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The UK is undergoing a large demographic shift. However, broadly speaking,
the hospitality sector is falling behind with regards to attracting and
employing an older workforce.

An increase in longevity, combined with the multifaceted impacts of Covid-19 on
employment, whereby many have retired from their previous jobs, has resulted
in the UK sleepwalking into a retirement crisis with millions of individuals
entering a long and potentially low-income retirement. All too frequently, many
people find themselves taking early retirement due to factors that can be
remedied by taking steps to create more accommodating working environments.
The Phoenix Group reports that the employment impact of Covid-19 on the over
50s has been the longest-lasting compared to other age groups, with sectoral
shifts on supply and demand.

ONS data recorded that in the April to June 2021 period, the employment rate
for people aged 50 to 64 years was 71.2%, with only 15% of this figure working
with distribution, hotels, and restaurants. The hospitality sector is neglecting a
large pool of workers which has the potential to begin to fill the gaps of a
widespread labour shortage. 

Centre for Ageing Better reports that by 2025 there will be an extra one million
workers over the age of 50 in the UK. This body of workforce can begin to
address the vacancy rates of 10% that continue to persist within the sector, with
hospitality vacancies close to around 50% higher than they were pre-pandemic
(ONS).

W H A T  I S  H A P P E N I N G  W I T H  T H E  O V E R - 5 0 S  I N  T H E
W O R K F O R C E ?
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In collaboration with The Phoenix Group and support from businesses
within our sector, we have identified the myths attached to this age
group in the workplace. Additionally, we have found solutions to the
barriers which not only prevent the sector from supporting older
employees throughout their everyday working life but also hamper the
critical recruitment process. 

Understanding generational difference is crucial, as this is often the first
hurdle fallen by many employers. This guide sets out a best practice
approach for businesses in our sector to capture this untapped talent
pool of workers, with years of skill and experience already behind them.
Overall, enabling businesses to create more diverse and harmonious
teams. 

T H E  B E N E F I T S  O F  T H E  O L D E R  W O R K F O R C E  
F O R  T H E  H O S P I T A L I T Y  S E C T O R

As one of the most dynamic and vibrant fields of employment, the hospitality
sector has a unique ability to provide employees with a great deal of mobility,
and freedom due to the flexibility and omnipresent element of the sector. In
addition, the industry is incredibly social, allowing employees to meet people
from incredibly diverse backgrounds.

The socially rewarding aspect of the sector is further extended by the
satisfaction employees receive in helping to make someone else’s day a better
one. However, too many older applicants miss out on the opportunities that
hospitality can offer, due to inadequate processes, age bias and a lack of
engagement from employers and recruiters. This guide provides employers
with practical steps to ensure age inclusivity across their business. 

W H Y  T H E  H O S P I T A L I T Y  S E C T O R  I S  A  G R E A T  M A T C H  F O R
O L D E R  E M P L O Y E E S



MYTH BUSTING
Across society, there is a widely held bias against older workers. This
narrative is harmful not only to the individuals of this age group but also
to the businesses that subsequently isolate them. Busting the myths and
changing the narrative is the first step toward the successful integration
and sustainment of the 50+ workforce within the hospitality sector.

Below we outline several of the myths most frequently heard, paired
with facts to debunk such notions. 

M y t h :  S o m e  p e o p l e  b e l i e v e  t h a t  o l d e r  w o r k e r s  a r e  m o r e  l i k e l y  t o  b e
a b s e n t  t h r o u g h  i l l n e s s .

F a c t :  O l d e r  w o r k e r s  a r e  h a l f  a s  l i k e l y  t o  t a k e  a  s i c k  d a y  c o m p a r e d  t o
t h e i r  y o u n g e r  c o u n t e r p a r t s .  O n l y  a  q u a r t e r  o f  o v e r  5 0 s  t o o k  t i m e  o f f  i n
2 0 1 4  d u e  t o  i l l - h e a l t h  c o m p a r e d  t o  j u s t  u n d e r  h a l f  o f  t h o s e  a g e d  2 0 - 3 0 .

