
 

  

 

Aalborg Universitet

Digitalization of Consumption in Russia

Online Platforms, Regulations and Consumer Behavior

Gurova, Olga; Morozova, Daria

Published in:
The Palgrave Handbook of Digital Russia Studies

DOI (link to publication from Publisher):
10.1007/978-3-030-42855-6_13

Creative Commons License
CC BY 4.0

Publication date:
2020

Document Version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Link to publication from Aalborg University

Citation for published version (APA):
Gurova, O., & Morozova, D. (2020). Digitalization of Consumption in Russia: Online Platforms, Regulations and
Consumer Behavior. In D. Gritsenko, M. Wijermars, & M. Kopotev (Eds.), The Palgrave Handbook of Digital
Russia Studies (pp. 221-240). Palgrave Macmillan. Advance online publication. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-
030-42855-6_13

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

            - Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study or research.
            - You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain
            - You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal -
Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us at vbn@aub.aau.dk providing details, and we will remove access to
the work immediately and investigate your claim.

Downloaded from vbn.aau.dk on: April 19, 2024

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-42855-6_13
https://vbn.aau.dk/en/publications/28d92251-6c64-4814-90f3-701a8382e9e1
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-42855-6_13
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-42855-6_13


221© The Author(s) 2021
D. Gritsenko et al. (eds.), The Palgrave Handbook of Digital Russia 
Studies, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-42855-6_13

CHAPTER 13

Digitalization of Consumption in Russia: Online 
Platforms, Regulations and Consumer Behavior

Olga Gurova and Daria Morozova

13.1  IntroductIon

Digital consumption is a complex field that can be defined as “online retail, 
marketing approaches, or seen as an expanding field of technological platforms 
and mobile applications that advance various forms of production, distribution, 
and consumption” (Ruckenstein 2017, 562). Within Russian studies, this is a 
still emerging field. At the moment, scholarship on digital consumption in 
Russia is quite limited, although think tanks and marketing companies have 
been following the situation closely and provide the most up-to-date data.

In this chapter, we focus on two main topics within digital consumption 
which have emerged from the two main areas of scholarly interest: online shop-
ping and the sharing economy. Research into online shopping has examined 
e-commerce business models (Doern and Fey 2006), barriers and drivers of 
e-commerce (Daviy et al. 2018; Daviy and Rebiazina 2015), effects of national 
culture on e-commerce acceptance (Kim et al. 2016), and the emergence of 
one of the biggest Russian e-retailers—Ozon (Hawk 2002). The sharing econ-
omy has been studied from the point of view of its barriers and drivers in accep-
tance of services (Rebiazina et  al. 2018) and of socio-cultural meanings of 
particular sharing platforms, such as the gift-giving platform DaruDar.org 
(Polukhina and Strelnikova 2014; Strelnikova and Polukhina 2014; Polukhina 
and Strelnikova 2015; Bocharova and Echevskaya 2014; Ivanenko et al. 2014). 
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Whereas marketing researchers mainly apply online quantitative surveys, soci-
ologists utilize qualitative methods—in particular, netnography or online eth-
nographic research (Kozinets 2010) complemented by face-to-face interviews. 
Of the marketing companies and think tanks providing data, we are drawing 
upon studies conducted by Morgan Stanley (2018), PayPal Inc. (2018), 
Russian Association of Internet Trade Companies (2017) and Data Insight 
(2014, 2017, 2018, 2019). Therefore, for this chapter we utilized three types 
of data: academic articles on the subject; research produced by think tanks and 
marketing companies; and media publications to identify the current trends in 
digital consumption in Russia.

The first section of the chapter focuses on e-commerce, while the second 
section sheds light on the sharing economy. Each section contains definitions 
and brief theoretical concepts related to the phenomena and concrete empirical 
examples taken from the context of digital consumption in Russia. In conclu-
sion, we summarize the findings and suggest directions for future research.

13.2  E-commErcE, m-commErcE and onlInE ShoppIng

Digital transformations of retail and shopping are linked to the shift from 
offline to online retail (e-commerce, m-commerce) and various forms of their 
co-existence. E-commerce is broadly defined as “using the internet to sell 
products and services” (Doern and Fey 2006, 315). M-commerce refers to 
purchases made from mobile devices such as smartphones and tablets. These 
transformations are enabled by the emergence of digital solutions for retailers 
and consumers, which transform the traditional offline retail and shape the 
everyday shopping experience. Digital transformations of retail and shopping 
occur in the context of a broader transition to the “service economy,” where 
retailers act as “integrators of services” based on knowledge-intensive service 
innovations (Pantano and Gandini 2018, 1). This results in a new concept of 
retail that “overcomes the traditional physical boundaries of the store … to 
foster the growth of new forms of commerce strongly based on the usage of 
technologies such as online and mobile for shopping” (ibid., 1).

