
COVID-19  
AND THE  
FUTURE OF  
TAKEAWAY



2 3

A report from the 
British Takeaway 
Campaign

2 3

The impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic has uprooted all corners 
of society, disrupting the way 
we live, work, communicate and 
shop. Throughout the pandemic 
and subsequent lockdowns, the 
takeaway route expanded across 
the whole of the hospitality sector to 
the extent that the UK government 
deemed it an ‘essential’ part of the 
economy, playing a critical role in 
feeding the nation. 
From supporting vulnerable or 
isolated people and key workers in 
their communities, to providing a 
vital source of revenue for closed 
restaurants and cafes, to delivering 
welcome treats and comfort each 
week to families, a huge proportion 
of  restaurants – both those well 
established in takeaway and 
those new to it – stepped up to 
the challenge and created a whole 
new role for the takeaway sector in 
the UK. 

This report provides a snapshot of 
the valuable economic, social and 
cultural contribution made by the 
takeaway sector to the UK during 
2020. Based on research conducted 
by Retail Economics in 2021, the 
report examines the significant 
steps restaurant and takeaway 
owners took to continue serving 
their communities and ensure 
their businesses survived. It also 
illustrates how consumer appetites 
continue to change and what the 
future of takeaway will look like.
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In my 26 years working in 
hospitality, I have experienced 
many challenges and difficulties 
but never more so than during the 
past year. I know many excellent 
restaurants which were forced to 
close and, sadly, will not reopen. 
But throughout the pandemic, 
despite the hardships faced by 
the hospitality sector, there were 
endless examples of restaurant and 
takeaway owners supporting their 
communities, vulnerable people 
and key workers, often out of their 
own pocket. I am immensely proud 
of the way our sector responded to 
this national crisis.
This report explores exactly 
the impact the pandemic had 
on hospitality businesses, the 
UK’s eating habits and how  
takeaway has been vital to helping 
businesses survive. For a long 
time, takeaway was seen as the 
ugly duckling of the hospitality 
industry, easily dismissed as 
not having the polish or skill of 
restaurant food. The innovation 
and ability to adapt that we have 
seen during the pandemic has 
shown how far from the truth that 
perception was. Michelin-starred 
restaurants now provide meal 
kits to eat at home – this is simply 

takeaway by another name. If 
there is one thing silver lining I 
can take from this pandemic, it is 
that it has shown that to draw a 
dividing line between takeaways 
and restaurants no longer makes 
business sense. The strongest, 
most resilient hospitality businesses 
are those which have adapted 
and built their takeaway capability 
as part of their wider offering 
to customers. 
Looking to the future, this blend 
of service will be vital as the 
hospitality industry rebuilds. 
Businesses must capitalise on the 
opportunities presented and the 
Government must support these 
endeavours, with the appropriate 
regulatory framework and 
financial support. 
The British Takeaway Campaign, 
which I am delighted to chair, 
will continue to campaign for 
independent hospitality businesses 
across the UK. My hope is that 
the Government will work with 
us to ensure this vital sector can 
build back better and stronger 
than before.  

Foreword by 
Ibrahim Dogus
Chair, British Takeaway Campaign
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I first moved to the UK in 1994, when I was 14, as a Kurdish refugee 
from Turkey who could speak very little English. I began my new life 
in London washing dishes in a restaurant where I couldn’t even afford 
the price of a starter. After studying and saving for years, I was 
finally able to open my own restaurant and after another four years 
of 16-hour days, seven days a week, I was able to buy the restaurant 
next door, and a third restaurant after that.
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The economic 
impact of the 
sector
Total spending  
on takeaways

How the pandemic changed 
our takeaway habits

Economic contribution  
of the sector

The size of the market has risen by 43% 
over the last five years and is expected to 

grow to over £22 billion by 2025

202520202015

Risen 
43%

Expected 
to be over 
£22bn

Households spent  
on average  

£45 per month  
on takeaways  

in 2020

Takeaways  now account for  17% of all household expenditure  on food

38% of households 
ordered takeaway 

at least once a week 
since the start of the 

pandemic

32% of consumers say they 
will continue to order more 
takeaway once lockdown ends