M y t h :  T h e r e  i s  n o  b u s i n e s s  b e n e f i t  i n  t r a i n i n g  o l d e r  w o r k e r s .

F a c t :  O r g a n i s a t i o n s  t h a t  p r o v i d e  a  h i g h e r  l e v e l  o f  t r a i n i n g  t o  o l d e r
w o r k e r s  r e t a i n  t h e i r  s t a f f  u n t i l  a  m u c h  l a t e r  a g e ,  t h e r e b y  r e d u c i n g
t u r n o v e r  c o s t s .

F a c t :  T r a i n i n g  s p e n d  f o r  o v e r  t h e  5 0 s  i s  5 0 %  l e s s  t h a n  f o r  y o u n g e r
w o r k e r s .   

M y t h :  F o r  t h o s e  w h o  w a n t  t o  r e t r a i n ,  a p p r e n t i c e s h i p s  a r e  o n l y  f o r
s c h o o l  l e a v e r s .

F a c t :  A n y o n e  a g e d  1 6  a n d  o v e r  c a n  b e  e n r o l l e d  i n  a n  a p p r e n t i c e s h i p ,
i n c l u d i n g  c a r e e r  c h a n g e r s ,  a n d  p e o p l e  l o o k i n g  t o  d e v e l o p  t h e i r  s k i l l s
a s  p a r t  o f  t h e i r  c u r r e n t  j o b .

M y t h :  O l d e r  w o r k e r s  c r u i s e  a l o n g  a n d  a r e  n o t  r e a l l y  i n t e r e s t e d  i n
t h e i r  c a r e e r .

F a c t :  9 1 %  o f  o l d e r  w o r k e r s  s u r v e y e d  s t i l l  w i s h  t o  p r o g r e s s  i n  t h e i r
c a r e e r s .
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M y t h :  O l d e r  w o r k e r s  a r e n ’ t  u p  t o  d a t e  w i t h  t e c h n o l o g y .

F a c t :  C i s c o  r e s e a r c h  f o u n d  n o  g r e a t  c o r r e l a t i o n  b e t w e e n  a g e  a n d
c o n f i d e n c e  u s i n g  t e c h n o l o g y  –  e v e n  l e s s  s o  f o r  t e c h n o l o g y  a t  w o r k .
T h e  t y p e  o f  w o r k  p e o p l e  d o  i s  a  m u c h  b e t t e r  p r e d i c t o r  t h a n  a g e .

F a c t :  I n  t h e  d i g i t a l  s e c t o r ,  7 0 %  o f  s t a r t - u p s  f o u n d e d  b y  o l d e r  w o r k e r s
l a s t e d  l o n g e r  t h a n  t h r e e  y e a r s ,  c o m p a r e d  t o  o n l y  2 8 %  o f  t h o s e  c r e a t e d
b y  y o u n g e r  e n t r e p r e n e u r s .  

M y t h :  O l d e r  w o r k e r s  h a v e  t r o u b l e  l e a r n i n g  n e w  t h i n g s .

F a c t :  O l d e r  w o r k e r s  r e t a i n  i n f o r m a t i o n  l o n g e r  a n d  h a v e  h i g h e r
t r a i n i n g  r a t e s  t h a n  y o u n g e r  w o r k e r s ,  c o m b i n e d  w i t h  h i g h e r  m o t i v a t i o n
a n d  g o o d  a t t e n t i o n  s p a n s .  

S O U R C E :  A V A I L A B L E  H E R E .  

