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Abstract  

The present report was based on data collected within the scope of a wider 

investigation that feeds into one of the Commissionôs top priorities: to create a 

borderless Digital Single Market (DSM) across Europe. The Commissionôs DSM 

strategy for Europe, announced on May 6, 2015 , aims to provide better access to 

tangible and digital goods and services, to create the right environment for the 

development and commercial success of digital innovation, and to maximise the 

growth of the digital economy across the EU28. As support and evidence base, 

two surveys of online consumers were carried out, looking particularly into their 

purchase activity for 12 types of tangible goods and offline services  (e.g. clothes, 

travel servi ces), usage of 4 types of online servic es (e.g. communication services ) 

and access to 8 types o f digital content (e.g. e -books ). These included a core 

survey (covering online consumers from all EU28, Norway and Iceland) and a 

clickstream survey (targeted t o online respondents from Belgium and Poland only 

who had expressed the intention to make at least one immediate online 

purchase).  The main objectives of the study were :  1) to examine the current 

state of play of cross -border e -commerce in the EU28 and 2) to identify the main 

drivers and barriers to the proper functioning of a DSM across the EU.  
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1  Introduction  

1.1  Report structure  

This report is comprised of 8 main chapters that describe respondentsô online 

purchasing and spending across the EU28 for 3 distinct market categories 

(tangible goods and offline services ordered online, online services and digital 

content) and discuss the drivers and barriers to cross -border e - commerce. The 

report is based on both online survey data and clickstream data collected within 

the scope of a wider Commission goal to determine and analyse the main cross -

border barriers to the Digital Single Market (DSM) in depth and estimate the 

overall impact of removing such barriers. The main topics covered in each 

chapte r are summarised below.  

Chapter 1  gives an introduction to the study, its objectives, and how it fits into 

the context of the Commissionôs strategy to create a fully integrated DSM across 

the EU28. It also provides an overview of the two surveys conducted,  the 

methodology and analysis used, and the overall structure of the report.  

Chapter 2  provides a general overview of EU28 respondentsô online 

purchase/usage frequency over the past year in the three broad market 

categories surveyed, as well as in the 24 specific types of goods and services 

within all 3 categories. Differences between socio -demographic groups, markets, 

and countries are discussed in detail.  

Chapter 3  focuses on the differentiation between the frequency of domestic and 

cross -border online p urchases/usage and is structured similarly to Chapter 2, 

with breakdowns by socio -demographic groups, market and country. This chapter 

also explores respondentsô awareness as to whether their online purchases take 

place with a domestic or foreign seller an d looks at the implications this might 

have for the current state of play of the DSM. The chapter includes a visual map -

based examination of the flow of  reported cross -border purchases/access across 

the EU28 at country level.  

Chapter 4  explores respondents ô actual online spending over the past year. It 

draws on socio -demographic, market and country comparisons of total spending 

and cross -border spending (within and outside the EU). It also reports on 

estimated domestic spending and cross -border spending as a proportion of total 

spending. It further provides an estimate of the total current value of the 
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domestic and cross -border Digital Single Market within the EU28 and the share of 

each of the 3 market categories described above.  

Chapter 5  focuses on respond entsô latest online purchase and the actual online 

purchase journey. It covers a number of issues with online purchases such as 

type of good/service/content bought, type of website used, amount spent, pre -

purchase research attitudes, payment methods and el ectronic devices used, as 

well as delivery options preferred, and the role of physical shops.  

Chapter 6  discusses consumer attitudes towards domestic and cross -border e -

commerce. It focuses on the actual and perceived drivers and barriers that are 

currentl y strengthening or hindering the development of a fully functioning Digital 

Single Market across the EU28. In addition to basic cross -break comparisons, it 

explores these topics by discussing several logistic regression analyses of the 

drivers and barriers  to cross -border online purchasing.  

Chapter 7  reports on the types of problems experienced with online purchases 

within the 24 markets surveyed. It elaborates on problem categories, problem 

origin, actions taken and respondent satisfaction with complaint handling.  

Chapter 8  presents a case study, based primarily on the results of a Clickstream 

survey which was conducted in Belgium and Poland with consumers who 

expressed the intention to make online purchases within a certain timeframe. It 

reports on respon dentsô online purchase and detailed browsing activity, drawing 

comparisons between the two countries. Core survey findings are discussed and 

compared for validation with the objective clickstream data collected.  

 

1.2  Introduction  

The global impact of digital technologies on every aspect of the economy and 

society is indisputable. They have changed and continue to shape the way we 

communicate and perform everyday tasks, and nowhere is this truer than in the 

consumer environment. At the heart of the current political strategy of the 

European Commission lies the objective to embrace the digital revolution in order 

to secure Europeôs digital future. The Commission aims to build upon the 

advantages of the digital technology in order to c reate growth and increase 

Europeôs competitive power and economic position in the global marketplace. 