53% of consumers 
ordered more 
takeaways  
during lockdown

Total spending on 
takeaways in 2020 
rose to £15.1 billion 
-  an increase of  
12% on 2019

in value added

Demand for takeaways 
is estimated to have 
added £7.7 billion 
in value to the UK 
economy in 2020. This 
is expected to reach 
£10.5 billion by 2025

Small businesses form the 
backbone of the industry. 
Over 70% of takeaway 
businesses employ  
fewer than 10 staff

Every £1  
in GVA 

generated 
by the sector 
stimulates a 
further 54p  

of activity in the 
supply chain



Since opening in 2019, we’ve 
always relied on our popular all-
you-can-eat Caribbean buffet to 
pull in customers. When lockdown 
began, we had to quickly rethink 
how we did business. We already 
offered collection but had never 
done delivery before – turns out 
it was our saviour. The change 
was miraculous – we’ve almost 
quadrupled our monthly sales and 
we’re busier than ever. 
As a result, we’ve had to hire more 
employees and our own couriers, 
as well as investing in new kitchen 
equipment to cope with the order 
volumes. Technology has also 
helped – we’ve launched a new 
website and do a lot of our orders 
through Just Eat. We’re investing 
for the future so that takeaway and 
delivery will be an important part of 
the business even once we reopen.
Part of our success has been 
marketing on social media. This is 
the key to reaching new customers 
so we increased our advertising 

budget online. Given how well 
we’re doing, we hope to open more 
restaurants in the future and social 
media will be the key to reaching 
them. We also want to connect 
with our customers so have 
been doing live ‘cookalongs’ and 
competitions through lockdown to 
keep people entertained! We also 
put all of our recipes on Facebook 
for our followers to try themselves.

Gareth Collins
Caribbean Kitchen, Stourbridge, Coventry
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How COVID-19 
changed the 
future of the 
restaurant sector

In every part of the market, from 
Michelin starred restaurants to local 
village pubs, takeaway was a red 
thread of salvation through the 
pandemic. During our research, we 
spoke to hundreds of restaurant 
and takeaway owners to 
understand how they changed their 
business, and surveyed consumers 
to paint a picture of how food 
habits have changed. 
Three distinct themes have 
emerged: takeaway will continue to 
be a vital source of stable revenue 
for restaurants, even after they 
can reopen for normal service; 
technology is key to finding new 
customers; as is being able to 
adapt a business to capitalise on 
changing consumer trends. 
Takeaway will continue to provide 
vital support to restaurants.

32% of consumers say they will 
continue to order more takeaway 
after the pandemic, while 31% 
say they will eat out less in the 
future. It’s clear that restaurants, 
pubs and cafes need to blend their 
traditional eat-in and takeaway 
offers in the future, so they can 
benefit from continued takeaway 
income while the economy 
reopens and the hospitality sector 
recovers, but also to ensure their 
businesses can withstand any 
unexpected challenges. The 
strongest businesses will be those 
whose operations are set up to 
maximise on both traditional 
restaurant service and takeaway 
(whether collection or delivery), 
allowing them to serve both types 
of customer.
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For many restaurant, café and pub owners, takeaway was a lifeline 
during lockdowns. Businesses adapted, some providing takeaway for 
the first time and others quickly expanding their takeaway service to 
increase revenue. 

We already offered collection but had 
never done delivery before – turns out 
it was our saviour. The change was 
miraculous – we’ve almost quadrupled 
our monthly sales and we’re busier 
than ever.



What’s more, consumers 
who order via apps or 
websites also spend 
more per order than 
those who order in 
person or over the 
phone - half of the total 
spend on takeaways 
in 2020 was made 
through apps such as 
Just Eat. App users are 
also almost twice as 
likely to have ordered 

from new restaurants 
since the outbreak of 
the pandemic. 
These findings illustrate 
how vital technology 
is, allowing business 
owners to find new 
customers and in some 
cases increase revenue 
compared to pre-
pandemic.
When the pandemic hit, 

it was daunting. As a restaurant 
that hadn’t offered delivery before, 
it took quick thinking to adapt 
the business to the new reality of 
successive lockdowns. Luckily, our 
background in street food meant 
that we were more than aware 
of what it takes to create a bit of 
buzz around a food brand. Not 
only did we get onto delivery apps 
and quickly establish online order 
channels for customers, but we also 
explored other revenue generators 
using readily available digital tools. 
We used Shopify to open a shop 
that sold chilli sauce and created 
branded t-shirts for our customers 
to buy using Teemill. Publicising all 
of this on our social media channels 
kept us visible and drove new 
customers to us, as well as keeping 
our loyal fans on board.
As a result, demand for our food 
shot up, and we’ve been able to 
grow revenues by around 50%. 