Digital transformations of retail in Russia can be approached through the 
concept of “liquid retail,” that is an open metaphor that helps to problematize 
the dynamics of retail, with the purpose of shedding light on the current cir-
cumstances in which retail stakeholders and consumers navigate the accelerated 
transformations (de Kervenoael et al. 2018, 417–418). Following this frame-
work, in this section we pay attention to macro-level changes of market trans-
formations, normative shifts, techno-economic (infra)structures and meso- and 
micro-level activities of multiple actors (new retail formations, changing con-
sumption practices, etc.) (ibid., 418) in order to reflect upon how digitaliza-
tion has changed retail and shopping in Russia.

 O. GUROVA AND D. MOROZOVA
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13.2.1  E-commerce, M-commerce

E-commerce has been acknowledged as one of the fastest growing markets in 
Russia. According to Statista, e-commerce is expected to show an annual 
growth of 7.5% in the coming years (Ecommerce Foundation 2018). In 2018, 
it was considered to be in an emerging state, with high potential for contribut-
ing to the development of the Russian national economy (Daviy and Rebiazina 
2015, 4). As for m-commerce, statistics (Ipiev 2018) show the share of mobile 
payments by July 2018 rose by 11% compared to the first half of the year. At 
the same time, the number of payments from desktop computers dropped by 
4%. Nevertheless, 55% of e-commerce purchases were made from desktop and 
45% from smartphones and tablets. Yet, the number is expected to change in 
favor of m-commerce, since retailers actively continue developing shopping 
apps and platforms for mobile devices (ibid.). In addition, shopping with an 
emphasis on “social commerce”—meaning shopping on social media—has 
become a noticeable phenomenon (Pantano and Gandini 2018, 2). According 
to research conducted by Yandex.Kassa and Data Insight, near 39  million 
Russians made purchases in various peer-to-peer platforms, such as social media 
and messengers (Yandex Kassa and Data Insight 2018).

There was virtually no e-commerce in Russia prior to 1998 (Hawk 2002, 
702). It started to gain popularity after the Russian financial crisis of 1998, 
which forced many people to become self-employed and turned out to be a 
catalyst for entrepreneurial activities. The crisis was one of the reasons for the 
companies to start to operate more efficiently and develop e-solutions. As for 
other factors, such as internet penetration rate and access to computers, Hawk 
(2002, 703) mentions that the Internet usage in Russia was still very low at the 
time. Interestingly, the majority of those who accessed Internet did it at work 
(57%), whereas only 27% accessed it at home. Between 1998 and 1999, the 
number of dot-com companies in Russia grew from 50 to 400 (Doern and Fey 
2006, 317). Compared to the developed economies of the United States, 
Canada and Western Europe at this time, in developing countries such as 
Russia, India and countries in Latin America, e-commerce was miniscule 
(Hawk 2004, 181).

In the years that followed, e-commerce developed rapidly and continued to 
boom in Russia up till 2013, though its growth slowed down during the finan-
cial crisis of 2008–2009 (Daviy and Rebiazina 2015, 9). As for the situation in 
the second half of the 2010s, the economic recession followed by the Crimea 
crisis in 2014 had a significant effect on the development of Russian e- commerce 
(Sadyki 2017, 1). On the one hand, these changes included a drop in gross 
domestic product (GDP), a decrease of buying capacity of consumers, and 
increased political risks for Western companies to operate in Russia due to sanc-
tions and counter-sanctions implemented after the annexation of Crimea. At 
the same time, these changes helped push Russian companies into the 
e- commerce market (ibid., 1).

13 DIGITALIZATION OF CONSUMPTION IN RUSSIA: ONLINE PLATFORMS… 
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According to global ratings, Russia lags behind in terms of Internet penetra-
tion (23rd in 2017), reaching an estimated 62% in 2018 (Ecommerce 
Foundation 2018, 13), with the majority of users concentrated in Moscow and 
major cities (Sadyki 2017, 2). The country was placed 99th in the United 
Nation’s logistical performance list, 35th in its ease of doing business list, and 
35th in e-government Index (ibid., 14). In addition, there is a substantial gap 
in regional development across the country (Morgan Stanley 2018, 3). 
Considering these barriers, the Russian e-commerce market is characterized as 
under-developed and fragmented—for instance, the four major e-commerce 
players in Russia account for 27% of the market compared to 63% in the United 
States and 84% in China (ibid., 6), it is regionally highly disproportionate, and 
dominated by cash payments and poor quality of service, especially delivery 
(Sadyki 2017).

One of the drivers of e-commerce has been the increase of the quality and 
availability of Internet connections in Russian regions. There have been signifi-
cant improvements in the services provided by the Post of Russia—the main 
operator of delivery services. Further, the development of numerous services, 
online payment platforms, digital signatures and a general increase in trust 
towards these types of tools contribute to e-commerce progress (ibid., 11).

