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OVERVIEW 

 
Interior Design and Furniture belong to Creative Industries, one of the most active and 

profitable sectors of British industry, second only to financial and legal services. The definition 

of Creative Industries is "Those industries which have their origin in individual creativity, skill 
and talent and which have a potential for wealth and job creation through the generation and 

exploitation of intellectual property". 
 

The sector of Interior Design as a creative process includes all the professional service 
companies delivering a creative service to clients e.g. architecture, interior design, product 

design, industrial design. Furniture, lighting, furnishings, tableware, ceramics, printed home 

textiles, kitchen and bathroom accessories etc are all creative products, i.e. replicable 
products usually protected by IP. 

 
1. Interior Design from the UK is perceived as one of the most inspiring, provocatively brilliant 

and eclectic elements of “British creativity” in Italy, together with fashion and textiles 

design. 
2. The Italians who live and operate in local design circles are attracted by the history of 

British design and by its continual evolution which makes British designers among the best 
in the world. 

3. The modern trends in art and design in the UK are incubated by Institutes and Colleges, 

which are well-known throughout the world.  
4. Italian manufacturers need British creativity as much as British designers need Italian 

craftsmanship and manufacturers.  
 

OPPORTUNITIES 

 

The Italian furniture industry offers tremendous opportunities to talented British designers. 
World-famous Italian brands of furniture, upholstered products, kitchen and bathroom furniture 

and fittings, lighting, textile furnishings increasingly use international designers in their search 
for innovative and functional solutions. 

 

Successful design solutions can combine aesthetic with functional values. New materials, new 
technology, energy-saving and environment-friendly solutions are increasingly demanded by 

manufacturers to be competitive in the very challenging design environment.  
 

At the annual International Furniture Show (Salone Internazionale del Mobile), which 

is held every April at the Milan fairgrounds and at offsite exhibition venues, British designers 
have a very strong opportunity of showing their prototypes and products to the world industry. 

The next edition will be held from 22 to 27 April 2009 and will also include the biennial 
Euroluce (International Exhibition of Lighting and Lamps).  

 
Eurocucina (International Exhibition of Kitchen and Bathroom Furniture) and SaloneUfficio 

(International Exhibition of Office Furniture) are also biennial events and were held in April 

2008. 
 

The Furniture Show has a separate hall dedicated to young designers and colleges called 
SaloneSatellite. In April 2008 570 young designers and 22 international schools presented 

their prototypes and designs. British designers and schools were among the most represented 

in this hall, an evidence of the wealth of talent and creativity supported by British colleges. 
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British manufacturers of furniture and interior solutions exhibit in Milan to show their products 
to international buyers and often to find agents or distributors. 

 
British exhibitors at the Furniture Show are usually split between two sections: 

1) classic furniture; 2) contemporary furniture and lighting. 
 

British traditional furniture includes copies of original styles from classical periods, often hand-

crafted using the best wood essences, as well as traditional leather and upholstered sofas and 
armchairs. This is a very niche market in Italy as British companies have very strong local 

competitors in regional manufacturing clusters. 
 

Contemporary furniture, lighting and interior solutions can find an easier way to the Italian 

market - both in the residential and contract markets - if distributed by qualified and 
professional companies or agents. Contract furnishings solutions have good market prospects in 

Italy mainly in the fashion and tourism sectors, due to the high number of independent retailers 
and chains of shops – mainly in the fashion sector – and of hotels, restaurants and spas all over 

the country. 

 
Another exhibition, smaller than the one in Milan but increasingly important is Abitare il 

Tempo. Held annually in Verona, it exhibits the finest in elegant interior décor and is mainly 
targeted at interior designers/architects.  See EVENTS. 

 
UKTI publishes international business opportunities gathered by our network of British 

Embassies, High Commissions and Consulates worldwide. These opportunities appear in the 

Opportunities portlet on the relevant sector and country pages on the UKTI website. By setting 
up a profile you can be alerted by email when relevant new opportunities are published. New or 

updated alert profiles can be set in My Account on the website. 
 

CHARACTERISTICS OF MARKET 

 
There is no doubt that Italian design has a privileged position in the complex arena of furniture 
design. This is not only because of Italy’s strong historic artistic traditions, but also because the 

industry has been supported by a great crafts tradition and spirit of enterprise. Even during the 

50s, apart from some foreign exceptions, most design companies were Italian. In more recent 
years, some of the most important designers found Italy to be the ideal environment in which 

to execute their work. Many of these were British: Ross Lovegrove, James Irvine, Ron Arad, 
George Sowden, Jasper Morrison and Tom Dixon established a following with many imitators. 

The reason being is that a special relationship has developed between designers and 
manufacturing companies forming an ideal climate for the results we see today. "Italian Design" 

does not mean a type of product, but rather a system or a lifestyle which combines arts, 

fashion, manual skills, manufacturing and marketing.  
 

Young British designers admire the Italian model and consider Italy to be an ideal launching 
pad, thanks to the presence of Italian businessmen willing to support production that might not 

otherwise be available at home. 

