeability 

between online and offline. In any case, the pandemic experience (and more generally the 

growth of the online channel) has pushed the traditional book sales channels - bookshops 

 
48 Associazione Italiana Librai, Observatory of bookshops in Italy, The impact of the COVID-19 emergency on the 
performance of independent bookshops 
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and large-scale retail trade - to review their strengths in order to exploit new synergies and 

the new possibilities generated by technology and the internet. 

Looking at the share of physical bookshops, these are made up of chain and independent 

bookshops. Specifically, during the critical period of the pandemic, both registered a drop in 

purchase declarations. Chain bookshops - present in town centres as well as shopping 

centres, stations and airports - saw their market share drop significantly. Independent 

bookshops also suffered a drop in the first phase of the pandemic, but somehow managed 

to make better use of their proximity as a place to buy, managing in October to present an 

even better value than in 2019, something that chain bookshops were unable to do. 

 

GRAPH 2.7 – FASTER RECOVERY IN CHAIN BOOKSHOPS (ITALY) 
RESPONDENTS TO THE QUESTION “WHERE DID YOU BUY THE PRINTED BOOKS THAT YOU READ 
IN THE LAST TWELVE MONTHS? (2017-2020) 

 
SOURCE: VISION ON AIE DATA 

Therefore, we can highlight that although there was a general decline in the number of 

bookshops in the country (as is evident from the graph below), independent bookshops were 

less affected, thanks precisely to the element of physical proximity.  

This element was also enhanced through online actions. An example of this is the 

Bookdealer platform, which allows bookshops to be advertised instead of books, indicating 

available services and peculiarities, as well as a rating system of the same. However, in 

spite of what has been done, the possibilities given by technologies and online platforms in 
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terms of visibility and the possibility of creating loyalty to the territorial context in which they 

operate are still underused. 

 
GRAPH 2.8 – REDUCTION OF BOOKSHOPS IN ITALY (2010,2019, 2020) 

 
SOURCE: VISION ON IE DATA – EDITORIAL INFORMATION 
 

The chain bookshop sector had a worser experienced during the pandemic crisis because 

of the dimension of mobility imposed by the virus. In fact, the reduced mobility previously 

generated by the various lockdowns49 and the widespread use of smart working methods, 

has generated a decrease in longer journeys, replaced by shorter ones (“proximity mobility”). 

These alterations have substantially changed books demand in terms of geography, and 

they favoured decentralize realities. 

Although physical shops had lost market shares, these are still seen as a place where people 

can inform themselves about new books and where they can find new stimulus. The 

argument here is that these places should be valorised as “cultural space”, a space that we 

cannot find while we are shopping online.   

 
 
 

 
49 In the first 30 days of lockdowns, there has been a reduction of the mobility demands. On the average day the extended 
mobility rate (population leaving home) decreased from 90% to 55% (35 points less), the overall trips decreased by 60% 
and the passenger*km (sum of km travelled by citizens) decreased by as much as 90%. However, a still significant 
proportion of the population, more than half, did not stay at home, but made one day trip. In fact, there has been a certain 
replacement of longer, structured ad systematic trips with very short journeys on foot the neighbourhood (the so called 
“proximity mobility”) (“LA MOBILITÀ DEGLI ITALIANI AL TEMPO DEL COVID-19, Isfor). 
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GRAPH 2.9 – BOOKSHOPS AS A PRIVILEGED INFORMATION CHANNEL (ITALY) 
SURVEY QUESTION: “GENERALLY, WHAT HAS STIMULATED YOU TO BUY FOR YOURSELF, 
READ OR LISTEN TO A BOOK IN THE LAST 12 MONTHS?” (2017-2020) 

 
SOURCE: VISION ON AIE DATA 

 

The importance of a physical place as a cultural place is relevant because in countries as 

Italy part of the population live in areas in which there are not bookshops (or stationers). The 

changes are minimal, but about the 20% of the population live in a town without a bookshop, 

which is a privileged place for the cultural aggregation.  

Therefore, for a large slice of the Italian population, buying books online remains the only 

alternative to access the good.  

Therefore, the resilience of independent bookshops appears to be the combination of two 

factors. On the one hand, a growing investment in the e-commerce network could favour 

the segment of the population that cannot be reached by the physical channel (still 

marginal), which favours a rationalisation of their management costs linked to systems and 

services, and a greater focus on their comparative advantage, which is precisely that of 

physical proximity to the end user (which, as we have seen, is a fundamental element above 

all in finding information on books).  

The transformation of independent bookshops into a multi-channel space that combines 

online and offline is confirmed by the data on investments: among the investments made by 

36.4% of bookshops in 2018/2019, 49.6% were dedicated to IT systems, electronic 

technologies and digital innovation, while 10.6% to communication and events. Exploiting 

the potential of e-commerce could reduce the first costs, directing them instead to the 

second area of investment.  
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GRAPH 2.10 - INVESTMENT SECTORS OF INDEPENDENT BOOKSHOPS (ITALY) 
SAMPLE OF 400 INDEPENDENT BOOKSHOPS (2018 - 2019) 

 
SOURCE: FORMA RESEARCH 
 

In addition to bookshops, it should be considered the impact that technologies and online 

purchasing platforms are having on a further element of the value chain: the logistics one. 

Now, book distribution is monopolised by a central logistics entity, namely the Messaggerie. 

The push of technologies and the flexibility of online platforms, with the consequent change 

with the end consumer, is introducing the seeds of a Copernican revolution within large-

scale logistics that can completely change the sector. Whereas the sector before the entry 

of e-commerce platforms was of the 'push' type with the offer trying to create demand, thanks 

to the platforms it is the readers who ask for a specific product and the offer has to adapts 

to meet the demand. In response to this, large-scale retailers are implementing, albeit with 

structural limitations, print-on-demand (as stated by Messaggerie's Commercial Director). 

This type of activity is still a small slice compared to the more traditional printing and 

distribution of texts for pre-defined print runs, but it is nevertheless a step towards changing 

the activity of large players in the system. 

 

2.2.5 NEW AUTHORS AND SELF PUBLISHING  
Over the last few years, the number of new titles has increased steadily. These accounted 

for 65% of production throughout the 1910s, with peaks of close to 70% (in the 1990s they 

were around 60-62% of titles and 55-60% of copies). This can therefore be considered a 

structural fact. It is the product of lower barriers to entry: from scouting to translation, layout, 

and printing.  
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Self-publishing (a way of publishing a book without having a publisher) is a further 

fundamental element, produced by new technologies and IT platforms, and which has 

contributed to eliminating barriers to entry.  

 

GRAPH 2.11 – SELF-PUBLICATION: A NEW WORLD (ITALY) 
NUMBERS OF SELF-PUBLISHED TITLES (2019-2020) 

 
SOURCE: VISION ON AIE DATA  
 

This new world of disintermediation in publishing has considerable repercussion on the 

value chained of opportunities generated for authors.  

In fact, this new method of publishing allows the author to have in his hands all the 

dimensions of the management of the work, writing, layout, promotion, sale and price, things 

that in the traditional market fall within the competence of the publishing house. While this 

allows greater, almost absolute, freedom to the author, it makes the 'work' of writing the 

book just one of the countless components the author has to deal with. This almost total 

control by the author makes it possible to considerably increase the royalties paid to him, up 

to 70% of the cover price, while the intermediation by the publisher makes this figure drop 

below 10% (especially for new authors). Clearly, as the publisher's intermediation and 

activity are eliminated, the cover price will also be lower than for a book published by a 

publishing house. 

However, all these positive elements have the counterbalance of lower quality editing and 

lower visibility of the work. In fact, for the latter, the author has to take care of the marketing 

activities. Furthermore, especially with regard to e-books, there is the question of metadata. 

Metadata is particularly important for e-books as it is all the information that allows us to 
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"describe" the e-book (title, language, genre, author). A bad definition of metadata can 

generate an invisibility of the book within the sales platforms as the file itself would not be 

visible to the search engine. 

Clearly, this opens the market to a quantity of texts that previously would not have been 

published by publishers, shifting the bargaining power from publishers to authors. This 

generates an enormous change within the universe of the publishing world towards a 

decentralisation of the literary work and a greater democratisation of the same (the lower 

price makes the texts even more accessible to the consumer) which can put the entire 

publishing market in crisis. This new slice of the market contains within itself lights and 

shadows that are putting strong pressure on publishing houses and will probably increase it 

constantly, forcing them towards a greater openness towards new proposals and towards 

the constitution of a leaner and faster production chain, able to meet the needs of an open 

market in continuous evolution. 

 

2.2.6 THE WORLD OF COMIC BOOKS 
Particular attention should be paid to the change that new distribution channels may have 

on content. A sign of this is the emergence of comic, a particular category of publishing 

product that is becoming increasingly popular in Europe.  

The same data on the phenomenon pose a problem of comparability between countries and, 

however, a first very interesting analysis comes from the project EUDICOM (European 

Digital Comics) which is funded by the "Creative European Programme" of the European 

Commission.  

According to data as of March 2022, the comics market was worth between 2% and 6% of 

the entire publishing sector in almost all European countries. The exceptions are France 

(15%) and especially the French-speaking part of Belgium (Wallonia where we get to 33%). 
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GRAPH 2.12 – THE COMICS MARKET IN THE EMERGENT EUROPEAN MARKETS 
(2020, IN MILLION OF EURO)  
 

 
 

SOURCE: VISION ON EUDICON DATA 
 

Even more accentuated (according to Eudicon data) are the values in the four countries that 

alone make 77% of a global market that is worth 6 billion euros: Japan, which dominates 

with 2.6 billion; South Korea with 662 million; the United States with 927 million; and France 

(by far the first European market) with 550 million. 

Digital plays a growing part in leading marketplaces. 

 

FIGURE 2.1 COMICS MARKET IN THE BIGGEST GLOBAL MARKETS 

 
 
SOURCE: EUDICOM 2021 
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The share of digital (product and distribution) on the total is a very interesting element: in 

Japan is 55%; in South Korea, 50%; in the United States almost 9% while in France 3%.  

Worldwide, the Naver Corporation has just merged WEBTOON (the largest digital distributor 

of comics that has a turnover of about 400 million euros) with the Canadian Wattpad and 

can reach 166 million consumers. However, the recent agreement with the great American 

producer DC Comics (owned by Warner, that of Batman and Superman) creating a 

competitor of Disney/Marvel.   

About these phenomena, Europe is strongly recovering and Italy has the highest level of 

growth (although starting from lower levels) almost doubling its turnover in 2021 (98%). 

 

2.2.7 FUTURE EVOLUTION  
The future of the book market seems to be increasingly linked to two fundamental directions. 

On the one hand, the online book and eBook market has carved out a significant slice of the 

market that unlikely will lose ground in the future. On the other hand, there are the physical 

bookshops which still represent, in the collective imagination, the fundamental places where 

culture is created.  

These two elements have extremely significant strengths, and at the same time neither of 

them manages to fully cover consumers' desires. 

Therefore, there is enormous potential in the constructive interaction between the online and 

the physical.  

Indeed, Bookshops can enhance themselves within a new role, moving from that of "sellers 

of texts" to that of "producers of knowledge", therefore in a dimension more focused on the 

"knowledge of the author" or the "creation of cultural experiences". 

Within this new dimension for bookshops, digital platforms can on the one hand support 

them in the digital marketing dimension (e.g. for the promotion of authors and publishing 

houses that do not have the economy of scale to achieve visibility in traditional media). On 

the other hand, they could focus on the text sales dimension, counting on a structure of 

services (speed and reliability of delivery, returns, breadth of choice) that is unparalleled in 

physical structures.  

Therefore, throughout a dynamic and constructive relationship, the world of physical 

bookshops and digital platforms could create undeniable advantages for each other. These 

advantages could act as a positive multiplier of their potential development within a market 

that is changing, but which remains attached to a physical dimension of the experience that 

still appears irreplaceable. 
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2.3 TEXILE AND HAUTE COUTURE: THE VALUE GENERATION CHAIN, THE 
AMAZON CHANGE, MAIN DEVELOPMENTS IN THE FUTURE 
Over the last years, the world of clothing and haute couture has been moving towards 

digitalisation and multichannel shopping. The convenience of online shopping, the wide 

range of choice and new trends - increasingly rapid thanks to social media - are creating a 

landscape where online shopping is becoming progressively important but not a substitute 

for in-store shopping.  

a) For consumers, e-commerce has provided an opportunity to shop more conveniently, 

especially during the pandemic. However, the sensory side is still important, and 

sales strategies are therefore being developed on the borderline between online and 

offline, where innovation and interactivity are the masters. There is also an important 

new focus on sustainability, perceived and rewarded by buyers. 

b) SMEs have been able to take advantage of online platforms to carve out in a context 

of pre-existing competition with fast fashion; SMEs can gain visibility through 

platforms, increasing their resilience and competitive advantage. This is done through 

both e-commerce platforms and companies' own websites.  

c) For large retailers, the emergence of e-commerce in concert with the pandemic has 

led to a restructuring of sales models. The number of physical shops has decreased 

while online solutions have increased, as have multi-channel solutions which seek to 

combine the advantages of online with those of the sensory experience.  

The fashion category is broad and brings together different actors and products. Among the 

actors, we find firstly, brands (which take care of the production process from the conception 

of the design to the manufacturing and sales); secondly, manufacturing companies (which 

only take care of the production); thirdly, retailers (some of which have their own factories 

while others do not); fourthly, fast fashion companies and the luxury industry. In terms of 

products, we find everyday clothing, sportswear, shoes, leather goods and accessories 

(glasses, jewellery, etc.).  

For the sake of statistical consistency and brevity, we will stick to the statistical category 

established by ISTAT, where the "fashion" sector is understood as the set of economic 

activities related to the textile, clothing, leather goods and similar industries (ATECO 2007 

CB), focusing in particular on the sector of clothing manufacture, leather and fur goods 

manufacture and retail (where relevant, it will be specified whether we are talking about the 
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luxury industry or not). In addition, the case will focus on B2C commerce, while it will not 

address the B2B discourse of the manufacture and sale of textile fibres. 

Among the categories of goods purchased online, clothes and textiles rank among the most 

purchased goods. In the European e-commerce world, data from Amsterdam University of 

Applied Sciences and CMIHvA 2021 show that clothing (including sportswear and 

accessories) accounted for 63% of goods purchased online in 2021 by consumers who had 

previously purchased online in the last three months. Global apparel revenues were worth 

$1.46 trillion in 2020; in Europe, the industry is worth around $443 billion (Statista 2021) and 

the sector is a spearhead for the Italian industry, with a value of $71.7 billion (+20.8% on 

2015), with an average annual sales growth in 2015-2019 of 4.8% (Tomatis 2020). 

The pandemic caused a significant drop in profits in the textile and clothing sector, 

attributable to lockdown measures that froze offline shops (McKinsey 2020). In contrast, the 

fashion e-commerce market is booming, especially after the pandemic crisis encouraged 

online sales. Brands such as Zalando will see 32%-34% growth in gross merchandise value 

(GMV) during the second quarter of 2020 and Boohoo has seen a 45% increase in revenue 

across all online brands distributed during the same period (Ilchi 2020). In fact, global 

fashion e-commerce revenues increased from $545 billion in 2019 to $662 billion in 2021, 

with projections for 2022 up to $713 billion (Shopify Plus, 2020). 

Overall, we observe growth in the online channel, which is projected to continue to gain in 

importance. 

 

GRAPH 2.13 - ONLINE CHANNEL IS GROWING  
SHARE OF ONLINE/OFFLINE REVENUE IN APPAREL (WORLD, 2017-2021, PROJECTED 2022-2025*, 
PERCENTAGE, IN BILLIONS OF DOLLARS) 

 
 
SOURCE: VISION & VALUE ON STATISTA DATA 
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This paints a picture of a sector that has been severely affected by the pandemic crisis, with 

declining revenues overall, but which has been able to find a means of resilience and 

expansion in online platforms.  

The two main challenges for e-commerce on the horizon concern sustainability and the need 

to further develop technologies and solutions that bring the consumer as close as possible 

to the sensory experience typical of offline shopping. In terms of sustainability, the sector is 

having to deal with its huge environmental impact (fast fashion is responsible for 10% of 

global pollution, more than the air travel sector and is the second largest consumer of water 

resources) and with consumers who are increasingly aware of environmental issues.  

In terms of new purchasing methods, multi-channel strategies are increasingly present and 

need to be developed. These can include 1) online purchase and pick-up in shop, 2) selling 

through social networks and their integrated sales platforms, 3) QR codes that allow access 

to an explanation / more information on the product, 4) online consultations / demonstrations 

and the use of technologies such as augmented reality, 5) getting information on the web 

and then buying offline and vice versa. 

We will test the hypotheses in a manner consistent with the methodological framework in 

section 1.6, concerning the impact on consumers in terms of well-being, on SMEs in terms 

of opportunities and resilience, on innovation in large-scale retail and finally by looking at 

the optimisation of production and consumption chains 

 

2.3.1 CONSUMERS 
As in other sectors, e-commerce has changed consumer habits and expectations. In 

particular, the Pandemic has led to an increase in the number of consumers who prefer to 

buy online, a purchasing habit that is set to remain and grow, with more consumers - 

especially young ones - gaining access to the digital world. At the same time, the sensory 

experience remains an essential element. Therefore, multi-channel modes are emerging. 

New preferences in terms of sustainability are also emerging as new trends.  

During the pandemic, the share of worldwide online sales in the fashion industry almost 

doubled from 16% in 2020 to 29% in 2021 (McKinsey, 2021). The continued growth of this 

figure after shops reopens signals that the acceleration caused by the pandemic is settling 

in and that the transition to online is a trend that is set to remain. In fact, 42% of consumers 

surveyed by McKinsey in its UK Fashion Survey 2021 say they will continue to shop online 

once shops reopen. Thirty-four per cent also say they prefer to shop online. Despite this, 

29% of consumers say they prefer to shop in shop and 34% say they are eager to return to 
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offline shopping. These preferences paint a picture where online will become increasingly 

important, but not necessarily at the expense of offline. In fact, there are still incentives/times 

that suggest a complementarity between the two. 

 
GRAPH 2.14 - ALTHOUGH PEOPLE ARE EAGER TO RETURN TO THE SHOPS, THEY 
WILL NOT ABANDON ONLINE. CONSUMER SENTIMENT WITH QUALITATIVE 
QUESTIONNAIRE AGREE/DISAGREE. 
IN RED, "DISAGREE", IN BLUE "AGREE". EXCLUDES "PARTLY AGREE/DISAGREE". CLOTHING 
SECTOR (UK, 2021). 

 
SOURCE: VISION ON MCKINSEY DATA 

 

Online shopping is favoured by the convenience of price, the wide choice of products and 

the reduced purchasing and delivery times (a priority especially relevant in working age 

groups with less free time (Cao, 2018). However, the possibility of being able to touch the 

product and to try it is an exclusive of the offline world.  

Although 34% of consumers worldwide inquire online before buying a piece of clothing, this 

does not replace the offline sales channel. McKinsey notes that the percentage of online 

spending in 2020 was 60%, of which 6% with the click-and-collect modality, while 36% of 

consumers still preferred to shop offline50. 