13.2.1.1  Russian E-commerce Retailers
Digitalization and the development of e-commerce and m-commerce have 
affected retailers of all sizes, from large- to small-scale. According to a report 
by Morgan Stanley (2018, 1), “Russia is the last major emerging market with-
out a dominant online retailer.” In the same report, it is estimated that the 
Russian e-commerce market will reach 31 billion dollars by 2020. In 2018, the 
two most influential actors on the Russian market were Yandex (the largest 
technological company specializing in internet products and services, including 
the search engine Yandex.ru) and the Mail.ru Group (a major technological 
company, operating the most popular Russian social networking sites 
VKontakte.ru, Odnoklassniki.ru and “Moj mir” [My.mail.ru]). Yandex joined 
forces with the largest state-owned bank, Sberbank, in order to create “a lead-
ing e-commerce ecosystem” based on the existing Yandex marketplace (Henni 
2017). On the other hand, Mail.ru Group partnered with Chinese retail giant 
Alibaba, the owner of Aliexpress.com—the most popular online platform in 
Russia—to develop a “one-stop platform for social communication, gaming 
and shopping” (Henni 2018).

Meanwhile, some of the largest international e-commerce retailers have not 
been successful in their attempt to conquer the Russian market. eBay.com 
entered Russia in 2011, but so far has failed to gain significant traction. JD.
com—China’s second largest e-commerce player—left Russia in 2016 after just 
one year of operating. Among the main challenges, the executives of the com-
pany listed cross-border logistics and high marketing expenses (Sun 2018). In 
2018, a number of German e-commerce giants such as Otto, Quelle and 
Westwing ceased their activity in Russia due to reduced purchasing power of 
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consumers and significant revenue drops after converting funds from rubles 
into euros (East-West Digital News 2018). This latter phenomenon resulted 
from serious Russian ruble depreciation after 2014 (Urbanovsky 2015). The 
notable exception is Aliexpress.com, which has been one of the leaders on 
Russian online market, and will be discussed in more detail in the section on 
cross-border shopping.

At the same time, digital transformations in retail gave a significant boost to 
Russian small-scale innovative companies and startups—for instance, in fash-
ion. Online retailing has various benefits: it allows these companies to reduce 
costs associated with launching and operating their businesses; it gives the 
opportunity to be discovered by consumers more quickly; it allows using new 
business models and flexibility in adjusting to fluctuations of the market; it 
gives data and instruments for the immediate analysis of consumer behavior; 
and, it also provides tools for immediate interaction with consumers through 
videos, blogs, messages. In a separate study, we noticed a “boost” in small-scale 
fashion businesses (Gurova and Morozova 2018) when startup companies cre-
ated formal and informal businesses through social networks, using Instagram 
or VKontakte as sales channels.

13.2.1.2  New Retail Platforms
Digital transformations have globally led to the development of online retail 
platforms (Daviy and Rebiazina 2015; Doern and Fey 2006). The fastest- 
growing and most highly valued e-commerce platform in Russia has been 
Wildberries.ru, an online platform for selling clothes, accessories, home goods 
and so on. The platform operates in Russia, Belarus, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan 
and has plans to enter the European Union market in 2019, starting with 
Poland (Ganzhur 2019). By 2019, Wildberries was ranked number one among 
online fashion retailers worldwide with the highest traffic volume, followed by 
H&M and Zara (Popova 2019). Wildberries’ revenues have soared, showing 
85% growth in the first three months of 2019 compared to the same period in 
2018 (Intellinews 2019). Their fastest growing segments have been electron-
ics, office equipment, gardening equipment and kitchen equipment 
(Kommersant 2019). The co-owner of Wildberries, Vladislav Bakalchuk, 
admits that their strongest advantages are the wide network of delivery points 
across Russia (with fewer couriers and the possibility to try clothes on the 
spot), and its commission model in which a supplier/producer pays commis-
sion for every sale (Kommersant 2018b). In 2018, the second and third most 
popular e- commerce sites in Russia were Ozon.ru (one of the leading multicat-
egory retailer, offering goods in about 20 categories, including electronics, 
household appliances, clothes, food, Digital Versatile Discs (DVDs) and 
Citilink.ru (an online platform that positions itself as an electronics discounter), 
respectively (Kommersant 2018c).

Online retail platforms in Russia can be classified into seven categories (see 
Table 13.1). We have taken mostly examples from the list of top-100 compa-
nies in e-commerce in Russia in 2018 (Data Insight 2019) to illustrate the 
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platform types. According to the top-100 list, among the top-10 companies are 
online marketplaces (Wildberries.ru, Ozon.ru), price-based online platforms 
(Citilink.ru) and “category killers”1 (Mvideo.ru for electronics, Lamoda.ru for 
clothes and Petrovich.ru for homeware).