 
1. The Interior Design market sector in Italy has been developing intensively over recent 

years. This is because Italy, and Milan in particular, hosts every year Salone Internazionale 
del Mobile, the most important Furniture and Furnishing Fair in the world, and because the 

Italian furniture industry is the most valuable and largest in the world. Milan is indeed the 

cradle of the “Made in Italy” brand which has become a trademark of elegance and quality 
worldwide.  

 

http://www.uktradeinvest.gov.uk/ukti/opportunities
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All trade journalists, furniture manufacturers, distributors, designers and opinion leaders 

have a strong Milan focus. 
 

2. Thanks to the strong local furniture industry there is no better place than Italy for foreign 
designers to have their prototypes made into marketable products. The Milan region also 

has a long-standing tradition for being one of the world's leading furniture and lighting 

manufacturing cluster. The Lombardy region hosts a myriad of small-medium companies 
that are active in the design, prototyping, development, production, sub-contracting of 

furniture-related products and complements. This local strength in terms of know-how, 
skilled workforce, capability to supply even the smallest, ad-hoc developed components 

has increasingly attracted international designers to work with local companies and 

exchange expertise. British designers in particular have always found in Italy a very fertile 
ground to develop and implement their creative ideas. 

 
3. The Italian culture of beauty in all its forms –  architecture, arts, fashion, life style – is the 

background of a strong manufacturing sector, which has been open to designers from all 

over the world, provided that their products contain a strong concept, quality finish and 
sound end use. 

  
Italians are notoriously “brand conscious”: when an item becomes popular it may 

become a status symbol in one’s home or office, in one’s car or on one’s desk, be it a 
pen, a lamp, a sofa. For a foreign design brand to become a “must”, a proper 

advertising and PR campaign is necessary. Participation at the local furniture 

exhibition or at a special designers’ event is not sufficient to become popular locally; 
it must be backed up by the trade press, ad-hoc presentations in selected premises, 

use of testimonials from the show and the entertainment world. 

 

KEY METHODS OF DOING BUSINESS 

 
1. Designers can offer their design solutions to local manufacturers under a licence agreement 

on individual products or a range of products. Obtaining an introduction to local 

manufacturers is very difficult and only the most innovative projects are accepted if and 
when the company finds that the design solution  proposed is in line with its own strategy 

or philosophy. 
2. Manufacturers or designers with their own manufacturing facility (in the UK or elsewhere) 

need a professional distributor or agent to be able to sell to the appropriate retail market 

and to local architects. A few, very clever furniture retailers have also recently started a 
distribution activity at their showrooms which have therefore become reference venues 

during the Milan Design Week coinciding with the International Furniture Show. These 
lifestyle showrooms usually sell and represent a mix of brands of home and fashion 

product.  

3. The participation at local exhibitions, in particular at the International Furniture Exhibition, 
can offer British designers, design studios and companies the possibility of meeting 

buyers/potential agents and architects. 
4. Alternative and parallel exhibitions held at offsite venues can also be effective, because 

during the Design Week many areas of Milan become "offsite targets" for international 
visitors. 

5. Interior design and home magazines are very effective tools to promote new designers and 

products. Visibility during the Milan Design Week is important in view of press coverage. 
 

Other background information on doing business in Italy can be found on UKTI’s website. 
Simply go to the Italy country page where you will find information on: 

http://www.uktradeinvest.gov.uk/ukti/italy
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 Economic background and geography 

 Customs & regulations 

 Selling & communications 

 Contacts & setting up 

 visiting and social hints and tips 

 

MORE DETAILED SECTOR REPORTS 

 

When considering doing business in Italy, it is essential to obtain professional advice about the 
local market structure. More detailed market overviews and a customised search for 

agents/distributors/retailers/business partners/press contacts can be obtained through the 
OMIS (Overseas Market Introduction Service) system. Our team responsible for the interior 

design/furniture sector will be able to suggest suitable market channels and opportunities. The 
British Consulate-General in Milan also offers a commercial publicity OMIS service for companies 

looking to attract publicity in the Italian market. 

 
For further details, please contact: 

 
Marina Iremonger, Trade Adviser, Head of Fashion & Design Unit 

Viviana Coppola, Trade Adviser Fashion & Design Unit 

British Consulate-General 
Via San Paolo 7 

20121 Milano 
Italy 

Tel: +39 02 72300 257-216 
Fax: +39 02 72020153 

Email: Marina.Iremonger@fco.gov.uk  

Email: Viviana.Coppola@fco.gov.uk  
Website: http://ukinitaly.fco.gov.uk  

 
Research is critical when considering new markets. UKTI provides market research services 

which can help UK companies doing business overseas including:  

 
 Overseas Market Introduction Service (OMIS). Bespoke research into potential 

markets, contacts and support during your visits overseas. 

 
 Export Marketing Research Scheme. Advice on market research and help to 

contact subsidised market research administered by the British Chambers of Commerce 

on behalf of UKTI.  
 

