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This descriptive study conducts basic research to create an original analysis of the possible 

disruptive impact of game design, mobile devices, social networking and emerging media 

technologies on location-based entertainment (LBE), specifically theme parks.  This study 

employs the Delphi Method to identify where disruptions might occur to better understand how 

the emergences of these technologies affect the theme park industry.  Game design, mobile 

technology, social networks, and emerging media receive special attention.  Audience, business, 

non-technological forces, and design are also reviewed.  It was anticipated that these specific 

technologies have an impact and are fundamentally disrupting theme parks.  A panel of theme 

park experts participated in the Delphi study to explore possible disruptive technologies that may 

be affecting theme parks, in qualities such as interactivity, immersion, personalization, mobility, 

shareability, sociability, digitzation, connectivity, repeatability, and extendibility.   Consensuses 

in changes are identified.  Ultimately to answer the question: are theme parks being disrupted by 

new technologies? 
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What was found was a rich and detailed spectrum of various positions that each respondent 

shares.  At this time, it was found that generally theme parks are not being disrupted by 

technological innovation to the point they have lose control over their design and business 

models at this time, but they are indeed changing.  Rather theme parks are being continually 

forced to change along a trajectory that they already embrace by seeking novel entertainments to 

add to their experiences.  Generally that change is positive, and not a negative painful 

restructuring that other industries have faced since the advent of the aforementioned 

technologies.  Although these technologies are sustaining theme parks rather than disrupting 

them, it is acknowledged that these technologies do have potential for disruption.  This 

continuous change does have various implications for theme parks. 

 

This study finds what some of those changes are.  A significant trend is that interactivity is 

increasing, thus the experience is shifting from a passive experience to an active one.  Mobile 

devices, social networks and Internet connectivity combined together are significant forces 

acting upon the theme park experience.  There is an increased emphasis on personalization and 

customization.  A disconnect exists between how social networks technologies are currently 

utilized and with the potential that those digital social connections represent.  As new 

technologies change in society, those changes are also reflected in the expectations of theme park 

audiences.  Theme parks fundamentally remain a place for people to come for a shared, social, 

group experience.  Fundamentally, technologies remain tools that invisibly support the theme 

park story and experience, but are not the main attractions.  As illustrated here, there are various 

implications for new technologies as they drive change forward for theme parks. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

In the digital age, disruptive new technologies have upended music, film, television, 

magazines, newspapers, books, shopping, and other industries.  How else will the digital realm 

disrupt the physical world, such as theme parks?  Theme parks are so designed that every aspect 

of it is controlled and thought out down to the smallest detail.  This research seeks to answer the 

question “Are new technologies having an impact on theme parks?” 

 

1.1 Research Description 

This descriptive study conducts qualitative and descriptive basic research to create an 

original analysis of the possible disruptive impact of game design, mobile devices, social 

networking, and emerging media technologies on location-based entertainment (LBE), 

specifically theme parks.  This study employs the Delphi method to identify where disruptions 

might occur to better understand how the emergences of these technologies affect LBE and the 

theme park industry.  Game design, mobile technology, social networks, and emerging media 

receive special attention in this research.  Audience, business, experience, and design are also 

reviewed in this study.  It was suspected that these technologies have an impact and are 

fundamentally disruptive to theme parks.  Working together with experts, this research explores 

possible disruptive technologies that may be affecting theme parks, in qualities such as 

interactivity, immersion, personalization, shareability, sociability, being digital, connectivity, 
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repeatability, and extendibility, all to ultimately answer the question of: will theme parks be 

disrupted? 

 

1.2 Research Goals 

This research seeks to find interesting changes happening to theme parks that are not 

directly obvious, or widely known.  The researcher wants to know how and whether or not the 

Internet has affected the physical, real-world experience.  As more people carry around their 

smart phones and tablets, have people come to expect personalization and customization in their 

theme park experiences?  With more sensors and networked technologies communicating with 

each other, how have theme park attractions been changed?  As video gaming becomes an 

increasingly popular activity, do patrons expect more interactivity, repeatability, and unique 

experiences?  As social networks alter how we communicate with our friends and family, how 

does it alter how we experience our entertainment together?  How has the business of theme 

parks changed to meet these disruptive technologies?  How might these technologies enhance 

and detract from theme parks?  Where are theme parks headed in the near future?   With the help 

of experts from the field of theme parks, these are all questions that this research begins to find 

the answers to for the present, while also looking forward into the future.   

 

1.3 Expected Contributions to the Humanities 

This research will directly benefit game design, mobile devices technologies, emerging 

media technologies, theme parks, and LBE.  It forms the groundwork for understanding new 
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approaches for interacting with the world around us in our society and environment.  

As technology becomes more ubiquitous, it reshapes our behaviors and changes how we 

communicate with each other, thereby changing our culture in new and unforeseen ways.  

Increases in mobility challenges the nature of what it means to be in a location.  Disruptive 

technologies such as digital games, online worlds, emerging media, mobile devices, social 

networking, digital information, and internet connectivity are actively being integrated into the 

society around us.  This study will change the way theme parks and other LBE are designed, and 

will add value to existing and future of location in meaningful ways.   

 

1.4 History of Location-Based Entertainment and Technology 

The literature review illustrates the disruption of late 19
th

 and early 20
th

 century American 

location-based entertainments with the rise of cheaper and more accessible radio, film, and 

television entertainment (Wilmeth).  The disruptive history to those information technologies to 

each other (radio, film and television) and how the Internet poses a replacement medium for 

every single kind of information (Wu).  The disruption not only occurs to the technologies, but as 

mobile-Internet-enabled devices like smart phones grow, so does the disruption to location itself 

(White).  All of this is powered by a world transitioning from a world of atoms, to a 

technological world of bits (Negroponte).  Theme parks have a long history of being affected by 

technologies, and they have incorporated them for entertainment (Adams).  Each of the 

technologies of interest is examined and shaped the Delphi study’s research questions.   
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1.5 The Nine Research Questions 

The specific research questions posed to a group of experts during the Delphi study are: 

1) Are new technologies currently changing theme parks? If so, what are they and how? 

2) Are game design and interactivity changing theme parks? (i.e., video games, 

gamification, increased immersion, etc.) 

3) Are mobile devices changing theme parks? (i.e., smart phones, tablets, laptops, Google 

Glass, RFID chips, etc.) 

4) Is the Internet and related technology changing theme parks? How? (i.e., connectivity, 

Wi-Fi, Bluetooth, Digital Distribution, etc.) 

5) Are social networks changing theme parks? How? (i.e., Facebook, Xbox Live, Instagram, 

Twitter, etc.) 

6) What new technologies haven’t yet affected theme parks, but will? (i.e., Virtual Reality, 

Augmented Reality, 3D Printing, Sensors, Audio-Visual, etc.)  

7) How are the audiences of theme parks changing? (i.e., aging, groups, expectations, etc.) 

8) How is the business of theme parks changing? (i.e., Big Data, apps, etc.) 

9) Are other non-technology forces affecting theme parks? (i.e., demographics, economy, 

climate change, etc.) 

 

1.6 Reasons for Choosing the Delphi Methodology 

The Delphi method has been chosen as the research method because the knowledge must 

be gathered from experts in the top of their field who are professionals who are actively engaged 
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with the theme park industry.  There is not an abundance of academic publications available as 

compared to other fields in this subject, so it is important to go to the best sources of knowledge 

rather than secondary and third party sources.  Existing research remains within theme park 

companies or private consulting groups.  Industry publications tend to be advertorial rather than 

editorial or critical.  The information cannot be collected from attendees in surveys.  The Delphi 

method has a variety of advantages for researching this information. 

 

1.7 Brief Outline of the Document 

Chapter two reviews the relevant literature to theme parks and the associated 

technologies.  Chapter three describes the Delphi methodology employed, and describes this 

study’s process in detail.  The analysis in chapter four displays the results of what was said in the 

expert responses for each of the nine research questions.  It looks for finding agreement and 

disagreement among the respondents.  It also highlights major topics, trends and technologies of 

interest.  Finally in the summary chapter, the results of the responses are discussed; major 

changes are identified across all research questions; strengths and limitations of the study are 

discussed; and recommendations for the theme park industry and future studies are provided.  

The appendices contain the raw, unedited responses for reader reference and further reading. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

 

2.1 Location-Based Entertainment 

The disruptive forces affecting the entertainment industry are powerful.  The rise of the 

Internet, mobile-access, and social media are profound implications for every aspect of society.  

Disruption also makes an impact on location-based entertainment (LBE), a subset of the 

entertainment industry.  LBE (also referred to as venue-based) is a leisure and tourism industry 

term that this research defines as any destination a visitor leaves their home to go to for an 

experience, such as theme parks, casinos, sport stadia, cinemas, concert halls, national and state 

parks, museums, zoos, resorts, digital out-of-home entertainment (DOE), and others (White; 

Williams 1–3).  For comparison, Alcorn defines it similarly as “any form of entertainment tied to 

a particular location other than your home.  LBE includes amusement parks, theme parks, ride 

films, large-scale arcades, bowling alleys, pool halls, water parks, casinos, and multiplex movie 

theaters.  I suppose sporting events should be included in this list, but no one does” (196).  LBE, 

as defined here, is not to be confused with the mobile telephony industry term LBE, which refers 

to applications on mobile smart phones that utilize GPS location services (which will herein be 

referred to as locative media within the context of mobile devices and their applications). Theme 

parks are the particular focus of this study from all the varieties of LBE.  Theme parks are 

different from other LBE and different from amusement parks.  Lukas defines amusement parks, 

as they “are enclosed spaces that are composed of rides, games, spectacles, and shows and other 

attractions that are designed to maximize the enjoyment of guests.  Amusement parks are 
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different from theme parks in that they generally lack themelands … and that require less of a 

story component to them” (16).  Good examples include the former parks of Coney’s Island, 

Blackpool Pleasure Beach, and Cedar Point (16).  He differentiates theme parks by stating that 

they “are enclosed spaces that include rides, games and shows like amusement parks, but the key 

difference is that they have one or more central themes (and sometimes themelands) that orient 

the guest to the space … they allow the designer to tell more involved stories” (16).  Good 

examples of this include “Disneyland, Six Flags over Texas, and Knott’s Berry Farm” (16).  

Within this study, theme parks have been chosen to receive specific and primary attention when 

referring to LBE because they are design-driven locations that incorporate cutting edge 

technologies. 

 

2.2 Disruptive Technologies 

There are two types of innovation that are vital to understand; they are “sustaining” and 

“disruptive” (Wu 20).  Innovation theorist Clayton Christensen describes each as “sustaining 

innovations are improvements that make the product better, but do not threaten its market.  The 

disruptive innovation, conversely, threatens to displace a product altogether.  It is the difference 

between the electric typewriter, which improved the typewriter, and the word processor, which 

supplanted it” (Wu 20).  It is the difference between advancing an industry or fundamentally 

changing it.  Christensen describes the qualities of disruptive technology by stating that 

“Disruptive technologies bring to a market a very different value proposition than had been 

available previously.  Generally, disruptive technologies underperform established products in 

mainstream markets.  But they have other features that a few fringe (and generally new) 
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customers value.  Products based on disruptive technologies are typically cheaper, simpler, 

smaller, and, frequently, more convenient to use” (xviii).  For example, in a study released by 

The McKinsey Global Institute, 12 such trends were identified: mobile internet, automation of 

knowledge work, the internet of Things, Cloud Technology, Advanced Robotics, Autonomous 

and Near-Autonomous Vehicles, Next-Generation Genomics, Energy Storage, 3D Printing, 

Advanced Materials, Advanced Oil and Gas Exploration and Recovery, and Renewable Energy 

(2–10).   

For the purposes of this research, we are specifically interested in the disruptive type, 

which include, but are not limited to, the increasing use of mobile devices, the digitization of 

everything, the Internet, social networking platforms, video games, and LBE industry relevant 

forces.    

 

2.3 Why Study Technologies at Theme Parks? 

Theme parks have a history of using technologies for unique uses, and constitute one area 

where many technologies come together and overlap in a design-driven environment.  It is a total 

control environment (Sagalyn 344–346).  In other words, it is fully designed and controlled for a 

unique experience that you cannot get anywhere else.  For example, Disney not only controls the 

entertainment core of the guest experience within the theater of the theme park, but also the land 

ownership and governmental power around the park which is a benefit to its business and the 

intended guest experience (344–346).  That control allows theme park designers to go further 

than the Wild West circumstances that people may encounter using technology in everyday life.  

Access to multiple expensive and inexpensive technologies may permit hybrid uses not 
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achievable or cost-effective elsewhere.  Sections 2.9 to 2.19 illustrate examples of technology 

implemented for novel uses in theme parks.   

Walt Disney stated that his vision for EPCOT Center before his death was to “always be 

in a state of becoming.  It will never cease to be a living blueprint of the future … that will take 

its cue from the new ideas and new technologies that are now emerging from the creative centers 

of American industry … EPCOT will be a showcase to the world for the ingenuity and 

imagination of American free enterprise” (J. Adams 148).  16 years later, when it was finally 

opened in 1981, the then-VP for creative development at WED Enterprises described it as “a 

permanent world’s fair of imagination, discovery, education, and exploration that combines the 

Disney entertainment and communication skills with the knowledge and predictions for the 

future of authorities from industry, the academic world, and the professions” (148).  Then-

Disney chairman and chief executive E. Cardon Walker called EPCOT a “‘demonstration and 

proving ground for prototype concepts,’ a place to test practical applications of new 

technologies” (148).   

Historically, some uses of technology in theme parks are the first of their kind and may 

be harbingers of what is to come across society in the near future, or at minimum, to LBEs 

everywhere, and not just theme parks.  Much like Walt Disney’s vision for Tomorrowland – they 

may be a showcase that leads the way to the future (Disneyland Story 90).   

 

2.4 Location 

LBEs use some amount of media-based entertainment, but location is also a critical 

attribute.  The concept of space and location is important and has grown in relevance in the 
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social sciences over the last two decades (Warf and Aris 1).  Warf and Aris mention that 

geography has had a scholarly rebirth, and describe a “spatial turn” as space is reinserted into 

social sciences and humanities (1).  Space is important because “space is a social construction 

relevant to the understanding of different histories of human subjects and to the production of 

cultural phenomena” (1).  They contend that “geography matters, not for the simplistic and 

overly used reason that everything happens in space, but because where things happen is critical 

to knowing how and why they happen” (1).  For LBE, space and location is fundamental to its 

nature.  People must leave their homes and travel to a destination, and once they are there, they 

experience that location as a space in itself.   

This research seeks to explore what the influence of the digital world is that appears to 

take place in the ether of ‘the cloud’?  How do the bits of the digital realm affect the analog 

physical world we reside in?  Is brick and mortar being shaped by 1s and 0s? 

 

2.5 History of LBE 

The history of early U.S. entertainment is worth taking a brief look at because many of 

them have been disrupted and disappeared or drastically changed the original form.  They 

represent once thriving business models and significant cultural experiences that have since 

changed, some serving as precursors to entertainment modes we have today.  The main types of 

entertainment include outdoor amusements (fairs and carnivals, expositions, amusements and 

theme parks), the American circus, the Wild West Exhibition, the dime museum (P.T. Barnum), 

the medicine show, the minstrel show, variety/vaudeville, burlesque and striptease, musical 

revue and early musical theater, stage magic, a variety of floating palaces and traveling tent 
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theaters (showboats and Chautauqua’s) (Wilmeth).  “It is revealing that between 1870 and 1910, 

the years of greatest growth for virtually all forms of live, popular amusements and 

entertainment centers, the ‘new middle class’ grew almost eightfold, from 765,000 to 5,609,000, 

or from 33 percent of the population in 1870 to 63 percent in 1910” (3).   

In the nineteenth century, the climate became suitable for live entertainment to thrive, 

when populations became a more concentrated society (Wilmeth 4).  Wilmeth describes it as the 

following. 

In this country, with the rise of technology and the rapid expansion of the frontier during 

the nineteenth century, Americans found increased time for leisure activities and 

developed a hunger and need for amusements to fill what was for many a dreary and 

difficult existence.  As cities grew and Americans were concentrated into cohesive urban 

or near-urban units with common social, economic, and cultural characteristics, a huge 

market for entertainment was created.  As more Americans moved into rural or frontier 

areas, another market exploded for the itinerant showman and entertainments that could 

move with relative ease into heretofore untapped territory. In the city variety, amusement 

parks, and seaside resorts were especially prosperous; rural areas depended more on 

small circuses, medicine shows, tent shows, and small-time variety for amusement (4). 

Like we will see later, many of outdoor amusements followed the behavior of what White calls 

the fidelity belly.  “Most of these forms declined in popularity during the first half of this 

[twentieth] century, replaced by less expensive and more accessible forms of entertainment such 

as films, radio, and television” (4–5).  This leaves the necessity that the modern fair “must be 

open to change if it is to survive in today’s age of electronic marvels” (23–24).   
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However, there is hope in this regard, as Wilmeth states that “With the exception of the 

circus, and to a lesser extent the fair/carnival tradition, the traditional amusement park and its 

newest version, the theme park, have managed to survive the changing times and tastes” (29).  

“To many entrepreneurs, the salvation of the amusement park is to be found in its new mutation, 

the ‘theme’ park” (31).  “The theme park, conceived first by Walt Disney, was a revolutionary 

concept in the 1950’s” (31).  There are major differences other than the “theme” concept 

separating the traditional amusement park and the theme park: cleanliness, emphasis on courtesy 

and family-friendliness, isolation away from urban centers near a highway, personnel being 

youthful and clean-cut, the theme park being carefully planned and possessing a collection of 

attractions with plenty of open spaces, and landscaping that is aesthetically pleasing (32).   

By charting the course of the amusement park industry, “the turn of the century trolley 

park and picnic grove was supplanted by the urban amusement park, which in turn has been 

overshadowed by the theme park” (Wilmeth 32).  Wilmeth poses an interesting question, “What 

is next?” (32).   

The electronic marvels that Wilmeth references have since become a much larger force of 

their own, and are largely participatory in the incarnation of video games, a highly interactive 

medium.  Due to their participatory nature, video games must certainly cut into the desire for 

participatory experience at locations.  However, these LBE experiences, such as that of theme 

parks, are well suited for offering unique experiences not possible due to the smaller scale and 

limitations of one’s living room.   

Just as the early forms of American entertainment begin to wane and became supplanted 

by the cheaper and more accessible radio, films and television – these new entertainment 
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industries that bring us into the modern day –they are themselves entangled in a history of 

disruption.  Today’s entertainment industry includes a variety of media which are dependent on 

several information industries.  This represents a shift away from location-based entertainment 

that proliferated in the late 1800s and early 1900s as mentioned previously (Wilmeth).  Industries 

such as the telephone, AM radio, FM radio, Hollywood films, broadcast television, cable 

network television, and the Internet contain the media that continue to entertain us in our modern 

age and have a long entangled history of disruption of how our information reaches us today 

(Wu).   

 

2.6 Disruption of Information Technology 

Tim Wu describes what he calls “The Cycle” that is integral to the history of open and 

closed systems of information and disruption to the existing dominant forms, he states: 

History shows a typical progression of information technologies: from somebody’s hobby 

to somebody’s industry; from jury-rigged contraption to slick production marvel; from a 

freely accessible channel to one strictly controlled by a single corporation or cartel – from 

open to closed system.  It is a progression so common as to seem inevitable, though it 

would hardly have seemed so at the dawn of any of the past century’s transformative 

technologies, whether telephony, radio, television, or film.  History also shows that 

whatever has been closed too long is ripe for ingenuity’s assault: in time a closed industry 

can be opened anew, giving way to all sorts of technical possibilities and expressive uses 

for the medium before the effort to close the system likewise begins again.  This 
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oscillation of information industries between open and closed is so typical a phenomenon 

that I have given it a name: “The Cycle” (6).    

The Cycle explains the reason of why each new industry emerges when it does; a new 

medium is often invented years before it comes to market by multiple inventors, and information 

monopolies fight tooth and nail to cling to their business model and stave off the new disruptors 

as long as possible or co-opt and bury the technology.  Wu refers to this as the Kronos Effect – 

“efforts undertaken by a dominant company to consume its potential successors in their infancy” 

– named after Kronos in Greek mythology who ate his children after the Delphic Oracle warned 

him that his children would dethrone him (25).  The Kronos Effect fights to hold back what 

Joseph Schumpeter calls “creative destruction,” which is a Darwinian idea about capitalism and 

“competition which commands a decisive cost or quality advantage and which strikes not at the 

margins of the profits and the outputs of the existing firms but at their foundations and their very 

lives” (27–28).   

Alexander Bell’s telephone was brought to market under the leadership of the Bell 

Company’s general manager, Theodore Vail, who fought to bring it to the market while Western 

Union fought to destroy Bell Company to maintain the telegraph (Wu 17–32).  Thomas Edison’s 

Motion Pictures Patent Company (known as The Trust) purchased Charles Francis Jenkins and 

Louis Lumière’s “Phantoscope” patent and controlled the beginning film industry with their 

“Vitascope” suppressing all others from making their own films until the Trust was dissolved by 

federal district court, opening the film industry to all (61–74).  American Telephone and 

Telegraph Company (AT&T) kept a stranglehold of early radio broadcasting by owning the only 

long distance network, until the Radio Corporation of America’s (RCA Corporation) David 
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Sarnoff, with the help of the newly formed Federal Communications Commission (FCC), 

cracked radio open for all to compete (74–85).  Edwin Armstrong’s invention of FM radio was 

halted for a couple decades (even though it had higher fidelity of sound than AM, less static, and 

used far less power), because David Sarnoff saw it as a threat and “a potential competitor to 

AT&T’s long distance lines – the most powerful communications network in the world.” Until 

Sarnoff finally brought it to market as RCA’s own “new” FM that was carefully built into their 

business model (125–135). Sarnoff, at the helm of RCA, again fought off television for years 

after it was invented by Charles Francis Jenkins and John Logie Baird, seeing the potential for 

television to destroy radio, by convincing the FCC to halt television in its tracks until years later 

when Sarnoff’s company brought it to market and claimed RCA to be the company that invented 

it (136–156). After the anti-trust breakup of AT&T, Ted Turner managed to create a cable 

network despite the broadcast networks’ attempt to hold him back, fragmenting the control and 

attention the broadcasting networks had (207–216).   

This brings us to the advent of the Internet.  It was created under a very ad-hoc 

implementation, and its defining nature was the Internet protocol designed by Vint Cerf that was 

meant to solve the problem of how to get different networks to talk to each other and create an 

“internet-work” or network of networks (196–197).  The idea of “encapsulation” or enveloping 

the information that the inter-network recognized and directed meant the following:  

[Encapsulation would]… allow the Internet to run on any infrastructure, and carry any 

application, its packets traveling any type of wire or radio broadcast band, even those 

owned by an entity as given to strict controls as AT&T.  It was truly a first in human 

history: an electronic information network independent of the physical infrastructure over 
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which it ran.  The invention of encapsulation also permitted the famous “layered” 

structure of the Internet, whereby communications functions are segregated, allowing the 

network to negotiate the differing technical standards of various devices, media, and 

applications (198).   

By 2010, the Internet “had become a fledgling universal network for all types of data: 

phone calls, video and television, data, a potential replacement for every single information 

industry of the twentieth century” (Wu 256).  This represents a potential disruption to every 

industry that relies on information media, which includes theme parks and other forms of 

entertainment that compete for people’s attention. 

 

2.7 Disruption of Location and Mass Entertainment 

Not only have new technologies in the last few decades affected the information 

industries that deliver our entertainment to us, but the very idea of location is being disrupted by 

them as well.  Randy White of the White Hutchinson Leisure & Learning Group summarizes it 

well.  As primitive tribes, we gathered around the location of the campfire for food, socializing, 

dancing, music, storytelling, and sport and games (White). Since the campfire, we have built 

permanent LBE venues, such as Greek theater, the Roman Coliseum, the 1st modern amusement 

park (1894), and even Disney’s first park (1955) (White).   

Disruption to mass produced LBE has been happening for some time now, which can be 

traced in the invention of technologies I mentioned previously: phonograph (1877) (the first 

mass produced entertainment at home), radio (1920), and television (1941) (White).  What this 
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ultimately means is that there is no need to go to a LBE venue; people can stay home to receive 

entertainment (White).   

Soon, the disruption to location itself began (not just LBE) with a vacuum tube in the 

creation of the portable radio (1945), and even smaller transistor radios (1954) (White).  This 

means mass entertainment was no longer location dependent at all; you could carry it with you 

(White).   

Thus began the digital age of disruption with the invention of the microprocessor chip 

(1971), bringing the first coin-op arcade video game (at Stanford University, Galaxy, 1971) and 

the first commercial coin-op video game (Computer Space, 1971) (White).  Those inventions 

may have aided the creation of arcades and LBE, but with the Magnavox Odyssey, the first 

commercial home console (1972) came to the market, marking the beginning of disruption at 

home as well, and representing an entirely new form of entertainment that vied for our attention 

(White). It is not only video games, but computers have their own disruptive force also, starting 

with the first commercial computers (IBM 5100 1974), and growing eventually with the 

prominence of the World Wide Web (1995) (White).  Now even more mass produced 

entertainment is available at home instead of LBE (White).   

The ultimate disruption to location comes with the introduction of more and more 

mobility, starting with the laptop (1980s), followed then by Apple’s iPod for music (2001), the 

iPhone smartphone (2007), and the iPad tablet (2010) (White).  This means that consumers are 

now no longer offline and are able to access entertainment and social media at any location, any 

time they want (White).  Consumers can now consume entertainment entirely independent of 

location with a vast array of entertainment at their fingertips.  
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This is a challenge for all LBE and entertainment, because there is a “Zero-Sum Game 

for Audience”, meaning that at-home, venue-based and mobile entertainment offerings are 

competing for the average five hours of leisure time a day (White). In order to compete, an 

entertainment option must avoid the “Fidelity Belly” by being the one that is “either high in 

fidelity or high in convenience – tend to be successful.  To really win, an offering needs to be 

multiple times better than what you’re aiming to replace, which means many times higher 

fidelity or many times more convenient” (White). The newest digital technologies influence this 

greatly.  

 

2.8 Digital Technology 

With the long trending disruption of location in conjunction with the disruptive 

technologies, it brings us to take a look at what specifically is beginning to disrupt the 

entertainment industry and LBE.  Many of the disruptive technologies researched here are digital 

technologies. One of the key ideas around digital technologies is Nicholas Negroponte’s idea of 

“atoms and bits” and relates to how Wu describes the Internet being capable of carrying all kinds 

of information.  “The change from atoms to bits is irrevocable and unstoppable … the change is 

exponential” (Negroponte 4–5).  To understand the building blocks of the digital world 

Negroponte describes a bit as having “no color, size or weight, and it can travel at the speed of 

light. It is the smallest atomic element in the DNA of information.  It is a state of being: on or 

off,” or for practical purposes, a 1 or a 0 (14).  To understand the building blocks of analog world 

that we are used to interacting with, he talks about atoms by describing matter.  “Matter is made 

of atoms. If you could look at a smoothly polished metal surface at a subatomic scale, you would 
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see mostly holes.  It appears smooth and solid because the discrete pieces are so small.  Likewise 

digital input,” but “there are so many of them [atoms] that we approximate them as continuous” 

(15).  This new understanding of the world has changed everything, and “the future will not be 

one or the other, but both” (20).  This means that because the network of networks can transfer 

information so efficiently, it therefore means we can also transfer our mass produced 

entertainment and information related to a LBE.  It also means that LBE has largely existed 

within the world of atoms, but will increasingly be supported by bits. 

The power of computing, the influence of digital bits and its disruptive effects across the 

Internet and the industries it touches will continue to increase for some time to come as Moore’s 

Law indicates and has held true since the 1970s (Kurzweil 56).  Gordon Moore of Intel observed 

that twice as many transistors could fit onto an integrated circuit every twenty-four months 

(originally every 12 months during the 1960s) (56).  The doubling time for different measures of 

information technology (price-performance, bandwidth, and capacity) is about one year (56).  

This growth in computation will continue to drive the disruptive effects of many technologies for 

years to come, and it is not certain when it might slow (56).   

Disruption forces take the shape of many trends, each of which hold promise to change 

how we live and do business.  Digital technology can by evidenced in the 12 such technology 

trends identified in a study released by The McKinsey Global Institute: mobile internet, 

automation of knowledge work, The Internet of Things, cloud technology, advanced robotics, 

autonomous and near-autonomous vehicles, next-generation genomics, energy storage, 3D 

printing, advanced materials, advanced oil and gas exploration and recovery, and renewable 

energy (McKinsey Glob Inst 4).  Their criteria for inclusion on the list require the nature of the 
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trends to have four qualities: that the technology is rapidly advancing or experiencing 

breakthroughs, the potential scope of impact is broad, significant economic value can be 

affected, and the economic impact is potentially disruptive (2–3).  Five technologies that nearly 

made their list and are worth noting include next-generation nuclear fission and fusion power, 

carbon sequestration, advanced water purification, and quantum computing (10).  Additionally, 

there were five other interesting technologies they considered to have received a lot of hype, but 

were not close to a final running, which were a private space flight, OLED/LED lighting, 

wireless charging, flexible displays, and 3D and volumetric displays (10). 

 

2.9 Theme Parks, Design, and Technology 

Theme parks (amusement parks and LBE) have long been connected to technology.  

Russell states that “From the invention of the wheel over 5,000 years ago to the perfection of 

robotics today, there has always been a connection between leisure and technology” (128).  By 

harnessing technology for entertainment purposes, amusement parks evolved first from 12
th

 

century European fairs, to 17
th

 and 18
th

 century European pleasure gardens, followed by late 19
th

 

and early 20
th

 century American trolley parks, and finally into the present day amusement and 

theme parks (J. Adams 1–9, 57–86).  This connection between leisure and technology exists 

because “Advances in technology have given people physically and virtually innovative places to 

play, better equipment and clothing to aid their fun, and new activities to pursue” (Russell 128).   

Russell identifies four ways in which leisure (which includes theme parks) has a relationship 

with technology, as listed below.   
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 Technologies originally developed for scientific and military purposes have become 

popular leisure expressions. 

 Technology developed specifically for leisure has greatly increased. 

 Technology expands and widens the range of leisure. 

 Technology in leisure creates unique identities for people (130–143) 

Theme parks thrive on having an immersive environment to engage with the experience. 

Within the concept of theming any space for greater immersion (not just theme parks by 

themselves), Lukas describes how technology in general has makes an impact to themed and 

immersive spaces in five ways, as stated below.   

 provides an opportunity to create rich, new spaces that look nothing like those of the past 

 may allow the designer to create more meaningful stories in a space 

 may provide for greater immersion in a space 

 allows for greater choice by the guest 

 provides for various forms of improved efficiency within a space (214–215) 

To illustrate this relationship between theme parks and technology, which are often 

entwined to great effect, here are some iconic examples.  Some date back to important firsts in 

history, and others are influential examples whose success has shaped the landscape of today and 

for what will follow next.  Let’s first look at three short histories of iconic amusements that rely 

on technology, which are the carousel, Ferris wheel, and roller coaster.   
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2.10 Carousel 

Carousels are an iconic amusement ride with a long history of technological innovation 

(J. Adams 8–12).  Carousel was originally a war game played by horsemen of Arabia and 

Turkey in the 12
th

 century, brought back to England and Europe by Spanish and Italian crusaders 

(8). The French developed it into an elaborate event of horsemen and costumes in the 17
th

 and 

18
th

 centuries as a ring-spearing tournament (8).  For young noblemen to practice their ring-spear 

training, they sat on a wheel-like mechanical device that was pushed by servants, while the 

young noblemen sat on wooden horses to spear rings with lances (9–10).  For entertainment 

purposes, these became widely placed in parks through the 18
th

 century (10).  Mules eventually 

replaced the servants, but some still operated this way as late as 1912 in New York City’s 

Central Park, even though a gear system that could be cranked by a man appeared by 1832 (10).  

The invention of the steam engine spurred commercial manufacture of carousels in factories, as 

well as steam-powered carousels by 1870 (10).  Multiple patents for improvements to the 

technology continued until a new type of carousel, the Tonawanda machine, was manufactured 

with a full redesign (10–11).  It ran in a circular track rather than spinning on a post, with oblong 

track wheels to create the horse rocking motion, and the first to add a small mechanical organ in 

the late 1880s (11). William F. Mangels patented an improved, smooth, galloping motion in 1907 

(12). Others like the Philadelphia Toboggan Company (est. 1902) built exquisitely decorated 

carousels, and some are still in operation in theme parks today (11–12).   
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2.11 Ferris Wheel  

Ferris Wheels are an iconic amusement ride with a history of engineering technology (J. 

Adams 31–35).  Water wheels and other wheel types have been around previously, but it was 

George Washington Gale Ferris who created the first Ferris wheel for Chicago’s World’s 

Columbian Exposition which opened June 21, 1893 (31).  Adams states that “Never before had 

technology been harnessed so purely for the purpose of creating a pleasure machine” (31).  It 

was 264 feet tall (three times bigger than the largest wheel in history at that time), with 2 

concentric wheels, 36 hanging pendulum cars holding 60 passengers each (2,160 passenger 

capacity), the axle was a manufacturing accomplishment without parallel being the largest single 

piece of steel ever forged to date, weighed 1,200 tons total, and was powered by two 1,000 

horsepower engines (31).  There have been variations of the technology such as eccentric wheels 

where the carriages move along a track (the first was Coney Island’s 1920 Wonder Wheel), but 

the Ferris wheel continues to be a mainstay (Weisenberger).  Across the world, builders try to get 

one-up each other to construct the largest in the world (sometimes called observation wheels) 

becoming both feats of engineering and famed visual landmarks across city skylines 

(Weisenberger).  The largest is the High Roller which opened in 2013 on the Las Vegas strip in 

Nevada, which is 550 feet tall, has 28 cabins holding 40 people each, with a seating capacity of 

1,120 passengers, with the ride lasting 30 minutes (Weisenberger).   

 

2.12 Roller Coaster  

Roller coasters are an iconic amusement ride with a history of technological innovation 
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(J.  Adams 12-18).  These attractions’ beginnings are in a popular winter sport in 17
th

 century St. 

Petersburg, Russia, where sledders raced down 70-foot-high wooden inclines packed with hard 

snow (13).  The Russian Mountains was the first wheeled coaster which was built in Paris in 

1804 where small wheeled carriages ran on a track down a wooden hill (13).  Guard rails were 

installed on the Promenades Aeriennes in Paris in 1817, including its major improvement being a 

double circular track to bring the cars back near to the bottom of the start (13).  Improvements 

continued again under American inventors, notably with the switchback railway technique, 

which was developed for coal mining at Mauch Chunk, Pennsylvania, whose railway 

transportation system was abandoned for mining in 1870 and converted into a sightseeing tourist 

vehicle through the Pocono scenic region.  In 1878, Richard Knudsen patented an “inclined-

plane railway,” whose lift mechanism hoisted the cars back up to the starting position, which was 

later implemented by LaMarcus Adna Thompson at Coney Island (14).  At the same time at 

Coney Island, Charles Alcoke “invented the first oval track to return riders nonstop to the 

starting position” and Phillip Hinckle invented a chain elevator system to pull cars up the first 

incline – this “advance was the spark that ignited the development of the giant coasters 

dominating today’s amusement parks” (14).  Thompson later added automatic cable grips for 

emergency stops, and was the first to link two cars together creating a roller train, and was the 

first to add dark tunnels (14–17).  In the early 1900s, John A. Miller introduced undertrack 

wheels to prevent cars jumping off the tracks, an automatic safety lap bar; developed 100 

additional coaster and safety patents; directly contributed to the construction of many of the 

1,300 large “woodies;” and is considered by many as the father and “master” of high-speed 

coasters (17).  Roller coasters and amusement parks were largely halted during World War II and 
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the Great Depression, but a “coaster boom” began again at Kings Island in 1972 with John 

Allen’s Racer (17).  More recently, megacoasters such as Cedar Point’s Magnum XL200 in 

Sandusky, Ohio “embrace new technologies of computers, tubular steel, and plastics that demand 

a multidisciplinary team of engineers for construction and environmental design” (17–18).   

Now, we will examine seven specific attraction examples whose use of technology exemplify the 

theme park-technology relationship, and have been shown to be influential.  

 

2.13 Disneyland 

 When Disneyland opened July 17, 1955, it marked the creation of a new genre of 

amusement park and LBE: the theme park (Disneyland Story 51, 99).  Others had created 

elements of what would become modern theme parks before, but “Disneyland would be the first 

public environment explicitly based on a cinematic point of view.  That was the difference 

between a theme park and an amusement park” (51).  The parking lot was the “outer lobby”; the 

“establishing shot” was the Santa Fe & Disneyland Railroad’s Main Street Depot perched high 

on a berm; the “inner lobby” beyond the turnstiles had the red “VIP carpet” made of red bricks; 

the “production studio logo” in the lobby was a large floral Mickey Mouse; the “stage curtains” 

were two tunnels going under the railroad tracks; and the tunnel acted as a “cross-dissolve” from 

the outside world into the worlds of fantasy, yesterday and tomorrow (53–55).  It would go to 

debut new technologies used in novel ways. 
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2.14  Enchanted Tikki Room, Disneyland 

Walt Disney’s Enchanted Tikki Room was the first fully audio-animatronic show which 

opened June 23, 1963 (Disneyland Story 180-185).  A control system that used a joy stick for 

225 birds (personalities) was programmed by 14-channel magnetic tape, and had 100 speakers 

and 438 separate actions (183). Walt Disney saw audio-animatronics as the ability to “make 

anything move through the use of electronics … it’s just another dimension in the animation we 

have been doing all our life” (184). 

 

2.15 Captain EO, EPCOT Center 

Captain EO by Walt Disney was the first 4-D theatre experience, combining 3-D and 

physical effects which opened September 18, 1986 (Williams xiii; Disneyland Story 298).  

Williams points out that it had “the ability to use physical effects, triggered by a 3-D film, [and] 

was developed just as digital technology became cheap and reliable enough to produce what 

many see as the first 4-D film” (xiii, 33).   

 

2.16 Star Tours, Disneyland 

 Star Tours by Walt Disney was the first successful motion-simulator theme-park 

attraction which opened January 9, 1987 (Williams xiii; Disneyland Story 301).  Williams points 

out that it was “based on a commercial simulator motion base with a cabin theatre mounted on 

top (based on the original ‘Tour of the Universe’ attraction of 1984)” (xiii, 39).  It was a hit 

which triggered an entire simulator industry (Disneyland Story 302).   



 

27 

2.17 Indiana Jones and the Temple of the Forbidden Eye, Disneyland 

When Indiana Jones and the Temple of the Forbidden Eye open in Disneyland on March 

3, 1995 it was the most advanced robotic and ride-control technology to date (Disneyland Story 

337-344).  It is comprised of a motion simulator on a moving platform vehicle which could be 

programmed with up to 160,000 combinations, creating a random experience while moving 

through a physical space, determined by you participating in it, with an elaborately interactive 

preshow queue (337–344).   

 

2.18 The Amazing Spider-Man: A Web-Slinging 3-D Ride, Universal Islands of 

Adventure 

 

The Amazing Spider-Man: A Web-Slinging 3-D Ride opened on May 28, 1999 at 

Universal Islands of Adventure, and it was a landmark ride melding story and technology 

(Universal vs. Disney 203).  SCOOP ride vehicles were equipped with 3 computers with a 

motion base positioned on top of the chassis, allowing the passenger cabin to have spin, pitch, 

roll, heave, slip, and surge movements (199-203).  The vehicles move through a 200 ft. by 260 ft.  

building on a quarter mile track past 13 screens on 1.5 acres of Hollywood sets combined with 

large format stereoscopic 3-D generated imagery, and combined  with physical effects that can 

be felt (water, heat, and electric (buzzing vibration)) (199–203).   

 

2.19 Wizarding World of Harry Potter, Universal Resort 

The opening of the Wizarding World of Harry Potter at Universal Resort on June 18, 
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2010, became a game changer for theme park industry in setting a new standard of design 

(Universal vs.  Disney 238).  The design of “the shops break every retail rule” meaning “the 

story took precedence over the standard operating procedures” (238).  Even dining supports the 

theme with food and drinks only from the story (239).  This is the same for even restrooms (239).  

The Harry Potter and the Forbidden Journey dark ride and queue set a new bar.  The ride 

vehicles used KUKA Robotic arms (typically used in manufacturing) mounted on a moving 

platform (240-241).  The platform moves at a constant speed which is able to keep viewers in 

front of movie screens for extended times before blending between three-dimensional sets and 3-

D films (240-241).  The success of this themed land sets a new high bar for every new theme 

park and attraction to come as “the business impact of the Wizarding World of Harry Potter was 

unprecedented.” (241). 

When considering the newest technologies being developed, Lukas describes how mobile 

media and augmented reality will continue to influence the design of themed and immersive 

spaces, as listed below:   

 as an extension of the space and the story being told in it 

 maintain the significance of the material space around the guest 

 extend effects of the designed space beyond the spaces that are visited by the guest 

 use mobile media in ways that will allow the guest to have a greater voice in the space 

 provide a sense of discovery and imagination to the guest 

 use forms of augmented reality to create new visions of space for the guest (220-221) 

Alcorn describes some technologies and their impacts on theme parks. Simulators used to 

benefit LBEs, but now work against them since they are now present in every mall (Alcorn 20–
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22).  As personal computers become more powerful, virtual reality will compete against LBE 

(22).  Interactives need to be custom designed to be successful at an LBE, otherwise they might 

as well be on a CD-ROM (30).  Alcorn offers this for the future in relation with video games, as 

stated below. 

To survive, LBE’s need to offer a social environment that’s not available to someone 

sitting in his or her family room.  A truly successful LBE must involve all of its players 

in the game.  The content is what matters.  There needs to be a gathering place where 

people can meet … to talk about their shared experience. (197) 

It is worth stating that as technology constantly changes around theme parks and other LBE, 

there are some guiding design principles first penned by former Disney Imagineering president 

Marty Sklar.  He learned them while working with Walt Disney and other Imagineers during his 

lifetime of leading the creation of nine Disney theme parks.  These principles are known as 

Mickey’s Ten Commandments. 

1. Know your audience. 

Identify the prime audience for your attraction or show before you begin design. 

2. Wear your guests’ shoes. 

Insist that your team members experience your creation just the way guests experience 

them. 

3. Organize the flow of people and ideas. 

Make sure there is a logic and sequence in your stories and in the way guests experience 

them. 

4. Create a wienie (visual magnet). 
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Create visual “targets” that lead visitors clearly and logically through the experience 

you’ve built. 

5. Communicate with visual literacy. 

Make good use of color, shape, form, texture – all the nonverbal ways of communication. 

6. Avoid overload – create turn-ons. 

Resist the temptation to overload your audience with too much information and too many 

objects. 

7. Tell one story at a time. 

Stick to the story line; good stories are clear, logical, and consistent. 

8. Avoid contradictions – maintain identity. 

Details in design or content that contradict one another confuse an audience about your 

story and its time period. 

9. For every ounce of treatment, provide a ton of treat. 

In our business, Walt Disney said, you can educate people – but don’t tell them you’re 

doing it!  Make it fun! 

10. Keep it up (maintain it)! 

In a Disney park or resort, everything must work. Poor maintenance is poor show! (Sklar 

11–12) 

For theme parks, following guiding design principles like these in combination with 

whatever technology that comes next are considered smart steps toward success. 
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2.20 Disruptive New Technologies 

Everything presented thus far about disruptive technologies and theme parks lead up to 

the primary research question of this study, which is the following. 

1) Are new technologies currently changing theme parks?  If so, what are they and how? 

That question is intentionally broad, but is the launch pad for the eight other questions in 

the study to dig into more detail to get at finding some answers for what is making an impact on 

theme parks right now, and what we can expect in the near future. 

 

2.21 Disruptive Technologies: Internet 

In the disruption of information technology section above, we have already described in 

detail the power and impact that the Internet brings as “a fledgling universal network for all 

types of data” with “a potential replacement for every single information industry of the 

twentieth century” (Wu 256).  In the previous section entitled Digital Technology, we discussed 

how the world is now made up of atoms and bits as the world becomes more digital, and is 

increasingly doing so at a faster rate according to Moore’s Law (Negroponte 4–20; Kurzweil 56).  