In 2011, Darrell K. Rigby wrote about “omnichannel retailing.” It refers to 
retailers who are “able to interact with customers through countless chan-
nels—websites, physical stores, kiosks, direct mail and catalogs, call centers, 
social media, mobile devices, gaming consoles, televisions, networked appli-
ances, home services, and more” (Rigby 2011). Retailing in Russia is develop-
ing in the direction of omnichannel retailing. Therefore, in addition to 
traditional brick-and-mortar stores, companies operate as click-and-mortar 
stores, merging offline and online formats of retail in different ways. For 
instance, the online retailer Lamoda expressed its interest in opening the first 
offline store (Kommersant 2018a). Offline supermarket Perekrestok voiced a 
plan to launch a “shop-window” on its website where consumers can order 
commodities unavailable in the stores and offered by partners, and then pick 
them up in one of Perekrestok stores (Ishchenko 2018). Clothing online 
retailer Aizel.ru opened a pop-up store in the Moscow department store 
Atrium in 2018 (Utesheva 2018). However, managing director of KupiVIP.ru 

Table 13.1 Classification of online retail platforms in Russia

No E-Format Description Examples

1 Price-based online 
platforms

Platforms that have price as the 
main strategy for differentiation

Citilink.ru (electronics discounter);
KupiVIP.ru (discounter of 
premium garment brands);
Kuponator.ru (discount coupon 
service)

2 Community 
forming retailers

Platforms that incorporate 
community activities, such as 
forums and discussion boards

Exist.ru, the biggest retailer for car 
parts, has forum on their website

3 Online 
marketplaces/
shopping centers

Platforms that offer an online 
retail infrastructure for other 
companies to sell their products

Wildberries.ru sells clothes, 
accessories, home goods;
Ozon.ru offers goods in about 20 
categories

4 Online department 
stores

Online equivalent of brick-and- 
mortar department stores

Tsum.ru, an online shop of Central 
Universal Department store in 
Moscow

5 “Category killers” Price-aggressive retailers selling 
a certain category of 
commodities

LaModa.ru sells clothes and shoes;
Mvideo.ru for electronics;
Petrovich.ru for homeware;
Online pharmacy Apteka.ru

6 Niche retailers Websites selling a particular 
type of goods

Yamaguchi.ru offers massage 
equipment

7 Micro-retailers of 
social commerce

Micro-companies that operate 
predominantly on social media

Roseville.ru is a fashion brand 
selling women’s clothes (being a 
micro-brand, it is not included in 
the top-100 list)

 O. GUROVA AND D. MOROZOVA
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Miroslav Zubačevskij noted that although the omnichannel retailing is emerg-
ing in Russia, it is still underdeveloped and faces various problems, ranging 
from inconvenient Information Technologies (IT) solutions to logistical issues 
(Fashion United 2014).

An important dimension of the service economy is the consumer experi-
ence. Therefore, retailers use technological solutions to address the needs of 
retail and shopping as part of the experience economy (Pine and Gilmore 
1998). Retailers actively use online tools to enhance the experiential dimension 
of shopping online with videos, blogs and other interactive formats. For exam-
ple, Bonprix.ru has a rubric “Fashion and life” featuring news on current fash-
ion trends and useful advice regarding fashion and lifestyle from editors and 
bloggers. At the same time, they aim at individualization or customization of 
experience and products. For instance, Vsemayki.ru offers to “construct” your 
own T-shirt with chosen print, while Holodilnik.ru offers the option of cus-
tomizing the color and adding exclusive decorations on fridges, washing 
machines and dishwashers.

Augmented reality and virtual reality technologies are emerging trends in 
retailing, also in Russia (Utesheva 2018). For instance, the Russian company 
Mirow (Mirow.ru) developed a touch-screen mirror that is able to identify 
which items are taken to a fitting room and to give personal recommendations 
on what is usually bought or may suit with those items. It can also provide 
information about discounts, including personalized ones, offer to call a con-
sultant or ask for a different size/color of an outfit, and to arrange the issuing 
of a loyalty card. Another technological solution, Tardis (Tardis3d.ru), helps to 
identify a customer’s clothing size and the way outfit will look on their figure 
with the use of a selfie and a short questionnaire. There is also a startup, Fittin.
ru, that has developed virtual fitting for shoes. Although these solutions are to 
a large extent at the experimental stage, they are in line with global trends, with 
a direction towards “smart retail”—that is, the search for digital solutions for 
retail and further consumer acceptance of these solutions (Dacko 2017).

13.2.2  The Profile of Online Consumers

Between 2011 and 2014, major indicators of e-commerce in Russia were on 
the rise, including the quantity of orders and average purchase amount, fol-
lowed by a substantial drop in 2015 (Data Insight 2017). However, after a 
steep decline, Russian e-commerce started to slowly recover, and as of 2018, 
65% of the country’s online users have shopped online at least once (Data 
Insight 2018).