More specifically, one of the Commissionôs top priorities for the coming years is to 
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create a border - free Digital Single Market (DSM) across Europe. E -com merce is 

growing rapidly in the EU at an average annual growth rate of 22%, surpassing 

EUR 200 billion in 2014 and reaching a share of 7% of total retail sales 1. If e -

commerce was to grow to 15% of the total retail sector and Single Market 

barriers were el iminated, total consumer welfare gains would reach around ú204 

billion, an amount equivalent with 1.7% of EU GDP 2. Moreover, a recent (2014) 

study commissioned by the European Parliament 3 referred to the Digital Single 

Market bringing a potential efficienc y gain of approximately 260 billion euro per 

year 4. This will be possible by increasing the choice of goods and services offered 

online and by promoting competitiveness that will, in turn, increase efficiency for 

businesses and offer lower prices for consu mers. 5 

The DSM strategy, which was officially announced on May 6, 2015, is based on 

three pillars 6:  

1)  provide better access to tangible and digital goods and services for both 

consumers and businesses;  

2)  create the right environment for the development and co mmercial success 

of digital innovation; and  

3)  maximise the growth of the digital economy across the EU28.  

Working towards the successful establishment of these three pillars, the 

Commission is currently identifying barriers to the proper functioning of the  DSM7 

and to cross -border e -commerce in particular. This will be accomplished by 

meaningful statistical analysis of both primary and secondary data in order to 

understand the actual experiences of both businesses and consumers. Using 

multiple data sources, the main cross - border barriers  will be examined in 

depth, identifying products, actors and economic sectors where these barriers 

have the biggest impact. Furthermore, the Commission aims to estimate the 

                                                 
1 Duch-Brown, N. and Martens, B., 'The European Digital Single Market', JRC/IPTS Digital Economy Working Paper, 

  forthcoming 2015   

2 Consumer market study on the functioning of e-commerce and Internet marketing and selling techniques in the  retail of goods, 

Civic Consulting (2011), 

  http://ec.europa.eu/consumers/consumer_evidence/market_studies/e_commerce/index_en.htm 

3  European Parliamentary Research Centre (2014), "Mapping the cost of non-Europe, 2014-19 ".  

     http://www.europarl.europa.eu/the-secretary-general/resource/static/files/files/mapping-the-cost-of-non-europe--march-2014-

.pdf 
4 European Parliamentary Research Centre (2014), "Mapping the cost of non-Europe, 2014-19 ".  

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/the-secretary-general/resource/static/files/files/mapping-the-cost-of-non-europe--march-2014-.pdf 
5 Duch-Brown, N. and Martens, B., 'Consumer Benefits from the EU Digital Single Market: Evidence from Household 

Appliances Markets', JRC/IPTS Digital Economy Working Paper No 2014-03, 2014 ï it is estimated that consumer surplus 

from e-commerce in household appliances could reach EUR 34 billion or 0.3% of EU-27 GDP   
6 COM (2015) 192 final http://ec.europa.eu/priorities/digital-single-market/docs/dsm-communication_en.pdf 

7 The DSM is also a top priority for the European Council as well as the European Parliament as reported in the Annual Growth 

Survey 2015 ï COM (2014) 902 final. 

http://ec.europa.eu/consumers/consumer_evidence/market_studies/e_commerce/index_en.htm
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/the-secretary-general/resource/static/files/files/mapping-the-cost-of-non-europe--march-2014-.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/the-secretary-general/resource/static/files/files/mapping-the-cost-of-non-europe--march-2014-.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/the-secretary-general/resource/static/files/files/mapping-the-cost-of-non-europe--march-2014-.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/priorities/digital-single-market/docs/dsm-communication_en.pdf
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overall impact of removing such barriers  to the DSM under  different 

scenarios/conditions of economic growth, employment and consumers' surplus. 

Within this context, the overall objective of the present study is to help identify 

the main barriers to unifying the 28 individual online markets across the 

European Un ion into a single market. It approaches the topic from a purely 

consumer perspective, relying on insights from two distinct data sources: online 

consumer survey data  and observed clickstream behaviour  (to be 

discussed in detail in the next section). The fi ndings of the study will feed into the 

Commissionôs wider investigation into the obstacles to a true Digital Single Market 

in the European Union.  

 

1.3  Objectives  

Digital technologies are evolving at an incredible pace, which is reflected in the 

urgency with wh ich the European Commission adopted the DSM strategy and 

announced further legislative actions. Describing the current  state  of play of the 

digital markets across Europe will shed light on the relevance and potential 

impact of a number of key regulatory ac tions that the Commission is currently 

planning to take. The first specific aim of the present study was to construct a 

complete and comprehensive picture of European consumersô domestic and cross-

border purchase/usage /access  behaviour on the internet. In order to address this 

question, three broad market categories were examined across the EU28, Norway 

and Iceland: tangible goods and offline services ordered online (e.g. 

clothing, travel services), online services  (e.g. social networks) and digital 

content  (e.g. e -books). More specifically, the frequency and scope of online 

purchase/usage behaviour and online spending over the past year in each country 

were explored. Particular emphasis was placed on distinguishing between online 

domestic  and cross - border purchase/usage /access  behaviour and spending 

patterns.  

Tearing down the existing regulatory walls across the EU28 would allow for goods 

and services to circulate and be accessed online by consumers under fair 

conditions and a high level of consumer protecti on. An important step towards a 

fully functioning Digital Single Market is to identify the main barriers to the proper 

functioning of the DSM. As part of the broader investigation by the Commission 8, 

the second specific objective of the present study was t o identify current actual 

                                                 
8 Based on the three objectives of the European Commission outlined above. 
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and perceived barriers to cross - border e - commerce , the main sectors where 

these barriers occur and how they differ between the Member States. In 

exploring this issue from a consumer perspective, the study looked at perceptions 

and  behavioural motivations that drive or impede cross -border and domestic 

purchase/usage behaviour on the internet.  