However, the online transition has not contributed to a depersonalisation of the shopping 

experience. Some needs remain, such as the one to establish a relationship of trust with the 

 
50 Balchandani et al. (2021). Six vectors of success in online fashion, https://www.mckinsey.com/business-
functions/marketing-and-sales/our-insights/six-vectors-of-success-in-online-fashion 
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seller and the possibility of interacting with the product - albeit remotely - and new ones are 

emerging, such as group purchasing dynamics and the entertainment side of shopping.  

These new habits find an answer in new sales techniques such as live shopping (real live 

shopping sessions where the seller tries out and talks about the product, where there are 

exclusive discounts and where the seller not only provides assistance but also a 

"performance"). There is also a growing importance of online reviews, the role of influencers 

and all those strategies that try to bridge the gap between online and offline and that, 

according to marketing experts51, will become more and more widespread. 

 

GRAPH 2.15 - SHOPPING AS A FORM OF ENTERTAINMENT 
CONSUMERS INTERESTED IN "SHOPPENTERTAINMENT" (POLAND, SPAIN, FRANCE AND UK, 12,382 
PARTICIPANTS, INDIVIDUALS WHO SHOPPED ONLINE IN THE LAST QUARTER, 2020) 

 
 
SOURCE: VISION & VALUE ON FORRESTER RESEARCH DATA 

 

However, it is interesting to note that some peculiarities of e-commerce platforms do not 

influence consumer choices in the fashion world as much as they do in other sectors, such 

as electronics. According to a study carried out on 3.3 million observations provided by one 

of the main European e-commerce platforms on two categories of textile products, cardigans 

and trainers (Heuer, Brettel, and Kemper 2015), it emerges that the increased transparency 

of the offer, given by the possibility to compare products on online platforms, does not lead 

to a substitution of products between brands, unlike for example in the electronics sector. 

This is attributed to the specificity of each clothing product that cannot be easily replaced by 

 
51 Jean-Eric Pelet, PhD in Marketing, Assistant Professor alla EMLV, intervistato da Vision il 21 ottobre 2021 
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a garment of another brand. In this sense, the greater supply provided by the online market 

allows consumers to refine their search, but this does not translate into a dynamic of 

substitution. The same study also notes that the habit and strength of reviews are relevant 

motivations for online purchases.  

Social media have also created new trends regarding preferences in terms of sustainability 

and social impact, which have also been exacerbated by the pandemic that has revealed 

several structural fragilities. According to the Multicanality Observatory (School of 

Management of the Politecnico di Milano) 76% (out of 46 million users) believe it is right for 

brands to take a stand on these issues, 73% rate companies that take this path positively 

and 57% reward them when it comes to choosing products and services to purchase.  

The second-hand trade is also growing, as is evident from the graph below, with projections 

that see the market value increase to 41 billion from 2021 to 2025. Platforms that encourage 

the circular economy such as Vinted have gone from being listed for $1 billion in 2019 to 

$4.2 billion in 2021 (a 320% increase52). Depop, on the other hand, rose from 2 to 6 million 

users from 2019 to 202053, a figure which confirms not only the growing importance of 

sustainability, but also how the pandemic has strengthened the online channel.  

 
GRAPH 2.16 - SECOND-HAND TRADE GROWS ALONGSIDE FOCUS ON 
SUSTAINABILITY.  
VALUE OF THE SECOND-HAND CLOTHING MARKET (WORLD, 2012-2025, IN BILLIONS OF DOLLARS) 

 
 
SOURCE: VISION & VALUE ON THREDUP DATA  

 
52 Lunden I. (2021). Vinted raises $303M for its 2nd-hand clothes marketplace, used by 45M and now valued at $4.5B. 
https://techcrunch.com/2021/05/11/vinted-raises-303m-for-its-2nd-hand-clothes-marketplace-used-by-45m-and-now-
valued-at-4-5b/ 
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In conclusion, consumer habits reveal a preference for multichannel shopping. While e-

commerce platforms allow consumers to compare goods and refine their preferences, they 

do not exclude but rather complement offline purchasing, which allows them to see and try 

the product. Therefore, integrating the two options is essential and consistent with growing 

trends. 

 

2.3.2 SMALL AND MEDIUM-SIZED ENTERPRISES 
According to the latest ISTAT census, in 2018, 6.9% of the Italian manufacturing industries 

in the clothing and fur sectors (on a sample of 14.002) confirmed their use of digital 

platforms, while 34% of them affirmed to be occupied in innovation projects. Even though 

the data are still scarce, there is a decisive growth, enhanced by the pandemic. 

In fact, the use of digital platforms is far more developed throughout Europe and North 

America compared to Italy: for instance, in 2020, fashion e-commerce in the US accounted 

for roughly 29.5% of the total fashion retail sales and the trend appears to be growing1. 

Furthermore, the United Kingdom has proven to be the biggest e-commerce market in 

Europe with a revenue of 200 billion euros, followed by France and Germany2. 

Among the Italian companies using online platforms, 29.38% of the SMEs (from 3 to 249 

employees, on a total of 936 companies) claimed to use multi-sectoral commercial 

intermediary platforms (Amazon, Ebay, eTSY etc.) while 72% preferred to adopt commercial 

intermediary platforms specialized in household and clothing products (Westwing, Zalando, 

Yoox etc.). Among big companies (>250 employees, on a total of 40 companies), 30% used 

multi-sectoral platforms whereas 92.5%3 preferred the specialized ones. 

This trend is confirmed at the European level as well: for instance, in Germany and in the 

UK, Zalando led the choice of shopping websites in the clothing sector in 20214. 
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GRAPH 2.17 - MOST ENTERPRISES PREFER SPECIALISED PLATFORMS INSTEAD 
OF MULTI-SECTOR PLATFORMS.  
DIGITAL PLATFORMS USED BY ENTERPRISES OF DIFFERENT SIZES (BY NUMBER OF EMPLOYEES) 
TO SELL GOODS AND/OR PROVIDE SERVICES, GARMENT MANUFACTURING, LEATHER AND FUR 
SECTOR (% OF 976 ENTERPRISES IN THE SECTOR WITH MORE THAN 3 EMPLOYEES, 2018, ITALY).* 
 

 
*Trade intermediary platforms specialised in household goods and clothing include platforms such as 

Westwing, Zalando, Yoox, etc. Non-specialised ones include Amazon, Ebay, Etsy, etc. Non-specialised ones 

include Amazon, Ebay, Etsy, etc. 
SOURCE: ISTAT 

 

The use of e-commerce platforms, whether specialized, appears to be growing for both 

luxury brands and PMEs. 

ISTAT has made statistics on the consequences linked to the adoption of intermediation 

digital platforms based on qualitative data. It can be noticed that for small companies (10-

19 employees) the major advantage has been remaining on the market; for the 20-49 

employees’ category, has been the strengthening of their competitive position, while for the 

50-99 employees’ companies, 53% of the advantage consists in the strengthening of their 

competitive position. This last phenomenon also applies to the three biggest companies’ 

categories who report the same element for 49%, 45% and 50%. 
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GRAPH 2.18 – RESILIENCE AND COMPETITIVENESS AS MAJOR BENEFITS OF E-
COMMERCE. 
CONSEQUENCES OF USING DIGITAL INTERMEDIATION PLATFORMS. 
CONSEQUENCES OF USING DIGITAL INTERMEDIATION PLATFORMS, BY COMPANY SIZE (BY 
NUMBER OF EMPLOYEES) (ITALY, 2018)*. 

 
SOURCE: VISION ON ISTAT 
* Percentage of the number of firms over the total number of firms of the same size. Sample of 976 companies 

in the manufacturing sector of clothing, leather, and fur articles. For large companies (>250 employees) data 

are not available due to increased turnover and the company managed to stay in the market. 

 

In general, it is noticeable that e-commerce has represented a crucial tool for the survival 

of Italian companies, even during pre-pandemic times, especially for small realities (10-19 

employees) and that it has allowed them to compete with bigger companies. 

The same has occurred, for instance, in the UK where small and medium businesses have 

registered an increase of their revenue from 19% before the pandemic to 25% during it 

through e-commerce. 

On the other hand, in the US the revenue reported by SMEs was significantly lower than 

the average values54. 

 
54 https://www.statista.com/statistics/1195367/e-commerce-revenue-of-small-and-medium-b2b-compani 
es-by-country/ 
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The data seem to point out that, even though there is a competition between the big 

distribution (especially fast fashion) and SMEs, the latter has the added value of being able 

to address to a niche sector made out of high-quality products which are not directly in 

competition with fast fashion, both retail (Zalando) and manufacturing and retail (Zara, 

H&M). In this regard, e-commerce represents an occasion for SMEs to acquire visibility 

and global market quotes share in their niche sector. 

The graph shows how, despite Made in Italy big companies are successful and have been 

growing since 2017, the same phenomena has not occurred at the expense of smaller 

companies, which recorded stable revenues from 2012 to 2019. 

 

GRAPH 2.19 - LARGE INDUSTRIES GROW, BUT TURNOVER OF SME'S REMAINS 
STABLE.  
TURNOVER BY GARMENT, LEATHER AND FUR INDUSTRIES, BY COMPANY SIZE (NUMBER OF 
EMPLOYEES), (2008-2019, ITALY, BILLION EUROS). 

SOURCE: VISION ON EUROSTAT 
 

In this sense, Europe-wide data on the number of enterprises seems to confirm a resilience 

of small enterprises. In Europe the growth in the number of enterprises in the clothing 

manufacturing sector seems to follow a trend inversely proportional to the size of the 
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companies. Smaller firms (0-9 employees, 10-19 employees) are growing, while those with 

20-49, 50-249 and more than 250 employees are experiencing a decline in numbers, with 

larger firms falling significantly behind smaller ones. If, as we will see later, the reduction in 

the number of shops of the large chains is part of a very precise resilience strategy 

(digitalisation to recover losses in terms of revenues), the growth of small and medium-sized 

enterprises indicates a growing division of the market, a specialisation that also allows SMEs 

to exist. 

 

GRAPH 2.20 - IN EUROPE THE NUMBER OF SMALL MANUFACTURING 
ENTERPRISES IS INCREASING, WHILE THE NUMBER OF LARGE ENTERPRISES IS 
DECREASING.  
NUMBER OF APPAREL MANUFACTURING ENTERPRISES BY SIZE (NUMBER OF EMPLOYEES) (EU28, 
INDEXED 2009=100)  

SOURCE: VISION & VALUE ON EUROSTAT DATA  
 

Another consideration is the possible market for Made in Italy products. The graph below 

illustrates how much consumers spend on SMEs, compared to large companies. 
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GRAPH 2.21 - THE AVERAGE VALUE OF AN ORDER IS HIGHER FOR SMALL 
BUSINESSES WITH FEWER ORDERS. 
AVERAGE VALUE OF AN ORDER (AVO) IN ONLINE FASHION FOR DIFFERENT CATEGORIES OF 
SHOPS (RANKED BY NUMBER OF ORDERS), DATA FROM A SAMPLE OF 3,000 SHOPS 12,410,892 
PURCHASES (185 COUNTRIES, 2021, IN USD) 

 
SOURCE: VISION ON YOTPO DATA 

The graph shows that per online order, consumers spend more in SMEs than in larger shops 

(which correspond to large retailers). The average value of a purchase is in fact $108 for 

shops with 1 to 1,000 orders per month while it is only $49 for those with more than 10,000 

orders per month. This figure is significant for two reasons: first, it shows how the 

introduction of e-commerce can benefit SMEs, which can focus on selling products in higher 

price categories (since they sell less and for more). 

In parallel, this indicates how large retail chains are specialising in selling products at lower 

prices (probably often of lower quality). Indeed, the average basket value of Zalando has 

remained almost the same from 2017 until today, dropping slightly from €63 to €57.755. 

Therefore, the two are complementary and may suggest a scenario of complementarity 

between SMEs and large retail chains, which thanks to e-commerce can reach a global and 

not only local dimension. 

Secondly, the graph suggests how consumers evaluate various factors when purchasing 

clothing products, not only price, but also quality and design. In this sense, the use of the 

online channel (i.e. their own website), and of platforms, be they specialised or 

marketplaces, allow niche realities to access a larger audience of consumers. Factors such 

as the feeling of loyalty towards the producers, the contact with the seller and the possibility 

 
55  Statista, Quarterly average basket size of Zalando from 1st quarter 2017 to 2nd quarter 2021,   
https://www.statista.com/statistics/1177941/zalando-average-basket-size/ 
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to touch and try the product remain essential for some consumers and therefore push SMEs 

to use, in combination with the online channel, the offline channel as well. 

The competitive advantage of SMEs - selling a niche, more specialised product (often of 

their own manufacture or sustainable, factors often correlated with a price premium) - can 

also be a risk factor, as the sale of this type of product is likely to suffer more in times of 

crisis if sales strategies are not implemented to mitigate this possibility. 

In this sense, the Italian fashion sector, made up of many SMEs of excellence, for which the 

process of digitalisation has just begun - is the one that has been most affected by the 

pandemic crisis with a drop in turnover of -18.6% in 2020 compared to 201956, mainly due 

to a drop in exports (crucial for Italian SMEs and which were growing until 2019, unlike 

Germany for example, where SMEs focus on the domestic market57).  

In this sense, it is important to underline the importance of digitalisation for SMEs, which, 

through a digitalisation strategy, made up of e-commerce (on their own channels or 

platforms) and online marketing, can find a means of expanding their market and making 

their product known, which has an added value in terms of product quality, tailoring and for 

the brand recognised worldwide. 

Indeed, this strategy allows SMEs to mitigate demand shocks more easily as it removes 

dependence on a local market. 

In this sense, SMEs in the apparel sector that have digitised have managed to increase their 

turnover by +26% in 202058. Moreover, as pointed out by both the Netcomm B2C 

eCommerce Observatory of the School of Managment of the Politecnico di Milano and Oliver 

Wyman in its 2020 report, e-commerce does not harm shops but actually makes them 

stronger59. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
56 Pwc (2021). Competenze per riavviare il futuro.  https://www.pwc.com/it/it/about-us/Italia2021/doc/Italia2021-
Ilrilanciodeiconsumi-7-priorita-d-azione.pdf 
57 Vision on Eurostat data on the cumulative number of intra- and extra-EU exports of micro enterprises (0-9 employees) 
engaged in clothing manufacturing 
58 https://www.italiaonline.it/risorse/aumentano-le-pmi-che-decidono-di-aprire-un-e-commerce-ecco-i-dati-3987 
59 https://www.italiaonline.it/risorse/l-e-commerce-non-danneggia-i-punti-vendita-i-dati-del-report-3741 
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GRAPH 2.22 - THE VALUE OF ONLINE SALES FOR SME'S DOUBLES, ALTHOUGH 
THE NUMBER OF SME'S SELLING ONLINE DOES NOT INCREASE 
IN BLUE, SME'S THAT HAVE MADE ONLINE SALES, IN RED, VALUE OF ONLINE SALES FOR SME'S 
IN THE TEXTILE AND CLOTHING SECTOR (2018-2020, ITALY)* 

 
* SMEs that made online sales during the previous year for values at least equal to 1% of total turnover (% 

incidence on total SMEs turnover). Value of online turnover of SMEs (10-249 employees) that made online 

sales during the previous year (% of total SME turnover) (2018-2020, italy). 

SOURCE: VISION & VALUE ON ISTAT DATA 

 

As well as online sales, the exports (both online and offline) of SMEs and in particular micro 

enterprises are also growing, with an 80% increase in the value of exports, both within and 

outside the EU. 

 

GRAPH 2.23 - EXPORTS FOR MICRO ENTERPRISES SOAR 
VALUE OF INTRA- AND EXTRA-EUROPEAN EXPORTS FOR MICRO CLOTHING MANUFACTURING 
COMPANIES (LESS THAN 10 EMPLOYEES), (2014-2019, ITALY, MILLIONS OF EUROS) 

 
 
SOURCE: VISION & VALUE ON EUROSTAT DATA 
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Therefore, the adoption of an e-commerce sales channel is now absolutely necessary given 

the growth figures for online. 

Obviously, the opening of the online channel alone is not enough: SMEs should, through 

other digitalisation and multi-channel marketing interventions, enhance their competitive 

advantage and the uniqueness of their product in order to differentiate themselves from 

those offered by large chains and fast fashion, focusing on product quality. In this sense, an 

interesting cue is also that of "silver marketing", i.e. digital sales solutions that target an older 

digital generation and often with more economic means, made up of over 65s entering the 

world of the Internet but also baby boomers who are starting to get older.  

While, as we will see, for large chains the strengthening of the online channel has been 

relatively straightforward, often complemented by cutting-edge technologies to add value to 

the in-store experience (e.g. through the use of augmented reality), these types of services 

may not be accessible, at least in terms of initial budget, to SMEs. In this sense, programmes 

that enable SMEs to digitise and understand the benefits of online remain essential (see 

section XX above). 

 
2.3.3 MASS RETAIL 
Large retailers have undergone major changes since the introduction of e-commerce 

platforms and online commerce is now revealed as the main strategy of large chains to 

remain competitive. This trend has been exacerbated by the pandemic that has created a 

boom in online shopping and consequently an acceleration of innovation.  

First, e-commerce has pushed large chains in recent years (as of 2019) to decrease their 

offline presence in favour of an online one and to adopt multichannel solutions. Taking the 

example of the Inditex group (Zara, Bershka, Massimo Dutti) and the H&M group (H&M, 

COS, Weekday, Monki, H&M HOME, & Other Stories, ARKET, AFound), the number of 

shops increased steadily until 2019, when there was a settling and a decline in the number 

of shops. If the decline is certainly attributable to the pandemic crisis, as well as the related 

reduction in the average number of employees (which in the world for the H&M group went 

from 126,376 in 2019 to 110,325 in 2020 and for the Inditex group from 176,611 to 144,116 

(Statista data6061). It is also true that Covid has provided a boost to strategies already in 

place. 

 

 
60 https://www.statista.com/statistics/267375/number-of-hundm-employees-worldwide/  
61 https://www.statista.com/statistics/456384/global-number-of-employees-of-the-inditex-group/  
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GRAPH 2.24 – INDITEX E H&M ARE REDUCING THE NUMBER OF OFFLINE SHOPS 
NUMBER OF SHOP (MANAGE BY COMPANIES AND FRANCHISE) INDEX AND H&M (WORLD, 2009-
2020)  

 
SOURCE: VISION ON INDITEX DATA AND H&M  

 

The changing trend is a sign of a new strategy - repeatedly stated in the reports of the two 

groups and dictated by new consumer habits - that is more oriented towards online 

commerce but does not forget the in-store side. As in other sectors, we are talking about 

multi-channel commerce.  

The reduction in shops is part of a series of restructuring measures aimed at reducing the 

costs of physical shops by focusing on digital solutions. Indeed, the revenues of the main 

retail chains (Inditex and H&M) have suffered losses since 2017 for H&M and 2018 for 

Inditex, prompting the companies to rethink their strategy, and at the same time optimising 

costs.  

These measures include reducing physical stores, investing in optimising their e-commerce 

platforms, optimising the production chain and developing new services. Large retailers such 

as the OVS group (OVS and Upim) are also following the trend. Thanks to cost containment 

policies (especially related to rents) and an increase in online trading, the group is seeing a 

recovery in profitability in 2021 after a sharp drop in EBITDA to 73 million euro62.  In fact, in 

the first six months of 2021 the Veneto-based group's sales stood at €599.2 million, a jump 

of 59.5% compared to €375.7 million in 2020. The peak was reached in the second quarter 

 
62 https://www.s4udatanet.it/news/zara-ed-hm-chiudono-i-negozi-ed-integrano-lonline-ma-il-vostro-mercato-e-il-quartiere-
e-vi-interessa-lecommerce-punto/post/643 
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with revenues up 35% and even higher than pre-pandemic levels in 2019. The main driver 

for the accounts was the e-commerce channels, with sales up 30% compared to 2020 (+77% 

compared to 2019)63. 

