
How hospitality and leisure is gearing up 
to seize post-pandemic opportunities

Bouncing back
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Roadmap to reopening

Key dates and milestones in the reopening of the hospitality and leisure sector.

Scotland

England

Wales

Northern Ireland

26 April 
Scotland, England and Wales
Unrestricted travel.
Scotland (move to Level 3)
Outdoor: Hospitality (food and/or alcohol). 
Indoor: Hospitality (no alcohol). Funerals and weddings up to 50, visitor 
attractions, tourist accommodation, gyms and swimming pools for individual use.
Wales
Outdoor: Hospitality and visitor attractions. Organised activities 
and outdoor wedding receptions with up to 30.

3 May
Wales
Indoor: Gyms, leisure centres, 
swimming pools and fitness 
facilities. Organised activities 
for up to 15 adults. 

June 2021May 2021

23 April 
Northern Ireland
Outdoor: Visitor attractions and activity centres.
Indoor: Close contact services.

30 April 
Northern Ireland
Outdoor: Hospitality.
Indoor: All retail. Gyms, swimming pools and 
indoor exercise facilities for individual use.

24 May
Northern Ireland
Indoor: Hospitality. All tourism 
accommodation and visitor 
attractions. Group exercise 
and training.

17 May
England (Roadmap Step 3)
Indoor: Hospitality, cinemas and children’s play areas, hotels, 
hostels and B&Bs. Adult group sports and exercise classes. 
Weddings, receptions with up to 30, as well as wakes and 
funerals. International travel to ‘green list’ countries.
Scotland (mainland, except Moray, moves to Level 2)
Indoor: Hospitality with alcohol indoors until 10.30pm. 
Cinemas, amusement arcades. All sports and exercises, 
but no adult indoor contact sports.

21 June
England (Roadmap Step 4)
Indoor: Remaining premises, 
including nightclubs.
Easing of restrictions on large 
events and performances.

Please note: This information was correct at time of writing (Thursday 13 April 2021),  
but may be subject to change. Local licensing laws and rules on indoor gathering may apply. 

For full and up-to-date details, please visit the relevant government websites: 
Coronavirus (COVID-19) protection levels: what you can do - gov.scot (gov.scot). 
https://gov.wales/current-restrictions. Coronavirus (COVID-19): a guide to the restrictions 
| nidirect 807703 TEO April Restrictions Table ST5 (nidirect.gov.uk). COVID-19 Response - 
Spring 2021 (Summary) - GOV.UK (gov.uk) 

Timeline
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Finally, light is appearing at the end of a very long, dark 
tunnel. Following an extremely difficult year, businesses 
across the hospitality and leisure sector are again gradually 
reopening, finally able to give customers the opportunity to 
enjoy everything they have missed during the pandemic.

Many in the sector have faced a huge disruption that has 
challenged their business models and, in some cases, 
their existence. Businesses will for a long time rue a 
year of lost revenues and missed employees. However, 
through incredible innovation, hard work and imaginative 
initiatives, many have also managed to weather the 
storm, to stay connected to their customers and,  
in some cases, find new ways to trade – in the face  
of considerable turbulence.

The sector has been hit especially hard by the  
restrictions imposed as a result of the pandemic.  
For hospitality and leisure, the cuts were deeper and 
longer lasting than for almost any other.

Opening up

This pandemic has highlighted that hospitality and leisure is a vital part of our social fabric.  
After lengthy restrictions, customers are ready to embrace the sector – but businesses must  
first build confidence in a safe, welcoming experience. 

Executive summary

“Eating out, holidays, going out and 
health and wellbeing are all cited as 
priorities for consumers in the return  
to some kind of normality.”lost by the UK’s gyms, swimming pools and leisure centres 

during the winter lockdown.

£90m per week
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Executive summary

Mike Saul 
Head of Hospitality and Leisure,
Barclays Corporate Banking

In April last year, hospitality trading fell off a cliff, 90% 
down on two months before. The ‘Eat Out to Help Out’ 
scheme helped recover some ground over the summer, 
but the return to lockdown lasted longer for the sector 
than originally hoped. In early March 2021, the Office 
for National Statistics (ONS) reported that just 43% of 
hospitality businesses were trading, compared with 74% 
across all industries.1 In January, an astonishing 56% of 
eligible jobs remained furloughed in the sector, compared 
with 16% across all industries. The financial impact has 
been huge. The UK’s gyms, swimming pools and leisure 
centres took a hit to the tune of £90m a week during 
the winter lockdown, for example.2 January and February 
are pivotal months for gyms and leisure clubs, and this 
opportunity has been lost for the year.

Spending bounce back
Now, however, as the world finally begins to open up, 
we can look forward. And I believe there is much to look 
forward to. According to PwC’s consumer sentiment 
survey,3 “consumers have disposable incomes and 
are ready to spend”. Eating out, holidays, going out 
and health and wellbeing are all cited as priorities for 
consumers in the return to some kind of normality  
– as was also pointed out in our recent Wellness  
Imperitive report.

The opening of outdoor spaces has underlined 
consumers’ appetite for hospitality and leisure activities. 
The hope, as we move to the fuller opening up of the 
sector, is that people will embrace activities across the 
board – not just going to see a film or to a bowling alley, 
but having a meal beforehand, or a drink afterwards.  
The lack of international travel will hopefully fuel more  
UK holidays too.

“We must continue to adapt, evolve and 
innovate to ensure our customers feel 
safe and continue coming back.” 

Of course, that ‘normality’ may in some ways be different 
to the normality we enjoyed before the pandemic. As 
such, we must retain some of the changes we have made 
in response to how consumers want to interact with us 
in the new world. And we must continue to adapt, evolve 
and innovate to ensure our customers feel safe and 
continue coming back. We only have one chance to do 
this right. 

Lockdown learnings
So, how can we learn from the lessons of the past year and 
apply those learnings for a more prosperous future for the 
hospitality and leisure sector? There are many examples. 
We must build trust through a visible commitment to 
cleanliness and following best practice. We must leverage 
partnerships with other companies to cross-sell and improve 
the experiences we offer. And we must use our experience 
to adapt and re-plan for the longer-term future.  

To help, we have compiled a report that gauges the 
sentiment of the industry at this pivotal moment, sharing 
the strategies for success of some of the industry’s leading 
players – across all areas of hospitality and leisure. The 
following pages include some brilliant ideas, indicative of 
the entrepreneurial and determined attitude to be found 
throughout the sector. I would like to thank our clients for 
taking the time to share these insights with us.

http://www.barclayscorporate.com/content/dam/barclayscorporate-com/documents/insights/industry-expertise/Barclays%202020%20HL%20Wellness%20Report.pdf
http://www.barclayscorporate.com/content/dam/barclayscorporate-com/documents/insights/industry-expertise/Barclays%202020%20HL%20Wellness%20Report.pdf
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“These economic indicators are great news for businesses 
looking to capitalise on the reopening of the hospitality 
and leisure sector. Even as some businesses have been able 
to only partially reopen to date, the upward trends and 
heightened appetite among consumers is encouraging  
news as we edge towards full reopening.”

Mike Saul, 
Head of Hospitality and Leisure, Barclays Corporate Banking

The nation is feeling more optimistic 
as the country begins to reopen, with 
confidence in the UK economy jumping 
to 36% in April, from 28% in March – 
the highest level of optimism since prior 
to the pandemic, in February 2020.