The Internet continues to be a disruptive force and is the connective pathway between 

technologies and devices that powers accelerating communication, which in turn magnifies their 

power and impact.   

The rise of mobile technology has been prolific among smart phones and tablets, 

especially those that include additional sensor technology (such as GPS and RFID) and Internet 
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connectivity (Srivastava 15–27).  This allows the virtual world to affect reality more 

significantly. 

Evgeny Morozov is critical of technology as a solution to problems and calls this 

“solutionism” (5).  Solutionism is the prevalent assumption stemming from Silicon Valley that 

smart technology and our social networks can be inserted into every aspect of our lives to create 

positive, efficient solutions to the world’s problems to be celebrated, but not scrutinized critically 

(14).  In that same vein, solutionism enhances Internet-centrism ideas because “Internet-centrism 

relates to ‘the Internet’ very much like scientism relates to science: its epistemology tolerates no 

dissenting viewpoints” which tends to look to the Internet for solutions creating “a set of 

assumptions about both how the world works and how it should work, about how it talks and 

how it should talk, recasting many issues and debates in a decidedly Internet-centric manner” 

(15–16).  However, rejecting solutionism does not mean rejecting technology, but to reject the 

mindset of technology-centric solutionism because “there are other, more fruitful, more 

humanistic, and more responsible ways to think about technology’s role in enabling human 

flourishing” (13–14).  There can be great excitement for new developments happening 

technologically, but before we outright embrace the Internet (and by extension related 

technologies), they should first be examined critically.  This is to gain an understanding of their 

implications before whole heartedly integrating them into our lives and into theme park 

experiences. 

Several of the other disruptive technologies (mobile devices, mobile internet, social 

networks, game design) examined in this research also integrate aspects of the Internet.  The 

impact of those technologies is amplified by the Internet in different ways and will be discussed 
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further below.   Two Internet specific disruptive technologies to discuss are the Internet of things 

and the Cloud.   

 

2.22 Disruptive Technologies: The Internet of Things  

The Internet of things, which is the phrase given to the quickly spreading idea of 

“embedding sensors and actuators in machines and other physical objects to bring them into the 

connected world” is also a critical disruptive force to the entertainment industry (McKinsey Glob 

Inst 6).  The attributes of this technology will extend to “monitoring the flow of products through 

a factory to measuring the moisture in a field of crops to tracking the flow of water through 

utility pipes, the Internet of Things allows businesses and public-sector organizations to manage 

assets, optimize performance, and create new business models” (6).   

Another aspect to consider is that radio frequency identification (RFID) chip technology 

that is used in tracking supply chains can also be used to give better service to customers by 

analyzing where visitors go within a LBE and what activities they do during their visit.  For 

example, Disney has launched MagicBand, an RFID wristband system (Kuang).  Without 

additional paperwork or taking out your wallet, MagicBand wristbands let guests enter the park, 

check into Disney hotels, in-park restaurant reservations, “fast-pass”-style ride reservations, buy 

food and souvenirs, get into a Disney “Magical Express” shuttle at the airport, receive 

personalized experiences, and more (Kuang).   It tries to remove all the “friction” from the 

experience (Kuang).  On the back end, it is tracking what everyone is doing at the park that is 

giving Disney a whole new way to understand their business by mining the data of how people 

flow through the park and consume their products (Kuang). 
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Politician Edward J Markey (Democrat) of Massachusetts raised privacy concerns over 

how that data will be used, if visitors can opt out, or if that data will be shared with other 

companies (Martin).   

The use of RFID technology has great potential as a way to create more interactive 

experiences at a LBE, not just collecting back-end customer data for business analytics. 

 

2.23 Disruptive Technologies: The Cloud  

McKinsey Global Institute identifies Cloud technology as another disruptive technology 

and concisely describes with which the following can be done:  

… any computer application or service can be delivered over a network or the Internet, 

with minimal or no local software or processing power required.  In order to do this, IT 

resources (such as computation and storage) are made available on an as-needed basis – 

when extra capacity is needed it is seamlessly added, without requiring up-front 

investment in new hardware or programming.  The cloud is enabling the explosive 

growth of Internet-based services, from search to streaming media to offline storage of 

personal data (photos, books, music), as well as the background processing capabilities 

that enable mobile Internet devices to do things like respond to spoken commands to ask 

for directions.  The cloud can also improve the economics of IT for companies and 

governments as well as provide greater flexibility and responsiveness.  Finally, the cloud 

can enable entirely new business models, including all kinds of pay-as-you-go service 

models (6).  
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One of the positive aspects specifically for LBE is that cloud computing could deliver 

new sorts of experiences that were not possible before for LBE.   

One of the negatives involves issues of privacy.  Some customers may be concerned with 

what data is being collected, and how it is being used.  Especially, if some applications involve 

children’s files and data, privacy issues need to be addressed to ensure that information is 

protected, and to address the issue of advertising targeted at children.   

In considering the Internet, the Internet of things, and the Cloud, these technologies give rise 

to the fourth of the nine research study questions which focuses on exploring what impacts the  

Internet may have on theme parks:  

4) Is the Internet and related technology changing theme parks? How? (i.e., connectivity, 

Wi-Fi, Bluetooth, Digital Distribution, etc.) 

 

2.24 Disruptive Technologies: Mobile Phones and Devices 

Mobile phones and devices that come equipped with messaging systems, GPS, internet 

access, social networks, and locative media offer a wide variety of ways to interact with a visitor 

(Fróes 111).  The fact that these devices are in fact computers means that there are many types of 

applications that might be envisioned to enhance an experience, many which have the potential 

to customize an experience to the individual, bringing efficiency (White).   

Mobile devices have aspects similar to what will be described in the next section with 

mobile Internet for LBE.  MyDisneyExperience is a smart phone app which is a great example of 

this.  As described on its website, it has GPS maps of the park.  FASTPASS are accessible 

through the app. It displays wait times, show times, the location of Disney characters to meet, 
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and displays similar information to attractions that are closest to you.  You can customize an 

Activities Wish List, look up dining menus and make reservations. It allows you make your own 

custom list of plans, and share them with family and friends (“Let My Disney Exp.”).   

 On the business side of My Disney Experience, the parks have an opportunity to collect 

real-time data on their visitors for the first time ever.  No more focus groups or surveys. They 

can also get lots of data to mine and analyze that data for traffic patterns and customer 

preferences to better serve their guests’ experience (Martin; Kuang).   

 

2.25 Disruptive Technologies: Mobile Internet 

 Mobile Internet is one such trend that is affecting the entertainment industry at large. 

McKinsey Global Institute identifies this as a disruptive technology and aptly describes it as the 

following. 

Internet-enabled portable devices have gone from a luxury for a few to a way of life for 

more than one billion people who own smartphones and tablets.  In the United States, an 

estimated 30 percent of Web browsing and 40 percent of social media use are done on 

mobile devices; by 2015, wireless Web use is expected to exceed wired use.  Ubiquitous 

connectivity and an explosive proliferation of apps are enabling users to go about their 

daily routines with new ways of knowing, perceiving, and even interacting with the 

physical world.  The technology of the mobile Internet is evolving rapidly, with intuitive 

interfaces and new formats, including wearable devices (6).   

This kind of connectivity has the massive potential for many applications that could be 

bolstered by an active Internet connection.  In terms of LBE, many visitors may be using their 
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connection to pull information from online looking for navigation to and from an LBE, or within 

their location, or with such a connection, information may be pushed to the visitors as requested, 

such as alerts and notifications.  Because of the Internet’s ability to deliver any kind of data, the 

door is open on what sort of information could be used to enhance an LBE.  

Taking an opposing view, the reliance of LBE on guests having a mobile Internet enabled 

device may exclude some visitors from taking advantage of those offerings and could possibly 

limit or give them the perception of reducing the value of their experience.  Also, having an 

active connection to the Internet may actually take attention away from the main attractions of 

the LBE, and inadvertently reduce the full impact of the intended experience (Fróes 113–114).   

A large part of the network and social platforms make an impact to social behavior more 

than physical environments and interaction.  Some behaviors have become virtualized, some 

have changed, and some are new which were not as feasible before without them.  Part of what 

social platforms enable is a social communication, which can be virtualized and can become 

location independent.  

Mobile technology extends the nature of these platforms, and it is important to include its 

effects as well.  Sherry Turkle examines how networks, social platforms, and other technologies 

enhance and degrade our lives – and physical interactions as well.  She mentions that we are 

always on: “On my cell, online, on the Web, on instant messaging – these phrases suggest a 

tethered self.  We are tethered to our ‘always-on/always-on-you’ communication devices and the 

people and things we reach through them: people, Web pages, voice mail, games, artificial 

intelligences” (Turkle 122).  She describes “the rapid movements from physical to a multiplicity 
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of digital selves through the metaphor of ‘cycle-through.’  With cell technology, rapid cycling 

stabilizes into a sense of continual co-presence” (122).   

In this tethered world of our technologies, “A train station is no longer a communal 

space, but a place of social collection: tethered selves come together, but do not speak to each 

other” (Turkle 122).  “Each inhabits a private media bubble.  Indeed, the presence of our 

tethering media signal that we do not want to be disturbed by conventional sociality with 

physically proximate individuals” (122).  Turkle goes on to give similar examples of people in 

public spaces using cell phones, people looking down at their Blackberries in meetings, or 

talking to friends far away at home while physically on a vacation in Greece having similar 

effects (122–123).  Through the use of the network and social platforms tethered to us via our 

mobile phone, our physical interactions can become more limited to those around us than 

traditional social situations fostered.   

Interestingly, this concept of co-presence is investigated further by Peter B. White and 

Naomi Rosh White.  They state that “the spread of mobile telephone services and their 

interoperability with other mobile and fixed telephone networks means that tourist can contact 

and be reached by their friends, family and colleagues in an increasingly diverse range of tourist 

destinations.  Mobile phone-based texting services also provide a low-cost way for tourists to 

keep in touch while on the move” (White and White 195).   

Upon considering these aspects of mobile devices and the mobile Internet that comes 

with them, it leads us to research question number three of the study. 

3) Are mobile devices changing theme parks? (i.e., smart phones, tablets, laptops, Google 

Glass, RFID chips, etc.) 
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2.26 Disruptive Technologies: Social Networking Tech 

Social networking technologies are affecting how we live and how we entertain 

ourselves.  They also compete for our attention, and therefore take attention away from other 

sorts of entertainment.  Howard Rheingold explains why this change is cultural and not 

technological in nature.  

When you piece together these different technological, economic, and social components, 

the result is an infrastructure that makes certain kinds of human interactions possible that 

were never possible before.  The “killer apps” of tomorrow’s mobile infocom industry 

won’t be hardware devices or software programs but social practices.  The most far-

reaching changes will come, as they often do, from the kinds of relationships, enterprises, 

communities, and markets that infrastructure makes possible (Rheingold xii). 

Network and social platforms often get lumped into the label of “Web 2.0.”  Lovink uses 

Google’s late public offering in August 2004 as the symbolic launch of Web 2.0, which he 

defines as “a comprehensive set of web applications driven by the rapid growth of users with 

access to broadband” (5).  The characteristics of Web 2.0 encompass three distinguishing 

features: “it is easy to use, it facilitates sociality, and it provides users with free publishing and 

production platforms that allow them to upload content in any form, be it pictures, videos, or 

text” (Lovink 5).   

Web 2.0 examples include weblogs, social networking sites (Facebook, LinkedIn), text 

messaging, Twitter, Facebook, wikis, podcasting, and video sharing sites (YouTube, Vimeo), 

and others.  Various social platforms have become possible since the advent of the network. 
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This change is amplified in specific ways when examining Moore’s Law’s effect on 

computing technology in combination with Metcalfe’s and Reed’s laws.  

These separate upgrades in capabilities don’t just add to each other; mobile, multimedia, 

location-sensitive characteristics multiply each other’s usefulness.  At the same time, 

their costs drop dramatically. …the driving factors of the mobile, context-sensitive, 

Internet-connected devices are Moore’s Law (computer chips gets cheaper as they grow 

more powerful), Metcalfe’s Law (the useful power of a network multiplies rapidly as the 

number of nodes in the network increases), and Reed’s Law (the power of a network, 

especially one that enhances social networks, multiplies even more rapidly as the number 

of different human groups that can use the network increases).  Moore’s Law drove the 

PC industry and the cultural changes that resulted, Metcalfe’s Law drove the deployment 

of the Internet, and Reed’s Law will drive the growth of the mobile and pervasive Net 

(Rheingold xv).  

 These drive the changes as massive disruptive technologies affecting many aspects of 

society. 

 Howard Rheingold addresses how culture will change in the years to come due to the 

ability to be always-on with mobile technology and wireless internet.  “Location-sensing 

wireless organizers, wireless networks, and community supercomputing collective all have one 

thing in common: They enable people to act together in new ways and in situations where 

collective action was not possible before” and have profound cultural changes (Rheingold xviii).   
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As “the virtual, social, and physical worlds are colliding, merging, and coordinating,” it 

really is causing big changes especially to location (Rheingold xviii).  “Just as existing notions of 

community were challenged by the emergence of social networks in cyberspace, traditional ideas 

about the nature of place are being challenged as computing and communication devices begin 

to saturate environments” (Rheingold xxii).  These aspects of social networking platforms have 

large changes culturally that will affect LBE and how it serves its visitors, but will also be 

competing for time and attention as a form of entertainment. 

Having analyzed the various impacts of social networks, it formulates research question 

number five of the study. 

5) Are social networks changing theme parks? How? (i.e., Facebook, Xbox Live, Instagram, 

Twitter, etc.) 

 

2.27 Disruptive Technologies: Game Design and Interactivity 

Digital games are a disruptive force.  It is a major form of entertainment rivaling that of 

movies and others, and competes for the attention and money of entertainment audiences 

(White).  When Rockstar released Grand Theft Auto V, it broke six new world records including 

one for “the highest revenue generated by an entertainment product in 24 hours” and another for 

“the fastest entertainment property to ever gross $1 billion” (Lynch).  It also “smashes records 

previously held by the Call of Duty video game series and blockbuster movies including The 

Avengers and Avatar” (Lynch).  
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Games are an increasingly disruptive technology.  Jesse Schell gave a presentation at the 

2010 Design, Innovate, Communicate, Entertain (D.I.C.E.) Summit that suggested that games are 

going to proliferate into real life everywhere (Schell).  Game designers are finding more ways to 

motivate us through psychology and reward systems (Schell).  New sensors that track everything 

we do can be integrated into these systems and can encourage us to live better in the hands of a 

good designer (Schell).   

Jane McGonigal believes that reality is broken and is creating games to improve how the 

real world works (345–350).  She has fourteen fixes for our real world that are based in good 

game design (3–4).  McGonigal’s ideas represent how games are transforming how we approach 

problem solving, perform daily routines, and have raised our expectations for what we want in 

our experiences.  She expects games to become a normal layer of how we live, work, and 

entertain ourselves everyday (345–350).   

Schell’s and McGonigal’s claims are often cited as positive arguments for gamification.  

Ian Bogost is critical of this growing movement toward gamification. “Gamification” tends to be 

buzz word business leaders have latched onto to find quick incentives to make work more 

productive, or inject a repeatable strategy into their products that would make what they are 

selling seemingly better without adding real value beyond a simplistic point reward system 

(Bogost).   

Games are expanding into the real world, just as virtual worlds are also growing as more 

compelling places for people to spend their time.  Edward Castronova studies the economies of 

synthetic worlds.  Castronova’s definition of a synthetic world is “an expansive, world-like, 

large-group environment made by humans, for humans, and which is maintained, recorded, and 
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rendered by a computer” (11).  Castronova describes video games as synthetic worlds, 

specifically Massively Multiplayer Online Games (MMOG’s), and predicts a massive exodus of 

people that have started to prefer to spend their time in the virtual worlds rather than the real 

world.   He considers synthetic worlds as “a disruptive technology that may well reach into every 

corner of society” (Castronova 252). 

The most crucial things to consider with synthetic worlds is that “should the number of 

people spending most of their time in the synthetic world become quite large … their decisions 

will impose a paradigm shift on everyone” (Castronova 277).  Futurist Ray Kurzweil states in his 

projects that in the next 50 years we are going to have more and more synthetic worlds with 

increasing beauty, excitement and depth, and he more or less assumes that we will all quickly 

come to live in synthetic worlds (17–18).  Castronova states that “we certainly will find 

[synthetic worlds] becoming a much more important part of daily life.  The transition will induce 

dramatic changes in all kinds of behavior patterns.  Therefore, today we really ought to adopt an 

intensive program of study of these budding technologies, which happen to be emerging as 

online multiplayer video games. As a result, we do need to start taking video games seriously” 

(279).  Synthetic (virtual) worlds may have an impact on theme parks and LBE and should be 

studied. 

 

2.28 Virtual Worlds, Virtual Reality, and Immersion 

To various degrees, most video games can also be thought of as virtual worlds, especially 

those that create a 3D environment like the ones that Castronova describes.  The more advanced 

they become, the closer they come to representing a virtual reality.  Theme parks can be 
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considered a form of virtual reality in their experience, and their goal of trying to artificially 

immerse the guest in another world within the physical world. 

Theme parks can be thought of in this way, take Jeffrey Katzenberg, founding partner of 

DreamWorks Animation, as an example (Universal vs.  Disney 217).  When commenting about 

adapting their Shrek characters to a universal themed attraction, he said, “I love the challenge of 

trying to tell a good story in a virtual world, which is what a theme park is” (217).   

Professor of art history Karal Ann Marling describes Disneyland similarly, “When the 

park first opened, it was a three-dimensional reflection of what people were experiencing on 

television and in the movies.  It was the largest virtual reality project of its time” (Disneyland 

Story 69).  Jungle Cruise is described by Tony Baxter in a similar manner when “he realized that 

the earliest attractions relied on the technique of placing the guest onstage in popular movie 

genres based on ‘the Disney mythologies for their storylines’ or characters from American 

history … Disneyland defined the term ‘virtual reality.’  Today, the term is associated with a 

video game or a cyber-environment, but for me, the Jungle Cruise is virtual reality! It’s as 

authentic a jungle as you can possibly have in the desert in Southern California – that’s the 

virtual reality of it” (391).  “The Submarine Voyage was the next step in virtual reality by 

placing the guests underwater,” followed by Mine Train through Nature’s Wonderland (1970) 

(168).   

In 2014, interview with Terry Winnick (former Executive Vice President and General 

Manager of Universal Studios Hollywood), he reflected upon the back to the future attraction 

(1991) (Universal vs. Disney 129).  The attraction uses IMAX dome projection and motion 

simulator vehicles with windows shaped to restricted riders’ views to just the intended projection 
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image (129).  Winnick said that “I think there’s always going to be roller coasters, but this is the 

next generation of rides … with a motion vehicle you can create all kinds of environments and 

experiences, in the sea, in the air, travelling through time” (129–130).  He described the back to 

the future experience, “as close to virtual reality as you’re going to get today” (130).   

Virtual worlds rely on immersion.  Video game developers explain immersion as the 

audience’s ability to have a “suspension of disbelief” which is “the point when a piece of art can 

be its most affecting on its audience” (Rouse III 12–13).  Ernest Adams describes immersion as 

“losing track of the outside world.  Immersion is the feeling of being submerged in a form of 

entertainment, or rather, being unaware that you are experiencing an artificial world … You have 

lost track of the boundaries of the magic circle.  The pretended reality in which you are 

immersed seems as real as, or at least as meaningful as, the real word” (25). On the other hand, 

theme park developers tend to describe immersion as someone being physically inside and 

surrounded by a world.  Younger’s themed design definition says “immersion describes whether 

the designer intends for the guest to suspend their disbelief and pretend to actually be amongst 

the fictional world” (86).  According to Erkki Huhtamo, immersion technologies related to LBE 

have a long history of artificial immersion that lead up to the present virtual reality tech; 

however, according to Oliver Grau if you consider the concept of virtual reality as a virtual 

image space – that history dates back even farther.  Let us briefly examine both. 

Virtual reality has its roots that trace back through the history of artificial immersion, 

which has its own history of disruption (Huhtamo xvii).  The circular panorama, also known as 

the panorama building, were vast paintings that encircled a viewer’s entire field of view to create 

a virtual sense of actually being in the location depicted (3).  The first technology developed for 
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this purpose was a patent for panoramas in 1787 by Robert Barker (3).  The technology evolved 

into moving panoramas, then later into the diorama as a synthesis of panorama, illusionistic 

painting, and stage design – aided by ever more mechanical parts (6–8, 139–144).  “Vehicular 

amplification” effects later added enhanced the reality effect by turning the theater into a vehicle 

(309).  One such example is The Maréorama by Hugo d’Alési in 1894 which sought to achieve 

true alternate reality by experiencing the illusion of a sea cruise on an ocean liner (313–314).  

The creation of artificial immersion has lived on in theme park attractions such as Star Tours and 

Back to the Future – the Ride (319–321).   

Panorama of the past was disrupted by the advancing technologies of the magic lantern.  

Magic lanterns had been around since the seventeenth century which projected an image from a 

glass plate, but possibilities were limited technically (Huhtamo 267).  “Three innovations, all 

realized by the mid-nineteenth century, turned the magic lantern into a potential alternative to the 

moving panorama” (267).  These were the dissolving views (enabling fantasy sequences by 

superimposing two lenses’ images, and enabling continuous projection), the oxy-hydrogen 

gaslight (a brighter light source meant clearer details and larger audiences), and photographic 

lantern slides (set a new criteria for authenticity than painting could provide)” (268–271, 274, 

275).  Other advantages include being easily transportable, while traveling new slides could be 

painted and added to the show, and cheap enough so that anyone could order it from the Sears 

Roebuck catalog (267–268, 280).  Magic lantern shows using 250 slides anticipated what would 

become narrative silent cinema – disrupting panoramas (280).  Silent cinema has continued 

evolving into modern day movies and film-based theme park attractions.   
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Virtual Reality (VR) is a new technology emerging from the worlds of game 

technologies, and fueled by virtual worlds and virtual interaction.  Oliver Grau points out, “With 

the advent of new techniques for generating, distributing, and presenting images, the computer 

has transformed the image and now suggests that it is possible to ‘enter’ it.  Thus, it has laid the 

foundation for virtual reality as a core medium of the emerging ‘information society’” (3).  There 

is currently a boom of hardware and software developers developing VR.   

Grau suggests that the origins of virtual reality goes back even further in scope than 

Huhtamo by looking back to virtual image spaces.  “It begins with the broad, primarily European 

tradition of image spaces of illusion, which was found mainly in private country villas and town 

houses, [with many examples, but one such being the garden frescoes in the Villa Livia near 

Primaporta (ca.  20 B.C.)]” (5). Grau emphasizes that “in each epoch, extraordinary efforts were 

made to produce maximum illusion with the technical means at hand” (5).  After the decline of 

panoramas, “technology was applied in the attempt to integrate the image and the observer: 

stereoscope, Cinéorama, stereoptic television, Sensorama, Expanded Cinema, 3-D, Omnimax, 

and IMAX cinema, as well as the head-mounted display with its military origins” (Grau 5).  For 

VR, “the media strategy aims at producing a high-grade feeling of immersion, of presence (an 

impression suggestive of ‘being there’), which can be enhanced further through interaction with 

apparently ‘living’ environments in ‘real time’” (7). Grau elaborates on his expectations for the 

virtual: 

At the beginning of the new millennium, it appears that the computer will amalgamate 

with telecommunications in a new synthesis, a hyper-medium.  As soon as the Internet is 

able to handle greater quantities of data, image spaces will be available in a quality that is 
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currently achieved only in expensive installations, stand-alone systems, at festivals or 

media museums, which are, on their own admission, future models for the Internet. … 

However, a precondition for telepresent access to virtual reality applications via the 

networks is new cables, for example, glass fiber, worldwide (170–171). 

Moreover, new tools for data compression, and bandwidth standards are needed for data 

transmission and image quality of which telecommunications companies are currently investing 

large sums of money in the U.S., Japan, and Europe (Grau 170–171). 

An extension of VR technologies is called ‘mixed reality,’ which focuses on connecting 

real space with real-time images of virtual environments to create a hybrid space (Grau 245).  

The Head Mounted Display (HMD) and the cave automatic virtual environment (CAVE) 

exemplify this concept (245).  Mixed reality is sometimes referred to as augmented reality (AR), 

and is referred to as such in this research. 

Grau summarizes this concept well.  “As a general rule, one can say that the principle of 

immersion is used to withdraw the apparatus of the medium of illusion from the perception of the 

observers to maximize the intensity of the message being transported.  The medium becomes 

invisible” (349).  This idea is present in theme park design, as often the technology is meant to 

be invisible to the guests, feeling more like magic.  

 

2.29 Interactivity  

Grau makes a big point, that in the latest incarnations of technological virtual reality 

(through real-time computation, interaction, and evolution), the viewer has “unparalleled power” 

to control the display of the image for the first time in the history of virtual images (348).  Video 
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games and their worlds are an interactive medium by their very nature.  Concepts of interaction 

are also present in theme parks, and share some parallels. 

There are instances of theme park attractions that have parallels to first-person video 

games (sometimes simply lumped into the category of first-person shooters (FPS) due to their 

first-person perspective).  When Disneyland first opened, all of the Fantasyland dark-ride 

attractions were designed from the first-person point of view, letting guests assume the role of 

the lead character (Disneyland 86).  In video game terminology, the riders were designed to 

fulfill the role of avatar in the first-person point of view.  Gennawey explains, “when a guest 

rode Snow White, they were supposed to be Snow White.  The attraction was designed with that 

point of view in mind.   You were the girl that was being threatened” (Disneyland Story 86).  

Some guests did get confused because they did not see the main character, but images of the 

main characters were not added until 25 years later (86).  The original roles for the riders as lead 

characters were the same for Mr. Toad’s Wild Ride and for Peter Pan’s Flight (85–89). 

Amusements parks have had interactive elements if you consider games of skill and 

chance like ring toss, basketball throw, basketball free throw, shooting galleries, etc. (Younger 

451–452).  The interactivity of arcades have a presence in LBE going back as far as the penny 

arcade’s mechanical machines to the present day electronic games, some LBE examples being 

DisneyQuest, Dave & Buster’s, and Chuck E. Cheese’s (Younger 448–449; Williams xii-xiv).  

Interactivity with guests is present in shows that incorporate audience participation (i.e., 

Universal’s original Castle Dracula show), or may be as simple as a character meet and greet 

(i.e., Disney’s costumed cartoon characters) (Universal vs.  Disney 49–50; Younger 363–364).   
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There are theme park industry experiences referred to as “interactives” which is where 

“the guest is able to trigger a reaction, from simple objects such as drums and bells, to 

touchscreen based games and Interactive Animatronics” (Younger 362).  These tend to be 

surprises to play with placed in queues to build the story during the preshow, and distract from 

waiting in line (for example, the interactive queue for Disneyland’s 1995 Indiana Jones 

Adventure: Temple of the Forbidden Eye) (362).   

Technology is enabling even more options as video game and virtual reality tech make 

their ways into attractions.   Six Flags over Texas introduced Justice League: Battle for 

Metropolis which is a new dark-ride that features interactivity in a big ticket attraction.  Riders 

use light guns to assist the DC Comics’ super hero team (Batman, Superman, Cyborg, etc.) in 

saving the city from the villains by shooting digital robots.  The robots are displayed in a 3D 

game engine on large screens, and react to the player’s shots.  Individual’s scores are tallied. 

Virtual reality technology is making inroads into theme parks.  Disney’s first forays into 

VR occurred in the 1990s’ VR era (Williams xiii, 84).  It included a demonstration called 

Aladdin’s VR Adventure (1994) at Epcot, which became the predecessor to the attraction 

Aladdin’s Magic Carpet Ride (1998) featured at DisneyQuest (84).  VR disappeared from major 

development until its resurging interest in the past few years when the Head-Mounted Display 

(HMD) became much lighter and more responsive.  This has enabled companies to use the 

technology to create new experiences on older roller coasters.  Mack Rides created a VR Coaster 

called “Alpenexpress VR-Ride” for Europa-Park in 2015, and later, Six Flags introduced VR 

coasters featuring “Rage of the Gargoyles” at some of their parks in the summer of 2016 

(Blooloop; Six Flags Ent.). In “Gargoyles,” the rider is able to look around freely and is able to 
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interact with the VR world by “shooting” automatically in the direction they are looking when a 

gargoyle is centered in view (Six Flags Ent.). 

Disney has begun experimenting with bringing virtual worlds and interactivity to its 

parks.  In December 2012, Walt Disney World re-opened a renovated Fantasyland, which allows 

visitors to actually go visit the lands and castle from the movie Beauty and The Beast and other 

virtual locales by being fully immersed in a real-world physical environment (“New Fantasyland 

– Now Open!”).  Interactivity is also prominently featured in the queues for Pooh, the Seven 

Dwarves Mine Train, and the play area of Dumbo.  Disney has also launched Sorcerers of the 

Magic Kingdom in 2012, a card game that allows visitors to trade and collect magic cards that 

interact with special magic mirrors strewn across the actual park in shop windows (as if the park 

were a giant game board), where they can defeat the Disney villains and save the Magic 

Kingdom (Kirk).  

After exploring the various impacts related to video game design, interactivity, 

immersion, virtual worlds, and their associated technologies, it leads us to pose question number 

two of the research study: 

2) Are game design and interactivity changing theme parks? (i.e., Video Games, 

Gamification, Increased Immersion, etc.) 

 

2.30 Disruption to Audience 

Of the people who make up the audience at theme parks, many of those guests are users 

of these digital technologies or are indirectly influenced by them.  The effects of digital 
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technologies such as the Internet, social platforms, mobile device, video games, and others have 

profound effects on individuals, not just groups within the networks.  Prensky describes this new 

group of people as digital natives.  “Digital technology has been an integral part of our children’s 

lives since birth, and an important result is that they think and process information in 

fundamentally different ways than … their predecessors … Digital Natives – the new ‘native 

speakers’ of the digital language of computers, video games, and the Internet” (Prensky 28).  

Everyone else that did not grow up with it and had to learn digital technology are Digital 

Immigrants (28).   

Digital natives do lots of things differently than digital immigrants.  Prensky elaborates, 

“It turns out that for almost every activity in their lives, the Digital Natives are inventing new, 

online ways of making each activity happen, based on the new technologies available to them” 

(40).  The areas of change and some examples of what digital natives do differently include the 

following.  

 Communicate differently (instant messaging, chat) 

 Share differently (blogs, webcams, camera phones) 

 Buy and sell differently (eBay, schoolwork) 

 Exchange differently (music, movies, P2P) 

 Create differently (sites, avatars, mods) 

 Meet differently (3D chat rooms, dating) 

 Coordinate differently (Projects, workgroups, MMORPGs) 

 Evaluate differently (Reputation systems e.g. Epinions, Amazon, Slashdot) 

 Game differently (1 on 1, small & large groups) 
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 Learn differently (about stuff that interests them) 

 Evolve differently (peripheral, emergent behaviors) 

 Search differently (info, connections, people) 

 Analyze differently (SETI, drug molecules) 

 Report differently (Moblogs, Flickr) 

 Program differently (Open systems, mods, search) 

 Socialize differently (MySpace, Friendster) 

 Grow Up differently (exploring, transgressing) (Prensky 41–51) 

If some visitors of theme parks change in how they wish to experience the attractions, 

then there are changes to the audience of theme parks.  If societal changes, demographics, or new 

behaviors occur and could lead to disruption, it is worth factoring these aspects into the study.  

This idea leads us to include a research question about changes to the audience that experiences 

these theme parks and all LBE, which is study question number seven. 

7) How are the audiences of theme parks changing? (i.e., Aging, Groups, Expectations, etc.) 

 

2.31 Disruptive Technologies: Advanced Oil and Gas Exploration and Recovery  

The last large disruptor, advanced oil and gas exploration and recovery, from the 

McKinsey Global Institute, is currently making a more direct impact to LBE.  LBE is largely 

based on tourism, and it tends to correlate with the cost of mobility and travel (Vogel 33–34). 

They state the following.  
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The ability to extract so-called unconventional oil and gas reserves from shale rock 

formations is a technology revolution that has been gathering force for nearly four 

decades.  The combination of horizontal drilling and hydraulic fracturing makes it 

possible to reach oil and gas deposits that were known to exist in the United States and 

other places but that were not economically accessible by conventional drilling methods.  

The potential impact of this technology has received enormous attention.  With continued 

improvements, this technology could significantly increase the availability of fossil fuels 

for decades and produce an immediate boon for energy-intensive industries such as 

petrochemicals manufacturing.  Eventually, improving technology for oil and gas 

recovery could even unlock new types of reserves, including coalbed methane, tight 

sandstones, and methane clathrates (also known as methane hydrates), potentially 

ushering in another energy “revolution” (6). 

The cheaper the oil, the more likely a person is likely to consider driving or flying 

somewhere for their entertainment (Vogel 33–34).  It would also reduce the operating costs 

associated with any entertainment that uses energy, such as supply chains of goods, and moving 

visitors to, from and within an LBE.  

On the opposite side of things, this may encourage greater use of fossil fuels, and further 

contribute to global climate change.  Consideration of this may actually cause an adverse effect 

in the positive perception of potential customers for companies with a high carbon footprint.  A 

patron may also consider the environmental cost to be too high for travelling to a destination, as 

the public consciousness of conversation and self-sustainability movement is growing, and they 

may opt for closer entertainment options (“Destination Forecasting”).   
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Upon consideration of advanced oil and gas exploration technologies that reside outside 

of the theme park industry, but are enormously influential in its success or failure, research 

question number 9 of the study is posed. 

9) Are other non-technology forces affecting theme parks?  (i.e., Demographics, Economy, 

Climate Change, etc.) 

 

2.32 Disruptions to the Business of Theme Parks 

 It is worth looking at the business aspects of theme parks.  Anton Clavé describes some 

major shifts, stating that the development of theme parks became internationalized in the 1980s, 

previously an entertainment response to the baby boomer generation in USA and Canada (48).  

Finding market conditions suitable (large urban centers and high income levels), Disney was the 

first to build internationally in Tokyo (1983) and Paris (1992) (48).  At the start of the 2000s, 

USA and Canada’s market had matured, and theme parks operators had merged into a few 

corporations (49).  Europe was still expanding, and the Asia/Pacific region was intensely 

expanding (49).   

In more recent years, according to the Themed Entertainment Association (TEA) / 

AECOM 2013 Theme Index and Museum Index, which was published close to the start of this 

research study, there were some business forces that appeared to have some significance 

globally.  The Theme Index listed a rising importance of leisure; the leisure industry was the 

number two producer of jobs in the U.S.  In China, India, and Latin America, the industry is 
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growing as the middle class expands; there are new levels of attention for intellectual properties 

and international brands, and theme parks are becoming destination resorts (8). 

The 2014 report mentions that with so many announcements for properties in Asia, it still 

is not near market saturation as there are still major cities with large populations that do not have 

theme park attractions which indicates more growth is likely yet to come (TEA/AECOM 2014 

Theme Index 8). 

The 2015 report mentions that there is still a major focus on Asia for previously stated 

reasons.  The Middle East is returning to more growth.  Moreover, there is still a continued 

planning for mega-projects with combinations of theme parks, resorts, gaming, and other 

components reaching the $1 billion range (TEA/AECOM 2015 Theme Index 81).   

This information directly leads to the research question and prompt. 

8) How is the business of theme parks changing? (i.e., Big Data, Apps, etc.) 

 

2.33 Other Disruptive Technologies that has not had Impact But Will 

Other new technologies and societal trends are emerging that will provide additional 

disruption to LBE will require further study as well, such as “invisible intelligence”/“smart park 

initiatives,” personalization and customization, big data collection, aspiration to achieve the 

“ideal self” and echoing aspiration felt at a destination, aging baby boomers, handicap access and 

“inclusive design,” self-sustainability involvement, and 3D printing (“Destination Forecasting”). 

Trends in museums are guests actively involved in work of the museum, augmented reality, 

crowd-funding, education of weather safety, and less government resources spurring innovative 
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fundraising (“Destination Forecasting”).  If they are relevant for museums, it seems relevant that 

these trends may cross pollinate into LBE as well.  Some trends found for zoos include self-

sustainability, such as growing their own food, more interesting and stimulating environments 

for animals, and animals with RFID controls over their own environments (“Destination 

Forecasting”).  These could be relevant for live animal-based attractions and theme parks.   

Upon consideration for technologies that this study has not directly focused on thus far, we 

should leave the door open to consider what else might be coming that we have not thought of 

yet.  This brings us to research study question number six. 

6) What new technologies haven’t yet affected theme parks, but will? (i.e., Virtual Reality, 

Augmented Reality, 3D Printing, Sensors, Audio-Visual, etc.)  

 

2.34 Aim of the Study 

Having explored technologies such as mobile internet, the Internet of things, cloud 

computing, mobile devices, new oil recovery, social networks, and video gaming, it can be seen 

that these technologies have the ability to be major disruptive forces to our world around us.   

This is especially pertinent to the entertainment, theme parks, and location-based entertainment 

industries.  Some of these technologies, particularly digital ones, have already disrupted other 

industries.  Each has positive and negative implications that need to be considered, as we 

develop these exciting new technologies and move forward with them when they come to stay as 

an integrated part of our lives.  It warrants study to identify the technological trends that are 
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poised to be changed and might possibly disrupt this industry.  This research aims to discover 

exactly this. 

There is more research about specific technologies or journal articles about the cultural 

impacts of theme parks on society, but there are not many studies that analyze the effects of 

technologies upon physical locations such as theme parks.  Many design secrets and techniques 

remain behind the scenes of theme parks that go toward making unique world-class attractions.   

This information cannot be gleaned from guest surveys or historical records alone.  Much of this 

knowledge resides in the experts who create it.  Theme parks strive to manifest their 

imaginations in the real world on a grand scale with the shared goal of creating an experience for 

its guests that is sometimes nearly indistinguishable from magic.  The total control and ability to 

design a space in its entire form and function is rare, which provides a unique test bed to study 

and discern which findings have implications for the rest of the world. 
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CHAPTER 3 

DELPHI STUDY 

 

 

3.1 Basic Research 

This type of study seeks to form exploratory basic research about how new technologies 

may be disrupting or changing LBE, specifically theme parks, using the Delphi method.  The 

National Science Foundation defines basic research as a “systematic study to gain knowledge or 

understanding of the fundamental aspects of phenomena and of observable facts without specific 

applications towards processes or products in mind.”  In other words, basic research builds the 

foundation that applied research and development requires in order to proceed.  

 

3.2 Descriptive Research 

One form of basic research is descriptive research, which this study takes on.  Descriptive 

research can be described as exploring for “finding out, describing what is” (Veal 6).  Theme 

parks fall into the leisure and tourism field primarily, and A.J. Veal states, “Since leisure and 

tourism are relatively new fields of study there is a need to map the territory.  Much of the 

research therefore seeks to discover, describe or map patterns of behavior in areas or activities 

which have not previously been studied in the field or for which information needs to be updated 

on a regular basis” (6).  
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3.3 Qualitative Research 

This study takes a qualitative research approach, which “is generally not concerned with 

numbers but typically with information in the form of words, conveyed orally or in writing” 

(Veal 35).  One research method that can be utilized to conduct basic, qualitative, descriptive 

knowledge is the Delphi Method. 

 

3.4 The Delphi Method 

The Delphi method is a study and a forecasting method often used for economics, 

sociology, and near future expectations for industries that involve new technologies.  Through 

this method, basic research can create a foundation for additional research.  Linstone 

characterizes the Delphi method as “a method for structuring a group communication process so 

that the process is effective in allowing a group of individuals, as a whole, to deal with a 

complex problem” (3).   

Developed by the RAND Corporation in the 1950s, the Delphi technique was designed 

for conducting detailed examinations, specific issues of goal setting, policy investigation, and 

predicting the occurrence of future events (Hsu 1).  It operates in a “wisdom of the crowd” 

fashion by harnessing the collective intelligence of a group of experts, allowing thoughts to 

coalesce around major viewpoints (Surowiecki 286).  Gordon elaborates further and concisely on 

its characteristics: 

In a sense, the Delphi method is a controlled debate.  The reasons for extreme opinions 

are made explicit, fed back coolly and without anger or rancor.  More often than not, 
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groups of experts move toward consensus; but even when this does not occur, the reasons 

for disparate positions become crystal clear.  Planners reviewing this material can make 

judgments based on these reasons and their own knowledge and goals.  

Because the number of respondents is usually small, Delphis do not (and are not 

intended to) produce statistically significant results; in other words, the results provided 

by any panel do not predict the response of a larger population or even a different Delphi 

panel.  They represent the synthesis of opinion of the particular group, no more, no less.  

The value of the Delphi method rests with the ideas it generates, both those that 

evoke consensus and those that do not.  The arguments for the extreme positions also 

represent a useful product. (4–5)  

3.5 General Procedures of the Delphi Method 

How Delphi method works is that a selected number of experts answer a set of questions 

over multiple rounds via questionnaires or interviews.  After each round, the results are 

summarized and distributed to all participants for the next round.  Correspondence between 

participants is anonymous, so the other participants cannot be influenced by the other 

participant’s reputation or status.  Experts are asked to read all the answers, and are invited to 

adjust their answers if they wish to.  The rounds continue until consensus is reached or the 

maximum number of chosen rounds is reached, completing the study (Shelton 382–383). 
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3.6 Panel Sample Size 

The panel of experts in a Delphi study has no recommended size.  In qualitative research, 

an adequate sample size is “ultimately a matter of judgement and experience in evaluating the 

quality of the information collected against the uses to which it will be put, the particular 

research method and sampling strategy employed, and the research product intended” 

(Sandelowski 183).  There is no direction for the number of participants for a representative 

sample in Delphi method; thus, panels can range from under 15 people to hundreds to thousands 

or more (Keeney et al. 21, Gordon 7–8).  The size of a good Delphi panel is not statistically 

bound, and a good result can be obtained with a small group of experts (Akins et al. 10).  Instead 

of asking how many experts are needed, a guide should be to include enough varieties of experts 

on the panel to include all relevant perspectives (Keeney et al. 21).  Sample size decision-making 

is empirical and pragmatic, and should be based on the specific goals of the study, what 

resources are available, and the design selected (22).  In terms of quality, a Delphi study is only 

as good as its participating experts (46).   

In terms of desired response rates, it varies from panel to panel, and no specific 

guidelines exist for Delphi studies (Keeney et al. 53).  Delphi methods have multiple rounds 

which mean there is higher potential for an attrition of responses to occur when compared with 

other methods, and dropouts can occur at any stage due to fatigue, distraction or disillusionment 

with the process (53).  Interacting with Delphi participants is time consuming but is beneficial to 

mediate problems and encourage participation, and this effort must be made throughout the study 

and during every round to mitigate dropouts (55).  Gordon’s study found that response rates 

varied from 40–75% (8).  Donohoe found that attrition rates could vary widely as well, and 
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specifically found some attrition rates at 20–25% in tourism research and 45–50% in others, 

which might be considered high (430–431).   

For this study, an anticipation of losing 30% of active participants each round and a 

possibility of it being 50% by the end of the study was made.  With this expectation, it was 

thought that five participants would be the minimum to complete this study and have enough 

information from a variety of experts and disciplines, so a goal starting sample size for Round 

One would require 10 experts at minimum to agree to begin the study and still finish with 

enough participants by the end of Round Three.  So, a large number of potential participants 

were required to be invited to participate in order to achieve those numbers.  Therefore, a target 

of 100 experts was set to be identified and approached.   

 

3.7 Why the Delphi Method Was Chosen 

The Delphi Method has been selected because the knowledge must be gathered from 

experts in the top of their field actively engaged with the theme park industry.  There is not an 

abundance of academic publications available as compared to other fields, so it is important to go 

to the best sources of knowledge rather than secondary and third party sources.  It cannot be 

collected from attendees in online surveys.  Related knowledge may sometimes exist in business 

studies, but they are not public information, and are expensive to gain access to.  Companies tend 

to closely guard what they consider business secrets, so knowledge such as this is not regularly 

published.  In fact, three additional experts were interested in participating in this study, but their 

employing companies did not authorize permission for them to take part due to concern over 

giving away proprietary business information.  Much of the theme park industry publications 
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tend to be advertorial, rather than academic or editorial.  The information this research seeks is 

also not in history sources, because it is examining what is happening in theme parks right now – 

and it has not been described fully yet.  For these reasons, the Delphi technique presents a 

solution for answering these research questions because it can be used for the following 

purposes. 

