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COVID-19 has decimated the hospitality industry. According to the most 
recent figures from the Office of National Statistics, the service sector that 
includes hospitality has sustained the worst impact of any industry: output 
is 8.8% lower than it was before the first lockdown was imposed in March.

Over 65% of operators say that footfall 
has decreased compared with expected 
numbers. Many of the largest brands have 
been forced to reduce staff numbers. Almost 
a fifth of all hospitality businesses are at risk 
of insolvency.  

As UK Hospitality chief executive Kate 
Nicholls said: “hospitality is being asked 
to operate under the toughest restrictions 
of any sector and being given the highest 
mountain to climb in order to survive”.

For many hospitality businesses, that 
survival is being driven by technology. 
Prior to COVID-19, forward-thinking 
operators used technology to help 
them enjoy a competitive advantage 
and thrive. Now, technology is 
the main ingredient in remaining 
operational during this time of crisis – 
and the most likely source of success 
as recovery begins.

65%
of operators say that 

footfall has decreased  
compared with expected 

numbers.
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Adapting to the new normal 
COVID-19 has tested the flexibility of the most agile of operators.  
Faced with such difficult circumstances, businesses of all sizes  
have had to adapt in two ways:

1. Compliance with new legislation

From social distancing to one-metre 
exclusion zones and the “rule of six”, 
hospitality businesses have faced a raft 
of new legislation and official guidance. 
Complying with that legislation without 
compromising the customer experience has 
been expensive and difficult, especially when 
legislation is introduced with little warning 
or fundamentally changes how the business 
may operate. 

For example, under certain restriction 
tiers restaurants may only open for part of 
the day, may not be able to sell alcohol, 
or may only be allowed to sell food for 
consumption off the premises. Under other 
restrictions, alcohol may only be served with 
a ‘substantial meal’. 
 

2.  To become smarter and more 
efficient to stay afloat

Compliance imposed significant extra 
costs on hospitality businesses at the worst 
possible time: the first UK lockdown caused 
an 87% drop in UK hospitality sales, falling 
from £34.2 billion to just £4.6 billion.

There is no such thing as business 
as usual: businesses are looking 
for smarter, more efficient ways of 
working as a matter of survival. In an 
industry already famous for its tight 
profit margins, that’s no easy feat.

Technology is a crucial driver in both 
compliance and efficiency. In many ways 
COVID-19 has accelerated and amplified 
what was already happening: the technology 
that forward-thinking operators have been 
using for several years in order to maximise 
their profitability has become not just 
beneficial, but crucial.
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Technology, it’s clear, is here to stay. But 
it can be – and needs to be – more than 
just a short-term fix. Technology can do 
much more than swap cash payments for 
contactless. It can make compliance easier 
and help organisations with their recovery; 
and it can also be a key driver of customer 
loyalty, of increased margins and of 
profitability. And that will deliver benefits long 
after the current crisis is over.

The key is data. Every hospitality business 
generates it, but not every business is taking 
advantage of it. Many organisations are 
unaware of the use cases and advantages; 
research indicates that some of them are 
drowning in data and don’t know where to 
start. Such ‘data paralysis’ is a big issue in 
hospitality, and when you speak to operators 

they cite three key frustrations:

Difficulties in integrating different 
technologies

Data overload

Implementation speed

(CGA & Fourth Business Leaders Survey 2020)

Those frustrations are real, and they are 
preventing businesses from using data to 
benefit their business in significant ways.

Let’s explore what hospitality businesses 
can achieve with the data their businesses 
generate.

48%

One in three business leaders state 
that technology will be fundamental in 
helping them successfully navigate the 
current marketplace.

48% of business leaders suggest that 
implementing new technology has been 
a major focus or their biggest focus 
post-lockdown to help safely reopen 
their businesses.
(CGA & Fourth Business Confidence Survey Q3 2020)

Just 15% of business leaders rate 
themselves as market leading when it 
comes to technology innovation.
(CGA & Fourth Business Leaders Survey 2020)

of business leaders suggest 
that implementing new 
technology has been a major 
focus or their biggest focus 
post-lockdown to help safely 
reopen their businesses.
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Data improves the customer experience 
One of the most common fears about 
technology is that it will erode the staff/
customer relationship: when customers talk 
about their favourite places they’ll praise the 
warmth of the greeting and the welcoming 
atmosphere, not the EPoS system. 

