
The Ultimate Guide to 
Eliminating No-Shows 
No-Shows cost a hospitality venue on average £211K 
in lost revenue per year. In this guide we look at how to 
combat no-shows and build customer loyalty with the 
support of technology.



No-shows have been a blight 
on the industry for many, many 

years, but with tens of thousands 
of hospitality businesses in 

such a fragile state following 
prolonged periods of closure and 

heavily-restricted trading, they 
are currently deeply damaging 

to venues. We need a revitalised 
relationship between venues and 
their customers – and for people 

to be supportive and respectful of 
these businesses as they rebuild 

from the pandemic

Kate Nicholls, CEO, UKHospitality

“
“
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Introduction
No-shows cost the hospitality industry £17.6bn a year. It 
has always been a significant issue for the trade, but now, 
when times have never been tougher, it is critical. Events 
of the past 18-months have presented us with a once-in-a-
lifetime opportunity to change the status quo, however.

Extended periods where much-loved local pubs, bars and 
restaurants were closed as a result of lockdowns was felt 
keenly by UK consumers, who have a renewed affection and 
respect for the industry. Now, then, is the time to highlight 
the damage wreaked by the habit of not showing up and to 
ask hospitality customers to #ShowUpForHospitality.

One in seven customers book and then fail to show 
up without informing the venue, so as well as using a 
campaign to highlight to consumers the damage of such 
behaviour, there are also practical steps you can take to 
help mitigate the issue in your business.

Every individual who makes a booking with your venue 
is also a potential repeat customer for the future. This 
guide will not only identify the scale of the no-show 
challenge but also offer guidance, tools and tips you 
need to convert no-shows into ‘always goes’ once they 
have booked.

Making no-shows, show up

customers book and 
then fail to show up 
without informing 

the venue
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Pre-pandemic, the UK 
hospitality industry paid over 

£39bn in taxation, monies that 
went directly to local and national 
authorities for the betterment of 

our communities. No-shows don’t 
just harm the operators, during an 
extremely challenging time, but by 
costing our industry billions, they 
also harm our ability to contribute 
to our economy, and that affects 

every one of us. How to stop this? 
Simple, no more no-shows!

Robert Richardson FIH, Chief Executive, Institute of 
Hospitality

“
“
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The impact of 
no-shows
Those who fail to honour a booking may not even realise 
the implications their failure to show creates:

Financial – No-shows cost the industry £17.2bn 
a year, that’s £2.1m per hour.

Customer service – Guests inside will wonder 
why they can’t use a table that appears to be 
empty but is being held for customers the venue 
believes will arrive. 

Staffing – No-shows mean businesses end up 
paying for staff they do not need on the shift

Wastage – More money is lost in wasted stock 
when customers fail to show

70% of consumers recognise the impact on the 
business of not showing up for a booking with short/
no notice but this figure drops to 52% for 18 to 24-year-
olds*. Therefore, building loyalty with younger customers 
is essential, as they are also more likely to make a 
reservation than other age groups. 

*GO Technology Report, Aug 2021

We have to turn customers 
away because we are holding 

a table for people with no 
intention of turning up. It means 

they might not come back to 
visit you again as well.

Lee Price, Head of Operations, The Royal Pier Aberystwyth

“
“
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The role of reservations
A crucial stage in combatting no-shows, reservations are on the rise. With 
increased use of technology, it has never been easier for customers to book 
with you – and easier for them to let you know if they later want to cancel.

Some 60% of consumers have made a reservation to eat or drink since hospitality 
re-opened in April and 45% of consumers prefer to make their booking online*. 
But not everyone honours their booking - 14% of customers who made a 
reservation failed to show-up*.

The younger customers are, the more likely it is they will be a no-show – more than 
a quarter of 18 to 34 year olds (28%) admit to being no-shows. At the other end of 
the scale, it is very unlikely older customers will not show up if they’ve booked with 
you. 

The reasons for this are multiple, but younger customers are much more likely to 
book with you online or with another new form of technology, such as with an app 
or via your website (unsurprisingly older guests are likelier to book in person or on 
the phone).

Furthermore, when cancelling a reservation, the majority choose to cancel by 
using digital channels – 58%, in fact, versus 39% of consumers who cancel over 
the phone, while for those aged 18 to 24 cancelling via an app is most popular*.

