
Ready to go again
How the UK’s hospitality and leisure 
sector is adapting to the ‘new normal’
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All categories of business within the industry have  
been affected, with restaurants hit hard (64.2% decline  
in year-on-year spending for July) alongside bars and 
pubs (43% decline), entertainment (58.1% decline)  
and hotels, resorts and accommodation (29.9% decline).

The upshot has been challenging trading conditions for 
many high-profile firms, with Pizza Express announcing 
the closure of 73 restaurants3, JD Wetherspoon putting 
130 head office jobs at risk4 and DW Sports tipping  
into administration5. 

What is the ‘new normal’? 
Against this backdrop, Barclays Corporate Banking 
wanted to understand how hospitality and leisure 
businesses were adapting to the changing climate – 
the ‘new normal’ as it has been called.

To that end, we surveyed 300 senior managers   
(or above) from across the industry6, working in firms  
with between 10 and 500+ employees. This panel  
gave us a great cross-section of responses, and the  
views of leaders from hotels, cafes, restaurants, bars, 
pubs, golf clubs, travel agencies, gyms, holiday parks  
and theme parks were all accounted for. The research 
took place between 17 July and 24 July 2020.

Welcome back

Last year, the UK’s hospitality and leisure sector 
experienced a perfect storm of challenges.

Beset by uncertainty and indecision resulting from Brexit, 
the country’s economy was held back and 2019 saw the 
slowest rate of growth since 20101. In addition to this, 
Britain’s impending exit from the EU cast doubt over the 
hospitality and leisure sector’s multinational workforce, 
and an increase to the National Living Wage led to a 
spike in labour costs.

The challenges of extreme change 
And yet, 2020 has uncovered challenges that far 
outweigh those of 2019; challenges that few people 
would have thought possible. The lockdown enforced 
to contain the spread of Covid-19 caused nearly all 
hospitality and leisure businesses to close, with only 
those able to accommodate takeaway and home  
delivery services continuing to earn. 

These developments led to a sharp decline in revenue 
across the sector. For context, Barclaycard’s most recent 
consumer spending index shows that, as a whole, 
hospitality and leisure suffered a 44% year-on-year decline 
in spending in July 2020, following declines of 71.4%, 
82% and 85.1% in June, May and April respectively2.  

Consumer spending trends

Year-on-year declines in hospitality 
and leisure spending

April May June July

The results undoubtedly show a sector in need of an 
upturn in fortunes, but also one that is ready to make 
its own luck. While there is understandable uneasiness 
about what the short-term might hold, business leaders 
are looking to technology to refresh the way they serve 
customers and increase revenue through digital streams 
both now, and in the future. And with social distancing 
measures likely to be a long-term fixture, companies are 
also reimagining the physical space they have, whether 
that’s introducing new outdoor facilities, renegotiating 
rental agreements or even examining the make-up of 
their overall property portfolios.

One thing is for sure – this is an industry that doesn’t 
stand still. Fresh from a prolonged period of enforced 
closure, the sector is ready to go again.

For many firms, Covid-19 forced an unprecedented shutdown. But far from resting on 
their laurels, hospitality and leisure leaders seized the opportunity to spring clean and 
prepare for reopening in a very different environment.
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The importance of the hospitality and leisure industry  
has never been more pronounced. 

I say that not only because the sector is the country’s 
third largest and contributes around 5% of GDP7, but 
also because of the way that the British public missed 
establishments such as hotels, pubs and restaurants so 
vocally during lockdown. As the saying goes, you don’t 
know what you’ve got ‘til it’s gone. 

The period of closure felt like a lifetime but, for most 
companies, it has passed, and the vast majority are open  
for business again. As the sector gets back on its feet,  
firms are adjusting to the ‘new normal’ and operating  
in a very different environment.  

Contributes

of GDP largest

The sector in numbers

The expert view

While many businesses remain unable to operate at full capacity, Mike Saul,  
Head of Hospitality and Leisure, Barclays Corporate Banking, sees reasons  
to be optimistic about the sector’s future.