The chart also shows that Zara proved more resilient in terms of revenues than H&M. 

According to the annual reports of the two companies, this is due to Zara's faster adoption 

of multi-channel solutions, in particular the online purchase - in-store pick-up formula. On 

the other hand, if we look at the trend of Zalando, a German brand that operates only online, 

we can see that there were no losses, in addition to the fact that the platform recorded a 

39% growth in the number of consumers in 2021 compared to last year (McKinsey, 2021). 

This can be seen as a further sign that the future in fashion is - at least partially - online. 

 

GRAPH 2.25 - FALLING REVENUE FOR LARGE RETAILERS, RISING REVENUE FOR 
ONLINE-ONLY RETAIL. 
REVENUE FOR THE TOP THREE EUROPEAN RETAIL CHAINS FOR CLOTHES, SHOES AND 
ACCESSORIES, WORLD, IN BILLION EUROS, 2009-2020) 

 
SOURCE: VISION ON STATISTICA AND MACROTRENDS 

 

In addition to the slowdown in offline expansion at Zara and H&M, the two groups also 

recognised the need to accelerate production in order to stay in competition with new 

platforms such as Asos or Boohoo. Indeed, Goldman Sachs points out that there is a 

correlation between LFL growth and production chain lead time (the time elapsed between 

 
63 https://www.investopro.com/it/analysis/news/63324/ovs-margini-record-primo-semestre 
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customer order and delivery), with the fastest growing companies recording significantly 

higher growth numbers64. 

In fact, Asos and Boohoo have adopted an approach based more on a rapid and punctual 

analysis of demand, relying on data collected on their platforms and especially on social 

networks and thus avoiding overstock situations, which instead present a problem for Zara 

and especially for H&M (which in 2018 had unsold goods worth €4.3 billion65). The inventory 

problem stems from the faster pace of the market, which quickly makes products obsolete. 

This leads Zara and H&M to have to offer discounts to free up warehouses, to the detriment 

of profits as well as waste, which also affects the sustainability of the two groups. In contrast, 

Asos and Boohoo purchase a larger number of designs, so that they can then produce in a 

more targeted way and at a faster speed. Yoox has also developed its own basic clothing 

chain, based on the analysis of visual data collected66.  Shein is a pioneer in this type of 

strategy. Shein employs the 'test and repeat' model (i.e. buying small quantities of clothes 

and monitoring sales dynamics very carefully), allowing its digital tools (algorithms, AI) to be 

used also by its affiliated producers, who are constantly updated on which articles are to be 

produced and sold again67. 

Multichannel strategies then go in two directions, depending on the strategic choices of the 

various brands. Traditional brands are relying on e-commerce to expand their market, 

moving online and rethinking the role of the shop. Some digital retailers such as Yoox, on 

the other hand, are offering a service to brands by creating "online flagship stores" for brands 

such as Prada and Armani68. Or Farfetch, a platform dedicated to luxury brands that creates 

a "selected" marketplace and facilitates logistics for big brands (managing returns, back 

office and payments) (Bazzi 2021). We then see platforms such as Depop69 that instead 

approach the offline world by opening shops. So, we see how on the one hand physical 

brands are moving online, how digital retailers are taking an interest in this dynamic as part 

of their core business and how some platforms are integrating offline.   

At a logistical level, the omnichannel in large-scale textile retail is articulated according to 

different strategies. Inditex, for example, has chosen to decentralise logistics to ensure the 

speed of its deliveries, relying on stores70. 

 
64 https://qz.com/951055/a-new-generation-of-even-faster-fashion-is-leaving-hm-and-zara-in-the-dust/ 
65 https://www.nytimes.com/2018/03/27/business/hm-clothes-stock-sales.html 
66 https://www.ynap.com/it/pagine/about-us/what-we-do/monobrand/  
67 https://www.ft.com/content/ed0c9a35-7616-4b02-ac59-aac0ac154324  
68 https://www.ynap.com/it/pagine/about-us/what-we-do/monobrand/  
69 https://thecurrentdaily.com/2018/08/28/depop-opens-physical-store-teaches-community-sell/  
70 https://www.ynap.com/it/pagine/sostenibilita/circular-business/  
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It is in reaction to this need to integrate the offline and online experience that a large number 

of companies in the sector are developing multi-channel strategies and optimising their 

existing digital platforms. Especially relevant is the integration of social media, where online 

reviews, branding and brand trust are crucial to overcome the lack of comprehensive 

information available online. According to an interview with marketing expert Professor 

Jean-Eric Pelet, live-shopping events are on the rise, especially in Asia. Live-shopping 

demonstrations combine entertainment, reviews and displays of clothing and change 

consumer habits through group shopping, playing on the increased trust that comes with an 

interactive nature and the stimulation of impulse buying. 

Online shopping initiatives with in-store pick-up are also growing (an element that as we will 

see later has also helped the Inditex group to become more resilient compared to the H&M 

group). 

In conclusion, e-commerce represented until the pandemic an opportunity for growth in 

parallel with the opening of physical shops. After the Covid drop in revenues, e-commerce 

has instead become a way to optimise costs and accommodate new consumer preferences 

for speed and a varied, up-to-date offering. This acceleration is also leading retailers to 

review their supply chains to create more targeted stock, avoid waste and be more 

sustainable. In this respect, access to data from online commerce is crucial for calibrating 

their inventory and strategies. 

 

2.3.4 FUTURE EVOLUTION  
The future of fashion seems to be redesigned around the optimisation of multi-channel 

strategies, the development of technologies that further enrich the consumer experience, 

the creation of different concepts of physical shops and, above all, the use of data as a lever 

to reconfigure products and services and gain competitive advantage. This is a trend that 

affects all manufacturers and retailers. 

However, a further element is the growing emphasis on sustainability, a priority increasingly 

felt by consumers, and which promises to bring benefits at an environmental level, but also 

at an economic level for large and small companies.  

The number of consumers sensitive to the issue of sustainability and ready to pay more for 

it is growing. This creates both a potential for SMEs and a push for sustainable innovation 

for large companies, including those in fast fashion.  
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GRAPH 2.26 - ITALIANS: MORE ATTENTIVE AND READY TO SPEND MORE ON 
SUSTAINABILITY 
SHARE OF CONSUMERS WHO WOULD SPEND MORE ON SUSTAINABLE OR NATURAL CLOTHING 
(ITALY, 2015-2018) 

 
SOURCE: VISION ON COOP DATA 2019 

 

In addition to manufacturing, the delivery of clothing items is also an opportunity to be 

greener. In particular, e-commerce has great potential here. As we will articulate in chapter 

five (on sustainability), offline purchases of clothing have generally led to lower carbon 

dioxide emissions only if the shop was not reached by car. On the other hand, if the distance 

travelled by car to reach a physical shop exceeds 2 kilometres, online shopping is estimated 

to be more environmentally friendly. This suggests two things: that offline proximity shopping 

remains an environmentally friendly option and that online shopping becomes the option 

with the lowest impact in the case of long distances. If the consumer uses diesel-powered 

vehicles, the footprint is potentially even more significant if the platform uses sustainable 

fleets and is committed to reducing emissions.  
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GRAPH 2.27 - ECO-SUSTAINABLE SOLUTIONS: PROXIMITY TRADE AND E-
COMMERCE OVER LONG DISTANCES  
CARBON DIOXIDE (CO2) EMITTED IN THE ONLINE AND OFFLINE PURCHASE OF CLOTHING, BY TYPE 
OF OFFLINE PURCHASE (ITALY, 2019, IN KILOGRAMS). IN BLUE: ONLINE, IN RED: OFFLINE. 

 
SOURCE: VISION & VALUE ON OSSERVATORI DIGITIAL INNOVATION DATA 

 

Another trend for the future is second-hand shopping, again with a view to sustainability, it 

has the aim to reduce waste and present lower prices. There are many retail platforms that 

are proposing this kind of purchasing solution. Zalando with its second-hand category is one 

example, but we are also seeing the emergence of more and more specialised platforms 

such as Vinted (a platform without intermediation where customers sell their used clothes 

directly) and Greenchic. The second-hand market is one of the best ways to mitigate the 

speed and waste of fast fashion. 

 

As regards the optimisation of multi-channel strategies, there is room for improvement in 

certain aspects of live shopping on various platforms, both on social and e-commerce 

platforms, in that sales mode which is part of "shopping entertainment". The graph shows 

how important it is to focus on the clarity of information, but also on the interactive role and 

exclusivity of offers accessible during the session.  The entertainment side should also be 

considered, which must compensate for the consumers' time expenditure.  
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GRAPH 2.28 - OPPORTUNITIES FOR IMPROVEMENT IN LIVESHOPPING 
MAIN CHALLENGES CONSUMERS FACE DURING LIVESTREAM SHOPPING, SURVEY OF 8,635 
PARTICIPANTS (EU, 2020) 

 
SOURCE: VISION & VALUE ON FORREST RESEARCH DATA  

 

Technological advancements will then play a key role, in particular virtual and augmented 

reality (VR/AR), but also virtual fitting rooms, mirrors and digital stylists, such as Zara which 

launched a shop in 2018 in London without fitting rooms or physical checkouts. New VR 

devices and programmes will in fact make it possible to simulate dress fittings, reducing 

returns for those consumers who already prefer to buy online. On the other hand, VR could 

also benefit consumers who still consider the offline experience important. Some of these 

options are already a reality, used in different countries and by different generations. The 

graph shows that generation X is less willing/less informed about new technologies, but this 

does not mean that there is no potential.  
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GRAPH 2.29 - NEW TECHNOLOGIES IN THE WORLD OF FASHION 
PREFERRED MODERN TECHNOLOGIES TO USE WHEN BUYING CLOTHES, SHOES OR 
ACCESSORIES ONLINE (POLAND, 2019, BY GENERATION*) 

 
*Generation Z: born from 1997 to 2012, Y:1981-1986, X: 1965-1980 

SOURCE: VISION AND VALUEON KPMG DATA  

 

Firstly, augmented reality could reduce the time spent trying on clothes in the fitting room 

and speed up the purchasing process. In addition, virtual reality could offer additional 
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Paradoxically, virtual reality would also make it possible to open more shops. However, 

these shops only exist in the digital space. There are already plans for completely virtual 

stores. This would allow companies to expand their market not only through the possibility 

to buy clothes online (traditional e-commerce), but to visit the store, thus benefiting from at 

least part of the offline experience.  

Thus, VR/AR seems to be made for the world of fashion, a highly visual industry linked to 

experiences and self-representations. However, the problem that could arise concerns the 

initial costs. The technological solutions described are in fact still very expensive and might 

not be accessible to all types of companies.  

Finally, the role of data in the fashion industry, especially for SMEs, has to be mentioned. 

Creating their own e-commerce platform or listing on multi-brand platforms does not seem 

to be the main problem for SMEs, as emerges from an interview with Managing Director of 

Jakala71, a web agency specialising in digital marketing. Instead, the challenge is to know 

how to use the data collected and the platforms. In particular, there is a problem for SMEs 

in attracting talent to manage these technological advances. As these skills are in high 

demand, SMEs struggle to make job offers that are competitive purely on a salary basis. An 

interesting perspective is to attract young talents through a good work-life balance that a 

public policy package targeted to specific districts can foster. 

 

2.4 ELECTRONICS AND CONSUMER: THE VALUE CHAIN, AMAZON'S CHANGE, 
MAJOR DEVELOPMENTS IN THE FUTURE  
The electronics sector is a category that includes the design, the manufacture, the assembly 

and distribution of electronic components and products. It is characterised by a highly 

fragmented and specialised production chain. Indeed, it includes products such as 

integrated circuits, consumer electronics (TVs, smartphones, pcs) but also medical 

equipment, industrial machinery, networking and communications (routers and 

switchboards). In the B2C perspective of this study, the focus will remain on consumer 

electronics. 

Globally, the value of the consumer electronics industry in 2019 amounted to $1.08 billion, 

with a large share of the market and value in the production chain located in the Asia-Pacific 

region, with China as the major player in both manufacturing and consumption. In fact, China 

registers the highest value in terms of industry revenues, with an industry worth (in 2021) 

 
71 Marco Di Dio - Managing Director Jakala. Interviewed by Vision on 7 December 2021. 
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USD 271.99 million. It is followed by the United States (146.61 million), India (70.08 million), 

Brazil (40.41 million) and Japan (35.38 million)72. 

In Europe, consumer electronics revenue totalled $208.82 million in 2021, a drop of around 

$19 million from 2019's revenue of $227.9 million. Also in the European Union, telephony is 

the segment with the highest market volume ($80.70 million in 2021, an increase of $11.70 

million compared to 2016) followed by computers ($70.99 million in 2021, +11.08 million 

compared to 2016) and finally TV, radio and multimedia ($54.45 million in 2021, +448 

thousand compared to 2016)73. Therefore, we can observe a sector where demand for 

telephony and computers are becoming increasingly popular, while demand for TVs and 

multimedia equipment is weaker.  Germany represents the largest market in the European 

Union in this sector, with 87 consumer electronics chains and $29.3 million in revenue in 

2020. These data should be seen in the light of the effect of the pandemic. Although demand 

for phone and computer items grew as a percentage of total sales - LG, for example, saw a 

6% increase as a percentage of total sales and 9% for monitors; tablets and notebooks 

respectively - the economic insecurity caused by the pandemic dampened what could have 

been a boom in purchases, encouraged by lockdown measures and smart working. As a 

percentage of sales, phones and computers became more popular, but this did not save the 

big electronics manufacturing companies from an overall drop in revenue. For example, 

Sony reported a drop in market revenue of $2.50 billion from 2020 to 202174.   The German 

market also contracted, with year-on-year revenues falling by 8.1%75. 

In terms of sales channels, 41.6% of consumer electronics sales in Europe in 2021 were 

made online. This figure is part of a trend that has seen the percentage of online purchases 

grow steadily. From 32.9% in 2017 to today's figures. Therefore, online shopping is proving 

to be an integral part of the future of the sector, even if offline commerce does not seem to 

have lost its attraction completely. In fact, 58.4% of sales still take place offline. This is 

because, especially for certain product categories such as smartphones and cameras, it is 

still important to be able to try out the product before buying it. 

 

 

 

 

 
72 https://www.statista.com/outlook/cmo/consumer-electronics/china - United-States - India – Brazil – Japan 
73 https://www.statista.com/outlook/cmo/consumer-electronics/europe#global-comparison 
74 https://variety.com/2021/biz/asia/sony-group-quarterly-profits-tumble-1235099312/ 
75 https://www.statista.com/outlook/cmo/consumer-electronics/europe#global-comparison 
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GRAPH 2.30 - ONLINE CHANNEL GROWS, BUT OFFLINE RESISTS. 
PERCENTAGE OF ONLINE/OFFLINE SALES FOR COMPUTERS, DRONES, TELEPHONY, TV, RADIO, 
MULTIMEDIA AND TV ACCESSORIES (2017-2021, EU). IN BLUE "ONLINE", IN RED "OFFLINE". 

 
SOURCE: VISION ON STATISTA 
 

Therefore, this is a market with great potential for growth, especially in view of the growing 

technological development that proposes to integrate consumer electronics more and more 

into everyday life (e.g. with the internet of things and, as we discussed in section 1.3, the 

further evolution of the 'internet of beings' to which Vision is devoting a specific project), but 

which has suffered from the economic downturn.  

In a sector so intrinsically linked to new technological frontiers, digital platforms have had 

various effects and created a major competitive boost: 

a) For consumers, platforms open the door for several improvements: first, greater 

transparency in information; second, personalised purchasing; third, shorter delivery 

times; fourth, a shopping experience capable of building consumer loyalty to the 

product. The appearance of new technologies, which are increasingly complex and 

integrated (such as smart homes), also requires a higher level of customer service 

and greater assistance with installation. 

b) Large companies (with their small franchises) are responding to the strong 

competitive drive dictated by the opening of the market by rethinking about the role 

of offline stores. They focuses on offering additional services (and optimising existing 

ones thanks to online consultancy options), on trying to create increasingly integrated 

digital ecosystems. 
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2.4.1 CONSUMERS: THE UNIVERSE OF THE ONLINE MARKET AND THE NEW ROLE 
OF OFFLINE. SUSTAINABILITY AND NEW TECHNOLOGIES. 
In terms of direct consumer benefits, one of the first effects of e-commerce was the lowering 

of consumer electronics products’ price due to the possibility to compare different prices and 

products. 

 

GRAPH 2.31 - MOORE'S LAW AND THE IRRESISTIBLE FALL IN PRICES  
HARMONISED CONSUMER PRICE INDEX FOR MAJOR CONSUMER ELECTRONICS CATEGORIES 
(2000 - 2020, EU) 

 
SOURCE: VISION ON EUROSTAT 

 

Particularly important is the reduction in the cost of all devices that process information (they 

cost eight times less than 20 years ago) and of cameras and accessories (six times).   

However, the price reduction is also a reflection of the aforementioned Moore's law76, i.e. 

the law theorised by the founder of INTEL who, in 1965, proposed one of the most powerful 

predictions of recent decades. In fact, Gordon Moore theorised that the cost of producing a 

single unit (CHIP) for storing, processing and transmitting information would be halved every 

18 months. It is the regular occurrence of this prediction over a period of half a century that 

 
76 G. E. Moore, "Cramming More Components Onto Integrated Circuits," in Proceedings of the IEEE, vol. 86, no. 1, pp. 82-
85, Jan. 1998, doi: 10.1109/JPROC.1998.658762. 
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best describes the nature of the Internet77 revolution: rapidly falling prices and increasingly 

powerful performance.  

However, this phenomenon has been reinforced by the presence of e-commerce which has 

restructured the dynamics of competition. In particular, the online channel has had two main 

effects: 1) it has provided more transparency in information, allowing for more choice and 

personalised research and 2) it has widened the market to include new regions of the world. 

These two elements have exerted a competitive drive that has lowered the price of products 

and ensured greater choice for consumers. 

If comparing different devices is an advantage, it is even more so in a saturated and highly 

competitive market such as the consumer electronics market, where large companies are 

driven to offer increasingly sophisticated and - in general - value-for-money products. This 

competition and consequent reduction in prices are then exacerbated by the geographical 

expansion of the market, where European demand for Chinese products is growing. Indeed, 

China is Europe's main partner in the import of high-tech products in 2020 (36% of European 

imports), it overtook the growth in imports of high-tech products from the United States 

(19%).  

The growth of the online channel also appears to be perfectly suited to the needs of today's 

consumers. As shown in Graph 2.32, consumers prioritise quality when purchasing 

consumer electronics products. In this regard, e-commerce offers a service that responds 

directly to these preferences, allowing them to compare products with different specifications 

and at different prices, facilitating the purchase. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
77 In reality, the production of microprocessors is, more recently, facing an asymptotic limit to the increase in components 
per unit. And yet, the research and development of the largest manufacturers (such as TSMC and INTEL, which we 
mentioned in the first chapter) is aiming to overcome this limit by moving innovation onto a new curve with developments 
such as quantum computing (and the parallelisation of processing) and artificial intelligence applications. 