*GO Technology Report, Aug 2021
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Online booking

SMS booking reminders reduce no-shows by adding 
a personal touch and reminding those who may have 
forgotten about their booking

Cancellations can be made via SMS, automatically 
updating the venue’s availability in real-time so new 
guests can book in

Collect opt-in data so you can build a picture of loyal 
customers, likes and dislikes, and contact them how and 
when you want to

Create personalised offers to drive repeat visits and 
further reduce no-shows

An online booking system can help combat this. As well as 
providing a convenient service for customers, they bring multiple 
benefits to venues:

Every missed booking didn’t 
just mean losing income – it 
also meant our customers 
were left disappointed. We 
wanted a system that could 
capture every booking and 
offer customers a superior 
booking experience at any 

time of the day or night

Dave Blackhurst, Central Operations Director, 
Mitchells & Butlers

“
“
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Table management
Beyond this, a table management system will 
further enable operators to manage walk-ins and 
give insights into average table turn times and 
speed of service, to help ensure that bookings 
are maximised during busy periods.
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Deposits
Asking customers for a deposit ahead of a visit has generally gone against the casual nature of visits to pubs, 
bars, and restaurants. But the world has changed as a result of the pandemic, and so the relationship between 
operators and customers must evolve too. 

Will asking for a small deposit that will be taken directly from the bill on the day of a visit really deter any customer who 
has every intention of spending time and money with you? Not according to our most recent research, which shows 51% 
of customers would be happy to pay a deposit to secure a booking and 55% would be willing to pay a no-show 
fee if they failed to turn up for a booking* 

In terms of younger guests, this drops slightly however, a third (37%) of 18 to 24-year-olds are still happy to pay a 
deposit to secure their booking.

*GO Technology Report, Aug 2021
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With clear and positive communication between the venue 
and the customer about deposit policies, more guests will 
be likely to show up after making a reservation. What’s 
more, prepaid deposits can be redeemed at the time of 
paying the bill, so bookers are more willing to show up for 
their reservations and could end up spending more because 
they’ve already got what seems like money off.

We started to take a £5 deposit 
per person for bookings and 

customers have been absolutely 
fine with this because they know it 
will just come off the bill. The ones 
who are unsure tend to be the ones 
we don’t know so well and are less 

likely to show up

Godfrey Cook, SO40, Southampton

“

“
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Consider how much to charge. This could be a flat fee for the group of a specific amount per person. You 
may even choose to call it a ‘no-show fee’, to make clear why you are asking for payment up-front

Include clear guidance on how you will handle deposits in your booking policy, and ensure it’s clear and 
transparent across all platforms 

Make sure it’s crystal clear in your communications that the deposit is not refundable in the event of a no-
show

Check with your provider that your booking system is PCI compliant to ensure safe handling of your 
customers’ deposit

Make it clear that customer deposits will be taken directly off their final bill, so they are confident they will 
receive their money back once they show up

Investigate integrated technology that allows you to take deposits with online bookings - to automate the 
process, eliminate the risk of errors and save your staff time

Make sure your systems are able to track the tables with bookings and deposits against them for seamless 
redemption and a pain-free process for the customer

Deposit checklist
If you are an operator considering introducing a policy of taking deposits with bookings, there are steps you can 
take to make it a positive experience for both the business and customers:
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The loyalty link
The good news… customers want to be loyal.

If your customer has a connection with you and your venue, it stands to 
reason that they are more likely to honour their booking. 

Nearly half (49%) of consumers know that hospitality venues have 
struggled because of Covid-19 and now want to support them as much as 
possible. Encouragingly four in 10 say they are now less likely to no-show 
than before*. This does not always translate in practice, however, which is 
why building customer loyalty and commitment are essential to reducing 
no shows.

In particular, it is vital to build loyalty with younger customers as they are 
the most active group in the on-trade. Two thirds (64%) of 18 to 34 year-
olds who didn’t turn up for bookings eat out weekly*. 

As much as they are more likely to go out, use technology and make a 
reservation, however, they are also the ones least likely to show up for a 
booking. In fact, a staggering 28% of those aged under 35 have failed to 
turn up after making a reservation since venues re-opened in April*.

*GO Technology Report, Aug 2021
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To encourage greater loyalty from customers who book 
through digital channels, it’s imperative that venues do 
more to interact via these channels. Reasons stated 
for failing to show up can largely be combatted with 
increased frequency of communication between a 
venue and the customer. 

For example, a quarter of 18 to 24-year-olds failed to 
show up for a reservation simply because they ‘had a 
change of plan’*. It is worth considering if those plans 
have changed had there been better communication 
between the venue and the customer ahead of their 
visit? 