Under the three pillars of the Commissionôs DSM strategy, 16 key actions  were 

communicated. A number of these actions, particularly under the first pillar, are 

relevant to the context of this study, including those that aim to: modernise and 

simplify consumer rules for online and digital  purchases ; ensure more efficient 

and affordable parcel delivery; remove unjustified geo -blocking; and increas e 

personal data protection online across the EU. Throughout this report, the 

findings are discussed in the context of relevant key actions and their potential 

impact on the successful implementation of the DSM strategy.  

Using the data from the two surveys,  the Commission is also keen to examine the 

evolution in e -commerce and cross -border e - commerce over time since 2011, 

when a related study on E -Commerce was conducted 9. It is important to note that 

the Commission has already used part of the data collected  in the scope of the 

present study in the analysis and evidence Staff Working Document 10  that fed 

into the general DSM strategy announced in May 6, 2015.  

 

ñThe Commission services will in parallel use the information obtained in this 

study in combination with other data sources on consumer behaviour and on the 

behaviour of online services suppliers (DSM business survey) to construct an 

overall picture of the online Digital Single Market in the EU and investigate 

objective and subjective obstacles to increa sed online activity, including cross -

border activity in the DSM.ò (Source: Tender Specifications) 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
9 Consumer market study on the functioning of e-commerce and Internet marketing and selling techniques in the retail of goods, 

Civic Consulting (2011), final Report for DG SANCO.  

http://ec.europa.eu/consumers/archive/consumer_research/market_studies/docs/study_ecommerce_goods_en.pdf 

The 2011 DG SANCO consumer survey on óE-commerceô was the only source of information on consumer online spending 

available until now, which allows re-constructing a comprehensive picture of online domestic and cross-border expenditure in 

the EU28. 

10  SWD (2015) 100 final  http://ec.europa.eu/priorities/digital-single-market/docs/dsm-swd_en.pdf 

http://ec.europa.eu/consumers/archive/consumer_research/market_studies/docs/study_ecommerce_goods_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/priorities/digital-single-market/docs/dsm-swd_en.pdf
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1.4  Methodology  

The European Commission is keen to gain a better understanding of consumersô 

behaviour online and has currently identified three sources that can generate 

data on online consumer behaviour: page views on websites, clickstream data 

from online consumer panels, and consumer surveys 11 . This study focused on the 

collection and preliminary analysis of data from the last two sources, which are 

discusse d in more detail below:  

1.  Clickstream data from online consumer panels.  Clickstream data 

gives very detailed insights into clicks and time spent on different types of 

website, language and country market focus of the website. Moreover, 

there is always the po ssibility to combine clickstream with consumer socio -

demographic and economic profile data. The disadvantage is that 

collecting this type of data requires careful coordination and incurs high 

material costs. Therefore, the tracked consumer sample -sizes are  

relatively small and it is difficult to cover the majority of EU28 Member 

States.  

2.  Consumer surveys.  In comparison to data from page views and 

clickstream, consumer surveys are less reliable ways to measure actual 

consumer behaviour. On the other hand they  can be used to measure 

behavioural and attitudinal variables that cannot be measured otherwise, 

including amounts spent and perceptions of risk 12 .  

Combining insights from clickstream data with online survey data provides a 

richer preliminary overview of t he drivers and impediments to domestic and 

cross -border e - commerce, than either approach could achieve alone. Clickstream 

data can validate (or challenge) the results obtained via the online survey 

methodology and integrating insights from the two data sou rces facilitates the 

examination of the findings in the context of the key regulatory actions the 

Commission has set out to deliver. The two research methods employed in the 

current study are briefly outlined in the following two subsections.  

1.4.1  Core survey  

The Core survey is a standard online consumer survey measuring respondentsô 

attitudes and self - reported behaviour. It explored several dimensions of domestic 

and cross -border e -commerce in the EU28 in order to provide a clear overview of 

                                                 
11 As specified in the studyôs Terms of Reference (page 9). 

12 The Flash Eurobarometer 397 report provides some information on subjective consumer perceptions, but without links to 

products bought, expenditure or websites visited: (to be published in September 2015)  
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the current state o f the DSM across the European Union. The main findings from 

the Core survey are presented in Chapters 2 through 7. In the first part of the 

survey, respondents were asked to provide details about the frequency of their 

purchases/usage/access of goods/servi ces/content online, their shopping 

activities within the 3 different product categories and overall spending over the 

past 12 months. Secondly, the Core survey focused on respondentsô attitudes 

(devices used, payment methods, languages used), as well as on  drivers and 

barriers to domestic and cross -border online buying. Thirdly, it inquired 

specifically about respondentsô latest online purchase and the types of problems 

faced while attempting to complete an online purchase, followed by complaint 

handling an d consumer satisfaction.  

The online survey was conducted using online panels in the 28 Member States, as 

well as in Norway and Iceland. Considering that the survey was carried out using 

an online panel methodology, all panellists were eligible to take par t. The 

questionnaire took approximately 20 minutes to complete.  A total of 23,599 

respondents  who had been active online in the past 12 months  were 

surveyed online over the course of the study across the 30 countries. In total, 

22,848 questionnaires were completed by consumers residing within the 28 EU 

Member States 13 .  