Cause for optimism 
Unsurprisingly, levels of confidence in the short term 
are low as many don’t yet know when they’ll be back to 
operating at full capacity. However, there are glimmers of 
hope and industry leaders are becoming more optimistic 
about the future. 

Confidence is buoyed by new government measures 
intended to provide an immediate boost to the sector, 
including the VAT cut to 5% and the Eat Out to Help 
Out scheme, which has seen strong initial take-up. For 
example, the Hawksmoor group of restaurants reported 
15,000 bookings for the 13 days that the scheme is 
available for8. 

Businesses have also seen a healthy uptick in earnings 
from the staycation boom, a trend which City Pub Group 
stated had contributed to stand-out performances from 
several of its pubs9.

Long-term vision
Longer term, ambitious plans have been set out in the 
Tourism Sector Deal to future-proof the industry’s skills 
pipeline by delivering 30,000 apprenticeships per year  
and becoming Europe’s leading hub for hotel investment, 
with 130,000 additional hotel bedrooms by 202510. 
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Mike Saul
Head of Hospitality  
and Leisure,
Barclays Corporate Banking

pub gardens. Raby Leisure, meanwhile, which runs 
attractions including Raby Castle, has introduced new 
experiences such as outdoor cinemas to encourage  
visitors along.  

In all my years of working in hospitality and leisure,  
I’ve never seen a climate as challenging as this. And while 
there are many new hurdles to overcome, I am hugely 
encouraged by qualities I see time and again from within 
the industry. It’s full of smart, inventive, resourceful leaders 
who will ensure the future is bright and the present is  
as good as it can possibly be.

additional bedrooms

Tourism Sector Deal 2025 targets: 

Future-proofing the skills pipeline

130,000

apprenticeships delivered per year

30,000

To fulfil their long-term goals, sector bosses have started to 
implement change programmes within their organisations. 
And although restructures often mean reductions in staff 
numbers, they can also enable businesses to become more 
prosperous in the long-term.
 
A key development on this front is investment in technology. 
For example, within restaurants, technology has become 
much more prevalent as establishments look at ways to 
reduce contact between staff and customers and adhere 
to social distancing guidance. Customers are asked to 
download apps to pre-book tables, order food and drink,  
and pay for their bills. 

Data is also a booming trend, with businesses investing in 
analytics to better understand their customers and cater 
to their preferences. The government is keen to make this 
a collective effort and has introduced Tourism Zones to 
bring businesses together, as well as establishing Tourism 
Data Hubs to encourage the sharing of data between local 
hospitality and leisure companies11. 

“While there are many new  
hurdles to overcome, I am hugely 
encouraged by qualities I see time  
and again from within the industry.”

Maximising space
In addition, businesses are re-thinking how they utilise  
their physical space to capitalise on warmer weather 
and make up for lost sales. For example, at a recent UK 
Hospitality event, a representative from Greene King talked 
about how they are extending opening hours to stay open 
for longer and allowing local groups to host talks in  
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From surviving to thriving

Barclays Corporate Banking’s new research reveals three 
notable trends across the sector. Firstly, amid the severe 
financial challenges that companies are facing, leaders 
are resolute and confident about their long-term futures. 
Secondly, new technology is being rolled out to maximise 
income through digital channels and, thirdly, physical space 
is being reimagined, scrutinised and used in different ways 
in the ‘new normal’.

The long game 
The unparalleled challenges that the industry is facing have 
had a detrimental impact on confidence in business growth, 
particularly in the short term. When we asked business 
leaders about their companies’ prospects this summer,  
only 6% were confident about an upturn in earnings.

The fragile nature of the industry became even more stark 
when we asked respondents to predict how turnover for 
2020 will compare with 2019. 

Our research identifies three trends, all of which reveal a clear focus not only on seizing 
short-term opportunities but adapting and innovating for the future.