Using an intelligent table reservations system such as 
Zonal’s, gives customers the flexibility to cancel their 
reservation via SMS allowing venues to free up their 
tables to be resold. With the average open rate for 
SMS being 82%, sending reminders 48 hours before 
a reservation can have a huge impact on minimising 
no-shows for those who are forgetful, who want to 
make amendments to their booking, are poorly or self-
isolating, or are just not feeling confident about their 
safety in a public place.

*GO Technology Report, Aug 2021
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Loyalty schemes are an effective way of communicating with 
customers and are becoming more popular. They are, however, 
woefully underused by the hospitality industry. Our research in 
partnership with CGA shows half of consumers are attracted by them 
and 47% use a loyalty scheme every or almost every time they visit a 
venue but only a third of hospitality businesses have one **. This is a 
missed opportunity, particularly when it comes to no shows.

Operators can use data harvested by loyalty schemes not just to 
communicate with customers but to deepen the relationship between 
them and the business, decreasing the likelihood of customers simply 
not turning up.

**GO Technology Report January 2021
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What was the 
reason for not 
showing up?
19% I had a change of plan / someone in 

the group cancelled

17% The venue was unable to reassure me 
beforehand so I cancelled

16% I forgot about my booking

13% The venue didn’t remind me about my 
booking

*GO Technology Report, Aug 2021
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Communication is key
Communication is a two-way street and customers want to feel 
valued by a business after making a booking. As well as confirming 
the booking with a text or email, many customers also appreciate 
further dialogue ahead of their visit. This could be the difference 
between a group honouring a booking or changing plans and 
becoming a no-show. 

Our research shows that the vast majority of people do want to be 
contacted post-booking and pre-arrival. Of those that do, 38% like 
to be contacted a few days before their booking, 28% prefer to 
be contacted on the day of their booking and 11% want to be 
contacted a week ahead of their visit*.

This could be a simple phone call, of course, or you could use 
technology to generate automated email or SMS reminders. 
However you do it, though, keeping this dialogue alive as well 
as making the most of solutions such as booking and table 
management systems, loyalty schemes and deposits will all help 
connect with customers and minimise the impact of no shows.

*GO Technology Report, Aug 2021
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Communications checklist

Consider how your customers tend to book with you – in 
person, on the phone or via new technology 

Once they’ve booked, confirm via the most appropriate 
channel

Send a friendly reminder a few days ahead of their visit, 
then again on the day 

Give them an easy option to ‘confirm’ or ‘cancel’. Either 
way, it’s better you know 

Welcome them with a friendly face at the venue – the 
personal touch is still highly valued

Capture their data – including no-shows – to help your 
future communications

Follow up their visit with a thank you email or SMS – 
encourage feedback

Consider offering loyalty rewards for future visits

Use data to contact them again around special 
occasions that are likely to appeal 
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Communicate – your booking 
policy, so customers know what 
to expect on their journey from 
making a reservation to arriving in 
venu

Consider – taking a deposit. Over 
half (55%) of consumers say they 
would be willing to pay a no-show 
fee if they didn’t turn up to their 
reservation

The Four Cs to reducing no-shows
Confirm – stay in touch with customers after they have 
booked. Our research showed that among consumers 
who haven’t fulfilled a booking because they forgot about 
it, more than a third (36%) said they would be more likely 
to show up if the venue reminded them

Connect – building loyalty is essential, especially among 
younger customers. Make the most of technology to build 
and reward loyalty and stay in contact with personalised 
communications to enhance that relationship
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The challenges of the pandemic for hospitality 
are well documented but it has also brought 
about changes. People again see their local 
pubs, bars and restaurants as an important 

community asset and have seen the benefits 
technology brings to their experiences, from 
making reservations online, ordering via apps 
and making contactless payments. Venues of 
all sizes – managed and independent – have 
integrated technology into the daily running 

of their venues and the use of technology will 
grow further. 

These are important developments from the 
point of view of no shows. Technology can help 
increase communication between venues and 
customers, deepen the relationship between 

them and build loyalty, thus increasing 
the likelihood that customers will indeed 

#ShowUpForHospitality

Stuart McLean, Chief Executive Officer, Zonal

“
“
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Join the campaign to 
stop no-shows

Zonal, together with industry partners and operators, has created a coalition 
to highlight the damaging impact of no-shows and encourage customers to 

#ShowUpForHospitality.

We’ve created a range of useful resources to help businesses show their support for 
the campaign and help spread the #ShowUpForHospitality message far and wide. 

Visit showupforhospitality.org
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Get in touch to see how Zonal’s integrated 
solutions can help your venue eliminate 

no-shows

Contact us

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