T E R R Y  D I X O N ,  M A R R I O T T  H O T E L S
 

T e r r y  o r i g i n a l l y  j o i n e d  t h e  L e i c e s t e r  M a r r i o t t  i n
2 0 0 6  a s  a  C o n c i e r g e  m e e t i n g  a n d  g r e e t i n g  t h e

g u e s t s  i n  t h e  l o b b y  a n d  h e l p i n g  w i t h  t h e i r  l u g g a g e .  
I n  2 0 2 1  h e  m o v e d  i n t o  t h e  E n g i n e e r i n g  d e p a r t m e n t

a s  a n  E n g i n e e r ,  d o i n g  d a y  t o  d a y  r o o m
m a i n t e n a n c e ,  p a i n t i n g  a n d  d e c o r a t i n g  a n d  g e n e r a l

f a c i l i t y  m a n a g e m e n t  t a s k s  a r o u n d  t h e  h o t e l .  
“ H o s p i t a l i t y  i s  a  g r e a t  c a r e e r  t o  h a v e ” ,  s a y s  T e r r y ,

“ n o  t w o  d a y s  a r e  t h e  s a m e  a n d  y o u  a r e  l e a r n i n g  a l l
t h e  t i m e  w h i l s t  w o r k i n g  w i t h  l o t s  o f  d i f f e r e n t

p e o p l e  f r o m  d i f f e r e n t  b a c k g r o u n d s  a n d  c u l t u r e s
a n d  t h a t ’ s  j u s t  t h e  t e a m .  M a r r i o t t  a s  a  c o m p a n y  h a s

a  g r e a t  c u l t u r e  t o o  a n d  m y  c o l l e a g u e s  a n d
M a n a g e r s  m a k e  m e  f e e l  v a l u e d .  W e  a l s o  g e t  t o  m e e t

c u s t o m e r s  f r o m  a r o u n d  t h e  w o r l d ,  s p o r t s
p e r s o n a l i t i e s  a n d  p e o p l e  f r o m  t h e  l o c a l  c o m m u n i t y

d u r i n g  o u r  d a i l y  t a s k s .  T h e r e  a r e  l o t s  o f
o p p o r t u n i t i e s  f o r  p e o p l e  o f  a l l  a g e s  t o o  a n d

w o r k i n g  i n  a  t e a m  t h a t  h a s  m e m b e r s  r a n g i n g  f r o m
s i x t e e n  t o  s i x t y - t w o  m e a n s  t h a t  I  g e t  t o  h e a r  a b o u t

w h a t  i s  i m p o r t a n t  t o  b o t h  y o u n g  a n d  o l d e r  a l i k e .
T r a i n i n g  a n d  s u p p o r t  a r e  a l w a y s  g i v e n ,  a n d

e v e r y o n e  h a s  t h e  s a m e  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  m a k e  a n
i m p a c t  t o  t h e  b u s i n e s s .  I  w o u l d  h i g h l y  r e c o m m e n d
a  r o l e  i n  t h i s  i n d u s t r y  t o  a n y o n e  w h o  w a s  t h i n k i n g

a b o u t  i t . ”  
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https://midlifecareers.co.uk/2021/03/31/busting-myths-about-older-workers/amp/


BARRIERS AND
SOLUTIONS
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To best facilitate the integration of the 50+ workforce, businesses must look to
remove any barriers within their recruitment strategy, many of them
subconsciously implemented. Changes must then be complemented by subtle
adaptions to everyday practices within the workplace. Small changes will make a
big difference for workers to feel valued and supported. 

The years of experience and skills older individuals have acquired can be an
invaluable asset to your business. Part of ensuring that older workers feel
valued can be done by allowing them to pass on this wealth of knowledge to the
team members within your organisation. Not only will this allow businesses to
reap benefits from a more diverse team but will simultaneously encourage
teams to work more collaboratively. 

Notably, younger-age stereotypical words are more commonly used in real
job advertisements than older-age stereotypical words. For example,
phrases such as ‘technologically savvy’ and ‘dynamic’, were found by the
Centre for Ageing Better to have a negative impact on perceived likelihood
of interview, job offer and fit.
Avoiding potentially age-biased words and phrases may be more important
for particular groups of older candidates. Using language that appeals
more broadly to older candidates, does not deter younger applicants. For
example, this could include, ‘knowledgeable’ and ‘dependable’. 
Ensuring that imagery is age-diverse, by including older workers
Emphasise employer benefits that may appeal to older workers, such as
flexible working.