As far as socio-economic characteristics are concerned, between 2011 and 
2017, Russian trends remained typical for developing countries, where factors 
such as place of living, income and education have more influence on internet 
activity than physical access to the Internet (van Deursen et al. 2011; van Dijk 
and Hacker 2003). On the other hand, immaterial resources such as the knowl-
edge of a foreign language and availability of free time may also influence the 
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popularity of the online shopping (Firsova 2013, 47). Interestingly, gender did 
not show significant correlation with the frequency of online shopping for a 
household; therefore, the researchers suggest that inconspicuousness of the 
online shopping (e.g. sitting alone in front of the monitor versus trying new 
clothes in public) might challenge the stereotype of shopping as a female pre-
rogative (ibid., 48).

The leading group of online consumers, particularly in terms of frequency, 
are residents of megacities with higher education and above-average incomes, 
while poorer rural dwellers with less than 10 years’ education lag behind (Data 
Insight 2018). However, experts (Morgan Stanley 2018; Data Insight 2018) 
assume that the current growth in online purchases is driven by shoppers from 
small towns, residential communities and villages who are quite price-conscious 
and have embraced online shopping in search of a better deal. Additionally, 
Russian rural settlements are now better equipped with pick-up points for 
online orders: in January 2017, 76% of all delivery points were located in small 
towns and villages (Data Insight 2017). Furthermore, over half of Russian 
internet users make online payments and transfers: this indicator equals 61%, 
55% and 44% for large cities, middle-sized cities and the rest of the settlements, 
respectively (Data Insight 2018).

For a long time, the three most popular categories for online shopping have 
been electronics, clothing and household appliances (Russian Association of 
Internet Trade Companies 2017, 27). In addition to material goods, the popu-
larity of food delivery, airplane and train tickets, as well as online games’ com-
plement products have been on the rise (Data Insight 2014).

The results of a poll by BrandMonitor, published in 2018, revealed that a 
large proportion of Russians (63%) may mistake fakes for luxury brand items 
(Tishina 2018). An even larger proportion (84%) of Russians shopping online 
is actually quite eager to buy counterfeit items (usually A-brands such as Apple 
or Louis Vuitton). As a rule, these consumers have some previous experience 
of buying fake goods through traditional channels, and afterwards turn to the 
Internet as an information tool. Frequently, the webpages of original brands 
are used as points of reference for comparing how well the fakes match the 
descriptions and pictures of authentic products (Radon 2012).

Overall, some pieces of research conclude (Firsova 2013) that the growth of 
the Internet shopping has great potential in Russia, but it will primarily spread 
among people who have previous positive experience of using the web.

13.2.3  Online Cross-Border Shopping

Online retail gives a boost to cross-border shopping. In 2015, 30% of the 
Russian population made at least one online cross-border purchase in the 
course of the year (Ecommerce Foundation 2018). In 2017, 30% of Russian 
online shoppers were limiting their purchases to the domestic market, whereas 
56% were shopping both domestically and abroad, with 14% abroad only 
(PayPal Inc. 2018). These shares of cross-border online purchases are among 
the highest in Eastern Europe (ibid.)

 O. GUROVA AND D. MOROZOVA
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Clothes and accessories, smartphones/tablets (including related items), 
home appliances and electronics have been the most popular goods for order-
ing abroad (Yandex 2016). The main reasons for cross-border shopping among 
Russians have been better deals in terms of price, wider selection of goods, and 
access to brands unavailable in Russia (ibid.), which corresponds to the cross- 
border shopping drivers among US (Invesp Consulting 2016) and European 
Union (EU) shoppers (Hunter and Wilson 2015, 25), but differs from Chinese 
consumers who are primarily interested in certified and authentic goods 
(Zhang 2018).

China has been the most popular country for cross-border orders in Russia, 
accounting for up to 80% of all cross-border sales in 2016 (East-West Digital 
News 2017, 22). In 2014, AliExpress became the number one e-commerce 
platform in Russia, and since then has been offering, in addition to Chinese 
goods, products made in Russia with a same-day delivery option and purchases 
on credit (ibid.). Honoring Russian-language consumers, the platform has 
translated its web-interface into Russian. However, the automated translation 
is not always grammatically correct or smooth and the descriptions of con-
sumer goods can look like a mere collection of words without proper declen-
sion, for instance, “new fashion print design Russian crime tattoo.” AliExpress 
gave rise to social media groups educating Russian consumers on how to navi-
gate online shopping with the retailer. The company takes the Russian market 
seriously; it experimented with 3D virtual stores, and Russia is the only country 
where the retailer has tested an opportunity to enter the brick-and-mortar mar-
ket (Vedomosti 2017).