 84 

GRAPH 2.32 - CONSUMER PREFERENCES MET BY E-COMMERCE 
CONSUMER IMPORTANCE OF DIFFERENT CHARACTERISTICS OF CONSUMER ELECTRONICS 
PRODUCTS IN DIFFERENT COUNTRIES (IN BLUE = GERMANY, IN ORANGE = US, IN RED = UK) (2017, 
PERCENTAGE) 

 
SOURCE: VISION ON STATISTA 
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GRAPH 2.33 - AMAZON EMERGES AS THE LEADING PLATFORM FOR PRE-
PURCHASE INFORMATION.  
MAIN PLATFORMS FOR COMPARING REVIEWS USED BY CONSUMERS BEFORE PURCHASING AN 
ELECTRONICS PRODUCT. SAMPLE OF 2000 CONSUMERS (2019, USA) 

 
SOURCE: VISION ON FEEDVISOR 

 

In fact, the possibility of comparing a large number of products emerges in a survey carried 

out in the Netherlands in 2019 (1212 participants, consumer electronics category) as the 

preference of 69% of consumers who said they preferred a web shop that could offer multiple 

brands78. 

Although online trade is growing, this does not mean the end of offline trade. First of all, the 

role of experts remains important. A survey of more than 5,500 respondents worldwide found 

that 44% of consumers prefer to get expert advice when buying electronic devices79. 

A 2018 survey of 2,415 consumers in Italy shows that there is a strong tendency among 

respondents to shop online and then buy in-store. Although these numbers have probably 

declined in recent years, the fact remains that trying out the product remains a priority for 

consumers. 

 
78 https://www.statista.com/statistics/1086915/preferred-purchase-channel-for-electronics-brands-in-the-netherlands/ 
79 https://www.statista.com/statistics/1114404/product-areas-worldwide-consumers-prefer-expert-reviews-purchase-
decisions/ 
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GRAPH 2.34- CONSUMERS INQUIRE ONLINE AND BUY OFFLINE 
CONSUMERS WHO INQUIRED ONLINE AND THEN BOUGHT THE PRODUCT OFFLINE FOR DIFFERENT 
CATEGORIES OF CE PRODUCTS (2018, ITALY, PERCENTAGE) 

 
SOURCE: VISION ON HUMAN HIGHWAY DATA 

 

Branding activities are consistent with 'rethinking' the physical store. They transform the 

shop not into not only a point of purchase but into a place of advice and product 'experience'. 

The best known (and not even recent) example is provided by one of the most iconic global 

digital platforms we are analysing: Apple. In fact, it has reconceived stores not as a place of 

purchase, but as a place of support and assistance for the customer, in an environment of 

total immersion in the brand. Because they are not focused on buying, the customer does 

not feel the pressure to buy, which leads to more frequent visits and therefore greater 

exposure to the brand. This strategy shows how there has always been, and it will continue 

to be in the future, a space for offline purchasing in the new consumer habits.  

New technologies are also becoming increasingly popular among consumers. In particular, 

new smart homes are becoming increasingly widespread. In fact, the graph shows that 

revenues in the smart home sector have increased exponentially, while revenues from the 

sale of individual products have decreased (consistent with the aforementioned price drop). 

Therefore, this trend indicates that demand for smart home products is growing, and that 

they are becoming increasingly affordable. The spread of increasingly integrated systems 

could also potentially translate into a growth in the need for support services, which are 

increasingly important in a context of device interoperability and installation. 
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GRAPH 2.35 - GROWING DEMAND FOR SMART HOME PRODUCTS THAT ARE 
BECOMING MORE AFFORDABLE 
SMART HOME MARKET REVENUE AND AVERAGE ANNUAL REVENUE PER SMART HOME (EU, 
INDEXED 2017=100) 

 
SOURCE: VISION ON STATISTA 

 

Servicing and especially repairing appliances remains an important market segment in a 

context of growth in the consumer electronics market. In fact, the graph shows how revenues 

for the "consumer electronics repair" industry in Italy from 2015 to 2018 have remained 

stable (after a very different trend for the previous three years), with projections up to 2025 

that should confirm this trend. 

 
GRAPH 2.36 - IN AN EXPANDING MARKET, THE REPAIR MARKET ASSUMES 
IMPORTANCE  
CONSUMER ELECTRONICS REPAIR" INDUSTRY REVENUE (ITALY. 2012-2018, PROJECTED 2019-
2025, MILLIONS USD) 

 
SOURCE: VISION ON EUROSTAT AND STATISTA 

100

Revenue
130

158

180

250

100
Average revenue

127

118

103 105

2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

107 118

254

201 189 184 197 185 182 182 182 182 183 183

2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019* 2020* 2021* 2022* 2023* 2024* 2025*



 88 

Repairing and buying second-hand products is also part of the increasing focus on 

sustainability. Although consumer habits vary greatly from country to country and do not 

translate into a very strong search for alternatives as in the textile sector, more and more 

people seem to prefer companies that are committed to sustainability and adequate working 

conditions. 

 

GRAPH 2.37 - INCREASING FOCUS ON SUSTAINABILITY ALSO IN CONSUMER 
ELECTRONICS 
CONSIDERATIONS WHEN BUYING ELECTRONICS PRODUCTS (2019, THE NETHERLANDS, SAMPLE 
OF 1,595 RESPONDENTS)  

 
SOURCE: VISION ON STATISTA 

 
In conclusion, consumers have benefited from competition in the marketplace exacerbated 

by online competition that has lowered prices and made purchasing and comparison easier. 

Despite this, offline purchasing remains present and linked to the possibility of using services 

and advice, as well as trying the product. In addition, we note a growing demand for products 

integrated into digital ecosystems (such as smart home appliances) which can potentially 

lead to a growth in ancillary services (installation and servicing) and thus to a 

complementarity, for the consumer, of the online/offline channel. 
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2.4.2 SMALL, MEDIUM AND LARGE ENTERPRISES: THE DRIVE OF COMPETITION 
The high start-up costs of the consumer electronics industry and the complexity of the 

production chain limit the number of small players involved in the whole manufacturing and 

retail process80.  Thus, large companies such as Sony, Apple, Samsung and Huwawei 

dominate the market. In retail, most of the small shops are part of larger franchised chains, 

such as the small shops Euronics, Unieuro, MediaMarkt. Consumer electronics retail in 

Europe includes retailers such as Ceconomy (MediaMarkt, Saturn), Euronics, Unieuro and 

Currys (Dixons Carphone). 

By enlarging the market, e-commerce has contributed to making the consumer electronics 

market more competitive. In fact, we are faced with a saturated market, where added value 

is built in terms of technological innovation, in the ability to offer value for money products 

or specific branding and in loyalty activities. This competition is then exacerbated by the 

entry of new Asian giants such as Huwawei.  

As illustrated in the chart below, we see that in terms of turnover, Sony, Samsung and Apple 

have grown slightly but have maintained their position in the market landscape. In contrast, 

China's Huwawei has experienced exponential growth rates until 2020.  

 

GRAPH 2.38 - A SATURATED MARKET BUT WITH NEW COMPETITORS 
REVENUES OF KEY PLAYERS IN CONSUMER ELECTRONICS (WORLD, 2013-2020, INDEXED 
2013=100) 

 
SOURCE: VISION ON HUWAWEI, APPLE, SONY AND SAMSUNG DATA 
 

 
80 Small and medium-sized enterprises, if any, specialise in B2B trade, with the production of specific components or 
assemblies. In Italy, for the macro-category of manufacture of computer, electronic and optical products, electromedical 
apparatus, measuring apparatus and watches (which therefore also includes processors), 72% of the enterprises are 
micro-enterprises (0-9 employees), 22% (10-49), 6% (50-249) and 1% over 250 employees. 
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It is only in 2021 that the ban imposed by the US has caused revenues to fall by almost 

30%, due in part to the drop in sales of smartphones81.  

This can be seen in the graph below, which illustrates the drop in the number of smartphones 

shipped in 2020. However, the losses in terms of revenues only appeared in 2021, thanks 

to B2B strategies that cushioned the immediate decline82.  

Huawei's decline in sales was recovered by other Asian brands such as Xiaomi, which 

exported 146 million smartphones in 2020, an increase of 17%, more than Apple's +3%. 

Both Samsung and Huawei saw a decrease of 14% and 21% in the number of devices sold.  

This is a market in which the new Chinese brands are carving out increasingly important 

market shares, encouraging competition. 

 

GRAPH 2.39 - NEW CHINESE COMPETITORS MAKE THE MARKET MORE 
COMPETITIVE 
NUMBER OF SMARTPHONES SOLD, IN BLUE = 2010, IN RED = 2020 (IN MILLIONS) 

 
SOURCE: VISION ON IDC DATA 

 

As far as retailers are concerned, the importance of online shopping is growing 

exponentially. We note that platforms specialising in electronics (Currys, MediaMarkt) are 

growing more than generalist platforms such as Amazon.  

 
 

 
81 https://www.ft.com/content/22d89af2-c3e2-479b-8baf-5e079ff73458 
82 https://www.huawei.com/en/news/2021/10/huawei-three-quarters-2021-results 
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GRAPH 2.40 - GROWING ONLINE E-COMMERCE REVENUES FOR RETAILERS, 
ESPECIALLY SPECIALISED RETAILERS 
E-COMMERCE REVENUES IN THE ELECTRONICS AND MEDIA CATEGORY (2015,2020, INDEXED 
100=2015) 

 
SOURCE : VISION ON E-COMMERCE DB  

 
From the point of view of the offline market structure, there has been a restructuring of 

supply, with increasing consolidation and aggregation. The number of technical superstores 

and hypermarkets has remained largely stable. In contrast, traditional smaller shops and 

electronics specialists have declined, with a loss of more than 6000 shops (20% of the total) 

from 2010 to 201883. Small franchises of large retailers such as Trony have also reduced 

their number of stores, often acquiring smaller ones. 

In addition, in 2019 in response to the growing trend of online shopping, Vodafone has stated 

that it will close 15% of its 7,700 stores84. Moreover, similar trends (as confirmed in an 

interview by the person who was responsible for digital sales at TIM) could also apply to TIM 

in the face of very recent results which say that for FIBRA sales campaigns (set up on a co-

marketing action in football together with DAZN85), online sales have gone in positive 

countertendency compared to the difficulty of the widespread network of physical shops. 

However, the reduction in stores is part of a calculated strategy. For example, Euronics86 

and Unieuro87 have been implementing a policy of restructuring their shops for some time, 

 
83 Gambaro, Marco “l’evoluzione del mercato dell’elettronica di consumo in italia”, 2018 
84 https://www.reuters.com/article/us-vodafone-stores-idUSKBN1WN1AA 
85 Ilaria Curti, TIM digital sales manager. Interviewed by Vision on 1 October 2021 
86  https://www.italiaoggi.it/news/euronics-store-in-trasformazione-2336960 
87 https://www.gdoweek.it/unieuro-nuova-organizzazione-dellarea-omnichannel/ 
https://unieurospa.com/it/profilo/modello-business/#retail 
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according to consumer habits (and therefore not necessarily in terms of profitability, but 

rather in terms of off-line traffic and service needs). 

 

From 2011 to 2017, retail shops in the household appliances, such as radios, televisions 

and recorders, IT, telephony and telecommunications equipment categories, saw a fall in 

the value of sales, which was more pronounced for smaller shops, and which was therefore 

followed by a restructuring policy. 

 

GRAPH 2.41 - VALUE OF RETAIL SALES FALLS FOR ALL, BUT PARTICULARLY FOR 
SMALL SHOPS. 
VALUE OF SALES BY CONSUMER ELECTRONICS RETAIL ACTIVITY BY EMPLOYEE CLASS 
(DECEMBER, 2011-2017, ITALY, INDEXED 2010 = 100) 

  
SOURCE: VISION ON ISTAT DATA 
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starting to be created. Other companies such as Unieuro are also moving even closer to the 

online world by setting up a purely digital shop ("mon-click"). 

Thus, although the small retail shop cannot remain the main point of sale for electronic 

products, it can become one of the sales channels, in complementarity with online 

commerce. This also depends on the logistical strategies that depend on each company. 

 

For the large chains, large retailers have deeply adapted to the new consumer preferences 

outlined above and have taken advantage of the pandemic to speed up strategies already 

in place. In particular, large companies have had to cope with a decrease in revenues 

caused by both the pandemic (as mentioned in the introduction to the chapter) and obsolete 

sales strategies in a logic of financial optimisation. They have decided to restructure, 

focusing on online trade and a multi-channel logic.  

 

For example, Ceconomy recorded for the period 2018-2020 a drop of 1.8% in terms of sales, 

during the same period, the company recorded the closure of 19 physical shops. Despite 

this, online sales were positive by 6.5% compared to total sales up to 2019, with a surge of 

up to 32.5% following the pandemic. 

 
GRAPH 2.42 - ONLINE SALES INCREASE FOR CECONOMY  
CECONOMY, ONLINE SALES AS A PERCENTAGE OF TOTAL SALES (2017-2021) 

 
SOURCE: VISION ON CECONOMY 
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The new strategies implemented by Ceconomy are in line with these trends, and we see the 

emergence of initiatives such as the "Lighthouse shops" and smart stores in Rome that aim 

to create more "proximity, convenience and satisfaction" by changing the role of live 

commerce. Euronics and Unieuro are also focusing on reconceiving the offline shop as a 

pick-up point for the product (also in terms of logistics). It is also notable that in response to 

a decline in service and support revenues in 2020 (from €1.229m to €1.129m), Ceconomy 

is now focusing on developing online support. The case of Ceconomy is not an isolated one, 

and other large retail companies such as Euronics and CurrysPLC also present similar 

figures, with declining revenues but omnichannel strategies being created.  

As mentioned in the consumer section, it is interesting to see how large companies such as 

Apple are leading the constant evolution of the role of physical stores, moving from a point 

of purchase to a point of advice and product testing (the number of Apple stores seems to 

have grown steadily from 2005, when there were 116 stores worldwide, to 2021, when there 

will be 515). Another interesting point is the way through which they are creating digital 

ecosystems aimed at building consumer loyalty.  In fact, the creation of ecosystems is a way 

to build one's competitive advantage.  

Once again, Apple is an example for both strategies (ecosystems and new store concept).  

According to a SellCell survey, 91.9% of iPhone owners plan to buy another iPhone when 

they upgrade. This marks a 1.4% increase in the number of consumers compared to the 

previous year. In contrast, in the same period 74% of Samsung consumers said they 

planned to buy a new phone from the same brand, a decrease of 11.7% on the previous 

year. Despite the fact that Apple does not have the best smartphone technology on the 

market, this loyalty can be explained by two elements: 1) a positive product experience and 

the creation of multi-channel ecosystems; and 2) strong branding activities aimed at creating 

a clear consumer experience.  

First of all, Apple products build customer loyalty with a good product experience: 65% of 

iPhone owners cite the fact that they have never had a problem with their phone as one of 

the reasons why they will buy Apple products again. 31.5% of Samsung owners planning to 

switch to Apple due to privacy reasons. In contrast, 21% of Apple consumers said they would 

stay with the brand because they felt they were too immersed in the Apple ecosystem.  

In fact, the creation of an ecosystem is one of Apple's main strategies which, in addition to 

creating closed technological systems (and 10% of consumers note that this is a deterrent 

to switching brands), has spread to other channels and verticals which we also find in this 

study, such as Apple Books, or Apple+, Apple TV etc. No less important for loyalty is Apple's 
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approach to privacy, which, with the iOS 14.5 update, makes the acquisition of data on apps 

more transparent, explicitly requiring consumers to give permission for developers to record 

(and therefore use and disseminate) their personal data. Finally, Apple uses strong branding 

strategies to maximise consumer exposure to the brand, as noted in the consumer section.  

 

2.4.3 FUTURE DEVELOPMENTS: NEW TECHNOLOGIES AND SUSTAINABILITY FOR 
A GROWING MARKET 
 

We have seen how e-commerce in the electronics sector has changed consumer habits, 

widening choice, lowering costs and thus creating a more competitive environment. In 

parallel, we are witnessing a growth in the number of consumers in all consumer electronics 

categories, with positive projections until 2025. This is a market with a lot of potential, but 

one where strong competition is driving the need to find one's competitive edge. 

 
GRAPH 2.43 - NUMBER OF USERS GROWS 
NUMBER OF USERS IN THE CONSUMER ELECTRONICS CATEGORY (WORLD, 2017-2021, 
PROJECTIONS UP TO 2025)* 

  
*Total users are users of at least one technology. 
SOURCE: VISION ON STATISTICAL DATA 
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In the future, there will be an increasing trend towards multichannel shopping as the 

'physical' aspect remains important given certain characteristics of the sector (e.g. the need 

for pre- and post-sales assistance). Therefore, it is necessary to optimise the shopping 

experience and enrich it with service and support solutions.  

 

A key to the shopping experience of the future is to integrate sales into the brand 

ecosystems, using digital platforms to provide a single interface where sales and ancillary 

services can be accessed. Therefore, envisaging hybrid online/offline solutions is becoming 

increasingly important together with rethinking about the role of live commerce in order to 

make it a point of aggregation and a place to receive advice and technical assistance on 

new technologies. For example, improving chat is outlined as a possible priority, perhaps 

with the help of increasingly sophisticated artificial intelligence.  

 

Augmented reality (AR) and virtual reality (VR) are technologies with great potential. They 

can be monetised in a number of ways. Moreover, in conjunction with e-commerce and 

multichannel solutions, they can also be applied to a number of areas including education, 

healthcare and urban planning and finally, according to PwC projections, VR and AR can 

have a positive impact on global GDP of +$476.4 billion in 2025 and contribute to the 

creation of 7.5 million jobs88 - as illustrated in the graph below which collects the opinions of 

various experts in the US sector. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
88 https://www.pwc.co.uk/services/economics/insights/vr-ar-to-boost-global-gdp.html 
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GRAPH 2.44 - THE POTENTIAL OF AUGMENTED AND VIRTUAL REALITY FOR 
COMPANIES AND CONSUMERS 
MONETIZATION METHODS FOR XR/AR/VR/MR PRODUCTS OR SERVICES WORLDWIDE 2018-2020 
ACCORDING TO INDUSTRY EXPERTS (%, 2018-2020)* 

  
*140 experts (2018) / 200 (2019) / 191 (2020), 94% US-based. Interviews with possibility of multiple responses. 

SOURCE: VISION ON PERKINS COIED; XRA; BOOST VC 
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As illustrated in the consumer section, the issue of sustainability is also increasingly relevant. 

Large companies are already innovating, trying to green their supply and distribution chains 

and, above all, addressing e-waste management. As shown in the graph, Europe is the most 

virtuous region in terms of recycling and lifecycle management of appliances. Europe 

collects and recycles 43% of e-waste and it is third in total waste generation (12 million 

tonnes). In comparison, Asia recycles only 12% and the Americas 9%. 

 

GRAPH 2.45 - MOST E-WASTE STILL NOT RECYCLED 
VOLUME OF E-WASTE OF WHICH COLLECTED AND RECYCLED (VOLUME, IN MILLION TONNES, 
2019) 

 
SOURCE: VISION ON UNITED NATIONS UNIVERSITY DATA 
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obsolescence, is a challenge to brands such as Apple (although the measure does not apply 

to smartphones and computers at the moment) that would violate the principle of durability 

with their software updates that tend to reduce the battery performance of devices.89   

 

Online platforms are also making efforts in this regard. Amazon, for example, is developing 

agreements for its sellers that include e-waste management conditions in order to sell on 

their platform. 