1.  To determine or develop a range of possible program alternatives;  

2.  To explore or expose underlying assumptions or information leading to different 

judgments;  

3.  To seek out information which may generate a consensus on the part of the respondent 

group;  

4.  To correlate informed judgments on a topic spanning a wide range of disciplines, and;  

5.  To educate the respondent group as to the diverse and interrelated aspects of the topic. 

(Hsu 1) 

The advantages of choosing the Delphi method, according to Linstone, directly relate to 

these research questions and are that “the problem does not lend itself to precise analytical 

techniques but can benefit from subjective judgments on a collective basis,” and, “the individuals 

needed to contribute to the examination of a broad or complex problem have no history of 

adequate communication and may represent diverse backgrounds with respect to experience or 

expertise” (4). 

A disadvantage is that the Delphi method is iterative and sequential, which can be 

laborious and time consuming, and inescapably usually requires large blocks of time to complete 

(Hsu 5).  Because Delphi is the optimal method of collecting the best information to answer 
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these research questions, the difficulty of this method was not a deterrent over the possible 

benefits in its selection.   

Advantages of the Delphi study is that it provides a controlled feedback process which 

enables the participants to reflect on their responses, consider their peers’ information and then 

to iteratively refine their answers (Hsu 2).  Another characteristic is that this process provides 

anonymity, so the effects of dominant individuals coercing the group to conform (or the mere 

influence of famous names, reputations, and personalities) can be reduced, which is an issue for 

group-based processes (2).  One advantage of Delphi is that individuals spread over great 

distances can communicate in a facilitated manner via the moderator, and this geographic 

dispersion of the participants also helps reinforce anonymity (2).  Delphi also gives a variety of 

analysis techniques to interpret the results (2).   

 

3.8 Procedures of this Study 

Participants in this study take part in three rounds.  Round One begins by writing about 

their observations of disruption taking place in the theme park industry by writing responses to 

nine open-ended research questions (or if they prefer answering those same questions in a 

recorded interview over the phone or Skype video call).  Individual responses are kept 

anonymous from other participants and are not to be published in connection to the responses.  

Three weeks later, Round Two respondents receive summarized responses from all participants 

to read, and are invited to consider revising their original response based on the new information 

if they wish to.  Three weeks later, in Round Three, the final response is recorded; participants 

are given summarized participant responses from Round Two and are again asked to consider 
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revising their response based on the new information if they wish to.  After Round Three, the 

final responses are received and the study is concluded. 

Together with other experts, we explore possible disruptive technologies that may be 

affecting theme parks, in qualities such as interactivity, immersion, personalization, shareability, 

sociability, being digital, connectivity, repeatability, and extendibility.  These are all in service to 

answer the nine research questions and to ultimately answer the question: will theme parks be 

disrupted by new technologies? 

This study is most interested in expert analysis, observations and opinion of the changing 

qualities and characteristics of theme parks for the present and 10 years out.  This study is not a 

survey, but rather a reflective process to find consensus around ideas that may identify emerging 

trends that are or may impact theme parks, and therefore other LBE and real world locations. 

 

3.9 Selection of Essay Style Responses and Interviews 

An open ended essay style of questionnaire/interview process was chosen for this study, 

but modern applications of Delphi include but not limited to quantitative simulation models, in-

depth interviews and group meetings, questionnaires, and real-time questionnaires (Gordon 5–7).  

The questionnaire was structured more as a written interview, not as a multiple choice 

evaluation, thus function like an interview.  Gordon states his findings as follows. 

In-depth interviews with experts have been used with great success as an alternative to 

questionnaires … True, this process introduces differences among the various interviews, 

but remember that the exercise is not designed to be statistically significant but rather to 
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elicit ideas that can be important to subsequent analyses.  Expert in-depth interviews are 

an excellent means of obtaining such ideas. (5) 

Consensus may not necessarily form at the end of the Delphi; there may still be “a 

significant spread in individual opinions” which is a valid result (Hsu, 2).   

 

3.10 Criteria for Inclusion 

A criterion for inclusion creates the parameters for best possible information, and this 

study is dependent on experts.  Its quality depends on the most informed, senior-level, 

knowledgeable, and experienced judges that have their fingers on the pulse of industry and what 

is changing – it cannot be done with visitors or junior/mid-level people in the field.  Gordon 

describes the following.  

The key to a successful Delphi study lies in the selection of participants.  Since the results 

of a Delphi depend on the knowledge and cooperation of the panelists, it is essential to 

include persons who are likely to contribute valuable ideas.  In a statistically based study, 

such as a public opinion poll, participants are assumed to be representative of a larger 

population; in Delphi, non-representative, knowledgeable persons are needed. (7) 

Knowledgeable people are usually identified through literature searches, 

recommendations from institutions, and other experts (Gordon, 7).  This also includes 

“‘unknown’ people who are outside of the normal lines of communication but who may be able 

to contribute new and innovative ideas,” and there are a variety of ways to find those potential 

qualified participants (7).   
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This study took months to identify individuals with the correct expertise in similar 

fashions which also included theme park industry publications, professional associations, and 

other such sources.  Once identified, the process of searching for their current contact 

information from the Internet on company websites, professional associations, LinkedIn, 

personal professional websites, conference proceedings, publications, and other published 

sources.   

Gordon describes an additional way to rate the expertise of participants by a technique 

called “Self-Rated Expertise,” where participants answer some additional questions about 

themselves to eliminate responses that do not fit selection criteria or can lend some additional 

information about the expertise of the experts without giving up anonymity of the participants 

(12).  Elimination of participants was not a concern in this study, as their professional reputations 

as experts in the theme park industry were evaluated before being approached to participate, but 

the additional metadata was desired to lend credibility to the high quality of their expertise.  

Beyond being hand-selected to participate (see Appendix J), experts were asked to self-rate their 

expertise which included the following. 

 Please state the total number of years worked in the theme park industry (or location 

based entertainment industry): 

 What is title of the highest level position held at any time within their experience working 

in the industry (i.e., lead engineer, senior designer, creative director, president, etc.)? 

 Please list all countries where you have worked significantly within the theme park 

industry. 
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It was desired that the participants had at least 10 years of experience related to the field 

and/or a high level position.  All the participants that agreed to participate met these criteria.  

From July 3, 2015 to August 10, 2015, 102 potential participants were approached via 96 post 

mailed letters, 41 emailed letters, and 41 LinkedIn messages.  Ten people responded either 

(positive or negatively) to the post mailed letters, which constituted a 10.42% response rate (this 

method was most effective at reaching people whose contact information was not available 

online and whose office location was solely known); 16 responded via email which was a 

39.02% response rate (the most effective in soliciting a response, however, this contact 

information was the hardest to obtain), and nine responded via LinkedIn which constituted a 

21.95% response rate (the most expensive approach because LinkedIn charged for in-mails that 

were not connected to an account’s in-network and were limited to 30 such messages per month).  

Overall, 34.31% responded (positively or negatively) from the 102 that were approached.  A 

research website was also created as the official public facing location for participants to learn 

more about the research, the university and the researcher. 

It was desired to have experts from all representative disciplines for the success of the 

results.  Occupations of the participants included those that are currently or have been directors, 

company owners/founders, and other high level positions within the theme park field.  

Disciplines spanned design, art, sound, academia, production, operations, business, R&D, and 

others. 

Twenty four people responded positively, and were interested in participating.  This 

represented 23.53% of everyone approached.  However, three did not participate because their 

employer’s Non-Disclosure Agreement ultimately did not permit them to take part.  One 
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responded too late, after the first round was already complete, and it was too late to begin.  One 

wanted to participate, but after viewing their schedule, there was no time to participate.  Two 

were given the Round One questionnaire, but never returned it.  So in reality, 19 were given the 

questionnaire, but only 17 actually returned a Round One response, which means that 16.67% of 

those approached actually took part in the study. 

Of the 17 that participated in the study, 100% of those respondents returned responses.  

However, one of those respondents did not feel their expertise was qualified enough for the study 

and withdrew their participation after Round One, and only returned theirs partially completed.  

In Round Two, 16 returned their responses, which means that 94.12% of the participants 

completed Round Two.  A loss of participation of 30% was anticipated, but the loss was only 

5.98%, which was higher than anticipated.  13 respondents returned responses at the end of 

Round Three, the final Round.  This means that 76.47% completed the study from the initial 

group that actually started Round One.  An additional 30% loss of participation was expected 

from Round Two to Three, which means the study retained a high number of participants.  This 

indicates only a 23.53% loss from the start of the first round.  This study aimed to finish with at 

least five participants, so that goal was more than attained with the 13 that finished.  The 

participation retention rate was better than anticipated with only minimum loss. 

 

3.11 Expert Panel Background Demographics  

Respondents were asked some background questions about themselves in Round 1 of the 

study.  This information is provided to describe the expertise of the panel without linking the 
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information to any of the responses directly (see Appendix J for Round One questionnaire 

materials that contain background questions). 

For Question A, the total number of years worked in the theme park industry (or location 

based entertainment industry), the answers were the following, arranged lowest to highest:  

5, 16, 17, 17, 18, 20, 20, 20, 22, 26, 28, 29, 30, 30, 40, 40, 44 (years). 

This represents 422 total man years.  The average was 24.82 years.  The median was 22 years.  

The range was from five to 44 years, representing a range of 39 years. 

 In regards to Question B, the title of the highest level position held at any time within 

their experience working in the industry, the answers were the following, arranged 

alphabetically:  

CEO (3), Chief Creative Officer, Chief Engineer, Consultant (2), Creative Director, 

Design Consulting Group Manager, Development Director, Developments Executive, 

Executive Producer, Founder, General Manager, Managing Director, Owner (2), 

President, Producer, Professor, Research Fellow, Ride Operator, Senior Creative 

Attractions Producer, Senior Vice President (2), Show Designer, Training Coordinator, 

Vice President (3). 

Titles with multiple entries are numerically indicated.  Some did give multiple titles instead of 

just one, so rather than determine which was greater, all given titles were given in the list.  For 

future studies, it would be suggested to consider requesting answers for all senior level titles in 

LBE and any related fields.  This would be to have a more inclusive set of answers, and a better 

flavor of the expert panel’s fields and experience, as it is difficult to determine the highest 

position, especially if respondents hold multiple titles simultaneously.   
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 In Question C, all countries where they have worked significantly within the theme park 

industry, the answers were the following, arranged alphabetically: 

Abu Dhabi, Australia (2), Belgium, Brazil, Bulgaria, Canada (4), Colombia, Denmark 

(2), Dubai (2), Egypt (3), England (2), Europe*, Finland (3), France (7), Germany (5), 

Greece, Guatemala, Hong Kong (3), Hungary, India (2), Ireland, Israel, Italy, Japan (7), 

Jordan, Kuala Lumpur, Kuwait, Macau (2), Malaysia (2), Mexico (4), Morocco, 

Netherlands (3), North America (2)*, Norway, People’s Republic of China (8)**, 

Philippines, Poland, Portugal, Qatar, Russia (2), Saudi Arabia (3), Singapore (4), Latin 

America*, South Korea (7)***, Spain (5), Sweden, Switzerland, Taiwan, Thailand, 

Turkey, United Arab Emirates (5), United Kingdom (2)****, United States of America 

(16), Venezuela, Vietnam. 

 * did not specify which countries within the region 

** five of which only indicated ‘China’, understood as People’s Republic of China 

*** five of which only indicated ‘Korea’, understood as South Korea 

**** did not specify which countries within the UK, as Ireland was also indicated 

Countries with multiple entries are numerical indicated.  To illustrate the diversity of country 

experience within the panel, the answer given the most was the United States of America with 16 

mentions; second was the People’s Republic of China eight mentions; tied at third with seven 

mentions was France, Japan, South Korea; tied at fourth with five mentions was Germany, Spain, 

and the United Arab Emirates; tied at fifth with four mentions was Canada, Mexico, Singapore; 

and for countries mentioned three, two, or one time please refer to the list above.  These 

represent 51+ individual countries within the experience of the panel.  It’s not precise due to 
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some respondents listing a region like Europe without further specifying one specific country, or 

multiples, but it’s clear that it is a minimum of 51.   

 

3.12 Conducting this Study 

The questionnaire was designed to have open ended questions for experts to reflect on, 

with some information for respondents to initially respond to.  Through the nine research 

questions this research seeks to explore the responses to identify trends.  To see the initial full 

questionnaire, please refer to Appendix J. 

 

3.13 Round One 

For each of Round Ones questions, a prompt was included (see Appendix J for Round 

One questionnaire materials).  The prompt mentioned related information to let the respondents 

have a starting point and something to respond to, to know what sort of subject matter was being 

sought after.  It was not required to respond to.  This prompt was removed after the initial round 

of responses was generated.  Round Ones materials were emailed directly to each individual at 

the start of the study on Aug. 1, 2015.  Three weeks were allowed before responses were due to 

be returned on Aug. 22, 2015.  Respondents could simply write their responses in Word (.doc) 

and email them back, or they could request a recorded Skype interview format and have their 

responses transcribed instead.  Friendly reminder emails were sent at regular intervals to give 

any updates about the study, create reminders for regular communication, answer questions, 

schedule Skype calls, or simply keep the study fresh and alive on everyone’s radar.  This was 
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important because one month is a long length of time for participants to forget about the study 

amongst their own busy schedules.  17 experts returned responses.  One participant removed 

themself after partially completing their response.  Four of the responses required transcription 

because three were conducted as recorded Skype interviews and one was a voice recording of a 

verbal response to the questionnaire.  All the rest were written responses delivered via email.  All 

transcription processes for the entirety of the study were conducted via a transcription service, 

which were then verified and corrected as needed by the researcher.   

 

3.14 Round One Summarization  

One week was planned for summarizing all the responses, and that was not enough time 

as previously scheduled.  Respondents were notified that Round Two would then begin on Sept. 

21, 2015.  Summarizing the responses was necessary to convey the major points of all 

respondents’ responses in as few pages as possible, but retaining their original phrasing, so the 

information could be efficiently read, and responded to as quickly as possible.  Any identifying 

information was removed to maintain anonymity.  Each respondent was given a letter identifier, 

A, B, C, etc., so that respondents could respond to each other’s comments directly.  For each of 

the nine research questions, each participant’s answers were compiled into a single document. 

 

3.15 Round Two 

To begin Round Two, each of the nine response summaries included in the materials 

were emailed to each respondent.  They also received their Round Two document that contained 
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instructions relevant to this round, question prompts were removed as they were no longer 

needed,  having been replaced with that respondent’s original full length answer (see appendices 

for an example).  Round Two materials were distributed on September 21, 2015.  Responses 

were due back two weeks later on October 5, 2015.  Participants could respond directly to 

comments other experts made, reinforce agreement with statements made by others, disagree 

with any points they wished, totally rewrite what they originally wrote, or leave their original 

statements as is.  Two responses required transcription as they were again conducted over 

recorded Skype interviews, whereas all other responses were written. 

 

3.16 Round Two Summarization 

At the end of Round Two, responses were again summarized per respondent, and 

compiled into per question summaries.  Any changes to original responses were highlighted to 

clearly communicate new or changed information.  The 16 respondents that fully completed 

Round One also completed Round Two.  

 

3.17 Round Three, the Final Round 

Summaries were again sent back to respondents for Round Three review, and were again 

invited to edit their responses based on Round Two results.  Round Three materials were sent on 

October 21, 2015, and were due back on November 4, 2015.  This was important because it was 

going to become more difficult to continue the study because the attractions industry begins 

preparing for the International Association of Amusement Parks and Attractions (IAAPA) 



 

76 

conference in Orlando, Florida, and after that the holiday season was to begin; therefore, 

participants would be less likely to have time to contribute their responses.  In any Delphi study, 

after the third Round the responses generally become what they are going to be (Hsu 2, Shelton 

381).  Thus, three rounds were determined to be an optimal number of rounds for this study.  For 

this round, two responses required transcription as they were again conducted over recorded 

Skype interviews, whereas all other responses were written. 

 

3.18 Round Three Completion 

The Round Three response rate of return was also higher than expected, with 13 

respondents submitting their final response from the 17 that submitted a response during Round 

One.  Those responses were then summarized a final time, and compiled as before.  This was for 

the next purpose of researchers analyzing the information, and the presentation of the 

information to be published in this dissertation.  The Round Three and Final responses in their 

raw form (minus any information that might reveal the identity of the respondent, some 

formatting changes, and minor spelling corrections) are available to be read in their entirety 

(please see Appendices A–I). 

 

3.19 Study Commentary and Challenges 

This study had a high retention rate of respondents.  The study, from the time the first 

letters were sent to the time of completion, was conducted from July 3, 2015 to November 4, 

2015, and took three months for one researcher.  There was definitely a lot of uncertainty when 
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needing to get top level experts to participate in the study, and because locating current contact 

information of the potential participants was a significant challenge.  At the start of the study, it 

was estimated that this study would require 10 experts to start with Round One, so that should 

some dropouts occur, there would likely be enough experts (five) still participating to complete 

Round Three making it an effective study.  Expectations were met and exceeded.  17 participants 

started, and 13 completed the final Round.  Based on casual correspondence during the study, the 

major reason experts decided to participate throughout the study appeared to be a genuine 

interest to know the answers to the research questions.  Other challenges included keeping the 

study in everyone’s minds over the course of several months, reminding participants of due 

dates, managing correspondence with all individuals located all over the world, organizing the 

study beforehand, and keeping it organized.  It had to be ready to deploy before sending out the 

letters so the length of the entire study could remain as short as necessary and no longer.  
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CHAPTER 4 

ANALYSIS OF THE RESULTS 

This approach is to describe the impacts that these experts are experiencing.  It is to 

capture the expert judges reflections, measuring possible and probable change.  It is not a to be 

taken as a percentage of all theme parks, but as a way to illustrate the changes that are occurring 

and create a baseline with which to examine what is occurring on a large scale.  These 

technologies have impacted other areas of our daily lives and culture, so this allows us to peer 

into an industry that relies on technology to provide unique attractions, and is often at the 

forefront of innovation creating novel experiences that cannot be found elsewhere at such a high 

fidelity. 

To analyze the experts’ final responses from the third round of the Delphi study, the 

responses were summarized again into main ideas, and collected based upon the category of 

information it pertained to.  Some statements had more than one categorization it related to.  

Once categorized, on a per research question basis, related statements were grouped together and 

synthesized to answer the research question, identify any additional trends within the responses, 

and describe the variety of related statements that paint a fuller picture of the changes making an 

impact on theme parks due to disruptive new technologies. This process required a significant 

amount of time to carry out which occurred approximately from when the study was completed 

December 2015 to when the analysis was completed September 2016.   
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4.1 Question One Analysis – New Technologies 

            This chapter presents the analysis of each of the nine research questions.  This section 

focuses on question number one. 

1) Are new technologies currently changing theme parks?  If so, what are they and 

how? 

 

4.1.1 Statements that New Technologies are Making an Impact 

Fifteen of the 16 respondents said that new technology is changing theme parks.  The one 

that said none, however, said that new technology is driving theme parks. 

With regard to new technology in general, there were a variety of comments that 

illustrate this sentiment, as listed below. 

Respondent (Res hereon) B states that new technology is changing everything in all parts 

of society, which also includes theme parks.   

Res C says that theme parks are not doing enough to embrace the latest digital tech.  

Reasons for this given are: the ability to access such tech will put increasing pressure on parks to 

change; research and experimentation are ongoing, and we will see more in the future; and the 

theme park industry is on the cusp of major technological change. 

Res D and others emphasize that technology should help the story, not become the story.  

Res L supports that comment by explaining that any attraction based on tech alone will be 

outdated in a short time. 
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Res J states that the out-of-home entertainment industry (and theme park industry) is 

constantly evolving regarding technology.  They see it as fundamentally driving a mixed reality 

entertainment such as AR, VR, and applications of immersive and experiential tech. 

Res K says that new tech is significantly changing theme parks and LBE in unique and 

invisible ways – all of which was not possible 15 years ago. 

Res O describe that they see evolutionary technological change, but does not agree with 

calling it disruptive change (because the term carries negative connotations).  Res O also 

disagrees with any comments that new tech is not changing theme parks.  They mention Disney 

Imagineer Marty Sklar, paraphrased from a lecture in regards to doing something new, “the 

answer is always ‘yes if,’ the answer is never ‘no,’” and “all of this ‘will only make us better - 

if…’.” Thereby for new technology, some will be a pain in the ass because it will be difficult to 

figure out how to incorporate things – but that’s the business, it is not a negative. 

Res O continues by stating that this study’s subjects are everyday dialog for the current 

generation of developers starting in the industry, who will be beginning the next phase of the 

industry for the next 20 years.  Res O likes Res G’s response about how the industry went from 

Ferris Wheels to roller coasters, and now to the Wizarding World of Harry Potter.  They wonder 

what’s next when we get to Game of Thrones or Lord of the Rings. 

Res P affirms that change is taking place, but is not convinced it’s changing the 

fundamentals of theme parks themselves. 
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4.1.2 Digital Tech 

Res D agrees with Res C that theme parks are not doing enough to adopt digital tech.  

Res O states that it is difficult to adopt from a creative perspective.  Res E agrees with J that 

digital tech has the ability to be scalable and interchangeable.   

 

4.1.3 Fundamentally, Experience is the Same, as Technology Invisibly Supports 

Experience/Story 

There is agreement with six respondents (B, E, G, N, L, O and P) that the fundamental 

experience of going to a theme park and why people go remains the same, and that old and new 

technology supports that experience and those stories.  The following goes into more specific 

detail.   

Strong agreement with respondents (B, E, L, and N) about tech not changing what the 

theme park experience is about, but enhancing the experience.  Accordingly, mobiles change 

how we interact with the experience. 

Strong agreement with respondents (E, L, and P) about tech not having changed the 

fundamental theme park experience or disrupted the business model that it has in other fields 

(music, movies, TV, etc.) to a similar degree. 

Res L continues to support these ideas by stating that guests are still loaded onto ride 

vehicles, transported to a series of scenes, and then unloaded.  Furthermore, vehicles are more 

sophisticated, and scenes are filled with more equipment and media than they were in the past, 

but not to the point where the industry has changed. 
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Res P continues to support the previous statements by saying that we are seeing the 

impact from new tech (such as mobile devices, touch, and motion tracking), but it does not 

fundamentally change the guest’s day in the park.  They mention people go to parks to enjoy 

group or family togetherness and bonding; so sharing new experiences or unique storytelling 

events together will always be the highlight of the day (and not the newest tech widget).  Res P 

continues, guests expect to be surprised and delighted when they visit, and new tech is an easy 

way to get there, but it does not necessarily alter the park experience.  Therefore, the social 

aspect of going to the parks remains mostly unchanged. 

Res P expands on this further by saying that audiences still love existing attractions – we 

capture the imagination of our audiences with stories they cherish, and all the flashy tech in the 

world will only ever be in support of that story, not the star. 

Res E agrees with Res G’s statement that some tech on the list may come to parks, but 

not all – the issue is that theme parks are shared experiences and must appeal to a wide audience.  

They assert that theme parks must offer a series of unique experiences that cannot be found 

elsewhere in movies, TV, theater, etc.  Furthermore, tech must enable shared experiences which 

theme parks thrive on, however the best more personal-based tech can offer is an “enhanced” 

experience and that doesn’t fit well into shared experiences.  They emphasize, for stand-alone 

attractions – if an experience can be done better elsewhere, it does not belong in a theme park. 

Res O thinks Res G’s statement is a great analogy for what was “new tech” in the past; in 

immersive entertainment, tech has always played a major role be it mechanical, industrial, in the 

Ferris wheel, carousel, multi-media, or as simulators.  Res G elaborates that theme parks are 

often the first to use ground breaking tech – the first to create a 3D/4D attraction, UV laser tech 
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in live spectacular, 3D/4D moving (ride track) simulator, and now in an Oculus Rift-type system 

in combo with a maze and 4D physical effects synced to 3D software.   

Res O continues to expand on tech evolving the industry (and Res L agrees) and affirms 

that the answer is yes; all the technologies are affecting things, it’s just the logical evolution of 

the industry.  Moreover, the marketing, operations, the ability to take your day home with you – 

it is all getting better, quicker, more sophisticated, and simply something the industry has to 

acknowledge, and embrace. 

With regard to disruption, respondents O and P do not see the change as disruption, and 

disagree with that description of the disruptive impact of new technology on the theme park 

industry.  Res O says that they appreciate the fact that this study used the word “disruptive” but 

does not support it because of its negative connotations.  In addition, it’s all good for the industry 

– sometimes things are disruptive, changing, cataclysmic, but for the most part, evolutionary in 

aspects of our business whether in advertising, marketing, research, or the sophistication level of 

attractions.  Therefore, new technologies are a positive evolution of the tools, with more of them.   

 

4.1.4 Back of House: Operational Side Impacted 

The Back-of-House / Operational side is being impacted.  Respondents B, J and M 

describe that these technologies create a seamless, customized and efficient experience – from 

taking data generated from guest tracking systems and using it to structure the facility, place 

machines, and control operations.  Examples give of such tech are electronic point of sale 

(EPOS) systems, Fast Pass systems, mobile phones, and wearable tech enable this on the back 

end.   
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4.1.5 Front of House: Guest Experience 

On the front end, this technology is also a revolutionary change, according to respondents 

J and M.  They mention smart card systems and smart audience tracking systems like Disney’s 

MagicBand changes payments to e-payments, allows guests to plan their day ahead, and the 

destination recognizes them.  Additionally, phone apps allow guests to view queue times in real-

time, and guests are better able to decide what to do next.   

 

4.1.6 Mobile (and Mobile Internet) 

Eight respondents (Res A, B, E, D, K, N, O, Q) point to mobile devices (and the mobile 

internet) as a new technology changing theme parks.   

Res Q states that mobile internet through smart phones and related tech, and a universal 

Wi-Fi within parks are opening up a lot of applications.  Respondents E and A state that these 

technologies are both oriented to improve efficiency and enhancement of the guest experience. 

On the guest side, Res K specifically describes new advantages of purchasing tickets, 

updates on wait times, interacting with attractions, and dining reservations.  Res E also includes 

interactive park maps, customizable favorites lists to guide guests, e-commerce purchase 

capabilities, customizable itineraries, and social sharing.  As Res O mentions, at attractions you 

can do everything on your phone. 

Res D says that mobile apps are a two way street which also allows parks to collect 

useful data.  Res N describes the operational advantages: phone apps are used for “reward” 

programs, fast pass systems to reduce lines, and dynamic online ticketing (with entrance time 
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intervals managed) to reduce crowds during peak times and to spread them over less congested 

periods.  This data is from the design side only; they do not see data on the owner’s side. 

Res B puts it plainly that all forms of digital at-home and mobile entertainment are 

disrupting theme parks by changing consumers’ expectations. 

 

4.1.7 The Internet of Things 

Respondents E, J and Q indicate that the Internet of things is a technology that is having 

an impact on theme park management and operation.  They describe how the guest experience 

can be improved with sensors throughout the park by improving amenities, monitor flows, or 

satisfy visitors with special needs through electronic tracking of guests and preference 

customization. 

 

4.1.8 Advanced Robotics 

Two respondents, E and Q, identified Advanced Robotics as a technology, especially as 

enabling new entertainment experiences, as well as in terms of safety and maintenance of 

conventional rides. 

 

4.1.9 Autonomous Vehicles 

Two respondents, E and Q, cite autonomous vehicles as a disruptive technology for the 
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design of new interactive theme park rides, and for the big issue of getting people from one place 

to another (a natural bottleneck).  

 

4.1.10 3D Printing 

Res Q identifies 3D Printing as an important technology, particularly when it comes to 

toys and physical items, an example being that you can scan your child and put their face on a 

doll. 

 

4.1.11 Advanced Materials 

Two respondents, Q and H, identify advanced materials as a technology that is changing 

theme parks, because they do show up in the physical environment of the parks. 

 

4.1.12 Display Technology 

Four respondents call out new display technology as another area that is creating an 

impact.  Res Q states that displays are so good, that you cannot tell if it was a display or a 

window (e.g., Wizarding World of Harry Potter Pre-Show).  Res J and H mention specifically 

immersive display systems and experiences, with hopefully a move toward virtual reality and 

augmented reality.  Res H also highlights ultra-high dynamic contrast for laser-based 

illumination projector engines.  Res A expands on this area by stating that advancements in 

digital projection allow for integration of film and video game technology into rides. 
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4.1.13 Interactivity: Greater Interactivity 

Respondents D, E, H, J, K, O and R (seven of the 16 respondents) denote interactivity as 

an influencer for new technology within theme parks.   

Res K describes ride tech and guest interactivity as the Holy Grail for attraction 

designers.  They explain, with the inclusion of autonomous vehicles – guests are not bound to a 

static track.  Thereby, the number of guests in a ride vehicle makes up the voting block to 

influence the course of the experience, and individual choices are on the horizon. 

Respondents E, H and J agree that gamification is influential.  Gamification is described 

as the game narrative of customization for the experience which moves away from the passive 

linear traditional park with traditional entertainment systems.  Res H points out that new 

technologies will affect interactivity and visitor participation such as gamification, global shows, 

and awarding the participating visitors.   

Res O says one of the top three important technologies is that we can actually put guests 

inside of games (games they are playing on their phones), and more importantly, tech allows 

those stories to be told, so we have to put guests there because that is what the guests expect.   

Res R says it is not enough to passively observe and experience, guests want to be an 

integral part of it, and to make it their own.  Thus, destination venues need to reflect the new 

sophistication of the audience.   

Res D states it would be important to connect the consideration of new tech to issues of 

guest experience and interactivity – most notably, the quality of any immersive experiences in 

theme parks. 
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4.1.14 Interactivity is Over-Emphasized 

One respondent, L, gives a direct counter-point to the comments for more interactivity.  

Res L states that there are lots of discussions in this study about “interactive,” “repeatable,” and 

multiple paths – but does not see these as very important in rides being developed.  Every 

multiple path ride gets cut to one path (too expensive to create scenes viewed by only half the 

riders).  The example given is Disney Star Tours which has multiple paths, and guests complain 

about not getting to all the places.  Res L maintains that there is no ride as repeatable as Pirates 

of the Caribbean or Haunted Mansion.  They assert that interactive rides are mainly shooters, and 

that they do not have lasting appeal.  

 

4.1.15 Immersion 

Seven respondents describe Immersion as something that is influenced by technology as 

well, five of which (respondents D, G, H, J, L and R) state that increased immersion is tied to the 

advance of new technologies.  Res D asserts that new tech’s connection between guest 

experience and interactivity influences the quality of immersive experiences.  Res G notes that in 

immersive entertainment, tech has always played a major role, from Ferris Wheels through the 

Wizarding World of Harry Potter, and now to VR, as the search for the coolest new thing 

includes finding latest new tech.  Respondents H and J point out various new tech that will drive 

the auditory and visually immersive experiences or a mixed reality experience (such as 

augmented reality, virtual reality, and others).   
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On the other hand, Res L sees a counter viewpoint that as there are more screens in 

everyone’s life; theme parks provide a way to get away from screens and get immersed into 

physical environments.   

Res L continues by saying that for all tech questions in this study, the biggest changes are 

peripheral.  Major intellectual properties (IPs) are headed to parks than ever before, but the IPs 

are also in movies, TVs, books, comics, video games, merchandise, etc.  For example, if you 

want a story, read a book, or watch a movie.  Theme parks are not the best place to have an 

interactive experience or get in-depth stories – but they are the best ways to actually be in that 

place.  Parks relying on heavily immersive theming will succeed, those relying on tech will 

disappoint.   

 

4.1.16 Personalization and Customization 

Four respondents (C, D, E, and R) discuss how customization and personalization is 

becoming important.  Mobile apps and RFID tech track demographic data, and that data can be 

used to customize the experience of each guest.  Audiences also now expect some degree of the 

experience to be personalized rather than being solely mass produced.   

 

4.1.17 Intellectual Property 

Three respondents, E, L and N identify IP and brands as something that make an impact 

on theme parks in major ways.  Popular IPs drive attendance and revenues.  Major IPs dominate 

right now, and many are from movies, TV, book, comics, video games, merchandise, and more.  
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Res L mentions that attractions based on IP are so dominant right now that it is difficult to find 

funding for anything else.  This is fine for big parks, but it may not work out well for the little 

parks with minor IPs. 

 

4.1.18 Social Media   

Five respondents (B, D, E, N, and L) call out social media as a technology affecting 

theme parks.  Res B attributes this to consumers’ changing expectations.  Res D says that it has 

impacted design, operation, and the experience of theme parks.  Respondents E, N and L agree 

that content is more plentiful through the Internet.   

 

4.1.19 RFID / MyMagic+ 

Five respondents (C, D, H, K, and N) call out RFID as a technology changing theme 

parks.  They say it allows guests to experience theme parks in new ways, the key example 

referenced being Disney’s MyMagic+.  Res C looks to it for mass customization rather than mass 

a mass produced experience. 

 

4.1.20 Big Data 

New technology such as RFID bands, mobile apps, Social Media, and similar information 

tech created for the guest experience also provide information to theme parks, which is referred 



 

91 

to as big data.  Six respondents (D, E, H, K, N and O) comment on big data’s impact and share 

similar viewpoints.   

Respondents D and E agree that growing use of big data and computational data tech 

within the theme park industry is changing the industry.  They maintain it has many uses – it 

allows changes in the guest experience and allows more complex analysis and assessment of 

park trends within the industry (demographics, marketing, etc.).   

Res H identifies three areas that will be impacted by these technologies.  These are 1) 

ticket purchasing, repeated visitor ID-ing (profiling), and visitor data (curatorial choices), 2) 

people counters for throughput optimization, and 3) ride profile optimization. 

Res N states that parks do already see data from guest’s tickets within attractions for 

demographics (time, date, and location of residence), but new developments in Bluetooth, NFC, 

RFID, and the success of Disney MyMagic+ is just the beginning of what is coming next.   

Res K describes that if parks know what the consumers want, they can deliver it.  They 

point to RFID bands, like Disney’s MagicBand, to have the ability to deliver a wealth of 

information: dining preferences, spending habits, length of time spent in park, and number of 

attractions experienced – all gathered and analyzed.  Therefore, this data can be used to make 

parks more efficient for thousands, or market their offerings to single guests based on personal 

habits and preferences.   

However, as Res O points out, in planning for large volumes of people, not all guests will 

have the apps, wrist bands and related tech, so parks will still have to provide for both 

experiences which will take a sophisticated level of planning and design. 
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4.1.21 Internet 

Four respondents (B, E, H, and N) identify Internet as a technology that is impacting 

theme parks; specifically, Res H identifies Bluetooth, WLAN, and Wi-Fi.  Respondents E and N 

agree that content is now more plentiful through the Internet.   

 

4.1.22 Audience Expectations 

Five respondents (B, E, J, O, and R) essentially point out that audience expectations are 

changing, being influenced by experiences with new technologies.  Respondents B and E agree 

that the triple revolution of the Internet, social media, and mobile devices, plus all forms of 

digital at-home and mobile entertainment are disrupting theme parks by changing consumers’ 

expectations.  Therefore, as tech gets better, more convenient, cost-effective (and AR and VR 

comes to the home), out of home entertainment, including theme parks, must go to a higher 

fidelity experience to attract people away from all the other options.  Res R is of similar opinion 

as they state that new technologies are changing parks and audiences.  They describe that 

audience expects highly immersive experiences that are immediate, and relevant.  Res R 

continues that as experiences in the home or casual entertainment space (movie theaters) 

improves, destination entertainment venues need to reflect the new sophistication of the 

audience.  In relation to interactive experiences, Res J states that a growing audience wants that 

opportunity, and Res O says we have to put them there, because that is what guests expect. 
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Res L’s statement holds a counterpoint to take into consideration, that there are more 

screens in everyone’s life, and theme parks are a way to get away from screens and to get 

immersed into physical environments.  

 

4.1.23 ICT – Virtualized Show Controls 

Four respondents (A, E, H and N) mention that new technologies impact Information and 

Communication Technologies (ICT) and show controls.   

Res E mentions that most crucial tech advancements are related to Information and 

Communication Technologies (ICT).  They impact on the design and operation of rides and 

parks, and the enhancement of the guest experience.  Res E continues that ICTs are used to 

manage large amount of data to provide a complete analysis of the performance and structural 

integrity of rides, and to get and provide relevant, real-time information from and to theme park 

guests. 

Res N further describes changes for controls and IT which are remote secure access to 

park AV and lighting: show control systems have grown increasingly robust and now routine; 

lots of data are now available through web interfaces (lamp life, error messages, voltage history, 

real-time execution, etc.); and there is likely sea change coming as cloud computing with remote 

servers happen. 

Res A notes that digital control systems allow more extreme thrilling rides. 

Res H points out that virtualized show controls will impact 1) advanced control 

methodology for either linear, scripted, positive, or dynamic and 2) full redundancy and 

resilience of show control systems. 
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4.1.24 Respondent H’s List 

Respondent H lists a great number of technologies already available that are either 

currently utilized or being designed into “new” theme parks that are making changes to the guest 

experience.  These technologies cover: sensors and communication technologies for identifying 

proximity; NFC; A-RFID/P-RFID; camera-Based IR/visible; pixel-logistics technologies; 

environmental conditions such as temperature, humidity, wind, etc.; Bluetooth; WLAN; Wi-Fi; 

touch and gesture recognition; interfaces; GUIs; GPS; voice and image recognition; point of sale 

(POS); social networks; virtualized show control; audio video projection and display 

technologies; 3D-image mapping; 3D live tracing; light illumination technologies; active and 

adaptive acoustics; ride control systems; drones; data encryption and spread spectrum signal 

encoding/decoding; material production; and security/public safety. 

Res H asserts the way the above technologies change the traditional theme park and 

attraction based experience include the following. 

1. Attraction/show design and conception 

2. Cost reduction relative to attraction size, budget, and systems complexity 

3. Ticket purchasing, repeated visitor ID-ing (profiling), and visitor data (curatorial choices)  

4. Location popularity and what is hot in terms of attractions/shows 

5. Trackless ride vehicles 

6. Auditory and visually immersive experiences (augmented reality) 

7. Advanced control methodology, either linear, scripted, positive, or dynamic 

8. Full redundancy and resilience of show control systems 

9. Dynamic panning in a 3D-plane of audio delivery (3D-Audio) 
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10. People counters for throughput optimization 

11. Real-time 3D image mapping and manipulation 

12. Auto-generated graphic content and visuals 

13. Ride profile optimization 

14. Visitor participation and interactivity (Gamification, global shows, awarding the 

participating visitors) 

15. Ultra-high dynamic contrast for laser-based illumination projector engines 

 

4.2 Question Two Analysis – Game Design 

This chapter presents the analysis of each of the nine research questions.  This section 

focuses on question number two. 

2) Are game design and interactivity changing theme parks? (i.e., Video Games, 

Gamification, Increased Immersion, etc.) 

Game design and interactivity are having an impact that seems to be just beginning, but it 

is up for debate if they will become a larger part of the future at the core of attractions, or if their 

influence will remain limited to just another element/enhancement in the mix of the entire theme 

park experience.   

Fifteen of the 16 respondents felt that there was an impact on theme parks from game 

design and interactivity.  Only one (Res E) felt that there wasn’t, but that there will be.  So game 

design and interactivity are a factor, but the degree of that impact is more varied, and opinions on 

how these effects will occur vary from a quite limited impact to a much larger one.   
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The opinions of the respondents fall roughly into two trains of thought: eight respondents 

(C, D, J, K, O, P, R, and Q) expressed the sentiments that game design and interactivity are just 

beginning to impact theme parks and that their impact is growing.  Six other respondents (G, H, 

L, M, N, and P) stated that games and interactivity are making an impact, but that impact will 

remain limited because it is not changing the core experience of theme parks and attractions and 

how they are designed.   

One respondent (J) emphasizes this even further and considers video games and 

interactivity are making a major profound impact. 

One respondent (A) sees a minor impact, but feels it remains unclear if video games and 

interactivity can be the center of a theme park. 

 

4.2.1 Game Design and Interactivity are Making an Impact and Increasing 

Those eight respondents who expressed that game design and interactivity is just 

beginning to impact theme parks and is growing also highlighted.  The following sections 

highlight various aspects of this. 

 

4.2.2 Active Experience 

Respondents C and D suggest that game design and interactivity should and need to be 

embraced.  Not to mention, the creation of a more active experience is vital to younger 

generations’ expectations in everything they do.  Furthermore, this makes the guests feel more a 

part of the experience, story or world. Game overlays (like Disney’s Kim Possible World 
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Showcase Adventure) (Res C), and dark ride/video game hybrids (like Disney’s Toy Story 

Mania! ride) will pave the way for new and improved forms in the future (Res D).   

 

4.2.3 Game Design and Interactivity Influenced Experiences are in Development 

Res H noted that in their experience in the last five years world-wide, all theme park 

designs have included some level of interactivity varying between group experiences to 

individual data (fully personalized).  Accordingly, more advanced examples will be coming in 

the next three years, including second and third tier off-the-shelf rides (with sometimes as little 

as one simple button to push) that highlight the “need for visitor participation.”   

 

4.2.4 Competing for Leisure Time 

Res K explains that their biggest challenge is to make the park experience better than 

guests have in their own living rooms.  To put it differently, many forms of media and devices 

compete for our leisure time and have become reasons to stay home.   

Examples the Res K includes are motion base ride platforms synched to gaming 

experiences, theater based group gaming, park recognition, and rewards.  Additionally, 

branching storytelling, character avatars, leveling up, and career mode are hallmarks of video 

game play that are finding their way into parks.  Therefore, the challenge is to turn it into group 

involvement without destroying personal participation. 

Res O claims that we are putting people into the game experiences in facilities.  Indeed, 

through devices guests bring with them (scavenger hunts), guests can play with each other.  
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Generally speaking, the ‘blanket overlay’ to the experience is being addressed everywhere and 

made part of the experience.  

Res O elaborates, it’s a matter of time until someone does game based attractions – just 

replace the name Harry Potter at Universal‘s experience and imagine what that would be like.  In 

other words, our world is three- dimensional, and the attractions will manifest differently, but 

will be similar because those are the technologies that we have.   

 

4.2.5 Intellectual Property 

Two respondents (O and P) expect that the biggest impact will be Intellectual Property. 

According to Res P, as video game characters become beloved, they may begin replacing 

favorite fairy tales.  Respondents O and J point out that large video game content creators, 

including Nintendo, EA, and Ubisoft, have announced they are entering the theme park sector 

themselves, which signals that new entrants are actively making a move into parks.   

 

4.2.6 Audience 

Five respondents (C, E, J, R, and P) emphasize game design’s and interactivity’s impacts 

on audience.  Respondents R and E agree that the audience has all levels of experience with 

gaming culture and many in that audience have an expectation that gaming culture will exist in 

theme parks too.  Especially younger audiences have grown up with them, so parks will need to 

meet that expectation, according to respondents P and E.   
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4.2.7 Personalized Experience & Customization 

Three of the respondents (H, J, and Q) mention that the notion and demand for 

personalized experiences have roots in gaming and personal devices, and will be a driving force 

for the customization of guests’ experiences.   

 

4.2.8 Major Impact 

Res J considers game design and interactivity to be making a major profound impact on 

theme parks.  Res J strongly emphasizes that interactivity and games are having an increasingly 

influential impact on theme parks, that their impact is happening now, and that in a few years 

great examples of their impact will be in theme parks.  Res J is largely in agreement with the 

above statements, and further states that Gen Y onwards formed with touchscreen in hand.  

Therefore, all future parks & entertainment facilities have to comply with interactive narrative 

approach.  To emphasize, sitting passively is increasingly becoming a negative, especially with 

high prices – need to encourage repeat visitation with gamification and direct game interactivity 

in the experience on all levels.  Res J gives two examples that are doing this: Wonder Mountain 

Guardian by Triotech, and Sally Corporation’s Justice League.   