Non-essential spending rose as 
restrictions began to lift – up 4% in  
the opening week versus the same 
period in 2019, showing signs that 
hospitality and leisure businesses may 
see not just a return to pre-pandemic 
levels, but hopefully an increase.

Consumer spending grew 0.4% in  
April compared with the same period 
in 2019 – the first growth this year  
– as high streets and outdoor 
hospitality venues reopened.

Nearly one-third (32%) of 
consumers say they are willing to 
spend more on luxuries and treats 
for themselves and their family 
– the highest percentage since 
Barclaycard started tracking this 
data in February 2016.

On the high street, as restrictions 
were eased, clothing spend rose 22% 
in the first week of reopening, versus 
2019, while department store spend 
rose 46% – potentially a sign of people 
gearing up to return to socialising.

Since restrictions have begun to 
ease in England, more than a quarter 
(28%) of consumers say they 
appreciate the simple pleasure  
of going out more than they did 
before lockdown.

Positive early signs

As restrictions have begun to lift, statistics from Barclays Market and Customer Insights show confidence  
among UK consumers is already beginning to rise – suggesting consumers will have both the money  
and the desire to return to hospitality and leisure activities quickly:

Barclays market and customer key insights

8%

4%

0.4%

32%

22% 28%
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Caravan and camping
There is a clear opportunity to target 
specific demographics for domestic 
holidays: spend on staycations 
increased by 15% for consumers aged 
50+ in April, as uncertainty  
over international travel continued.

Cinemas
With one-third (33%) of people saying 
they are willing to spend more on 
entertainment, cinemas and other 
entertainment brands will be focused 
on getting back to full capacity quickly. 

International travel
The 15% increase in spend on 
staycations among the 50+ age  
group in April signals an opportunity  
for those that rely on international 
travel to adapt their marketing to 
domestic customers.

Leisure operators
Sports and outdoor retailers saw a surge 
in spending activity – 26.2% – in April, 
as gyms and golf courses reopened and 
the warmer weather encouraged more 
Brits to spend time outside.

Health and fitness
As facilities begin to reopen, it seems 
the UK’s gyms and fitness centres have 
the opportunity to cash in on a nation 
looking to get back to fitness – in the 
week ending 25 April, gyms and leisure 
facilities saw spending up by 23% 
versus the same period in 2019.

Restaurants and licensed trade 
Restaurants and pubs can capitalise 
on customer demand: spend in pubs 
and bars rose by more than 1,000% 
in the first week of partial reopening 
compared with the week before and 
with capacity limited to outdoors 
spaces only - and is being largely 
driven by younger people.

Hotels
With many hotels still hampered 
by the lack of inward international 
tourism, there is opportunity to 
market to a UK audience instead: 
one-fifth (19%) of consumers say 
they will splash out on a UK vacation 
this year regardless of the cost.

Sport
Appetite for a return to sports events 
is already becoming evident – with 
spending on football clubs rising 
more than 350% in the first week of 
restrictions being relaxed compared 
with the week before – despite 
sports venues unlikely to return to 
full capacity until later in the year – 
meaning signs are encouraging.

As restrictions ease, opportunities are arising for businesses across the hospitality and leisure sector to bounce back quickly:

Barclays market and customer key insights 

Sector-specific confidence: Key insights

7 Next pagePrevious
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Foreword

Throughout the Covid-19 crisis, the hospitality sector  
has shown tremendous resolve along with an  
outstanding ability to adapt and innovate. This includes 
pivoting business models and maximising new sales 
channels, such as delivery or click-and-collect services, 
through to the rapid adoption of in-venue technology.  
It has been an incredibly challenging year for businesses, 
their teams and their suppliers, however the pandemic has 
brought out the best in the sector and the millions  
of people it employs.

The hospitality and wider leisure sector has the potential 
to help power an economic recovery that creates jobs  
and rejuvenates our city centres and high streets. But  
we need the right trading environment to help us bounce 
back. It’s clear that for businesses to trade viably, and  
for the future prosperity of the whole sector, it’s vital  
that we stick to the government’s reopening roadmap 
and that all restrictions are  lifted by 21 June. The direction 
of travel is positive, but the sooner this is confirmed the 
better – it enables businesses to plan, bring back their 
teams and removes the uncertainty that hangs over  
the sector. Hospitality will emerge from more than a  
year of lockdowns and restrictions in a fragile state,  
but the promise of a return to viability sooner rather  
than later offers a brighter future.

A brighter future

The sector’s response to the pandemic has been truly inspiring, says Kate Nicholls, UKHospitality Chief 
Executive. As we edge towards economic recovery, addressing the challenges businesses face swiftly  
and decisively will be vital.

Of course, there are challenges that remain. Chief among 
these is the issue of rent debt, which has the potential 
to have a catastrophic effect on the sector, subsequently 
strangling the recovery. Solving this challenge 
requires meaningful government intervention and the 
consequence of failing to do so is further economic harm, 
leading to more businesses and jobs lost.
Hospitality was uniquely hit by this crisis. As we move 
into the recovery phase and back to normality, the 
government must empower the sector and businesses 
within to deliver the economic growth, jobs and 
regeneration that the country so desperately needs. 

Kate Nicholls 
Chief Executive,
UKHospitality 
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Caravan parks and campsites eye trend for domestic breaks

While caravan parks and campsites lost large parts of their peak seasons to lockdown, 
optimism is high that a surge in demand for UK breaks will reap strong future benefits.

Caravan parks and campsites

While caravan parks and campsites have been 
forced to close for long periods during the lockdown 
– including during some high-season times – the 
model of the sector has helped protect many firms 
and ensured their survival during the pandemic.

Many sites receive income from annual owner fees 
and membership fees, in addition to traditional visitor 
bookings. Therefore, while most sites have clearly 
taken a large financial hit from loss of restaurant,  
bar and booking revenues, a combination of fees  
and government support have helped most through 
the lockdown period.

“The environmental impact  
of international travel, Brexit  
and Covid-19 restrictions  
are all combining to make 
people more interested in UK 
destinations and holidays.”  
Chris Ling, Park Holidays

Previous  |  9  |  Next page
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“We are lucky in that we have a variety of income streams 
– in particular, sales of caravans and lodges, annual site 
fees, holiday income and bars and restaurants,” explains 
Miranda Jacobs, Director at Waterside Holiday Group. 
“While holidays and bars and restaurants were decimated 
last spring and this Easter, caravan and lodge sales went 
really well, which helped close the gap somewhat.” 

The Camping and Caravanning Club operates a member 
model, so has received some associated revenues.  
Of course, caravan parks and campsites were also able to 
open after the first lockdown period, and Emma Catterall, 
Director of Finance, HR and Business Systems, says the 
sector saw strong performance during that summer 
period. “Demand was really good,” she says. “The 
weather helped a lot and people took advantage of  
things opening back up.” Revamping the camp

In times when caravan parks and campsites were locked 
down, many took the opportunity to carry out renovations 
and ensure they were ready for the return of visitors. Others, 
meanwhile, adapted their offering for the new world.

“We have made sure – both last summer and this – that if 
we aren’t going to be able to offer indoor entertainment 
for families, that we put replacement outdoor activities, 
such as kids’ club activities and outdoor acoustic sets, in 
place,” says Jacobs.

“Over the winter we invested in a beachside bar and food 
outlet, so we are now able to serve a lot more people with 
a lot more speed. We also bought a huge outdoor screen, 
which has been especially popular for the big sports 
events that people couldn’t watch indoors.”

