In today's world, it is common to start a shopping journey online but finish it in a physical store or other offline
location. This phenomenon has sparked plenty of discussion, especially among marketers and retailers trying to

understand customer behaviour better.

Let's explore what it means that much online activity ends with offline buying. We'll look at tools like comparison
sites for vehicle servicing and map apps for checking addresses. Also, we'll unpack key themes such as always-on
access, instant lookup, the hybrid journey, and why the online research offline buy pattern matters for modern

retail.

Understanding the 'Online Research Offline Buy' Pattern

The phrase online research offline buy describes a common customer behaviour where people use digital order
glasses online vs optician tools to explore products or services but complete their purchase in the real world.

Studies and consumer surveys show this pattern is widespread across sectors—from groceries to car repairs.

This is especially visible in big-ticket or service-based purchases where customers want to feel confident they're
making the right choice. For example, many UK drivers start by comparing local vehicle servicing options online

before booking an appointment in person. This blend of digital and physical steps is called a hybrid journey.

The Role of Online Comparison Tools

Comparison websites serve a critical role in collapsing the friction between research and purchase.

* Vehicle servicing comparison sites let users scan prices, see reviews, and understand offers side-by-side in

one place. This reduces the hassle of visiting or calling multiple garages.

* These sites often link directly to booking systems, allowing seamless transition from research to action.

By centralising information, these tools give customers a shortcut past the usual barriers to making an informed

choice—like needing to phone up each garage or check individual websites.

Always-On Access and Instant Lookup: Changing Consumer
Expectations

A few years ago, shopping was limited to store hours or phone lines. Now, with smartphones and constant
internet access, people can look things up anytime they want. This always-on access has changed expectations for

convenience and speed.
Imagine someone needing to check if a nearby garage offers a MOT test. They can quickly:

1. Use a comparison site for services and prices
2. Check the garage’s location on a map app to verify it's convenient

3. Call or book directly from their phone

These instant lookups drive quicker decisions but don't always end in online purchases. Many customers prefer to

finalise offline—visiting the garage, inspecting the place, or simply feeling secure before paying.

Using Map Applications to Build Confidence
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Map apps are often overlooked as a major player in shopping journeys. Yet, they help bridge the online and offline

world.

® Confirming address details stops worries over mistakes or fraud.
® Seeing customer ratings and photos of storefronts builds trust.

® Planning the trip by checking routes and opening hours reduces anxiety.

Including these steps early on means customers do more thorough online research, making their offline purchase

more likely and smoother.

The Attribution Gap and Its Implications

One topic that puzzles marketers is the attribution gap. Simply put, it's the challenge of linking online activity
directly to offline sales. If someone researches online but walks into a shop to buy, how do brands know which

marketing channel deserves credit?

This gap is a major hurdle because it means investment in digital marketing might look less effective than it really
is. Recent reports from UK consumer studies indicate that up to 70% of in-store sales started with online research

— yet many still get counted as purely “offline” sales.

Recognising the hybrid journey helps retailers adapt. Instead of viewing online and offline as separate silos, they

can integrate experiences and use better tracking like:

® Unique promo codes online that customers use offline
® | oyalty programs linking purchases across channels

* Smart mobile apps that provide a frictionless link from research to buying

How Online Retail Share Has Settled Post-Pandemic

The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated online shopping, with shares of retail spending online jumping significantly
during lockdowns. However, recent data from the Office for National Statistics (ONS) shows this rise has stabilised

or partially reversed in many categories.

For instance, while grocery and household goods stayed popular online, categories involving services or bulky

goods saw consumers returning to hybrid journeys—research online followed by offline buying.
This settling means:

* Consumers value the convenience of digital research and commerce but want reassurance through physical

experiences and inspection.

® Retailers shouldn't expect all their digital marketing to directly convert to online sales; offline purchases matter

hugely too.

® Brands need to improve customer experience across channels, providing consistency and easy transitions.

Research-First Purchase Journeys Are the New Normal

More often than not, customers want to be well-informed before committing. The days of impulse buying without

checking prices or reviews online are diminishing.



This is particularly true for vehicle servicing, electronics, furniture, and health services. People spend more time:

® Reading genuine customer reviews on trusted comparison sites
¢ Verifying credentials and locations through map apps and official registers

® Contacting providers directly to clarify offers or book slots

This research-first approach means retailers and service providers must be transparent and ready to provide

detailed information online, even if the final transaction happens offline.

Collapsing Comparison Friction to Win Customers

Historically, shoppers faced many tiny frictions in comparing offers—unclear pricing, inconsistent information, lack
of available slots, or confusing booking processes. Each friction increased the chance a customer would abandon

the journey.

Thanks to evolving comparison sites and integrations with map tools and direct booking, these frictions have been
greatly reduced:

* Clear, comparable information in one place reduces effort
® |nstant booking options avoid delays and frustration

® Maps build trust in location and convenience

The result? More confident customers willing to move from researching online to completing purchase offline.

Final Thoughts: Embrace the Hybrid Journey

The takeaway is simple but important: the future of retail and services is hybrid. People naturally blend digital and

physical touchpoints to meet their needs.

Rather than obsessing over driving every sale fully online, brands should focus on:



® Seamless transitions between research and purchase

* Reducing tiny frictions that stop people switching or booking
* Understanding and attributing the full journey, not just the last click
® |everaging tools like comparison sites and map apps to build trust and speed decisions
Remember, thanks to always-on access and instant lookup, customers have the power to instantly check and

compare. Your role as a retailer or service provider is to meet them where they are—informed, cautious, and ready

to buy offline when it suits them best.