 

4.2.9 Approaches Toward Game Based Attractions 

Res J suggest two approaches toward game based attractions.  The first, is that video 

games directly have an influence now as Ubisoft, Nintendo, and Electronic Arts enter the sector 

(a couple other respondents have noted these as significant announcements as well) (Res J).  
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Secondly is immersion, be it simulator or VR headset – digital frontier is going to shape all 

theme park attraction experiences. You play the theme park – you pick the experiences like a 

giant PlayStation and interact with them extremely (Res J).   

Res R mentions that if delivered correctly gaming could be its own attraction, but 

whether that is with the park’s equipment or what visitors bring to the park with them is to be 

determined.   

 

4.2.10 Gamification 

Three respondents comment directly on the impact of gamification (Res  E, J and O).  

Res E believes games will impact in two dimensions: as a new fully conceived and designed 

interactive theme park based on popular video games (which includes pre- and post- 

gamification and social sharing; and as a complement to conventional theme park properties 

(which includes gamification and increased immersion).   

Res J looks to encourage repeat visitation with gamification.  Res O also discusses 

gamification as a blanket overlay to the experience, and is only a matter of time until someone 

does game based attractions.   

 

4.2.11 Augmented Reality 

Respondents C and Q comment on AR directly as a means of facilitating the gamification 

of theme parks.  Res C sees AR as just starting to impact theme parks, citing the Kim Possible 

World Showcase Adventure at Disney Epcot as an “alternate reality” game overlaid on top of the 
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normal Epcot experience, by creating an engaging experience using the physical environment as 

the game board with provided devices (Kimmunicators).  They continue, more of these types of 

attractions will happen once smart phones are embraced and AR can infuse the real world with 

the virtual.  Res Q has similar sentiments – right now we have primitive versions with primitive 

sensors.  They state AR will be important in the future, as technologies like Google Glass are 

accessible to everybody (park provided equipment has limitations), as the tech gets better and 

cheaper, and as creative people figure out how to tell good stories with it (like they did in 

movies).   

 

4.2.12 Making an Impact, but Not Changing Fundamentals 

Four of the respondents (G, L, M, and N) stated that games and interactivity are making 

an impact, but not changing the core experience of theme parks and attractions, and how they are 

designed.  They are an increasing prevalent trend; however, they will remain limited to 

enhancements of existing parks and attractions, adding interactivity and simple gaming elements; 

perhaps adding a new type of attraction to the mix in the overall experience, but not replacing it.   

Significant ideas that respondents have mentioned that will limit the impact of game 

design and interactivity include the ideas that games don’t enable greater immersion, that guests 

aren’t interested in active entertainment, and that parks are social experiences but game 

experiences typically aren’t.  These ideas are expressed in the following sections. 
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4.2.13 Immersion 

Res G says that by saying that these devices allow guests to be the hero in the experience 

is misleading, as it’s better done at home in a high-quality video game.  Res G emphasizes the 

biggest impact is immersion (ex: Universal’s Diagon Alley – which is paving the way for Avatar 

Land and Star Wars Land).  They continue, immersion trumps tech but tech can enhance the 

overall world (ex: Harry Potter World’s magic wands).  Furthermore, great theme parks blend 

low and high tech – with first and foremost high touch.  Res G states, all tech mentioned in this 

question are great enhancements to the person “interacting” but not great attractions.  However, 

this tech does provide extra level of experience for those that do participate.   

Res M states that games are not an immersive experience, unless they are VR, which is 

expensive.  Likewise, from the gaming industry, theme parks are incorporating interactivity, 

where guests can make things happen within a show experience, and have those things reflected 

back at them.  One example of this is the Buzz Lightyear Intergalactic Shootout.  Immersion is 

there because it’s a dark ride.  Res M elaborates, immersion comes from how you encapsulate 

the guest in that experience.  Furthermore, story drives experience, experience drives technology.  

When technology drives development it fails.  When experience drives tech, the tech becomes 

invisible.  They give one more example with the Apple iPhone, noting its lasting appeal is what 

you can do with it. 

Res C agrees with Res G, in that immersion trumps technology.  Immersion is in fact one 

axis of the Four Realms of Experience (4E) model (Immersion/Absorption, Passive/Active) (Res 

C).   
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4.2.14 Types of Games in Parks 

Adventure games are one type that already exists.  Theme park guests want passive 

entertainment and don’t want to work hard for immersion into different worlds according to Res 

L.  Adventure games at Disney parks are fun for a small percentage of guests (Res L).   

Shooter rides are another type that currently exists.  Shooter rides are fun in the mix, but 

will only be one or two rides at any one park, states Res L.  Small and mid-size parks are adding 

interactive dark rides as costs of projection have come down (Res L).   

Interactive experiences in queue lines are popular as lines are increasing, but no one will 

play them if the line is short states Res L.   

According to Res N, games are limited to increased immersion or more sophisticated 

park games.   

 

4.2.15 Parks are Social, not Individual Experiences 

Three respondents (B, E, and N) emphasize that theme parks are about social group and 

family outings, therefore games focused on individual experiences are less effective in park 

settings.  If gaming can be made into a group experience with high enough throughput then there 

may be a use for it says Res B.  Furthermore, most games are individual experiences, so they 

aren’t likely to find a place in theme parks.   

Res J brings a counter viewpoint that up until recently a majority of successful consumer 

video games were solitary played experiences (even if networked, you are on your own 
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machine).  However, in reality, social gaming works equally well.  Thus, all games are different; 

we just need the right games in the right facilities.   

 

4.2.16 Minor Impact 

Only one respondent, Res A, stated there was only minor impact.  Overall for Res A it’s 

not clear if game-based attractions can be the featured center of a theme park.  This somewhat 

runs contrary to other respondents, but reserves definitive judgment. 

Contrary to that idea, Res K notes that although the respondents are discussing how 

significant increasing interactivity could be in theme parks, no respondent has made any strong 

statement to dispel the notion that the trend is coming.   

 

4.3 Question Three Analysis – Mobile Devices 

This chapter presents the analysis of each of the nine research questions.  This section 

focuses on question number three. 

3) Are mobile devices changing theme parks? (i.e., Smart Phones, Tablets, Laptops, 

Google Glass, RFID chips, etc.) 

Mobile devices are changing theme parks.  This includes smart phones, tablets, Google 

Glass, RFID chips, and others.  It is changing the experience in positive and negative ways. 

It is changing how you experience the existing theme parks.  Mobile devices create a new filter 

through which the parks are experienced. 
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This can make the experience more positive.  It does this by logistically making the 

experience smoother.  It enables greater reach of social sharing of the experience with friends 

and family. 

By guests using these devices, this tech provides a lot of information for the park about 

the guests and their behaviors as well. 

 

4.3.1 Phone Logistics 

Thirteen of 16 respondents (A, B, C, E, G, H, J, K, M, O, P, Q, and R) state that mobile 

devices are useful for guests’ logistics, planning, and coordination of their experience.  The 

respondents bring up a number of points that support this such as the following.  Guests 

increasingly want to orchestrate their own experience.  Mobile and wearable devices (such as 

phones, tablets, etc.) can be used for ticketing, individual schedule building tools, GPS locative 

maps, attraction wait times, event show times, small queue experience enhancements, individual 

bookings to rides, fast passes to the front of the queues, dining options and reservations, 

shopping, easier payments for simplified point-of-sale purchases, cameras for photo 

opportunities, etc.  These enhance the experience.  Many of these can be utilized before and after 

the experience, as well as to make adjustments in real-time during the visit.  For large groups, 

they can split up and coordinate finding each other.  Overall, mobile devices are making the 

guest experience smoother and more comfortable.   

Much of this is being done now, and almost every park has a Wi-Fi app now.  This seems 

to strongly indicate that mobile devices have a clear role that can be filled in theme parks.  
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4.3.2 Sharing 

One key aspect mentioned specifically by six of the respondents (B, C, D, E, J and O) in 

this question is the sharability of mobiles.  They explain that mobiles and apps provide instant 

communication and gratification of the desire to instantly share the experience with family, 

friends, and others in their social networks apps, extending the theme park experience.  An 

influential aspect of mobiles is that they are augmenting the social aspect by being sharable in 

real-time (Res B and E).   

Res C and E note that guests want to document their experience (it is no longer enough to 

have a few great pictures; people want lots of pictures). And therefore, this creates a pressure on 

designers, because the entire experience must be share-worthy.  Res R points out that particularly 

with younger generations, they experience what they publish – so new designs need to build that 

aspect into the experience.  As respondents D and J say that with park apps and social media, 

guests can better interact with parks before and after the experience, it is possibly the best use for 

this type of technology in relation to theme parks.   

 

4.3.3 Big Data Analysis, Back End of Operations 

Five of the respondents (D, E, H, J, and O) mention that mobile devices provide an 

opportunity on the back end for greater control over all aspect of park operations (purchasing, 

marketing, demographic analysis, operations, etc.) (Res D).  This is similar to what the old 

Disney book of tickets provided operators (Res J).  As Res H notes, the connective technologies 

that are embedded in mobile devices, such as NFC readers, GPS, Bluetooth, and Wi-Fi, allow for 
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a bi-directional identification of guests, their location, demand for attractions, purchasing 

allowance, and interactivity level.  As Res E and O mention, this big data source can then be 

analyzed easier by park managers and operations for better informed decision making, which 

includes how to better satisfy customers, increase income, and other financial and marketing 

aspects.  

 

4.3.4 Creative Experiences, New Potential 

Six of the 16 respondents (D, E, H, J, N and Q) noted that mobile technologies have a 

high potential for new and creative experiences.  Thus, it presents new opportunities and 

challenges that will improve the experience.  Res N acknowledges that there may be a special 

task for mobile, but does not think it has been discovered yet.  Respondents H and Q are 

optimistic about wearables and smart eye wear, such as Google Glass to eventually change the 

experience as the costs come down and guests begin bringing these with them.  Res Q strongly 

emphasizes that through mobile devices and their connective networks, ad hoc incentives can be 

offered in real-time to manage distribution of guests throughout the park.  

 

4.3.5 Impacts to Immersion, Distraction 

Eight respondents (C, D, E, G, J, L, M, and P),  nearly half of the panel, raised the 

concern that mobile smart phones are introducing a negative impact to theme park experiences 

by distracting guests from the park experience.  Hints of boredom have people looking at their 

phone and engaging with something else, or even another experience, which breaks the 
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immersion of that world that has been designed.  Therefore, the experience is being changed by 

the mobile devices and presents challenges. 

Two respondents (E and L) do agree and point out that many people come to escape from 

everyday life and technology; so for some smart devices remain in pockets, and will only be a 

minor part of the day.  Thereby, if greater immersion and experiences are available at the park, 

the less personal tech use will happen anyway.   Two other respondents, M and O, mention that 

with so many phones, safety is a concern – as people hold out their devices, they are less aware 

of what is going on around them, and if they are pulled out of a pocket on a ride, they present a 

safety issue if it should fly back and injure someone.  

Two respondents (P and M) point out that mobile devices are positive in terms of their 

impact and should be embraced, and younger generations expect it – so experiences should be 

designed for their presence, regardless of weaknesses. 

 

4.3.6 Raised Expectations 

Two respondents, B and R, note that mobiles have become prevalent in people’s lives, 

and raised expectations of experiences.  In other words, for guests, mobiles have become an 

extension of themselves and their lives, and expect to interact with the real and virtual.  For this 

reason, there is a growing expectation for what they can provide in a connected destination 

environment.  Three respondents (G, N, and O) acknowledge that mobile devices and their 

connected tech use are now ubiquitous and are part of everyday life.  As a result, all of it has a 

presence and is not going to go away.   
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Only one respondent, Q, strongly disagrees with the others in this response and other 

questions about the usage of RFID (wristband tech), citing it as a 10 year old technology prior to 

the existence of smart phones that will not last despite its present spotlight. 

 

4.4 Question Four Analysis – Internet 

This chapter presents the analysis of each of the nine research questions.  This section 

focuses on question number four. 

4) Is the Internet and related technology changing theme parks? How? (i.e.,  

connectivity, Wi-Fi, Bluetooth, Digital Distribution, etc.) 

Upon considering this question, all respondents but Res A consider this to be a natural 

and important progression of ever making things better, and not a disruption to it.  The Internet is 

changing theme parks primarily in two domains.  The first is the guest-facing wrapper 

experience of both pre-visit interactions online and apps, and during the experience through the 

park’s apps.  The second is the operational backbone of connective architecture of operations and 

controls and IT.  However, these two ways don’t fundamentally change the experience of core 

attractions.  Almost half of the respondents (D, E, H, J, M, O and Q) agree with the above 

statement; however, they go further and put greater emphasis on how this does fundamentally 

change theme parks, and express high potential for what else might be done with Internet and 

connectivity, including how it may create better experiences within the attractions and ancillary 

services.  Only one, Res G, asserted that in fact all new attractions their company builds are 

designed with the idea in mind to embrace and support internet and connectivity – specifically to 
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support sharability.  Only one respondent, Res A, thought that the Internet and connectivity was 

mostly not changing theme parks in a significant way. 

 

4.4.1 Yes, Changing, but not Fundamentally 

The eight respondents (which comprise half of the group, respondents B,C, G, K,L, N,P, 

and R) expressed various sentiments along the lines of “yes, but not profoundly,” describe some 

of the changes as the following. 

 

4.4.2 Front of House (The Wrapper Experience) 

Front-of-House (the guest facing technologies) wrapper experience, according to 

respondents J, M and N, is most important in website and mobile connectivity.  Guests now 

expect to always be online and parks are responding (Res R).  Basic connectivity to internet via 

Wi-Fi for mobile devices is now a standard amenity in contemporary experiences (Res P).  The 

infrastructure cost to provide this amenity is equal to a marketable attraction, but is no longer 

cost prohibitive because to not provide it is viewed by guests as behind the times or substandard 

(Res P).  However, this is now a new arena for competition among parks to provide a superior 

customer experience (Res H).   

 

4.4.3 Before the Visit 

The experience begins before the guests visit (Res B, H, J, M, and N).  Guests can access 
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websites and apps to plan their visit ahead of time and make reservations (Res J, M, and N).  The 

website serves as the digital doorstep to the park which forms the very first impression and 

begins the experience – not at the gate (Res M).  Here the guests begin buying tickets and 

customizing their experiences (Res B, H, J, and N).  This also connects to their mobile device 

app, which they later carry with them during their visit. 

 

4.4.4 During the Visit 

During their visit, guests access the Internet via their smart phones and wireless devices 

via beacons placed throughout the park (Res E and J).  Res A, B, E, and Q include wearables in 

their list of devices.  Connectivity for guests is platform agnostic – it includes all forms: Wi-Fi 

(this is most prominent at the moment) (Res B, D, E, G, H, O, P, Q, and R), Bluetooth (Res B, N, 

Q, and R), RFID (Res N and Q), NFC (Res B and N), etc.  The list expands as new forms 

become useful and are added to the mix, creating a more robust infrastructure.   

 

4.4.5 Infrastructure 

This infrastructure can allow guests to perform park related interactions, primarily 

through a park’s app, all in real-time.  Interactions such as (Res C, E, H, and P) ticketing, 

payments, fast pass, planning schedule building/editing (Res B and N), sharing on social media 

(Res G, J, L, and P), receiving information updates (Res K and P), and group communication 

(Res B and O) staying in contact with those in their group elsewhere at the park.  Simultaneously 

with those benefits, guests can also perform activities that run counter to the intended crafted 
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experiences.  As Res D notes, the immersion-breaking interactions guests now desire to do 

during their visit include checking email, checking “into the office,” surfing the internet, 

streaming videos, playing games, checking sports scores, and sharing on social media (social 

media actions fall into both positive and negative categories). 

 

4.4.6 After the Visit 

After the visit, guests can continue to interact with the park at home via website and apps, 

such as sharing the pictures and videos created.  Res J notes that guests write reviews as well, 

and historically, parks (and plenty of other industries) do not like individuals offering public 

reviews and critiques of their products and services.  Therefore, this aspect of the Internet has 

contributed to theme parks adopting tools and features accessible for guests within the park 

experience more slowly.  

 

4.4.7 (Back of House) Backbone: Operations and Interactivity 

Operation strategies are being changed by the Internet and connectivity.  There are a 

variety of ways and a variety of degrees in how much is being implemented that has been 

mentioned by different respondents.  This does not necessarily mean that the following is being 

done by all theme parks, but it is definitely happening in some.  Being connected means that you 

can get instant info on capacity, sales totals, the number of guests in restaurants, maintenance 

problems, etc. (Res K).  Real-time data for some parks is stored and analyzed from mobile, 

points of sales, beacons, sensors, and wristbands to teach visitor behavior (i.e., what types of 
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activity is taking place, when it is done, where it is done, and in what order flow sequences are 

done in) (Res E and J).  Two respondents, Res Q and N, mentioned that phone apps are or can be 

used for handling the flow within a park by influencing crowd behavior with techniques such as 

“reward” programs, fast pass systems to reduce lines, dynamic online ticketing (with entrance 

time intervals managed) to reduce crowds during peak times and spreading them over less 

congested periods.  Res N states this is from the design side only; theme parks do not see the data 

on owner’s side. 

   

4.4.8 Data Collection 

Demographics can be collected about each visitor via Facebook, customer apps, and 

wristbands (i.e., Nationality, newcomers/regulars) (Res E).  Data is stored according to national 

regulations, and can be analyzed real-time or later for marketing, sales, guest services, and guest 

satisfaction (Res E).  Tech can also allow for the identification, localization, and purchasing 

power of each visitor (Res H).  We do see data from guests’ tickets within attractions for 

demographics (time, date, and location of residence) (Res N) and can inform how much food to 

make, staff to have on duty, which rides to have operational, and available enterprise tools (Res 

J).   

 

4.4.9 Example – Disney MYMAGIC+ 

Res H in this question, and a majority of the respondents throughout the study cite 

“Disney MyMagic+” as a prime example of how connected technologies are shaping front and 



 

114 

back of house, and have set a bar for all parks, and are considered successful but just at the first 

stage.  Res Q stressed that this RFID technology is old, passive, and non-writable technology that 

is likely to be replaced by an active, writable technology similar to new tech that is already in 

smart phones much sooner rather than later. 

 

4.4.10 Internet and Wi-Fi 

Respondents H and N state that AV integrators and operators have long used Internet and 

Wi-Fi hidden from public as dedicated secured network paths, to commission, operate, 

troubleshoot, maintain, and to upgrade: services, AV, lighting, control systems, shows and 

functions in the parks.  For IT and controls, this remote secure access has grown increasingly 

robust and now routine.  With connected services, lots of data is available through web interfaces 

(lamp life, error messages, voltage history, real-time execution, etc.) (Res N).  One good 

example of this that Res K gives is that central command centers can operate shows using 

Internet tech, such as parades.  Res H stated that every attraction they’ve designed in the last 5+ 

years world-wide uses wired and wireless IT networks.  Virtualization of show control and 

sources take this to new levels – with more parks on the way to use this.  Res N thinks there is 

likely a sea change coming when cloud computing with remote servers happens. 

Res O mentions that from an organizational standpoint in their company, connectivity is 

essential to ensure everyone can get in touch with each other, especially internationally.  In a 

similar regard, it is just as useful for a guest to reach someone in their group on the other side of 

the park and be able to ask “where are you?”   
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Respondents G and H noted that during the design phase of an attraction, connectivity 

could allow interactivity to be designed in.  According to Res N, there are developments in 

Bluetooth, NFC, and RFID to interact with attractions.  Res R states that some attractions are 

delivering experiences to devices, which would have been impossible before.   

Res N agrees with Res L in the following points: tech in parks does not change the 

experience or disrupt the business model as it has in others (e.g., music, movies, TV, etc.); 

content is now more plentiful through internet, and the popular IP’s of that content in parks 

drives attendance and revenues; and tech is in service of guest and park experience.  

Respondents G, J, and P feel that Internet and connectivity should be encouraged and 

supported. 

 

4.4.11 Profound Change 

Seven respondents (D, E, H, J, M, O and Q) said that internet and connective 

technologies are changing theme parks in a profound way, and have a high potential for more.  

This includes everything stated above, how important those ways are, and promises much more 

to come as the Internet and connective tech is further integrated into theme parks. 

Res J provides instances of potential future uses.  One being, parks could have an 

iBeacon twitter-verse allowing guests to interact with a park-provided in-park social media 

platform.  However, because of limited mobile battery life and not all guests want to always be 

connected to their mobile devices all the time, this means that all levels of connectivity have to 

be in bite-sized chunks and very focused.  Another example given, is a queue game app in which 

when you win, you get bumped to the front of the line.  Thereby, with a park’s app, the park gets 
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to control how much you interact with the facility, for how long you play, who gets to go to the 

front of the queue, etc. (Res J). 

Res J states that next-gen tech will allow audiences to take part via the Internet in 

designing and finding which attractions succeed or fail.  Through the Internet, a guest could 

preview attractions by virtually riding them in the pre-visit phase (Res J). 

With the Internet of things, nothing will be off limits when it comes to paying for 

experiences – this could mean guests choose and pay ahead instead of at the in-park major point 

of sale, or it could mean that you pay digitally at every object in the park, continuously paying a 

la carte (Res J). 

Res Q states that because they believe smart phones and Google Glass are the future, it 

will absolutely require connective technologies.  Also, Bluetooth will be useful for additional 

slave devices to your smart phone.  Additionally, Wi-Fi is preferred over cellular Internet to 

decrease power usage for devices and increase bandwidth.  And Res Q’s final point, power 

consumption will be a big issue in an 8 hour day due to limited battery life, but more recharging 

stations can address this. 

Some respondents, but not many, say that the wrapper experience and the attractions 

themselves are being impacted by Internet related technologies.  Attractions are designed to be 

compulsorily shared by guests (Res G).  With the idea that social media should be embraced, 

attractions are designed to be so impactful and have such incredible moments that you should 

feel compelled to take pictures and video to share (Res P).  People want to share on social media, 

and word of mouth is a powerful marketing tool (Res P).  Res H mentioned that payment 

interactivities at the park that utilize the Internet could be designed. 
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4.4.12 Not Much of a Change 

One respondent (Res A) said that the Internet was mostly not changing theme parks in a 

positive way and that it mainly served to distract guests.   

Parks could block it but that begins to feel “big brotherish” (Res D and M).  There are 

some ethical privacy issues to consider if guests are digitally tracked (Res M). 

There is a sentiment shared by many of the other respondents who expressed that it is a 

distraction; however, there seemed to be many more positive changes that benefit theme parks 

despite distracting guests from the experience. 

 

4.5 Question Five Analysis – Social Networks 

This chapter presents the analysis of each of the nine research questions.  This section 

focuses on question number five. 

5) Are social networks changing theme parks? How? (i.e.,  Facebook, Xbox Live, 

Instagram, Twitter, etc.) 

There is a sentiment shared by most respondents that social media is changing theme 

parks, but it is under debate with respect to how influential the impact of social networks is.  Of 

the respondents, nine feel that social network technologies are indeed changing theme parks, but 

that change is limited to the social media that surrounds the park experience, and not so much a 

fundamental change to the theme park experience itself.  Two respondents find social media to 

have significant, profound effects on the theme park experience.  Five respondents remain 
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unconvinced that social media is changing theme parks themselves.  The respondents’ sentiments 

can be described as follows. 

 

4.5.1 Profound Change 

Respondents D and H consider social media as having significant, profound effects and 

they regard social media as the first contact point that guests will experience.  They elaborate 

that guests first plan their experience online; therefore it is the first thing they experience, and 

makes the first impression.  Therefore, it is here, in the virtual space that the experience begins.  

From this point onwards, social media remains present at all times; it is now an invisible overlay 

onto everything else, like a lens or a filter (Res O). Everything that is shared over social media is 

mediated through this filter, thereby extending the park experience to family, friends, and non-

friends that may have been present and not present at the park (Res B, O, and R), and for some, 

social media experiences may be their first impression.  Photos, videos, and text messages will 

be shared across the globe in an instant, which occurs before, during and after the visit (Res O).  

Because of millions of visitors are sharing in real time, and sending information out into the 

world to millions more this puts a new demand on high-quality experiences.  Accounting for 

social media is a must at all times, and its influence continues to be ever greater than before – 

which holds true not just for the attractions, but for the food experiences as well (Res B, E, and 

O). An entire meta-verse for every social media channel exists (Twitter, Instagram, Facebook, 

Vine, YouTube, email, Internet, blogging, text messages, etc.) as users post comments, photos, 

videos, reviews, and critiques of their experience (Res B, C, D, E, H, J, K, and O). 
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4.5.2 High Potential  

There seems to be high potential for social media to be further integrated into the 

experiences of theme parks, one being to create collaborative experiences among the guests in 

real-time (Res E).  In another instance, the park itself could react to what guests within the park 

are saying and doing in the social media channel, and respond in real-time (Res D). 

 

4.5.3 Changing Theme Parks, but Relegated to the Social Media Wrapper 

A majority of respondents (B, C, E, G, J, K, N, O, and R) acknowledge social media’s 

many influences, and state that it is changing theme parks, but it remains relegated to the social 

media wrapper that envelops the experience but it is not impacting the core of the theme park 

experience.  There does not seem to be a disagreement with the prior statements, but social 

media’s effects are not regarded as influential as the previously mentioned respondents regard it.  

Res M & R say that social media does not change theme parks themselves, what they physically 

are, and how they are designed.  Therefore, theme park design remains the same – a social 

experience for friends and family to create memories together.  The overlay of social media is an 

important and powerful marketing and advertising tool (Res B, H, J, K, and R).  The parks can 

send information to fan clubs, send special offers, and deliver their messaging to their guests 

(Res K).  It is their opportunity to own their own message and separate them from how they are 

portrayed in the mainstream media (Res O and R).  Theme parks can directly take part in 

conversations with their guests (Res B, C, D and J).  They can monitor social media channels and 

address criticism and feedback to make the experience better (Res K).  They can see what people 
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like, and give them more.  In this sense, the customer contact has drastically changed, but the 

parks have not changed.  The experience at its core is the same as it ever was. 

Social media is difficult to keep up with, as new apps and technology come and go with 

popularity trends, which can be fickle (Res J).  

 

4.5.4 Unconvincing that Social Networks are Changing Theme Parks 

Five of the respondents (A, L, M, P and Q) remain unconvinced that it is changing theme 

parks themselves.  Social media may be an important marketing tool with minor impact, but it 

really has not changed theme parks in any significant way.  Keep in mind, social media is 

important and should be encouraged and supported (Res E, G, and P), however, it is a challenge 

for it be integrated into real-time usage for competitive or game-related activities (Res P).  

Attempts to integrate social media into the experience more deeply has only had limited success, 

and as it stands, does not warrant further pursuit, unless there is a breakthrough in how this 

technology can be used for theme parks (Res P).  It just has not proven itself as key to the 

experience. 

 

4.6 Question Six Analysis – New Tech That Has Not Had Impact But Will 

This chapter presents the analysis of each of the nine research questions.  This section 

focuses on question number six. 

6) What new technologies have not yet affected theme parks, but will? (i.e., virtual 

reality, augmented reality, 3D printing, sensors, audio-visual, etc.)  
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4.6.1 Hardware + Software / Experiences Not Tech, Goal: Tech Is Invisible 

At least five respondents (A, D, K, M and O) strongly emphasize that the experience is 

what is most important, not the technology.  They elaborate that the technology is a tool that 

assists in supporting the story and experience.  Therefore, the goal is for tech to become 

invisible.  Disney is cited as having researched this extensively – they came up with the 

experience they wanted and developed tech to achieve it.  The hardware alone does not leave 

smiles on people’s faces – it requires software to create the experience. 

 

4.6.2 All of the Above 

In the research question prompt, the potential technologies listed were virtual reality, 

augmented reality, 3D printing, sensors, audio-visual, etc.  Six respondents (C, D, K, L, O, and 

R) responded with a yes.  It is to be mentioned that all of these technologies will impact theme 

parks, before we go into details about each of them and others.  Res K mentions that all of these 

are already affecting parks onstage and offstage.  Res O mentions that they already are because 

everyone is already aware of them and are thinking about them, and that most likely they are all 

being considered for use in places like Avatar Land that are currently being built.  Accordingly, 

as quickly as they can be implemented, they will be used.  Res R mentions that most of the tech 

mentioned are on the edge of being integrated. 

 

4.6.3 Something You Cannot Get at Home 

Three of the respondents (A, C, and G) make the point that whatever tech is developed 
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for an experience, the golden rule of location based entertainment is that it has to be something 

they cannot get at home.  Res C mentions that parks will need to compete with virtuality, 

therefore, 4D ride experiences will be even more important along with the need to keep evolving 

to stay ahead of what is available at home. 

 

4.6.4 Must Be Inclusive, Group Experiences – Scaling Up 

Four of the respondents (E, K, N, and P) mention that whatever tech affects theme park 

experiences, it needs to be designed for group experiences for all ages.  They mention this 

largely in reference to VR and AR which currently tend to be single person immersion 

experiences at home, and those experiences also need to scale up to accommodate something 

more like 1,800 guests per hour.  Therefore, if this can be done, there is great potential for those 

technologies. 

 

4.6.5 Virtual Reality 

With regard to Virtual Reality (VR), 13 of the respondents had comments (A, B, C, D, G, 

J, K, M, N, O, P, Q, and R).   

Several note that VR has already affected parks in various ways, with Res J’s example 

being DisneyQuest, which had two VR attractions implemented for the first time, having opened 

in 1998.  It carried a 90 million dollar price tag, so it was difficult for others to follow suit. 

Four respondents (A, J, K, and O) cite VR coaster (developed by Mack) in Germany as a 

prime example that has been gaining considerable attention in the last couple of months before 
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this study.  Furthermore, this approach can give new life to old existing coasters.  However, Res 

O mentions it may be too expensive for smaller size parks (although some client parks will have 

it implemented in the following 12 months), and it needs to be made safe so the goggles don’t 

fall off on high speed coasters and injure a guest. 

Res G mentions that VR attractions are being worked on.  Several respondents have 

concerns about what is required for it to break through.  Three respondents (B, C, and G) 

emphasize that it must not be what is available at home.  Res J notes that the encumbrance to VR 

(same as AR) is that you have to wear a special device, operate, power, and connect that device 

to a software system.  Res N notes that VR has not been perfected, but (like Respondent G, and 

others) if it can be made a group experience it has high potential.  Res P notes that until there is a 

break from head -mounted displays, the throughput for an attraction is a bottleneck, and motion 

sickness also needs to be addressed. 

 

4.6.6 Augmented Reality 

Augmented Reality (AR) has a few implemented examples, but it seems that its future, 

which holds high potential, remains unexplored. 

Only Res N affirms that augmented reality is presently having an impact.  However, most 

of the others seem to indicate that there are a few examples of AR, but this technology is largely 

unexplored, although it holds high potential possibilities for the future.  There is not a strong 

consensus around AR, but many perspectives can paint a full picture of where this technology 

currently stands.   
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Respondents J and P indicate that there are a few examples implemented (DisneyQuest 

was the first) and in research spaces, but there is not an example to point to its full potential.  Res 

J mentions there have been problems delivering on Microsoft HoloLens and Google Glass, so the 

jury is still out.  Res Q mentions that it is not quite there yet; smart phones can do some of this, 

but it is not totally immersive, although interesting from creative and logistical views.  Res J 

notes that for AR to become adopted, and for guests to tolerate the encumbrance of a head 

mounted display, AR needs its killer app.  Three other respondents note (L, R, and N) that there 

is potential additional revenue opportunities with AR.  For example, Res P points out that in 

terms of a theme park’s revenue square footage, there is a lot of dead space that connects all the 

rides and restaurants, and AR has a high potential to turn that into entertainment and increase 

revenue without building more physical plant.  Res D agrees with Q in the sense that AR should 

complement what the parks are already doing, as long as it does not break immersion.  Like VR, 

AR is right on the edge of being realized according to respondents J and R.  Two respondents 

have concerns that the displays are too simple to create great real-time immersion visually.  Two 

other respondents mention that avoiding sim sickness is a necessity for this to be successful, 

because when poor displays create a time lag between what is on-screen visually and what is 

experienced physically by the body, they can strongly induce nausea (sim sickness).  Respondent 

C says that AR should be embraced, like HoloLens, but the experience for theme parks must be a 

shared social experience, as long as high throughput and hygiene can be accounted for.  Res B 

notes that like VR, AR will compete with sophisticated home versions. 
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4.6.7 3D Printing 

3D printing is already creating an impact according to two respondents (B and J), while 

five others (C, D, P, Q, and R) find potential for it in the next couple years.  Respondents D, J, 

and Q mention that parks are actively talking about using 3D printing to create custom souvenirs.  

Res J states that this will be deployed in 2016 and will grow as the speed of printing increases.  

One example they give is scanning a guest’s face and putting it onto a figurine of one’s favorite 

character; Disney is researching on this.  Respondents J and P mention that 3D printing of food 

and sugars is very likely.  Res R mentions that 3D printing is very useful for designers for 

prototyping on the creation side of parks and attractions. 

Two other respondents (B and C) note that for all the positive aspects of the usefulness of 

3D printing, the negative side of it is a concern.  Res B notes that 3D printing is already 

impacting branded souvenir merchandise with counterfeit souvenirs; Res C agrees that this 

should be scaring theme parks for this reason that this may impact the theme parks 

merchandising business model.  

 

4.6.8 Other Noteworthy Technology 

Res C calls out for an Internet theme park of things and sensors, which could help treat 

guests as individuals, which Res D refers to as providing a personalized experience.  Res E 

points to ICT (Information and Communication Technology) to create an impact, which is often 

seen mainly as just a cost.  Res G expects Holophonic 3D sound and ways of merging 3D and 4D 

tech to impact theme parks. 
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Res J calls out autonomous robots and vehicles, 3D projection mapping, brain tracking 

tech (from military research), and 10K display and projection to have an impact in the near 

future, but some years out.  Respondents R and J specifically mention drones.  Res R also notes 

gaming. 

Res H notes the following are changing in big leaps. 

1.  Variable gain screen material 

2.  High efficiency, high-density, ultra-wide spectrum, flexible single-mode fiber optic cable 

3.  Transparent speaker cone material 

4.  Projecting +4K resolution at +360 FPS with less than 1ms latency. 

5.  Universal UIP audio transport. 

6.  Fully virtualized show control like Integrated Scheduler and Automation Controller (ISAAC) 

systems. 

7.  Virtualization of audio video and control sources. 

8.  The incorporation of tech like Oculus, Real3D, TiMax, Google Glasses, and HDR on 

something wearable, discrete and light weight that it makes it disappear. 

9.  Advancement in design tools, previsualization technology, and cost reduction will permit 

creative groups higher grade innovation design. 

10.  Security game changes – are in the form of pixel-logistics for ID-ing and tracking anything 

(assets to visitors). Faster CPUs and sampled comparative data from various sensors in combo 

with on-demand high speed capturing could be a defense against chemical, biological, and 

explosive terrorist attacks in LBE venues. 
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4.7 Question Seven Analysis – Audiences 

This chapter presents the analysis of each of the nine research questions.  This section 

focuses on question number seven. 

7) How are the audiences of theme parks changing? (i.e.,  Aging, Groups, Expectations, 

etc.) 

 

4.7.1 Digital Native 

Seven of the respondents (C, D, E, H, J, O, and R) identified young people growing up 

surrounded by and using digital technology in their lives as a changing trend to theme park 

audience.  A couple specifically referred to this group as digital natives.  This group is also 

referred to as millennials, which is an overlapping description.  Millennials across all industries 

are roughly defined as the generation born in early 80s, early 90s –all of whom have access to 

technology and information services.  This change is referred to as a one of the most significant 

changes to theme park audiences. 

The collected aspects of this digital native/millennial audience contributed to this 

description by the seven respondents (C, D, E, H, J, O, and R) tend to be referred to as a younger 

generation, having shorter attention spans, growing conversation deficits, expecting instant 

gratification, being comfortable interacting with multiple screens, multi-connected, and 

incredibly sophisticated (Res C and J).  These young people have smart phones, and enjoy 

instantly sharing their photos with people (Res O).  Having been raised on video games, 

computers, mobile devices, internet, and social media, they interact with screens and digital and 



 

128 

interactive experiences differently compared to previous generations (Res R).  Therefore, these 

general characteristics then dictate the requirements for attractions.  This group’s expectations 

are different; their expectations are more open to technological change (Res H).  They have a 

different level of sophistication with technology, and are able to be tougher judges of how 

technology is used (Res H).  It should be noted that these technological changes are partially 

derived and evolved from this sample group as parks are trying to embrace, understand, learn, 

utilize and deploy (Res H).   

 

4.7.2 Increasing Sophistication of At-Home, Mobile, Digital Entertainment 

Nine respondents (B, C, D, J, K, O, P, Q, and R) describe various increasing 

sophistication of entertainment at home and across all entertainment which is driving the quality 

and sophistication of attractions higher at theme parks. 

Res B specifically mentions that the increasing sophistication and convenience of at-

home and mobile digital entertainment and social media means out-of-home experiences have to 

be of even higher quality, fidelity, aimed toward a luxury experience to get people to visit.  

Respondents C, D, K, O, Q, and R describe that for kids growing up, “the bar” has been raised 

across all experiences (including theme parks), because younger guests expect higher levels of 

immersion, tech, and fantasy (including media and video games).  Res J specifically points out 

that the bar is also being raised across all entertainment with regard to interactivity and 

customization, expecting changing narratives that can only be achieved by digital tech.  An 

example Res J gives of this is Disney’s Star Tours; you get to experience multiple routes at 

random based on luck – however, individuals want to pick their route.  Res P describes another 
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caveat:  as the thrill bar is pushed higher with each new attraction, and regional parks offer 

annual passes for frequent and casual visits, destination parks get pushed into larger thrill based 

attractions and events.  Consequently, they need to keep building and wowing to compete – 

pushing the bar even higher.  However if the investment for a family to attend a destination park 

is even more expensive and become “once in a lifetime” events, the local parks benefit as a result 

(Res P).   

 

4.7.3 Financial Changes 

Respondents B, Q, and R mention a trend that has potential to change theme parks.  

Financially (at least for North America), the middle class is being squeezed, and have less 

disposable income for leisure (Res B).  This means that the audience has been shifting to be 

comprised more of the upper middle class and higher income, higher educated households (Res 

B).  As the business model is maturing and finding more ways to get money out of the parks 

themselves – one way to do so is to attract wealthier people who pay more (Res Q).  Some of 

these more affluent are coming from countries farther away (Res R).  This financial shift may 

have greater potential for change than age (Res Q).  There is a concern that for parks to meet 

profit expectations, parks could only become affordable to the wealthy (Res Q). 

A guest’s time in the park can be influenced, and a guest can be encouraged to spend 

more.  Res J mentions that dwelling time is an issue in the park business, and with digital 

technology, parks are getting better at managing visitors’ time and keeping better track of where 

people are going (i.e., dwelling time in queues, time after the ride, how many attractions have 

souvenirs, extreme merchandising components).  Therefore, by coming up with a better mix, the 
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park can make better uses of guests’ time.  Res J’s gives the example that instead of standing in 

queues waiting, if you have virtual queues, guests could potentially be wandering the snack or 

merchant areas. 

 

4.7.4 Family Demographic Changes 

Res B states that families are decreasing as a percentage of the population; and singles 

and childless adult couples are an increasing percentage, because young adults are delaying child 

birth to later.  Res L also notes that groups of these young adults are increasing. 

Percentage of married couples with children who are higher socioeconomic and educated 

status is increasing (Res B and D). 

Res J summarizes well by saying that the mix of nuclear family now also includes the 

parental guardian and partnership.  In particular, it is very complicated to say that one is targeting 

the father or mother of the group – one must look at the guest as a whole. Also, family groups 

coming are being augmented by friends.   

B and D both state the population is aging (living longer), and the mature audience is an 

increasing percentage.  Res J also attributes this to added mobility and better health.  

Res J elaborates that parks are trying for a mature mix – not younger, not older, roughly 

the same generational sector, except dealing with smaller and larger groups.  Res C notes that 

new generations are different (but not that different). Likewise, everyone goes through similar 

life phases while aging. Res O details how theme parks started as family business.  Then with 

roller coaster awards, it became a teenager business (Six Flags, Cedar Fair, etc.)  Families went 
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away.  Now we need families back, but we cannot lose the teenagers.  We need to cover all 

demographics (Res O).   

Res J also mentions that the ability to travel to venues has changed.  They cite that the 

downturn of 2008 and the staycation now influences how attractions are designed. 

Res O gives a more international viewpoint outside of North America, and states that the 

answer is different based on where you are in the world.  Additionally, in other parts of the 

world, theme parks have to be more multi-generational than North America.  For example, in 

Asia, most have two children, grandparents, and parents.  Usually parents want to do things with 

the children, and the grandparents want to watch.  Kids want to do what their big brothers and 

sisters do, so you have to have facilities that allow them to do all that (Res O). 

The rest of the world is a younger demographic than North America (Res O).  Different 

places, requirements, cultures, and crowds are all different.  In the United States, everything is on 

a massive scale; there are big streets, and dramatic structures that are overwhelming stuff.  In 

Europe, we plan a surprise every 20 feet because it is a much more intimate experience.  In Asia, 

overall facilities are smaller, because large open spaces make people feel uncomfortable (Res O).   

 

4.7.5 Sharing Group Experience Together, Social Inclusion 

Seven respondents (E, G, H, J, K, O, and P) reiterate that a trend that stays the same even 

as new technology comes along is that people want shared group experiences at a theme park.  

Respondents identified characteristics people look for such as togetherness, family time, group-

based experiences, social inclusion, and shared memories.  Although digital experiences (video 

games, VR, etc.) raise the bar for home entertainment, respondents consider those to tend to be 
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somewhat individual experiences (but not always). In contrast, it was emphasized that 

technology which is adapted for theme parks can and should offer rich group experiences, 

because fundamentally people seek quality entertainment to gather together and share a common 

experience. 

 

4.7.6 Audience Attitudes and Nature 

Respondents O and M note that audiences are ruder.  When using handheld devices, they 

are oblivious to the people around them, more socially awkward, and the interactions are not 

very fun (Res M).  Guests dress sloppier – parks were special experiences, now with season 

passes, it is not as special (Res M).  Strollers are an operational nightmare, choking intimacy out 

of the park as people use them to lug their stuff around (Res M).  Res J notes that audiences are 

physically larger and heavier, and there has been a change in the size of park rides in the last 15–

20 years.  Older people are riding extreme rides that normally they would not have been inclined 

to (Res J).  This also means that there are more electric scooters, which have the same 

operational headache as strollers, and some are being used by people that do not need them, but 

exploit them to cut to the front of the lines (Res M).  Hence, all of this rudeness negatively 

impacts the overall experience. 
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4.7.7 Food Adventureness, Healthfulness, and Quality Expectations Higher Than 

In Past 

Two respondents (B and J) mention that the quality of food adventureness, healthfulness, and 

quality expectations is much higher – the level of sophistication with food must keep up with 

what is happening outside the park. 

 

4.7.8 Not Changing Much 

Only Res A thought that the audience was not changing very much, but did not elaborate 

with further details. 

Other respondents expressed sentiments that might have some parallels to this statement, 

by stating fundamentally that the audience is much the same as it has been; however, there are all 

these definite changes going on (as described above), which give extra or additional significant 

focus to the audience mixed with many of the above trends.  However, this is done without 

changing the core audience completely. 

 

4.8 Question Eight Analysis – Business 

This chapter presents the analysis of each of the nine research questions.  This section 

focuses on question number eight. 

8) How is the business of theme parks changing? (i.e., big data, apps, etc.) 
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4.8.1 Companies Merging 

Three respondents (D, E, and J) mention the merger of companies as an influence on the 

theme park industry.   

Res D is concerned about the financial issues of larger corporations dominating the 

competition.  Res J and N point to Disney’s acquisition of Star Wars as an example that will 

make it harder for smaller theme parks to compete with other big, trans-media ones. 

Res J and D both agree that as the industry becomes more controlled and expensive, the 

fundamentals to keep an eye on will be the mergers of theme park companies, and with media 

companies.  As a result, some parks have access to top intellectual properties, and those media 

properties will cross over between games, film, TV, and merchandising into one slick corporate 

model. 