Ling says Park Holidays has expanded its use of outside 
space, too.

“We are lucky in that we have a variety 
of income streams. While the income 
from holidays, bars and restaurants  
was decimated last spring and this 
Easter, caravan and lodge sales went 
really well, which helped close the  
gap somewhat.”  
Miranda Jacobs, Waterside Holiday Group

“We had a good summer 
last year and I expect that 
to be the case again as 
restrictions are eased  
and because people are far 
more aware of the benefits 
of holidaying outdoors  
in the UK.”  
Emma Catterall, The Camping  
and Caravanning Club

Happy times ahead
As for longer-term opportunities for the caravan parks 
and campsites sector, a big focus is maximising the 
opportunities offered by the rise in demand for  
domestic holidays.

“The environmental impact of international travel, Brexit 
and Covid-19 restrictions are all combining to make 
people more interested in UK destinations and holidays,” 
says Ling. “That really excites us.”

Catterall adds: “We had a good summer last year and I 
expect that to be the case again as restrictions are eased 
and because people are far more aware of the benefits of 
holidaying outdoors in the UK.

“People will want to get back to international travel when 
they can, we accept that,” she adds. “But we will take 
advantage of the opportunity this year and, by next year, 
we expect to be back at pre-Covid-19 revenue levels.”

“What’s been interesting for us is looking at the peaks 
and troughs in demand for holidays and based on 
government announcements,” adds Chris Ling, Group 
CFO at Park Holidays. “There’s been a very strong 
correlation. So we’ve been able to manage that very 
carefully and well.”

Caravan parks and campsites
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Cinemas eye rapid bounce back

The UK’s cinema sector has been closed for long periods in the past year – but deployment of tech, 
digital and an adaptable mindset look set to ensure a fast return.

Cinemas

The UK’s cinema sector has been hit as hard as any 
by the Covid-19 pandemic. Unlike businesses in some 
parts of the hospitality and leisure sector, such as pubs 
and restaurants, cinemas have been unable to adapt 
their business models to continue operating during the 
lockdown periods.

The result, according to figures from Comscore and 
the Cinema Advertising Association,4 is that UK  
cinema admissions in 2020 were down a staggering 
75% on 2019.

Justin Ribbons is CEO of both Empire Cinemas, which 
operates 14 multiplex cinemas across the UK, and the 
boutique cinema brand, Tivoli. He says the only option 
for the business when the first lockdown came was to 
“stop money going out the door as much as possible”.

“Our immediate focus was on 
reducing cash outgoings and 
calling in any revenues we were 
owed. In times of crisis, you  
must protect cash.” 
Justin Ribbons, Empire Cinemas

Previous  |  11  |  Next page
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“Building customer trust by providing peace of mind that 
they will be returning to a safe environment is a priority 
for us. We have reviewed every aspect of the customer 
journey and have implemented our ‘10 Ways We Are 
Keeping You Safer’ campaign, which features enhanced 
cleaning regimes, the availability of hand sanitiser 
throughout the building, and clear one-way systems. All 
our staff wear face coverings and work behind screens on 
food-serve areas, and all have had specific training. We 
have worked closely with our booking system supplier 
Admit One to develop special seating algorithms to 
ensure social distancing for groups within screens when 
booking. With these practices in place, we believe our 
customers will be able to relax in the knowledge that our 
cinemas are a safe place to come and escape into the 
world of film.” 

Empire is planning a phased return to full capacity, to 
coincide with the schools breaking for holidays at the end 
of May. And, despite being confident in this being a swift 
process, Ribbons would like to see the continuation of 
some government support.

“Our feeling is that the government has been generally 
supportive – and as well as the furlough scheme, we have 
made use of local authority grants where applicable, 
and the Coronavirus Business Interruption Loan Scheme 
(CBILS),” he says.

“What’s critical now is that the government continues to 
support businesses as we attempt to return to stability – 
which is why we have been lobbying for a continuation of 
reduced business rates and the VAT reduction.”

“Building customer trust by providing 
peace of mind that they will be 
returning to a safe environment  
is a priority for us.” 
Justin Ribbons, Empire Cinemas

“There are a number of things we 
have had to do during this period that 
I think will help us be a more efficient 
business going forward and improve 
the customer experience.” 
Justin Ribbons, Empire Cinemas

Cinemas

Long-term changes
While the lockdown period has clearly delivered multiple 
challenges for cinemas, Ribbons says it has also resulted in 
changes that will likely benefit the sector moving forward.

“There are a number of things we have had to do during 
this period that I think will help us be a more efficient 
business going forward and improve the customer 
experience,” he says.

“We have been working with a data partner, Showtime 
Analytics, so we can better understand the desires of 
our audiences and target them with more relevant 
messaging. That’s something we will continue.”

“In addition, we are ramping up our use of pre-order 
technology at the concessions stands, and we’ve been 
analysing customer flow on our sites. That’s been done 
to help safety and social distancing during the pandemic 
– but it is also helping improve the customer experience 
and enabling us to experiment with things like automatic 
entry systems.

“Those are all things that I think that can benefit both 
customers and us as a business – as we look to bounce 
back fast.”

UK cinema admissions 2020 were down  
a staggering 75% on 2019 figures.

75%

“Our immediate focus was on reducing cash outgoings 
and calling in any revenues we were owed,” he says.  
“In times of crisis, you must protect cash.

“To help achieve that, we leant on the government furlough 
scheme – placing all cinema teams on furlough – and, as a 
business with a large property portfolio, we made sure we 
began talks with our landlords at an early stage.”

A speedy return
Despite the immense challenges of the lockdown period, 
Ribbons is optimistic cinemas can rebound quickly as 
lockdown restrictions ease. “With the well-publicised 
delays in film releases, with blockbuster titles moving 
from their original 2020 and first half 2021 dates, the 
remainder of the year 2021 is packed with titles, with films 
for everyone, and we are confident that our customers will 
want to see them on the big screen,” he says. “We expect 
admissions to build, hitting pre-pandemic levels with the 
release of No Time to Die in September.
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Health clubs get fit for future purpose

Having been closed for three-quarters of the past year, health clubs have used  
the lockdown period to overhaul processes and embrace online opportunities  
– to help rebuild lost membership.

Health and fitness

With UK gyms, swimming pools and leisure centres 
losing an estimated £90m every week during 
lockdown,5 many leant on government help.

“The sector was closed for eight months out of 12, 
with only 120 days of suppressed trading,” explains 
Sophie Lawler, CEO, Total Fitness, which operates 16 
clubs in the north of England and Wales. “We moved 
quickly to furlough all but five staff, who managed 
the crisis from the centre, focusing predominantly 
on three core things: managing cash; managing 
creditors; and stabilising our membership base.

 
 

“We launched a voluntary scheme of arrangement 
with our creditors, approved in the vast majority 
and restoring the business to a position of financial 
strength. The scheme compromised one lease fully  
and we permanently closed one club.”

Previous  |  13  |  Next page

“Digital served to retain 
engagement and ensure we  
stayed relevant to our members.”  
Sophie Lawler, Total Fitness 
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Leveraging online
Of course, one of the many defining images of the first 
lockdown period was the swathe of online and social 
media videos showing people keeping fit at home – led 
by the ‘Joe Wicks phenomenon’. Ashley Aylmer, UK 
Managing Director at Virgin Active, says that, as the 
business explored alternatives to getting people into the 
gym physically “de-risked” by closing three sites in the 
City of London while also moving its offering online to 
take advantage of demand for remote exercise.