However, as many businesses are 
discovering, technology can actually improve 
rather than damage the relationship. Those 
who invest in appropriate technology and 
use it to deliver better customer experiences 
face no loss of tips and no loss of custom. 

Quite the opposite. Customers who have 
a great experience are more likely to return 
(and more likely to tip!).

In a recent Zonal & CGA GO Technology 
Report, 86% of consumers said their 
interaction with staff is the same or better 
than it was before lockdown, demonstrating 
that the rise in tech usage has not negatively 
impacted staff interaction. 

Here are a few reasons to support this 
argument.

86%
of consumers said their 
interaction with staff is 

the same or better  
than it was before 

lockdown
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The benefits of 
online booking 

Online booking isn’t just more convenient 
for your customers. It also enables you to 
support current COVID-19 restrictions, to 
achieve correct social distancing and to 
help protect the health and safety of your 
staff. It’s useful to support track and trace 
operations too: the data provided during the 
booking process can be used to record the 
key contact for each party in case of future 
contact tracing requirements.

It can also make customers more 
likely to come to your venue: 
according to CGA Consumer Pulse 
in July 2020, in the first two weeks 
after hospitality restrictions were 
lifted in England and Wales, 72% 
of consumers visited venues had a 
reservation.

Many venues have made booking mandatory 
so that they can better control numbers while 
maximising occupancy, something that’s 
been particularly important for businesses in 
tiered restrictions that limit the hours during 
which they can trade. Booking makes it easy 
to plan around reduced capacity, the rule 
of six and social distancing, and it enables 
more efficient planning of staffing too.

In our mobile-first world, booking is often 
done on the go and often via a smartphone 
or tablet. If you have access to that data – 
if you use a third-party booking platform, 

you may not have that access – it can be a 
superb source of information that benefits 
your business both directly and indirectly. 

Booking data enables you to establish a 
long-term relationship with customers, 
contacting them at the time and in the 
manner you wish. The direct benefit of 
that online booking is that it enables your 
customer to book a time that suits them 
and suits you. But the indirect benefit is that 
their data enables you to build a detailed 
picture of your customer: when they like to 
visit, what time they like to book, how many 
people they like to bring with them and  
so on. 

That data becomes even more valuable 
when you combine it with other data, such 
as the spend data from your EPoS system. 
Now you know not just when a particular 
customer likes to visit, but what they like to 
order too. The amount of data you have on 
your customers grows, and as it grows so do 
your opportunities to engage them. 

Instead of scattergun marketing you can 
reach customers with absolute precision, 
tailoring your offer to their particular 
preferences. That opens up all kinds of 
opportunities not just to generate repeat 
business but to upsell and cross-sell based 
on their previous visits. And that marketing 
activity generates its own data which you 
can then use to make your customer profiles 
even more accurate and your marketing even 
more effective.
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The power of 
order and pay 

Before COVID-19, demand for order and 
pay – being able to order and pay from a 
smartphone – had grown 400% in the last 
few years; the pandemic has accelerated 
that, and Zonal estimates that adoption of 
contactless order and pay solutions is now 
three to five years further ahead than it was 
just a few months ago. 

Consumers like order and pay because 
it removes the long-standing pain points 
of waiting to catch a server’s attention to 
order food or settling the bill. Eliminating 
those pain points are also helpful for venues 
as it improves table turnover and staff 
productivity. It’s also useful for venues that 
have had to swap bar queues for table 
service, often with very lean staffing levels.

In the current crisis two in five UK 
consumers would rather use technology to 
book, order and pay, rather than interact 
with staff during hospitality experiences.

(CGA BrandTrack August 2020)

Since hospitality businesses re-opened in 
summer 2020, the number of consumers 
using order and pay technology at the 
table jumped from 18% to 43%.

(Zonal & CGA GO Technology Report, November 2020)

One-third of GB consumers intend to 
continue using order and pay technology 
at the table for as long as it is necessary; 

another third say that they will continue 
to use the technology when COVID-19 
measures are removed. Only one-third of 
consumers plan not to use order and pay 
technology for any reason. 

(Zonal & CGA GO Technology Report, November 2020)

77% of customers have been satisfied 
with the ease of ordering from digital 
solutions.

