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Overview  

What an incredibly different and difficult 2020 - a year that was to be the beginning of the new 

decade, and excitement for our hospitality industry in Northern Ireland. We were riding the 

crest of the wave, ready for our best year yet in terms of visitor numbers and spend in Northern 

Ireland from international markets, and with new attractions and experiences that would 

continue to boost the demand for people to visit and return, time and time again. With new 

hotels, restaurants, bars and attractions opening, we were set to welcome the world and 

showcase our true and unique hospitality and warm welcome. The pandemic disrupted our 

2020 industry endeavours, and continues to delay some of those developments in 2021.  

Our industry has been hardest hit, and in many ways disadvantaged to other parts of the UK, 

where a structured timeline of reopening was provided to industry, albeit indicative, to allow 

owners and leaders to manage their timelines in preparation for reopening – Northern Ireland 

has not had the benefit of date-led roadmaps, which has frustrated our industry tremendously, 

and has led to confusion and tough decisions to be made for the future of business, including 

job loss.  

2020 was also to be the year of our milestone 25th Institute of Hospitality Awards for 

Professionalism, presided over by Marianne Hood FIH (Chair May 2017- Nov 2020) – a 

flagship date in our Branch calendar for the last quarter of a century, which continued to evolve 

both in recognition and enjoyment by all our wonderful peers in the industry.  

It was hugely advantageous that the Judging Days were able to take place on 10 and 11 March 

2020, where we had over 300 interviewees scheduled at Crowne Plaza Belfast to present and 

be interviewed by independent and impartial professionals from a cross section of various 

businesses sectors, unrelated to hospitality.  Our annual awards have always been highly 

regarded in the industry and continue to receive accolades for the integrity and manner in 

which nominees become finalists and winners, through the diligent and independent interview 

process, overseen in 2020 by Cathy Donnelly, Senior Director of Talent at Liberty IT.  

Alas, COVID-19 halted our ‘normal’ celebrations, when in previous years we entertained and 

celebrated with over 550 people, recognising and awarding the endeavours and achievements 

of the finalists and winners – the 25th Awards were to take place in May 2020. 91 professionals 

were shortlisted as winners and finalists, across 18 categories. However, despite not being 

permitted to proceed with our May event, in October, we held a downsized celebration of less 

than 50 people to comply with the regional restrictions. Regardless of the reduction in 

numbers, the lunch event was a huge success and enjoyed by all. I wish to repeat our 

congratulations to those finalists and winners for an award that they can be very proud of in a 

period of such uncertainty. May I also take this opportunity to thank Marianne Hood FIH, on 

her leadership to steer through the multiple changes to make the event happen in October 

2020, and for growing the success of the NI Branch over the last 3 and half as Chair. 

Throughout 2020 and into 2021, the NI Branch have been involved in media coverage and 

commentary with local and national television and radio (ITV and BBC), in topics surrounding 

the stop/start policies by local government, and financial implications to business owners - 

representing the views of the wider industry. Marianne Hood FIH and Michael Cafolla MIH, 

continue to be the media liaison for and on behalf of the NI Branch Committee.    

In the midst of the pandemic, the NI Branch was asked to participate in the Tourism COVID-

19 Industry Response group, chaired by Brian Murphy of BDO NI. Marianne Hood FIH, in the 

capacity of Chair, joined other representation from local government, education, business, and 

associations as contributors to the taskforce. Together they influenced and assessed the 

impact of the pandemic on our industry and helped put in place the process and guide for 



“To promote professionalism in the hospitality industry through lifelong learning”. 

 

operators on the reopening of the industry, in a safe manner for staff and customers alike. 

Brian Murphy, Chair of the Industry Response Group commented: 

“The priority has always been the safety of staff and customers. To that end the 

Group has developed, in conjunction with UK Hospitality, advice and guidelines for 

the sector to follow in Northern Ireland. Extracts from the COVID-19 Secure Advice 

and Risk Assessments for Hospitality Businesses (Northern Ireland) guidance are 

now presented within this document. In addition, the group has developed SOP’s, 

checklists and other appropriate documents.” 

In October 2020, the NI Branch was asked to be involved in a podcast, “The Business of 

Possibility”, with BBC presenter Wendy Austin, regarding the future of hospitality and tourism. 

Marianne Hood FIH was a panellist alongside, Ian Yeoman, Tourism Futurologist and Visiting 

Professor of Ulster University Business School, and Professor Una McMahon-Beattie, Head 

of Department for Hospitality and Tourism Management at Ulster University Business School.  