As is the case with all predictions, answers are based on a 
viewpoint at a particular time, and it’s important to bear in 
mind that our research was conducted in mid-to-late July 
2020. However, the results reinforce the challenges that 
hospitality and leisure businesses are facing, with –  
on average – bosses anticipating a 41% year-on-year 
decline in sales. This grows to a 60% decline for larger 
companies of 500+ employees, while it’s holiday parks  
(59% decline) and bars (49% decline) expecting the most 
sizeable contractions.

Growth is undoubtedly being hampered by the fact that, 
even if businesses are open, they are not able to make 
full use of their facilities. At the time we conducted our 
research, hospitality and leisure businesses only had 40% 
(on average) of their commercial facilities up-and-running.

What’s more, it may be some time before companies  
are running at 100% capacity, with an average wait of 11 
months predicted by senior managers in the sector. With 
a prolonged period of social distancing seeming likely, it’s 
pubs and restaurants – at 16 months – that anticipate the 
longest wait.

However, it’s not all doom-and-gloom; there are reasons  
to be more hopeful about the future. 

“Amid the severe financial  
challenges that companies are facing, 
leaders are resolute and confident 
about their long-term futures.”
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Boosts to business 
Chief among these is the fact that some measures put in 
place to protect businesses are doing exactly that, with 39% 
of the industry leaders we surveyed saying that the VAT cut 
to 5% has kept their company afloat. This rises to 45% for 
hotels, 54% for gyms/leisure centres and 55% for cafés. 
More broadly, 40% of businesses think the VAT cut is a 
‘lifeline’ for the entire sector.

The ‘staycation summer’ is also boosting business 
revenues, with more than three quarters (76%) of 
hospitality and leisure firms saying it’s given them a 
noticeable upturn in earnings. This rises to 89% for  
golf clubs – one of the first categories in hospitality  
and leisure to open up again.

These factors contribute to a much more positive outlook 
for industry leaders beyond Summer 2020:

•  30% of those we surveyed said they were confident 
about business growth in Autumn 2020

•  83% are confident about growth in Winter 2020/21

•   92% are confident about growth in Spring 2021

•   98% are confident about growth in Summer 2021.

An accelerated technological revolution
While hospitality and leisure businesses have been 
closed – and, indeed, since the majority have re-opened 
– industry leaders have been embracing new technology 
to maximise sales through digital channels. In fact, nearly 
one-third (32%) of the senior managers we spoke to said 
the coronavirus pandemic had accelerated a ‘technological 
revolution’ in the sector.

are confident 
about growth in 
Winter 2020/21 

were confident 
about business growth
in Autumn 2020 

Our survey of senior managers 
in the sector found that: 

are confident 
about growth 
in Spring 2021 

Looking ahead

83%

30%

92%

are confident 
about growth 
in Summer 2021

98%

One in four businesses (25%) have embraced data analytics 
during lockdown; a significant number given many were 
doing this already. It’s gyms/leisure centres (38%), travel 
companies (33%) and holiday parks (33%) that are most 
likely to have taken this step. 

Harnessing the power of data is also an emerging trend 
in terms of collaboration between businesses, with 32% 
of those we surveyed saying there will be an increase in 
data sharing among companies at a local level. This is a 
cornerstone of the government’s Tourism Data Hub strategy.

More broadly, more than one-fifth (22%) of hospitality and 
leisure businesses have made upgrades to their websites to 
accommodate more digital sales, with restaurants (36%) 
most likely to have done so. These trends correlate with 
others such as 18% of restaurants offering home deliveries 
for the first time during lockdown, and 20% introducing 
new ‘click and collect’ functionality.

The future of payments
As part of this landscape, 22% of companies have started 
to accept a broader range of payment methods, with bars 
(32%) leading the way. Changes here include accepting 
mobile wallets such as Apple Pay and Google Pay for the 
first time.