In order to ensure the socio -demographic representativeness of respondents, a 

sample was drawn at random from the online population using existing online 

panels. Survey data was weighted post - fieldwork in order to reflect the online 

population per country as accurately as possible. Specifically, the age and gender 

distribution weigh ting targets were based on two types of Eurostat data 14 :  

1.  the general EU population aged 18 to 74; and  

2.  the proportion of the general population aged 18 to 74 who had used the 

internet in the past 12 months.  

The age and gender distributions were broken down and applied per country (see 

Annex II, Table II.1). To report on EU28 total data, the sample was further 

weighted by the size of each Member Stateôs online user population aged 18 to 

74 (see Table II.2) 15 .  

The main phase of fieldwork began in Belgium a nd Poland (the two priority 

countries where the Clickstream survey took place) in the beginning of February 

                                                 
13 An extended account of the Core survey methodology can be found in Annex I 

14 Data from http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=isoc_ci_ifp_iu&lang=en  
15 For more information on the applied weighting methodology, please refer to Annex II 

http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=isoc_ci_ifp_iu&lang=en
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and in the remaining 28 countries in mid/late -February. Fieldwork was completed 

by March 5, 2015 for all countries.  

1.4.2  Clickstream survey  

The Clickstre am survey was a targeted exercise focused on recording 

respondentsô online usage and purchase behaviour over a period of 2-3 weeks. 

The clickstream data complements the consumer survey data, providing a 

measure of actual behaviour to support or challenge r eported behaviour data 

from the Core survey. For example, the frequency of reported cross -border 

versus domestic purchases identified in the Core survey can be compared to 

clickstream data on the duration of online visits to cross -border versus domestic 

websites.  

After careful consideration of the projectôs specific focus on online (cross-border) 

purchase behaviour, Belgium and Poland were selected as the two Member States 

to conduct the Clickstream survey in. This selection was made after taking into 

accou nt available data on the geographical spread, economic situation and 

differences in consumer online behaviour across the EU28. In particular, Belgium 

and Poland differ substantially on these three crucial aspects ï the proportion of 

consumers who carry out  cross -border purchases online, the level of disposable 

income, and their geographic location. It was therefore deemed interesting to 

survey these two countries as they represent a different context within the EU28 

and will allow for meaningful comparisons  to be drawn. Table 1 briefly expands 

on the differences between Belgium and Poland that are relevant to the present 

study.  

Table 1  Rationale behind country selection ï Clickstream survey  

Country  Rationale for selection  

Belgium  

¶ High level of cross -border purchasing: interesting to explore the diversity 

of cross -border  cases (bilingual country with a list of varying neighbouring 

countries to shop from)  

¶ Representative of a Western, EU15 country  

¶ GDP per capita higher than EU28 average, thus consumers have more 

disposable income  

Poland  

¶ Low level of cross -border purchasing: interesting to explore reasons for 

barriers to cross -border e -commerce  

¶ Representative of an Eastern, EU13 country  

¶ GDP per capita lower than EU28 average, thus consumers have less 

disposable income  
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The Clickstream survey was an activity tracking exercise, where respondents 

allowed their online activity to be recorded by GfKôs custom LeoTrace add-on, a 

software tool designed to record online browsing activity via integration with the 

respondentôs default browser. The objective of the Clickstream survey was to 

collect extensive data on the online activity of 1000 respondents (500 in each 

country) for a minimum period o f 2 weeks. All respondents who participated in 

the Clickstream survey were required to complete the Core survey in order to 

allow for even better integration of the obtained results. 16   

Respondents were pre - selected based on a screener survey, where they re ported 

their intention to make an online purchase in the coming weeks. In order to 

generate valuable insights in assessing respondentsô online behaviour, two 

sources of data were combined: observed clickstream data, and online survey 

data (weekly diaries f rom the Clickstream survey as well as responses to the Core 

survey). The raw clickstream data collected represents respondentsô online 

activity in practice and was supplemented by consumer insights obtained via 

weekly diary surveys. The weekly diaries coll ected additional data on 

respondentsô actual online purchases completed over the course of the tracking 

period. Two weekly diaries were obtained per respondent.  

Over 1000 participants were recruited per country with the aim of achieving 500 

completed high quality clickstream responses per country. After preliminary data 

cleaning, the achieved sample was 506 for Poland and 548 for Belgium. The final 

sample was weighted equivalently to the Belgian and Polish sample of the Core 

survey, based on the distributio n of age and gender within the online population 

aged 18 to 74. Recruitment and data collection started at the beginning of 

February and lasted approximately 4 weeks in order to ensure each respondentôs 

clickstream activity was tracked for a minimum period  of 2 weeks. The visual 

below presents how respondents who took part in the two surveys are 

interlinked.  

                                                 
16 An extended description of the Clickstream survey methodology can be found in Annex I 
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1.5  Markets surveyed and description of socio - demographic 

categories  

This section briefly summarizes the specific markets surveyed and defines the 

cro ss-breaks used throughout the analysis and reporting.  