“We’ve now launched our Virgin Active Online+ 
membership for those people across the UK who want 
to primarily consume their fitness digitally. As an Online+ 
member you can work out with Virgin Active online 
[with on-demand workouts, personalised six-week 
programmes and partner offers], at a lower price point 
than our traditional Club+ membership, plus you can 
also buy access passes to our clubs along with the free 
pass you get when you sign up. This is all part of our 
strategy to offer consumers different options to engage 
with our product and become a member of the Virgin 
Active community,” he explains. “It’s the first time we’ve 
reached outside of the health club business, and we’re 
busy developing our app and our Online+ product to make 
it richer, as we see digital as a key part of our future. More 
and more consumers now want to experience their fitness 
both digitally and in person. We plan to be there for them 
with an inclusive and high-quality exercise experience 
online, in club, at home and outside.”

Lawler says the main benefit of the online offering to  
Total Fitness has been the ability to retain a connection 
with its members: “Online activity has always been part  
of the sector mix and was certainly very fashionable  
in the beginning, but it’s actually very hard to monetise  
in a meaningful way,” she says. “Ours is a ‘bricks and 
water’ sector, as I like to call it, and we know people  
will want to come back into the gyms and swimming 
pools. However, digital served to retain engagement 
and ensure we stayed relevant to our members. It will 
continue to be a significant part of our offer as we 
welcome members back to our clubs and serve them 
engaging in-club content.”

In terms of changing its offering, Virgin Active has 
focused on improving the quality of its exercise 
experiences, including launching a training academy for 
its group exercise instructors and personal trainers during 
lockdown – to drive quality of experience for members 
when they return. It has also built a broadcast-quality 
recording studio to film the exercise content that can be 
found on its member app and also now on Virgin Media 
TV, broadening the reach of its offer to more people 
across the UK.

Infrastructure health check
Where both Total Fitness and Virgin Active have  
taken advantage of digital opportunities during the 
pandemic is through the digitisation and automation  
of the business infrastructure.

“We used the time to make a significant investment in digital 
marketing, in digital product development, in our data 
strategy and how we can utilise that to enhance member 
experience – and even simple things like embedding 
customer satisfaction scores into our member app. 

“Covid-19 has in fact accelerated Virgin Active’s  
digital transformation, which we kicked off in 2019,” 
explains Aylmer.

It’s the same story at Total Fitness. “We’ve made  
a number of changes to the way we operate,” Lawler 
explains. “A closed business is a perfect environment 
in which to do the ‘heavy lifting’ when it comes to 
overhauling an IT infrastructure, so that’s what we  
did – by the summer we’ll have completed an entire  
build of a robust, scalable IT platform about 12 months 
ahead of plan.”

Optimism abounds
In terms of stepping out of lockdown restrictions,  
health clubs are well placed to eventually return to  
full capacity.

“We’re optimistic about a swift return and stage one of 
our roadmap is relatively straightforward: open the doors 
and welcome our members back” says Lawler. “Part of 
that digital transformation work has been to improve 
customer contact and communication preferences  
– so we can ramp up the marketing activity with a lot  
of rich media and video content, to show we’re open  
and it’s safe.

“On the whole, we’re confident that we’ll make great 
headway in restoring our membership base to pre-crisis 
levels in the next year and we will work hard to take 
advantage of what we think will be a boost in demand  
for fitness as people move out of being locked down  
in their homes.”

Health and fitness

“More and more consumers now 
want to experience their fitness 
both digitally and in person.”   
Ashley Aylmer, Virgin Active 
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Hotels adapt to reach new customers 

The hotel sector is deploying a number of tactics to take advantage of a short-term  
rise in domestic bookings – with a return to full capacity and rate rooms still some way off. 

Hotels

The UK hotel sector was hit from numerous angles 
during the Covid-19 lockdowns. Even when hotels 
were permitted to take guests, a lack of international 
visitors, reduced work travel and overnight stays, and 
the cancellation of major entertainment events all 
impacted hotel room rates and daily revenue. 
 
As a result, many have leant heavily on government 
support to survive – from placing staff on furlough to 
taking up the Coronavirus Business Interruption Loan 
Scheme (CBILS), and VAT and rate reductions – as 
well as tightening their own finances. 

“What many aren’t recognising at 
present is that the real challenges 
are going to come when 
the money businesses have 
borrowed has to be paid back.” 
George Brown, Daish’s Holidays    
 

Previous  |  15  |  Next page
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Hotels

“What we’ve learned is that closed hotels are expensive to 
run,” explains Kirit Vaja, Head of Finance at Sarova Hotels. 
“It’s been a constant effort – endlessly reviewing every 
single expense that goes out and just monitoring where 
we can make savings through a change in our mindset.” 
 
George Brown, Managing Director, Daish’s Holidays, 
agrees the impact on hotel groups has been considerable. 
 
“We’ve lost millions in revenue,” he says. “The next 
two years will show financial losses and, what many 
aren’t recognising at present, is that the real challenges 
are going to come when the money businesses have 
borrowed has to be paid back.” 
 
Modernising for the future 
Many hotel businesses have also invested in their facilities 
and infrastructure during the lockdown period, to ensure 
they are in the best possible position when restrictions 
are eased. 
 
Tony Story, CEO at Kingsmill Hotels, explains: “We used 
the time wisely to tackle environmental work, including 
solar panel installation, putting in electronic car-charging 
points, installing anti-Covid measures throughout our 
premises, and expanding our outdoor areas, because we 
knew they would be first to open up.”  
 
Edward Walsh, Group Finance Director at Coaching Inns, 
says his business focused on modernising systems to 
drive efficiency and processes. 

 
“One thing we did early on was to go cashless, as well as 
launching an ‘order and pay’ app. We thought that might be 
temporary, as we like the full-service model, but the take-up 
has been really strong” he explains. “We’ve also invested 
in our central reservations platform to help improve 
flexibility around room bookings and table bookings. That’s 
something we’re quite excited about for the summer ahead 
as it will give us more opportunities to engage with our 
guests and showcase the full extent of our offer.”  

Sarova has also modernised systems and processes, as well 
as centralising some job roles – including the creation of its 
new Central Reservations Office and moving to a group-
wide finance function instead of finance roles at every hotel. 

Health and wellbeing 
One common area of concern in the hotel sector has 
been the wellbeing of staff. Many hotels have had to 
make employees redundant, while other staff members 
have been furloughed for up to a year. Kingsmills’ Story 
says even furloughed staff will have had their incomes 
reduced by around 40% once the lack of tips is taken into 
consideration – and long periods of uncertainty for staff 
have also been a concern. 
 
Walsh says mental health and the impact of the return  
to work will be something his business continue  
to monitor coming out of lockdown. 

“For obvious reasons,  
some staff are going to 
want to earn as much as 
possible – and our job is to 
help protect their wellbeing.”  
Edward Walsh, Coaching Inns    

“If we do what we’ve always done, 
that is not going to be effective.”  
Tony Story, Kingsmill Hotels     
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“This time around, we’re really going to monitor fatigue 
among the teams, because some of our employees 
haven’t worked since October,” he says. “What we found 
last summer was that people got tired quickly, because it’s 
a high energy job, and they were suddenly working 50-
hour weeks having not done it for a while. We’re thinking 
about how we can implement some safeguards around 
that to make sure they are not burning themselves out. 
 
