
L ooking ahead at changing demographics, our aging population 
will undoubtedly present a few challenges to the hospitality 
industry and those engaged in foodservice particularly. 

Anybody who has had the experience of being descended on by 
several busloads of senior citizens will be aware that their needs 
are somewhat different to the average dinner guest. I first started to 
ponder the dining needs of older people when I went to a pub dining 
room, and the menu was written in such a small typeface that I had to 
take the menu into the well-lit toilet to read it. Now, I’m what could 
be loosely described as ‘middle-aged’, and if I am starting to have 
problems, what of older people? Looking around on this particular 
occasion, I couldn’t help but notice that the majority of customers 
were sporting grey and silver hair, and could be described as a 
‘mature’ crowd.
The way things are heading, many pubs are destined to lose quite a 
bit of their younger customer base as the offering and service style 
of the traditional bistro becomes regarded as ‘passé’ by the younger 
generation, who have been brought up watching Jamie, Gordon and 
other celebrity chefs produce fine dining food on TV as though it was 
the normal expected standard. Popular shows like MasterChef have 
added to the unreasonable culinary expectations by setting the bar 
unreasonably high for home cooking. 
Have a look around your bistros and dining rooms; if you can’t see 
many young couples or groups of young people dining together, this 
should tell you something. An aging customer base will continue to 
age until they all — inevitably — drop off the perch and cease to 
frequent your establishment. If you’re not attracting younger people to 
replace those who’ve retired from dining out, you are going to slowly 
lose custom until you shut the doors.
One of the paradoxes of our industry is that we are mostly staffed by 
younger people, who are often serving older people. Older people 
can generally understand the perceptions of younger people, because 
they were young themselves once, but the reverse is never true. Young 
people can’t, and often don’t even try to understand the perceptions of 
the elderly.
The first issue for dealing with older clients is recognising their 
physical limitations. Walking up the steps at your entrance could be a 
trial for some, let alone standing in a queue for drinks and the ordering 
of meals. Most of the hotel foodservice environments I observe are not 
very user-friendly for senior citizens. Many young people assume that 
physical frailty also equates to mental frailty and treat the elderly in an 
offhand and impatient manner, as though everyone over 60 is an idiot 
with Alzheimer’s.
Moving on, what about their perceptions of the value of money? My 
dad was a good example of this. After retirement, until he passed 
away, he didn’t work for twenty years, and still attributed 70s value 
to everything he bought or sold. To him, everything he purchased 
was unconscionably expensive, and if I took him out to dinner he 

used to shake his head in amazement and berate me for squandering 
money. It’s awfully hard to deliver a perception of value for money to 
someone who hasn’t been in the workforce for several decades.
To compound the difficulty in providing a perception of value to these 
people, you must also realise that many of them are on a pension 
that does not cover normal living expenses and, as a result, they are 
therefore much more careful about spending than the average, younger 
diner. You only have to experience the theft of all the toilet paper, 
sugar sachets, serviettes, salt, pepper and anything else that is not 
nailed down after a busload of senior citizens depart, to appreciate that 
life must be tough for some of those people.
Perception problems can also come from changing economics 
that have driven changes to common ingredients. I overheard a 
distinguished looking gentleman loudly commenting on a pub dish 
that featured pork belly as its main ingredient. His comment: ‘They’ve 
stopped putting it into sausages, and now they’re putting it onto a 
plate and charging me ten times more!’ made me think. These are the 
people who were bought up with the understanding that belly, cheeks, 
shanks, tripe etc, were what the poor people ate because they were 
cheap. They don’t get why they have to pay so much for them now 
and why premium ingredients they used to eat regularly are mostly 
out of reach. So, older people can be quite problematic to deal with, 
but there will be lots of them, and they will present a large potential 
market. I have my doubts that you will be able to meet the needs of 
both the young and the old in the one concept, so it’s probably a good 
idea to think ahead and make some decisions about how you are going 
to cater to your markets in the future. You might think about creating 
a separate dining area, accessible upon presentation of a Seniors card, 
which features a special menu, just for them.
Some of you will probably make the decision to aim for a younger, 
less troublesome and more profitable market, but many of you will 
not have a choice, and will find that surrounding demographics dictate 
that you will have to provide for old and the elderly. Best you do it 
well; and by that I mean by creating menu items that are appealing to 
older people and that deliver a margin without damaging perception. 
You don’t have to rush out and buy a giant Robot-coupé and puree 
everything, but I’d suggest a foray into the old recipe books might be 
a good use of your time. 
One thing that is common to nearly all older people is nostalgia for 
their glory days, when pubs served steak and kidney pie, Yorkshire 
pudding, shepherd’s pie, bread and butter pudding, etc. They don’t 
want art, they want a reasonable feed at a reasonable price. You’ll be 
old one day.
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