(Zonal & CGA GO Technology Report, November 2020)

40% of customers feel safer in venues 
that use order and pay technology.

(Zonal & CGA GO Technology Report, November 2020)

77%
of customers  
have been satisfied  
with the ease of  
ordering from  
digital solutions.

40%
of customers feel 
safer in venues that 
use order and pay 
technology.
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As with online booking, order and pay becomes even more useful 
when integrated with other systems:

EPoS integration means no rekeying. That saves time and effort, 
and it prevents human error.

The single customer view (SCV) becomes even more detailed 
and useful. With integration you can link bookings data to spend 
data; the more knowledge you have, the more you can customise 
every touchpoint and experience to delight customers.

Data improves 
deliveries and 
click and collect 

With many venues closed to seated 
customers, click and collect and/or home 
delivery has been a lifeline and a hugely 
important source of revenue. For many 
businesses it’s changed from being a  
nice-to-have to a must-have. 

It’s also been a boon for customers 
who have been unable or unwilling 
to leave the house during stricter 
COVID-19 measures and for high-
risk customers who have been 
shielding.

Catering for collections and/or deliveries 
introduces its own problems, most notably 
throughput: it’s easy for kitchens to become 
overwhelmed with orders. Technology can 

help with that – not just by giving a clear 
picture of current and imminent demand, but 
by enabling you to temporarily shut down 
specific channels – so for example if your 
least profitable channel is through a third-
party delivery partner, you might close that 
channel to prioritise orders from channels 
with higher margins such as other delivery 
services or your own website orders. 

The converse of that is that the same 
data enables you to increase business. If 
the data shows that the kitchen has extra 
capacity you might create a tailored offer for 
a particular channel – so to stick with our 
delivery partner example you might offer 
an extra discount on that channel to boost 
demand and make better use of your current 
capacity. 

It’s the online equivalent of the eyeballing an 
experienced bar or restaurant manager does 
to gauge and predict capacity: it enables you 
to see not just how busy you are but how 
busy you’re about to be too.
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Data delivers 
long-term 
advantages

Many of the solutions we’ve described are 
short-term measures that fill an immediate 
need: maximising table turnover, enforcing 
the rule of six, managing delivery capacity 
and so on. But those benefits, while very 
valuable, pale in comparison to the even 
more lucrative benefits that are available to 
organisations that have the right technology 
in place.

The more data you have and the more data 
you connect, the more actionable information 
you collect. With an integrated series of 
technologies you can link order and pay, 
online booking, and your click and collect 
orders to your EPoS. The large amounts of 
data gathered can then create a very detailed 
and useful single customer view of each 
customer. You don’t just get aggregated data 
showing yield and spend across a venue. 
You can dig much deeper and get granular 
insights into individual spending and  
buying habits. 

That information enables you to market 
much more accurately and more effectively, 
driving engagement, more frequent visits, 
and higher spend. Vegetarians don’t receive 
invitations to Steak Night; gin lovers can be 
invited to try a new brand. And perhaps most 
usefully of all, you don’t need to cannibalise 
your own profits by giving customers big 
discounts on nights when they’d be coming 
along anyway. 

Data enables you to deliver a more 
personalised experience inside the venue, 
recording the special touches that we know 
make all the difference: 

Their favourite table 

Their favourite aperitif 

Their particular dietary requirements 

There are other opportunities for data 
integration. Solutions such as Wireless Social 
enable you to identify the customers who log 
onto your Wi-Fi, even if they aren’t the ones 
who booked the visit or paid the bill, which 
helps you build an even more accurate and 
valuable picture of your customers. 

zonal.co.uk    |    9

Whitepaper: Harnessing the power of data in the Covid-hit hospitality sector 



“Over the past nine months, the relevance 
and importance of data has become even 
more apparent than pre-March 2020,” says 
Julian Ross, CEO of Wireless Social. “With 
operators now having a lot more digital 
touchpoints with their customers, this 
enables them to help build up an even richer 
picture of their guests and help them derive 
their segmentation strategies to create 
targeted meaningful campaigns.”

Ross continues: “At Wireless Social, we 
have been working with our customers and 
their partners to help them utilise their data 
from data collection, through to insight and 
activation and then onto proving the ROI. 
Our average opt-in rate via our Wi-Fi is 70% 
(80% when using our digital vouchering 
solution Hedgehog), which gives operators 
increased data and profiles of their guests, 
to utilise that data efficiently.”