“For obvious reasons, some staff are going to want to 
earn as much as possible – and our job is to help protect 
their wellbeing. We think it’s going to be a really good 
summer, a really busy one.” 

Marketing moves 
To take advantage of that busy summer, many hotel 
businesses are realigning their marketing activity – 
turning the focus on UK activity amid the vast reduction 
in international visitors. 
 
“We inherently rely on Google ads, usually targeting the 
US and Middle East markets,” explains Vaja. “That’s all 
changed and we’re really targeting the UK markets now. 
Social media is starting to really pick up. We’re letting 
people know what we’re doing to keep them safe and 
that we’re open for business – as well as telling them 
about things you can do in the area.” 
 
Story’s business also traditionally relies on international 
visitors. “We are having to look carefully at how we 
channel our sales and marketing efforts,” he says.  
“If we do what we’ve always done, that is not going to  
be effective – so we are recalibrating and redirecting  
our activities.” 

Coaching Inns’ Walsh adds: “We’ve always held a really 
good database of loyal followers and they’re who we  
tend to market to most directly for accommodation 
offers,” he says. “We’re not a business that discounts 
heavily, so we tend to just use social media and our email 
database. But during lockdown we have invested further 
in our data platform, which has improved our customer-
engagement opportunities.” 
 
As hotel bookings do ramp up post-lockdown, it’s clear 
it will take some time to reach full capacity – and that 
means some in the sector would like to see continued 
government support. 
 
“The end of the furlough scheme is likely to coincide with 
the start of our quieter period,” explains Story. “We know 
it can’t go on forever, but we would like to see continued 
support in any form, and help until the economy gets 
back to some sort of normality, especially for the  
hardest-hit industries.”

In fact, Story advocates the extension of a flexible 
furlough scheme until March next year. 
 
As for the longer-term view, it seems that after an initial 
period of more domestic activity, business levels may well 
return to how they once were. 
 
“I don’t think the staycation – or holidaying becoming 
increasingly domestic – will be a long-term shift,” says 
Vaja. “I think people who want the sun will go to Spain, 
Italy, France and those places where they can get it, just 
as they did before and, by 2025, we’ll return to the 2019 
business model. Hopefully, though, with more growth.” 

“I don’t think the staycation – or 
holidaying becoming increasingly 
domestic – will be a long-term shift.”    
Kirit Vaja, Sarova Hotels

Hotels
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International leisure goes domestic

With disruption to international travel likely to last far beyond the removal of domestic lockdown 
restrictions, international leisure firms can seize domestic opportunities. 

International travel

While the easing of lockdown restrictions will come 
as a huge relief to many hospitality and leisure 
businesses, for international leisure firms the 
continued disruption to international travel means  
a prolonged period away from normal activities.

Accommodation and travel agency businesses saw 
the sharpest decline in turnover of all sectors during 
the first national lockdown, falling to 9.3% of their 
February 2020 levels in May 20206 – demonstrating 
the scale of the impact on international leisure firms.

Steve Hemsworth, Founding Partner and Managing 
Director of UK-based Golfbreaks, says the impact  
on the sector was instant and brutal.
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International travel

“We realised immediately that decisions needed to  
be made quickly and they needed to be communicated 
effectively,” he says. “Understanding the major cash 
levers to the business, whether that be cancelling foreign 
currency hedging contracts at the right time, reducing  
the workforce to an 80% week as furlough wasn’t the 
silver bullet, or switching our contact centre approach  
to a proactive outbound calling strategy in the first  
14 days – these were all important and early decisions.”

Product shift
While many sectors have seen firms overhaul their 
business models to find ways to continue to operate, 
Hemsworth says Golfbreaks instead re-engineered its 
product offering – with a more domestic focus.

“We have had to change our focus in the UK and US 
to our domestic offering, and reinvent the themes we 
promote,” he says. “For example, in the UK a lot of  
the early summer focus is around the best ways to get 
value, with good availability and a great experience.  
The hotels are very busy on Saturdays – so we promote 
the prospect of a Sunday-night break, a midweek break, 
the best longer-stay golf tours. In the US, it’s been  
about promoting the sunshine states, following the  
PGA TOUR and self-drive venues, as opposed to relying 
on internal flights.”

That domestic focus will continue as lockdown 
restrictions are eased, but flight restrictions remain. 
Despite that, Hemsworth says “the great news is that 
customers are coming back – we have a fantastic order 
book of forward bookings ready to depart from the 
middle of May until the end of the year, with 76% of that 
being domestic”.

Communication is key
In a sector where reputation plays an important role in 
bringing customers back for repeat business, Hemsworth 
says communication with customers has been vital to 
protecting the longer-term value of the business.

“The biggest observation from the pandemic has been 
that customers are paramount to brand reputation,”  
he says. “We have seen how other companies have failed 
to recognise this fundamental point and have been 
tarnished on social media.

“We have gone to great lengths to communicate our 
decisions and our strategies with customers, to make 
sure they understand their legal entitlement to a refund 
but also how we can flexibly amend their booking to a 
future travel date at no additional cost. That has helped 
protect our reputation and secured our relationship with 
customers for future bookings.”

As for a return to ‘normal’ operating, Hemsworth has  
a clear path set out: “In 2022, we expect to return to  
2019 revenue levels, but with a reduced cost base  
leading to a more profitable business,” he says.

“In 2025, we will have grown our North American 
business considerably with the help of our investor 
shareholder PGA TOUR – and will be considering further 
new markets. During those three years, we will be 
keeping a close eye on technology advancements in 
group collaboration, the evolution of payments, the role 
of digital passports, continued digitisation in our contact 
centre operations to continually create that frictionless 
booking experience.”

“The biggest 
observation from  
the pandemic has  
been that customers 
are paramount to  
brand reputation.” 
Steve Hemsworth, Golfbreaks 
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Leisure operators emerge from ‘perfect storm’

Unable to open and unable to change their offering – and without access to the financial support of 
some hospitality and leisure firms – the leisure sector is focused on a rapid return to full capacity. 

Leisure operators

For leisure operators, such as bowling alleys, 
amusement arcades and crazy golf businesses, the 
pandemic has been a perfect storm of disruption.

Hit by long-term closures and unable to introduce 
new revenue streams – you can’t make the bowling 
alley experience virtual – the sector has had to rely 
on financial support to survive.

However, as Laurence Keen, CFO, Hollywood Bowl 
Group, explains, there’s a feeling that the sector has 
been disadvantaged there, too.

Previous  |  20  |  Next page

“As we move towards the holiday 
periods, we know a lot of people 
may not travel abroad and we will 
do a lot of marketing to reach our 
core audience, who we are sure 
are looking to visit us, have fun 
and get together once again.”  
Laurence Keen, Hollywood Bowl Group



21 Next pagePrevious

“We’ve been treated differently to other parts of the 
hospitality sector,” he believes. “We haven’t been able 
to benefit from the VAT reduction on our core revenue 
stream of bowling, as we are considered a sport, 
and obtaining the government  grants has been very 
complicated – a bit like eating soup with a fork, due  
to the fact they are local council operated and every 
council works differently.”

Keen says that, as a listed business, Hollywood Bowl 
Group has instead worked hard with its shareholders and 
relied on raising equity, as well as obtaining an Revolving 
Credit Facility (RCF) through the CLBILS.

Brighton Pier is another leisure business that faced huge 
disruption during the pandemic. CEO Anne Ackord says 
the firm had to “pull in every resource possible – from 
using the government furlough scheme, to support from 
our bank, suppliers and landlords”.