13.2.3.1  Regulation of the Online Cross-Border Shopping
As online shopping has experienced noticeable growth, so did the number of 
purchases from the foreign platforms that have to cross the Russian border. As 
a result, substantial legislative changes regarding cross-border shopping have 
been introduced recently. From 2019, individual purchases with a price over 
500 euro and weight over 25 kg are charged with a customs duty. Previously, 
customs duties were levied on individual purchases totaling over 1000 euro 
and weight over 31 kg per month. From 2020, this tax border for online cross- 
border shopping will be further decreased to 200 euro. Therefore, the direc-
tion of changes is to increase taxation by lowering the threshold amount for 
tax-free purchases. Experts and entrepreneurs working in the e-commerce sec-
tor question the necessity of this measure and predict low revenues to the 
government (Russia Business Today 2018; Skuratova 2018). As of 2018, very 
few online purchases in Russia exceed 200 euro, and 90% of receipts on the 
most popular platform AliExpress amount to less than 100 euro (Russia 
Business Today 2018).

Another legislative measure related to e-commerce offered by the Russian 
Association of Internet Trade Companies is the introduction of value added tax 
(VAT) for foreign online retailers. Arguing for this measure, the association 
maintains that the taxation of foreign e-retailers will support domestic 
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companies (Russian Association of Internet Trade Companies 2018, for more, 
see also Chap. 5). In addition, in its statement, the Russian Association of 
Internet Trade Companies stresses that customs duties will bring approximately 
300 million rubles to the Russian budget in the first three years (ibid.). The 
measure has so far been postponed due to a lack of agreement on how the 
procedure should be carried out technically. For instance, it is unclear if VAT 
should be paid by the online platform (e.g. AliExpress) or by the retailers that 
are using the platform. Experts argue that additional taxes may force interna-
tional e-commerce platforms to cease their activity in Russia: equaling just 
0.7%, Russia is a minor player for world-wide operating companies (TASS 
2017); additionally, foreign retailers are already paying operational costs, com-
mission for using the online platforms and service providers’ fees 
(Kommersant 2018d).

It is unclear how the new measures will influence cross-border shopping. In 
the meantime, new platforms are emerging to address the needs of the con-
sumers. For instance, there is a Russian platform called Tudatuda.com where 
consumers gather to find someone who could buy and pass on a needed item 
from abroad. This service has been helpful for those looking for medicines or 
brands that are unavailable in Russia or when local prices are too high (for 
example, Apple products).2 Such practices suggest that, even if affected by the 
changes in legislation, cross-border shopping will most likely adjust, for 
instance, by changing its format.

13.3  onlInE ExchangES: SharIng Economy 
and collaboratIvE conSumptIon

The sharing economy and collaborative consumption refers to the collective 
use of consumer goods (Botsman and Rogers 2010) enhanced by the develop-
ment of online platforms. Collaborative consumption is “the peer-to-peer- 
based activity of obtaining, giving, or sharing access to goods and services, 
coordinated through community-based online services” (Hamari et al. 2015, 
2047). The sharing economy is an environment in which goods and services 
are offered and consumed through community-based platforms (ibid.). The 
terms can be used interchangeably since there are common denominators, 
namely, the mediating role of new digital technologies connecting various 
actors and modes of transfer. One position even argues that collaborative con-
sumption is embedded in the sharing economy and is one of its forms (Wahlen 
and Laamanen 2017); therefore, we use sharing economy as the term embrac-
ing both categories.

The sharing economy has been triggered by the development of the Internet 
and technology, thanks to which it is easier to create trust between strangers 
(Botsman and Rogers 2010). There are other reasons for the growing popular-
ity of the sharing economy, including economic (saving money), environmen-
tal (reducing ecological footprint) and social (expanding one’s networks) 
(Schor and Thompson 2014).
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In Russia, the sharing economy has become a noticeable phenomenon for 
several reasons. On the one hand, its wider emergence has been linked to the 
financial crisis of 2008–2009, after which the use of many sharing services was 
a coping strategy of dealing with economic hardship. For example, the gift- 
giving platform DaruDar.org, launched in 2008, where participants make gifts 
of different daily objects such as books, children’s products, furniture, home-
ware and others in exchange for gratitude, illustrate this copying strategy 
(Polukhina and Strelnikova 2014, 90). The boost of the sharing economy can 
also be seen as a result of people searching for alternative income sources dur-
ing cutbacks. For instance, Youdo.com, launched in 2012, matches people 
who need minor home services (repair, cleaning) with service providers. The 
platform has been positioned as an opportunity to earn extra money in one’s 
spare time and, on the other side, solve a home problem for a lower price.

At the same time, the proliferation of the sharing economy was connected 
to deeper socio-cultural processes in Russia. The first decade of 2010s was 
associated with the relative growth of well-being of Russian citizens (“fat 
noughties”); hence, there were people whose financial conditions made them 
eligible to participate in various lending and gift-giving activities. Bocharova 
and Echevskaya (2014, 102–103) have noticed that some people join DaruDar 
due to surplus rather than need, and share the motive of contributing to the 
common good. This is evidence of the fact that the increase in well-being 
resulted in a shift towards post-materialist values, among which are contribu-
tions to the common good, self-expression and environmentalism (Polukhina 
and Strelnikova 2014, 88). In addition, participation in the sharing economy 
has become a form of “consumer solidarity.” Since the sharing economy is 
often a part of the “informal economy” (Polukhina and Strelnikova 2015), not 
directly regulated by the government (Polukhina and Strelnikova 2014, 87) 
and existing along with the “formal economy” of online stores (ibid.), it serves 
as a horizontal grassroots form of solidarity.