1.5.1  Markets surveyed  

Market comparisons represent a crucial part of this report. Both surveys explored 

the purchase/usage frequency and spending for 12  types of  tangible goods 

and offline services , 4 types of online services  and 8 types of digital 

content . In the Core survey the questions surveyed a specific period over the 

past year while in the Clickstream survey the maximum surveyed period was 

limited to 4 weeks. Table 2 provides an overview of the 3 mark et categories and 

the 24 specific types of products surveyed within the scope of the study:  
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Table 2  Overview of categories and markets surveyed  

  Categories  

Tangible goods 

and offline 

services  

Clothing, shoes & accessories  

Travel services  

Electronics & computer hardware  

Books  

Online reservations of offline leisure  

event tickets, restaurants  

Electrical household appliances  

Cosmetics & healthcare products  

Non -electrical household goods & interior design  

Music & film  

Computer games and software  

Toys & childcare articles  

Sports & outdoor equipment  

Online services   

Communications services  

web -based email (Hot mail, Gmail, etc.), texting/phoning over the Internet (e.g. 

WhatsApp, Viber), making video calls via a webcam over the Internet (e.g. Skype) etc.  

Social networks  

Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, LinkedIn, dating sites, etc.  

Web -based software applications  

e.g. Google Docs, Office 365  

Storage and transfer of files  

e.g. Dropbox, iCloud  

Digital content   

E-books  

Music  

Films & TV series  

Games  

including in -game purchases  

Live events  

e.g. sports, concerts etc.  

Other video content  

e.g. Educational, entertainment etc.  

Online news services  

newspapers, magazines, blogs etc.  

Software  

including apps  
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1.5.2  Socio - demographic categories: definitions  

Comparisons throughout the report are based primarily on socio -demographic 

variables and some additional cross -breaks related to respondentsô online 

activity. Full comprehensive tables with these breakdowns based on data from 

the Core survey can be found in Annex V and are frequently referred to in all 

chapters. In order to facilitate the readerôs understanding, the different levels of 

socio -demographic cross -breaks and the additional cross -breaks computed are 

list ed below. Definitions, specific categories/levels and the methods used to 

compute them are also provided where needed. 17  

1.  EU Region  ï comparisons based on regional differences , specifically 

between all countries that belong to:  

a.  EU15 -  Austria, Belgium, Franc e, Germany, Denmark, Ireland, the 

UK, the Netherlands, Spain, Italy, Luxembourg, Portugal, Sweden, 

Finland and Greece  

b.  EU13 -  Latvia, Lithuania, Estonia, Poland, Bulgaria, the Czech 

Republic, Slovakia, Slovenia, Romania, Hungary, Croatia, Cyprus 

and Malta  

2.  Gender  ï comparisons based on a breakdown of gender:  

a.  Male  

b.  Female  

3.  Age  ï comparisons based on a breakdown of age into five age groups:  

a.  18 -24  

b.  25 -34  

c.  35 -44  

d.  45 -54  

e.  55+  

4.  Education  ï comparisons between the highest levels of education 

attained based on three education levels :  

a.  Primary or partial secondary (low)  

b.  Completed secondary (medium)  

c.  (Post)graduate (high)  

5.  Making Ends Meet ï comparisons based on the extent to which 

respondents find it easy or difficult to make ends meet, a proxy used to 

estimate financial situation . Comparisons according to financial situation 

were based on four levels:  

                                                 
17 For a description of respondentsô general profile based on socio-demographic characteristics, please refer to Annex III  
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a.  Very difficult  

b.  Fairly difficult  

c.  Fairly easy  

d.  Very easy  

6.  Level of Urbanisation ï comparisons based on a breakdown of three 

groups of respondents living in a:  

a.  Metropolitan area  

b.  Town/urban area  

c.  Rural area  

7.  Frequency of Travel ï comparisons based on three levels  of yearly 

travel frequency to other countries for work or leisure:  

a.  Daily to  at least a few times a year  

b.  At least once a year  

c.  Less than once a year or never  

8.  Online Activi ty ï comparisons based on the type of online activity  that 

respondents reported undertaking in the past year . This cross -break 

consists of  five separate categories  that indicate the proportion of 

respondents who:  

a.  Bought tangible goods or offline services  

b.  Paid for online services  

c.  Used online services  

d.  Paid for digital content  

e.  Accessed digital content  

9.  Purchase/usage Frequency  ï comparisons based on respondentsô 

reported purchase frequency for tangible goods and offline services, and 

their reported usage frequency of online services and access to digital 

content over the past year. Responses for all three market categories were 

ta ken together to compute overall purchase/usage frequency. 18  

Throughout the report, we refer to respondentsô average purchase/usage 

frequency per surveyed market. In order to draw meaningful comparisons, 

the sample was split into four equal quartiles  based o n level of 

purchase/usage frequency:  

a.  Very low users  

b.  Low users  

c.  High users  

                                                 
18 Answers to the frequency questions in all three market categories were recoded as follows: At least once in the last 12 

months=1; At least once every three months=4; At least once a month=12; At least once a week=52; At least once a day=365. 