 

4.8.2 IP and Brands Becoming More Important 

Six respondents (C, D, J, K, N, and O) see brands and intellectual property (IP) having an 

increasingly significant influence on the theme park industry. 

Res K states that in the past, studios didn’t understand the value of their IP, and therefore 

it could be easily bought; however, now they do, and it can be cost prohibitive.  Some parks are 

creating their own IP.  Res J mentions that other players, such as Nintendo, 20
th

 Century Fox, 

DreamWorks, Ubisoft, and Electronic Arts, are entering the theme park industry hoping to 

leverage their IP. 
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Res O says the importance of IP is increasing and only becoming more important, 

especially for countries like China, where brand denotes positive quality.  Furthermore, brands 

are important, but you must deliver on what that IP is; it can’t just be a label.  Res O elaborates, 

if current projects in development associated with IP are successful, use of brands will only 

become bigger and even more important.  For this reason, it definitely won’t be dying down any 

time soon. 

With the convergence of theme park and media companies, Res D notes that parks can 

leverage brands, products, or narratives, which could be a problem if everything centers on a 

branded experience.  Similarly, Res C mentions that it is a hit-driven business (tent poles, 

sequels, and convergence); therefore, coming up with something new is increasingly difficult, 

and it is increasingly expensive to develop new attractions and revitalize the old ones – which is 

at the lifeblood of the business. 

 

4.8.3 Data Mining / Big Data 

Six respondents (C, D, J, M, O, and R) talked about how theme parks industry as a whole 

is just now starting to utilize the usefulness of big data.  Theme parks are learning from other 

industries and now starting to utilize sophisticated data mining techniques to maximize revenue 

in parks, hotels, restaurants, and shops (Res C).  Guests are tracked, counted, and monitored in 

what they do and purchase throughout the day, which is stored in a profile just like in grocery 

stores and cell phones (Res M).  Complex analysis can be used to better handle queueing and 

real-time data analysis (Res D).  Big data is also fantastic for marketing and promotion – it 

allows for the collection of likes and dislikes, and theme parks are able to provide guests with 
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more of what they want (Res J).  Res J notes that the fundamental approach to entertaining 

people hasn’t changed, except the tools to do it.  Res O notes that with so much information, it is 

important to be careful to avoid analysis paralysis – instinct still has a lot to do with it. 

Res Q has one contrary point of view.  They don’t think big data will change much – 

however, apps will by changing the economics and psychology of the experience, perhaps 

mostly in the short term.  However, 10 years from now, big data won’t be a big deal – and this 

respondent’s perspective is unchanged after reading others’ responses.  Res R also finds value in 

apps, because previously, operators had large industrial engineering groups breaking audiences 

into demographic groups, but now with mobile and opt-in data sharing, it’s possible to cater to 

the family or individual directly. 

 

4.8.4 Increasing Bar of Experience 

Guests experience an ever increasing bar across all experiences outside of theme parks; 

therefore, theme parks must continue to keep up.  Six respondents (B, C, E, G, K, and N) 

comment on this trend.   

Res C and E state the demand of excellence during consumption of other experiences (in 

and out of home) is increasing – making it harder to grab the attention of guests and have them 

spend time with you, thereby increasing competition among all experiences in the experience 

economy, including non-theme park ones. 

Res G states the main change in theme parks today is that audiences have been brought 

up on special effects movies, and parks have had to move with the times.  They give the 

example: Disney’s “20,000 Leagues Under The Sea” attraction matched the film’s special effects 
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of the time, but that isn’t enough now.  Res B reinforces this idea by mentioning that people are 

moving into an experience economy, and out-of-home entertainment is raising their bar on 

experiences by becoming more experiential; therefore, theme parks will need to have even higher 

fidelity, interactivity, and almost luxurious experiences to attract guests, particularly of the 

higher socioeconomic market, who are willing to pay a premium for these ever greater 

experiences.  

Res N points out that highly developed environments based on blockbuster IP are what 

drive attendance and revenue at the big parks.  Res K calls this the “est syndrome” (the 

bigg“est”, tall“est”, fast“est”) for every summer – and when human and engineering limits are 

met, a new strategy will need to be developed.  Considering attractions are expensive, Res K 

wonders what is the breaking point? 

 

4.8.5 Basics not Changing / Destination Resorts and Megalands 

Three respondents (B, J, and R) mention that the basic fundamentals of theme parks have 

not changed – get people out of their homes with a reason to visit, have attractive foods and 

merchandise, and seek to keep visitors on property with spectacular hotels and nighttime 

entertainment.  Likewise, this is roughly the same model for destination parks and day parks. 

The biggest changes to this model come from the biggest players in the industry in the 

larger destination theme parks (Res L).  Res J states that a large amount of money is being 

generated with new concepts and being spent on mega rides and fully immersive themed lands.  

Res H mentions that this trend may lead to mega-lands, which are superlative destination 
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attraction facilities where visitors travel to, sleep, eat, view, and continuously experience the 

same IP.   

Res J expresses the following concerns about this model: (i) will audiences still keep 

coming and can the industry keep delivering that unachievable at-home wow factor from 

rollercoasters, dark rides, flume rides, and people in costumes? (ii) will we look to autonomous 

metrics and show aspects (each with their own price points)? 

Res J mentions the possibility of digital immersive experiences coming to regional parks 

and stealing business away from international parks is also on people’s minds.  The immersive 

entertainment aspect is a vast and expensive business that handles too many failures and is 

dependent on how good its latest experience is (Res J). 

Res P alleviates concerns that the ever increasing bar will push out smaller parks by 

stating that as the cost for a family to go to destination resorts increases with the rising bar, this 

makes local venues more appealing and cost effective.  Furthermore, the creative talent pool has 

spread from Disney and Universal, with smart investment from the ride vendor side – this means 

that great entertainment is within reach for all developers and operators (examples: Triotech and 

Whitewater) (Res P). 

 

4.8.6 Yield Management 

Two respondents (K and Q) mention that yield management will increasingly become 

more important.  Res K says that parks can only grow geographically to a certain point – 

therefore, handling capacity will be key.  Res Q mentions that yield capacity began 10 years ago, 
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such as dynamic pricing models, similar to airlines, and that this will influence the finances of 

theme parks. 

 

4.8.7 Customization 

Two respondents (C and E) note that customization will be a trend – one out of necessity 

as other consumer industries trend that way, and one that is now more technologically possible. 

 

4.9 Question Nine Analysis – Non-Technology Forces 

This chapter presents the analysis of each of the nine research questions.  This section 

focuses on question number nine. 

9) Are other non-technology forces affecting theme parks? (i.e., Demographics, Economy, 

Climate Change, etc.) 

 

4.9.1 Climate Change yet to be Seen, Extreme Weather Climates 

Six respondents (B, G, J, O, Q, and R) think climate change may have an impact, which 

should be watched; however, the changes are minimal so far.  Res Q notes that many theme 

parks would be affected by rising sea levels and disappear, such as Shanghai Disney, which is 

built on reclaimed land.  Res B and J both agree that more severe weather such as being rainier, 

hotter, or colder, is beginning to have an impact on operations.  Furthermore, this is a concern as 
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even high winds can close a rollercoaster.  Res R mentions that even though many theme parks 

are in places with pleasant climate, increasing temperatures could change the travel patterns. 

Regardless of the impacts of climate change, the theme park industry is already facing 

extreme climates as it is expanding around the globe, as Res K and O mention.  Res O states that 

the Middle East is extremely hot.  They mention that clients there want to build their theme parks 

indoors, which is tremendously expensive, but highly successful (e.g., Ferrari World is indoors, 

similar in model to Camp Snoopy in the Mall of America).  Other examples given for extreme 

cold include the Bonhomme Ice Festival in Quebec, Canada or the ice hotels in northern 

Scandinavia.  China has all types.  However Res O assures, people are beginning to solve these 

challenges. 

 

4.9.2 Political Changes, Terrorism 

Res B, J, and D make an insightful point that climate change is part of a growing concern 

in terms of environmental and social responsibilities of guests and governments, which means 

that parks will have to align expenditures with these concerns.  Regarding specifically how this 

factor could have an impact, Res J mentions that some countries are considering including 

entertainment taxes.  In Japan, video gaming and gambling may be taxed similarly (Res J).  Self-

sustainability and green taxes are in consideration for other countries, which would have an 

impact on the operation of theme parks (Res J).  Some local governments have greenhouse gas 

agreements and carbon neutral agreements that are already being implemented in current projects 

in development, which require energy-saving initiatives and zero waste policies for theme parks, 
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for which led lights and photovoltaic panels are being considered (Res J).  Air pollution 

regulations in developing countries will be something to look for (Res J). 

Res B, G, J, and L also acknowledge that unique events such as terrorism and other 

perceived threats can ward off foreign travel to theme parks, as people will feel safer at home.  

Res G mentions that 9/11 is a prime example that affected this briefly. 

 

4.9.3 Economy 

Economy is a factor that has an impact on theme parks.  Res L, G, and P all note that 

when the economy takes a downturn, destination resorts tend to take a hit, as people travel closer 

to home  – in such times, the local and regional parks benefit. 

Res D and M have concerns that as theme parks continue to become more expensive 

(property rights, technological needs, etc.) and people in general are earning less – how will the 

middle class continue to afford to go to theme parks?  

According to Res C, H, and Q, developing countries and the rest of the world are getting 

wealthier with more disposable income and purchasing power – therefore, there is a growing 

market for theme park experiences.  They identify the greatest expansion in quantity and quality 

is occurring in places like Asia, Africa, and Australia, where the number of non-business 

travelers has increased dramatically in the last 10 years.  Development is pushing innovation in 

those places more so than the U.S. (Res H).  Res Q mentions it’s probably a huge demographic 

factor for Disney’s recent expansions, and this consideration should be behind planning other 

theme parks.  As for the western world’s theme parks, they have largely hit capacity and are now 

about revenue management (which is really what’s behind Disney’s MyMagic+) (Res Q). 
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4.9.4 Travel 

Related to the economy is specifically the cost of travel that has an impact on theme 

parks.  Res G notes that oil shortages hurt for a brief period.  Res J mentions that people are 

taking longer trips less, but are taking smaller trips, in which local and regional parks benefit.  

However, Res R presents a contrary viewpoint by stating that travel and entertainment travel 

specifically is growing.  Res R adds, guests are visiting more often or staying longer in sort of a 

regular cycle.  Res Q notes that the prices of oil for the air travel group could have a huge impact 

if people revert to traveling only a few hundred miles, for example Billy Butlins holiday camp 

that was revolutionary, but ultimately ended when affordable air travel became possible.  

 

4.9.5 Spread of Cultural Entertainment 

The spread of cultural entertainment from all parts of the world is increasing according to 

the descriptions of five respondents (D, E, H, K, O, and R).  Res O says entertainment has no 

borders, and Res H mentions how there is increasing familiarity with Hollywood characters and 

equally with video game characters, which has made theme parks desirable and sustainable in 

other parts of the world.  Res H also mentions that xenophilia is a driving force for increased 

foreign visitors, as people get more familiar with theme parks in the rest of the world 

(particularly in Greece).  Res E brings up that some theme parks and related facilities are trying 

to develop specific entertainment content through the valuation of cultural and natural heritage or 

other social resources.  Res O and K mention that theme parks’ entertainment itself is spreading 

outside of North America and is a new industry to many, as other parts of the globe are catching 
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up to North America (especially new areas such as South America, the Middle East, and Asia).  

Res H points that electronic communication bridges the gap between distance and lifestyle of 

themed entertainment and new people around the planet.  Similarly, according to Res D, one of 

the most interesting impacts involve trans-media forms.  Specifically, Res D mentions that the 

growth of transmedia, spreadable media, and convergence culture (from outside theme parks) 

will continue to have notable impacts (i.e., brands and IP).  Res R states that big IP will continue 

to drive business and looks at the delivery of more entertainment and hopefully more leisure time 

to shape the experience and grow the audience.  Res O emphasizes that the culture of the country 

in which each theme park is built in affects its design the most because you must appeal to that 

geographic audience – addressing this culture appropriately is the difference between success or 

failure. 

 

4.9.6 Increasing Wow Factor 

Two respondents (C and J) state that the biggest force affecting theme parks directly now 

and in the future is the ever increasing wow factor from the myriad of in- and out-of-home 

experiences that they must keep up with.  This swamps everything else, according to Res C.  Res 

J notes that the arcade industry failure is often wrongly attributed to the rise of consoles alone, 

but they also failed to adapt to new technology and built far too expensive machines that couldn’t 

absorb a non-hit game.  There is similar concern in theme parks and LBE that the rise of new 

immersive tech of at-home entertainment may affect the industry again (Res J).  Res J asks, will 

theme parks have to match the themes of the movies they are based on in an ever-increasing 

spectacle?  Maybe the only way is with virtual reality? 
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4.9.7 Demographics and Educational Levels 

Res B, D, and E state that one of the most important factors affecting theme parks is the 

changing demographics and the demand for educational content.  According to Res B, the higher 

the education levels of the audience, the more the edutainment desired.  Res E emphasizes that 

demographics are one of the basic challenges that theme parks face – they cannot limit 

themselves to one demographic and must broaden to all segments. 

 

4.9.8 Cost and Over-Promotion 

Res M specifically calls out the rising cost of theme parks to be a major factor affecting 

theme parks as well as their over-promotion.  They mention with the introduction of season 

passes, parks are mobbed.  Season passes are good for profits, but hurt the experience of simply 

too many people (Res M).  Some of the parks aren’t designed for the large capacities they are 

operating at and require greater maintenance than they currently receive (Res M).  The other 

aspect of cost is that for in-park experiences and items, the cost is ever increasing, such as $6 for 

a bottle of water that costs $2 for a dozen in reality (Res M).  Cost and over-promotion are 

negatively affecting the experience (Res M). 

This concludes the analysis sections.  The following section will discuss the results and 

what it may mean for theme parks and other LBE. 

 

  



 

145 

CHAPTER 5 

SUMMARY 

There is a wide perspective on which technologies are making an impact and how 

significant these impacts are, which are detailed herein.  Readers should be cautioned that the 

numbers of respondents agreeing around an idea mentioned herein are not a statistical 

representation of data, but are included to assist in conveying a better sense of the experts’ 

responses.  This chapter first gives a high level overview, and then discusses each of the nine 

research questions individually.  The researcher then analyzes all research question responses 

presenting trends found.  Strengths and limitations of the research are next discussed.  

Recommendations for the theme park industry are provided.  Finally, areas for further research 

are suggested. 

 

5.1 Discussion of the Results 

1) Are new technologies currently changing theme parks?  If so, what are they and 

how? 

This research question gives a broad overview of all technologies.  See the eight research 

questions that follow to explore specific technologies in greater detail. 

New technology is having an impact on theme parks.  Fifteen of the 16 respondents agree 

to this, but it’s a broad field, and each technology has affects to different degrees of significance.  

The respondents’ sentiments can be further divided into two overarching degrees of influence.  

Eleven agree that technology creates significant changes and possible disruptions to theme park 
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industry, whereas four say yes, there’s a technology-driven change, but it’s the natural evolution 

– not a disruption to the fundamentals of theme parks.  In fact, the one respondent who stated 

that technology is not changing theme parks is because this person considers this evolution to be 

an expected change and therefore not significant.  The following is a collection of sentiments that 

illustrate the view that new technologies are changing theme parks, just like they are changing 

many aspects in society.   

One of the major trends identified in this study is that audience expectations are rising 

higher due to the increasing sophistication and fidelity of all entertainment experiences 

everywhere, both in home and out of home.  For greater detail about changes to audience see 

research question seven. 

There were two major themes that were continually mentioned by respondents.  The first 

was that the fundamentals of why people attend a theme park experience is that it’s a social, 

shared, and group experience, and technologies need to support that.  The other repeated view 

was that technologies are tools that continue to invisibly support that experience and story, and 

that the technology itself is not the star. 

Respondents have a major consensus identifying interactivity as having a significant 

impact, in that interactivity is influencing theme parks in ways such as visitor participation, 

gamification, interactive attractions, video game-based attractions, and increased immersion.  It 

was noteworthy to mention that only one respondent had a counterpoint stating that interactivity 

is over-emphasized.  They stated that repeatable or multiple path rides are often cut down to one 

path, resulting in expensive content that the audiences can be disappointed with when they don’t 

get to experience all of the content.  They suggest that interactivity is perhaps better done 
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elsewhere. See research question two for greater detail about the degree and significance of the 

impact from game design and interactivity. 

Immersion is another major point of consensus and its quality can be enhanced through 

latest new technologies such as virtual reality; however, one respondent emphasizes that some 

guests want to get away from the screens of daily life.  Immersion is discussed further in 

question two when discussing game design and interactivity.   

Mobile device technology (also in combination with mobile internet) is identified as a 

major influence changing theme parks and is the key component that enables the following two 

supporting factors: in the back-end of the house, operations can be affected by tracking guest 

data that is generated from the information systems, the data can be analyzed and the experience 

can be improved; in the front-end of the house, guest experience logistics can be made electronic 

and more convenient via smart card systems and mobile devices.  Greater detail about mobile 

device technologies and the significance of its impact are discussed in research question three. 

Social media is identified as having a major influence on theme parks.  Another minor 

point of consensus is that Internet technologies (separate from mobile) are changing theme parks.  

There is some overlap of technologies between smart phones, mobile internet, and social 

networks that makes these combined technologies have a major impact on theme parks.  See 

research question four for more detail about Internet and connectivity related technologies and 

the significance of its impact. Look at research question five for greater detail on social network 

technologies and its influence. 

There is major consensus that RFID is changing theme parks and allowing guests to 

experience the parks in new ways, for example, Disney’s MyMagic+ mobile app and MagicBand 
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wristbands.  This additionally enables and facilitates greater personalization and customization 

which some referred to as mass customization for the guests’ experience. 

A major point of consensus revolves around the idea that big data is having an impact on 

theme parks – technology like RFID bands, mobile apps, social media, and others are providing a 

wealth of information related to anything that can be tracked, such as purchasing, visitation, and 

yield management.  Once analyzed, big data is changing how theme parks can better serve their 

visitors’ experience as well as ensures better monetization for the parks.  Big data analysis also 

enables a supporting consensus point around increasing personalization and customization, 

which can now be better enabled through mobile apps and RFID, as audiences now expect some 

degree of personalization in their experience. RFID and the degree of its impact are examined 

further in research questions three and four.  Big data and the significance of its influence are 

additionally discussed in questions three and eight. 

Some experts expressed a minor concern regarding the idea that theme parks are not 

doing enough to adopt digital technology. 

Another point of minor consensus is that information and communication technologies 

(ICT) – virtualized show controls – are affecting theme parks through design and operation of 

more extreme rides, analyzing performance and safety of the rides, real-time feedback of control 

systems (power and status information), and serving real-time information to guests.  

One more minor point of consensus is that display technologies are having an impact on 

theme parks.  They are so good that you can’t tell whether it is a display or a window; this allows 

for greater integration of film and video game technologies (and virtual and augmented reality).  

Some of these technologies are discussed further in research question six. 
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There is minor consensus around popular IP making an impact; thus, driving attendance 

and revenues from a variety of media and funding new attractions is difficult without it.  There is 

concern that it may become more difficult for smaller parks to compete.  IP is discussed further 

in research question eight. 

There is noteworthy consensus around the following five points: (i) the internet of things 

has an impact; (ii) advanced robotics is making an impact by enabling new entertainment 

experiences and new safety and maintenance tech; (iii) autonomous vehicles will help in moving 

people around in the park; (iv) advanced materials will make an impact and improve building the 

physical environment; and (v) a number of audio-visual technologies have an impact on theme 

parks. 

3D printing does not seem to have an impact yet, as it is only mentioned briefly in 

technologies that may make an impact in merchandising.  Some of these technologies are 

discussed further in research question six. 

 

2) Are game design and interactivity changing theme parks? (i.e., Video Games, 

Gamification, Increased Immersion, etc.) 

Game design and interactivity is creating an impact that seems to be just the beginning, 

but is up to debate if it will become a larger part of the future at the core of attractions or will 

remain limited to just another welcome element/enhancement in the mix of the entire theme park 

experience.  Fifteen of the 16 respondents feel that, yes, there is an impact on theme parks from 

game design and interactivity.  Only one (Res E) feels that there isn’t, but that it will in the 

future.  One respondent (Res J) described profound change as game design and interactivity have 
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an increasingly influential impact on theme parks it’s happening now, and we’ll start to see 

results in a few years.  Res A differed some with the rest and felt that game design and 

interactivity is not making a significant impact.  They thought it is only a minor impact and was 

not clear if game-based attractions can be the center of a theme park.  Res K stated that with all 

the discussion around this topic, no one presented anything to dissuade from the idea that game 

design and interactivity is coming in the future.   

Therefore, game design and interactivity is a factor of change, but its degree of impact is 

more varied and carries nuance in how these effects will occur being from a quite limited impact 

to a much larger one.   

For those 15 respondents that do see impact the nuances fall roughly into two larger 

trains of thought: eight respondents (C, D, J, K, O, P, R, and Q) say that game design and 

interactivity has just begun to have an impact on theme parks, which is growing.  Six other 

respondents (G, H, L, M, N, and P) state that game design and interactivity is making an impact, 

but will remain limited because it is not changing the core experience of theme parks and 

attractions and how they are designed.   

Of those nine who expressed that game design and interactivity is just beginning to have 

an impact on theme parks and is growing, the biggest consensus was around the idea that the 

audience knows video games and expects them in theme parks.  The next two most significant 

factors are as follows: (i) video game IP is entering the theme park space, and (ii) the demand for 

a personalized experience (customization) has its roots in video games. Some respondents felt 

that if it was done right, video games could be the basis of its own attraction, or possibly its own 

theme park. 
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The other six respondents have a consensus that game design and interactivity is 

increasingly making an impact, but will remain as a limited element because it is not changing 

the fundamentals of the theme park experience.  From the two next most significant factors 

identified by the panel to support this idea, one is that immersion has a greater impact over 

interactive technology, and the other is that parks are social, not individual experiences (as 

games tend to be solitary experiences – however, you need the right social games). 

Two ideas that are worth taking notes of are some minor consensus around the idea of 

gamification and augmented reality having an impact on theme parks.  Gamification will either 

manifest in two possible directions:  1) new theme parks based on video games, or 2) as a 

complement to existing theme parks with attractions, gamification, and increased immersion.  

The other being augmented reality, which will facilitate gamification.  The leading example of 

this is Disney’s alternate reality game “Kim Possible World Showcase Adventure” at Epcot. 

 

3) Are mobile devices changing theme parks? (i.e., Smart Phones, Tablets, Laptops, 

Google Glass, RFID chips, etc.) 

Fourteen of the 16 respondents formed a clear major consensus that mobile devices are 

changing theme parks.  This includes smart phones, tablets, Google glass, RFID chips, and 

others.  These devices are changing the experience in a variety of positive and negative ways.  

About 10 of those respondents consider mobile devices to be making a significant change, as 

they change how guests experience everything.  The other four see mobile devices changing 

theme parks, but not the fundamentals or the attractions themselves because their impact appears 
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limited to the wrapper experience by playing a supporting role and is only seen as playing a 

minor role in the entire experience.  

Two respondents don’t think mobile devices are changing theme parks.  Mobile devices 

can be negative because of immersion-breaking interruption of the experience, and some visitors 

may seek to avoid such daily life technology while there. 

Of the 14 that see change, five major trends were observed that contribute to this 

consensus. This change has two general views about the impact.  There is major consensus that 

mobile phones are making an impact to the logistics of the guests’ day by making it much 

smoother.  The next major point is that sharing the experience via mobile is increasingly 

important to guests.  Another is that mobile is changing the operations on the back end of the 

experience and has enabled big data analysis of guests’ data.  Fourth major point is that mobile 

technologies have high potential for new and creative experiences.  The last major point being a 

negative is that mobile devices make a negative impact on theme parks by distracting guests 

from the intended experience, thereby breaking the immersion. 

One minor point of consensus is that mobiles have become ubiquitous in people’s lives, 

and this experience has raised expectations from theme park experiences. 

One noteworthy point of disagreement in regard to positive consensus when discussing 

Disney’s MagicBand RFID technology is that one respondent remains unconvinced that RFID is 

the future, because it is a 10-year-old passive technology, which pre-dates the advent of 

interactive smart phone computer technology. 
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4) Is the Internet and related technology changing theme parks? How? (i.e., 

connectivity, Wi-Fi, Bluetooth, Digital Distribution, etc.) 

All respondents but Res A agree that the Internet is changing theme parks.  Among that 

group, consensus about the degree of that change is split between an evolutional change and a 

profound change.  Eight respondents consider this to be a natural and important progression of 

ever making things better, and not a disruption to it.  The other seven of the respondents point to 

the same changes that mobile devices are having on theme parks; however, their consensus goes 

further and puts greater emphasis on how mobiles do fundamentally change theme parks and will 

continue in a variety of ways.  There is high potential for what else might be done with the 

Internet and connectivity, including how it may create better experiences within the attractions 

and ancillary services.   

Lastly, only one respondent (A) thought that the Internet and connectivity wasn’t 

changing theme parks in a significant way. 

Of the respondents that do see change, whether considered evolutionary or profound, 

there is major consensus around a variety of trends, which are presented next.   

The Internet is changing theme parks primarily in two domains.  The first domain is the 

guest-facing wrapper experience, which is becoming online and through mobile devices.  There 

are three major points of consensus, the first being that the Internet is making an impact on the 

pre-visit interactions during the online planning process.  The next major consensus is an impact 

to the theme park experience for guests during the visit through connective technologies.  The 

third consensus coalesces around the idea that through theme park infrastructure, the Internet is 

now mediating the experience.  One noteworthy consensus is that the Internet is making an 
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impact after the theme park experience via sharing media, online reviews and interacting with 

websites and apps.   

The second domain is the behind-the-scenes impact on the operational backbone of 

connective architecture of operations and controls and IT.  The major consensus to this is that 

Internet and Wi-Fi are now essential and robust for theme park operations and IT and controls.  

There are two minor consensus points that support this domain.  The first is that data collection 

has new sources and is likely increasing.  The other is that Disney MyMagic+ is the leading 

example for this, which is the platform that connects MagicBands, FastPass+, My Disney 

Experience, and PhotoPass Memory Maker.  However, these two ways don’t fundamentally 

change the core attractions experience according to this group.   

Interestingly, only one respondent asserted that in fact all new attractions their company 

builds are designed with the idea in mind to embrace and support Internet and connectivity – 

specifically to support sharability.   

 

5) Are social networks changing theme parks? How? (i.e., Facebook, Xbox Live, 

Instagram, Twitter, etc.) 

In answer to the question “are social networks changing theme parks?” the responses 

displayed a sentiment shared by most respondents that social media is changing theme parks, but 

it is under clear debate as to how influential its impact is.   

Nine had a consensus that social networks are changing theme parks, but it’s relegated to 

the social media wrapper that envelopes the experience and attractions.  The theme park 

experience is beginning virtually before and continuing after the visit, while also extending the 



 

155 

experience to friends and family not present.  The deluge of media (such as users post comments, 

photos, videos, reviews, critiques, etc.) are moving across every social media channel (Twitter, 

Instagram, Facebook, Vine, YouTube, email, Internet, blogging, text messages, etc.).  This is 

putting heavy demand for quality across every aspect of the experience. 

The rest of the five in the group remain unconvinced that social networks are changing 

theme parks fundamentally and see them primarily and simply as a marketing and customer 

contact tool away from the core of the experience itself.  It is worth noting that of the research 

study’s questions focused on a specific technology; social networks had the most respondents 

that considered the technology to have a limited impact.   

However, two respondents considered that social networks are profoundly impacting 

theme parks because they are now a mediating filter across the entire before, during, and after 

experience.  There was a noteworthy agreement among two respondents expressing similar ideas 

that there is high potential for further integration of social networks into the experience, of which 

that potential has not been reached yet.   

 

6) What new technologies haven’t yet affected theme parks, but will? (i.e., Virtual 

Reality, Augmented Reality, 3D Printing, Sensors, Audio-Visual, etc.)  

While exploring what new technologies haven’t affected theme parks yet but will in the 

future, there was strong consensus around five major points.  Firstly, a point that was echoed in 

all the questions was that the hardware and software of technology combine to create 

experiences.  The goal of tech is to become invisible to the guest, not to be the attraction.  

Secondly, six of the respondents thought all of the following technologies would make an impact 
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eventually: virtual reality, augmented reality, 3D printing, sensors, and new audio-visual 

technologies. 

In the large discussion about virtual reality, 13 respondents suggest that it would make an 

impact, and sentiments mention that it’s been done before, is being worked on now, but still must 

be proven viable if it can meet the following minor points of consensus, which were also echoed 

in other areas of the study: 1) whatever technology it is, it has to be something you can’t get at 

home; and 2) whatever technology it is, it must be inclusive of group experiences – it must scale 

up.  These two points apply to any new technology in theme parks.   

From the significant discussion among nine respondents about augmented reality, it can 

be deduced that it can best be described as holding high potential, possibly on the edge of 

happening, but is largely unexplored.   

3D printing was discussed in depth among seven respondents; two think it is actually 

already creating an impact.  With 3D printing, there is high potential for custom souvenirs and 

food, but it also poses high risk to the souvenir merchandising business model.   

 One important note is that there are also many mentions of a variety of important 

technologies, but not quite the depth that the others received, especially for audio-visual 

technologies, control systems, drones, and robotics. 

 

7) How are the audiences of theme parks changing? (i.e., Aging, Groups, Expectations, 

etc.) 

In the discussion about how audiences are changing, there are three major points of 

consensus.  The first point being that the group referred to as digital natives or millennials have 
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grown up with digital technology, video games, computers, mobile devices, Internet, and social 

media – and consequently all these technologies are shaping their expectations from theme park 

experiences.  The second major point regarding everyone in general is that there is an increasing 

sophistication of at-home, mobile, digital entertainment, which is continually raising the bar of 

expectations even further.  The third major consensus is that whatever changes do come, the 

basics of theme parks aren’t changing (which is shared group experience with social inclusion).   

There was a significant minor discussion of how financial changes are making an impact, 

such as the middle class getting squeezed and consequently theme parks attracting more affluent 

customers; there was also discussion regarding finding more ways to get people to spend more 

while there, and that digital tech can assist in improving dwell time.  There was also minor 

significant discussion of family demographic changes: less families, smaller families, singles 

increasing, people delaying child birth, not just the nuclear family (friends and blended families), 

aging is increasing, new generations are different but not fundamentally – it’s important to 

understand that this scenario is very different depending on the country. 

There were two noteworthy mentions.  Audience members in relation to their 

participation in the experience have attitudes that are ruder, and the people are physically 

heavier.  The other is that food adventurousness, healthfulness, and quality expectations are 

higher. 

Only one respondent thinks the audience isn’t changing very much, but did not elaborate 

with further details whether that is in reference to the demographics, the core experience, or both. 
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8) How is the business of theme parks changing? (i.e., big data, apps, etc.) 

Respondents focused on three trends in regard to changes in the business of theme parks.  

One of them is that IP and brands are becoming more important and also more accessible 

through theme park mergers with media conglomerates.  Another is data mining and big data 

analysis (in real-time of the park), which is something that is beginning to carry over from other 

industries.  The last major topic was that the increasing bar of experience across all entertainment 

makes it harder to grab the guests’ attention to come and visit. 

Two minor topics were also present.  One about how more companies are merging and 

becoming larger, and that there is a concern that the largest will dominate the rest of the 

competition.  The other is the point that the basics of the theme park business are not changing; 

however, the biggest parks are pushing toward larger destination resorts and mega-lands. 

There were two noteworthy commentaries worth mentioning with some agreement.  One 

is that yield management will increasingly be more important as space becomes more limited and 

may utilize more dynamic pricing models.  The other is that customization will become a trend 

(as in other industries), as technology makes it possible. 

 

9) Are other non-technology forces affecting theme parks?  (i.e., Demographics, 

Economy, Climate Change, etc.) 

Three major topics presided over responses in relation to non-technology forces affecting 

theme parks.  One major topic of consensus is concern about climate change, which has not 

affected theme parks yet, but should be monitored.  A minor consensus related to climate change 
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is the existing climate itself.  As new theme parks are being built in emerging markets, they are 

facing new extreme weather climates and which present unique challenges for each.   

The second major topic identified is the economy because it’s always a factor.  Regarding 

economy, there are four minor points of consensus that comprise this topic.  One concern 

expressed being, if the economy dips, people travel closer to home.  A similar concern exists 

around oil: if the price of oil increases, it hurts, as people travel less, but this benefits closer local 

and regional parks over destination resorts.  Another topic mentioned is that as theme parks get 

more expensive, there is concern for how the middle class will continue to afford to visit.  The 

fourth point is a consensus around economic change, which is that as the rest of the world gets 

wealthier, new markets are emerging outside of North America and Europe – leisure and 

entertainment are growing.   

The third major topic is that cultural entertainment from all parts of the world is 

spreading, as it has become more accessible to more audiences, just as the culture of theme park 

entertainment itself is spreading around the world from North America. 

Other than these major topics, there are minor areas of consensus.  One is that political 

changes reflect social attitudes toward environmental and social responsibilities, which may have 

an impact on operations of theme parks or could lead to inclusion of taxation by local 

governments.  Another minor consensus is that terror attacks do reduce guests’ willingness to 

travel.  The third minor point is related to demographics in which as educational levels increase, 

more educational content is demanded, but as always, this is one part of the audience 

demographic, which must broadly cater to all. 
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Two noteworthy points of mention with some agreement is that the increasing wow 

factor across all in- and out-of-home experiences is a major force making an impact on theme 

parks.  The other being negative has an impact on the guest experience of theme park itself such 

as the ever-rising cost of tickets and in-park items and over-promotion (season passes, repeat 

visits, staying longer), as capacity limits are pushed to the limits.  

 

5.2 Trends Found Across all Nine Research Question Responses 

5.2.1 The Largest Technology Trends 

This section seeks to address an analysis of all research questions combined.  It appears 

that of all technologies changing theme parks, the most significant are those that support 

increasing interactivity coupled with increasing immersion as the visitor experience is shifting 

from a passive to an active experience.  The second is the combination of mobile devices, the 

Internet, and social networking all together which support the concepts of an increasingly 

personalized, shared, social and digitally connected experience.  There is an emphasis on 

increasing personalization and customization.  There is some disconnect between how social 

networks are currently utilized, with the value that social networks contain in their connections.  

Audience expectations are being raised for theme park experiences to match raised expectations 

in other parts of society.  More influential IP are entering the theme park space.  In regards to 

disruption, it seems theme parks are experiencing much sustaining innovation which they are 

able and willing to adapt to, preventing disruptive innovation from occurring.  Moreover, two 

important core fundamentals of the theme park experience remain intact: people come to theme 
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parks for a shared, inclusive, group experience; and technology supports than experience rather 

than being the star of it. 

 

5.2.2 Changing from a Passive to an Active Experience 

There was an emphasis on increasing interactivity across all of the research questions 

from multiple respondents.  Increasing interactivity suggests audience is moving from a passive 

to an active one.  One factor is that the audience's experience with video games and other 

interactive computer-based technologies are raising the bar for expectations.  The generation that 

grew up with video games as a part of their ordinary mix of entertainment now is raising their 

children up on video games. The interactive medium of virtual reality has now arrived in the 

commercial sector and theme parks with VR coasters having been announced in several parks, 

such as Mack’s VR Coaster at Europa Park, and Six Flags’ parks.  These developments fit right 

into the lineage of virtual reality and immersion that has long been a goal of LBE since 

panorama as described by Grau and Huhtamo.  Discussions of alternative reality games such as 

Disney’s Phineas and Ferb: Agent P’s World Showcase Adventure, Disney’s Kim Possible 

World Showcase Adventure, and others are using theme parks as a giant virtual game board, and 

positively point to discussions of leveraging gamification by Bogost, McGonigal, and Schell.  

Increasing interactives in queues for Seven Dwarves Mine Train, Pooh, and Dumbo are present 

in the reopened Disney’s Fantasyland which also points to more interactivity.  Dark rides such as 

Toy Story Midway Mania, Justice League: Battle for Metropolis, and Lego Ninjago indicate, 

there are a growing desire and definite success for greater engagement.  The additions of these 

interactive attractions of increasing theme parks audience expectations by keeping up with at-
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home entertainment and avoiding the fidelity belly also coincide with White’s descriptions 

discussed in section 2.7.   

With increasing interactivity, it also infers video games and game design are becoming 

more prevalent.  Large video game IPs announcements at the time of this study include Universal 

and Nintendo striking a partnership for a Super Nintendo World theme park.  Electronic Arts 

(EA) and Ubisoft also announced intentions to create theme park attractions.  Video game IP 

directly provides interactive content available for attractions.  Genneway had described that the 

language of film was used to inform the creation of Disneyland theme park, and theme parks 

have used that language to inform the creation of new theme parks built afterward (The 

Disneyland Story 51-55).  Video games do not directly use the language of film for their 

experiences; they use the language of interactivity.  It will be important for theme parks to adapt 

to this new medium.  For example, as a gamer, you play Mario, you don’t watch Mario.  Games 

are not story-centric first and foremost, rather gameplay and fun are the most important.  Story 

and world-building support interactivity.  It is well known that gamers often skip the passive 

story cut scenes to get back into the gameplay action as fast as possible.  This possible 

fundamental design change in the theme park language presents a possible challenge for theme 

parks to adapt to be successful because games tend to be interactivity-centric, not story-centric. 

Their conceptual designs may likely have to be rethought using the language of interactive game 

design rather than passive film experience.  Theme parks may have to hire video game designers 

to accomplish this effectively to match the AAA home game experiences.  However, games are 

virtual worlds and thrive on immersive experiences.  Therefore virtual game worlds do make a 

great fit for the virtual worlds of theme parks if the similarities of these virtual worlds are 
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considered with Grau and Castronova’s descriptions which were discussed in sections 2.27 to 

2.28.  Interactivity is not exclusive from immersion, and has many similarities that could be 

powerfully combined.   

 

5.2.3 Mobile, Social & Connectivity Combined are a Force 

In the context of this research, mobile devices, social networks, and Internet connectivity 

are examined individually, but it is clear that they depend on each other and have much overlap.  

It is quite hard to discuss one of these technologies without talking about aspects of the other 

two.  If one considers social media on its own (perhaps available only at home on a personal 

computer), it’s hard to imagine its value without the Internet connection that enables the real-

time social media activities that are so powerful.  Considering the Internet on its own, would 

have a more limited effect being severed from the always-on mobile devices in people’s pockets 

and takes on a utilitarian use when absent from the apps that enable social capabilities.  A mobile 

device on its own is more like a pocket computer, or perhaps a phone, but without an Internet 

connection it does not offer much utility to the theme park experience, and without social apps, it 

does not become the central hub to friends and family.  However, if all three technologies are 

combined, they are a major force of change for theme parks.   

The combined force of mobile devices powered by Internet connectivity and social 

applications has dual aspects to its impact.  The first is the advantages guests facing services and 

the back end opportunities on the theme parks side.  On the back end, as guests use theme parks 

apps and services the apps generate big data footprints that can be analyzed and data mined by 

the theme parks. The Internet acts as a lubricant between these particular technologies giving 
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them their powerful influence.  Considering mobile, Internet, and social technologies all together 

this seems to put these technologies on the path toward creating an ever larger digitally 

connected ecosystem as it trends toward fulfilling the idea of the Internet of Things.   

The advantages of these combined technologies are some of the positive aspects of the 

tourist experience that White and White describe, discussed in section 2.25.  It also appears to be 

one of the positive advantages of the always-on, tethered experience Turkle examines (discussed 

in section 2.25), and the power of the digital revolution that Rheingold describes (discussed in 

section 2.26).  The prime example referenced being Disney’s RFID MyMagic+ wristbands that 

are also connected to the MyDisneyExperience smart phone app.   

 

5.2.4 Emphasis on Increasing Personalization/Customization 

Personalization and customization of the theme park experience seem to be increasing.  

Respondents put an emphasis on personalization as a goal of technology that is raising 

expectations as it facilitates experiences.  This increase in customization is bolstered by new 

technologies, especially that of the mobile, social, and connected combination of technologies. 

Within video games, the personal control over the player’s experience also feeds the push for 

more personalization of theme park experiences as interactivity increases.  Just as RFID 

wristbands and parks mobile apps are making the logistics of a guests’ day smoother – this is 

allowing the guests to customize their experience even further.  It allows guests more control 

over their experience, alleviating perceived pressures to spend their day as they want.  By 

making digital reservations in virtual queues or at in-park restaurants, the experience becomes 

more tailored to the guests.  By these technologies the parks can recognize who they are as 
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tickets and money do not even need to be exchanged – the park already knows who they are.  

Moreover, this can continue further extending into the attractions and connect to social media.  

Even the interactive attractions – it puts the guests in control of the attraction experience as well, 

further tailoring the guests to their unique story.  Again the prime example much discussed was 

Disney’s MyMagic+ RFID wristbands that work in concert with MyDisneyExperience their park 

mobile app and online website.  Much of this seems in line with what White and PGAV 

Destinations are describing in their publications.   

 

5.2.5 Some Disconnect of the Social Experience with Social Networks Technologies 

This research seems to find one disconnect in the use of social networks.  Respondents 

emphasized that theme parks are social, shared, group experiences for family and friends.  

However, the use of social networks seems to be considered only useful for marketing 

information, and for guests to share photos and videos.  If theme parks are intensely social at 

their core, they seem to not value or make use of social networks at this time.  What is meant by 

this is that only the media information moving across the networking applications is considered 

useful, but the actual social relationships that those networks represent appear absent from the 

conversation.  Consider Rheingold’s statement from earlier in Section 2.26 about the 

combination of Moore’s, Metcalfe’s and Reed’s Laws as the driving factors of mobile devices’ 

power.  Metcalfe’s Law describes that “the useful power of a network multiplies rapidly as the 

number of nodes in the network increases” (xv).  Reed’s Law states that “the power of a 

network, especially one that enhances social networks, multiplies even more rapidly as the 

number of different groups that can use the network increases” (xv).  This combination implies 
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that social networking technologies are intensely powerful.  However, at present theme parks are 

not fully attempting to utilize the potential they offer.  Respondents consider that a shared, social, 

group experience is a key pillar to the success and foundational of theme parks.  If that is true, 

the social connections of social network do not seem to be considered an advantage for theme 

parks at this time, and it probably should be.   

The great advantage of social networks is not in the media that is traversing the networks 

and its ease of sharing, but in the fact that the social networks are more readily accessible than 

ever before.  There is an increase in season passes, and the demographics of the groups that are 

attending theme parks are becoming increasingly more inclusive beyond the traditional family.  

From this research, there does not to be an effort to leverage the networks of relationships 

through social technologies.  There does not seem to be a significant value placed on the ability 

to analyze those networked relationships that are now available digitally.  Neither is there a clear 

effort to analyze the data available on social networks of individuals’ connections to learn about 

their customers.  Big data analysis by theme parks is starting to happen, but perhaps it is within 

first party applications, and not third party – and only for some of the largest parks. 

There seems to be large, untapped potential for those that begin to view social networks 

from this perspective and not solely as a media delivery mechanism.   

 

5.2.6 Technology across Society is Increasing Theme Park Audience Expectations 

Echoed across all questions were respondents’ statements for the theme park audiences’ 

increasing expectations from new technologies and other experiences.  Expectations are rising 

due to increasing sophistication and fidelity of all entertainment experiences.  This increase puts 
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pressure across all theme park experiences (quality, novelty, time, money, attention, etc.).   This 

effect seems to be in line with the history of previous LBE’s now replaced by cheaper and more 

accessible forms of entertainment (TV and radio) as described by Wilmeth (discussed in section 

2.5).  The raised expectations also seem to echo the disruptive history of information 

technologies described by Wu (discussed in section 2.6) which coincide with entertainment 

industries.  White’s stated concern for the rising expectations in an ongoing race for LBE’s to 

stay ahead at-home entertainment (discussed in section 2.7) appears validated in this study.   