 

2.5 FOOD: THE VALUE CHAIN, AMAZON’S CHANGE, MAIN DEVELOPMENTS IN THE 
FUTURE 
If books are the first sector in which e-commerce platforms have introduced strong 

innovation, food90 is the next challenge. Even stronger than in the clothing sector is the 

psychological and sensory barrier that e-commerce must theoretically overcome to reach 

the customer. This barrier may limit the possibility for consumers to access products outside 

the traditional 'physical' distribution channels and for sellers to offer their products, especially 

niche ones, to a wider audience, possibly worldwide and not only local. As we will see, 

technology and innovation can help overcome this challenge. 

However, this frontier of innovation paradoxically involves the oldest sector (primary as 

agriculture is defined). Therefore, there are at least two reasons why the food sector is an 

area of great interest for this research.  

In a manner consistent with the methodological framework introduced at the end of the first 

chapter we will test the following hypotheses: 

a) Platforms increase consumer welfare: this would apply not only in terms of lower 

transaction costs (above all, in terms of reduced time invested for "shopping") but 

also in terms of variety (greater selection and access to cuisines even different from 

the one is used to) and quality of consumption (they can be linked to personalised 

diets that are advised by specialists); 

b) They create opportunities that did not exist for small economic operators: proximity 

shops that recover space to propose experiences to customers that neither digital nor 

large-scale distribution can provide; smaller producers that enter markets that they 

 
89 https://www.altroconsumo.it/vita-privata-famiglia/vivere-sostenibile/speciali/diritto-alla-riparazione 
90 By "food" and "agrifood" we mean the whole chain starting from the primary sector, passing through the processing 
and canning industry, through distribution/ catering to the different products: from canned to frozen to fresh. Obviously 
we will refer to vertical and horizontal segmentations when necessary. 
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could not reach before the introduction of e-commerce (ALIBABA is, for example, 

becoming a lever for the economic development of areas inside China);   

c) They provide useful competitive pressure to large chains and companies;  

d) they help reduce waste generation, by innovating logistics chains (fewer trips by 

individuals to do their 'shopping') and reducing waste (in the hypothetical future 

evolution of the supermarket or smart fridge).  

The section opens will be focused on the Italy, which is a country in which the food segment 

is particularly important. Subsequently, it will analyse the acceleration of innovative 

processes that have occurred due to the restrictions imposed by the pandemic. 

 

2.5.1 THE FOOD MARKET IN ITALY AND THE BIG PANDEMIC DISCONTINUITY  
Overall, in 2021 the sector's turnover increased by 7% compared to the previous year, 

despite the difficulties linked to the pandemic. Indeed, the agri-food chain seems to 

demonstrate a fair degree of resilience, bringing together agriculture, industry and large-

scale distribution, while catering is starting to grow again after a disastrous 2020. However, 

the sector is defined by an unexpressed potential that - just as we will see for tourism - 

continues to correspond to one of the fastest and widest development opportunities of the 

country (and, in particular, of Mezzogiorno). 

A description of AGRIFOOD in Italy cannot but start from a couple of particularly distinctive 

elements. The first one is related to the potential of economic value and innovation of the 

sector that is most linked to the Italian tradition. 

The following graph tries to estimate the opportunity linked to the development of 

AGRIFOOD in Italy, comparing two values: the actual exports of the Italian agri-food industry 

with the "potential" ones which are reconstructed based on an analysis of the presence of 

the different world cuisines in restaurants (the analysis was carried out within the framework 

of a scientific article using TRIPADVISOR data): 
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GRAPH 2.46 - THE AGRIFOOD MINE. 
COMPARISON OF ACTUAL AND POTENTIAL EXPORTS BY COUNTRY (2019, BILLIONS OF DOLLARS)  

 
SOURCE: VISION ON WALDFOGEL DATA, J. DINING OUT AS A CULTURAL TRADE. J CULT ECON 44, 
309-338 (2020). HTTPS://DOI.ORG/10.1007/S10824-019-09360-5 
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growth potential. Considering that Italian agri-food industry exports are worth around EUR 
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GRAPH 2.47 - FOOD, DRINKS AND TOBACCO EXPORTS (IN BILLION) 

SOURCE: VISION ON EUROSTAT 

 
As is evident from the graph above, Italy exports much less in terms of 'food, drinks and 

tobacco' than other European competitors, despite the fact that the 'Made in Italy' sector is 

highly celebrated.  

This is confirmed by the data on how much of what is produced is then exported. 

 
GRAPH 2.48 - SHARE OF EXPORTS IN RELATION TO FOOD, DRINKS AND TOBACCO 
PRODUCTS 

 
SOURCE: VISION ON EUROSTAT 
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Therefore, it is clear that Italy tends to export less than what is produced compared to other 

countries. And this may be a relevant fact with respect to Italy's ability to attract its 

competitors.  

A better organisation, plan and strategy aimed at opening up to new markets thanks to the 

use of digital platforms, and the data derived from them, could bring the percentage of 

exports compared to what is produced to the level of Spain, generating greater exports worth 

over 10 billion euros (+25%).  

The distance between potential and actual results is due to a very fragmented 

entrepreneurial structure, where companies with fewer than 10 employees account for 86% 

of the total, while those with more than 250 employees account for just 0.2% of an aggregate 

of more than 55,000 companies. This clearly has an impact on the production sector in terms 

of growth, competitiveness, and productivity91.  

The Made in Italy food industry is also penalised by the high rate of product counterfeiting 

(so-called 'Italian sounding') which harms consumers who do not receive authentic and/or 

harmful products, SMEs subject to unfair competition and finally also the Made in Italy 

market in general could suffer from a loss of credibility92. While e-commerce opens up the 

market and therefore risks exacerbating the problem, it also offers opportunities to 

implement more accurate monitoring. In fact, the agreements between the ICQRF93 and 

Ebay, Alibaba, Amazon and Rakuten have led to 1,899 orders for payment injunctions, 

amounting to approximately €17 million94. 

In this context, the possibility of using the distribution opportunities offered by e-commerce 

(which include not only global platforms, but also home delivery services, websites and 

online shops of physical producers/suppliers), can become a great opportunity, both in terms 

of organisation and distribution, but also in terms of protecting the Made in Italy brand. In 

this sense, the pandemic has marked a strong acceleration. 

 

 
91 https://export.gov.it/preparati-export/benefici-export 
92 Coldiretti, Federalimentari and Confartigianato estimate that the economic damage caused by Italian sounding is 
between 60 and 100 billion euros between 2015 and 2020. However, there are no precise figures due to the difficulty in 
defining the phenomenon ( https://pagellapolitica.it/blog/show/1146/non-sappiamo-realmente-quanto-valga-il-fenomeno-
dellitalian-sounding). 
93 Ispettorato Centrale Repressione Frodi 
94 https://www.politicheagricole.it/flex/cm/pages/ServeBLOB.php/L/IT/IDPagina/16771 
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2.5.2 THE MANY SOULS OF HOME DELIVERY AND THE PANDEMIC SHOCK AND 
THE EFFECT ON TRADITIONAL DISTRIBUTION: THE RETURN OF PROXIMITY 
SHOPS AND THE REORGANISATION OF LARGE CHAINS  
One of the main arguments from which this report starts is that the pandemic has 

undoubtedly accelerated innovative processes that were already underway. This is 

particularly true for the food sector and the graph below provides a measure of how different 

distribution channels have been impacted by the restrictions. 

 

GRAPH 2.49 THE GREAT PANDEMIC ACCELERATION* 
GROWTH RATE OF DIFFERENT DISTRIBUTION CHANNELS IN 2020 COMPARED TO 2019 (ITALY, PER 
CENT) 

 
*Electronic commerce includes 'home delivery' services. 
SOURCE: VISION ON ISMEA DATA – NIELSEN 
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GRAPH 2.50 - WHICH SEEMS LIKELY TO BRING ABOUT PERMANENT CHANGES IN 
THE BEHAVIOUR OF ITALIANS 
RESPONSE TO THE QUESTION HOW FREQUENTLY DO YOU THINK YOU WILL USE HOME DELIVERY 
OF FOOD IN THE FUTURE* (2021) 

 
*Includes all e-commerce and telephone channels 
SOURCE: VISION ON FIPE DATA 
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GRAPH 2.51 – THE MOST USED SERVICE WERE THE RESTAURANT – HOUSE 
PERCENTAGE OF ITALIANS WHO HAVE USED DIFFERENT DELIVERY PLATFORMS AT LEAST ONCE 
(ITALY, 2020, PER CENT) 

SOURCE: VISION ON FIPE DATA 
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who went to the small companies, now it is the small producers who go to the customers, 

with or without the help of the large retailers.  

As far as the reorganisation of large-scale retail is concerned, it is structured around three 

main vectors, as stressed by Netcomm: "fast, green and frictionless", i.e. characterised by 

logistical optimisation, sustainability and omnichannel. These three vectors bring together 

digital and non-digital native companies, which are now competing on the same level.  

Logistical innovation is being driven by more targeted assortments and smart warehouse 

management. In fact, in parallel with the growth in online purchases, Netcomm highlights a 

20% increase in online assortment from 2020 to 2021, compared to a 3% increase offline. 

We then see drop shipping strategies, development of proprietary logistics systems and/or 

opening up of own logistics systems to third parties and automation of warehouses. In this 

area, a real "battlefield" is that of delivery times, with various platforms, non-digital natives 

and dedicated start-ups trying to grab market share by reducing delivery times (we are 

talking about 60 minutes for Everli, 30 for Glovo and even 10 for Gorrillaz). 

The issue of sustainability is also crucial for large companies, both in terms of economic 

savings (think of waste) and reputation. Sustainability, as repeatedly stated in this report 

and as explored further below, is a very important purchasing criterion for consumers.  

The frequency of purchase given by the nature of food products also allows for multiple 

multi-channel strategies. In 2021, 1367 shops in Italy will offer click and collect, drive and 

locker solutions (48% more than in January 2020) and introduce click-and-mortar stores. 

This applies not only to native digital platforms or large supermarket chains, but also to large 

manufacturers developing their B2C strategies by opening online e-shops95. 

 

2.5.3 FUTURE EVEOLUTION, TECHNOLOGIES AND SUSTAINABILITY  
Sustainability is now the key challenge for companies that are discovering that they have an 

increasingly social dimension. The terms of this challenge can be strongly modified by totally 

new distribution channels that e-commerce can enable by triggering a change in physical 

distribution channels themselves.   

Today, supermarkets have to pay more attention to their environmental impact as 

consumers are increasingly critical about sustainability. 

Furthermore, as consumers are increasingly buying online, as it is easier, more convenient 

and faster, supermarkets need to make themselves attractive by improving the experience 

they can offer to consumers in physical stores. The development of new technologies, as 

 
95 Liscia, R.”Fast, green & frictionless: le tre direttrici Per lo sviluppo delle filiere agroalimentari”, Netcomm ,  2021 
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well as undoubtedly influencing the structure and organisation of the supermarkets of the 

future, could help supermarkets to become more sustainable as well as more consumer 

oriented. 

Consumers are becoming more and more careful about what they buy and where they buy 

it, and for this reason the supermarkets of the future should develop in such a way as to 

meet the new consumers’ need. In this respect, supermarkets have a key role to play in 

improving the sustainability of the development chain.  

First of all, they could reduce food waste by modulating the presence of products according 

to demand. The supermarket could thus act as a mediator between the consumer and the 

producer, so as to adapt production to demand in order to avoid wasting products. In this 

case, the consumer, thanks to a smart fridge, could communicate his shopping list to the 

supermarket. This would allow the supermarket to make tailored offers that take into account 

the customer's profile and purchase history. Interaction with customers will thus become 

highly individual. In addition, intelligent tools and algorithms will help to plan the right level 

of convenience food production. 

Another important step is to expand the packaging-free philosophy. Switch to the use of 

dispensers wherever possible, not only for food products but also for toiletries and 

beverages. This system actually meets both sustainability and efficiency (and improved 

distribution profitability) objectives. In this case, technology is not used as much as it should 

be, even though many supermarkets are trying to become packaging free. Once again, an 

optimal solution could be to tailor the consumer's shopping to his or her needs and, 

consequently, to use only the necessary packaging without waste.  

Besides this, there are other important steps that the supermarket of the future should take 

to protect the environment such as celebrating the seasons and local products. Organising 

aisles according to geography and showcasing locally grown produce could transform the 

way we look at food. Reorienting consumption around what is seasonal and local could 

support a greater connection to the land that grows the food we depend on. Here again, 

technology plays an important role because through the use of digital displays the consumer 

could receive information about the origin of the product as well as its impact on the 

environment. Interactive displays would allow consumers to easily access information and 

could also provide information on the environmental impact of each product during its life 

cycle, making the product supply chain more transparent.  

Retailers of the future will also have the possibility to use as a competition lever the 

possibility to inspire consumers by, for example, adding gastronomic areas or introducing 
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cooking lessons. This actually opens up important opportunities for cross-selling with other 

products/services (e.g. hospitality/tourism which we will discuss later).  

An example of a supermarket of the future is the Coop supermarket installed for Expo Milano 

2015. In the Supermarket of the Future, more than 6,000 products are displayed on large 

interactive tables. When a shopper puts his or her hand near a product, extra information 

about the food appears on a digital mirror. Through these 'augmented labels', each product 

can communicate its nutritional properties, its origin, the presence of allergens, waste 

disposal instructions, related products and promotions and other data.  This system, as well 

as making consumers more aware of what they are buying, could also encourage them to 

go directly to the supermarket to enjoy the experience that is offered in physical shops and 

that is missing in online stores. 

 

IMAGE 2.1 – COOP SUPERMARKET 

 
 
The changes that are affecting the food sector are also evidenced by a more recent example, 

namely the birth of Amazon Go.  

Amazon Go is considered the new frontier of the supermarket, the supermarket 4.0. The 

first checkout-free supermarket was opened in 2018 in Seattle, the city where the e-

commerce giant was born, and later opened in the rest of the United States and in Europe, 

where the first Amazon Go was opened in London in March 2021. 

Unlike most shops, there are no registers or cashiers, but you choose what you want to buy. 

The shop works through a special app that is linked to the Amazon account for billing. The 

technology implemented, which consists of a combination of artificial intelligence, computer 

vision and data extracted from several sensors, can detect when products are taken or put 

back on the shelves and keeps track of them in the virtual shopping cart. Once the shopping 
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is done, without the need to check out, the Amazon account is charged, and a receipt is then 

sent.  

Surely this is a new way of shopping that will directly or indirectly influence the future choices 

of traditional supermarkets that will have to be able to demonstrate that they are in step with 

the times. 

IMAGE 2.2 - AMAZON GO 

 
 

As far as changes in refrigerators are concerned, the main innovations in the next models 

will be greater integration with other household appliances, remote control (home 

automation) and a greater focus on energy saving. 

Nowadays people spend much less time at home than they do at work, so when people go 

to the supermarket to do their shopping, they are less prepared and not knowing exactly 

what they have in the fridge risks wasting food and time. A smart fridge could help make 

shopping faster, easier and cheaper, as well as avoiding food waste.  

In a report, Aadhyla Bhatt, Ananta Bhatt and Janan Faidhi (2020) have proposed a 

refrigerator that can improve lifestyle with little effort and time through the use of IoT. The 

system inside the refrigerator is designed to identify and manage the food inside the 

refrigerator and it has a system inside that helps it communicate with the devices and the 

user. Thanks to the Rasberry Pi camera this refrigerator recognises the food for the user 

and is able to have a virtual image of the items in the refrigerator, plus the system will also 

be able to broadcast the output via audio, a feature that can be useful for visually impaired 

users.  

This system minimises food wastage as controlling the amount of food available in the fridge 

avoids buying what is already available. In addition, unnecessary expenditure is closely 

linked to food waste and this system allows users to buy only the items that need to be filled 

in the fridge, avoiding unnecessary expenditure. In fact, if the consumer already knew the 

list of items in the fridge, then they would have a track of the things to buy and would 

automatically calculate the missing items.  
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The internet of things also makes it possible to connect the supermarket and the fridge. In 

fact, the Samsung family Hub refrigerator, announced in 2017, which in addition to offering 

all the traditional functionalities, makes it possible to shop online directly from the display of 

the appliance. In Italy, Samsung has chosen Supermercato 24 as its partner, whose App is 

loaded among the system applications when we access the refrigerator's display interface. 

Furthermore, this fridge, integrating Amazon's Alexa voice assistant, could be used to do 

the shopping on Amazon by simply dictating it. 

In conclusion, the supermarket and refrigerator of the future could not only make everyday 

tasks easier and faster, but also make consumer actions more conscious and sustainable. 
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3.FACEBOOK/ GOOGLE AND THE ADVERTISING TRANSFORMATION 
“A man who stops advertising to save money is like a man who stops a clock to save 

time.” In a way, Henry Ford is to Steve Jobs as the industrial revolution to the great mutation 

(not only economic but biological) that the Internet has triggered. And, therefore, it is not 

coincidence that the major platforms are profoundly transforming the way in which 

advertising is done. And since advertising is the “true soul of commerce” (as Ford himself 

said), this transformation is changing the soul, or to be more precise, the ‘nervous system’ 

through which companies reach consumers, with messages that - more and more – are 

aimed at reaching people with specific needs at the exact moment in which that need 

materialises. And more and more, integrating advertising, marketing, distributive channels, 

and production, shaping, finally, what pioneers such as Gerald Zaltman96, professor at 

Harvard Business School, or the scientist Gemma A. Calvert97 of the London School of 

Economics, have called ‘neuro marketing’.  

And yet, if it is an unstoppable trend, the market is undergoing a transformation that is both 

interesting and not without its criticalities.  

Following the methodological framework of section 1.6, our theses are that: 

1. New advertising is opening up new spaces for small-scale entrepreneurs who in a 

pre-internet era would not have found a chance to make themselves known; 

2. Digital marketing competition is putting positive pressure on the players (TV, 

newspapers) that dominated the previous era; 

3. Consumers may be benefiting (although it is often believed the opposite) from 

targeted commercial information. 

 

3.1 THE ADVERTISING MARKET IN EUROPE 
The European advertising market has drastically changed over the years. Taking the 

example of Italy, the graph below provides us with the absolute values, segments by channel 

and the curve that – during the period of time – has followed the GDP (including inflation).  

 
 
 
 
 

 
96 Zaltman, G. and D. MacCaba, “Metaphor in Advertising.” The SAGE Handbook of Advertising (2007): 135-154. 
97 Calvert, G.A. (2001) Crossmodal processing in the human brain: insights from functional neuroimaging studies. Cerebral 
Cortex, Vol. 11, No. 12, 1110–1123. 
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GRAPH 3.1 - THE EVOLUTION OF THE ADVERTISING MARKET IN ITALY AND THE 
IRRESISTIBLE RISE OF THE INTERNET 
ABSOLUTE VALUES AND BREAKDOWN BY ADVERTISING CHANNEL (BILLIONS OF EURO IN 
NOMINAL VALUES, PER CENT) AND EVOLUTION OF NOMINAL GDP (2008 = 10) 

SOURCE: VISION  

 

A series of findings therefore emerge:  

a) Advertising market seems to be going through its transformation, and not without 

problems; overall, it is shrinking lightly both in absolute terms and as a weight on the 

overall size of the Italian economy. In 2008 it was worth 0,56% of GDP, in the year 

before the pandemic it was worth 0.49%. It is true that the Italian economy is not 

growing, but investments in advertising are shrinking slightly more than that (and this 

would seem to confirm that Italian entrepreneurs – contracting HENRY FORD’s 

suggestion – consider those in advertising among the expense to be cut in periods of 

non-positive cycle);  

b) However, much more interesting is what happens in the distribution between 

channels and, specifically, Italy has experienced – like other countries – a massive 

transfer of shares from television (-10%) and newspaper (which have lost more than 
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two thirds of their share) in favour of the internet channels (which in the year of the 

pandemic complete the overtaking of television).  