Purchase/usage frequency was then computed as the mean of all 24 markets surveyed. 
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d.  Very high users  

10.   Segmentation of tangible goods and offline services shoppers -  

this cross -brake refers to a segmentation of respondents  who purchased 

tangible goods and  offline servi ces over the past year into three 

categories:  

a.  Only Domestic ï respondents who reported having purchased 

tangible goods or offline services exclusively domestically  

b.  Domestic and EU ï respondents who reported having purchased 

tangible goods or offline services both domestically AND cross -

border within the EU  

c.  Domestic, EU and International ï respondents who reported 

having purchased tangible goods or offline services domestically, 

cross -border within AND outside the EU over the past year   

11.   Segmentation of digital content users -  this cross -break refers to a 

segmentation of respondents who reported having accessed  digital content 

over the past year into three categories:  

a.  Only Domestic ï respondents who reported having accessed  

digital content exclusively domestically over the past year  

b.  Domestic and EU ï resp ondents who reported having accessed  

digital content both domestically AND cross -border within the EU 

over the past year  

c.  Domestic, EU and International ï respon dents who reported 

having acces sed digital content domestically, cross -border within 

AND outside the EU over the past year  
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2  Onli ne Purchase, Usage and Access Frequency 

across the EU28  

Chapter 2 focuses on EU28 respondentsô online activity over the past 12 months. 

It is divided into three sections that report separately on each of the three market 

categories: tangible goods and offline services, online services, and digital 

content. This chapter presents average frequencies o f either purchasing tangible 

goods or offline services, using online services or accessing digital content across 

all markets within each market category. 19  These frequency results are presented 

by all socio -demographic cross -breaks defined in Chapter 1, pe r country, and per 

market category.  

 

2.1  Tangible goods and offline services  

This section analyses the frequency of online purchases of tangible goods and 

offline services over the past year according to socio -demographic factors, per 

country and per type of market. The majority of EU online respondents (95%) 

reported that they mad e at least one online purchase  in at least one of the 12 

surveyed tangible goods and offline services markets over the last 12 months.  

Looking at the average purchase frequencies across all 12 types of markets, on 

average 59% of online respondents reported  that they purchased a tangible good 

or offline service in a given market (a range between 46% -76%). Based  on the 

reported frequencies, 12 % made a purchase in the average mar ket at least once 

a month and 16 % at least once every three months. EU15 respondents were 

more likely to report that they had not made a purchase of a tangible good or 

offline service (42%) over the past year compared to EU13 respondents (36%). 

Regarding the frequency of buying, there are only minor differences between the 

two EU regions. The higher penetration of purchases for the EU13 appears 

counterintuitive since previous studies show that e -commerce is more developed 

in the EU15 compared to the EU13 region. 20 -21  This could be due to the present 

                                                 
19 Since the purchase, usage and access frequency questions were asked per type of market, to graphically present all gathered 

data at market level (per socio-demographics and by country) would significantly increase the length of the report. In order to 

prevent this and to facilitate depicting the major trends in the results and interpreting them, data in Chapters 2 and 3 will be 
presented as averages per market category instead. Specifically, the percentages reported in both chapters are average 

frequencies computed across all types of markets surveyed within each market category: 12 types of markets for tangible goods 

and offline services, 4 types of markets for online services, and 8 types of markets for digital content. Please note that due to 
the nature of the data the events considered together are not independent since the same respondents were asked to report on 

frequencies about a number of different markets. 

20 http://www.ecommerce -europe.eu/website/documents/ -b2c-ecommerce-europe-report -2015-light99gsuy-q7887q-
sdq9qdhqd9qdjaknlaknx 

21 http://ecommercenews.eu/eastern-europe-grows-faster-than-western-europe/  

http://www.ecommerce-europe.eu/website/documents/-b2c-ecommerce-europe-report-2015-light99gsuy-q7887q-sdq9qdhqd9qdjaknlaknx
http://www.ecommerce-europe.eu/website/documents/-b2c-ecommerce-europe-report-2015-light99gsuy-q7887q-sdq9qdhqd9qdjaknlaknx
http://ecommercenews.eu/eastern-europe-grows-faster-than-western-europe/
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study targeting and being only representative of the online population, which is 

smaller in the EU13 compared to the EU15 22 . The smaller EU13 online population 

could, therefore, consist of a different segment of the total population, that is 

more open to and engage more often in online b uying.  

The largest differences in purchase frequency between EU15 and EU13 

respondents were observed for the following markets: cosmetics and healthcare 

products (72% in the EU13 vs. 57% in the EU15), electrical household appliances 

(70% vs. 59%) and toys  and childcare articles (55% vs. 44%). EU15 

respondents, on the other hand, were more likely to have booked travel services 

online compared to EU13 respondents (69% vs. 63%).  

Women (42%) were only slightly more likely than men (40%) to indicate that 

they n ever made a purchase in the average market over the past year, when 

results are averaged across all 12 types of markets. However, looking at the 

frequencies of purchase behaviour, gender differences remain very small. Taking 

a closer look at the cross -brea ks per market, some differences were observed 

between the two genders , such as sports and outdoor equipment (male: 51%; 

female: 41%) and computer games and software (male: 56%; female: 44%) 

displaying a higher penetration for male respondents while clothin g, shoes and 

accessories (female: 81%; male: 71%), and cosmetics and healthcare (female: 

68%; male: 53%) displaying a higher penetration for female respondents.  