13.3.1  Types of Sharing Economy

Treapăt et al. (2018) distinguish between three types of sharing economy. The 
first one is paying for the benefit of using some good without purchasing it, 
such as the platform Rentmania.com launched in Moscow in 2013. The most 
popular items for borrowing (Shlyahov 2017) are children’s goods; sports 
equipment; various gadgets, including laptops, game consoles, and scooters; 
and evening and carnival garments. Goods for borrowing are provided by both 
companies and individuals. The former dominates in the sector of larger sports 
equipment, such as treadmills, that is characterized by seasonal demand. The 
latter usually prevail in children’s and gadget sectors. There are particular types 
of goods, such as photo booths, 3D printers or cotton-candy machines that are 
borrowed along with service providers. In addition, a separate and influential 
group of goods providers is comprised by winter downshifters, that is, people 
who leave Moscow for the whole winter period and are willing to offer 
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long- term lease of their items. Rentmania was initially launched as a start-up 
with venture capital for Moscow region only. Without any interest from the 
consumers, it ceased its operation in Russia. In 2018, the owners of the plat-
form decided to move from Russia to the United States due to lack of investors 
and, consequently, limited perspectives in the home market (Mihajlova 2018).

Another type of sharing economy is the redistribution of used and no longer 
needed goods to the users who need them, for money or exchange (Treapăt 
et  al. 2018). In Russia, the most popular platform of this type is Avito.ru 
founded in 2007 by Jonas Nordlander and now owned by a South-African 
company, Naspers Holding. At first, Avito was a platform for re-selling various 
everyday products such as clothes, cutlery, furniture etc., but eventually it has 
expanded into other directions, including recruiting, real-estate and short- 
term property leases. According to a Mediascope study (Ishunkina 2018), 
Avito’s audience reached 4.3 million people aged between 12 and 64 years old 
by September 2018; and over 14 million Russians used Avito monthly with 
average 8 minutes per day (as of January 2019) (Mediascope 2019).

Finally, the third type of sharing economy is sharing of lifestyles, meaning 
that in addition to tangible goods, something intangible such as space and time 
is offered (Treapăt et al. 2018). Various rental services such as AirBnb.com are 
part of this type. In Russia, AirBnb has become popular in Moscow and St. 
Petersburg, showing growth of 121% between 2015 and 2016 (Egorova 2017). 
A research on AirBnb offers on Tverskaya street (Moscow) shows that Muscovites 
are renting out the rooms (40–72 euro per night) or apartments (69–120 euro 
per night) in Stalinist high rises for prices 5–15 times lower than hotels (from 
499 euro per night) on the same street (Treapăt et al. 2018). On the one hand, 
Russians have been known for a quite conservative and protective attitude 
towards their homes (“My home is my castle”); on the other, they have a long 
history of sharing homes (kommunalka, a communal apartment in the former 
Soviet Union, typically shared by several families). According to Treapăt et al. 
(2018), apart from extra income, people in Russia are opening their flats in 
order to gain new experiences, broaden horizons and practice languages.

13.3.2  Participants of Sharing Economy

The proliferation of the Internet in Russia facilitated the increasing number of 
participants of various sharing services, spread far beyond one’s close circle and 
scaling the sharing economy to a higher level. According to a survey by Data 
Insight (2018), 394 million transactions equaling 591 million rubles (7.5 mil-
lion EUR) within the Russian sharing economy were conducted in 2018. The 
most popular product category was clothing and boots with an average trans-
action price of 1950 rub (25 EUR). The second and third most popular cate-
gories were electronics and real estate. The online platform Avito was the most 
popular source for offering one’s goods (65% of users), followed by a similar 
platform Youla.ru (39%), social networking site VKontakte (33%), and 
Instagram (9%) (ibid.).
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In relation to socio-demographic characteristics of consumers, researchers 
(Rebiazina et al. 2018) have shown that people aged 18–35 and those who live 
in big cities across Russia used services based on the sharing economy several 
times per month, while older generations (35–60) and residents of smaller 
towns used the services once every few months. The majority of consumers had 
an average income. The findings showed no difference between them and 
high-income consumers. Representatives of both income groups used services 
several times per month. Therefore, the sharing economy is a mostly urban 
phenomenon and is not linked to a particular income group. It has been found 
that the most popular services are Uber, GetTaxi and Avito, which were each 
used by 4 out of 10 people (ibid., 394).