“The bars we operate are all leased properties, so we had 
to enter quite difficult negotiations with the landlords very 
early, and it took a considerable period of time,” she says. 
“Most of them were quite considerate and we moved the 
rental of many to different terms and extended leases.”

Targeted marketing
As lockdown restrictions ease, both Keen and Ackord  
say their businesses are hugely focused on marketing.

“We have a very strong plan in place,” says Keen. “As 
we move towards the holiday periods, we know a lot 
of people may not travel abroad and we will do a lot of 
marketing to reach our core audience – families. We have 
a strong customer database with more than two million 
active contacts, and they are looking forward to having 
some competitive fun.  We hope we will be at full capacity 
pretty quickly.”

Ackord says Brighton Pier will also lean heavily on 
marketing – but has changed its approach during 
lockdown.

“In the past, our focus has very much been on-site 
messaging. The pier is very famous – at least 70% of all
visitors come… Now, we’ve got to encourage people to 
come back and to let them know it’s safe.” They come  
to the seafront, see the pier and find themselves here.

“Now we’ve got to encourage people to come back and 
to let them know it’s safe. So, we’re putting safety videos 
and chats with the managers and teams on our website. 
We were also collecting customers’ details a lot better, 
growing our database so we can be a lot more targeted  
and a lot more present.”

In addition, Ackord says Brighton Pier is working hard to 
encourage repeat custom and to increase dwell times: 
“We’re using marketing to tell our customers about 
what’s coming up, so they are more likely to return  
– but our managers and staff are also doing that, by 
having a lot more conversations with customers.”

New environments
Looking to the future, Keen says several measures 
brought in when the first lockdown period was eased are 
likely to remain.

“We made a number of changes to make people feel 
more comfortable – such as lane seating dividers between 
the lanes and bespoke bowling balls, so people can easily 
find and use the same ball each time,” he explains. “We’ve 
found that customers actually really like that.”

And he says there may well be greater opportunities for 
the sector in the longer term.

“The next year will be interesting and as the government 
rent moratorium comes to an end,” he believes. “If anything, 
however, beyond that we think there will be opportunities 
for expansion. We are focused on quality rather than 
quantity – but there may be opportunities to acquire  
more new sites and that’s exciting after the time we’ve 
been through.”

“In the past, our focus has very much 
been on-site messaging. The pier 
is very famous – at least 70% of all 
visitors come… Now, we’ve got to 
encourage people to come back  
and to let them know it’s safe.”  
Anne Ackord, Brighton Pier  
 

Leisure operators
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Pubs and restaurants serve up new experiences

The lockdown period saw food and drink outlets move to offering new products  
and experiences – some of which customers will expect to remain.

Restaurants and licensed trade

Running restaurants, pubs and bars during the 
pandemic has been challenging, as well as complex. 
Operations have had to be overhauled many times 
to accommodate changing rules – ranging from 
complete closures to part-opening, outside-only 
eating, limited numbers per table and takeaway only.

The impact has been significant. On average, 
restaurants, pubs and bars saw overall sales fall  
by nearly 60% in March 2020 versus 2019,7 despite 
the first lockdown not coming into force until  
a quarter of the way through the year.

“Immediately, we had to switch 
into crisis mode – and we did 
that by focusing on four Ss: 
Safety; stabilisation; saving jobs; 
and saving our pubs.”   
Andy Wood, Adnams
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“In short, 80% of our revenues vaporised overnight,” 
explains Andy Wood, CEO, Adnams, the brewery that 
also owns pubs and restaurants. “Immediately, we had to 
switch into crisis mode – and we did that by focusing on 
four Ss: Safety (of our customers, communities and staff ); 
stabilisation (of our business); saving jobs (largely by 
taking advantage of furlough); and saving our pubs.”

Adapting and innovating
One of the advantages those in the food and drink 
sector have had over some other hospitality and leisure 
businesses has been the ability to adapt business models 
and reach customers in new ways.

Many have innovated considerably. David Ramsey, 
Director at Red Lion Holdings, which owns the Red  
Mist and Grosvenor pub chains, explains: “We saw huge 
pivots across many of our sites. We developed a takeaway 
offering, a pick-up offering, a grocery delivery business – 
which really took off – and, at one of our sites, we opened 
a yurt coffee shop, serving high-quality coffee in a brilliant 
setting. Many of those innovations will stay – not least  
the coffee shop, which is generating £5,000-£6,000  
a week in revenue.

“But we will also take that innovative culture forward and 
use it to continue to adapt our offering on a site-by-site 
basis,” he adds, “whether that’s with wood-fire ovens in 
some pubs or tap rooms where there’s demand.”

Restaurant business Giggling Squid also adapted its 
offering during the lockdown period. Its Co-Founder  
and CEO, Andy Laurillard, says: “A huge pivot for us was 
to ramp up the delivery business while the restaurants 
were closed. Takeaway accounted for about 11%  
of our revenue pre-Covid-19, but was up to 55%  
of normal revenue levels during the lockdown,  
with elevated margins.

“Partnering was a big element of that,” he adds. 
“Deliveroo was able to upscale really quickly,  
which was great.”

For Adnams, Wood says innovation took the form of 
strengthening its subscription model – delivered through 
its own website – to the point the warehouse became 
almost overwhelmed.

Meanwhile, Adam Councell Group Finance Director at  
Fuller’s, says his business has had to take an innovative 
approach to adapting and delivering its business plan: 
“Our long-term business model remains unchanged,” 
he says. “But how we deliver that strategy has been 
constantly evolving and the pandemic has certainly 
accelerated our digital innovation. An online ‘order 
and pay’ system to reduce contact points, along with 
improved booking, are now fully rolled out, working  
well and benefiting the business.”

Building back with trust
As lockdown restrictions have begun to ease – initially 
with outdoor eating and drinking only – pubs and 
restaurants have further innovated to manage their route 
back to full capacity.

Giggling Squid has more than doubled its outdoor space, 
with support from local authorities.

“The local authorities have been really helpful here – 
understanding that we need flexibility with outdoor space 
and some help expanding our seating,” says Laurillard. 
“I think that even when we are fully open indoors, that 
additional outdoor space will be something people want to 
use – as well as a chance for us to do some extra covers.”

 

Adnams has also acquired more open spaces, has 
implemented table apps for ordering – part of a wider 
digital transformation of the business – and has deployed 
a communication plan to ensure customers are aware of 
the ‘Covid-safe’ environment it has created.

“Customers’ expectations for good 
service, and their perception of what the 
pub and restaurant experience can be, 
have never been higher. The great news 
is that we now have the chance once 
more to show them what we can do.”  
David Ramsey, Red Lion Holdings

“We think the number of people who 
will continue to work at home will 
benefit our takeaway business and see 
customers coming into sites earlier.” 
Andy Laurillard, Giggling Squid

Restaurants and licensed trade
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Councell says that focus on trust and the safe 
environment has also been front of mind at Fuller’s: “On 
top of the necessary social distancing and Test and Trace 
data collection, we have implemented a wide range of 
measures, such as one-way systems, frequent sanitiser 
stations, enhanced cleaning regimes and single-use 
menus,” he explains. 

“The food and drink sector has always prided itself on 
cleanliness and the highest standards of hygiene,” adds 
Red Lion’s Ramsey. “We will obviously keep that up and 
make sure our customers feel safe – with hand sanitiser 
and regularly cleaning down tables. But we’re also making 
sure we get that safety message across in our marketing.”