Per average market, respondents aged 25 to 34 were more likely (69%) to have 

made online purch ases of tangible goods and offline services than the three older 

age groups (all between 47% and 64%), but also compared to the youngest 

group of 18 to 24 year olds (63%). Similar differences according to age were also 

observed in terms of the frequency  of  purchasing, with the oldest segment of 

respondents buying less frequently online. Market penetration for all but one 

market was consistently the highest amongst participants in the 25 -34 age 

group, followed by the youngest (18 -24) age group (Tables V.3 -V.29 23). The 

youngest respondents were the most likely to buy games and computer software. 

The other three age groups (35 -44, 45 -54, and 55+) consistently displayed a 

lower market penetration for all surveyed types of markets. Younger respondentsô 

tendency to  make online purchases of tangible goods and offline services more 

frequently is hardly surprising, but it provides a strong indication of the 

increasing popularity of the online markets for the near future, as the digital 

generation moves into adulthood.  

                                                 
22 http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-datasets/-/isoc_bde15cua  
23 All tables starting with V can be found in Annex V 

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-datasets/-/isoc_bde15cua
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Differences in the likelihood and frequency of online buying were observed based 

on respondentsô level of education. Respondents who had completed the highest 

level of education reported the highest likelihood of online purchases across all 12 

markets (65% ) per average market, while the difference between respondents 

with low and medium levels of education was less pronounced (53% versus 

56%). Respondents in a very difficult financial situation were the least likely to 

shop online (48%) in a typical average  market, when compared to those who 

make ends meet very easily (68%). Looking more closely at financial situation 

per market, the travel services category was characterised by the largest 

difference in market penetration (81% for respondents who reported i t was very 

easy to make ends meet vs. 47% amongst those who reported it was very 

difficult to make ends meet), while toys and childcare articles were characterised 

by the smallest difference (49% vs. 38%, fu ll results in Tables V.3 -V.29).  

 

Figure 1  Purchase frequency of tangible goods and offline services over the past 

year, by socio - demographics (part 1) ï averaged across all markets  

Source: Core Survey Q2a: Over the last 12 months, how many times on average have you used  the 

Internet to buy or order tangible goods and services? (EU28 N = 22848)  

 

Respondents residing in rural areas were less likely (55%) to have purchased 

tangible goods and offline services per average market than respondents residing 

in urban (59%) or met ropolitan (63%) areas. At individual market level, 

differences were most pronounced for travel services (75% of respondents living 
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in a metropolitan zone vs. 67% living in another urban area and 61% of those 

living in a rural area). Large differences were identified in the proportion of 

respondents reporting having bought tangible goods or offline services over the 

past year between very frequent (77%), occasional (65%) and very infrequent 

(48%) travellers to other countries. These differences, especially i n travelling 

frequency, are likely to stem from or be linked to underlying differences in 

respondentsô financial situation. Those respondents who also paid for online 

services or for digital content reported a higher penetration on average for 

purchases of  tangible goods and offline services online (74% each) when 

compared to the ot her 3 online activity groups.  

 

Figure 2  Purchase frequency of tangible goods and offline services over the past 

year, by socio - demographics (part 2) ï averaged across all markets 24  

Source: Core Survey Q2a: Over the last 12 months, how many times on average have you used the Internet to buy 

or o rder tangible goods and services? (EU28 N = 22848)  

 

The figure below presents purchase frequency data on respondents who made 

purchases that were domestic only, and those who also made purchases cross -

border within the EU28 (Domestic and EU) or cross -border outside the EU28 

(Domestic, EU and International).  The clear trend across all 12 types of markets 

is that domestic only shoppers of tangible goods and offline services were the 

least likely to have purchased these (55% vs. 66% for shoppers who reported 

                                                 
24 Percentages rounded off to 1% are removed from some figures throughout the report in order to improve the legibility of the 

figures. Exact percentages can be found in Annex V. 
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domestic and within the EU purchases and 80% amongst those who reported 

purchases domestically, within the EU and outside the EU). A similar pattern is 

apparent when looking at t he frequency of online buying.  

 

Figure 3  Purchase frequency of tangible goods and offline services over th e past 

year, by consumer segment ï averaged across all markets  

 

Source: Core Survey Q2a: Over the last 12 months, how many times on average have you used the Internet to buy 

or order tangible goods and services? (EU28 N = 22848).  

 

At country level, respondents from Poland (100%), Slovakia (99%), Germany 

(98%) and Austria (98%) were the most likely to have made at least one online 

purchase of tangible goods in any of the 12 market types , while respondents 

residing in Cyprus (85%) and  Portugal (86%) were the least likely to have done 

so. The results per country are shown below:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

28 

 

Figure 4  Proportion of respondents who made at least one purchase of tangible 

goods or offline services over the past year, by country  

Source: Core Survey Q2a: Over the last 12 months, how many times on average have you used the Internet to buy 

or order tangible goods and services? (EU28 N = 22848).  

The figure below presents the average results for frequency of purchase across all 

12 types of tangible goods and services markets per country. Slovakia (76%), 

Poland (76%), and the UK (68%) are the top three countries  in terms of 

likelihood to buy online per average market, with Slovak respondents reporting 

the highest proportion of purchases in the first two frequency categories (22% at 

least once a week or more frequently). Respondents from Cyprus (37%), Portugal 

(39 %), and Latvia (39%) were the least likely to have purchased tangible goods 
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and offline services in a given market. In addition, the proportion of respondents 

who made at least one online purchase in the last 12 months in a given market 

seems to be relativ ely consistent across all countries.  