Therefore if audience expectations are being raised and shaped by using technology at home and 

in our daily lives, then the experiences at theme parks are being driven to deliver a higher quality 

experience than ever before.  Not staying abreast of those expectations is thought of as a risk, 

although a sometimes implicit one. 

 

5.2.7 More IP is Entering Theme Parks 

There is an increasing demand for branded experiences.  It appears to be essential for 

large new attractions and themed lands not only in North America, and Europe but in all 

emerging markets. The search for large, attention-grabbing IP continues.  Traditionally theme 

parks have relied heavily on film and television properties, but it is discussed that more video 

game based properties are entering the theme park sector following announcements from 

Nintendo and Universal, Ubisoft, EA, Angry Birds, and others. 
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5.2.8 Are New Technologies Disrupting Theme Parks?   

Are any technologies fully upending the theme park industry?  It seems many of them 

have the potential, but largely new technologies are driving change in the industry.  However, 

disruption does not seem to be realized in this research.  But it is clear that these new 

technologies, such as game design, mobile devices, social networks, and other emerging media, 

are making an impact on parks.  The respondents express a spectrum of views across as to how 

profound that change is.  For any given technology in the study, quite a small amount of 

sentiment ultimately felt that tech was not affecting theme parks for any given technology.  The 

majority of the respondents generally indicated that any chosen technology was making an 

impact.  However, there did not seem to be one specific technology that was hands-down 

upending everything.  Respondents' awareness of upcoming technology seems to represent that 

theme parks are paying attention to changes in tech.  As a use is found for a piece of technology, 

it gets incorporated into the experiences.  As entertainment, this seems to represent a constant 

search for the new big thing and a wariness that these technologies certainly have the potential to 

disrupt.  As Adams lies out in her book – amusement parks that have not reinvested revenues 

back into the park regarding maintenance, upkeep, and new entertainments are sold off or shut 

down after enough years of neglect.  This represents a necessity to continue to adapt and change.  

A failure to recognize that change is happening and the failure to adapt to the reality of new 

circumstances harbingers difficult times for such a theme park.  Theme parks seem well adjusted 

to find new tools that propel themselves forward, and therefore, they do not seem likely to be 

caught off guard by disruptive technologies at this time.  However, this is not to say every theme 

park is paying attention or able to keep pace. 
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5.2.9 Two Fundamentals of Theme Parks Remain Intact 

There were two critical themes continually mentioned by respondents.  These were 

previously stated in question one but referred to continually across the study.  It seems that these 

two fundamentals of the theme park experience remain intact, and should be pointed specifically 

as critical to a successful theme park experience.  The first was that the fundamentals of why 

people attend a theme park experience are that it is a social, shared, and group experience.  

Therefore, technologies need to support that.  The other repeated view was that technologies are 

tools that continue to invisibly support the experience and story, but the technology itself is not 

the star.  These reinforce Alcorn’s prescription for a successful LBE. 

 

5.3 Field Suggestions for Theme Parks 

Considering this research, the following section consists of suggestions for theme parks 

in relation to new technologies.   

With increasing interactivity, theme parks will need to change from using the language of 

film, to the language of interactive digital games. Digital games primarily put gameplay first, 

story second.  As a gamer you play Mario, you don’t watch Mario.  This will take some time to 

adjust to a different way of thinking about the experiences being created. 

Theme parks will need to hire video game designers, to match the quality of AAA video 

games that audiences are accustomed to.  Another likely approach is that theme parks will 

collaborate with game development studios directly to share assets and create the highest quality, 

cohesive experience with existing IPs. 
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Theme parks should prepare for a new type of theme park: the video game theme park.  

Exploring what that is new area is, and how it will be created will require exciting innovation to 

do it well.  It will also require game designers to explore new ways to play that have never been 

done before. 

Digital games are highly immersive virtual worlds and are very conducive to the ambient, 

immersive storytelling in theme parks. 

Mobile will supply new attraction experiences in an interactive environment (beyond just 

the logistics they are doing well right now), especially as guests bring devices with them, and 

batteries become longer lasting. 

Mobile devices are like Swiss army knives, being able to adapt to new abilities and uses.  

Their abilities will become further integrated in the experience itself.  RFID wrist bands will be 

integrated further first – even if RFID may eventually be replaced by an active, computerized 

technology like smart phones.  Mobile devices could be thought of as a magic wand for 

interacting with the theme park experience and doing anything within that context. 

Social networks need to be leveraged for their social relationship connections that are 

now made explicit by the apps.    

Theme parks need to continue to change, adapt and add new technologies to their 

experiences lest they fall behind. 

Going forward, the key concepts involving technology that will be added to the existing 

theme park experience is that they will increasingly be interactive, mobile, social, connected, 

personalized, immersive, and digital.   
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5.4 Strengths of the Research 

One strength of this study is the expert panel.  All of them are influential experts in the 

top of their fields, and the makeup is from a variety of disciplines: design, engineering, business, 

academia, production, operations, sound, R&D, and others.  The panel of experts truly and 

amazingly comprises the best and the brightest in the theme park industry.   

Expert participation and retention rate expectations were met and exceeded.  Seventeen 

participants started, and 13 completed the final round.  The goal was 10 participants starting the 

first round, and five were expected to complete the third round. 

Based on casual correspondence during the study, one major reason experts decided to 

participate was a genuine interest to know the answers to these research questions.  They wanted 

to gain further insight into what their expert peers also had to say about a topic that is currently 

on many people’s minds.  This speaks to the value of this study.   

This Delphi research was able to create a rich and detailed conversation among the panel 

that may or may not know each other.  The conversation was coordinated among the busiest 

people in the field located all around the globe.  Over the course of five months, this 

conversation was able to form some consensus around pertinent topics that are actively shaping 

the theme park industry and LBE.  Few other effective methods exist, if any, that have the ability 

to do this.   

In a diverse, anonymous expert panel – the wisdom of the crowd should yield useful 

information and provide insight to peak over the hill and see what is coming next in the future.  It 

is one of the best available tools for evaluating what may come next. 
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5.5 Limitations of the Research 

A limitation of this research is that it inherits the limitations of the methodology.  One 

such characteristic is that the results are unique to composition of the panel.  Other panels will 

yield other results.  No more, no less.  This is inherent in the nature of a Delphi study. 

Even though this research can peak over the hill into the future a bit, it is not a bullet 

proof method of looking into the future.  No research can do that with 100% accuracy; therefore, 

this research cannot be relied on for seeing the true future.  It can only indicate what may happen 

based on the knowledge, experience, and expertise of its panel.  

A limitation may be interpretation of the information by the researcher.  Great attention 

to detail was ensured to be as objective as possible in analyzing the responses to identify trends, 

but another researcher may analyze the responses slightly differently based on different 

interpretations and categorizations of the information. 

This study does not try to answer why the technologies are disrupting, although it does 

give some explanation regarding this.  The goal was to identify what is changing, and to gain that 

insight, the process inevitably involved discussing reasons as to why to better understand it.  

Further studies might dig into the specifics of a technology to better understand the phenomena 

in greater detail – which will likely extend to interdisciplinary studies beyond the field of theme 

parks and crossover into others where the technology is also influential. 
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5.6 Recommendations for Future Research 

This study took a broad view to look at many technologies affecting theme parks in order 

to identify what is changing right now, and what will soon be changing.  Follow-up studies 

should be carried out by choosing specific technologies to narrow down the focus based on those 

identified in this research to dig into greater detail and specifics.   

Video games seem to not have hit theme parks in a major way.  A specific study to 

analyze this and its potential is highly recommended.  It represents an area that has been visited, 

but what is possible with the creation of new ways to play games and experience theme parks is a 

largely unexplored territory. 

Privacy concerns with tracking of information and the security of that information 

warrant further studies answering the following questions:  What kinds of data are collected?  

What is done with the information after the guest leaves?  How is guest privacy protected?  Can 

that data be sold to other companies or subsidiaries?  Does a guest have the right to request their 

information to be deleted?  Is the guest allowed to know what information is being recorded, and 

do they have any say over how it might be used?  What responsibilities does a company have to 

protect it from hacking and theft?  Some parks have implemented a thumb print ID to be 

associated with your gate pass.  What about face tracking and audio recording for voice 

recognition, financial data, or meta-data?   

If theme parks do build technologies that have surveillance to enable their benefits for 

positive purposes, how can they prevent someone else from abusing the technology in the future? 

Can the tech itself be resold to other entities where it may be misused by persons or governments 

to infringe on other people’s rights toward less benign goals? 
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Questions raised by experts through the research include the following thoughts as well 

as those reflected on through the research analysis: 

The price of parks keeps going up, does this mean the most expensive parks will become 

only a domain of the wealthy?  If new technologies are continually added, does that drive the 

cost of theme parks higher?  If the expectations of the audience continue with the pace of 

technology, always raising expectations of increasing interactivity, customization, 

personalization, and efficiency – does that also naturally drive a demand for new technology and 

therefore higher prices?  If the bar is constantly being raised on the types of experiences – 

driving toward more immersion and greater amazement – does that also drive the cost of 

investment even higher?  Does demand for the new make each new attraction and new park an 

even riskier proposition for the business?  If the costs to operate and reinvest back into the 

upkeep of the park soar, does that mean more corporate ownership and more consolidation into 

the hands of fewer companies?  To mitigate those risks, does that drive an even greater push for 

acquiring rights to mass market, expense IP to attract an existing audience? 

Is the incorporation of mobile devices as either a logistics tool or for interaction with an 

attraction in the interest of theme parks?  If reliance on guests bringing their mobile devices to 

the park becomes essential, does that increasingly break the immersion, therefore degrading the 

intended experience and thus becoming a self-defeating endeavor?  What about guests who don’t 

bring a device with them – are they left out?  Does the incorporation of technologies take away 

from the social aspects of the experience with people around them or does it intelligently 

enhance them?   
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Some of these concerns are analogous with these technologies in other fields of inquiry 

such as museums, education, zoos, aquariums, sports stadia, concert venues, nature parks, 

casinos, cinemas, tourism destinations, retail, restaurants, family centers, and any other LBE.  

These questions can be applied to any of the new technologies that guests might bring with them, 

and thus warrant further studies in their relation to location-based entertainment, theme parks, 

and other areas. 
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APPENDIX A.  

QUESTION ONE RESPONSES, NEW TECHNOLOGIES 

1)  Are new technologies currently changing theme parks?  If so, what are they and 

how? 

 

Transcription Note 

Content in the text from respondents have been left as submitted in the third and final response.  

Responses submitted via interview have been transcribed, and any personally identifying text has 

been removed to maintain the integrity of anonymity. 

 

Respondent A:  

Mobile technology is doing a lot to optimize the theme park experience, by allowing 

guests to schedule their ride times. Digital control systems on rides are allowing much more 

extreme thrill rides. Digital projection is allowing for more integration of film and videogame 

technology into rides.  

 

Respondent B:  

It is important to put theme parks in perspective. New technologies are changing 

everything about society, culture and how we live, work and play 24/7 everywhere. 

The Triple Revolution of the Internet, social media and mobile devices plus all forms of 

digital at-home and mobile entertainment are disrupting theme parks by changing consumers’ 

expectations. As these technologies continue to get better and better more and more convenient, 

less and less costly and more and more pleasurable, and virtual and augmented reality options 
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start come to the home, out-of-home entertainment venues, including theme parks, will need to 

go higher and higher premium offering a higher and higher fidelity experience that is luxury in 

order to attract people away from the siren call of their at-home and mobile entertainment and 

socialization options.  

All the other respondents make very good points. One makes a very good point that 

technology is not fundamentally changing what a theme park experience is about, but rather all 

technologies, just not digital-electronic, are enhancing the experience people have at a theme 

park. The technologies in the mobile devices that people bring with them to the park are 

changing how people interact with the park experience. 

On the greatest ways new technologies are changing the theme park experience is with 

back-of-house technologies that allow for a more seamless guest experience, customization of 

the experience, efficiency of management, etc.   

 

Respondent C:  

While theme parks lead in many aspects of experience technologies (such as engaging the 

five senses), they are not doing enough to embrace the latest digital technologies. The ability to 

access such technologies elsewhere will put increasing pressure on theme parks to change. It is 

clear that much research and experimentation is going on, and that we will see much more in the 

future. I think the industry is on the cusp of a major technological change. 

The implementation of MyMagic+ wristband, using RFID technology, at Walt Disney 

World (with other Disney parks coming soon, one presumes) is most interesting. It should enable 
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Disney to identify individuals wherever they are in the parks to begin mass customizing the 

experience to them, rather than today’s all-too-mass-produced experience. 

 

Respondent D:  

Yes, it is clear that new technologies are impacting the theme park industry. First, there 

are sensory and immersive technologies that are having a great impact. These technologies 

involve the use of the five senses. Sight is addressed through immersive techniques (including 

traditional forms of mise-en-scene, scenography, architecture and design, forced perspective, and 

the like; as well as and more importantly, the use of video, virtual and augmented reality, and 

related technologies); aural sense is affected by traditional sound-based approaches (including 

directional sound and haptic forms that could be achieved through subwoofers and the like); 

olfactory technologies have been used (for example, many theme parks use smell on rides and 

attractions); taste is less commonly used (directly) in rides and attractions, though plays a major 

role, obviously, in food services within theme parks; the haptic and touch technologies are 

certainly present with, more and more, focus on various ways to have guests touch (and be 

touched) in the worlds of theme parks. Second, there are mobile and social technologies being 

deployed within the theme park industry. New RFID- and similar location-based technologies 

allow guests to experience the worlds of theme parks in new ways (Disney's Magic Band+ and 

other examples). At the 2015 World Expo in Milan, which I have attended, we see the use of 

mobile apps that allow for a two-way street of technology as the guest can gain a fuller 

experience of the immersive spaces, and the organizers of the venues can both track 

demographic and user data as well as customize the experiences of guests. Social media 
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technologies, ranging from simple Tweets to more complex social networking and other forms 

also have impacted the design, operation, and experiencing of theme parks. Third, there is the 

growing use of big data and computational data technologies within the theme park industry. The 

uses are many, but they all allow changes in the guest's experiences of the theme park, more 

complex analysis and assessment of park trends within the industry (demographic, marketing, 

and other uses), and an emphasis on "lifespace" experiences or the creation of a more seamless 

flow between the guest's experiences within the theme park proper and the world outside of it. In 

this case, the technology allows the guest to focus on the theme park (its stories, narratives, and 

brands) when the person is at home, on the road, or anywhere in which he or she may access (via 

apps and the Internet) the continued stories of the theme park. In lifespace senses, the worlds of 

theme parks will also come to incorporate what Henry Jenkins has identified as "convergence 

culture."  

In terms of new technology, as most of the participants have indicated, there are various 

examples of how new technology is impacting the theme park industry. Based on what I read, I 

would add that it would be important to connect the consideration of new technologies to the 

issues of guest experience and interactivity—most notably, to look at the quality of any 

immersive experiences in theme parks. 

The [Summary C] comment, “they are not doing enough to embrace the latest digital 

tech.” is quite interesting. I tend to agree that theme parks could do much more in terms of using 

some of the latest technologies that are available. As I have said before, the technology should 

help tell the story, not become the story. This is a key point.  
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Respondent E:  

The most crucial technological advancements currently changing the theme park industry 

are those related to the Information and Communication Technologies (ICT). They impact on the 

design and operation of rides and parks as well as on enhancement of the guest experience. ICT 

are used to manage large amount of data to provide a complete analysis of the performance and 

structural integrity of rides, and to get and provide relevant, real-time information from and to 

theme park guests. Automation of Knowledge Work and Advanced Robotics would nearly shape 

the future of theme park both in terms of the safety and maintenance of currently conventional 

rides and as well as through the creation of unique entertainment experiences to each ride 

passenger, as the robots would be reactive. But the real future challenge will be the use of 

Quantum Computing for the design of entirely new interactive theme park rides including the use 

of Autonomous and Near-Autonomous Vehicles. 

Nevertheless, for the moment Mobile Internet and The Internet of Things are the 

technologies emergently integrated in the theme park management and operation. Both are 

oriented to the improvement of efficiency and the enhancement of the guest experience. The first 

is especially useful to provide immediate attraction wait-times information, interactive park maps 

and customizable favorites lists to guide guests and would be able to shortly generalize e-

commerce purchase capabilities, customizable itineraries and social sharing. By strategically 

placing beacons and sensors throughout the park, the Internet of Things, less implemented than 

Mobile Internet, is helping managers and operators to make calculated decisions to enhance the 

customer experience such as improving amenities, satisfy visitors with especial needs or monitor 
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flows. Cloud Technology is a must in order to manage, analyze and operationalize the data 

generated by mobiles, beacons or sensors. 

- Agree with Summary B. 

- In response to Summary C , customization is of utmost interest. 

- Agree (with Summary D), that social media tech are stimulating the change of the 

experience. 

- Agree with last paragraph (of Summary G). 

- Agree (with Summary L) that the fundamentals of the industry remain the same 

although it evolves thanks to the tech. 

- Agree (with Summary O) that tech is not the only driver of the experience enhancement 

in the theme park industry. 

- Strongly Agree (with Summary B): ‘All the other respondents make very good points. 

One makes a very good point that technology is not fundamentally changing what a theme park 

experience is about, but rather all technologies, not just digital-electronic, are enhancing the 

experience people have at a theme park.’ 

- Strongly Agree (with Summary D):  ‘Third, the growing use of big data and 

computational data technologies within the industry. Uses are many, but allow changes in the 

guest's experiences, more complex analysis and assessment of park & industry trends 

(demographic, marketing, etc.), and an emphasis on "lifespace" experiences (seamless flow 

between the guest's experiences within the theme park proper and anywhere in the world outside 

via apps or Internet). Theme park worlds will come to what Henry Jenkins calls "convergence 

culture." ’ 



 

182 

- Strongly Agree (with Summary G): ‘With regard to your list, some may find their way 

to theme parks, but not all.  The issue for a theme park is:  They are about SHARED 

EXPERIENCES. Have to appeal to a wide audience and offer a series of experiences that you 

cannot find elsewhere.  What we do best is create experiences that let people share in it --- 

TOGETHER.  So where tech can be used for shared experiences, yes.  Personal based tech (e.g. 

using one’s iPhone, or Oculus Rift devices, etc.) the best these can bring is an “enhanced” 

element and can work in a limited fashion, but doesn’t help the “shared experience” model.  If 

you can do it better elsewhere, then it probably doesn’t belong in a theme park –in terms of a 

stand-alone attraction.’ 

- Influential (in regards to Summary J): ‘Another factor that is driving our sector very 

heavily is gamification -- the game narrative of customization to the experience to get away from 

the passive linear park with traditional entertainment systems.’ 

- Strongly Agree (with Summary J): ‘Another aspect of the digital horizon for our 

technology is its ability to be scalable and easily interchangeable.’   

- Strongly Agree (with Summary N): ‘I tend to agree with Summary L. The technology 

being used in theme parks doesn’t change the experience. Internet and web based tech has not 

disrupted the business model for theme parks, as it has in other content driven industries (e.g. 

music, movies, television, etc.).  Content is more plentiful now through complex integrated 

marketing via internet and web based tech. Using popular IPs in parks drives park attendance and 

revenues (e.g. Harry Potter, Cars. etc.). The tech we see coming into the parks are in service of a 

guest’s IP and overall park experience—not the other way around.’ 
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- Strongly Agree (with Summary N): ‘ In short, new technologies are being employed for 

two business purposes: 

- Keep the parks contemporary so that they don’t feel dated and obsolete; 

- Manage guest experience through timed entry, online ticketing, etc. (which 

reflects current buyer/seller transaction technology and use of the data that those 

transactions can render).’ 

 

Respondent G:   

As someone who has lead the charge in IMMERSIVE entertainment, I can say that 

Technology has always played a major role in creating unique theme park and amusement park 

attractions.  Going back the early days of the mechanical and industrial age, it was the Ferris 

wheel, and the carousel, and early versions of “mechanized promenades” – there was the birth of 

the roller coaster and other mechanical rides and towers.  In the “multi media” age (late 50’s 

through the 70’s) it was rides adding projections and other media-based technologies.  As we 

moved into the latter 70’s and 80’s flight simulators and other technologies developed by NASA 

and others came to light, theme park attractions made use of them.  I think you will find that 

theme parks are often the first to make use of breaking technologies, finding ways to use them in 

an entertainment medium.  More recently, theme parks were the first to create a 3D/4D attraction 

(“the Sensorium” at Six Flags Power Plant), the first to use UV Laser technology in a live special 

effects spectacular (“Ghostbusters Spooktacular” at Universal Studios Florida), first to use 

3D/4D technologies in combination with live actors (Terminator 2/3D at the Universal Studios 

Florida, Hollywood, and Japan parks), and first to combine 3D/4D with a moving (ride track) 
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simulator ride system.  Right now we are working on a project that uses an modified Oculus Rift 

type system in combination with a maze and 4D physical effects synchronized to the 3D 

software experience as it’s being seen by the guest.  In virtually all of these cases, these were 

either the first or among the first to bring these technologies to the world of theme parks and 

attractions.  So the short answer is that “new technologies” have ALWAYS influenced theme 

park and amusement park creation.  The search for the highest, longest, steepest, coolest new 

thing includes finding the latest new technology that can provide a surprising breakthrough 

experience for the audience which is always looking for something new. 

With regard to your list of emerging technology, I think that some of them may find their 

way to theme parks, but not all of them, at least not in a major way.  The issue for a theme park 

is this:  They are about SHARED EXPERIENCES – with family, with friends, with 

grandchildren and grandparents – the teen segment for theme parks is important, but it’s not the 

ONLY target audience.  What we have to do in theme parks is offer rides, shows and attractions 

that appeal to a wide audience and that offer a series of experiences that you cannot find in 

movies, on television, in a theatre, or on line.  And what we do best is create experiences that let 

people share in the surprise, the awe, the fear, the wonder --- TOGETHER.  So where 

technologies can be used for shared experiences, yes.  But where the technology is more personal 

based (e.g. using one’s iPhone, or oculus rift devices, etc.) the best that these can bring is an 

“enhanced” element for a particular ride, show, attraction or theme park.  Because it’s not for 

everyone, and it generally does not help the “shared experience” model.  If you can do it better 

on line, or on your iPhone, then it probably doesn’t belong in a theme park – at least not in terms 

of a standalone attraction.  But offering an enhanced reality experience for those that want it – it 
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can work.  As way of providing additional information, mapping of how to move through a park 

or experience and other enhancements – these kinds of personal technology ideas can work, but 

only in this limited fashion. 

 

Respondent H:  

There are a number of technologies already available that are either currently utilized or 

being designed into “new” Theme Parks that are making changes to the guest experience. These 

technologies cover Sensors & Communication Technologies for identifying Proximity, NFC, A-

RFID/P-RFID, Camera-Based IR/Visible, Pixel-Logistics Technologies, Environmental 

Conditions such as Temperature, Humidity, Wind, etc., Bluetooth, WLAN, Wi-Fi, Touch and 

Gesture Recognition, Interfaces, GUIs, GPS, Voice and Image Recognition, POS, Social 

Networks, Virtualized Show Control, Audio Video Projection and Display Technologies, 3D-

Image Mapping, 3D Live Tracing, Light Illumination Technologies, Active and Adaptive 

Acoustics, Ride Control Systems, Drones, Data Encryption and Spread Spectrum signal 

encoding/decoding, Material production, and Security/Public Safety. 

The way the above technologies change the traditional Theme Park & Attraction based 

experience include: 

1. Attraction/Show Design and Conception 

2. Cost Reduction relative to attraction size, budget, and systems complexity 

3. Ticket purchasing, repeated visitor ID-ing (profiling), and visitor data (curatorial 

choices)  

4. Location Popularity and What Is Hot in terms of attractions/shows 
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5. Trackless ride vehicles 

6. Auditory and Visually Immersive Experiences (augmented reality) 

7. Advanced control methodology either linear, scripted, positive, or dynamic 

8. Full Redundancy and Resilience of Show Control Systems 

9. Dynamic panning in a 3D-plane of audio delivery (3D-Audio) 

10. People Counters for throughput optimization 

11. Real-time 3D image mapping and manipulation 

12. Auto-generated graphic content and visuals 

13. Ride Profile optimization 

14. Visitor participation and Interactivity (gamification, global shows, awarding the 

participating visitors) 

15. Ultra-High Dynamic Contrast for laser-based illumination projector engines 

The above fifteen basic examples are just a small portion on the ways newer technological 

abilities affect Themed Entertainment. 

 

Respondent J:   

Respondent:  Pushing it.  Okay well number one the out-of-home entertainment industry 

and by that case the theme park sector is constantly evolving regarding technology.  Best thing 

looking at that is that any new technology source supplies opportunity and ideas for our sector.  

Best example back in the 80s was all of the technology being developed for cold war element 

found their way into the amusement sector very quickly.  The old joke is swords into 
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ploughshares so the fast simulation technology from the 1980s found its way into developing the 

start it was of 1989 and 1987. 

Fundamentally the new technologies that are driving us a mixed reality entertainment we 

do not just look at virtual reality, augmented reality but we're looking at the application of 

immersive and experiential technology.  Another factor that is driving our sector very heavily is 

gamification -- the game narrative of customization (interactive pathway) to the experience to get 

away from the passive linear park with traditional entertainment systems.  Some of the new 

technologies that we're keeping an eye on of course is the internet of things is a -- an inevitability 

it is call an electronic tracking of guests and guests preferences customization and finally we are 

looking at neural net applications so that is easily 25 years off. 

Interviewer:  Right, could you explain a little more about neural net? 

Respondent:  Neural net has been technology that we're seeing being applied in the 

military sector, such as on the new raptor fighter, the ability for people without having any direct 

contact with interfaces to be able to make decisions and to have neural pathways activated.  

People are talking about this is a strong replacement for a virtual reality head mounted display as 

well as the possibility for hands free cognitive interfacing with entertainment attractions within a 

facility.  ‘I'd really like an ice-cream now.’ ‘X ice-cream pavilion is 16 blocks away.’ 

Interviewer:  Pretty cool. 

Respondent:  It's -- in its infancy I've been able to put one of the caps on my head it's a 

very popular toy that was launched couple of years ago that uses bio feedback so the more 

calmer your brain patterns the more the ball moves up and down.  There's applications of that 
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being deployed in the number of parts, there's also systems that are looking more towards 

augmented reality tracking half way using neural net. 

Interviewer:  Oh that's pretty cool. 

Respondent:  Once it gets believable it will be cool. 

[Round 2 Interview] 

Respondent:  Well, the key features that we are looking at are in the two areas of 

business, front-of-house and back-of-house.  Front-of-house, we are seeing the payments change 

with the use of e-Payments.  We are also seeing the use of guest tracking systems.  So examples 

would be the smart cards, smart card systems we see from companies like Intercard and Embed, 

and the smart audience tracking systems I think MagicBand from Disney is one that is the most 

obvious of the revolutionary changes to the guest experience.  Back-of-house, e-payments 

always, with that it's the ability to take the payment EPOS, Electronic Point of Sale systems. 

Borrowing a lot of ideas from the Apple Stores but also applying new takes on that, and 

then guest tracking, taking the data that you have tracked from the band or the smart card 

payment and using that to help with the structure of the facility, the placement of the machines, 

the control of the operation.  I suppose on the entertainment side, the actual attractions 

themselves would be new immersive display systems, simulated type styles systems, and 

hopefully a move towards some of the virtual reality attractions such as the VR Coaster and other 

applications. 

Interviewer:  All right.  Well, just a quick question, how are you sort of approaching 

answering this question, just because I am just sort of curious?  Are you just rethinking it, you 

know, or? 
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Respondent:  I am rethinking it.  I just recently had to do a webinar, so a lot of that is 

coming into play.  A lot of the questions that we got after that webinar, that’s helped me think a 

little bit more about the best areas of interest for you. 

Interviewer:  Okay, right.  That sounds good to me. 

Respondent:  Well, you are lucky to be coming off the back of two presentations so just 

the way it works out. 

Interviewer:  Yeah.  So with this first answer, append or replace, or how does it relate to 

your first answer? 

Respondent:  To my first answer, it is something that appends to rather than changes.  

The original view is what I would call the high picture.  This is more of a nailed down view, so 

high altitude to low altitude view. 

[Round 3 Interview] 

Interviewer:  And then I was wondering if you had any sort of final summarizing 

statement across everything we’ve been talking about. I don’t know and maybe not. 

Respondent:  It is clear that the digital out of home entertainment sector is a force to be 

reckoned with -with driving the future of this technology. To ignore digital technology in its 

application in the out of home experience is to make one of the biggest mistakes that a company 

can make, as can be seen by the bodies that we seem to be treading over at the moment. It’s 

interesting how much technology will play a part or the thinking that technology engenders will 

play a part. I can’t force down digital streams, head mounted displays and interactive interfaces 

down everybody’s throats as they cross the theme park sector, but a growing audience wants to 

have that opportunity. 
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Respondent K:  

New technologies are significantly changing theme parks and Location Based 

Entertainment (LBE) industries but in unique and often invisible ways to the consumer.  Here are 

several examples: 

Consumer knowledge is extremely important not only in the leisure industry but all 

industries. If we know what the consumer wants we can easily deliver it. “Magic Bands” and 

those technologies that deliver convenience to the park guests also deliver a wealth of 

information on consumer behavior to the park operators. Information such and dining 

preferences, spending habits, length of time spent in the park, number of attractions experienced, 

etc. are all gathered and analyzed. This information is parsed and used in several ways. For 

example, the information used as a mass collective can be analyzed to make the park more 

efficient for thousands of guests and information from a single individual is used to target market 

guests based on personal habits and preferences. 

Another example of new technology changing the theme park world is in ride technology 

and interactivity. Guest interactivity is the Holy Grail of theme park attraction designers. With 

autonomous vehicles, guests are not bound by a static rail or track in attraction rides so a level of 

interactivity can be introduced into the guest experience. This can be somewhat of an illusion as 

the number of guests on a ride vehicle makes up the voting block for interactivity, so the goal of 

individual choices is still on the horizon for large theme parks. 

Mobile devices that include push/ pull technology are also changing the theme park 

consumer experience. From purchasing ticket media to getting immediate updates on wait times 
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to interacting with the attraction and making in park dining reservations these are all 

conveniences that consumers can do today that were not available 15 years ago. 

 

Respondent L:  

I don’t see any of these or other technologies changing the industry, although I do see 

them peripherally driving the growth of the industry.  There are more screens in everyone’s life, 

theme parks are a way to get away from screens and get immersed into physical environments. 

The new technology used in the design of theme park attractions is just pushing evolution 

in the industry, not changing it any more now than any other era.  Guests are being loaded onto 

ride vehicles and transported to a series of scenes and then unloaded.  The vehicles are more 

sophisticated and the scenes are filled with equipment and media that is different than in the past, 

but not to the point where the industry has changed. 

The design process is helped with new tech like pre-visualization and BIM, but 

development times for large projects is longer than ever now. 

Any attraction that is based on tech will be outdated in a short period of time. 

I will say that it seems that several of your responders think the new tech stuff is a huge 

game changing deal for theme parks and the other half thinks not. 

 For all your questions about tech changing theme parks I would say that the biggest 

effect is peripheral.  Major IPs are headed to theme parks in ways bigger than ever before, but 

these IPs are also in movies, TV, books, comics, video games, merchandise, etc.  Take Harry 

Potter for example.  The theme park attraction doesn’t have to represent everything in the IP.  If 

you want story, go to the movie or read a book.  If you want to interact, play the video 
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games.  You can cosplay with the costumes and you can make your own playtime with 

toys.  But, if you really want to go there you have to go to the theme park. 

 The theme park is not the best place to have an interactive experience with the IP and it 

is not the best place to get in depth stories, but theme parks are the best way to actually be in a 

place. So, I believe that parks go heavy into immersive theming are going to be the most 

successful, and parks relying on tech are going to disappoint.  

 

Respondent M:  

Respondent:  Yes, they are, I think that new technologies are actually most impacting the 

operations of cultural attractions, theme parks, entertainment centers, urban entertainment 

centers, you know, downtown districts.  I think that they are affecting them much more than they 

are on the show side or the experiential side and what I mean by that is, if you look at an 

attraction like Pirates of the Caribbean at Disneyland is built in 19— and it got opened in about 

1967, that attraction except for a few enhancements and tie-ins to what Disney did with the film 

Pirates of the Caribbean, where they swapped out some animatronics, pretty much is the exact 

same attraction that it was in almost the mid-sixties.  The technology changed with the Sarcos 

figures, some of the lighting and control systems but stuff that the guest really doesn’t see and 

hasn’t made a major impact to the quality of that experience.  I think technology sometimes is a 

crutch for show designers.  They think well if we have the latest technology that will make the 

attraction or that will make the experience great when I believe actually the story is what should 

drive the experience.   
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On the operational side though, I think how any of these places operate and Disney 

certainly is at the forefront of it, operationally I think it’s invisible technologies, very 

sophisticated technology that’s tracking and counting people, very sophisticated technology that 

led to the development of Fast Pass systems so that people could schedule if you will when they 

were going to go to an attraction and unnecessarily have to stand in a queue that was 45 minutes 

long to an hour long.  Now there’s interactive technology where literally by what a guest wears 

on them or on their phone they are able to in essence circumvent the fast pass system as well and 

almost quite literally program or plan their day ahead and as those people are in a park or an 

urban destination center the technology recognizes them without any kind of input devices.   

I also think that technologies just in the handheld devices when we go, when my family 

goes to Disneyland,  we have an app on our phone and that app tells us, real time because people 

are inputting that information, real time, what the queues might be in other attraction or another 

show so we can kind of think well, do we want to go over there or we want to go do this thing 

and plan ahead and so inherently technology is giving guests the ability to better organize 

themselves as well. 

 

Respondent N:  

Operations and Interactivity  

Currently, we see the biggest changes in operation related strategies. Phone apps are used 

for “reward” type programs; fast pass queue systems are used to reduce lines; dynamic online 

ticketing (with entrance time intervals managed) are used to reduce crowds during peak 
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attendance periods and spread them over less congested time periods. I’ve seen this from the 

design side only, though. We do not see the used data on the owner’s side. 

We have seen use of data from guests’ tickets within attractions as an interactive input 

source within an attraction, such as a) time and date of entry, or b) location of residence. (The 

data is used by the owners for better understanding of demographics, of course.) 

There are also developments in the use of Bluetooth, near field communication (NFC) 

and radio frequency identification (RFID) that will allow visitors to interact with attractions or 

park elements. Disney has invested more between $1.0-$1.5 billion dollars in their Magic Band 

technology and had some success in this area. Still, there seems to be much to be refined and 

explored with regard to these technologies. 

Controls and IT 

Remote access through secure internet connections to park AV systems, lighting systems 

and show controls systems has grown increasingly robust in recent years. A lot of data is easily 

available now through web based interfaces (e.g. lamp life, various error messages, voltage 

history, real time execution, etc.). It is routine to have software for remote post opening 

operations monitoring and troubleshooting.  

However, there is likely to be a sea change in controls in the next few years, as cloud 

computing changes how park controls systems are designed and managed. Audio and video 

server systems may have to change from designated rack unit type strategies to function based 

strategies, with servers located in server-farm like rooms at a site rather than in EERs in each 

attraction. 



 

195 

I tend to agree with Summary L. The technology being used in theme parks doesn’t 

change the theme park experience. Internet and web based technology has not disrupted the 

business model for theme parks, as it has in other content driven industries (e.g. music, movies, 

television, etc.).  Content is more plentiful now through complex integrated marketing via 

internet and web based technology. Using popular IPs in parks drives park attendance and 

revenues (e.g. Harry Potter, Cars. etc.). The technology we see coming into the parks are in 

service of a guest’s IP and overall park experience—not the other way around. 

In short, new technologies are being employed for two business purposes: Keep the parks 

contemporary so that they don’t feel dated and obsolete; Manage guest experience through timed 

entry, online ticketing, etc. (which reflects current buyer/seller transaction technology and use of 

the data that those transactions can render). 

 

Respondent O:  

Respondent:  Well obviously the direct answer is yes, how they are doing it from the 

perspective of the creative industry it's very difficult, we have to have technologist on board just 

keep as current in every aspect what we do, the technologies that support the creative efforts, I 

mean pure technology the sophistication level of the ride industry, sophistication level of any 

what we use to refer as AV, but now you just call system integration & so forth.  We have to 

have friends in the business who are current on those things because it's changing just so quickly, 

individual companies can’t keep up, but what it's doing is providing everybody with an 

incredible set of tools, a dear friend of mine who I worked with at Universal, he was senior 

creative director, refer to what we do is kind of Santa’s bag of toys, and we have Santa’s bag of 
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toys keeps getting bigger and bigger and bigger and how we use the toys we’re still telling 

stories to the guests, I mean that’s the bottom line that’s ultimately how it, how we do our and 

spend our lives.  But the technologies, the speed at which things happen, the sophistication level 

of what the guests both experience and more importantly what they expect is increasing all the 

time and we have to stay ahead, because you know if you can do it in your living room, why in 

the world would they come see what we do? Just there would be no point, so it's really exciting. 

I mean we employ lot of interns, from universities and the information that the, I was 

going to say kids , the young people come in with is staggering and their ability to do things both 

on the boards as well as sitting creative sessions and say hey what you could do this easily by 

doing this, this and this.  Now the guys at my end of the table, say what in the hell are you 

talking about? The creative folks all seem to be there.  They warmly adapt and adopt all of this 

stuff. 

Interviewer:  Are there any technologies in particular like top three that stand out? 

Respondent:  Things that we have to provide for this is the first answer would be, well the 

answer to that question also is yes, one of them is fairly utilitarian, we all of the new ticketing 

systems that are available to you wear wrist band and have your entire day charged by waving 

your watch over the top of the terminal as you walk in the ride, make for interesting challenges, 

just in the planning of what we do because, our business is for large volumes, and most of our 

businesses and some people have those technologies some people don’t.  We need to provide for 

both, that’s just a sophistication level of the planning and the design effort from a creative 

standpoint, we have to not so much a jerry thing but putting people inside the Harry Potter 

movies, this Universal has done so effectively, is has been done through technologies but it's also 
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been done through the technologies, supporting the old three dimensional businesses that allow 

you to actually build Diagon Alley perfectly.  And then lastly, I think we touched upon this a 

little bit later, maybe you will touch upon a little bit later, we can actually put our guests inside 

of games, that they are playing on their telephones, you know whether they are if I stare at the 

meeting and they look bored, you know I’d love to think they’re all checking up on their e-mail 

to make sure their current, but the answers they’re probably not and probably playing something. 

And the technologies both allow us to put them in the game but more importantly the 

technologies allow the stories to be told so that we have to put them, that’s the what the guest 

expects and so, this kind of a mumbley three headed answer, but yeah on all fronts it's changing 

what we do, every day.  And you know, years ago it would have been agile, now you can build 

the simulator that’s going to change everything it's on that evolution it's not an abrupt change. 

It’s okay. This is what’s next and we need to look at it is what’s next, or we will be left in the 

dust. 

[Round 2 Interview] 

Respondent:  They are an Internet web-based company that were trying to put all of what 

they do into three dimensions in our world.  They want us to create a place where their virtual 

company can exist. 

Interviewer:  Interesting. 

Respondent:  Yeah so it's kind of going in the almost in the reverse. 

Interviewer:  Yeah. 

Respondent:  Because they are so tech savvy we're taking into account everything that 

they're doing on the internet and so forth but trying to incorporate it into the facility.  But some 
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of the things that we're doing are big arena type shows and, you know, that aren't particularly 

technically savvy I mean it's, you know, the access to the guest, the guest access to the center 

internet company.  And all the, you know, all of that stuff is very sophisticated but the 

technology is taken for granted, it's not certainly not a reason for being and it absolutely isn’t 

getting in the way of anything it's making everything better. 

But again like I told you all the times we spoken before I'm a bit of a tech dinosaur 

myself and I'm fully supportive of everything it can do for the business.  And I think it's only 

good, yeah you'll discover stuff that doesn’t work so you'll change it, and it's not -- doesn’t mean 

it’s bad it just means maybe you hadn't it through or needed to mature. 

Interviewer:  Yeah. 

Respondent:  But yeah I have put together, I try to apply it to what I've done literally over 

the last four days.  And it was all there we are Internet -- we were touring a city in Sweden and a 

couple of attractions within that city, in and around the city.  And everything we did the young 

lady said we're able to do it instantly on the phone which made our day far more efficient.  But in 

addition to that we were taking pictures and sending them halfway around the world which made 

it that much more fun. 

Interviewer:  Yeah 

Respondent:  And yeah I mean we didn’t get into all the detailed techie portion of it but, 

you know, one of them was a science museum and one was a castle we went to visit.  We were 

walking through a city looking at -- shopping and harbor and everything.  And it was all readily 

available right there.  And it made our day better, made it, you know, we had a ball, I don’t know 

that it's more fun than we would have had a long, long time ago but it certainly was fun. 
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Interviewer:  I was curious that web company you're talking about that, you know, was 

building real stuff based on virtual.  Are they gaming related or they --- 

Respondent:  No it's a Chinese company in the aftermarket automobile industry.  You 

know, there's a -- China they're not in a position of making more automobiles because they have 

too many cars on the road.  And so the aftermarket services and parts to your cars is becoming a 

big, big business.  And it's all been virtual I think and this maybe the first three dimensional 

manifestation of that when it happens, and it's going to take a couple of -- it will be outside of the 

window of your document but anyway it was just -- it's interesting fun to work with. 

Interviewer:  Yeah and, you know, when I think about the gaming aspects, you know, 

virtual worlds being possibly put into physical. So to have other types of virtual items being 

physically manifested is a pretty interesting parallel. 

Respondent:  Yeah it's a, you know, that's why I brought it up I thought you'd be 

interesting in just hearing about it. 

Interviewer:  Yeah, yeah certainly. 

Respondent:  But I don’t know, you know, I think it will be great obviously that is we're 

working on it and I think that they're investing an adequate amount of money to do a great job 

but they have -- it's China, so government permitting is a bit of an issue.  So we'll just see how 

close they are capable of getting to their target schedule. 

Interviewer:  Mm-hmm. 

Respondent:  But, you know, I think it would be -- I can't tell you very much about it 

because essentially it's a confidential project. 

Interviewer:  No I understand. 
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Respondent:  But that's -- but it's got very interesting parallels. 

Interviewer:  Mm-hmm.  Were there any comments that other people made that struck 

you as I hadn't thought of that or --- 

Respondent:  Not so much I think, you know, I get back to the -- like I said the specifics 

on the technology I can't really editorialize on because some of the brand names and things that 

they reusing I'm not even familiar with.  You know, our designer certainly would be that I 

wouldn’t be.  I think there were some of the comments I was surprised in a couple of the 

summaries where someone said oh it's not affecting us at all.  I wouldn’t agree with that but I 

don’t think I need to come out and say that. 

Interviewer:  Mm-hmm. 

Respondent:  You know, anytime anybody says anything that definitive the hair on the 

back of neck went up because it's kind of hey how could you be so silly? But not, you know, not 

at a point of being anything other than I disagree wholeheartedly because of everything I've 

already said. 

Interviewer:  Yeah. 

Respondent:  But no I didn’t -- there's nothing to disagree with, I think anything that I 

read only embellish is what I already thought. 

But when you -- you come right out and ask me if I disagree with any of the things, 

absolutely not.  I think that the -- any technological thing that is developed is only going to 

improve our industry.  I love the person [Summary G] who drew the parallel from -- it was 

started with carousels and then Ferris wheels and then rollercoasters and the analogy I can't 
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remember where it was, it was in one of the earlier questions and I love the analogy of, you 

know, what was high tech when --- 

Interviewer:  Yeah. 

Respondent:  And I thought that was terrific.  I wish I had used that but  

-- but no I think, you know, like I said other than pronouncements I don’t disagree with 

anything.  And I just think pronouncements are dangerous because you got a 99 to 1 shot of 

being wrong.  And, you know, my opinion is, this was something taught to me by a fellow from 

Disney, and “the answer is always yes if, answer is never no.”  And it's always yes and that was 

taught to me by a fellow name Marty Sklar who ran Imagineering for well over 50 years.  And I 

learned it in a -- I heard in a speech that he made and nothing could be more true. 