Opening opportunities
It’s clear that while many in the pub and restaurant 
sector have found innovative ways to survive during 
the pandemic, as they move towards being able to fully 
reopen, many of the financial challenges they face are 
unlikely to disappear overnight.

Adnams’ Wood says: “We are confident consumers have 
money to spend and, with a lot of people unlikely to 
holiday abroad, we are optimistic about the longer term.

“However, with that comes the need to buy more stock 
and materials – so we will need to manage our cash 
carefully to ensure we navigate this period well,” he adds. 
“We also have one eye on the end of the rate reduction 
and other government support, such as the VAT support, 
which we lobbied early on to keep in place.”

Fuller’s Councell says his main concern is the number of 
issues that remain outside of the business’s control: “Our 
performance in 2022 will be determined by a number of 
factors: the growth or control of new variants, the situation 
with international travel and tourism, and the continued 
removal of all restrictions on trading. In the near term, we 
should be very much back on a growth trajectory. If we’re 
not, the world will be a pretty strange place, as it will mean 
we are still suffering the consequences of this pandemic.”

A positive change may be a shift in customer habits, 
however, according to Laurillard.

“We think the number of people who will continue 
to work at home will benefit our takeaway business 
and see customers coming into sites earlier,” he says. 
“Homeworkers might look to order lunch in from us and, 
without commuting time to worry about, may pop in for  
a quick meal early evening once they’ve downed tools.”

“I certainly think we’ll see a rise in sales overall moving 
forward,” adds Woods. “Whether direct sales, more of our 
products being bought through supermarkets, or people 
coming in through the pub doors – the pub continues to 
be the cornerstone of British communities, and I think 
people will return in their droves.”

To meet that increased demand, Red Lion’s Ramsey says 
there will be greater focus than ever on quality service 
and customer experience.

“A lot of pub and restaurant staff have been out of action 
for a long time and, a bit like in sport, if you stop doing it, 
you lose your ability,” he says. “And that will be crucial – 
because I think customers’ expectations for good service, 
and their perception of what the pub and restaurant 
experience can be, have never been higher. The great 
news is that we now have the chance once more to show 
them what we can do.”

“Our long-term business model remains 
unchanged. But how we deliver that 
strategy has been constantly evolving 
and the pandemic has certainly 
accelerated our digital innovation.”  
Adam Councell, Fuller’s

Restaurants and licensed trade

New world order
So how might the pub and restaurant sector operate 
differently post-Covid-19 to how it did prior to the 
pandemic – and what other emerging issues might 
businesses need to consider?

Giggling Squid’s Laurillard says one issue all pubs and 
restaurants will want to think about is the availability  
of suppliers.

“There will be restaurants that have let suppliers down 
during the pandemic and some who will have lost 
suppliers,” he says. “Add in the fact that shipping costs 
have risen and Brexit has created other import challenges 
– and some may find obtaining supplies is not as easy  
or as cost-effective as it once was.”
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Sports clubs look to net rapid results

While some sports clubs have been able to continue playing, the loss of fans has hit ticket sales 
and match-day revenues hard. But the easing back of crowds signals the chance to strike back.

Sport

Although most professional sport is now back  
on our TV screens, many clubs were unable to  
compete during lockdown – while those back in 
action were hit hard by the absence of crowds  
and other revenues.

Mark Darbon, Chief Executive, Northampton Saints 
rugby club, says the impact of lost match-day 
revenues can’t be underestimated.

“A significant proportion of our income is generated 
around match days, and losing that has been the 
single biggest impact for us,” he explains. “Ticketing 
and hospitality sales, retail sales, food and beverage 
sales – since March 2020, they have essentially been 
reduced to almost nothing.”
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New goals
In response, like many rugby and sports clubs in general, 
Northampton Saints has explored new revenue streams 
to recoup some of its losses during this period.

“We’ve had to pivot – and we’ve had to work hard to find 
additional sources of revenue,” Darbon says. “We have 
been hosting events which, pre-pandemic, we would 
never have thought about. We set up a drive-in theatre 
and drive-in music events. We’ve had NHS midwives 
using our executive boxes for their appointments because 
they could no longer operate from local GP surgeries and 
in the hospitals.

“Perhaps the most beneficial pivot, however, has been 
digitising some of our revenue streams – to ensure they 
can continue to deliver during lockdown. For example, 
we have a retail business focused on selling Saints kit, 
merchandise and memorabilia. Historically, the largest 
proportion of our sales has come through our store on 
match days. Through the pandemic we have had excellent 
results, transforming the proportion of sales we are 
making online. A big driver of these encouraging results 
has been the way we have redirected our marketing 
activities to that area, while we’ve not been spending on 
the promotion of tickets and other match-day activities. 
We’ve certainly learnt about the strength of our marketing 
approach and how we can redeploy our resources and 
spend to effectively support broader areas of our business.

“We have also seen the importance of deep and lasting 
connections with our supporters over the past 12 months. 
We have been extremely transparent about the impact of 
the pandemic on the club. I believe our supporters have 
really welcomed that transparency and understanding, 
and we have been humbled by the support we have 
received from our fan base throughout,” Darbon adds.

While introducing new activities has provided some new 
revenue for Northampton Saints, Darbon says the club, 
like many others, has also had to considerably tighten  
its financial belt.

Tough talk
“We’ve had to have some really challenging conversations,” 
he explains. “We went to all of our staff and players and 
asked everyone to take quite significant salary reductions. 
Those salary reductions have been in place since March 
2020 and will remain until the end of our financial year  
in July.”

The club also leant quite heavily on government schemes, 
particularly furlough – with 60-70% of staff furloughed  
at one point.

However, with lockdown restrictions easing and fans 
slowly being allowed back into grounds, Darbon is 
confident sports clubs can return to pre-Covid-19  
revenue streams promptly.

“We’re now at a stage where, hopefully, from 17 May  
we’ll be allowed to have supporters back,” he says.  
“We’re expecting to be allowed roughly 4,000 supporters 
– and that’s at least a start, even though we normally  
get three to four times those numbers.

“And I’m very hopeful that things will look and feel similar 
to how they did pre-pandemic by this time next year. 
We’re certainly planning on full crowds being in place  
for next season and that gives us the platform to reignite 
a lot of our commercial activities.”

“We have been hosting events 
which, pre-pandemic, we would 
never have thought about.” 
Mark Darbon, Northampton Saints rugby club

“Perhaps the most beneficial pivot 
has been digitising some of our 
revenue streams – to ensure they can 
continue to deliver during lockdown.” 
Mark Darbon, Northampton Saints rugby club

Sport
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Optimism abounds

Hospitality and leisure businesses march towards more stable times.

Conclusion

It is clear the UK hospitality sector has suffered greatly at 
the hands of Covid-19. Perhaps the most startling statistic 
we have seen is that the economic output of the sector as 
a whole was down 90% in April 2020, compared with two 
months prior. A crippling downturn.

However, in this report, we have heard first-hand how 
firms across the sector have rallied – how they have 
evolved their business models, their operations and  
the ways in which they reach and connect with  
their customers.

We have heard of businesses launching delivery and 
takeaway services; increasing outdoor entertainment and 
facilities; moving their offering online; changing their cost 
model; and deploying technology to reduce customer-
contact and ensure a safe environment.

But, far from implementing changes just to survive, 
businesses have also evolved in ways that will benefit 
them as we move past the pandemic – and as they look to 
seize the opportunities of brighter times ahead.