13.3.3  Drivers and Barriers of Sharing Economy

Scholars have studied drivers and barriers of the use of services based on the 
sharing economy in Russia (Rebiazina et  al. 2018). Regarding drivers, they 
found that although 60% of consumers trust the services and are ready to rent 
things, only 30% want to rent out their own things due to risks related to shar-
ing, personal safety and hygiene. They also found that the ownership of things 
is considered to be a symbol of status; therefore, some consumers prefer to own 
things rather than to rent them (ibid., 394). Among the drivers, the following 
were named: (1) interest, comfort and utility towards/of sharing services, (2) 
recommendations of reference group (family, friends), (3) ecological and envi-
ronmental benefits and (4) ease of use. Barriers included: (1) risks associated 
with participation in sharing, (2) additional efforts caused by participation 
(time, financial costs) and (3) preferences for ownership as an indicator of higher 
status. The researchers concluded that the companies willing to build their busi-
ness in the Russian market should take into consideration the meaning of own-
ership as a status symbol and the necessity of building credibility and trust; a 
major issue in an emerging market (ibid., 397).

Noticeably, the researchers mostly discussed the sharing economy as a new 
phenomenon, coming from the Western countries and sometimes appearing in 
contradiction to the Russian mentality with its inclination towards ownership 
as opposed to renting. However, it is interesting how this new sharing econ-
omy co-exists with older practices of exchange and sharing coming from social-
ist times and familiar to the older generations.

13.4  concluSIon

In this chapter, we have approached digital consumption as consumption medi-
ated by the Internet and analyzed it at the level of market transformations, 
changes in technological infrastructures and solutions, and in the activities of 
multiple actors (governments, retailers, professional associations, IT compa-
nies, consumers). To study digital consumption thus meant to focus on market 
developments (retail formats, retail culture, business models for companies), 
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regulatory aspects (laws and regulations provided by the governments), tech-
nological infrastructure (possibilities and limitations of platforms, IT solutions 
for data collection and analysis, IT solutions to address the needs of retailing 
and consumers) and consumer behavior (patterns, objects and channels of pur-
chases, online brand communities).

The key impact of digitalization of consumption in Russia by the end of the 
2010s has been the swift growth of online retail platforms, such as Wildberries.
ru, which have a potential of becoming global, as well as of sharing economy 
platforms, such as Avito.ru and Darudar.ru, aimed at arranging circulation of 
goods and services. Offline retail has evolved in the direction of omnichannel 
retailing by developing various online solutions aimed at creating, on the one 
hand, fast and convenient and, on the other hand, an immersive and customized 
experience of shopping. The interest of government in regulating this quickly 
developing sphere, in cross-border shopping, particularly with its potential tax 
revenues, has been observed. In terms of consumer practices, Russian consum-
ers have been turning to online shopping in search of lower prices and a wider 
selection of goods. Initially, the average Russian online consumer’s income and 
education were higher than the country’s average, but recently, consumers from 
lower income and education and from older age groups have been joining the 
practice of online shopping more actively. This last development might be 
attributed, on the one hand, to personal income drops, but, on the other, to 
positive developments in terms of delivery or pick-up options across the country 
as well as saturation of internet connectivity. Overall, online shopping trends in 
Russia are heterogeneous due to sharp differences across Russian regions.

We would like to suggest the following directions for future research: first, 
more ethnographic research on the shifts in the culture of consumption caused 
by digital transformations is needed. Here, such diverse topics as online brand 
and consumer communities, how they function and shape consumer identities, 
and new forms of socialities and consumer behavior in Russia are to be 
addressed. Another research direction could be based on the use of big data on 
consumption in cooperation with companies. This might help in studying the 
peculiarities of consumer behavior of various social groups depending on dif-
ferent factors, such as time and place. A third direction could be a more nuanced 
research on tastes, social characteristics and consumer practices, based on data 
collected by retailers. The researchers could also take a holistic approach by 
examining the intersection of various aspects of digital consumption, for exam-
ple overlaps between regulations, retail, technology, and consumer behavior.

notES

1. This is the term from the professional field of retailing.
2. According to a Deutsche Bank report on prices in 2017, Russia was the third 

most expensive country for buying an iPhone 7. The report was accessed on 
December 2018. https://www.finews.ch/images/download/Mapping.the.
worlds.prices.2017.pdf.
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Show 85% Turnover Growth in the I Quarter of 2019]. Kommersant, April 11, 
2019. https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/3940021. Accessed 13 Apr 2019.

Kozinets, Robert V. 2010. Netnography: Doing Ethnographic Research Online. Sage 
Publications.

Mediascope. 2019. Statistics on Avito.ru. January 2019. https://webindex.media-
scope.net/report?byGeo=1&byDevice=3&byDevice=1&byDevice=2&byMont
h=201901&id=15828. Accessed 12 Apr 2019.

Mihajlova, Lera. 2018. Glava servisa arendy vesêj Rentmania rešil perevesti servis v SŠA 
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