Many new customer apps have also been rolled out since 
the Covid-19 pandemic struck, with more than one in seven 
(17%) businesses introducing new smartphone offerings. 
Smaller businesses (24% for those with 10-49 employees) 
are more likely to have done this than their larger 
counterparts (13% for those with 250-500 employees). 
Across the categories, gyms/leisure centres (31%), 
restaurants (24%) and hotels (20%) are most likely to  
have created new apps.

“Nearly one-third (32%) of the 
senior managers we spoke to 
said the coronavirus pandemic 
had accelerated a ‘technological 
revolution’ in the sector.”



Good service, at a distance
The physical space that hospitality and leisure businesses 
occupy presents both opportunities and challenges in 
the ‘new normal’. The opportunities arise through giving 
confidence to consumers that they can maintain social 
distance while on-site, while challenges stem from the  
fact that real estate is often an expensive overhead.

To maximise opportunities, our research shows that 
hospitality and leisure firms have been putting measures  
in place to help customers feel safe. 

For example, nearly half (48%) of our research respondents 
said they had implemented what’s known as ‘theatre 
cleaning’, where cleaning staff wear brightly coloured 
clothing to be more noticeable. Meanwhile, four in ten 
(39%) said they’ve displayed prominent information  
about Covid-19 health and safety measures that have  
been put in place.

Kitchen areas have also been impacted. In 44% of cafés, 
30% of restaurants and 25% of pubs, food preparation 
areas have been opened up to be more visible to customers. 
On the flipside, however, 20% of bars, 19% of hotels and 
13% of pubs told us they’d moved to a ‘dark kitchen’  
format where food is prepared off-site.
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Real estate considerations
To minimise challenges, hospitality and leisure  
property portfolios – and the costs they come with –  
are under review.

For more than one in five businesses (21%), this means 
planning to reduce the number of locations they have; 
a trend which rises further for gym chains (31%), bar 
businesses (29%) and pubs (29%). At the same time, 
18% of businesses are looking to expand the number of 
locations they have, with pubs (29%), golf clubs (26%)  
and bars (26%) most likely to harbour these ambitions. 

Another emerging development is for companies to review 
their rental agreements with landlords. From our survey, 
more than a quarter of sector leaders (26%) told us they 
will be having these conversations with landlords in the 
near future. Within these discussions:

•  18% will ask to move to a turnover-based rent model

•  16% will seek to extend payment terms for 
backdated rent

•  15% will request a move away from upwards-only 
rent reviews

•  13% will offer landlords shares in the business in 
exchange for rent

•  10% will move towards a shared ownership scheme 
with landlords.

It’s through measures such as these that businesses are 
aiming to cut costs, conserve cash and better prepare 
themselves for success in the long term. 
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Like many other hospitality businesses, microbrewery 
and pub business Brewhouse & Kitchen saw footfall drop 
significantly across its 23 sites in England prior to the 
introduction of formal Covid-19 restrictions. 

“The most challenging part was the start of lockdown,” 
says Kris Gumbrell, the firm’s Chief Executive Officer.  
“We never anticipated things getting as bad as they did,  
and we quickly realised this would be a prolonged period  
of difficulty.”

Lockdown learning 
When lockdown hit and pubs were forced to close, Kris and 
his executive team moved fast to safeguard the business 
and protect its workforce of around 450 employees. One 
of the most important considerations was providing an 
extensive support package that included not just financial 
support, but wider welfare and access to counselling and 
other mental health services. 

Kris explains: “We wanted to go further and keep up morale 
during lockdown by ensuring our teams felt motivated 
and engaged throughout. We put into place personal 
development plans and delivered two to three hours of 
training every week for each team member. As a result, we 
have seen a massive return to work rate of about 90%.” 

Innovation on tap

How Brewhouse & Kitchen used lockdown to innovate and optimise 
its approach to reopening.

Eliminating cash burn was the other major priority 
and while 75% of the Brewhouse & Kitchen estate is 
freehold, the business moved quickly to have constructive 
conversations with landlords, the majority of whom Kris 
says were “outstanding”.

