
Change in the way we shop and access services is a topic that continues to intrigue both consumers and
businesses alike. When we think about the digitisation of consumer experiences, retail often grabs the spotlight.
Online shops and click-and-collect schemes reshaped how we buy goods sooner and more visibly than many
service sectors. That said, services like vehicle servicing and home repairs have since caught up — quietly but
surely.

In this post, I’ll explore why retail changed first and how services followed, using examples like comparison sites for
vehicle servicing and map apps to verify addresses. I’ll also dig into some key themes: always-on access, online
retail’s pandemic peak and post-pandemic settling, research-first purchase journeys, and the collapse of
comparison friction. All through a lens focused on retail vs services, service digitisation, and consumer
adoption.

The Early Shift: Why Retail Led the Digital Charge
Retail kicked off the consumer digital era for a few straightforward reasons. Buying clothes, electronics, or groceries
online offered immediate, obvious gains. We could shop 24/7 without leaving home, compare prices instantly, and
get deliveries to our doorsteps.

Always-On Access and Instant Lookup

One of the biggest factors helping retail jump ahead was the simplicity of “always-on” access. Online shops are
open all the time. Their product listings are instantly searchable. Prices and offers can be refreshed at the click of a
button. This made it easy for consumers to build shopping habits around digital.

Contrast this with many services, where appointments, inspections, and human labour are necessary. That meant
that for services, digital convenience could only go so far before a real-world interaction was needed. Retail’s
inherently transactional nature suited early technology better.

Online Retail Share and Post-Pandemic Settling

Retail’s share of online sales skyrocketed during the pandemic lockdowns — at one point hitting nearly 37% of all
UK retail sales according to the Office for National Statistics (ONS). This surge was largely out of necessity: physical
shops were closed or limited.
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But here’s the kicker. Post-pandemic, these numbers didn’t crash back down to pre-2020 levels. Instead, online
retail sales settled at a new, significantly higher plateau. This implies a durable change in consumer buying habits.
Not just impulse or bulk buying, but a research-first and convenience-first approach.

Services Catching Up: Quiet Digitisation That Makes a Big Difference
If retail changes were loud and visible, services have evolved more quietly — but no less profoundly. One great
example is vehicle servicing.

Comparison Sites for Vehicle Servicing

Historically, booking a car service was a slow, opaque process. You’d need to call garages, ask about availability,
compare prices on the phone or in person, and maybe even guess your location’s legitimacy. The rise of dedicated
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comparison platforms has transformed this.

These sites bring transparency and choice to vehicle servicing. Users can input a postcode or car make and
instantly see local garages, services on offer, prices, and customer reviews. Booking can often be done instantly
online, with clear timings and fees.

This shift taps into those same benefits that retail shoppers enjoy: always-on access, instant lookup, and easy
comparison. The difference is that services had to get the groundwork done first — onboarding local businesses,
verifying locations, and digitising appointment slots.

Map Applications to Verify Addresses and Locations

Another subtle but key tool in service digitisation is the use of map-based apps to confirm addresses or garage
locations. In services, location verification isn’t just convenience — it’s vital. Knowing exactly where a garage is, how
to get there, and its service coverage area reduces uncertainty.

For consumers booking any local service, from plumbing to hairdressing, this geo-accuracy helps lower the
“friction” of booking. It’s no longer a leap of faith to schedule something unknown; there’s tangible reassurance.



Research-First Purchase Journeys: From Products to Services
One massive shift shaping both retail and services is how consumers now research before buying. The phrase
“research-first purchase journeys” sums it up nicely — people don’t just walk into a shop or call a provider; they
Google, compare, read reviews, and check social proof.

Retail: Almost every product category has dedicated review sites, price trackers, and influencer guides.

Services: Recent years have seen similar tools for things like vehicle servicing, contractors, and personal care
emerge. The internet is full of vetted platforms, rating systems, and scheduling apps.

This knowledge shift underpins the digitisation trend for services catching up. As consumers demand transparent,
comparable info, businesses have to meet them online with clear, accessible data.

The Collapse of Comparison Friction
Friction in switching providers or comparing offers — a long-standing barrier — has collapsed in retail. You can
switch online retailers in seconds by changing website accounts or delivery settings.

Services have traditionally had more friction, due to:

Appointment scheduling constraints

Need for physical visits

Opaque pricing and service descriptions

Geographical limitations

But the rise of comparison platforms, instant booking, and verified location data is dissolving those barriers. While
service switching isn’t as frictionless as product switching yet, it’s getting closer — and faster than many expected.

Summary Table: Retail vs Services Digitisation
Aspect Retail Services Initial digital shift Early (2000s+), rapid adoption with e-commerce Later (2010s+), gradual
with appointment and booking platforms Always-on access Inherent in online shops and marketplaces Increased



via comparison sites and online scheduling Comparison tools Price comparison, customer reviews widely available
Emerging, e.g., car servicing comparison sites Geographical friction Minimal; mostly global or national shipping
Significant, mitigated by map apps and geo-verified listings Post-pandemic behaviour Higher online sales share,
durable habits Increased digital enquiries and bookings, settling into new norms

Wrapping Up: Why Both Matter and Will Keep Evolving
Retail’s early lead in digital adoption was no coincidence. Its transactional model and simple product delivery made
it a perfect fit for internet transformation. But services, facing more complex challenges, have quietly caught up by
digitising the research and booking stages and reducing friction with tools like comparison sites and map
applications.

Consumers now expect a mix of speedy, transparent options whether buying a new pair of shoes or booking a
vehicle service. The trends suggest ongoing convergence: services will get easier to compare and book online, retail
will get more personalised and integrated with services.

The key takeaway is this — looking at retail vs services isn’t a battle but a journey of consumer adoption and
service digitisation evolving together. Businesses that keep cutting tiny frictions and meet consumers where they
research and book will thrive.