Most of the proceeds have been 
reinvested in the business – we’ve 
opened two delivery-focused 
sites in the last year, taking us 
to three locations overall, which 
certainly not something I would 
have predicted last March! We’ve 
also used this opportunity to 
examine our processes and 
make improvements, including 
investing in a back-end inventory 
management system to make our 
use of stock more efficient and 
reduce food waste.

The role of 
technology
Our research found that consumers now rely on 
apps and websites to order their takeaways. 
39% of consumers say that mobile apps are their 
preferred method of ordering takeaways, while 
24% place orders through a website.

We’ll be in the fortunate position of 
coming out of the pandemic a much 
stronger business and are looking 
forward to further growth in the future.

Matthew Bean
Owner, Cantina Carnitas, Hitchin, Hertfordshire
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Jonny Fox
Owner, The Blacksmiths Arms, Ryton on Dunsmore, 
Warwickshire

Business 
adaptation

Making the change was not always 
straightforward. For many, it meant 
fundamentally altering their offer, 
such as switching to new cuisines 
or dishes better suited to takeaway 
or investing in new equipment. This 
required financial investment and 
an innovative, flexible approach. 
For those who were able to make 
these changes, they also often 
saw revenue increase as with the 
adoption of technology. 

In order to capitalise on the 
opportunity that takeaway 
presents in the months ahead, 
business owners need to consider 
every step of the customer journey 
and be prepared to change 
operations to meet changing 
consumer demands. 

We are a family-run pub in a 
rural village within Warwickshire, 
so when the country went into 
lockdown in March 2020 we had 
no choice but to close our doors 
indefinitely. We weren’t set up to 
do takeaway or delivery; having 
always relied on drinks and pub 
grub to keep the locals coming 
back. After a three-month break 
and the future of the pandemic still 
looking uncertain, we decided to 
take matters into our own hands 
and give takeaway a serious 
try.  We completely overhauled 
the menu: out with the typical 
pub grub, and in came our Pizza 
‘n’ Puds, Smokehouse Selection 
and Premium Burger menu. We 
invested in a commercial mixer to 
make fresh dough, a new pizza 
oven, and a smoker. 
This was all completely new 
to us. We’d considered doing 
takeaway in the past but never 
delivery, but the pandemic forced 
us to change our mindset. We’ve 
had to keep investing, not just 

in cooking equipment but also 
a branded delivery vehicle and 
special equipment like insulated 
bags for delivery. The pandemic 
really opened our eyes to the 
potential of takeaway and delivery 
- we’re reaching more customers 
and selling more food than ever! 
When lockdown ends we’ll keep 
doing takeaway for the extra 
revenue. We are remodelling the 
kitchen so it’s more spacious with 
a new long heated gantry to cope 
with both takeaway orders and 
dine-in customers.
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For many restaurant, pub and café owners, pivoting to offer 
takeaway was vital in keeping their businesses afloat, becoming their 
only source of income for much of the last 12 months.

When lockdown ends we’ll keep doing 
takeaway for the extra revenue. We 
may even have to expand the kitchen if 
we continue to grow at this rate!
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Challenges  
to growth

Recommendations  
for Government

Strong regional disparities in 
consumer spending and the 
ability of restaurants to adopt 
new technology means there 
has been a significant variation 
across the restaurant sector, with 
the opportunities to capitalise on 
a switch to takeaway felt most 
strongly in major UK cities. 

Adapting operations to offer 
takeaway can also require 
significant levels of investment, at a 
time when revenue is a fraction of 
what it was before the pandemic. 
Continued government support is 
vital if the hospitality sector is to 
return to the economic powerhouse 
it was in 2019. 

We urge the Government to consider ways it can support businesses 
as they adapt to changing consumer demand. Not only has the 
pandemic had an enormous impact on the sector, but prior to that, 
consumers increasingly wanted high quality, restaurant grade, 
healthy food that they could eat in the comfort of their own home. 
Many takeaway owners were already responding to these new 
demands before the pandemic hit. As a result, the line between 
takeaway and restaurant is more blurred than ever before. 