Proving ROI is the critical factor here. As 
Ross explains, putting data to good use 
has a direct impact on venue performance. 
“What we have seen by linking our social 
connectors with this data capture is a 
26% increase in the average visit, enabling 
marketers to prove a return on their 
campaigns and ensure they are aligned with 
wider strategic goals.”  

With operators now having a lot more digital touchpoints with 
their customers, this enables them to help build up an even richer 

picture of their guests and help them derive their segmentation 
strategies to create targeted meaningful campaigns.

“ “

Our average opt-in rate 
via our Wi-Fi is 70% 

which gives operators 
increased data and 

profiles of their guests, 
to utilise that data 

efficiently.

By linking our social connectors 
with this data capture is a 26% 
increase in the average visit.

Julian Ross, CEO of Wireless Social
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You can also integrate your EPoS with 
feedback solutions such as Feed It Back to 
send personalised feedback surveys based 
on the specific items they ordered. This gives 
you the ability to gather important insights 
into satisfaction levels while they are fresh in 
your customers’ minds. 

As Feed It Back’s CEO Carlo Platio explains, 
this knowledge helps to improve service 
and understand what customers do and do 
not like: “Value for money has been a bigger 
concern for guests, with price, portion size 
and complaints regarding reduced menus or 
availability all damaging brands’ reputations. 
Utilising data to get every dish out to spec 
and to understand what dishes guests love 
the most will be crucial to driving excellence 
when venues can reopen.”

Data sharing and integration also enables 
you to specialise. Deliveroo and UberEats 
are likely to have more drivers and cyclists 
than you do; integration means they take 
care of the deliveries so you can concentrate 
on your areas of expertise. Or you might 
connect your orders and spend data to build 
a loyalty programme that rewards particular 
kinds of repeated orders, or a certain 
frequency of visits.

By connecting disparate parts of 
your business and sharing data 
between them and with trusted 
third parties, you can deliver a 
slick, secure and completely safe 
experience to every customer 
at every stage of their customer 
journey.

Dan Brookman, CEO at loyalty specialists 
Airship, succinctly illustrates the benefits 
of integrated technology for hospitality 
businesses. “The pandemic has presented 
a future opportunity to reach into a much 
larger percentage of your customer base. 
With the adoption of ecommerce, click and 
collect and pay-at-table alongside booking, 
Wi-Fi, feedback, loyalty, single-use vouchers 
and gift cards, you have an increased ability 
to understand recency and frequency as 
well as knowing purchase trends and lifetime 
customer value.”
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Data improves the parts  
the customer doesn’t see

So far we’ve described the benefits to the 
customer-facing parts of the business. But 
data plays a valuable role behind the scenes 
too. It empowers operators to work smarter 
and with improved efficiency, delivering 
benefits that will last long after the current 
restrictions are finally lifted permanently.

One of the key benefits of good data is that 
it removes guesswork. Decisions are made 
based on objective facts, not intuition. That’s 
particularly important in stock control.

Data improves stock management

Stock control can make or break a hospitality 
business. 

Traditional stock control is based on what 
you have to hand right now. Data enables 
you to predict with great accuracy what 
you’re going to need in the future. 

The more data you have the more accurate 
those predictions will be. For example, if 
your systems are connected to your booking 
and pre-order data you can predict future 
demand and use previous performance  
as a guide. 

Another key benefit of integrated solutions 
is that your stock levels can be updated in 
real time as each order is taken or a delivery 
is received. With intelligent kitchen systems, 
recipe builders can log each ingredient 
for each dish, with stock levels depleted 
accordingly.

By knowing exactly how much stock you 
have on hand and ensuring there is a single 
version of the truth rather than competing 
guesses, you can significantly reduce waste 
as well as reduce the risk of shortages or 
of over-ordering stock and tying up cash 
that may be better used elsewhere in the 
business.

Data can help support your human 
resources too. Managers can build 
flexible rotas to better support front 
of house and back of house staff as 
required.

zonal.co.uk    |    12

Whitepaper: Harnessing the power of data in the Covid-hit hospitality sector 



Data delivers new 
opportunities
By helping to eliminate inefficiencies, boost 
productivity and maximise profits, data 
delivers benefits that will last beyond the 
current crisis and leave businesses well 
prepared for the post-COVID-19 world. But 
while the current focus is on being able 
to survive, in the long term the hospitality 
businesses that embrace the power of data 
will be better placed to thrive too.

