
Italy is one of Europe’s worst hit countries by 
the current spread of the Corona virus. Nightly 

news is full of images of Italian deserted streets 
and restaurants and the effect on the retail trade 
has been enormous. In some cases, retailers have 
experienced exceptional growth in some product 
categories and some store formats are being 
supported more than others.

So what can South African retailers learn for 
the Italian experience?

The only retail outlets that are operating as 
normal in Italy are supermarkets, pharmacies 
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and tobacconists (bad habits are slow to die!). 
Restaurants, clothing stores, stores selling general 
merchandise, as well as street markets have been 
forced to close by legislation issued by national, 
provincial and/or local government.

The store closures are primarily aimed at the 
reduction of the contagion, for which there is no 
solution, other than limiting interpersonal contacts, 
in the absence of effective vaccines or drugs. 

These closures have alarmed the industry and 

are producing some very different statistics to 
the normal flow, previously enjoyed by the trade. 
The first two weeks following the closure are 
showing different patterns.

Week one
Mass distribution outlets experienced a notice able 
surge in traffic and volumes. The driving sector has 
been mostly home care; for example, disinfecting 
alcohol products showed an increase of +347%, 
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according to research company Nielsen.
Flour increased by +82% (Italians bake their own 

bread and make home-made pasta), but there was 
no major increase in other food categories, as the 
public did not start hoarding during the first week.

Week two
New trends started to emerge. Some chains 
enjoyed growth in sales (vs. same time last year) 
up to +11%, unheard of in Italian retailing trends in 
recent times.

And the growth varied dramatically by region – 
in the south of Italy, the sales growth was as much 
as +20,9%; the centre of the country showed 
a +12,9% spike, while the North West (+7,9%) and 
the North East (+7,5%) showed a more moderate 
increase in sales.

The country has now entered its third week of 
the closures and the industry is expecting to see 
further changes in shopping trends. The Italian 
supply chain process appears to have withstood 
the challenge and added volumes are reaching 
the stores to satisfy the buying needs of the 
population.

Formats
The growth in business has not been distributed 
evenly throughout the retail scene. Discounters and 
branded supermarkets showed the biggest same 
store increase in sales (+15,4%).

A much lower growth trend was witnessed in 
drug stores (+5,9%) and hypermarkets (+5,1%). 
Naturally, online orders rocketed (+82,3%).

A very interesting statistic is the cash n carry 
format, which dropped by -22,6%, primarily 
because they supply in bulk to the catering and 
hotel industry, that have had to close down many 
of their outlets.

The daily shopping trends, as compared to the 
same day last year, showed that Mondays are down 
on last year, while the rest of the week, including 
Sundays, is up on the same day of a year ago.

Category trends
There appear to be three types of shopping trips 
that have taken place in Italy over this period.

The ‘stock up’ mission
Long shelf life products make part of this category, 
such as rice (+28.8%), pasta (+29.6%), canned 
meat (+19.9%) and jams and spreads (+32.7). 
Pastry products and biscuits have shown a great 
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included sweets and snacks (-11,7) and savoury 
desserts (-51,5%).

By the time this article is published, South Africa 
would have already gone through its first week of 
the new way of doing business.

We just hope that the supply chain to our 
retail stores is as sturdy as the Italian one proved 
to be. We can handle the various up or down trends 
in consumption, provided we have the necessary 
stock. SR

â

ITALIAN EXPERIENCE

positive trend, joined by flour (+57.5%) and the 
frozen/chilled products sector (+18.4%), of which 
fresh fish stands out (+23.0%). Long-life milk sales 
have increased (+20.2%), but beverages (+6.8%) 
are below average, excluding beer (+10.4) and wine 
(+9.6%).

The ‘keep healthy’ mission
This area has to do with the advice given by the 
authorities on ways to safeguard one’s health 
and prevent the onward transmission of the 
virus. Household cleaning categories have grown 
substantially (+19.6%), driven in particular by the 
disinfectants and general cleaner section (+37.8%) 
and by items such as washing powders (+102.3%).

In maintaining personal hygiene, the shoppers 
also influenced some of the categories, namely, 
personal care, which grew slightly below average 
(+10.4%), while these individual categories 
continued to perform well: parapharmaceuticals 
(+94.9%), and toilet paper (+17.3%). However, 
predominant in terms of turnover, were wet wipes 
(+216.3%) and paper tissues (+30.6%). The growth 

of hand soap, liquid and solid, also continues, with 
a trend of +64.3%, and the growth of intimate 
soaps by +25.2%.

The ‘stay at home’ mission
Understandably, as people spend more time at 
home, they have cut down on some personal care 
products that are not seen as vital for the current 
pandemic. Thus, cosmetics were down (-17,3%), 
perfumes (-23,1%), depilatories (-6,7%) and, due 
to lack of social interaction, items that were down 