 

However, as we will see in a moment, the entry of the Internet has also changed the very 

metrics we use to study the phenomenon. Part of the advertising revenues for newspapers 

come from impressions for 'banners' published on their own sites. It is also becoming more 

complex to allocate the turnover of the advertising companies between the different (up to 

four for a single advertisement) platforms through which digital marketing passes.  

No less interesting, however, are the evolutions within the INTERNET channel itself, which 

are referred to in the following table. 

 

GRAPH 3.2 - INTERNET USAGE CHANNEL 
COMPARISON BETWEEN TABLE, MOBILE AND PC (BILLION OF EURO, NOMINAL VALUE, %) 

SOURCE: VISION & VALUE 
 

Once again, we see two very clear phenomenon:  

a) Within a market those volume has almost doubled in just six years, the share of 

advertising consumed via personal computers has halved and that which reaches 
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b) Among the different formats, video and banners continue to account or more than 

two third and advertising on e-commerce platforms is increasing. 

c) OTT (“over the top”) and, therefore, Google and Facebook collect 78% of the 3.9 

billion revenues (a little more than 3 billion euros, which is a little less than what 

newspaper – about 2 billion – and television – 1.4 – have lost in the last twelve years).  

There is, moreover, to be considered the increasingly significant presence of AMAZON, 

which, however, suffers from a nature that is completely different from Google and Facebook 

(as we saw in Chapter 1, where the latter two also have different business models). 

It is, however, also interesting to hint at a reconstruction of what are the mechanisms of the 

so-called 'programmatic' part of digital marketing, in which the realisation of an advertising 

action (with a granularity that reaches the individual, who is exposed to an 'impression', 

which takes place at a specific moment passes through instantaneous and complex digital 

channels. 

 
FIGURE 3.1 - A PLATFORM OF PLATFORMS 
THE DATA FLOW OF PROGRAMMATIC DIGITAL MARKETING 

 
 

This is a schematic representation of how an advertiser and a potential customer meet: 
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data management platforms that transform these requests into keywords and other 

characteristics that identify a target); 

b) on the dealer/publisher side (supply side platform); 

c) and at the centre (ad exchanges) which - in real time, indeed instantaneously - match 

spaces from the latter that meet the needs of the former, at the moment when the 

targets are available. 

 

The economic value of the transaction is then distributed among the different platforms and 

publishers on the basis of the achievement of certain metrics. An important aspect of the 

whole process is that Google is (certainly more than Facebook itself) a platform of platforms: 

i.e., it is able to interact with all three parties involved - advertiser, publisher and target, to 

cross-reference their respective requests and characteristics, and to act - itself - as a 

publisher (through search engines or YouTube itself, which is part of the same 

Alphabet/Google group).   

 

The programmatic part is, moreover, increasingly the largest part of 'digital marketing' 

because it only excludes advertising that: 

a) the individual advertiser carries out alone (in "self-service") on a specific digital 

channel (e.g. Facebook); 

b) the free one (which, for example, Google's localisation systems allow to inform 

potential customers of the presence of specific merchants) and the contextual one 

(through which Google itself directs through search engines to sites with specific 

characteristics or which sell particular categories of goods); 

c) the promotion of certain products by an e-commerce platform (the advertisements 

that Amazon makes for certain products on its own site) 

d) advertising which is bought through more traditional intermediary channels through 

which dealers sell directly to businesses. 

Finally, it should be noted that there are several ways in which large platforms aggregate 

information for the purpose of personalising advertisements. Facebook, for example, relies 

on the 'individual' unit, being able to collect information on consumers' personal preferences, 

tastes and opinions. Amazon, on the other hand, identifies purchasing habits and Google, 

again in a different way, reasons by keywords and the traffic that develops on them.  
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These, in short, are the numbers and characteristics of a change that is transforming, as we 

have mentioned, the very nature of advertising. To the point that it probably does not even 

make much sense anymore to put together - as our own analysis does - such different 

modes of interaction between producers and consumers that they change the very nature 

of the act of consumption or production. 

 

However, the hypothesis we are interested in verifying is whether in an advertising world 

that has broken away from the MEDIASET - RAI model and has progressively (but 

unstoppably) moved towards an INTERNET context, opportunities are being created for 

companies with smaller budgets that were excluded from the previous context. 

 

3.2 THE DELICATE TRADE-OFFS OF PERSONALISED MARKETING AND CONSUMER 
PRIVACY 
As we have already noted, the Internet has brought about a real transformation of 

advertising as a marketing lever (as conceived by the father of 'marketing' as a scientific 

discipline, Philip Kotler, with his theory of the four levers of a promotion strategy).  

Before Internet, advertising was only partially targeted - for example, by means of 

advertisements at different times of day on television - but now, thanks to increasing 

digitalisation and the presence of increasingly precise data and tools, it is possible to offer 

advertisements directly aimed at consumers and their interests.  

Personalised digital marketing has now passed a point of no return and is a fundamental 

part of the internet economy. However, this model may come into conflict with a fundamental 

human right - the protection of one's own data - as well as with other negative externalities 

such as the risk of being exposed to untrue information (a risk that may lead to manipulation) 

and to unwanted solicitations. 

On this the European Commission intervenes with a regulation (GDPR) considered a 

benchmark and, however, the personalisation of ads on websites also allows to make the 

shopping experience more pleasant and optimised, an element, as seen in the previous 

sections, crucial in the new multichannel strategies often cited as a priority by consumers. 

In fact, the Boston Consulting Group reports that receiving non-personalised advertising 

leads to a 21% increase in consumer shutdowns because it is irrelevant or repetitive. 
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Therefore, it is interesting to try to weigh the possible cost of using one's own data (which, 

of course, gets worse if one loses control of that data) against the potential benefit of having 

more targeted advertising information that reduces the transaction cost (which, in part, 

coincides with that of filtering out irrelevant solicitations). 

An interesting analysis is that carried out by IPSOS Mori (one of the largest market research 

agencies) for the Centre for Data Ethics and Innovation which is a department of the UK 

Government. 

 

The following graph shows that the benefits appear, almost always, to outweigh the possible 

cost even if the trade-off appears very diversified: two thirds of the respondents to the IPSOS 

question seemed to accept that the information is used to propose music tracks or a specific 

product, while the balance becomes more uncertain if the data is aimed at proposing certain 

news or an advertisement (and it is interesting the difference between commercial 

information related to a specific proposal and others that aim to promote in a more generic 

way a certain brand).  

 
GRAPH 3.3 - TRADE OFFS BETWEEN VALUE AND DISVALUE OF PERSONALISED 
ADVERTISING  
ANSWERS TO THE QUESTION "For the following services, how acceptable is it for companies to use 
user information to decide what to show online?" * 

 
SOURCE: VISION ON IPSOS MORI OMNIBUS DATA  
 

Quite consistent with this finding is the other evidence that the IPSOS research finds when 
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GRAPH 3.4 - DIVERSIFIED TRUST ON DATA PROCESSING   
ANSWERS TO THE QUESTION "Do you trust the following realities? 

 
*On a sample of 2280 individuals between 16 and 75 years old 

SOURCE: VISION ON IPSOS MORI OMNIBUS DATA 

 

However, it is interesting to note that there is a high level of acceptance of the idea that data 

processing enables customer value when done by platforms that make videos and music 

available (such as Spotify, YouTube and Netflix), search engines (Google) and 

marketplaces (Amazon). 

 

It should also be noted that revenues from targeted advertising allow a wide range of apps 

and services to be made free of charge, which would otherwise have to be paid for or 

rendered unusable by too high a volume of advertising (volume needed to pay for it). This 

would affect so-called 'ad publishers', which include app developers, media companies and 

content creators. Last but not least, consumers would be bombarded with uninteresting 

advertising. 

  

In fact, according to an IPSOS survey (IPSOS 2021), 70 per cent of consumers in the US, 

69 per cent in Europe, 72 per cent in Brazil, 82 per cent in Kenya, 78 per cent in Morocco 

and 70 per cent in South Korea, say they would prefer to have free access to social media 

and apps in exchange for receiving advertising.  
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3.3 LOWERING ENTRY BARRIERS FOR SMES  
One of the great advantages of new forms of marketing is the dramatically lowered barriers 

to entry in terms of marketing for SMEs.  

In the pre-digital era, the main communication channels were television, radio and 

newspapers. Advertising through these platforms was costly, making marketing a major 

barrier to entry for SMEs, which were penalised by the presence of large companies that 

could mobilise large budgets. In addition to being costly, traditional advertising also involved 

large margins of waste. The impossibility of addressing a specific target audience meant 

that the advertising message also reached people who were not interested in it, making the 

investment less profitable in terms of customer conversion, which was also difficult to 

monitor. Finally, traditional channels were limited by the geographical component.  

The advent of digital data infrastructures has revolutionised this scenario, offering low-cost 

marketing solutions that are more targeted, trackable, self-service and easily cross 

geographic boundaries. Costs in terms of creative efforts have also decreased, with 

increasingly intuitive tools that make it easier to create graphic identities and content. From 

the interviews carried out during the course of this project, it emerges that SMEs represent 

a significant share of GOOGLE and FACEBOOK's customers and that, in any case, SMEs 

rely almost exclusively on digital channels, leaving large companies with a monopoly on 

traditional channels.  

In this sense, it is interesting to note the evidence that emerges from the following graph 

which - taking up the data in graph 3.1 - provides an initial comparison between a world 

dominated by television and another that has been heavily transformed by the advent of the 

Net. 
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FIGURE 3.2 - CHANGE IN MIX IS PRODUCED BY SUBSTITUTING A TECHNOLOGICAL 
INNOVATION ON A DIFFERENT COST/EFFECTIVENESS CURVE 
CHANGE IN ADVERTISING MARKET SHARE BY MEDIUM AND COMPARISON IN TERMS OF COST* 
AND EFFECTIVENESS *. 

 
* Considered as average cost for a campaign:  
TV: €52,200 for 30 seconds (EARLY EVENING - THE INHERITANCE) FOR 2,914,000 PEOPLE (1.8 CENTS 
PER PERSON) ("Advertising on TV - Local and National TV Commercials" s.d.). 
INTERNET: €5.5 per 1000 impressions on Facebook, $4.85 per 1000 impressions on Instagram (0.5 CENT 
PER PERSON) (ADCostly 2021) 
NEWSPAPERS: €111,140 (La Repubblica - Last page). For 156,000 copies sold (710 CENTS PER PERSON) 
In fact, the comparison is, in part, rendered uneven by the fact that the price list of televisions and newspapers 
is frequently discounted; while prices for SOCIAL are at prices set by a telematic auction  
 

SOURCE: VISION ON GOOGLE, RAI, MANZONI ADVERTISING DATA 

 

Such a situation produces a number of benefits for the small business: 

a) the cost of the individual 'impression' decreases; although television and newspapers 

have more recently tried to respond with very significant discounts and, nevertheless, 

this seems to be further recognition that there is a competitive disadvantage ; 

b) even if exposure to an advertisement entails different experiences, the ability of the 

internet medium to reach the right customer at the right time appears to be far 

superior; 

c) the possibility of measuring the efficiency of communication campaigns also improves 

- compared to the pre-digital era and despite the fact that there is ample room for 

improvement; 



 122 

d) and, moreover, the barriers to entry are lowered: there are no minimum budgets and 

the 'self-service' allows, even, to run the campaign by oneself and, therefore, the 

advertising market opens up with a consequent increase in the levels of competition 

also in the sectors (practically all) in which advertisers operate.  

This leadership, associated with the very nature of the medium being used, is reflected in 

the price of digital advertising itself: the graph below shows that in the United States it has 

increased a great deal, and yet this does not negate the advantage of digital marketing. In 

fact, the average price for a 30-second spot during the Super Bowl is around $5.2 million 

(Kantar Media 2021). 

 

GRAPH 3.5 - PRICES FOR ONLINE MARKETING ARE INCREASING BUT ARE STILL 
BELOW LIST PRICES FOR TRADITIONAL MEDIA 
CPM (COST PER 1000 IMPRESSIONS) ON FACEBOOK (USA, 2010-2020, IN USD) 

 
SOURCE: VISION ON REVEALBOT DATA 
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GRAPH 3.6 - THE EVOLUTION OF THE ADVERTISING MARKET IN ITALY - INTERNET 
AS EFFICIENCY FACTORS 
NUMBER OF PEOPLE REACHED BY NEWSPAPERS, TV AND INTERNET IN A DAY (LEFT AXIS) AND 
AVERAGE COST TO REACH A USER*. 

 
*The per capita value is calculated by dividing the value of the advertising channel by the number of potential 

users. 

SOURCE: VISION ON REVEALNOT, POLIMI, STATISTA DATA 

 
Therefore, while the advertising market is overall less expensive than it was ten years ago 

(with lower costs for television and much lower expenditure for a much wider audience via 

the internet channel), it is also true that more people are being reached. 

Personalised marketing is therefore an asset for SMEs, as confirmed by a Deloitte study of 

30,000 SMEs in 30 countries where 76% of respondents (68% in the EU) say targeted 

advertising has helped them increase their customer numbers (Deloitte 2020). 
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Although it might be thought that traditional media have lost their appeal since the advent of 
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efficiency and effectiveness of the different media.  

 
 

Journals readers

Internet users

Television audience

Per capita cost

0,000

10,000

20,000

30,000

40,000

50,000

60,000

70,000

80,000

90,000

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020



 124 

GRAPH - 3.7 NOT ALL TRADITIONAL MEDIA ARE DISAPPEARING 
TELEVISION, NEWSPAPER AND RADIO ADVERTISING EXPENDITURE (WORLD, 2000-2023*, IN 
MILLIONS OF DOLLARS) 

 
SOURCE: VISION ON DATI ZENITH 
 

For newspapers the situation is even more severe.  Indeed, the majority of the newspaper’s 

turnover derived from the advertisings. They saw a drastic fall in revenues and sales – which 

stayed stable – did not cover the damages. In effect, despite the fact that number of leaders 

of e-newspaper is increasing (they were 3641,5 million in 2017 and now they are 3498,2 

million in the world), the newspapers have been penalized by the losses in the marketing 

segment. 

 

The case of newspapers is emblematic. In a period in which coincided with the great financial 

crisis of 2007-08 (and which saw a strong contraction of budgets), newspapers were faced 

with a strategic choice: adapt to the web, publishing their news in digital format or resist, 

anchoring themselves to the printed versions. International newspapers such as the New 

York Times and La Repubblica decided to go digital at the time, but they made an error of 

judgement: they made their content free of charge and staked everything on advertising. 

The model worked (poorly) for a while (digital advertising revenues were always marginal 

compared to those of the printed paper), but ended up being even more disrupted by the 

advent of social media and the increasingly important development of targeted marketing 

(to the detriment of contextual marketing), which introduced a more efficient and effective 

alternative to newspaper marketing. Stuck with this business model, newspapers found 

themselves suffering the consequences of having backed the wrong horse (Basaglia 2020).  
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The table below compares print and digital revenues from readers. It shows that the two 

forms of distribution follow two different 'pricing' models: almost all of the print revenue is 

from daily sales, while almost all of the digital revenue is monetised through annual 

subscriptions. Both individual and corporate subscriptions are decreasing due to a 

displacement of digital, and there are very few subscriptions to both print and digital (very 

substantial for a weekly like the ECONOMIST, which is considered a benchmark); but even 

stronger seems to be the cannibalisation that the WEB has had on daily paper copies. Very 

few downloads are paid for daily (which, on the other hand, support some large international 

newspapers such as the New York Times). 

 

GRAPH 3.8 - DIGITAL SUBSCRIPTIONS DO NOT COMPENSATE FOR THE FALL IN 
PRINT SALES 
ANNUAL SALES FOR DIGITAL AND PRINT COPIES (2017 - 2020, € MILLION, TOP FIVE ITALIAN 
NEWSPAPERS*) 

 
*Digital subscriptions include subscriptions to the website, the mobile app and the full range of digital products. 
Hard copies include copies sold individually and by third parties. Corriere della Sera, La Repubblica, Il Sole 24 
Ore, La Stampa, Il Messaggero). Turnover is calculated on 2021 prices. 
SOURCE: VISON&VALUE ON ADS DATA 

 

In addition, newspapers consciously focused on reducing the use of paper, focusing on 
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Marketing in newspapers therefore became a complex undertaking, linked not only to the 

visibility of the medium, but also to editorial choices that no longer sufficiently targeted their 

audience, trying to manage a competitive environment that was now too open to other 

media. The majority of newspaper consumers (and therefore of advertising) are in fact made 

up of people over 45 (ISTAT 2020). Newspapers could therefore regain some of their losses 

by focusing on restructuring their editorial offer, carving out a niche (whether online or offline) 

and thus regaining the competitive advantage that comes from knowing and targeting their 

audience. 

 

Television, unlike newspapers, has not suffered the same effects at the level of purchases 

of marketing services, an indication that it is still considered a valid medium for advertising. 

Television has in fact benefited from its 'video' nature which has allowed a rapid transition 

to digital. Two trends are emerging in the world of television: the fragmentation of platforms 

and the use of data leading to the addressable TV paradigm, which is moving towards fully 

personalised content (and therefore ads). 

 

Indeed, televisions are increasingly offering on-demand, mobile and streaming services, 

creating systems comparable to the omnichannel strategies observed in other verticals. Web 

TVs are in fact a new element with good potential. Since 2008 in Italy, they have increased 

by 33% compared to 2007 (Scatena 2009) and in the United States the share of online TV 

in advertising revenues has increased from 3.1% to 5.6% in 2018 (Convergence Consulting 

Group 2018). 

 

GRAPH 3.9 - WEBTV AS A SOURCE OF AUDIENCE AND DATA 
SHARE OF ONLINE TV IN TELEVISION ADVERTISING REVENUE (USA, 2012-2018, 2018) 

 
SOURCE: VISION ON CONVERGENCE CONSULTING GROUP DATA 
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The wealth of these new solutions, which also use web platforms to a large extent, is that 

they can then acquire data on consumer habits. This data can then be used to improve 

targeting and measure the efficiency and effectiveness of advertisements. 

  

With the possibility of better targeting their campaigns, television also opens up a window 

for SMEs (despite the fact that a television commercial, whether on a web TV or a traditional 

channel, will probably always be more expensive than marketing on social networks) and 

we are seeing the birth of local initiatives such as DreamonflyTV, the web TV of 

Feditalimprese Piemonte (Brambilla 2019), which aims to raise awareness of local 

businesses. Rai recently opened a marketing and consultancy service specifically for SMEs 

entering the world of television advertising for the first time. This initiative has been rewarded 

with an increase in turnover (Pirrotta 2018). 