The sector needs the right regulatory framework and financial support 
to ensure that businesses can continue to respond to these shifts in 
consumer behaviour.  

Despite the growth in spending, takeaways still only 
provided a fraction of revenue compared to what 

consumers would usually spend on eating out. 
Total spend in restaurants and cafes in 2019 

was £97.8 billion. The increase in spending 
on takeaway in 2020 accounts for just 
1.7% of 2019 revenue, illustrating the 
scale of the hit the hospitality sector 
has faced over the last year.

1. The Government should make changes to the Enterprise Investment 
Scheme and Seed Enterprise Investment Scheme so that established 
businesses can access equity from investors, rather than more debt 
through the Recovery Loan Scheme announced in the Budget in March. 
Access to finance is incredibly important if businesses are to be able to 
adapt their operations. 

2. The Government must ensure that 
Restart Grants are distributed speedily, 
with uniform criteria across the UK so that 
takeaways and restaurants get equal 
access wherever they are based. 

3. The Government 
should extend the 
current reduced 5% 
VAT rate until the end of 
March 2022 while the 
sector recovers.

4. The Government must bring forward the business rates review to 
coincide with the new business rates tiers beginning from the end of June. 
The business rates system is now no longer fit for purpose. Changes to 
rates relief when hospitality businesses have only just been able to fully 
reopen and trade as normal will have a huge impact on business viability. 
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Conclusion
After the most extraordinary and challenging year for the hospitality 
industry, the importance of the takeaway sector has never been 
clearer. Takeaway will continue to be at the heart of the hospitality 
sector as it looks to recover and looks set to stay there, even after 
the sector starts to flourish again. The recommendations made by 
this report will help businesses survive the pandemic and thrive in 
the future. 

5. The Government needs 
to consider the barriers 
to technology adoption 
for small businesses and 
ways it can encourage 
owners to adopt technology, 
which is so vital in building 
resilient businesses.

6. The Government needs to consider 
non-financial ways it can support 
small, independent business owners 
as they plan for the future and make 
decisions about their business, such 
as leadership and management 
training programmes aimed at helping 
business growth. 

7. Hospitality businesses across the UK have experienced poor 
commercial behaviour whereby some utility companies were refusing to 
renew contracts or simply to supply energy to them. Where new contracts 
are being negotiated, they typically remain subject to punitive, out of 
contract rates with renegotiations lasting for weeks or months. Ofgem 
and energy suppliers must work with the hospitality sector to find a long-
term solution to bring confidence back to supplying the sector.

8. From our research and speaking 
with restaurant owners, it is clear the 
proposed ban on online advertising 
would cripple thousands of small 
businesses which are fighting to survive. 
This report has shown how important 
technology is - these businesses do not 
have multi-million-pound advertising 
campaigns. Facebook and Instagram 
are their shop windows, now more so 
than ever. Removing their ability to 
advertise their core menu offerings on 
social media robs them of a crucial way 
to reach customers.

9. Any plans to legislate 
to rule out business 
rates appeals related 
to COVID-19 would 
be a major blow to 
businesses who have 
spent the last year lawfully 
pursuing business rate 
adjustments only to 
have their statutory legal 
right taken from them. 
Removing this mechanism 
will threaten the 
post-pandemic recovery.

Methodology
This research was conducted by Retail Economics, an independent 
economics consultancy, using industry-standard macroeconomic models 
to quantify the economic contribution of the UK takeaway sector to the 
total UK economy. 
The models primarily use data from the ONS and proprietary data from 
Retail Economics to estimate household expenditure on ‘takeaway meals 
eaten at home’ and ‘other takeaway and snack food’. Retail Economics 
used Business Register and Employment Survey (BRES) and data from 
the Labour Force Survey, some data supplied as specific requests from the 
ONS, to estimate jobs, ethnicity, nationality, age, region and part-time and 
full-time splits. The research also draws upon the Annual Survey of Hours 
and Earnings (ASHE) to quantify earnings data. 
Research was also conducted using a consumer panel of 2,000 nationally 
representative households across the UK. This survey was conducted 
between 10 to 15 February 2021.
Research was conducted by a survey of 500 takeaways across the UK 
conducted from 5 to 17 February 2021.
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