Debias adverts:

T H E  R E C R U I T M E N T  S T A G E

https://ageing-better.org.uk/sites/default/files/2021-04/Ads-for-All-Ages.pdf


Make use of jobs boards targeted towards older people, such as Restless
and Working Wise 
Posting human interest stories on local press and radio stations
Posting targeted job adverts on social media platforms such as Facebook 
Methods of physical advertising such as on bus stops can be implemented.

Reports have noted that older people are less likely to visit job centres and do
not tend to sign-on, which therefore makes it more challenging to access this
pool of workers as they do not tend to enter the job seeking market. 

This issue is further exacerbated by internalised ageism, finding older people
stepping away from job searches in the belief that younger people are either
better suited or more in need of employment.

Other resources can instead be tapped into by employers: 

 

R E C O N S I D E R  W H E R E  R O L E S  A R E  A D V E R T I S E D :

M I C K  W O O D W A R D ,  S L U G  A N D  L E T T U C E ,
S O L I H U L L ,  S T O N E G A T E  G R O U P

 
A f t e r  l e a v i n g  s c h o o l  a t  1 6 ,  M i c k  b e g a n  h i s

c a r e e r  i n  h o s p i t a l i t y ,  s p e c i f i c a l l y  c a t e r i n g ,  a n d
h a s  n o w  w o r k e d  i n  h o s p i t a l i t y  f o r  a  t o t a l  o f  3 8

y e a r s .  
H e  h a s  b e e n  i n  h i s  c u r r e n t  r o l e  a s  K i t c h e n

M a n a g e r  i n  S l u g  a n d  L e t t u c e  f o r  1 3  y e a r s  a n d
h a s  w o r k e d  w i t h  h i s  t e a m  f o r  a  n u m b e r  o f  y e a r s

a n d  s o  t h e y  u n d e r s t a n d  h o w  e a c h  o t h e r  w o r k ;
M i c k  a d d s  t h a t  i n  e s s e n c e ,  t h e y  b e c o m e  y o u r

f a m i l y  w h i c h  i s  o n e  o f  t h e  t h i n g s  h e  l o v e s  m o s t
a b o u t  h o s p i t a l i t y .  

“ A  c a r e e r  i n  h o s p i t a l i t y  c h a n g e s  y o u r  l i f e ,  i t  i s
h a r d  w o r k  b u t  a t  t h e  s a m e  t i m e  i t  i s  e x c i t i n g  a s

n o  t w o  d a y s  a r e  e v e r  t h e  s a m e .  I  w o u l d  s a y  t o
a n y o n e  w h o  i s  c o n s i d e r i n g  e n t e r i n g  h o s p i t a l i t y

t h a t  e x p e r i e n c e  i s  n o t  t h e  o v e r - r i d i n g  f a c t o r .
T h e  m o s t  i m p o r t a n t  t h i n g  I  c o n s i d e r  w h e n

r e c r u i t i n g  f o r  m y  t e a m  i s  w h e t h e r  t h e  c a n d i d a t e
h a s  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  a n d  p e r s o n a l i t y  t o  d o  t h e  j o b . ”

PAGE 7



PAGE 8

ADAPTIONS WITHIN
THE WORKPLACE
The suggestions listed below can ensure that employers feel valued and comfortable
whilst at work.

Ensuring that the uniform and footwear are comfortable to wear

Ensuring that workers can take regular toilet breaks

Providing employees with leaning stalls and other supportive ergonomic measures 

Give employees the opportunity to take courses or an apprenticeship to advance
their skills

Technology-based adaptions such as easier-to-read computer screens may help
some older employees

Remove any ageism bias within businesses that may lead to exclusion or
discrimination

Hospitality is already one of the most flexible industries, however, 
continuing to promote flexible working arrangements will 
ensure that employees feel supported.