 

Despite this, the biggest customers of the old oligopolists remain the large companies that 

can afford large budgets. In fact, we see that only 5% of Italian SMEs count on investing in 

TV advertising, while the focus on social, SEM and SEO is greater (Casaleggio Associati 

2021). 

 

GRAPH 3.10 SME'S FOCUS ON DIGITAL MEDIA  
DISTRIBUTION OF INVESTMENTS IN MARKETING AND E-COMMERCE ADVERTISING (SME, ITALY, 
2021, BY CATEGORY) 

 
SOURCE: VISION ON CASALEGGO ASSOCIATI DATA 
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3.5 FUTURE DEVELOPMENTS AND STRATEGIC OPTIONS 
In the advertising landscape, digital marketing is establishing itself as the most low-cost and 

effective solution. The big marketing oligarchs, on the other hand, find themselves in 

different situations and it is necessary to understand what the future of these media will be.  

 

In general, two elements emerge as strategic for the future: the ability to acquire data and 

the ability to assess one's return on investment. 

Being able to acquire data is the key to increasing targeting, creating more effective but also 

less 'annoying' advertisements that are instead useful to consumers. 

 

In this respect, smart home systems, WebTV’s and various increasingly integrated platforms 

represent an opportunity to collect this information. Many companies are already entering 

this field, and this is even more important for the publishing sector, which needs to 

restructure its strategy to become more targeted. Ultimately, addressable TV is a solution 

that hybridises television and the Internet and thus reproduces the convergence between 

platforms and traditional operators that we have seen in other sectors and with other 

dynamics (omnichannel in textiles, Electronics and food is another form of convergence). 

For SMEs, digital is a must, but it is also important not to lose sight of other media, so as to 

ensure an omnichannel presence that appeals to all demographics (who still consume a lot 

of TV and newspaper content). In this respect, when TV networks' initiatives to lower entry 

costs are more developed, SMEs will be able to approach this new medium more easily. 

 

Indeed, the traditional media should for their part try to reduce these prices, perhaps by 

fragmenting their services or outlining new business solutions aimed at making their 

channels available to SMEs. In this respect, being able to assess more effectively (through 

data) the return on investment of smaller campaigns could give light to micro-campaigns, 

perhaps including groups of SMEs.  
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4. AIRBNB / BOOKING.COM / TRIPADVISOR: A NEW HOSPITALITY 
WORLD 
Tourism is a sector of traditional competitive advantage for Europe, that is the reason why 

the impact of global digital platforms is of particular importance. 

Globally, tourism has probably been the area of the economy most heavily affected by the 

pandemic, as the following graph shows. Moreover, also OTAs (online travel agencies such 

as Airbnb, booking.com, Expedia) have also suffered. 

 

GRAPH 4.1 - THE TOURISM MARKET AND THE PANDEMIC THUD.  
CONTRIBUTION OF THE TRAVEL AND TOURISM SECTOR TO GDP (% OF GDP) 

 
SOURCE: VISION ON STATISTA AND WORLD BANK DATA 
 

The graph shows the halving of the sector's weight on a GDP that has contracted violently. 

However, the heavy discontinuity of the pandemic opens up spaces for technological 

innovation and makes it possible to restructure the offer - we will come back to this - which 

a market fragmented into very small operator’s needs. 

 

With respect to this industry, we will aim at analysing the impact of a series of digital 

platforms which are very different from each other. The reconstruction has been benefitted 

from the contribution of Professor Bellini, professor at the Sant'Anna University Institute of 

Pisa and former director of the Institute of Tourism Management at La Rochelle in France. 
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a) Online Travel Agencies (OTAs): in the first three places are EXPEDIA, BOOKINGS 

and the Chinese TRIP.COM (formerly CTRIP);  

b) SHARING engines (first and foremost AIRBNB, which is still a unique model); 

c) platforms for comparing different offers (not only hotels, but restaurants) on the basis 

of 'reviews' left by customers: TRIVAGO (controlled by EXPEDIA), KAYAK (Booking) 

and Tripadvisor; 

d) search engines specialising in the search for transport solutions (SKYSCANNER, 

controlled by TRIP.COM) and the European consortium AMADEUS (thought of, 

however, as a more Business to Business type platform); 

e) finally, GOOGLE itself (which, by definition, conveys searches for tourist products 

through both search engines and maps that allow even free listings) and Amazon, 

which, after having proposed AMAZON destinations, is experimenting with the 

AMAZON explorer product. 

 

However, we will see that this grid is complemented by large chains (the recent example of 

greater size is that of ACCOR) which are - just like the examples we saw in the textile - 

becoming platforms (in the case of ACCOR the first attempt was unsuccessful) with the 

objective of systematising the collection and analysis of customer data in order to offer them 

better services. 

 

The hypotheses that our methodological scheme envisages and that we will test in the case 

of tourism are - as per the scheme set out in section 1.5 - that: 

1. Platforms increase consumer welfare: this would apply not only in terms of lower 

transaction costs (better price, purchase convenience, selection) but also in terms of 

quantity and quality of proposals  

2. They create opportunities that did not exist for small and medium-sized economic 

operators: small hotels and entire territories that were excluded from the global 

tourism circuits and provide competitive pressure that is useful to large hotel chains;   

3. They have the potential to provide data enabling governments and cities to better 

plan their offer. 

 

These levers become fundamental to rediscovering balances that the pandemic seems to 

have lost. 
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4.1 IMPACT ON CONSUMERS AND THE NEW WAY OF TRAVELLING 
On the demand side, the appearance of online platforms has profoundly changed the way 

people choose and plan their holidays.  

The digitalisation of tourism businesses, whether through their own website or an e-

commerce platform, has given consumers access to a greater amount of information 

previously held by travel agencies or limited to word of mouth. In fact, the appearance of the 

web has led to tourism disintermediation, which has then contributed to changing consumer 

preferences. Packages and organised trips have become less and less popular, while the 

demand for more immersive experiences that allow people to experience the local culture 

and focus on unique experiences has grown.  

E-commerce platforms have made it possible to meet these new needs. Platforms such as 

Airbnb allow people to stay overnight in private homes, with the promise of adding 

authenticity to the experience (i.e. involvement in the local community visited) and often 

competitive prices. On the other hand, TripAdvisor, Booking and Expedia allow people to 

compare reviews, prices and information about flights and hotels but also restaurants and 

local activities. In short, online platforms allow to respond to an increasingly specific and 

conscious demand, thus bringing benefits in terms of value generation for consumers.  

These new opportunities in terms of travel were translating - before 2020 - into an increase 

in the number of nights spent in tourist accommodation (including both chains and 

independent hotels), which has risen exponentially since 2009 (as evident in the graph 

below). Another relevant fact was the more than proportional increase since 2010 of non-

domestic trips compared to domestic ones. E-commerce had in fact also favoured greater 

visibility of international offers for both small and large tourism businesses, which can be 

seen in the higher figures between the two categories.  

Clearly, this figure is completely reversed in the year of the pandemic, 2020. In fact, due to 

travel restrictions, especially abroad, people have been able to travel mainly within their own 

national territory whenever possible. 
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GRAPH 4.2 – NEW TOURISM OPTIONS RESULT IN AN INCREASE IN THE NUMBER 
OF NIGHTS 
NUMBER OF NIGHTS SPENT IN TOURIST ACCOMMODATION IN THE EUROPEAN UNION, INDEXED 
2010=100. 

 
SOURCE: VISION ON EUROSTAT 
 

The increase in the number of nights has increased in parallel with the average travel 

expenditure. This means that consumers are not only travelling more but also spending 

more on accommodation, restaurants, and related activities. 
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GRAPH 4.3 – CONSUMERS TRAVEL AND SPEND EVEN MORE                                                                                
AVERAGE TRAVEL EXPENDITURE FOR MORE THAN ONE NIGHT (IN EURO) 

 
SOURCE: VISION ON EUROSTAT 
 

It is interesting to note that the average expenditure in Italy is higher than in other countries 

and more stable. 

However, this increase cannot be attributed to the emergence of e-commerce platforms, but 

rather to a greater propensity to spend by tourists, also generated by a new form of tourism 

created by the greater amount of information available online. Tourism is less tied to 

'traditional' modes of tourism, but increasingly focuses on the needs of the individual, tending 

to create 'unique' experiences.  

The predefined "segment tourist" has been replaced by a figure who manifests different 

needs depending on the mood, the moment, and tends not to exclude anything. There are 

low-cost flights and first class, private accommodation and luxury hotels, fast food and 

famous restaurants, and often the choice of these components depends on the composition 

of the product, so that it can happen that the same person in some cases, depending on the 

motivation of the moment, chooses one or the other of the components indicated. Ultimately, 

each consumer is becoming a separate segment. 

 

4.2 NEW DYNAMIC FOR SMALL MEDIUM AND LARGE COMPANIES 
This new way of doing tourism has been favoured by the e-commerce platforms. Indeed, 

these platforms have had a crucial role for the selection of the holiday accommodation. This 

is evident in the graph below. 
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GRAPH 4.4 – WHERE DOES YOU RESEARCH START? WHAT IS THE MOST 
INFLUENCIAL FACTOR OF YOUR HOLIDAY ACCOMODATION?  

SOURCE: VISION ON BRANDON AGENCY DATA 
 
In fact, it is clear that the world of online platforms (from OTAs to those providing reviews 

via SHARING) influences about half of the holiday accommodation choices overall.  Only 

14.3% of final choices are conditioned by the specific site of the structure and less than a 

quarter of the times reference is made to what other non-online channels (friends, media, 

traditional agencies) tell us. 

However, it should be noted that a different matter applies to repeat choices. There is an 

increasing number of customers who 'stick' to specific sites and they are not necessarily 

close to their residence (as we were told in an interview by EXPEDIA.COM). This new way 

of searching for and choosing one's holiday options has generated an overall increase in 

bed occupancy for all orders of hotels or similar.  

Very important, however, is the evidence from the graph 4.5 
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GRAPH 4.5 - THE POSSIBILITY OF PERSONALISING YOUR HOLIDAY LEADS TO AN 
INCREASE IN BED ACCOMMODATION RATE. 
OCCUPANCY RATE OF BEDS IN HOTELS AND SIMILAR ESTABLISHMENTS (EUROPE 27, 
INDEXATION, 2012=100) 

 
SOURCE: VISION ON EUROSTAT 

 

In Europe, businesses with fewer rooms have seen their bed occupancy increase compared 

to larger establishments. This increase in bed occupancy has also been reflected in a 

sustained increase of micro-activities with up to 9 employees, typically those of a family 

nature, and which fall squarely within the scope of the experiential tourism we mentioned 

earlier. 

Clearly in 2020 there was a vertical collapse in the occupancy rate of beds, which brought 

the average indexed value from 117 to 28 (figure constructed using the monthly data 

available on Eurostat January - July - August - September). However, even in the pandemic 

period, large hotels and those located in prestigious buildings suffer much more from the 

incompressibility of maintenance costs than more flexible structures. 

This evidence reinforces a trend - even more evident than the previous one on occupancy -  

that precedes the pandemic. 
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GRAPH 4.6 - SMALL BUSINESSES GROW MORE THAN LARGE STRUCTURES  
GROWTH RATE OF NUMBER OF BUSINESSES PER NUMBER OF EMPLOYEES (ITALY, INDEXING, 100 
= 2008) 

 
SOURCE: VISION ON EUROSTAT 

 
This impact on very small businesses can be traced to several factors, one of which is the 

presence of digital platforms dedicated to booking.  

As is evident from the graph shown above, generic online searches and searches on 

specialised sites are becoming increasingly central to the choice of holiday accommodation 

(relevant to over 60% of choices).  

 

This is even truer when considering the impact of online travel agencies (ATO) on the 
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the presence of online travel agencies (Booking, Expedia etc.) has generated an average 

daily price reduction for the consumer of 7.8% (for chains the reduction is 5.7%, for 

independent hotels around 8%). Bearing in mind the graph above, we can see how the 

Internet has created a new way of "doing tourism", a way that leads the "tourist" to spend 
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services. 
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GRAPH 4.7 - NEW CONSUMERS SPEND LESS ON ACCOMMODATION THANKS TO 
AVO 
IMPACT OF ONLINE TRAVEL AGENCIES ON AVERAGE DAILY RATE 

 
SOURCE: VISION ON OXFORD ECONOMICS 
 

Booking a hotel is still a complex activity that on average requires 90% of users to visit at 

least 10 sites within an average period of 26 days. Therefore, this huge dispersion of sources 

in the search activity makes it extremely important to have an online presence that is as 

easy to find, attractive and competitive for customers.  

Clearly, for small businesses with a small budget, online platforms represent a competitive 

advantage and an enormous development opportunity. In fact, these platforms allow them 

to implement global marketing activities that would cost an amount of money that would be 

difficult to sustain over time98. 

This market widow undoubtedly offers enormous potential for visibility. However, it also 

obliges small realities to increase and improve their offer in terms of experiential tourism in 

order not to be left behind where competition has also increased drastically.  

Clearly, on the side of the large hotel chains the impact of digital platforms is stronger, in 

negative terms, than for small independent hotels.  

 
98 https://www.cdp.it/resources/cms/documents/Studio-settore-CDP-n-7-Turismo.pdf 
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An example of this is the impact of the increase in Airbnb rooms on the average annual 

turnover of large and small hotels. In fact, in terms of competition, it is estimated that a 10% 

increase in the total number of rooms on Airbnb can generate an average decrease in 

turnover for independent hotels of $1,620 USD, compared to $13,500 USD for large hotel 

chains. The opening up of the market generated by the platforms is clearly going to affect in 

a more important way those larger establishments that have greater difficulty in changing 

their behaviour within the market. This situation forces the large hotel chains to change their 

market positioning and marketing strategy in order to adapt to a more open, fluid and 

experiential tourism market. In this sense, very interesting (although not successful) was the 

attempt by the ACCOR hotel chain to aggregate several chains and several independent 

hotels. 

 

4.3 BIG DATA AS A STRATEGIC LEVER FOR CITIES, REGIONS AND GOVERNMENTS 
Tourism is clearly a business of great impact for cities, regions and governments (where 

there are - even in Italy - very different services for different territories and their competences 

are not always efficiently distributed). We have seen that it can weigh even more than 10% 

of a country's GDP; but the experience of tourists (a similar argument can be made with 

students and business travellers) greatly influences the image of a place and, therefore, its 

ability to become a "brand" (with a strong impact on variables such as exports or the 

attraction of foreign investment). But there is more: public institutions are also the economic 

subjects that best control the marketing levers to promote a given territory and coordinate 

different subjects that condition its final performance (since, as we have seen, a visitor's 

experience is the sum of many different fruitions). 

However, many administrations do not have the minimum data to understand: a) the 

purchase and loyalty factors that a given customer (grouping it into segments even if these 

groups should be articulated in a flexible manner) considers when choosing a certain 

location/hotel/restaurant/carrier; b) how much they are worth economically and how much 

they pollute (we talk about "foot print") different segments (so as to select those with the 

best ratio); c) what competitors are and how they are positioned on the choice criteria with 

respect to the territory that one wants to promote; d) what communication channels (more 

or less INTERNET) customers are exposed to. 

This battery of information is indispensable for configuring an offer that is competitive and 

capable of protecting the values of a territory. 
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The economic and social importance that tourism has for many European countries requires 

institutions at all levels to rethink their management of tourism, starting from the 

consideration that it is the ability to aggregate and analyse data that can make the difference 

in the new context. In fact, the amount of data that the use of digital platforms generates 

offers an enormous opportunity for institutions in terms of planning and relocation of their 

tourism offerings, which they have never had before, with obvious impacts in terms of growth 

and economic development, if the phenomenon is managed in the right way. From the public 

point of view, there are many divergent pressures to be met, and a restructuring of one's 

methods of action in order to be able to use the potential of the available data seems 

extremely important.  

A visual dimension of the impact and possibilities generated by new technologies applied to 

tourism is evident from the figure below. 

 
FIGURE 4.1 - INSTITUTIONAL APPLICATIONS OF NEW TECHNOLOGIES FOR 
TOURISM 

 
SOURCE: VISION ON JANOWSKI T (2015B) DIGITAL GOVERNMENT EVOLUTION: FROM 
TRANSFORMATION TO CONTEXTUALIZATION. GOVERNMENT INFORMATION QUATERLY, 32, 221-
236 
 

Turning to the economic dimension that new technologies could generate, we can say that 

in terms of tourism 'exploitation', Italy, compared to other countries where tourism is very 

important, is not at full capacity. 
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GRAPH 4.8 - NUMBER OF INTERNATIONAL TOURIST ARRIVALS PER CITIZEN (2019) 

 
SOURCE: VISION ON UNWTO ED EUROSTAT DATA 

 

As is evident from the graph above, Italy has a relatively low number of foreign tourist arrivals 

per citizen. This indicates that Italy's attractiveness is still low, especially when one considers 

countries with similar characteristics to Italy, such as Spain and France.  

This fact becomes even more evident if one takes into consideration the cultural value that 

is recognised to Italy. 

 

GRAPH 4.9 - NUMBER OF INTERNATIONAL TOURIST ARRIVALS PER UNESCO 
HERITAGE SITE (IN THOUSANDS, 2019) 

 
SOURCE: VISION ON UNWTO ED UNESCO DATA 
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Indeed, as is evident from the graph above, despite Italy being the country with the highest 

number of UNESCO World Heritage Sites (59), these generate an extremely low volume of 

tourist arrivals from abroad. 

Vision calculates that an increase in the ratio of foreign tourist arrivals to citizens from 1.1 

(from graph 4.9) to 1.35 (where this would halve the GAP compared to France and bring 

foreign tourist arrivals to about 96 million) would generate an increase in tourism turnover of 

about €16 billion. Obviously, increasing the number of tourists is neither a simple operation 

(pandemics entails abandoning an entire model) nor is it necessarily acceptable to everyone 

(even if our estimate takes France as a benchmark against which to recover positions, as 

France is perhaps the country most attentive to protecting its artistic and cultural values). 

Not necessarily fragile sites such as Venice or the north-eastern coast of Sardinia during 

the summer months can hope for a worsening of an "over tourism" phenomenon. However, 

Italy has - for sure - one of its most immediate growth possibilities in a tourism enhancement 

that aims at a better distribution of tourist flows in space (with enhancement of many 

abandoned and valuable sites) and in time: in order to achieve this, data are a minimum 

condition to be able to set up smart innovation (and specialisation) strategies. 

 

4.4 FUTURE DEVELOPMENTS AND POLICY OPTIONS 
The picture we have outlined reveals a number of clear trends. Therefore, it seems 

consolidated (also in the light of the pandemic discontinuity): 

a) the emergence of holiday packages increasingly designed by the customer himself 

(a trend that is very strong especially among young people and those with higher 

levels of education/English usage) which is similar to the evolution that e-commerce 

has encouraged in the verticals that we saw in chapter two; 

b) Tourism proper (transport, hotel, restaurant) is increasingly being sold in conjunction 

with other products (books, clothing, cookery courses, sport, dating...); 

c) important opportunities are opening up for small hotels (and operators in general) 

and less frequented areas); however, this does not mean that the microscopic size is 

sustainable (as it distances itself from economies of scale and minimum knowledge); 

small operators are likely to federate into flexible networks; 

d) there is strong competitive pressure for the big chains and it is exacerbated by the 

pandemic; the challenge for them is to become - themselves - data aggregators 

(ultimately platforms); 
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e) among the platforms that are INTERNET NATIVE, new forms of competition are likely 

to develop (such as the one that seems likely to emerge between GOOGLE and the 

OTAs);  

f) AMAZON explorer can be scaled up to virtual reality applications (not necessarily 

sophisticated forms of METAVERSO) which further changes the choice; 

g) finally, for the policy maker, data become absolutely strategic; this can also be an 

opportunity for platforms to produce positive externalities (and this is the sense of 

initiatives that EXPEDIA and GOOGLE are taking). 