Businesses have used the time to overhaul internal 
systems and processes, for example, to make sure their 
operations are more efficient moving forward. Some 
have centralised operations to reduce costs and drive 
efficiency. Many have embarked upon or sped up digital 
transformation initiatives. Whether it be about digital 
booking systems, financial forecasting capabilities, 
automation of the customer experience or order-and-
collect apps, the message we have received from the 
industry leaders we spoke to is that the hospitality and 
leisure sector will be a more digital one post-Covid-19 
than it was prior to the pandemic.

Marketing is another area where the sector has evolved 
– not just adapting messaging to meet changing 
government guidance and restrictions on movement, 
but also the way businesses have targeted and reached 
consumers who have been unable to come through  
the doors. 

These changes, together with the light we are finally 
seeing at the end of what has been a long and dark 
tunnel, have fuelled a real sense of optimism for the 
future of the hospitality and leisure sector.

Many businesses have told us they foresee a rapid return 
to full capacity and revenues. And, while they will not 
be able to claw back the lost revenues of the past year 
or so, many foresee a fairly swift return to the financial 
trajectory they were on pre-Covid-19.

That optimism is welcome news following such an 
unprecedented period of disruption.
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Strategies for success

Be open to change 
Many businesses adapted their strategies, business 
models, products and services through necessity 
during lockdown. But the results revealed just how 
firms can open up new opportunities and drive 
success through open-mindedness and ingenuity. 
Continue to explore new opportunities and 
possibilities post-pandemic – and be open to new 
product and service ideas. 

Digitise to optimise
The pandemic has stimulated digital transformation 
and automation for many businesses across the 
sector. From systems to power bookings and 
customer engagement, and from the digitisation of 
internal systems to partnering with digital firms for 
delivery services – investing in digital technology 
can streamline operations and enhance customer 
engagement.

Communicate to build trust
While restrictions are easing, many consumers  
and staff still have concerns over the safety of 
venues. Communicating the measures you are 
continuing to take, from hygiene measures to social 
distancing, and from limited contact to non-contact 
service, can all help provide the reassurance people 
need to return.

Target new audiences
Many predict that continued restrictions on 
international travel and the cost of booking 
overseas locations that are open for business will 
fuel greater domestic tourism this summer. Adapt 
your marketing to reach these new audiences – and 
show them the benefits of the UK hospitality sector.

Prepare for the unexpected
As restrictions ease and the vaccination programme 
continues to be rolled out, it’s important to be 
prepared for further bumps in the road. Prepare 
contingency plans and forecasts in case of further 
disruptions. Those best-placed for turbulent times 
are those best prepared. 

Embracing the learnings of the pandemic period can help hospitality and leisure businesses build 
resilience for the future.
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Barclays Corporate: Our solutions

Barclays is committed to supporting hospitality and leisure businesses to grow  
and invest in new opportunities, while continuing to service their current needs.

Barclays iPortal
Get global access to Corporate Banking 
products and services from a single sign-in 
point to support your more complex UK and 
international needs.

Green Solutions
Barclays is dedicated to helping companies  
take action to address the environmental  
and sustainability challenges facing our planet.  
We offer a wide range of flexible financing  
and deposits to support your company’s  
green agenda.

Precisionpay Bank Transfer
Pay suppliers who don’t currently accept  
Visa or Mastercard, with all the data,  
reconciliation and working capital benefits  
you’d expect from a virtual card programme.

Foreign Exchange
Barclays has helped corporate clients  
manage exposure to currency and interest rate  
movements for decades. From balance-sheet 
analysis to hedging solutions, we can help you 
assess and address foreign exchange (FX)  
and rates risks across your business. 
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https://www.barclayscorporate.com/solutions/corporate-banking-solutions/foreign-exchange/
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Barclays Market and Customer Insights

Customer transactions, strategic actions.

Barclays Market and Customer Insights  
unlocks a wealth of customer transaction data  
and brings it to life so you can take action and  
shape your strategy.

We can help you keep up to date with spending 
trends, monitor your market position and enhance 
your understanding of customer behaviour, based 
on actual customer spending to help you make 
informed business decisions.
 
We’re here to guide and support you through 
the shifting commercial environment. Market 
and Customer Insights can help you navigate the 
evolving economic situation and provide support 
that includes invaluable data and useful observations 
on changing consumer spending patterns.
 
If you wish to find out more about how we can help 
you and your business, please don’t hesitate to reach 
out to us at contact-MCI@barclays.com.
You can also access our monthly Spending Reports 
with the latest consumer spend trends on our page. 
 
 

https://www.barclays.co.uk/business-banking/monthly-spend-report/
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And, with over 50 years of innovation behind us, you  
can trust us to delivery market-leading payment solutions 
that will help your business to adapt and grow. We can 
even connect you to opportunities and solutions across  
the Barclays group.
 
So, whether you’re looking to make settling the bill 
quicker, manage travel spend or offer Digital Receipts,  
our hospitality and leisure team can help you find  
the right solution for your hotels, restaurants,  
leisure operations or professional sports organisation.
 

Barclaycard: What our 
hospitality and leisure 
team can do for you

As the largest bank-owned acquirer 
and issuer in Europe, Barclaycard 
processes one in three UK payments. Making payments 
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For further information and to find out how our sector specialist team can help your business 
respond to the issues outlined in this report, please contact Mike Saul, Head of Hospitality  
and Leisure or call us on 0800 015 4242*.

Mike is head of Barclays’ UK-based Hospitality and Leisure  
team. With over 30 years’ experience, he and his team support a  
wide-ranging client base with their dedicated specialist approach, 
industry knowledge, and sector-specific products and services.

Mike Saul 
Head of Hospitality and Leisure, 
Barclays Corporate Banking
mike.saul@barclays.com

*Calls to 0800 numbers are free from UK landlines and personal mobiles, otherwise call charges may apply. To maintain a quality service we may monitor or record phone calls.

About the author

mailto:mike.saul%40barclays.com%20?subject=
mailto:mike.saul%40barclays.com?subject=
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The views expressed in this report are the views of third parties, and do not necessarily reflect the views of Barclays Bank PLC nor should they be taken as statements of policy or 
intent of Barclays Bank PLC. Barclays Bank PLC takes no responsibility for the veracity of information contained in third-party narrative and no warranties or undertakings of any kind, 
whether expressed or implied, regarding the accuracy or completeness of the information given. Barclays Bank PLC takes no liability for the impact of any decisions made based on 
information contained and views expressed in any third-party guides or articles. 

Barclays Bank PLC is registered in England (Company No. 1026167) with its registered office at 1 Churchill Place, London E14 5HP. Barclays Bank PLC is authorised by the Prudential 
Regulation Authority, and regulated by the Financial Conduct Authority (Financial Services Register No. 122702) and the Prudential Regulation Authority. Barclays is a trading name 
and trade mark of Barclays PLC and its subsidiaries.

barclayscorporate.com

 @BarclaysCorp

 Barclays Corporate Banking

*Calls to 0800 numbers are free from UK landlines and personal mobiles, otherwise call charges may apply. To maintain a quality service we may monitor or record phone calls.

Please consider the environment before printing this report.

To find out more about how Barclays can support your business, 
please call 0800 015 42 42* or visit barclayscorporate.com 

http://www.barclayscorporate.com
https://twitter.com/BarclaysCorp
https://www.linkedin.com/company/barclays-corporate-banking
http://www.barclayscorporate.com
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