Technology is already enabling hospitality 
businesses to do amazing things, and it 
makes new kinds of customer experience 
possible. Experience such as:

Ultra-personalised menus

Many restaurants have moved away from 
printed menus to electronic ones due 
to COVID-19 necessities. This transition 
opens up new possibilities. The same 
highly personalised data that enables such 
precise marketing could also be used to 
create highly personalised menus that are 
dynamically generated for each customer. 

So if your SCV indicates a customer is 
vegetarian they would get the vegetarian 
menu; if a customer has notified you of an 
allergy then they will be shown a menu that 
is safe and free from all relevant allergens; a 
customer who is watching their weight might 
specify a low-calorie menu; the customer 
who always dines with their family would 
always get the kids’ menu. These deeply 
personalised customer experiences deliver 
real value to customers and help drive 
engagement and loyalty.

Create highly personalised 
menus that are dynamically 

generated for each 
customer. 
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Curated offerings

By storing your customers’ transactional 
history, you can combine data and 
technology to create recommendations in 
the same way that skilled waiting staff do 
now. For example, you might recommend a 
specific dish to a customer because they’ve 
often ordered something similar; or you may 
suggest the specials that are most suitable 
for each customer’s taste. 

Good front of house teams do this by instinct 
and experience, but data enables you to 
do it at scale, even if the staff member has 
never met the customer before. The same 
dynamic applies to wet sales too: a trigger 
could identify when a customer returns to 
their favourite pub, enabling the barman to 
pour their usual. Data enables this to happen 
with every interaction to deliver consistent 
customer delight.

Automated offerings

Geolocation can identify when a customer 
is nearby and can trigger push notifications 
to offer them a discount or a drink on the 
house (depending on their loyalty and value 
to your venue). Such messages would be 
personalised: speaking to the BBC, German 
startup SO1 suggested that in retail, highly 
personalised recommendations led to 
nine times more purchases than blanket 
promotions even when the overall discounts 
were lower. 

Channel flexibility

Most hospitality businesses have previously 
operated as in-venue only. Some may have 
offered delivery or collection as an extra on 
busy days or weekends. However, COVID-19 
has forced operators to be braver and more 
diverse in their channel selections. For 
example, fine dining establishments have 
created meal kits for diners to recreate the 
in-venue experience in the comfort of their 
own homes. 

Along with delivery and collection, it’s a trend 
that is likely to persevere even when venues 
reopen fully. Optimising these additional 
channels will rely on using data to identify 
trends and dips in bookings, empowering 
managers to push secondary channels and 
drive additional revenue on what would 
otherwise be slower sittings. 
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Stronger after 
the storm 

These are difficult times for the entire 
hospitality industry. It’s understandable that 
many businesses have turned to technology 
as a sticking plaster, a quick fix to address 
an immediate problem. But technology can 
also help them long after the current storm 
passes.

The real power of technology isn’t 
just in automation. It’s in integration. 
By combining different data sources 
it can help eliminate inefficiencies, 
improve margins and deliver even 
better customer experiences.

EPoS integration is a prime example. Without 
EPoS integration there is a great deal of 
rekeying in any hospitality business, not 
just taking valuable time and effort but also 

introducing the risk of human error. There 
are bigger gaps in the single customer 
view, which reduces the accuracy of your 
marketing and promotional offers. Your 
ability to deliver the seamless customer 
experience that consumers now expect is 
negated. Stock control doesn’t deliver  
real-time reporting, and guesswork can lead 
to over-ordering and wastage. 

Data integration delivers benefits now and 
for the future. For today’s challenges, and 
tomorrow’s opportunities. By seamlessly 
integrating systems to share customer and 
operational data you can deliver outstanding 
personalised experiences while running 
a leaner, more efficient operation and 
generating actionable insights that can help 
you not just keep your business going, but to 
keep it growing. 
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Talk to Zonal to learn more about the 
power of data integration across a suite 
of hospitality solutions, and the benefits 

it can give your business.

Get in touch

Call 0800 131 3400
Email: info@zonal.co.uk

https://www.zonal.co.uk/contact-sales/