It is a framework in which, in short, the boundary between segments, production sectors and 

business models is getting thinner. With an increase in levels of competition and innovation. 

It is essential in this context to make in Europe a double leap: from a craft concept of tourism, 

to one that conceives hospitality not only as an industrial sector, but as a digital environment 

to access new experiences. 
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5. SUSTAINABILITY IMPACT: A NEW APPROACH 
Sustainability is now central to the agenda of both governments and businesses, and it is 

the international organisations - primarily those affiliated with the United Nations and, in 

particular, the Conference of Parties (COP) - engaged in the prevention and mitigation of 

climate change risks. Indeed:  

a) more and more investors are using ratings that measure the extent to which a 

company has policies that are consistent with objectives that are no longer just 

corporate but also protect the environment, rights and must be reflected in 

'governance'; these ratings use so-called ESG - Environment, Social, Governance - 

indicators, and European financial institutions themselves are being asked to 

calculate the extent to which (the 'green ratio') their assets finance companies that 

contribute to ecological transition objectives: 

b) customers themselves (especially younger ones) seem to be increasingly sensitive 

to business proposals that are consistent with sustainability. 

In this context, the challenge for global digital platforms becomes strategic, and even more 

for those engaged in e-commerce. What is at stake is not only their own sustainability, but 

that of their customers/suppliers along the entire value chain: from product production and 

the platforms' attention to supplier selection, packaging, logistics (warehouses, renewable 

energy) and distribution (fleet innovation).  

Therefore, there are two elements that make the approach to sustainability highly distinctive 

for an electronic platform and, in particular, for one - such as AMAZON but also ALIBABA in 

China - that has a scale and differentiation that can produce strong differences: 

a) the reduction of the footprint concerns an entire supply chain: much stronger than for 

other companies is the sharing of the final result between different companies; 

b) economies of scale and, even more so, of information - very strong on packaging and 

logistics, for example on ELECTRONICS and TEXTILE - provides the possibility of 

optimising much more than for companies with less "scope";  

c) the size also allows to invest in further research both on materials and on the fleets 

themselves (thanks to partnerships with other companies) produces further waste 

reduction: in this sense interesting are, for example, the opportunities that can 

produce in FOOD the integration between supermarkets and intelligent refrigerators; 

d) reducing inefficiency and waste tend to converge and sustainability tends to coincide 

almost completely with corporate objectives of cost reduction: it is, from this point of 
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view, significant that in a company like AMAZON responsibility for sustainability 

programmes and those of logistics converge. 

It is a new approach that e-commerce platforms are promoting that may be of interest to 

policy maker itself, which is proposing the agenda of a society and economy that can 

significantly reduce emissions. 

 

5.1 THE AMAZON EFFECT: A COMPARISON BY 'ECOLOGICAL FOOTPRINT' 
BETWEEN THE WORLD BEFORE AND AFTER THE ADVENT OF E-COMMERCE 
Based on the premise just made, it may be useful to think about the impact that the 

discontinuity of the e-commerce platform introduces. It is an effect that has produced a 

migration of a logistic chain from the physical shop to the virtual one. Moreover, on the 

understanding that, as we have seen, hybrid - omnichannel - models are clearly emerging 

and that this report confirms that the evolutionary scenario is moving towards a situation in 

which some pieces of traditional distribution - hypermarkets for example - are drastically 

reduced in number and others - proximity shops for example - could even find a more 

significant role. 

However, an interesting analysis of the impact of e-commerce comes from the table below. 

By reworking data from a recent study (by Oliver Wyman) we see that in each of the four 

major European economies, a retail chain delivering a weight equivalent purchase to a 

consumer produces four times more carbon dioxide emissions if the purchase is made in a 

shop to which the customer arrives by car than if the product is purchased on the electronic 

platform and reaches the customer at home. 

The advantage of e-commerce becomes even greater in the textile sector (and is lower for 

books, which is probably due to the fact that buying a dress involves "shopping" between 

several shops compared to the single bookshop that one needs to visit to buy a book). In 

the cross-country comparison, the difference between the two modes is smaller in Italy (an 

e-commerce chain produces more emissions than in other countries, reflecting a more 

fragmented logistical infrastructure) and larger in France, although Germany is the country 

where it costs the environment the most to make the decision to shop in person at the shop. 
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TABLE 5.1 - COMPARISON OF CO2 PRODUCTION OF E-COMMERCE AND OFFLINE 
SHOPPING FOR EQUIVALENT PRODUCTS * 

 Textiles (400 grams) Books (350 grams) Electronics (250 
grams) 

Average of 4 
products 

 Online Offline 
purchase Online Offline 

purchase Online Offline 
purchase Online Offline 

purchase 
France 593 2.959 273 2.219 428 2.283 397 2.441 

Germany 1.096 7.526 829 2.355 914 2.775 988 5.126 

Italy 1.047 4.197 696 2.545 870 2.834 898 3.339 

Spain 1.166 4.036 605 3.353 860 3.225 897 3.586 
Average of 4 

countries 976 4.680 601 2.618 768 2.779 795 3.623 

*Online and offline consumer behaviour data used in the CO2 impact model was collected for France, 

Germany, UK, Spain, Italy and product categories through targeted surveys of more than 10,000 consumers 

in December 2020. 

SOURCE: VISION ON OLIVER WYMAN DATA 
 
Obviously, the difference between the two models becomes smaller if people walk to the 

shop: according to the same survey, a significant difference remains for clothes purchases 

(due to the high "foot-print" of "shopping" and despite a high rate of returns), while, especially 

in France, taking the burden of buying an electronic item by going to the physical shop 

reduces the environmental "externalities" to a lower level than the one generated by home 

delivery (due to the greater delicacy of transport).  

Obviously, the amount of pollution and the possibility to travel on foot depends on the 

distance to the nearest shop.  The table below shows that the average trip (depending on 

the product) increases for clothes and electronics (much more articulated is the distribution 

chain with some types of products and obviously brands available only in some shops) 

compared to the bookshop which is still a universal type of shop. 
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TABLE 5.2 - CAR USE AND DISTANCE TRAVELLED SHOPPING 
 

France Germany Italy Spain UK 
Motorisation rate (shopping car use) at national level by product category % 

Texiles 58 45 54 53 76 
Books 47 51 52 44 56 
Electronics 49 54 54 53 61 

Distance of car shopping trips nationwide by product category in km 
Tessile 11,6 15,1 7,3 8,1 12,9 
Libri 8,9 5 7,3 8,3 8,3 
Electronics 9,2 6,4 8,4 7,8 7 

SOURCE: VISION ON OLIVER WYMAN SURVEY 

 

Therefore, it is interesting to analyse the factors that make the difference between the two 

distribution chain models (graph below). 

 

GRAPH 5.1 - CO2 IMPACT OF A PRODUCT PURCHASED THROUGH DIFFERENT 
SALES CHANNELS 
IN GRAMS OF CO2, EQUIVALENT EMISSIONS FOR AN AVERAGE NON-FOOD PRODUCT, EUROPE 

 
SOURCE: VISION ON OLIVER WYMAN DATA  
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What the environment seems to save is: 

a) the pollution produced by the consumer's journey to the shop by car compared to the 

'last mile' required by a home delivery. 

b) the footprint of the physical shop compared to that of the HUBs used by the platforms. 

 

In both cases, electronic distribution seems to weigh seven times less than physical 

distribution.  

In fact, the result we have seen is not counterintuitive. It is logical to think that an electronic 

platform has compared to a traditional distribution chain 

a) much more economy of scale to be able to rationalise the distribution on the last mile; 

obviously that is, the carriers of a company that makes home deliveries can be 

organised efficiently of consumers who move with much less knowledge of the 

optimal routes and paths. 

b) but also, on the upstream part of the process, if I co-ordinate many producers and 

many carriers I can make it efficient even on the route to the HUBs per area. 

 

This natural advantage, combined with its size, allows a platform like AMAZON to launch 

sustainability initiatives that other chains could not support. 

 
5.2 SUSTAINABILITY PROJECTS THAT ECONOMIES OF SCALE, SUPPLY CHAIN 
LOGIC AND TECHNOLOGY INTEGRATION ALLOW: RENEWABLES, CIRCULARITY, 
PACKAGING, REDUCTION OF FOOD WASTE 
It is the conditions described above that make it possible for a sufficiently large-scale 

platform to launch projects that are at the frontier of sustainability research. In particular: 

a) the "extended producer responsibility" programme formalises commitments to 

sustainability - and, in particular, to the circular economy and recycling of materials - 

that go beyond the forecasts (per individual company) that the European Commission 

and ESG ratings provide. 

b) the fleet electrification projects (CEVA) are probably the largest mobility transition 

efforts being carried out in the United States; partnerships with similar targets that 

AMAZON is initiating with IVECO in Italy are significant in scale. 

c) ... buildings ...   
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5.3 REDUCING ELECTRICAL POLLUTION 
A further concern related to the internet giants is that of the emissions produced by very 

large data centres. This issue is linked to the core activities of electronic platforms, but also 

to the cloud services that Amazon Wireless Services, Google and Microsoft offer as a now 

separate business.  

Here too, the initiatives are ambitious...  

 

5.4 FUTURE DEVELOPMENTS: TOWARDS AN INDUSTRY SUSTAINABILITY 
PARADIGM 
Scale can also be a relevant factor in the research investments that bringing an industrial 

economy onto a different sustainability curve requires. Among the future developments that 

are highly relevant to reducing pollution, it is worth mentioning the following: 

a) The advances we have already described in chapter 2.4 dedicated to food; the 

integration of supermarkets (such as Amazon go introduced in the United States and 

the United Kingdom, but also of the new Carrefour proposals experimented in Paris) 

of the latest conception with the smart refrigerator (we have mentioned the innovation 

that, among others, is proposed by Samsung) can lead to a drastic reduction in waste; 

the model is to buy only what you need, using reusable containers and integrating 

the entire supply chain with digital methods. 

b) No less disruptive are the opportunities offered by the further improvement of the last 

mile by drones; this innovation is already very advanced in China and is used 

extensively by Alibaba to reach villages in the rural hinterland. 

 

On both lines of development, one hypothesis could be to carry out experiments in specific 

areas (cities that are candidates for the restructuring of the waste chain; some areas - for 

example, Sardinia in Italy - where there are conditions of visibility, low population and 

logistical structures) and then scale up what works to the rest of the territory. 

  



 149 

6. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY. DIGITAL INFRASTRUCTURES AS AN ENGINE 
OF INNOVATION AND FUTURE EVOLUTION 
The report provides a reflection on the role and impact of "digital platforms" and, as we have 

seen, is divided into: 

1. an analysis of the literature and the economic and financial data aimed at defining 

the points of proximity but, above all, the points of distinction: this has led to the 

formulation of a new taxonomy. 

2. the elaboration of some hypotheses of the impact of digitalization (on final customers, 

other companies, economic processes, production chains and governments) that are 

tested by the study in relation to some specific sectors. 

3. the impact on e-commerce and in particular on four specific sectors – books, clothing, 

consumer electronics, food - taking into account the strong pandemic acceleration. 

4. the impact on digital advertising and how Google and Meta are changing the industry 

and the nature of online advertising. 

5. the impact on the hospitality industry and the role of OTAs. 

6. a discussion on the theme of sustainability and how digitalization can be a "game 

changer" and bring about a shift in the approach (by supply chains and no longer by 

companies) to ESG assessments (environmental, social and corporate governance). 

 
From the report, some conclusions emerge clearly: 

1) A platform is to be understood as a totally new way of organising and using technology 

as a strategic lever, which is enabled by the Internet (which, in the meantime, continues 

its history of rapid evolution) and which companies operating in very different sectors 

(such as advertising, manufacturing, retail, etc.) have adopted first to better serve end 

users and businesses and build competitive advantage. 

It seems improper to use the term "platform" to identify all the businesses that have 

contributed to the digital transformation (Apple, Amazon, Google, Meta etc). On the 

contrary, our taxonomy proposes six types of "digital infrastructures" that articulate that 

group of firms that are normally associated with the concept on the basis of a different 

role that technology and "business" have in the business strategy. A distinction that 

appears central is between those who immediately set themselves the objective of 

proposing a different value generation chain using technology to do so (the case of 

Amazon) and those who instead start from a technological problem and then build value 

propositions on it (the case of Google). This is reflected in a different structure of the 



 150 

same budgets and different impacts on the market that require a more articulated 

analysis of the phenomenon that considers this diversity. This range is also reflected in 

a very different approach to processes (WEB3, Metaverse, Internet of beings) that could 

change the very structure of digital innovation, which becomes a transformative lever of 

the entire economy. 

 

2) Technological innovation enabled by the internet has created challenges for all 

industries that have gradually adapted to the new paradigm. This has happened even 

in an apparently mature sector such as retail. Moreover, while e-commerce platforms 

are increasingly equipping themselves with physical locations (which are, moreover, 

'gateways' to more sophisticated digital dimensions as the case of Apple demonstrates), 

the large traditional operators (the largest example is Walmart in the United States) are 

all engaged in digitisation strategies: the omnichannel is emerging as a modern form of 

commerce. In fact, we see various types of initiatives, such as online shopping with in-

store pick-up by Zara, H&M, Unieuro and Euronics(in Italy); the creation of virtual spaces 

and fitting rooms with the help of virtual reality (Zara, H&M); the creation of online 

flagship stores with or without the assistance of digital native companies (such as the 

partnership between Yoox and various brands like Armani, Prada or Adidas). In this 

sense, the only difference between different companies is between those that are 

Internet native and those that are not (and that have to question their very nature and 

core business to become so).  

 

3) Significant are the benefits for consumers, in terms of better selection and range, price, 

lower transaction costs and quality of service. Digitalization is leading to a systematic 

extraction along the value generation chain that becomes value returned to the 

customer. But also, the identification of new needs through the analysis of data that 

have reached an enormously increased granularity. In this regard, the example of digital 

marketing is interesting: it seems that there is a value for customers to have targeted 

advertising, whereas this feature is precisely one of the elements that are often 

contested to the big OTT players of digital marketing.  

 

4) The digitalization facilitated by "infrastructures" - as we have defined them - also creates 

opportunities that did not exist for small and medium-sized economic operators; the 

analyses collected show that this is happening in all the verticals considered. As a result 
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of the "omnichannel" approach of consumers, local shops and SMEs, if on the one hand 

they digitize to bring Made in Italy to a wider audience of consumers, albeit slowly 

compared to other European countries, on the other hand they innovate to offer their 

customers "offline" different experiences than large retailers. Independent bookstores 

are recovering space and new authors are emerging who are helping to provide lifeblood 

to an intellectual debate that publishing (for example Italian) could no longer support as 

it once did. Small agricultural enterprises and producers of distinctive niches reach new 

markets and e-commerce becomes a lever for economic development. In tourism – even 

before the great crisis of the last two years - OTAs have had the effect or to grow small 

hotels and (not less important) places that were inaccessible. 

 

5) However, digital innovation is also providing useful competitive pressure to the 

'incumbents', large chains and corporations, who have had to adapt their business 

models to the new context. Book publishers and newspapers have long since 

undertaken a reorganisation of their production and content selection model. The entire 

textile sector has become highly differentiated, and players such as Zalando, Yoox, 

Farfetch and Depop are gaining competitive advantages, even over generalist e-

commerce platforms. In electronics, large chains are reacting by adopting models with 

a strong emphasis on 'design' and consultancy. Hotel and retail chains are trying to close 

the data gap through loyalty programmes. An interesting example is the case of the Post 

Office, which has found in a partnership with Amazon a strategic opportunity to 

modernise its core business (and safeguard jobs).  

 

6) An important issue is sustainability, especially in e-commerce. A comparison between 

the world that preceded e-commerce (and the strong acceleration of the pandemic) and 

the one we are now entering shows that rationalised logistics chains cut down – 

compared to a context where every consumer went, in person and often, by car to the 

supermarket or to the shopping mall - the costs of transport pollution (and therefore CO2 

and particulate emissions), packaging (and therefore the production of plastic that 

cannot easily be recycled) and food waste (the innovations of the refrigerator and the 

intelligent supermarket are very interesting). The data available also make it possible to 

avoid 'overstocking' situations or to propose an offer with a more 'on-demand' logic.  
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It is also interesting to note that in this perspective the paradigm of sustainability and 

that of efficiency once again match (the sustainability manager of a company like 

Amazon also oversees its complex logistics), which gives the environmental challenge 

a strong concreteness. 

 

7) Finally, it is important to note that information assets can be very useful for policy 

makers. This has been demonstrated during the pandemic by the use of mobility data 

provided by Google, which in some countries - Israel, South Korea - have been an 

essential tool for tracking cases. But also the planning of policies to relaunch tourism - 

vital in Italy after the devastating crisis experienced in the last two years - which 

absolutely needs data (who are my current and potential customers? what are the 

factors they consider in order to 'buy' my destination or to gain loyalty to it? what are my 

competitors and the economic value and foot - print of different segments?) that 

governments are not used to considering as strategic assets. The same industrial 

policies of the future will integrate production chains and technologies and will need 

Internet native approaches: the potential of certain alliances is demonstrated by 

collaborations that some platforms already have in place. 

The consequence of this evidence is that digital infrastructures can be functional to the 

implementation of the National Reform and Resilience Plan (PNRR) in Italy (and the 

various Recovery and Resilience Facilities at European level). 

 

These considerations do not diminish the difficulties that force us, however, to conceive new 

policies and a new approach of governance which is needed to handle a reality that is 

changing much more quickly than institutions conceived for a different century. 

If necessary, regulation must be able to avoid the undesirable effects that any technological 

revolution implies, without sacrificing its transformative potential. 

Bearing in mind that, as this report highlights, the "digital infrastructure" is, by now, an 

organizational mode - technological and not a "sector" to regulate or a group of companies 

(between them, however, different). They all become "digital infrastructure" and if they 

succeed, they immediately get a global dimension. Regulating such infrastructures is, 

therefore, the attempt to govern a new model of enterprise (a bit like when the joint stock 

company emerged and, in the nineteenth century, changed the relationship between 

entrepreneurs and management or when around the assembly lines the first modern 

factories emerged).   



 153 

Moreover, it should be emphasised that it would be a very severe mistake to conceive the 

digital world as stable. It is from the same universe that we have tried to systematize that 

processes arrive (like that of Web3) that a policy maker must consider. The history of the 

Internet is made of the extinction of "giants" (Yahoo, Aol) who have lost the competitive 

advantage because surprised by innovations that they have not been able to anticipate. 

Now, moreover, for MAMAA (Meta, Amazon, Microsoft, Alphabet and Apple) the 

technological variable is, still, the strongest competitive threat; stronger even than the 

complex relationship with the regulator that emerges in Europe, in the United States, in 

China. The difficulty is to 'regulate' a world that is evolving very rapidly, and this poses a 

cognitive problem that must precede even the writing of directives and laws. 
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