In November 2020, Marianne Hood FIH stood down as Chair and I, then Vice-Chair, was 

elected to take over the role of Chair. Marianne is an incredible driving force behind the 

development of our Committee and wider Northern Ireland hospitality industry, and I am 

grateful to continue to receive the ongoing support from Marianne in her knowledge and 

understanding of the Branch as part of the wider Institute of Hospitality processes and 

guidelines.  

In our ‘normal’ event schedule we would ordinarily organise the Student Conference to take 

place in September each year, inviting over 500 students to a live and in-person event to listen 

to speakers from our industry. Due to government restrictions, we opted to deliver a virtual 

event, before the academic year completed in 2021.The Student Conference has always been 

a very important event in the schedule of the NI Branch, with the popular, Home Grown and 

Growing series.  

We decided to run earlier in the year because of the negative media attention regarding the 

hospitality industry. Our aim was to instil confidence on those studying or in junior roles in the 

industry, managers and leaders, and people who were considering a role within hospitality, 

but perhaps were unnerved by the closures and job losses reported by the press.  

The event was held virtually on 3rd March and renamed ‘Hospitality Inspires’ to be more 

inclusive of all peers within our region - learners of all ages, industry professionals, business 

owners and employees alike were invited to participate. 

The event intended to focus on resilience, overcoming difficulties and passion for hospitality, 

and we were grateful for the financial support of Tourism NI (TNI). Through this support, we 

were able to engage an events management company experienced in delivering virtual 

events, as well as a professional host to facilitate the event. The event was delivered in a 

COVID-19 compliant professional studio. 

The partnership established between TNI and IoH (NI Branch) afforded a collaborative 

approach with a combined ambition to raise the profile of both brands, TNI and the Institute of 

Hospitality, to highlight the hospitality, leisure and tourism industry as a professional, credible, 

growing and opportunity-rich career to pursue in Northern Ireland. Particular reference was 

made to the ‘Giant Spirit’ of our people - a facet of the ‘Embrace a Giant Spirit’ international 

and local TNI brand campaign for Northern Ireland. Feedback was abundant and many of the 

attendees commented about the positive outlook and opportunities in NI.  

With the benefit of virtual, we video linked world-renowned speakers, that attracted over 1000 

registrations - the highest number of registrations of any Institute of Hospitality online event. 

https://www.bdoni.com/getattachment/Insights/Featured-Insights/A-Practical-Guide-to-the-NI-Hospitality-and-Touris/UKH-BDO-HU-NIHF-Guidance.pdf.aspx?lang=en-GB
https://www.ulster.ac.uk/business/engagement/the-business-of-possibility-podcast
https://www.ulster.ac.uk/business/engagement/the-business-of-possibility-podcast
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H7ipI34d6w8&t=5s
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We are grateful for the time and opportunity to welcome our event speakers; Thomas Kochs 

- Managing Director of Corinthia London, Tom Kerridge - Michelin starred chef, and serial 

hospitality entrepreneur, Tony Carson. Each speaker was open and candid about their 

journey, early aspirations, difficulties, and successes, and even joined in some quick-fire 

questions…. Red sauce or brown sauce was the contentious question! The event was a 

resounding success. It is available to view on demand: www.hospitalityinspireslive.com.  

Hospitality Inspires was my inaugural event as the new Chair, and I am grateful for the support 

of the subgroup that assisted with the content, planning and delivery – Caitriona Lennox MIH, 

Marianne Hood FIH, Michael Cafolla MIH, Nikki McQuillan MIH and Sinead Scott MIH. I am 

tremendously proud of how the event was delivered, and the feedback received from the 

attendees, both learners, professionals and industry associates, has been extremely uplifting. 

It is my plan to continue the Hospitality Inspires series, with a second event in June, focused 

on retention and engagement of staff, and wellness and wellbeing post-COVID. The seminar 

will have a selection of speakers; from academia in the field of mental health, and also 

professionals within industry providing case study examples of successful employee 

campaigns, which the Northern Ireland industry can relate to, and implement within their own 

settings. There will be further updates in due course.  

On behalf of Marianne Hood FIH during her time as Chair, I want to thank the sub-group 

committees throughout 2020 and prior, for their help in supporting Marianne with the 

coordination and delivery of the Judging Days in 2020 and for navigating the best way forward 

for a COVID compliant awards lunch in October. I also wish to thank Crowne Plaza Belfast, 

for their flexibility and understanding for working with us on our scaled down event. Thank you 

also to Michael Cafolla MIH for his support through the history of the branch for his untiring 

dedication and commitment to the Branch, and nurturing relationships with our event sponsors 

that stood by us in 2020. The NI Branch are appreciative of the ongoing sponsorship and look 

forward to the future opportunities with our key partners.   

