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T
aking control and being in charge of the investment 
experience can be a powerful draw for private 
investors. First, there is the allure of capital 
gains and dividend returns. Then, there is the 
satisfaction of fi nding out more about a company’s 

products, its competitors, the elements driving the industry 
and the management’s upcoming plans. As pension provision 
increasingly becomes the responsibility of the individual, 
savers are looking to the stock market as a way of generating 

real returns over the longer term. 
In Italy, individuals turn instinctively to Borsa 

Italiana when they plan to invest. More than 
30 per cent of trades on the Italian exchange are 

by retail investors, compared with around 10 per cent in 
the UK. There are many reasons behind this differential, but 

plans by London Stock Exchange Group (LSEG) are afoot to 
narrow it, by raising private-investor awareness in the UK and 
facilitating market access.

“There is a signifi cant difference between the Italian and 
the UK markets. In the UK, a signifi cant amount of retail-
investor trading is done outside London Stock Exchange, 

through products such as contracts for difference, rather 
than direct investment. This is partially due to the cost of 
trading, but also due to regulatory factors. In Italy, the 
situation is the opposite,” says Gabriele Villa, Head of 
Private Investors at LSEG.

Shopping 
for shares

Retail investors are an important part of the investment 
community. London Stock Exchange is using Italian expertise 

to increase UK participation, as Jessica Furseth explains 

Italy’s success stems, at least in part, from a stronger drive 
among its investors to manage their portfolios directly. Italy’s 
lower cost of trading has encouraged retail participation, 
and there are now nearly 20,000 private investors actively 
trading full-time on the Italian market. This has boosted market 
liquidity, which in turn entices more retail investors to join the 
fold. “They are skilled and they know the markets, so you can 
almost consider them similar to institutional investors,” says Villa.

Moving towards accessibility
In a drive towards accessibility, the Italian market has 
also facilitated the mechanics of trading for investors and 
brokers. “One of the main reasons that Italy has such a large 
community of private investors is because the process of 
trading has been made easy,” says Franco Ravaglia, General 
Director of Fineco Bank. 

“In Italy, it costs less than one euro to make a trade, while 
other countries can charge three to four times this amount. 
There is also the issue of effi ciency: the Italian system is very 
effi cient, meaning we do not need as many staff to execute 
trades as in other countries.”

Italy’s Trading Online Expo is a notable example of the way 
in which Borsa Italiana maintains close relations with retail 
investors. This annual event has become a popular venue 
for investors to meet brokers, issuers, trading companies 
and other professionals, as well as being a good opportunity 
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to learn more about the various financial products available. In London, LSEG has 
adopted a similar practice with its London Investor Show, which is fast becoming a 
keystone event in the private-investor calendar. The 2012 show attracted more than 
3,500 attendees, making it by far the largest event of its type in the UK.

“Education of private investors is fundamental. At Fineco Bank we hold webinars 
and classes, and we organise a lot of meetings for clients,” says Ravaglia. 

But, Ravaglia believes that cost is crucial, too: “If other countries want to improve 
their private retail-investor communities, they need to lower the cost of single trades.” 

While this means accepting lower income per trade, Ravaglia points out that 
Italian market-makers still manage to be successful under this model. Furthermore, 
clients are often willing to pay for educational events and meetings, meaning there is 
an appetite for value-added offerings.

‘Live Meetings’, for example, is a new service from Borsa Italiana, which allows 
private investors to access a video feed from conferences or analyst meetings with 
company managers. Investors can even submit questions for companies ahead of 
time, and receive answers during the broadcast. “This encourages the relationship 
between companies and their private investors,” says Villa. 

In some respects, Italy has led the way in Europe, particularly with regard to online 
offerings and interactive services. Villa points out that the vast majority of LSEG’s 
customer base across Europe is made up of institutional investors, so the group has 
focused more on their requirements in recent years. Now, however, this is changing.

“Since the merger of LSEG and Borsa Italiana in 2007, it has become clear that 
both types of investor have different things to offer, and both can learn from each 
other. For the UK, creating a different approach to private investors is the focus, and 
one where we can reap real benefits from the Italian experience,” says Villa.

Listed companies can also take more 
responsibility for strengthening ties with retail 
investors. While larger businesses often have a 
structure in place, designed to manage the retail 
community, smaller companies rarely do, yet they 
often stand to gain the most from private investors, 
who can provide them with much-needed liquidity. 

“Excellent websites play a vital role in providing 
as much information as possible for retail 
shareholders. It is the key window into a company, 
enabling all shareholders to access directly the 
complete picture of a business: the management 
team, the strategy and overall investment case,” 

says Adrian Duffield, Managing Partner of Technology, Media and Telecoms at 
College Hill, the business communications consultancy.

For investors wondering whether or not to buy a new share, the availability of 
detailed information will play an important role in the decision-making process. 

“Communication with retail shareholders must be professional, and the best 
companies are now embracing all aspects of digital communication,” says Duffield. 
“Many are exploiting social media, as well as providing video online. Some have 
developed apps, while others use video when they are making presentations at the 
annual general meeting.”

Corporate communication
Engineering group Costain provides a classic example of this approach. Capitalised 
at less than £200 million, the business uploads video updates to its website 
from Andrew Wyllie, Costain’s Chief Executive Officer. It also provides graphical 
presentations on its service offerings, and explains how these meet the needs 
of customers. Investors can easily access and view the most recent analyst 
presentations, and Costain will also let attendees at the annual general meeting see 
the materials prepared for City analysts.

Many consumer-facing companies 
use online platforms to build 
relationships with investors by 
offering product discounts
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Marks and Spencer is one of several companies  
offering product discounts to private investors
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Efforts such as these help to promote a sense of trust for investors, and retail 
investors will also often express curiosity about new market entrants. Companies 
that employ best-practice communication strategies from the time they list, and  
who engage with the retail community, will predictably gain more traction than  
those that do not.

Emis, the healthcare software provider, made a point of being helpful and 
communicative when it joined the market in 2010, providing a breakdown of the 
flotation financials and ample, detailed explanation regarding the group’s intention  
for growth. The Yorkshire business also maintains a presence on Twitter, where it  
not only publishes news, but also responds to queries – a feature that helps the 
group to appear open and approachable, and fosters strong and lasting relationships 
with individual investors. 

Many consumer-facing companies use online platforms to build relationships with 
investors by offering product discounts. Companies adopting this approach include 
Marks & Spencer, jewellers Signet, and The Restaurant Group, whose eaterie chains 
include Garfunkels, Chiquito and Frankie & Benny’s. 

In addition, the likes of Unilever and Associated British Foods hand out baskets 
of products at their annual meetings, while shareholders at Persimmon receive a two 
per cent discount on the price of a new home. Perks such as these often depend 
on investors holding a specified number of stocks over a certain period of time. The 
Persimmon discount, for example, only applies to investors with ownership of at least 
1,000 shares for one year or more. 

Retail investors are an important constituent on a company’s shareholder register, 
and as savings rates remain low and private pension provision becomes increasingly 
important, individual interest in the stock market is expected to grow. More private 
savers will be drawn to the market as the trading process becomes easier and more 
accessible to the individual, and both retail and institutional investors will benefit  
from a more liquid and efficient market. 

Jessica Furseth is a freelance financial journalist
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