Contact your local International Trade Advisor if you are interested in accessing these services, 

or for general advice in developing your export strategy. 
 

EVENTS 

 

SALONE INTERNAZIONALE DEL MOBILE 
International Furniture Fair 
Frequency: annual in April 
Location: Milan showgrounds (Fiera Milano) 

www.cosmit.it  

 

mailto:Marina.Iremonger@fco.gov.uk
mailto:Viviana.Coppola@fco.gov.uk
http://ukinitaly.fco.gov.uk/
http://www.uktradeinvest.gov.uk/ukti/market_sector_research
http://uktilocaloffice.thedriveris.com/
http://www.cosmit.it/
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ABITARE IL TEMPO 
International Exhibition of Interior Design and Decoration 

Frequency: annual in September 
Location: Verona showgrounds (Veronafiere) 

www.veronafiere.it/abitareiltempo  
 

PROPOSTE 

International Preview of Furnishings Fabrics and Curtains  
Frequency: annual in May 

Location: Villa Erba, Cernobbio (Como) 
www.propostefair.it  

 

QUADRUM SACA 
Mouldings, Frames, Graphics and Technologies Exhibition 
Frequency: annual in February 
Location: Bologna fairgrounds (Bologna Fiera) 

www.quadrumsaca.com  

 
MACEF 

International Home Show: Furnishings, Garden Furniture and Accessories, Table, 
Kitchen and Silverware, Home Decoration and Textile Furnishings 
Frequency: twice a year in Jan/Feb & September 
Location: Milan showgrounds (Fiera di Milano) 

www.macef.fmi.it  

 
UK Trade & Investment’s Tradeshow Access Programme (TAP) can help eligible UK businesses 
take part in overseas exhibitions. Attendance at TAP events offers significant benefits: 

 

 possibilities for business opportunities both at the show and in the future  

 a chance to assess new markets and develop useful contacts  

 grants are available if you meet the criteria  

 UKTI staff overseas will be available to assist delegates 

 
Find out if you are eligible to apply to attend this event, and more about the support UKTI can 

offer, on the UKTI Market Entry web page. 
 

Details of TAP events can be found in the Events portlet on the Italy page. 

 
Other Market Visit Support may be available via your local International Trade Advisor. 

 

CONTACTS 

 
Trade Associations 

 

FEDERLEGNO - ARREDO  
www.federlegno.it  

Foro Bonaparte 65 
20121 Milano (MI) 

Italy 

Tel: 0039 02 806041 
Fax: 0039 02 80604392  

E-mail: fla@federlegno.it 
centrostudi@federlegno.it 

http://www.veronafiere.it/abitareiltempo
http://www.quadrumsaca.com/
http://www.macef.fmi.it/
http://www.uktradeinvest.gov.uk/ukti/market_entry
http://www.uktradeinvest.gov.uk/ukti/market_entry
http://www.federlegno.it/
mailto:fla@federlegno.it
mailto:centrostudi@federlegno.it
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Italian Federation encompassing all the trade associations of manufacturers of wood-related 
products, for a total of 2350 companies: 

 
Assarredo, Association of manufacturers of furniture, upholstered products, beds, kitchens, 

urban and outdoor furniture, contract furniture, frames, DIY products. 
Assobagno, Manufacturers of bathroom furniture 

Assoimballaggi, Manufacturers of wood packaging products 

Assobagno, Manufacturers of bathroom furniture 
Assoluce, Manufacturers of lighting systems 

Assopannelli, Manufacturers of wood panels 
Assufficio, Manufacturers of office furniture 

Edilegno-Arredo, Manufacturers of wood products for the construction industry and urban 

furniture 
Fedecomlegno, Association of Wood Manufacturers and Importers 

ASAL Assoallestimenti, Manufacturers of wood products for exhibition and trade fair mounting 
AIPPL Associazione Italiana Posatori Pavimenti Legno, Association of wood floor installers 

APIL Associazione Professionisti dell'Illuminazione, Association of lighting system installers 

 
ADI, Associazione per il Disegno Industriale - Association of Industrial Designers 

Via Bramante 29 
20154 Milano (MI) 

Italy 
Tel: +39 02 33100241 

Email: info@adi-design.org  

Website: http://www.adi-design.org  

 
UKTI’s International Trade Advisers can provide you with essential and impartial advice on 

all aspects of international trade. Every UK region also has dedicated sector specialists who can 

provide advice tailored to your industry. You can trace your nearest advisor by entering your 
postcode into the Local Office Database on the homepage of our website. 

 
For new and inexperienced exporters, our Passport to Export process will take you through the 

mechanics of exporting. An International Trade Adviser will provide professional advice on a 

range of services, including financial subsidies, export documentation, contacts in overseas 
markets, overseas visits, translating marketing material, e-commerce, subsidised export training 

and market research. 

 

mailto:info@adi-design.org
http://www.adi-design.org/
http://uktilocaloffice.thedriveris.com/
http://www.uktradeinvest.gov.uk/ukti/support_to_succeed