Provide older workers with opportunities to progress -  development opportunities
will benefit both the business and the value felt by the individual 



The myth that apprenticeships are exclusive to the younger 
workforce must be debunked. From the perspective of 
employers, investing in training is a big part of building and 
retaining a loyal workforce and increasingly more businesses 
are realising that age shouldn’t be a limiting factor in this. 

Jill Whittaker, Managing Director at HIT Training, discusses 
the value of apprenticeships for the over-50s. 

“At HIT Training, we have seen a much bigger focus on promoting a 
diverse workforce over recent years, but one of the facets that doesn’t get talked about so
often is age, adding that the sector should be embracing the many benefits that older
employees can bring.
Not only can they share valuable life experiences with their co-workers, but it’s likely that
some of the skills they’ve gained in their previous roles can often be harnessed in hospitality.
For example, any job with a customer service element can build skills that are much needed in
our field – it’s just about unlocking that within the hospitality context. Plus, a lot of work in our
sector is client-facing and customers will be drawn to spend time in environments where they
see people like them. It’s ideal to recruit a mixture of age groups, especially if you want to
appeal to a broad customer base.

Both employees and employers are increasingly recognising the benefits of training at any
age, especially as our working lives are getting longer. In fact, the over-50s tend to have a
higher success rate in their apprenticeships than any other age group. HIT Training
apprentices in the over-50s bracket have seen a 15% higher pass rate than the 16–18-year-
olds and have the lowest dropout rate of all age groups. They are also less likely to take a
break in their learning. Notably, over the past five years, 12% of HIT apprentices have been
over 50, compared to just 8% under 19 years of age. For employees, the benefits of training
hold true at any age. There are studies showing that if you keep your brain active, it gives you 
 a happier life. And learning new skills is a big part of that. It’s about lifelong learning, not just
career-long development. There are huge opportunities in hospitality for anyone who’s 
keen to get on and willing to learn – and apprenticeships are an ideal way to help them reach
that potential. Working with an experienced training provider will help a company get to know
what an individual of any age can learn and benefit from the most". 

For more information visit: https://hittraining.co.uk/ 
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APPRENTICESHIP
FOCUS

https://hittraining.co.uk/


For further support on this topic, DWP has resources signposted online available
here. Acas also provides free advice for businesses and individuals on
employment legislation, including advice on age and the workplace.
While older workers may have been previously overlooked by many, it is vital now
more than ever that this narrative is changed for an evolving world of work.
Businesses that can adapt will reap the invaluable benefits of ensuring that their
companies are diverse and accommodating to all. 

F U R T H E R  S U P P O R T
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IMMEDIATE CHANGES TO MAKE
WITHIN YOUR BUSINESS

B E C K Y  H A R R I S ,  H R  M A N A G E R  M A R R I O T T  S T  P I E R R E  H O T E L
A N D  C O U N T R Y  C L U B  

“ H a v i n g  s t a r t e d  m y  h o s p i t a l i t y  c a r e e r  i n  t h e  U S  3 6  y e a r s  a g o ,  I  w o u l d
n o t  w a n t  t o  w o r k  a n y w h e r e  e l s e .  I  s t a r t e d  a s  a  p a r t - t i m e  H o s t e s s  i n
F o o d  a n d  B e v e r a g e  2 5  y e a r s  a g o  a n d  w i t h  a n  a b u n d a n c e  o f  t r a i n i n g ,

s u p p o r t  a n d  i n c r e d i b l e  o p p o r t u n i t i e s ,  I  w a s  a b l e  t o  p r o g r e s s  t o
H u m a n  R e s o u r c e s  M a n a g e r  a n d  I  h a v e  b e e n  i n  t h i s  r o l e  f o r  1 7  y e a r s
n o w .  H o s p i t a l i t y  a f f o r d s  y o u  t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  w o r k  i n  a  v a r i e t y  o f