Respondent:  So my opinion on all of this other stuff is, you know, ‘it will only make us 

better if…’ – ‘yes we will use it –if…’.  And yes it is having an impact either because or yes it 

will have an impact if we do this.  And do I think anything of its negative? I think some of it's 

probably going to be pain in the ass because it's going to be difficult to figure out how to 

incorporate things or how to retrofit something for some new idea or toy that somebody's come 

up with.  But that's the business we're in, it's not -- that's not a negative at all, that's or a challenge 

and sometimes challenges come at the wrong time.  But no I thought all in all I was fascinating 

to read it but I didn’t read it with a lens on being critical, it was -- I found some things that I 

wouldn’t have said but those tended to be the things where no I don’t think it's effecting the 

industry or this is the way it is because it's always been that way.  You know, that I don’t -- I 

don’t buy in to any of that. 

[Round 3 Interview] 
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Respondent:  No, it's exactly – I went back to your first what you original said, the 

original questions and then the notes that I have read, that everyone has sent in, all of which I 

think are excellent, and you can tell that it's come from a wide variety of people who have 

different expertise in the industry.  But let me just go through the disruptive impacts of the game 

design, mobile technology, social networks and emerging media on the LBE industry.  Again, I 

am sure you captured -- because I have said it on every phone call that I appreciate the fact that 

you have used the word ‘disruptive’, but I don’t support disruptive because of its negative 

connotations. 

Interviewer:  Right, and I think that’s a perfectly great statement. 

Respondent:  Yeah.  I take your question and what it leads to as effectively this is all 

good for our industry, disruptive or changing or in some instance it's cataclysmic, but for the 

most part evolutionary aspects of our business whether it's in advertising, marketing, research, or 

the sophistication level of the attractions.  I think it's just the NextGen, and I know for the 

NextGen Committee for the TEA and for the NextGen Committee for IAAPA, and the questions 

that you have asked, the subjects that you have raised, are all everyday dialog for the younger 

people in the industry which basically means what’s going to happen simply as we grow -- I 

don’t want to say grow older, how about as the industry matures, because it's the next phase and 

who knows what the next phase will be in 20 years. 

I think we discussed briefly last time that it wasn’t my quote, it was somebody else’s 

quote and I think they were actually capturing a quote that was written somewhere where we 

went from carousels to Ferris wheels to roller coasters and somewhere we got to Harry Potter, 

and Lord knows what’s going to happen when we get to Game of Thrones and Lord of the Rings 
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and so forth and so on, all of which are logical extensions of what we are doing.  It's the 

entertainment industry, and our world tends to be three-dimensional, and we try to take what it is 

that is entertaining people now and put it into the worlds that we understand, the physical worlds.  

The other side, the advertising side, the operating side, the access to the guest through the 

various medias be they social medias or regular media or whatever, I am going to touch upon this 

several times, it’s instant gratification for the guest.  It's also instant criticism or critique 

capability in that place.  We better be good. 

Interviewer:  Could you repeat what you just said.  I heard some paper shuffling and it 

covered up— 

Respondent:  Oh sorry, sorry.  Any of the -- can you tell me where you ended?  I will see 

if I can— 

Interviewer:  Right after like instant gratification for the guests. 

Respondent:  Pretty much not any more than that.  It's the instant critique for the industry 

whether it's -- okay you would have to live in a cave to not know about SeaWorld and their 

problems for the last couple of years.  You would also have to live in that same cave to not 

understand how aggressively they are trying to deal with those problems in the media and they 

are going to attempt probably very effectively to use the media to their advantage and the various 

medias— 

[Skype call disrupted] 

Respondent:  Okay.  I think we were talking -- I was talking about the SeaWorld example 

and then the access to the guests and so forth, and I am not really going to touch upon the 

operating aspects of the new technologies.  I will touch upon that little bit later, but the instant 
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access that we have to the guests, and the guests have to us, makes us -- we have to be extremely 

good all the time.  I think it's a Barbra Streisand quote, “For the audience, every day is opening 

day,” and you know that’s not necessarily the case where the roller coaster is going around for 

the 1000th time that summer, but it's still somebody is on that ride for the first time.  You know, 

I sort of think that in a morbid sense every time I get on an airplane.  I have got so many miles in 

my fighting with the odds, but every time I get on an airplane, somebody is on that airplane for 

the first time. 

Interviewer:  Yeah. 

Respondent:  So we have to be extremely good all the time because if somebody gets off 

of one of our attractions and had a bad time, their friends in the park are going to know 

immediately, their friends outside the park are going to know immediately, and that can affect 

business obviously. 

Interviewer:  Yeah. 

Respondent:  Let me turn my head, my apologies.  Those were some generic comments.  

The first question, are new technologies currently changing theme parks, if so what are they and 

how?  Again, I get back to -- I don’t want to be repetitive, but each time we have spoken, the 

answers have gotten narrower, more and more narrow.  Yes is the direct answer to the question.  

All of the new technologies are affecting things, but as I said, it’s just the logical evolution of the 

industry.  Technically, they are certainly making things more sophisticated.  Marketing, 

operations, the ability to take your day home with you, it's all just getting better and better and 

better and quicker and quicker and quicker and more and more sophisticated, and it's simply 

something that the industry has to acknowledge, take care of and embrace.   
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Respondent P:   

I think we are seeing the impact from new technologies, like mobile devices, touch and 

motion tracking, but I don’t believe it fundamentally changes the guest’s day in the park. People 

go to the parks to enjoy group or family togetherness and bonding, so sharing new experiences or 

unique storytelling events together will always be a highlight of the day, and not the newest 

widget or tech that’s driving the show. Guests expect to be surprised and delighted when they 

visit, and new technology is an easy way to get there, but it does not necessarily alter or change 

the park experience. 

As insiders, we can get starry-eyed and excited about all the flashy demo’s and next-gen 

systems we see, but regardless of what tech is hiding behind the curtain, our audiences will still 

love riding Casey Jr., in a miniature train, just to get caged up like Circus animals and hear “I 

think I can… I think I can!” as they go round the tracks. We capture the imagination of our 

audiences with stories that they cherish, and all the flashy tech in the world will only ever be in 

support of that story, not the star. 

I did review the new materials and I just have nothing more to add to the discussion. I 

feel there is so much talk around very specific technology that is always new and exciting, but 

I just don't see the disruption that folks like to talk about… as I feel the social aspect of going to 

the parks remains mostly unchanged…. which I believe I've covered in my previous responses.  

 

Respondent Q:  

Respondent:  Well absolutely and the ones from the ones on your lists mobile internet, 

internet of things, advanced robotics, autonomous vehicles, 3D printing advanced materials, they 
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were the ones that would -- that would from the list I would also add display technologies in 

there as an additional area that's effecting theme parks and all of them to different degrees.  The 

mobile internet really through smart phones and related techniques and a kind of a universal Wi-

Fi within the parks opening up a whole lot of applications, the internet of things there's lots of 

sensors you can put in parks that do everything from security to entertainment.  Advanced 

robotics that maybe more Disney thing but the robots that the animatronics robots that are in 

Disney's parks are almost 30 years old for the most part.  It was a whole new generation of 

robots that command and provide entertainments and Disney is certainly working on that. 

And you see some examples in the -- the most recent one was the Lumiere candelabra 

that's now part of the pre-show for one of the princess themes [Enchanted Tales with Belle], I'm 

not a theme entertainment but that was a state of the art autonomous robot and there was WALL-

E robot that was made.  And so I think there would be more of that, autonomous vehicles that 

was something I tried to start at Disney, transportation within Disney World and large theme 

parks is  actually a big issue getting people from one place to the other and it's becoming a 

bottleneck at Disney World and would be at other large ones as well.  Seems like it's a natural for 

autonomous vehicles so I expect that to happen.  3D printing when it comes to toys and physical 

items, so one of the projects we did at Disney was it was scanning your little kid and then 

printing a princess doll or an action figure doll that has the likeness of your child and that is 

similar to the other toy so that you can introduce a version of play where the child can play with 

the version of themselves inside their own make-believe world with the other toys.  I think there 

will be other things in that realm as well. 
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Advance material shows up in a whole bunch of places, obviously it's a physical 

environment and new materials can add a lot to that.  There's a whole bunch of research that we 

did at Disney Research that -- and in fact looking at the DisneyResearch.com site will give you 

an idea of some of the more far out things that Disney is doing.  And one of the principles of it 

was for everything to be open such as like the Pixar Research Lab so there's, you know, for 

people who want to know really what's sort of very futuristic invention that's going at theme 

parks.  All you got to do is go to the website which very few people actually do but it's all there. 

[Cross Talk] 

Yeah, yeah and you can go in there and see it. There's a guy, he's now professor at MIT, 

Wojciech Matusik, and he did a whole bunch of work on what's called computational materials.  

And it had the potential for all kinds of toys and devices and physical things that people could 

purchase.  And yeah I think that's -- that sort of you've hit most of the things on my list that were 

on the display technologies.  I think also one of the things that I was trying to get people excited 

about was a display that's so good that you wouldn’t know whether it was a display or a window 

on, you know, looking out on something. 

And that can really change a lot of the experience, I mean some of the best examples of 

these are in not Disney but Universal the pre-show for the Harry Potter ride, there are some 

displays there that they're using them as if they were portraits of various people in the Harry 

Potter universe.  But you actually initially can't tell it's a display, it looks like a picture and then it 

begins to move or does something and it's really -- there's a whole bunch of effects you can do 

with these new displays.  And Disney was also doing work on that too, a guy  -- Quinn 
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Smithwick if you look for his work on Disney Research you'll see a whole bunch of work on 

display technologies.  Okay that was question one. 

 

Respondent R:  

New technologies are absolutely changing theme parks – more importantly, new 

technologies are changing theme park audiences. Theme park audience members today not only 

expect highly immersive experiences, they also expect them to be immediate, relevant and to 

whatever degree the experience can be tailored, they expect it to be personalized as well. It’s not 

enough for today’s audience to passively observe an experience, they want to be an integral part 

of it, to have made it their own. The technologies that the audience is most familiar with are 

mobile, social, gaming, new projection technologies (3-D, VR, AR) and as experiences in the 

home or casual entertainment space (movie theaters) improves, the destination entertainment 

venues need to reflect the new sophistication of the audience. 
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APPENDIX B.  

QUESTION TWO RESPONSES, GAME DESIGN AND INTERACTIVITY 

2) Are game design and interactivity changing theme parks? (i.e., Video Games, 

Gamification, Increased Immersion, etc.) 
 

Transcription Note 

Content in the text from respondents have been left as submitted in the third and final response.  

Responses submitted via interview have been transcribed, and any personally identifying text has 

been removed to maintain the integrity of anonymity. 

 

Respondent A:  

So far, game technologies have allowed for some minor theme park novelty. We have yet 

to see a successful theme park that primarily features game-based attractions. It isn’t completely 

clear that game-based attractions can successfully be the center of a theme park.  

 

Respondent B:  

One of the primary motivations to visit a theme park is the social aspect of the 

experience. Rather than a first-shooter perspective, people are looking for High Fidelity 

immersive, interactive social experiences at theme parks. In the respect, there is an emerging 

trend to increase those experiences including using the mobile technology that people bring with 

them. However, the passive real world thrill of riding a roller coaster is still a strong draw. 

Most video games do not offer a social experience. People come in groups to theme parks 

to have a social experience together.  
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Respondent C:  

These are just beginning to impact theme parks. The first one I know of, actually, was the 

Kim Possible World Showcase Adventure at EPCOT, which in my terminology was an 

“alternate reality” game overlay atop the normal EPCOT experience. It embraced ARG design to 

create an engaging experience using its physical environs as the game board. 

More and more of this will happen, but there is still not enough embracing of the piece of 

amazing technology that most visitors bring with them – the smartphone. There are apps and 

maps, but precious little work on augmented reality or other forms of fusing the real and the 

virtual. (Kim Possible even provided its own phones – Kimmunicators – rather than embrace 

guests’ own phones. Mickey’s Fun Wheel Challenge is a good step, but more of a separate 

digital experience than an integrated or fused one.) 

I like the comment that “immersion trumps technology,” and the same goes for 

story/narrative. Thinking of technology as a “means to a human purpose” (Brian Arthur), it must 

always serve the purpose of an engaging, cohesive, robust, memorable experience. “Immersion,” 

in fact, is one of the end points of one axis in our Four Realms of Experience (4E) model, paired 

with “absorption” (the latter brings the experience into you, the former brings you into the 

experience). The other axis is passive vs. active, forming the four realms of Entertainment, 

Educational, Escapist, and Esthetic (not “Aesthetic”!). And the best, most robust experiences that 

hit the “sweet spot” in the middle of the 4Es. Now theme parks are classically escapist – going 

from reality to a designed, themed alternate reality – but the problem is that they are also too 

passive! What game design and interactivity bring to theme parks is shifting the experience back 

over toward the sweet spot by making it less passive, more active.  



 

211 

Respondent D:  

Yes, there is a growing impact of game design and related interactive technology design 

within the worlds of theme parks. There are more obvious examples of gaming within theme 

park worlds. Disney's Toy Story ride uses 3-D glasses, traditional dark ride movements and 

narratives, and the important elements of video gaming (guns, targets, and scoring systems) to 

create an experience that is a hybrid of the dark ride and video games. Some have said that this 

and other examples are too gratuitous in terms of their attempts to incorporate video game design 

in the world of theme parks. Perhaps one could say that such rides are not quite dark rides and 

not quite video games and, perhaps, they fail as such - they cannot achieve the immersive 

potentials of either of the forms being referenced. At the same time, we could say that these early 

experiments will pave the way for new and improved hybrids of video games and theme park 

rides and attractions. Besides these examples of video game-theme park hybrids, I believe that 

we could say that there are many other influences of gaming on the theme park industry. Going 

back well before video games, we see that all outdoor amusements have involved games of 

chance, skill, and more general approaches to play. Games, in this general sense, have always 

been part and parcel of amusement and theme parks and thus it is no surprise that more 

contemporary forms of games and play have significant roles in today's theme parks. Ride and 

attraction narratives may be structured with a game, quest, or pilgrimage in mind such that they 

achieve the liminal state that is often useful in these and other spaces. Going back to technology, 

we see that theme parks are creating more exciting games, quests, or adventures such that the 

guest will feel to be more a part of an experience, story, or world. If there is a stake involved, 

such as someone having to complete a quest, there is a more charged sense to the attraction or 
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ride (there is a sense of what Jane McGonigal discusses in her work on serious gaming) and thus 

it may appear to be more immersive to the guest. Again, there is a "lifespace" element that is also 

at play. Disney's Animal Kingdom, for example, asks guests to partake in ride narratives that are 

extended to the world outside of the theme park. A guest may be asked to be more focused on 

conservation or other forms of environmental ethics after they leave the park, for example. There 

is a multitude of technological forms that are now being used in the theme park and so many of 

them focus on the desire of guests to become better immersed in the worlds of theme parks.  

As far as game design and interactivity and theme parks, I would say I disagree with 

some of the responses that suggest that most uses of game design and interactivity in theme parks 

is passive or of minimal impact. While there is much room to grow, I believe that we are seeing 

some remarkable new instances of game design and interactivity in theme parks. 

I agree with a number of the other Round 2 comments and feel that when video games or 

related technologies get used in theme parks, they should be used in such a way that they do not 

only resemble video games. The world of the theme park should not become a PlayStation world 

writ large. It should still be a theme parks that uses gaming technologies to augment pre-existing 

narratives, stories, and themes. 

 

Respondent E:  

There are two dimensions to be treated separately about interactivity within the theme 

park industry. First is the opportunity of developing new fully conceived and designed 

interactive theme park, themed attractions or rides based in popular video games with the ability 

of completely immerse guests as it has been featured since now when creating movie attractions 
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but incorporating a highest levels of prior and past experience gamification before and after the 

visit of the park as well as increasing social sharing opportunities. Second is the development of 

video games, gamification and increased immersion as experience complement within 

conventional theme parks properties.  

There are operators that  are currently analyzing the feasibility of the first alternative and 

a new kind of video game park or attraction would probably arrive soon creating a new concept 

of theme park, especially appealing the video game consumer markets. This is only in hands of 

the largest theme park operators companies with alliances with video games firms and can only 

be developed in places located in areas with huge potential markets. The second dimension 

should be understood as an experiential addition and enhancement to the conventional theme 

parks that won’t really dramatically change the industry but only creating new ways of 

entertainment related to the visit to each single property of attraction. Obviously it might have 

potential positive effects depending on the attraction, the park or even the operator (if linking 

experiences among several parks) as far as it will create new ways for the entertainment of 

visitors but this would not be generalized. 

- Agree (with Summary K) to think about game design and interactivity as a challenge 

rather than as a reality. 

- Strongly Agree (with Summary C): ‘Thinking of technology as a “means to a human 

purpose” (Brian Arthur), it must always serve the purpose of an engaging, cohesive, robust, 

memorable experience.’   

- That will be one specific a type of theme parks (in regards to Summary J):  ‘ - “The 

future is you are going to be playing the theme park, rather than the theme park plays you.”  
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Most of the time now we just experience theme park; the future is that the theme park will be 

like a giant PlayStation for us where we will just pick the beats that we will and we will interact 

with them extremely.’ 

- Agree (with Summary N): ‘- If gaming can be made into a group experience (groups 

that would make the hourly capacity of such an attraction desirable to park operators), then there 

may be a use for it in theme parks. As a couple of commentators noted, guest throughput is an 

issue. If Disney needs a 2000 THC capacity for an attraction, smaller applications still require 

500-1500 THC. The individual experience of gaming in its current form does not lend itself to 

current theme park application.’  

- Influential (in regards to Summary P): ‘ - Younger audiences who grow up with screen-

based, immersive media, are always excited to see any form of interactivity or game-based play 

in the parks, as this represents a form of storytelling that they understand and love. If the story is 

properly told and takes advantage of the lush environments and character IP of the traditional 

theme park, blended together with good game dynamics and physical elements for play, these 

overlapping worlds can create a unique experience for this group.’  

- Agree (with Summary R): ‘- Absolutely, the audience has real experience in various 

gaming environments, from the hard core online gamers on multiple platforms – maybe even 

earning pay for streaming their games and commentary, to the casual gamer exposed to games on 

their mobile devices, all know that their experience can be quantified and tabulated and many 

have an expectation that would be occurring in theme park experiences as well.’  
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Respondent G:  

I don’t really agree that game design and interactivity are changing the theme park 

experience.  They are changing the QUEUE experience (as noted in your examples above), and 

they provide a level of convenience for operations of a park (magic band technology), and the 

electronic scavenger hunt and other “enhancements” are fine for – as I noted earlier – an extra 

level of involvement for those that like that kind of thing – it’s certainly not changing the way 

parks are designed or attractions are created.  Because the park and attractions must appeal as 

real world EXPERIENCE that is visceral, immersive and involving.  Saying these devices allow 

people to “be the hero” and “play the role that people can only get to watch in the movies or TV” 

is misleading.  This can all be done BETTER at home on a high quality video game. Again, I say 

if you can do it better in any other medium, don’t count on it in a theme park other than as an 

added level of enhancement for those that choose that option.  The biggest recent impact on 

theme parks is IMMERSION which is best evidenced in Universal Studios’ DIAGON ALLEY  - 

an entirely new “land” at USF which is about as immersive as any themed land has ever been.  

Audiences have responded with great enthusiasm.  And the huge and overwhelming success of 

this new land has pushed Disney to announce an AVATAR land, and just last week a new STAR 

WARS land, and in both cases we are promised FULL IMMMERSION in the “worlds”.  So 

IMMERSION trumps technology.  That being said, the “magic wands” for sale in the Diagon 

Alley – which trigger hidden sensors in shop windows and other areas throughout the land, is a 

bit hit.  So here is a great example of a technology providing and ENHANCED element to 

overall “world.”  And while it’s not for everyone, it certainly appeals to a core segment of the 

audience – young children who are in love with all things Harry Potter.  But the “low tech” 
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BUTTER BEER is even MORE popular because it appeals to a wider audience then the Magic 

Wands.  In that sense, any theme park  - any successful theme park – blends low tech and high 

tech all the time.  A great theme park is first and foremost high touch – much more than high 

tech. For the record, every example given above (in your examples for high tech interactive 

technologies) supports my theory – these are enhancements and additions to a park or attraction 

experience and basically only of interest to the person who is “interacting” which generally does 

not make for a great attraction, but DOES provide an extra level of an experience for those who 

wish to participate. 

 

Respondent H:  

The notion and demand for a personalized experience has its roots to gaming and 

personal devises such as smart-phones. Today, we see a greater demand for utilizing some of the 

technologies mentioned in question #1 to offer a level of interactivity to both Attractions and 

Shows found in today’s Theme Parks. Interactivity level varies from group data to individual 

data (fully personalized). There has not been a single Theme Park design in the Asian, African, 

European, and American continents over the last 5-years that does not have incorporated a level 

of interactivity while there are a handful with fully personalized experiences even in greater 

physical areas such the Wizarding World of Harry Potter Hogsmeade. Even more advanced 

examples will be available to us in China and Middle East major Theme Parks over the next 

three years. 

It is interesting to see even in 2nd and 3rd tier Themed Attractions based on Off-The-

Shelf turnkey rides the addition of an Audio Video and Control layer to add interaction. 
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Sometimes the addition is as little as a single button for the rider to push. It is this simplistic level 

of interaction that brings home the message of the “need for visitor participation”.  

Having had the chance to oversee yet another Middle-Easter theme park design, schedule 

to start being outfitted with AV in 3rd-quorter 2016, it is interesting to see that simple gaming 

concepts can find their way into visitor participation, interactivity, during a parade! 

 

Respondent J:   

Respondent:  Oh that's 2008 numbers that's superseded, much higher for 2014-2015. 

Interviewer:  Okay. [cross talk]  

Respondent:  Finished working on the theme park project last year and the numbers we 

were using were 160s.  But that maybe international rather than North American, again I 

recommend you double check those numbers. 

Interviewer:  Okay yeah. 

Respondent:  Well I get the gist and as I said I just worked on the theme park project for a 

post opening at 2020 that is -- had the large amount of customization.  It's best described this 

way digital native the audience, the target audience generation X onwards -- sorry, generation Y 

onwards that we're dealing with are formed with a touch screen hand.  All future parks sections 

and entertainment facilities have to comply with an interactive narrative approach customization 

driving the requirements of the play and the game and the leisure experience.  More and more the 

possibility of an audience sitting passively experiencing the attachment is becoming a negative 

draw and especially the high price of certain attractions we need to encourage a repeat visitation 

so gamification and direct game interactivity being implied into these experiences on all levels.  
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And the ability to both chart and to encourage repeat play, customization by the audience is a 

factor it's driving a lot in this consideration.  Do you need examples? 

Interviewer:  No but if you have one or two really prime ones that will be awesome. 

Respondent:  The best examples of how gamification and interactive narrative is mixing 

with traditional attractions would be the [Wonder Mountain’s] Guardian, Canadian attraction that 

was installed last year that sees a dark ride themed rollercoaster including interactive shooting 

display elements developed by Triotech or more recently you look at Dark Rides develop by 

Sally Corporation that now includes interactive narrative elements again to create repeat 

visitation.  And also offering a unique takeaway the individual can see their score, picture of 

them playing the game and that can be used as an encouragement in social media to have them 

come back and try again. 

Interviewer:  What was the name of that second example? 

Respondent:  Sally Corporation and they've just developed the [DC’s Justice League: 

Battle for Metropolis] experience, if you need more information I'll send you a link. 

[Round 2 Interview] 

Respondent:  Well, we have got the two approaches we have.  We are seeing video games 

directly having an influence on theme parks with Ubisoft and Nintendo entering theme park 

sector.  That’s more of an IP changer, but that said, Ubisoft, they declared that they hope to bring 

interactivity to the theme park, or what they like to call next-gen attractions.  Interactivity is the 

most important influencer of all theme park developments at the moment.  It’s the one key aspect 

that I see changing everything that we do in the sector going from just simple things like turning 

an attraction like Spiderman into an attraction like Wonder Mountain Guardian just by adding a 

http://www.trio-tech.com/products/dark-ride/
http://sallycorp.com/
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shooting narrative to a dark ride experience.  And also, interactivity allows repeat visitation 

which is essential to our business.  The theme park sector is not about an individual’s visit, it is 

about repeat visit, and the encouragement to people to play a game, and the game and score 

progression and interactivity are usually the key elements to achieve that.  And immersion, be it 

a simulator or virtual reality headset, again, the digital frontier is going to shape all of the theme 

park attraction experiences. 

Interviewer:  I am debating whether to ask you to elaborate on that but— 

Respondent:  Well, is there anything in particular you want to be elaborated on? 

Interviewer:  No, just I like this particular question quite a bit. 

Respondent:  Yeah, interactivity is it.  I always like to use the phrase -- I just finished a 

theme park project for a client, doing a creative design for a facility that is being proposed to 

open in 2020, and I said “Future is you are going to be playing the theme park, rather than the 

theme park plays you.”  Most of the time now we just experience theme park; next time, the 

future is that we will take the -- the theme park will be like a giant PlayStation for us where we 

will just pick the beats that we will and we will interact with them extremely. 

Interviewer:  All right, cool.  I am going to move on to number three, but I am pretty 

excited about the Ubisoft announcement to see what they do with that. 

Respondent:  Well yeah, they have got three projects internally.  I have spoken to the 

head of the project.  They are being quite close to the -- they are chest about it, as you would 

expect any company that’s developing new attractions, but they have already shown their virtual 

reality, Rabbids experience in VR, the Rabbids VR Ride.  So I expect to see a lot more that type 

of interactivity and immersion with their IP.  It doesn’t come cheaper. 
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[Round 3 Interview] 

Respondent:  So here we go, Generation Y. Well, one of the phrases that I would include 

along with Generation Y is also the digital natives and the millennials because those are phrases 

that are being thrown around a lot in my sector that we have to be mindful for. I’ve got a lot 

more examples, but those are the two key examples that I gave at the time, so that’s good. It’s 

interesting to see how fast the sector is moving that now I can triple those examples of 

attractions. 

Interviewer:  Very interesting. 

Respondent:  We’ve had quite a few new announcements, especially the appearance of 

Electronic Arts into the sector and I can also reveal that Warner Brothers and 20th Century Fox 

will also be entering the theme park sector with announcements later this year. It’s really moving 

along. It is what it is. Content is king, as it always has been and will never change and so the 

interesting part for me is how content creators bring the consumer consult sector will embrace 

developmentally and content for a mercy of entertainment attraction systems. Will it be the same 

skillset that they’re using in consumer games or will we have to come up with a hybrid narrative 

language for applications in this sector? We’re very scared about where the content’s coming and 

there’s the possibility of arms race in content, so that’s why you see people like Unity try to 

arrange this virtual reality conference in February, to try and control a little bit of the message. 

We’re all a little bit scared about that at the moment because the last thing we need is an arms 

race on content creation. We need good content. We’re at that point looking for a Pong and 

everybody knows that gaming was going to be popular and everybody knew that it had an 

opportunity, but until you had that first game, it was still a fad. Yeah, other than that, I’m pretty -
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- I would like to use a comment that we’re using in a lot of our consultancy documents that we 

feel the theme park could be the -- I have to be careful here -- the next console. So from a game 

developer’s point of view, they can either develop mobile content, query the mobile phones, they 

can do online game content, which also has a crossover into mobile phones. They can work PCs 

and unique delivering platforms or they can work on consoles and we would like to sort of have 

the theme park seen as the fifth console or the fifth platform where developers can look at that as 

a means of development because the hope is that the future theme park, you won’t just 

experience but you’ll actually take part of and play with. 

Interviewer:  Yeah, I like that idea. 

Respondent:  What a lot of people like the idea because of the repeat visitation aspects, 

tell people to come back again and again and visit your site is -- means that it monetarizes much 

more appropriately for long-term profits. 

Interviewer:  Let me see. I think we’ve hit a lot of my notes. I was wondering if you had 

any comments on interactivity and theme parks being a social experience. There’s some 

comments that was digital games in some form are best at home and an individual sense because 

theme parks tend to be group experiences, so making a group digital experience is either more 

challenging or maybe not as attractive to experience. I didn’t know if that strikes any sort of 

thoughts. 

Respondent:  Was that a consumer game developer that came up with that statement? 

[Laughter] 

Interviewer:  No. I think as a developer within parks. 



 

222 

Respondent:  Yeah, I could see that one, yeah. We don’t understand interactive games. 

Those things usually are done on their own. We don’t want to see those on your own things in 

our parks. I’m belittling the statement. It’s a very good statement. Well, up until recently, the 

majority of successful consumer video games were solitary played experiences. Even if you were 

playing in a networked experience, you’re playing on your own machine connecting by 

communications in the avatar to other people. How can that make the transition into the theme 

park sector? Well in reality, social gaming works equally as well as individual narrative gaming. 

We have great examples of audiences up to the size of 60 playing together in game experiences, 

as well as individuals in groups of three, four, eight, two it doesn’t matter. Horses for courses, all 

games are different. Some games work better than others in single narrative form. We just need 

the right games to go into the right facilities. 

 

Respondent K:  

One of the biggest challenges for theme park designers is to figure out ways to make the 

park experience better then potential guests can have in their own the living rooms.  

Gaming consoles, big screen TV’s, internet connections, on demand media, no waiting to 

have a snack or drink are all competition for leisure time and reasons to stay home and not come 

to the park. Theme park designers have started to implement ways to bring the gaming 

experience to the park and to make those experiences better. It’s a simple problem to state. 

“What can park experience provide that you can’t do in the living room? For example: Motion 

base ride platforms synchronized to gaming experience. Theater based group gaming. Park 

recognition and rewards. 
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Branching storytelling, character avatars, leveling up, career mode, are all hallmarks of 

video game play. These themes are all finding their way into theme parks. The challenge with 

any individual experience is to turn it into a group involvement without destroying the personal 

participation.   

The other responses give you a wider breadth of the state of interactivity but none seem 

to dispel the fact that it’s coming. 

 

Respondent L:  

For the most part, theme park guests want passive entertainment.  Guests want to be 

immersed into different worlds but they don’t want to work too hard for their own entertainment 

in that world.  The adventure games at Disney parks are enjoyed by only a small percentage of 

park goers.  Guests find the shooter rides fun as part of the mix of thrill rides, themed dark rides 

and other experiences, and we will likely see no more than one or two of these attractions in any 

theme park. 

Interactive experiences in queue lines are going to be popular as the wait times for 

attractions are increasing.  But none of these are so fun that guests would delay getting on a ride 

vehicle to keep playing.  The fact is that if the queue line is short – beginning or end of day or 

just a slow day – guests will not stop to play in the interactive queue, they will go straight to the 

ride. 

Tech advancement has driven down the cost of projection and media and small and mid-

sized parks are now adding projection based interactive themed dark rides.   
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I don’t have anything to add.  I appreciate the responses from the others, but I my 

opinions are based on what I see every day in development right now.  I love talking about rides 

and ride design and lots of discussions revolve around terms like “interactive” “repeatable” and 

multiple paths.  But I don’t see these things as very important in rides being developed.  Every 

ride concept I have seen that starts out with multiple paths gets cut down to a single path – it’s 

just too expensive to create entire scenes that are only seen by half the riders.  Disney re-opened 

Star Tours with branching stories that had alternate locations – this was done to make it more 

repeatable.  Instead, lots of guests complain about not getting to go to all the places.  And, I have 

seen no ride as repeatable as Pirates of the Caribbean or Haunted Mansion.  The interactive rides 

are mostly shooters – they are interesting to guests now but I don’t think they have lasting 

appeal.   

 

Respondent M:  

Respondent:  Well, I think that’s an oxymoron that a game is immersive.  I think it’s 

interactive but I think as a whole a virtual game is not an immersive experience, not unless you 

try to get into the whole VR kind of setup and in order for those types of experiences to be great 

the products have to be rather sophisticated and fairly expensive.  I think so from the gaming 

industry what I think theme parks are trying to incorporate no doubt and integrate is interactivity 

where a guest can actually make things happen within a show experience and then can have 

those things reflecting back at them, a good example is Buzz Lightyear, it’s a family attraction, 

it’s basically a arcade shootout, intergalactic shootout.  But for all intensive purposes, it’s 

interactive, it becomes immersive because it’s in dark gray, so the element of interactivity I think 
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yes has been inspired by the games but I don’t think that games have made the experiences more 

immersive, I think the immersion comes from how you encapsulate the guest into that 

experience.  Then there was another part of the question, what was it? 

Interviewer:  Changing theme parks and then I just listed examples. 

Respondent:  Yeah, I think back to the original point from the first question, story drives 

experience, experience drives the technology, so any time that technology will drive the 

development of an attraction I think it’s a failed system, a failed approach.  People you know, the 

latest iPhone is cool for the first couple of days, maybe the first week, maybe even a couple of 

weeks but pretty much after a while it’s just kind of a taken for granted element.  So the iPhone 

itself is not always cool, what you can do with the iPhone is what’s cool and I think if you look 

at Apple, Apple is a great example of where they don’t focus on the technology they focus on the 

usefulness, the experience of someone using that technology and their biggest ways of doing that 

are basically tools that allow people to communicate better and socialize and also entertain 

themselves.  So you know, when experience drives the creative development of any kind of a 

ride, show or attraction or even in the sphere of consumer products which is electronics like what 

I just talked about, when the experience is the driver then the technology follows and usually the 

technology becomes invisible.  The experience is what is dominant.  The experience.  

 

Respondent N:  

Yes, but only to the extent that game engines create more immersive experiences 

(interactivity with environments) or make games at parks more sophisticated. Theme parks are 



 

226 

mostly about group and family outings. When games are focused on individual experiences, they 

are less effective in the theme park setting. 

If gaming can be made into a group experience (groups that would make the hourly 

capacity of such an attraction desirable to park operators), then there may be a use for it in theme 

parks. As a couple of commentators noted, guest throughput is an issue. If Disney needs a 2000 

THC capacity for an attraction, smaller applications still require 500-1500 THC. The individual 

experience of gaming in its current form does not lend itself to current theme park application. 

Interactivity, as a separate topic, has been increasingly a part of park and attraction design 

for some time. This trend is likely to continue. 

 

Respondent O:   

Respondent:  Yes that’s kind of tied to number one, primarily through the creative story 

telling I think when you and I spoke before I asked you to look at something called Joyland in 

Changzhou China that’s where some people entire theme park, based on a certain game for x 

series of games that are all within the same family.  So from a story telling standpoint absolutely, 

[look at] Angry Birds, those [are being brought] to life from a three dimensional experiential 

standpoint. Lara Croft is marginally successful couple of films and incredibly successful game, 

or Croft is significant Paramount product that certainly would appear in any development might 

do anywhere in the world. 

So again back to the experience that putting the body in the game, within our facilities 

yes, the second answer and this one is the little bit beyond me because we are just developing 

how you might do this, but because of the platforms, that are available to the guests who come to 
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the park, old fashion term is scavenger hunt, we can have the guest in the park, play the games 

with one another, not only those who came to the park, together but those who just happen to 

come to the park.  And that’s kind of a blanket overlay that were having to address everywhere 

to make sure that’s part of the experience and then you have got social media as facts were 

instant gratification to everything is critical and that’s just making sure that everything is 

spectacular so that - there is an old [saying], if you have a good time you will tell one person, if 

you have a bad time you will tell 10 people. Well there used to be a little bit of a time lag 

between the time you did something and the time we told people, it's because the technology 

wouldn’t [allow it].  This is, if somebody doesn’t like it, there are 10 friends they want to tell that 

they didn’t like it, and they know it before they are going to exit the shop.  And so it puts a 

significant demand up on the quality of the stories and the quality of the execution of the stories.  

So that one is a little bit more abstract and more from marketing standpoint.  The technological 

aspects were kind of the first two and it – and I had to ticketing and all the other technologies, 

you don’t need to get that from the operators, but I am sure they are going through equally 

towards more significant big changes than we are. 

Interviewer:  Cool. 

Respondent:  Yeah.  We had – this is a digression, I apologize, but we are working on a 

project in Europe, and one of the key marketing consultants it's a company was involved with us 

and one of the young fellows within that company is in his late 20s and he insisted upon the need 

for gamification of the entire park, and we had him expand upon that from a dialog standpoint 

because there were members in the room who didn’t really have a clear idea what he was talking 

about.  And these are some of the aspects, and this is only scratching the surface what I have 
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spoken about just in the last couple of minutes.  But his comment and obviously very tech savvy, 

very current, entertainment-based marketing companies so everything he does is a result of what 

comes on his telephone, and his communication with his friends is texting or whatever words, 

here in China it's WeChat.  But he just said, “Look, you are going to have to be that way or 

people are going to think you are passing.” 

Interviewer:  Very interesting. 

Respondent:  Yeah you have touched upon an interesting subject that it's only going to 

become more intense in our world, the technology aspects.  I had – I have an issue with one of 

the words it's somewhere in one of these questions, I will get to it. [“disruptive”] 

[Round 2 Interview] 

Respondent: The specific gaming issues that we've spoken about before, I mean I don’t 

know when somebody's going to do it, but I do know when we are going to do game based 

attractions and its -- but essentially it's going to be how to take the name Harry Potter and replace 

it with some corresponding game.  And that, you know, that's what you're talking about because 

our world is three dimensional experience stuff for the family.  So I would physically manifest 

itself it's going to be similar, the stories are going to be different.  And they can only be similar 

now because those were the technologies we have. 

Interviewer:  I see. 

Respondent:  But the -- and I know there's a word gamification in there a couple of times 

and I know I used it and I know someone else did and I know that the fellow who we're working 

with the young man I spoke of to you last time from London used the word gamification and 
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that's an interesting what is it an adjective or an adverb, whatever it is the, you know, I thought it 

was a fairly interesting word as an overlay to everything.   

Interviewer:  Okay, well one thing I did happen to notice in the course of -- in the past 

few weeks I saw that, you know, over the summer in relation to video games and theme parks I 

saw that, you know, Nintendo and Universal struck some sort of deal for theme parks.  And then 

Ubisoft, which is a publisher from, I think, maybe Canada is their headquarters, or France. 

Respondent:  Yeah I heard about them. I know about Nintendo and Universal, and 

Ubisoft that's more recent isn't it? 

Interviewer:  Yeah that's like maybe three weeks ago maybe it's Ubisoft and then 

someone -- Electronic Arts announced that they're going to make a mass effect video game 

attraction at some park, I think, in California and then I think I heard of someone else too like 

every publishers lining up or something. 

Respondent:  There was certain Electronic Arts article within the last 48 hours. 

Interviewer:  Not that I've seen but there might be. 

Respondent:  For some reason, for some reason I've just read their name. 

Interviewer:  They go by EA most of time now, I don’t know. 

Respondent:  No it was spelled out.  I'm trying to think and actually I think I read about 

it, it was with the usual suspect it was like with one of the California guys. 

Interviewer:  Mm-hmm. 

Respondent:  And Universal has, other than the deal they've announced, they haven't 

announced any specifics.  Ubisoft saying relationship has been announced but -- but you know, 
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what I think Ubisoft is even further along them than Nintendo in the description of what they're 

doing. 

Interviewer:  Aha. 

Respondent:  But yeah that's -- what Universal is doing will remain under wraps until 

such times they want to release it and advertise it.  I don’t know the other one, I've read about it 

but other than that I can't tell you anything about it. 

Respondent:  Everything you've named is correct I just -- I haven't heard anything other 

than the announcements. 

Interviewer:  Yeah.  Yeah that's all I've heard. 

Respondent:  Yeah, yeah, yeah I don’t think people are revealed too much for fear of 

having somebody stealing. 

Interviewer:  Yeah and I assume some of these announcements are very early and so it's 

going to be awhile for -- actually done. 

Respondent:  I would be surprised if Universal stuff happens in less than four years. 

Interviewer:  Mm-hmm. 

Respondent:  Just because of the nature of what they do, their projects are so developed 

and so thorough and so spectacular and it takes that long to do them. 

Interviewer:  Yeah.  

Respondent:  I would expect Electronic Arts would be similar with whoever they're 

working with.  And then Mack is not at that level but they're very good, they're, you know, as 

good as any North American theme park with the exception of Central Floridians, Southern 

California. 
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[Round 3 Interview] 

Respondent:  The game design and interactivity are those changing theme parks, and then 

you have got i.e., video games, gamification, increased immersion, etc.?  The answer is the same.  

Have you had the occasion to experience the Harry Potter stuff in Orlando? 

Interviewer:  Not yet but I am thinking while I am in Orlando I may go there. 

Respondent:  While you are in Orlando, you must, because since you work in the gaming 

industry and you are very familiar with it, go there and exchange the name Harry Potter to the 

name of one of the games you work on, and I think you will find that the experience is the same 

but you could certainly see how the story of the games can be told in three dimensions with the 

technologies that are available in the park industry as they exist now.  I believe we spoke before 

about Lara Croft I think that's more popular as a game than it is as a film.  Okay?  That’s going 

to be a ride.  It's already a ride -- well it was at one of the Paramount Parks, and I am sure it will 

be when the Paramount Parks actually happen.  Whether the first one happens in the UK or 

somewhere in Asia, Lara Croft attraction will be there and it will be loyal to the game, more 

loyal than it is to the Angelina Jolie movies.  But just use your imagination when you go 

experience the Potter attractions and you will know it.  I mean the Minion attractions at 

Universal are the same.  The Disney attractions I am sure are similar.  Universal tends to be a 

little bit more interactive than the Disney stuff.  They put you in things and show them to you; 

the Universal attractions, they tend to do them to you, and the other— 

[Skype call disrupted several times before resuming] 

Respondent:  Anyway I am still on number two.  The issue is obviously the intellectual 

property that the games will bring.  That’s a sensational opportunity that’s going to take off.  As 
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we discussed previously, I think there are different ones going on right now that is Nintendo at 

Universal, and Ubisoft is somewhere and somebody else with Cedar Fair, and that’s just the 

beginning.  So that will be the biggest impact I think.   

 

Respondent P:  

Younger audiences who grow up with screen-based, immersive media, are always excited 

to see any form of interactivity or game-based play in the parks, as this represents a form of 

storytelling that they understand and love. If the story is properly told and takes advantage of the 

lush environments and character IP of the traditional theme park, blended together with good 

game dynamics and physical elements for play, these overlapping worlds can create a unique 

experience for this group. 

Theme parks have always been about fantasy and immersion into unique worlds, that we 

don’t tread in everyday, so it makes sense to fold in other immersive media that does much the 

same thing. I see little difference in climbing aboard Peter Pan’s ship to fly over London, or 

climbing aboard a space cruiser to fight Zurg with laser guns… as both allow for a unique 

experience that helps tell a beloved story. If one has a game component, and the other is more 

passive, together they create a more varied and unique experience for the guests. 

I think the impact we may see in the parks will be in IP, as video game characters become 

beloved and nostalgic, eventually diluting and replacing the more traditional fairy tale characters 

and stories that currently exist in theme parks today. 
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Respondent Q:   

Respondent:  Yes, but nowhere near as much as they will on the future and as they should 

be.  Your quotes in there about making it a kind of a personalized experience and a different kind 

of experience, I think that indeed will happen.  But I think what's there right now is a very 

primitive versions of that with a very simple sensors, very limited interaction but I think it's 

going to change a whole lot.  The key part through all of this though that it's really very, very 

simple to look at but the -- there's a paper by Randy Pausch the last lecture guy if you know who 

he is, the late Randy Pausch.  He did an intern -- not an internship - a sabbatical at Disney when 

he was on the faculty at CMU, looking at the use of virtual and augmented reality.  They wanted 

to see what the future might hold, this would have been back in the -- sometime in the 90s I 

guess. 

And he wrote a SIGGRPAH paper on it describing his experiences and trying to, you 

know, looking for cool applications of augmented reality.  And at the time the key problem was 

throughput, you have to have devices that were expensive enough that they basically the park 

would own them and you would use them but you just couldn’t get enough people to -- to go 

through I mean at Disney -- Disney attraction needs about 2000 people an hour going through or 

more.  And if you have to take off a device and pass it to the next person that's not going to work 

and there was a whole issue of hygiene I think he very memorably describe the headsets at the 

time for augmented reality as a -- just kind of like putting your head into somebody's old 

sneaker.  And just wasn't going to fly. 