 

Figure 5  Purchase frequency of tangible goods and offline services over the past 

year, by country -  averaged across all markets

 

Source: Core Survey Q2a: Over the last 12 months, how many times  on average have you used the Internet to buy 

or order tangible goods and services? (EU28 N = 22848)  
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The most commonly purchased goods or offline services were clothing, shoes and 

accessories (76% of all EU28 online respondents), travel services (68%) and  

electronics and computer hardware (66%). At the other end of the scale, under 

half (46%) of respondents reported purchasing toys and childcare articles or 

sports and outdoor equipment in the past year (Table V.3). Shoes and 

accessories (with 31% of online  respondents making a purchase online at least 

once a month), cosmetics and healthcare products and books (each at 24%), as 

well as music & film (23%) were the most frequently purchased types of 

products. This is not surprising, since these markets are kno wn to be 

characterised by a higher purchase frequency in general. It would be interesting 

to explore how these frequencies compare between offline and online markets.  

 

Figure 6  Purchase frequency of tangible goods and offline services over the past 

year, by market  

Source: Core Survey Q2a: Over the last 12 months, how many times on average have you used the Internet to buy 

or order tangible goods and services? (EU28 N = 22848)  

 

2.2  Online services  

As with tangible goods and offline services, EU13 respondents were more likely to 

use online services (80%) than EU15 respondents (70%) when results are 

averaged across all types of online services. These differences are reflected in the 

average frequency of usage: 43% of EU13 respondents used online services daily 

over the past year compared to 34% of EU15 respondents. The findings suggest 
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that the EU15 and EU13 online populations differ substantially in terms of their 

online activity. This  may partly be explained by the fact that, within the survey 

sample, EU13 respondents were younger than EU15 respondents (11% of EU15 

respondents and 14% of EU13 were aged 18 -24). When results are averaged 

across all types of online services, 42% of 55+ re spondents never use online 

services, compared to 34% of the 45 -54 years old, 20% of the 25 -34 years old 

and 15% of the 18 -24 years old.  

Daily usage of online services was higher amongst medium and highly educated 

respondents (37% for both groups per avera ge market) compared to lower 

education respondents (31%). Interestingly, those in a very difficult financial 

situation were more likely to be in the two extreme groups in terms of frequency: 

39% mention a daily use (compared to 35 -36% for the other three g roups) and 

31% mention never using online services on average (compared to 27 -29% 

amongst respondents in easier financial situations).  

 

Figure 7  Usage frequency of online services over the past year, by socio -

demographics (part 1) -  averaged across all markets  

Source: Core Survey Q3a: Over the last 12 months, how many times on average have you used the following online 

services? (EU28 N = 22848).  

 

Moreover, usage of online services over the past year was higher ï per average 

market ï for those living in a highly urbanised zone (77%) than for respondents 

living in a rural area (65%) although differences in daily usage were small (38% 
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versus 33% res pectively). Daily use of online services varied only a little between 

frequent (39%) and infrequent travellers (34%) although the likelihood of using 

them altogether differed significantly between the two groups: 83% for frequent 

versus 65% for infrequent travellers. It was also significantly higher amongst 

respondents who paid for such services (88%) and those who reported paying for 

digital content online (83%).  

 

Figure 8  Usage frequency of online services over the past year, by socio -

demographics (part 2) ï averaged across all markets  

Source: Core Survey Q3a: Over the last 12 months, how many times on average have you used the following online 

services? (EU28 N = 22848).  

 

On average (across all 4 types of online services, plus the category óotherô), the 

highest penetration of online services was observed in Portugal (85%), Slovenia 

(84%), and Malta (83%). Respondents from France (63%), the Netherlands 

(63%), and Germany ( 64%) were the least likely to use online services. Online 

services were much more likely to be used on a daily basis compared to digital 

content (36% of respondents used online services daily, compared to 17% who 

accessed digital content on a daily basis).   
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Figure 9  Usage frequency of online services over the past year, by country -ï 

averaged across all markets  

Source: Core Survey Q3a: Over the last 12 months, how many times on average have you used the following online 

services? (EU28 N = 22848).  

 

The most commonly used online services were communication services (e.g. 

email, Skype), used on a daily basis by 62% of EU28 online respondents, 

followed by participation in social networks ï used daily by over half (53%) of the 

sample. In contrast, 38% of all EU28 online respondents had never used web -
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based software applications in the last 12 months and 45% had not used storage 

and transfer of files services at all in the past year.  

 

Figure 10  Usage frequency of online services over the past year, by market   

Source: Core Survey Q3a: Over the last 12 months, how many times on average have you used the following online 

services? (EU28 N = 22848)  

 

Overall, 93% of EU28 online respondents had used at least one of these four 

online services in the past year. The following graph provides the overview per 

country, showing that usage of any online services ranged from 88% in France to 

100% in Malta.  
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Figure 11  Usage of at least one online service over the past year, by country  

 

Source: Core Survey Q3a: Over the last 12 months, how many times on average have you used the following online 

services? (EU28 N = 22848)  

 

Those respondents who had used online services  within the past year were also 

asked if they had used paid - for or only free services. Users of web -based 

software applications were the most likely to have paid for this type of online 
































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