d i f f e r e n t  f i e l d s .  W h e n  I  w a s  i n  F & B  o p e r a t i o n s ,  I  m e t  s o m e
f a s c i n a t i n g  i n d i v i d u a l s  f r o m  a r o u n d  t h e  g l o b e  a n d  m a d e  f r i e n d s  f o r
l i f e .  I  w a s  g i v e n  t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  e n h a n c e  o u r  g u e s t s ’  v i s i t s ,  m a k e
t h e i r  s t a y  m e m o r a b l e ,  a n d  m a k e  t h e m  f e e l  s p e c i a l .  N o t  e v e r y o n e  c a n
s a y  t h a t .  M o v i n g  o u t  o f  o p e r a t i o n s  a n d  i n t o  H R  a f f o r d e d  m e  n e w  a n d

e x c i t i n g  o p p o r t u n i t i e s .  N o t  o n l y  a m  I  a b l e  t o  m e n t o r ,  t r a i n ,  g u i d e ,
a n d  s u p p o r t  o u r  a s s o c i a t e s  a n d  m a n a g e r s  b u t  I  a l s o  h a v e  t h e
p l e a s u r e  o f  a t t r a c t i n g  a n d  r e c r u i t i n g  n e w  i n d i v i d u a l s  i n t o  t h e

h o s p i t a l i t y  i n d u s t r y ;  m a n y  i n t o  t h e i r  f i r s t - e v e r  j o b  r o l e  a n d  m a n y
w i t h  a  w e a l t h  o f  e x p e r i e n c e .  I  f e e l  p r i v i l e g e d  t o  b e  p a r t  o f  s u c h  a

g r e a t  i n d u s t r y  a n d  w o u l d  r e c o m m e n d  i t  t o  a n y o n e  l o o k i n g  f o r  a
c a r e e r  t h a t  i s  c h a l l e n g i n g ,  r e w a r d i n g ,  i n t e r e s t i n g  a n d  f u n ”

Within your recruitment process, ensure that advertisements are inclusive, eliminating
any bias that may deter future employees. Additionally, explore new recruitment
routes.
Facilitate a welcoming place of work by ensuring that members of staff are not guilty of
holding ageism against older workers.
Implement the recommended adaptations, and discuss with older team members the
adaptations which would support them best

The most impactful change can be made by listening to staff and customers within your
business and understanding what their needs are, the age-old narrative of
underestimating the capabilities of the 50 plus is severely outdated, and there is a budding
workforce ready and waiting. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/help-and-support-for-older-workers/help-and-support-for-older-workers


Prior to COVID-19 the hospitality sector employed 3.2 million people,
representing 10% of all employment, 6% of businesses and 5% of GDP.
UKHospitality, UKHospitality Scotland and UKHospitality Cymru are the unified
voice for the sector, and seek to unlock the industry’s full potential as one of
the biggest engines for growth in the economy, and to ensure that the 
industry’s needs are effectively represented by engaging with Governments,
the media, employees and customers.
Our key priorities are the revival of a sector hardest hit by COVID-19,
safeguarding the future workforce of the sector, tackling the excessive tax
burden the sector faces and ensuring that regulation on business is
proportionate.
UKHospitality has a diverse membership, including pubs, restaurants, contract
catering, hotels, holiday parks, coffee shops, food-to-go, leisure, wedding
venues, visitor attractions, night clubs, membership clubs, industry suppliers
and much more.

A B O U T  U K H

T: 020 7404 7744 

E: info@ukhospitality.org.uk 

Visit: www.ukhospitality.org.uk

This guide has been developed as part of a taskforce between UKHopsitality and The Phoenix Group, established
as part of the Government's over-50s Ministerial Taskforce. The overarching aim of the Taskforce is to increase
the number of over-50s in the UK workforce, by exploring the issues and barriers which currently discourage the
50+ workers from securing employment within the sector. 

G U I D E  F R A M E W O R K

@UKHofficial

@UKHospitality

@UKHospitality

@UKHospitality