I want to take this opportunity to thank the NI Branch Committee for the ongoing support to 

me as the new Chair, and for the active involvement in the wider industry outside of our 

Committee in various endeavours throughout 2020.  

Thank you also to our Branch Officers, Caitriona Lennox MIH – Honorary Secretary, and Aaron 

Logan MIH – Treasurer, for their diligence and execution of their branch positions, and 

unwavering support during the mid-year transition from my position as Vice-Chair to Chair.  

A snapshot of our 2020/21 activities are captured as follows.  

  

http://www.hospitalityinspireslive.com/
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Snapshot of 2020/21  

Head Judge Interview Preparation for Nominees, Crowne Plaza, 4th March 2020.  

Cathy Donnelly (Senior Director, Talent, Liberty IT) 

- We welcomed over 90 nominees to a very informative briefing session on how 
nominees should prepare for their interview.  

- The judges briefing had 16 judges in attendance, including 4 new judges. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Judging Days, Crowne Plaza, 10th & 11th March 2020  

- Over 300 interviewees scheduled to attend. 
- Interviews took place across 18 categories. 
- 91 finalists were decided. 
- 18 category winners. 
- 12 highly commended. 
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The Business of Possibility Podcast, Episode 5 - The Future of Hospitality and Tourism 

- Hosted by BBC broadcaster and journalist, Wendy Austin, The Business of 
Possibility podcast series aims to inspire listeners through insightful conversations 
and practical tips from a host of dynamic business leaders, industry experts and 
academics.  

- Marianne Hood FIH joins panel of speakers, Ian Yeoman, Tourism Futurologist and 
Visiting Professor of Ulster University Business School, Professor Una McMahon-
Beattie, Head of Department for Hospitality and Tourism Management at Ulster 
University Business School 

- Watch again here.  
 

 

  

https://www.ulster.ac.uk/business/engagement/the-business-of-possibility-podcast
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25th Institute of Hospitality Awards for Professional, Awards Lunch, 16th October 2020 

- COVID Compliant Awards Lunch. 
- A great success and opportunity to celebrate with our winners.  
- Thank you to our sponsors for their ongoing support.  
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BBC Interview, Rita Chakrabarti and Marianne Hood FIH  

- A few days before the Autumn restrictions were imposed on hospitality on 16 
October, Marianne Hood, provides feedback and views of our industry Members and 
peers in Northern Ireland. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

NI Branch Committee 

- Since COVID restrictions were enforced, the NI Branch Committee have met once 
per month via Zoom. Below is smiling snapshot of some of our committee members, 
positive, happy and fun!  
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Hospitality Inspires Live, 3rd March 2021 

- Sponsored by Tourism Northern Ireland.  
- Record breaking number of registrations for any webinar within the Institute of 

Hospitality, with over 1000 registrations.  
- Feedback from attendees was excellent and there was lots of meaningful engagement 

on the live chat.  
- Viewable on demand www.hospitalityinspireslive.com  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

http://www.hospitalityinspireslive.com/


“To promote professionalism in the hospitality industry through lifelong learning”. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Going forward, it is my determination as Chair to see the continued success of the NI Branch, 

working further with stakeholders of the industry through collaboration in the subjects of 

training and development, and continue to inspire young professionals to enter this rewarding 

industry through keynote events – after all we are the body for professional and life-long 

learning.  

My endeavours for the Institute of Hospitality NI Branch are: 

- I will actively seek opportunity to increase the Institute of Hospitality brand and 
involvement in areas relating to hospitality, leisure, and tourism.  

- I will motivate and lead our Committee to be best that we can be – to be active and 
involved.  

- I will plan to engage on a regular basis with Institute of Hospitality membership base 
in Northern Ireland. I intend to hold a Members networking event in Autumn 2021 
where our Committee can meet and learn more from our regional peers to gain 
feedback on what they would like to see us deliver for them.  

- I wish to resurrect the Institute of Hospitality Awards for Professionalism, holding our 
26th Awards in 2022, later in the year to allow time for the recovery of the industry. 

- I will continue to promote the Mentor Me programme to our Committee for 
encouragement to ‘give back’ learning and support, as demand increases.  

- I will set out a business plan of events for the remainder of 2021 and 2022 in 
conjunction with the Committee direction.   
 

I look forward to the months ahead, working with our NI Branch Members, Committee and all 

our industry colleagues.  

 

 

 

 

 
Eoin McGrath FIH, Chair 

OUTLOOK 