Kris and his team then turned their focus onto planning 
for reopening under several different scenarios. Kris says: 
“Lockdown was never going to be a time to earn, so we 
decided to make it a time to learn. We used the period to 
innovate, trial and test a number of different initiatives.” 

Digital drives sales
The company realised that technology would play a major 
role in all aspects of the business and developed new 
propositions accordingly. This included branching out into 
e-commerce gifting with mini beer kegs introduced in  
time for Father’s Day and rolling out a new ‘click and  
collect’ offering. 

“The most significant investment was a new Brewhouse 
& Kitchen app – On Tap – which allowed us to digitise the 
entire customer journey, accommodate pay-from-table 
functionality and bolt on delivery and gifting. Usually it 
would take about 12 months to accomplish something like 
that, but we did it in six weeks,” says Kris.
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“This digitised experience has literally paid dividends  
with spend-per-head up significantly since the app  
was launched. As customers are now ordering from the  
comfort of their tables, they have more time to look  
at all the different offers on the menu. This means they’re 
often choosing more premium products.” 

Rethinking space
The company’s innovative thinking has not stopped with 
technology. Kris explains: “Social distancing meant we had 
to reduce covers at sites, and we have sought to offset this 
by optimising our outdoor space.”
 
Beach huts, pergolas, and marquees have been erected 
while many sites now accommodate live music, outdoor 
games and quizzes. Kris say the company is “aiming  
to make use of our gardens all year round”.

It appears that all the planning during lockdown is paying 
off and, while the first week of reopening was slow trade,  
it has since picked up significantly. Total sales are now  
up year-on-year, in contrast to the wider industry. 
Brewhouse & Kitchen has also received a huge boost from 
the government’s Eat Out to Help Out scheme and in the 
first six days of this scheme like-for-like sales across the 
estate were up 115%. 

Nonetheless, Kris and his team remain cautious and will  
do everything they can to preserve cash. He concludes:  
“We don’t know what is around the corner and have  
to plan prudently – the key will be to remain agile and 
flexible so we can adapt quickly to whatever the  
future holds.”

“Lockdown was never going to 
be a time to earn, so we decided 
to make it a time to learn.”
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Strategies for success

Five ways hospitality and leisure businesses can survive and thrive 
in the ‘new normal’.

Create new contingency plans  
With the ever-real threat of local lockdowns or 
recourse to more punitive restrictions at short notice, 
be ready and prepared for such changes. Have 
plans in place to shift to a more digital sales model 
if possible and – if you’re a foodservice provider – 
ensure your sites are set up for takeaway, click and 
collect and delivery services to maintain revenues.  

Prioritise staff wellbeing
The hospitality and leisure industry’s workforce  
is its lifeblood. Make the health and wellbeing  
of your staff a top priority and be flexible about  
how people are returning to work. Listen to their  
concerns carefully and address them however you 
can. Also communicate regularly with staff to keep  
them up to date with the developments across  
the business.  

Win customer confidence 
Safety is key. Win hearts and minds of your 
customers and ensure they feel confident about  
the health and safety measures you are putting  
in place. Use your website to clearly communicate  
these measures and have a Frequently Asked 
Questions section to handle any potential concerns. 
Listen to customer feedback and update your 
approach if necessary.  

Harness the power of data 
Capture data through apps and your website to better 
understand your customers – their demographics, 
geographies and preferences. By truly knowing who 
is buying from you, you can offer more personalised 
products and price promotions. Tailored packages 
are more likely to convert to sales and lead to 
customer loyalty and retention in the longer-term.

Talk to your stakeholders 
Engage with trade bodies such as UKHospitality, 
VisitBritain and the British Beer and Pub Association 
to help you understand what Covid-19 related 
policies and regulation mean for your business.  
Be vocal with them about your concerns so they can 
represent your views in wider discussions. Also have 
proactive conversations with landlords, suppliers 
and other stakeholders to ensure you have the most 
flexible payment terms set-up to help conserve cash.   
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