Now all of this will change if people own things like Google Glass or similar things and 

they bring their own devices to the park or the devices get cheap enough that you can rent one or 
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own one for the duration of your time there.  So that undoubtedly will change things but the -- 

what's been tried before the technology wasn't up to it in order to sort of get acceptable 

throughput you had very simple usage of things like RFID technology very simple stories and to 

be honest not very compelling activities.  But I do believe that will change as the technology 

both gets better, cheaper.  And people get more creative with it, you know, any new technology 

there needs to be a whole -- people, creative people need to figure out what it's for and how it can 

tell a story properly, you know, the history of cinema or the history of any entertainment form, 

it's always taking a long time for really good story telling and people figure out how to use it and 

we're way at the beginning of that. 

 

Respondent R:  

Absolutely, similar to previous comments, the audience has a very real body of 

experience in various gaming environments, from the hard core online gamers on multiple 

platforms – maybe even earning pay for streaming their games and commentary, to the casual 

gamer exposed to games on their mobile devices, all know that their experience can be quantified 

and tabulated and many have an expectation that would be occurring in theme park experiences 

as well. 

Gaming is so pervasive (certainly to US and Asian audiences) that it could be considered 

another attraction if delivered correctly. To many points made – is that with park equipment or 

guest equipment or a balance of both remains to be seen. 
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APPENDIX C.  

QUESTION THREE RESPONSES, MOBILE DEVICES 

3) Are mobile devices changing theme parks? (i.e., Smart Phones,  Tablets, Laptops, 

Google Glass, RFID chips, etc.) 

 

Transcription Note 

Content in the text from respondents have been left as submitted in the third and final response.  

Responses submitted via interview have been transcribed, and any personally identifying text has 

been removed to maintain the integrity of anonymity. 

 

Respondent A:  

Yes. Mobile devices allow guests to better plan their day. Actually putting meaningful 

content in mobile devices is a much bigger and more questionable challenge.  

 

Respondent B:  

Mobile devices have become an appendage for many people that they use to constantly 

connect with both the real and virtual worlds. They see themselves as one with their devices. In a 

sense, these devices are peoples’ sixth sense. People expect to be able to interact via their mobile 

devices, no different than they expect to see, smell, feel, hear and taste their experiences.  

People will expect to be able to interact with the theme park and keep everything relating 

to their theme park experience, ticketing, payments, fast pass, on their wearable devices.  

Mobile devices are allowing people to share their experience in real time with friends and 

family who are not there, so in a sense it is augmenting the social aspect of visiting.  
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Respondent C:  

Mobile devices are, one, making the experience less engaging as the great majority of 

guests are just a touch away from being out of the otherwise immersive theme park experience, 

and most of those constantly train themselves to take their phones out at the slightest hint of 

boredom or inactivity. 

One benefit is in preparing for the experience (buying tickets, scouting out options, using 

maps, seeing wait times, etc.). Another is in documenting the experience for social media due to 

the near ubiquity of easy picture taking via the smartphone camera. It used to be enough to put 

up a sign that said “Picture Spot” brought to you by Kodak, but now people want to take not only 

the absolutely best pictures but a lot of pictures, all the time – and then share them on Facebook, 

Twitter, Instagram, etc. It’s no longer enough to provide photo-worthy Kodak moments; your 

entire experience needs to be share-worthy. 

I agree with the person [Res L] who pointed out that the more we interact with screens in 

our daily lives, the more we will want experiences that get us away from those screens. (It’s been 

said that every trend sows the seeds for its own counter-trend.) This is true for many people, but 

not all – and particularly young people. I now realize (this is part of a framework I’m working 

on) that people increasingly want to orchestrate their experiences, to be the conductor of the 

experience as it flows from screen to screen and through real life. This is especially true at home 

and perhaps third places, but will then leak into theme parks. Surely there are already people 

bringing tablets with their smartphones into parks, yes? 

 

 



 

237 

Respondent D:  

Mobile devices are having a major impact on the theme park industry. As I suggested 

earlier, the use of mobile technologies allows theme parks to exercise greater control over all 

aspects of theme park operations - from purchasing, to marketing, demographic analysis, and 

even park operations. Theme parks can tap into social and mobile technologies to increase the 

immersive potentials of theme park worlds. This may happen on- and off-site as theme parks can 

suggest "lifespace" connections with guests as they are asked to think about the theme park's 

various narratives, brands, and properties while at home and not inside the park proper. Also, as I 

said before, guests are better able to interact with the various venues of a theme park by using 

their mobile technologies. Connecting with the venues of a theme park are simply an app 

download away. What is exciting abut such forms of technology is that they will allow for 

increased examples of culturematics (Grant McCracken), media and technology convergence 

(Henry Jenkins), and lifespacing. Augmented reality and many other technologies will allow for 

complex forms of citation and other palimpsestuous techniques that could create a bottom-up 

(not top-down) theme park. This is reminiscent of Umberto Eco's notion of "open works" in 

which the authors of the "text" are the many readers of it who have an active status within its 

environs. In theme park senses, we may say that such technologies will allow for more open, 

collaborative, even open-sourced theme parks. This is quite exciting and is certainly (at the 

moment) an unexplored territory. Of course, an issue that arises, ironically, is the control over 

properties. As we saw with the guerrilla film Escape from Tomorrow, with new and available 

technology in the hands of guests, it will be harder for theme parks and their branded properties 

to control the ways in which guests interact with the various stories, narratives, and venues 
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present within theme parks and re-present them in new and potentially subversive ways. Guests 

adding their own "citations" to a theme park attraction (such as through augmented reality apps) 

may thwart the intended narratives and message intentions of theme park owners and operators. 

Thus, the control issue may dictate a pulling back of such open-sourced, democratic, and 

convergence-based technologies that may be deployed by guests. This is, perhaps, the pivotal 

moment in the next and future evolution of theme park technology. How much power will be 

given to the guest?  

In terms of mobile devices, I agree with the others who have suggested that such uses of 

technology need to evolve. The challenge, again, is to create mobile technology that supplements 

forms of storytelling in theme parks, not technology that becomes the story, in and of itself.   

I found this [Summary L] comment to be telling:  “And, any use of smart phones in theme parks 

will only be a minor part of a theme park day - the more immersive the park, the less use of 

personal tech items.” I agree that there is a big issue of whether the use of mobile devices in 

theme parks will create a distracting effect. Is it possible, we might ask, to use mobile 

technologies to augment the experience and not allow it to become compromised by the mobile 

media device use?  

 

Respondent E:  

Mobile devices are largely related with Mobile Internet and it is for this reason that most 

parks have largely created and improved connectivity technologies. As a consequence, mobile 

devices might be used by customers to get useful information from the parks that could enhance 

their experience through the company apps, to book, buy or manage personal needs and items 
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within the park, to share their experience with other customers or with friends and relatives 

outside the park mainly using social media, and to store and, then remember, the experience 

when coming back home. Otherwise, differently to the traditional way “to be” in a park as a 

microcosmos do not related with the “outside” world, mobile devices also offer opportunities to 

the customer be “linked” with other not “in” park experiences and emotions  as well as with 

personal interests and hobbies. So, the park is less exclusive for customers in the emotional sense 

(people in lines, for instance, can “disconnect” from the park linking him or herself with a family 

“outside” experience) and then, the park might be less unique as full and integrate offering. So, 

mobile devices are creating new opportunities for business within the park and can be used as 

tools for the enhancement of the experience of customers but they are creating new challenges 

for the park managers and operators in the sense that they are conditioning the way on how 

patrons are realizing their experience. 

Of course mobile devices can be a source of real time big data for park managers and 

operators that can be used to better satisfy visitors and increase income from them through 

monitoring, analyzing and taking decisions. 

- Most influential (in regards to Summary B):  ‘- Mobile devices are allowing people to 

share their experience in real time with friends and family who are not there, so in a sense it is 

augmenting the social aspect of visiting.’ 

- Agree (with Summary L):  ‘- And, any use of smart phones in theme parks will only be 

a minor part of a theme park day - the more immersive the park, the less use of personal tech 

items.’  
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- Strongly Agree (with Summary R): ‘- Some participants mentioned trying to get visitors 

to put the devices away. This should be thought of in the design of attractions but the practical 

reality of younger generations is that they are only experiencing what they are publishing. New 

experience designs need to contemplate how to build that into the experience.’  

 

Respondent G:  

I would say that people take their mobile device to theme parks because they take them 

EVERYWHERE – but to date, I don’t think they are responsible for any major changes to theme 

parks.  But they have a use for things like directions, park schedules, small enhancements at 

queues and so on.  For the most part, as an experience designer/creator I find them problematic.  

I want people to be INTO MY RIDE OR SHOW not pulling out their mobile device.  And I 

believe that when 67% say they would like to see more mobile integration, I believe that is with 

regard to practical use -- as in ticket purchases, upgrades, fast past or VIP line cuts, restaurant 

reservations, park show times, and so on.  I don’t believe that people want to pull out their 

mobile devices as part of their show or ride experience, OTHER than as part of a parade or 

something.  If anything I think you should get the respondents to define HOW they would like to 

see increased mobile integration at parks – I hardly think people would want to be using their 

mobile devices on a themed dark ride, or a high speed coaster, or in a 3D/4D experience?  Closer 

investigation will most likely reveal they want to use their mobile devices in ways that will 

improve the experience of dining, shopping, navigating, and generally getting through a park. 
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Respondent H:  

Yes, Smart Mobile Electronic Devices and Mobile Telephony are indeed changing the 

way Theme Parks are experienced and designed. The NFC readers on most of today’s smart 

phones, along with the built-in GPS, Bluetooth, and Wi-Fi allow for bidirectional identification 

of Guest, Location, Attraction, Purchasing Allowance, and interactivity level. As the cost of 

Wearable Technology and Smart Eyewear decreases we will be seeing more and more advanced 

designs and functionality available to both Guests and Operators of Theme Parks. Over the last 

2-months I have visited more than seven Theme Parks ranging from top-tier to 2nd and 3rd level 

parks. Every single one has an App that utilizes the park-wide Wi-Fi Guest Network to provide 

up to the minute information on Show Schedule, Special Venue Events, Wait Lines, or as basic 

as an interactive map with locations and descriptions. Furthermore, tying mobile devices with 

Point Of Sale systems simplifies purchasing of guest services and impulse buys such as FastPass 

ticket purchase on the spot as the guest realizes the +60’ wait lines.  

Other types of Low-Bandwidth Data, which in most cases utilize the built in cameras of 

smartphones, tablets, etc. can significantly improve the visitor experience when language barriers 

or physical challenges exist. Real-time wayfinding and bidirectional translation software and 

Apps, can prove valuable to theme park visitors and beyond.  

 

Respondent J:  

Respondent:  Mobile devices, okay RFID has proven itself to be one of the most 

important element to the future of theme parks such as seen with the example of magic, Disney's 

Magic Band as well as some of the other smart ticketing and network systems being employed in 
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other parks.  Regarding augmented reality and mobile devices it's found by the theme park 

industry that there is still a concern whether most people want to use up their battery life 

wandering around the park constantly holding their mobile phone outstretched.  Many people 

now looking towards other means to engage individuals through social media that takes place 

after their experience so we say you give over your social media data and then when you get 

back home or back to the hotel room that is going to engage within the social media. 

Half of end-user looking at giving individual specialist tablet devices so unique to the 

theme park, a derivation of the audio guide systems that you used to see in museums now being 

moved forward to a tablet approach.  And of course there is talk of certain types of augmented 

reality go with the failure of Google Glass and the questions being raised about the quality of 

Hololens with still some way up before we will see those types of systems fielded into parks.  

Though the laser tech industry is known to be very keen to deploy some kind of Google Glass, 

Hololens-type gaming system into their future experiences. 

Interviewer:  Could you expand on what tablet devices what their applications might be 

in a theme park? 

Respondent:  There are a number of companies such as Lo-Q that have developed paging 

systems where as you move around the park you receive information on queue line and 

availability of attractions through your personal PDA, Personal Data Assistant.  Those are 

mainly use for large best groups there are also other systems being talked about at personal tablet 

experiences for some of the new Middle-East and Asian parks where the individual be given a 

unique [tablet?] to the park and all of its features, they would pay extra and get the VIP 

experience through their park organizer. 
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[Round 2 Interview] 

Respondent:  We will take it the easy route.  RFID and Near Field Communications are 

changing the applications.  The MagicBand that I mentioned earlier uses RFID technology, but 

it's an interesting point here that a number of theme parks are beginning to try and shy away 

from actually having the guests wandering around constantly glued to their mobile phones.  

There is the issue of battery usage and also the avoidance by people in theme parks to use up 

their mobile phone connectivity when they are having a good time in a facility.  We have seen 

Disney experiment with handing out special interactive devices that were really glorified PDAs, 

to allow individuals to travel around the park and to select and collect information.  That’s been 

used both as an information tool as well as a gamification application.  But again, the jury is still 

out about where this fits. 

Wearability or wearality, the use of glasses and goggles and augmented reality systems, 

that seems to have passed even though I am talking to companies about laser tag facilities using 

AR tracking glasses and technology like that.  The jury still seems to be pretty muted at the 

moment after the collapse of Google Glass.  The mobile phone has a place but most of the time 

it's in the user’s pocket, and the apps that we are seeing being deployed, most of those apps are 

either for large groups or parties.  So an individual can book time on a ride or a theme park 

attraction, but most of the apps being developed are for post or pre-visit to the facility itself. 

Interviewer:  Do you imagine those circumstances around any of those technologies 

changing if there is like a certain fundamental shift toward one or another? 

Respondent:  It depends on the success of Apple payment.  I forget what they call it, 

Apple Pay, or the Android equivalent.  We will have to wait and see if that becomes a facilitator 
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for the financial transaction within the park, could this be the modern day alternative to Walt 

Disney’s book of tickets that was used first at the Walt Disney Park.  Maybe that’s one area, but 

anything beyond that, we will have to wait some time for mobile phones to migrate on.  The 

three harbingers that stop mobile phones being a constant companion is the simplicity of 

operation, the battery life and the complexity of connectivity.  Until those things are sorted out, 

may be with the foldable screen technology, may be with graphene and new usage of battery 

timing, these things are still going to be black boxes that are best turned off when you are at the 

park. 

[Round 3 Interview] 

Respondent:  So we see Q9, QR -- sorry, not QR. We’re seeing a number of theme parks 

recently announcing that they’re going to have mobile queuing apps. These apps that are 

downloaded onto the phone and to allow the individual to play games -- well, the group to play 

games while they’re standing in the queue line and if they achieve certain scores while in the 

queue line, then they’re ejected to the front of the queue into special winner positions on various 

rides. So this is the next derivation of using the mobile app within the experience of the theme 

park. We’ve also got quite a few facilities talking about using -- I have to be very specific here. I 

would call these eye points or -- they’re not QR, they’re RFID beacons that would be dotted 

around the facility and would be able to track where individuals are, but also allow individuals to 

track certain specific areas. These would be like kind of digital information booths, giving 

information and collecting information and those are the type of things that are being proposed 

for future development of parks. Again, having contact and communication with the audience is 
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essential. You’re just a game app, but having a direct -- a kind of Twitter-verse for the parks 

entails is, excuse me, something that’s being considered.  

Yeah, e-payment’s king. That’s fundamentally the first and last protocol. What we’ve 

seen with MagicBand with Disney is to be replicated throughout many theme parks and already I 

know the Walt Disney organization is looking at expanding what they did with MagicBand. It’ll 

be interesting to see what Walt Disney would have made of the move from the book of tickets to 

the MagicBand concept because that’s kind of returning to the original concept. They dropped 

the book of tickets idea because it was too difficult to operate and control and they were losing 

control of the manipulation, where I suppose MagicBand allows that manipulation with the book 

of tickets approach to return a la carte against a menu. It’s always interesting that the whole 

Disneyland concept was based upon the book of tickets which is based upon what you see at 

most world’s fairs and traveling expos. You go up, you buy to enter the facility but you also buy 

a book of tickets to be able to try all of the different experiences. That helps manage the 

throughput of the facility. It also monetarizes the experiences and it also allows you to start 

manipulating the prices of the most popular attractions against the most unpopular. So for 

example, the reason why we still use the phrase E tickets in the theme park industry is based 

upon the most expensive ticket that was available in the Walt Disney book of tickets. So to go 

onto it’s a small world, you needed to have a D ticket, but to go onto one of the big rollercoasters 

or the Pirates of the Caribbean, you needed an E ticket. 

Interviewer:  That makes sense. So it can easily get confused with electronic ticket, but 

it’s referring to the booklet. 
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Respondent:  Yeah, the development industry, when they’re talking about an E ticket 

attraction, they are referring to a high level, big quality, big expense ticket. I was just working on 

a project developer a new theme park in London. We actually had to sit down with the operators 

or the proposed investors of the project and explain to them the whole universe of E tickets. An 

E ticket attraction for a major theme park is usually going to be about $20 million worth of 

expense. 

Interviewer:  So it would be the equivalent conceptually of a AAA video game [said 

‘triple A’] or a Blockbuster movie? 

Respondent:  Yep. Your Ferrari against your Ford. Your first class ticket against your 

economy. It seems that the monetarization of the entertainment experience, a lot of companies, I 

can point to the cinema industry that is now looking at E ticket, or what they like to call VIP or 

VVIP ticket pricing. So from the days of what we would call the E ticket, and now being 

superseded by the VIP experience and again, they bring a slightly different connotation to what 

you’re offering. A VIP experience usually means a high level, high expense attraction or 

experience where when we’re talking about an E ticket, we’re still saying that it’s available to 

everybody but it’s just a much more immersive and a much more enthralling experience. You 

have to be very careful with the nomenclature because the theme park and the attractions 

industry has such a poor level of educational recognition. We spend most of our time when we’re 

a consultant educating individuals to what these phrases and applications mean rather than 

getting down to the nitty gritty. I know it’s a fact that the theme park industry is embarrassed 

about regarding that, but it’s going to take quite some time generationally to change that attitude. 

 



 

247 

Interviewer:  Do you mean in the sense that it’s just communicating the terminology of 

the developers or…? 

Respondent:  We have a lot of gatekeepers that are getting into an interesting H&R 

industry. When you’re a gatekeeper and someone questions you, there’s only one response, 

which is a stamp on that individual. Now that we live in an industry and a digital media where 

information is freely shared and circulated, those gatekeepers are becoming less and less viable, 

or their position is becoming less and less viable. So likely we will be seeing at this year’s 

IAAPA  a number of individuals that have lost the inclusion of digital technology into the sector 

will now be brushed aside or are in the process of being brushed aside. It will be fascinating to 

see how many of them will appear at the exhibitions and claim that they’ve had a Road to 

Damascus moment or how many of them will just feel that it’s better to retire from this sector 

and move on, as has been seen in Disney Imagineering. We’ve had quite a few people resigning 

now rather than having to change their position, a sad factor. That type of gatekeeper mentality 

can also bring in other kinds of blocking mentalities which can be dangerous. A fear of 

difference. 

 

Respondent K:  

Yes, there are two distinct examples mobile devices are changing the ways consumers 

experience parks. The first is practical convenience, from buying your ticketing media before 

you get to the park, to downloading an app that may include a park map or tips on visiting the 

park, to getting updated on wait times for attractions and restaurants. The 2nd is the interactivity 



 

248 

that can be offered at the attraction level. Some examples would be a pre-show online game or an 

augmented reality event. 

 

Respondent L:  

People do have mobile devices, but the successful theme parks will be places where they 

stay in pockets.  People go inside the berm of a theme park to be immersed into another world, 

things from outside that berm should stay outside and the world inside the berm should be a 

separate place.   The more guests have to take out their smart phones the more they will realize 

they could have had about the same experience outside and saved the admission price. 

The more screens in the daily life of people, the more they will seek entertainment that 

doesn’t have screens. – physically built themed environments are driving the current popularity 

of theme parks. 

And, any use of smart phones in theme parks will only be a minor part of a theme park 

day - the more immersive the park, the less use of personal tech items. 

 

Respondent M:  

Respondent:  I think everything the Google Glass, Google Glass, they have – it’s I think, 

that’s kind of failed technology primarily because of the privacy issue.  With Google Glass once 

they took the cameras out of the glasses I think people stopped using them.  But everything else 

that’s mentioned on that list yes absolutely, RFID is integrated into everything that is operational 

in part of a theme park, it also can be integrated into a show experience.  So for instance, World 

of Color at Disney, DCA Disney’s California Adventure, Disney uses RFID not only on the 
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show systems and show control site for a lot of different kinds of experiences from the parades to 

interactivity with the animatronics where the rubber heads that walk around the park but the 

RFID is also used so that during a show like World of Color the guests are wearing devices on 

themselves that react to the show and in essence make them a part of that experience.   

Mobile tablets, iPads, all that stuff I do think that they’ve also had a significant impact as 

I said before, I think mostly people use them to help make their experience smoother, to be able 

to project outwards and see where the lines are, see where a family member is, to record 

moments.  Most people are reaching for their phones not their cameras anymore.   

But I also do think that it has created a bit of an operational headache.  So that’s all kind 

of the positive stuff.  The operational side is that people are holding these hand devices up 

sometimes on some very fast paced ride, shows or attractions and they become dangerous to not 

only themselves but also other guests and there is the other kind of negative result I think which 

is that again when a person is interacting with the mobile device they become basically – they 

become closed to what’s going on around them, they’re not paying attention to other guests, 

they’re not socializing with people and so those are elements that I think pose more operational 

problems for a theme park than positives.  

 One interesting note relates to this is Disney has prohibited the selfie sticks, exactly for 

the reason that people were pretty much hurting themselves or other people because they weren’t 

thinking, you know, I’m going to get on the Matterhorn and try to take the selfie of myself when 

I’m travelling 30 miles an hour in a contained cave where the ride envelope – the safety envelope 

for those guests is 5 feet and that selfie stick impales on something and then comes back on the 

guest through somebody so there’s things like that where there’s pros and cons I think it’s 
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arguable whether it has made the experience better, I think it can help make it smoother 

especially as you know, like a smartphone or some small device to track your day, but I’m not so 

sure it’s overall a great idea.  It’s kind of like strollers in the park.  People don’t use them for 

kids they use them like bag packs.  I think sometimes it’s not a bad idea to have people 

wandering around saying “where do we go?” instead of trying to look at technology to solve, 

then they see more instead of the screen of their phone. 

 

Respondent N:  

Smart phones are ubiquitous in theme parks, as they are in all other parts of modern life. 

They change the experience of being in a theme park because guest are spending as much or 

more time looking at their phones or using them to make pictures or videos. There may be a 

special task they can perform (besides taking pictures and videos) that enhances the guest 

experience at a theme park. That special task has not been discovered yet. 

 

Respondent O:  

Respondent:  Again, in support of what we have just been talking about - absolutely.  

And I am not going to restate the importance of the phones in an instant communication, instant 

gratification.  I think you probably got that from the last one.  One of the interesting challenges is 

going to come up that says probably not a great deal to do with us is – and I think it's touched 

upon here somewhere, the Oculus, the wearing glasses on thrill rides, and it's support the 

experience is an interesting phenomenon, it makes the experience much different, much more 

interesting, much more detailed and in-depth.  But you have to be safe, you can't have the glasses 



 

251 

flying off and hitting somebody who is behind you.  So in way of a roller coaster, we did on a 

project in Abu Dhabi that’s very, very fast and it's so fast you have to wear glasses to ride it. 

Interviewer:  Oh wow. 

Respondent:  You can't keep your eyes open if – it's a roller coaster.  So from the 

sophistication level, the technology that launches it is quite sophisticated, essentially it's in the 

adrenaline rush speed drive.  But it goes 240 kilometers an hour in 4.8 seconds.  So I am not sure 

you could put head gear on, like in the Middle East, their clothing is such that many of whom we 

actually have to put them in a jumpsuit so that their head gear doesn’t fly off or so that their 

clothing doesn’t get hung up in the wheels or the brakes or something.  So it's a really need 

future consideration and it's very significant operational issue. 

Interviewer:  Yeah, I see. 

Respondent:  But I mean the other stuff we talked about the smartphones and so forth, 

and you are being able to have kids off in one direction, and you go off with your spouse and 

your teenage kids go off with a gang of teenage kids, and everybody can meet at the same time 

somewhere, effectively you can GPS within Six Flags. 

Interviewer:  Yeah. 

Respondent:  The interesting percentage is here and I saw it on your research the support 

of this, the 67% of the guests it would improve their experience.  That’s easy from a guest 

perspective because all they have to say is yes, figuring out what that yes means in a way of 

creative content, operational efficiency.  Guests’ comfort is where we come into play and the 

translation of their yes into something that is a real result is what we are doing that.  That’s the – 



 

252 

that’s how the industry is evolving.  And I am surprised actually that 76% of the respondents 

took a mobile device to theme park that seems low to me. 

Interviewer:  Oh yeah. 

Respondent:  Yeah.  Well, I was in the meeting yesterday with 30 people, there was a 

meeting, it wasn’t anybody going to the theme park, but there were 30 people there, there were 

30 phones probably 20 iPads, probably 15 or 18 laptops, and everything, and it was all going at 

all the time and they don’t carry those things and we don’t carry all that stuff to just the 

meetings.  And they had them in their pocket the same way I do, and that is it was the only way 

that we were all able to figure out how and where to go to dinner last night, and walking around 

the site somewhere it's got – it was an abandoned piece of property that we are going through 

and there were 30 other spreading around, 15 went this way, 15 went that way, so we had to 

communicate with one another to make sure that we saw the same stuff.  So that’s why I think I 

am shocked that it's only 76% other than the fact that you may be including this is a disparaging 

comment that I don’t mean this way, but may be grandma and grandpa don’t have it because I 

think it's actually the infants who don’t have the technology.  But then I had lunch for my in-

law’s 63rd wedding anniversary last Sunday and the 2-year-old at the end of table was watching 

a movie on mom’s iPhone. 

Interviewer:  Yeah.  Perhaps I guess, trying not to interject, but perhaps it's enough to be 

effectively a 100% because the people that aren’t using it maybe would just borrow someone 

else’s anyway. 

Respondent:  And yes, you effectively have to assume that it's at least a 100% because 

many of them are carrying multiple devices.  Now as the devices give more sophisticated and 
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they are all rolled into one, well, that number of multiple devices is going to go down because 

the gear is more efficient.  But if you are not carrying a device yourself, you are walking with 

somebody who is.  

[Round 3 Interview] 

Respondent:  Okay?  You know, on number three, are mobile devices changing theme 

parks, smart phones, tablets, laptops?  It's kind of the same response as before.  The next 

generation, it's not so much they are changing, it's the theme parks are changing to take 

advantage of them.  They are not changing.  It's just the as the industry matures, we are going to 

take full advantage of them, and the technologist and the creative people within our industry are 

all the young people coming out of the colleges and universities or whatever, all of whom use 

this stuff like they use their right hand.  It's not for people like me where you have to go in learn 

something that’s alien.  My three-year-old grandson knows how to do all this stuff. 

So it's not extraordinary, it's ordinary, and so we simply have to address it in the industry and 

take full advantage of it because the opportunities are amazing.  You know, you can get to your 

guests either before they come or after they have gone home.  You can take care of moving your 

guests around the parks.  Obviously the new technologies are making all the financial aspects of 

the industries and the marketing aspects of the industries much easier.  So I mean there is nothing 

that they are not going to touch, and I think the industry is simply going to take advantage of 

everything that’s happening, not be, as you said, disruption, it's more integration, and updating 

the industry as we mature.  I talked about the everyday being opening day, instant gratification, 

the continual high standards, we have to do that in everything we do because the information is 

so accessible. 
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[Round 3 Interview, Additional Section] 

Interviewer:  No, that’s okay.  Let’s see here.  I made a note.  I made like a mark near 

mobile devices and museums, but I can't remember what I was thinking at that time. 

Respondent:  Well, I mean we did speak the mobile devices and museums, we do -- on 

our museums, the mobile aspects are much more heavily used than the theme parks, in that we 

have access to our guest before they arrive, while they are there and after they leave, and we use 

the mobile devices for the curricula. 

Interviewer:  Right. 

Respondent:  I mean the teachers put them together before they come to the museum.  

They come to the museum, they study all this stuff and afterwards they go and have tests about 

it, and so having access to the mobile devices is quite helpful.  Also, there is a much more in-

depth capability that the guests who come to the museums, if they are fascinated or interested in 

something, they can take it home with them, having nothing to do with curricula, just having to 

do with curiosity. 

Interviewer:  I see. 

Respondent:  So I think I was just talking about the mobile devices being more -- we are 

using them more in our museum work than we are in the theme park work.  The theme park 

work, the guests tend to use them, we use them for advertising and so forth, but we aggressively 

and intentionally use them in the museums for education reasons. 

Interviewer:  Right.  And that reminds me what my question was. 

Respondent:  Yeah. 
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Interviewer:  One of the other respondents, or maybe several, said mobile really isn’t 

going to work in a theme park until you can figure out the battery life issue because you are there 

for let’s say eight hours and the batteries don’t last that long.  I am wondering if it's better 

adapted into a museum environment.  Maybe it's a shorter experience.  It's not quite an entire 

day, or I don’t know. 

Respondent:  I tell you what, the answer to your last question would be yes, it’s easier 

because the visitor is there for two and a half hours. 

Interviewer:  Okay. 

Respondent:  I mean unless you go to the Louvre or something like that where it's an all-

day event similar to the theme park. 

Interviewer:  Right. 

Respondent:  However, in general, the museum experiences, visitor attraction 

experiences, brand land experiences are shorter, so yes, they can accommodate the current 

battery life.  However, I do actually believe that that is a technical issue that somebody will fix.  

That’s not necessarily anything that would prevent us from doing something.  That’s simply, 

“Hey you guys, you need to make batteries better.” 

Interviewer:  Yeah. 

Respondent:  It's not a deterrent.  Is that okay?  Does that make sense? 

Interviewer:  Yeah.  No, that makes perfect sense. 

Respondent:  All right.  Interesting point but trust me, I work in a creative shop not a 

technical shop and the creative people will simply ignore that and say to the technical guys, 

“Hey, you need to fix this.”  So that’s kind of an age old issue between marketing versus 
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operations, or creative versus construction.  It's just simply one of those issues that you deal with 

everyday where people have different perspectives that they come from in the business. 

Interviewer:  This question might be a little too general; you may have already answered 

it.  Just thinking about fundamentals, if there is mobile sort of -- let’s say it's held back a little bit 

at theme parks by battery life limitations, are there any fundamentals that stand out with any of 

these technologies?  I wish I could focus it a little more on that specific one but— 

Respondent:  Well, this is a silly example but one that’s very important right now.  So the 

silliness is editorial.  The mobile devices have become dangerous from an operating standpoint, 

and in many places - what are they called selfie sticks, they are outlawed, against the rules, they 

get taken away because of the safety aspects.  People can get hurt.  They are also a nuisance 

because people are rude.  I think that’s terribly important and it directly ties to everything you 

have been asking.  I don’t think that’s too general.  No, I think that’s a very valid point.  An 

awful lot of the rides that people have been going on for years and years and years, have little 

baskets, where you get on the ride and you have to leave everything in the basket including your 

sunglasses.  Well, if you are carrying a $1,000 phone or a phone that’s worth hundreds of dollars, 

or some kind of tablet, well you don’t want to leave it there but you can't really take it on the 

ride. 

Interviewer:  Right, yeah. 

Respondent:  What happens if you drop it and it smacks somebody in the face behind 

you?  I mean it's not an extremely technical problem or issue but it's a very real issue. 

Interviewer:  Yeah. 
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Respondent:  But I mean that I would -- the battery life issue I think will get -- that’s like 

about a 15 hour airplane ride.  Well, computer batteries aren’t long enough so what the airplanes 

did is put in power outlets.  So that will get fixed.  I don’t know how or when but it will get 

fixed. 

 

Respondent P:  

I think mobile devices are another way to support a good story, but not every story should 

be told in this fashion. I like the way Agent P at Epcot uses a mobile device to help immerse you 

in and participate in its story experience, but I’m not sure the story of Dumbo would benefit from 

a mobile device… just as a feather could be meaningless to an Agent P interaction, where it 

could be a critical element in Dumbo’s story.  Creative considerations need to be first, with 

technology as a supporting element. We don’t build these wonderful immersive environments to 

have our guests staring at their phones all day, so we need to be careful how to best use these 

tools while designing any project.  

But I believe there is a place for a mobile device that can support the logistics of our day 

in the park, essentially replacing navigation maps, daily show time inserts, passes, and even 

cameras. Top notch park apps, that include real-time navigation, over functional maps (not cutely 

distorted art), and “nearby” locations for restrooms, food, and help, can actually ease a guests 

movement in unfamiliar territory. Solid support for these elements should be considered and 

implemented across the board, without question. 
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While it seems Mobile devices will always “pop out” of one’s pocket, the moment the 

impulse strikes, we as designers will need to embrace that fact and make the best of its strengths, 

regardless of its weaknesses.  

 

Respondent Q:  

Respondent:  Mobile devices, yes.  But the device that will change I think the key things 

are smart phones and things like Google Glass head mounted VR, AR displays.  The things that 

won't I think are RFID chips and this is -- this is something where, you know, if you want a little 

bit of controversy in your thesis you're undoubtedly familiar with Disney's next the next gen 

thing or MyMagic+.  Yes, so the official line from Disney is that this is the wave of the future 

Disney's leading at 1.2 billion but well worth it and it's working out fantastically. 

There's other -- people have other opinions on that, it certainly cost 1.2 billion at least.  

But the technology is at this point very old that the project was launched before smart phones 

existed.  And it acquired an inertia within the typical thing in a big company that it took that long 

to get it out there that smart phones came along.  And if smart phones had been around it would 

have been very different.  So I'll just state the obvious things about RFID particularly when 

they're worn on the human body the range of reliable reading is maybe about 10 feet.  They're 

non-interactive in that, you know, you -- unlike a smart phone you can't type in anything, you 

can't say anything to the wristband.  So all it can really do is detect where you are sometimes 

when it can get, when you're within 10 feet of a reader.  That's just a very limited device in terms 

of creating rich interaction, I mean it's ridiculously limited. 
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And so, you know, the -- then you add in cost issues each wristband cost 5 bucks in terms 

of manufacturing because the RFID is not just a simple RFID because that would have privacy 

and security issues it's a -- it's a RFID with some computation built into -- it means there's a 

battery in it, it's about 5 bucks for manufacturing. I'm not telling you anything you can't find on 

the web by the way I'm not giving you anything confidential here.  And but a family of four that 

means it's 20 bucks just for the wristband which means it's 200 bucks worth of more business 

you need to do with that family to generate the 20 bucks in profit to pay for the wristbands. 

And, you know, and then you factor in the cost of running the MyMagic+ network and the 

installation costs.  You know, you're looking at maybe you've got to get hundreds more dollars 

per family for this thing to break even let alone turn a profit.  And it's simply not what element of 

the experience I mean effectively when you look at that it's coming down to well you can make 

reservations for rides, you could’ve done that before with Fastpass you could have just given 

more Fastpasses to the people who go to the high end resorts which is maybe really what it was 

all about in the first place.  So this system I think in the fullness of time will be seen as an 

enormous misstep in terms of using technology in parks. 

But as pessimistic as I am about that I'm optimistic about smart phones and Google Glass 

and what they can do to change the experience.  Not just from the entertainment experience the 

paper I sent you also showed from the logistic experience.  So, you know, we were very much in 

favor of the smart phone app that would give people ad hoc incentives to get them to distribute 

themselves more evenly or go the parts in the park which is a very different approach than 

having to make reservations to go to rides as a way of distributing them in the park much more 

interactive, much more adaptable.  And so that's a -- if you want controversy this question 
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number three and the whole RFID versus smart phone thing or MyMagic+ versus alternatives 

would be a great place to dig. 

Interviewer:  No that sounds great --- 

Respondent:  Yeah and you will, you know, when you read the press releases and 

obviously there's a lot of people's careers built up on this, you have to understand these things in 

the context of the politics of a big company.  But the truth is not going to be in the press releases, 

but if you just sort of do the thinking yourself and realize what kind of experience am I getting 

out of this there's, you know, there's no screen, there's no input, there's no way to interact so it's 

not going to be rich.  Then you do the math on the cost and it's like geez it really has to make the 

park a whole lot more attractive in order to just break even.  And then you compare it with what 

can be done currently and potentially in the future with smart phones and Google Glass and, you 

know, come to your own conclusion. 

I still think that RFID will have had a very minor impact on location-based entertainment 

when judged in hindsight 10 years from now.  Some of the other respondents are enamored of it, 

but nothing they wrote made me want to change my response.  

 

Respondent R:  

Absolutely – not only because of their continued exposure to their devices, but the 

growing expectation of what the device can provide for experience in a connected destination 

environment. If a visitor can live stream their experience and realize they are being viewed from 

around the world, their expectation of the experience to be delivered by the destination 

entertainment venue increases dramatically. Almost all destination venues have some sort of 
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mobile experience and guests expect them to be huge driver of entertainment value. Most of 

what we see in the early phases of adoption are mobile devices with increasing usage of location 

services. 

UPDATE: Employees are often using mobile devices to provide customer service and get 

closer to the customer instead of being behind a counter or desk. 

Some participants mentioned trying to get visitors to put the devices away. This should 

be thought of in the design of attractions but the practical reality of younger generations is that 

they are only experiencing what they are publishing. New experience designs need to 

contemplate how to build that into the experience. 

Thought is just now being given on how to respond when guests arrive with their own 

AR/VR technology – how to support it with story, technology, etc. 
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APPENDIX D.  

QUESTION FOUR RESPONSES, INTERNET AND CONNECTIVITY 

4) Is the Internet and related technology changing theme parks? How? (i.e., 

connectivity, Wi-Fi, Bluetooth, Digital Distribution, etc.) 

 

Transcription Note 

Content in the text from respondents have been left as submitted in the third and final response.  

Responses submitted via interview have been transcribed, and any personally identifying text has 

been removed to maintain the integrity of anonymity. 

 

Respondent A:  

Mostly no – at least not in a good way. Mobile Internet access primarily serves to distract 

theme park guests.  

 

Respondent B:  

Wi-Fi is as critical to most people as air. They expect it. They expect to be able to 

interact, pay, etc. via their smart phones and wearables with NFC, Wi-Fi, Bluetooth, etc. See 

answer to #3 above. 

The Internet gives people instant access to reviews, ticketing and information before they 

visit, allowing them to better plan their visit. During the visit it can give them information such 

as directions, queue times, etc. about the park. It also allows visitors to stay connected if they 

split up in the park.  
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Respondent C: 

Aside from the behind-the-scenes use pointed out by others, the primary use here is in 

enabling use of a park’s own app plus social media interaction of guests, plus “checking in” to 

the office or other places (sports scores, e.g.), an ability many guests would feel naked without. 

Parks themselves can also use such technologies operationally, understanding what is going on in 

the park for planning purposes and potentially to make live changes. 

 

Respondent D:  

Yes, certainly these and all of the other technologies that we are discussing are having a 

profound impact on the operation of theme parks. Here is a simple conundrum to begin this 

question with. Imagine a theme park that provides free Internet access to guests while on site 

(many of them, of course, do this). This is a simple use of Wi-Fi that has incredibly complex 

impacts on the theme park. While it is a convenience for the guest to have Internet access while 

on site, what happens when the guest begins to check e-mail, post on Facebook, play a game, 

watch a YouTube video, or just surf the Internet? What could take place is a loss of the guest's 

suspension of disbelief. Something as simple as being able to "go offsite," so to speak, and to 

engage with other narratives, worlds, brands, experiences, and spaces in a virtual sense may 

result in a deadening of that guest's experience of the physical theme park in which he or she 

should be immersed. The result could be devastating for the theme park. So, with this basic 

conundrum of the guest's use of Internet while on site in a theme park we my begin to explore a 

number of related concerns of such technologies. Clearly, the theme park could block, filter, or 

censor the content that a guest receives from the Internet, but this may also result in issues as 
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guests could feel manipulated by the "big brother" technologies of the theme park. At the same 

time, there could be quite democratic uses of such technology. At Expo 2015, the official mobile 

app offered many useful features for guests. One could view a map and one's locations, check in 

and save locations to a favorites list, view current social media posts, track upcoming events and 

their locations, and, most excitingly, create an Expogram which was part fitness tracker and part 

custom itinerary. The result was an excellent use of a number of these technologies. We could 

say that Denis Goulet was correct when he spoke of technology, generally, as a two-edged 

sword. It creates and destroys, has democratic and fascistic tendencies. The key will be, 

referencing Lawrence Lessig, to have active, open, and dialogic participation in the processes 

that will lead to such future technologies. This could be a challenge, though, given the corporate 

and governmental forces at play in these technological and media arenas.  

On the subject of the Internet and related technology changing theme parks, I would add 

that the focus that one respondent had on the technology affecting the experiences themselves 

was on point. Also, I think that more attention should be given to how such forms of technology 

will allow for greater immersion of the guest in theme parks. 

The [Summaries E,K (?)] comment about the use of these technologies to provide real-

time feedback for theme parks is very interesting. I believe that this could be a future area of the 

theme park in terms of using real-time (and big data) to alter the experiences, adapt them, 

change, etc.  

 

Respondent E:  

Connectivity is growing business and increasing profitability in the case of parks with a 
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clear implemented strategy in this direction. Nevertheless this is not a matter of providing Wi-Fi 

for visitors in selected zones of the park but deploying a complete network connectivity 

infrastructure along the whole property that allow to trade-off around personal data. Real time 

stored and analyzed from customer mobile devices, points of sales and beacons and sensors 

distributed around the park would teach about the visitor behavior considering the type of 

activity, the moment when it is done and especially important, the location and the flow 

sequence within the park as well as the type of visitors according with their nationality (in the 

case of parks with an international audience) or their profile as newcomers or regular visitors. 

This can be done inviting visitors to register themselves in a web portal or a Facebook page for 

instance, downloading an app with useful infos in terms of helping to find the way around, look 

up prices, chat with friends or play with interactive games based on Bluetooth beacons, capturing 

data from sensors and points of sales machines or/and offering to wear simple rubber wristband. 

Obviously data should be stored and managed under the national law regulating the place where 

the park is located and can be analyzed in real time or for further marketing and sales purposes 

according with priorities related with the interaction with guests, provision of services or 

satisfaction of needs.  

Influential (in regards to Summary J):  ‘- The experience is being changed through 

connectivity where the ability to connect with the user’s mobile phone before and during their 

park visits; Example: seeing some non-ticket operations in parks.  During the experience, there 

isn’t that much call upon the Internet other than to use social media to promote your experience.  

They’re taking pictures of good food they’re having, or selfies while having a great time at the 
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park. That’s the greatest direct link between connectivity and the park experience at the 

moment.’  

Influential (in regards to Summary Q): ‘The future is going to involve smart phones and 

wearables, so they're all going to need to be connected with high bandwidth and low power.’ 

 

Respondent G:  

I am pretty certain that the one thing that mobile devices and Wi-Fi are good for in a 

theme park is for sharing photos and videos on Facebook, Instagram and other social media 

websites.  And I do believe, as designers, we have to accept the fact (and encourage) this 

constant “social communication’ aspect of our parks because it’s good for business.  To that 

point, everything that we design here at my company is done with this in mind.  We create events 

and iconic elements that simply MUST be shared with friends and family through social 

networking.  It’s a part of the entire design process now and can’t be ignored.  So again, as I 

noted earlier, as an enhancement to the overall experience, it’s true that guests want their Wi-Fi 

(and in fact are disappointed when it’s not available to them), but it has little to do with the actual 

EXPERIENCE of the attraction. Rather, it is used for recording and sending images OF the 

experience to share with others.  In that sense, I would say that Wi-Fi and related technology is 

an important part of creating theme parks and attractions. 

 

Respondent H:  

All network, wired and wireless based technologies are changing the Theme Park 

Operation and Experience. As mentioned above in question #3, Smart Mobile Electronic Devices 
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have embedded within them communication technologies which allow for identification, 

localization, and purchasing power of each visitor using them. Furthermore, software 

applications that can be operated in the device OS allow for an elegant interactivity between 

“vendor” and “client”. Visitors can purchase tickets and add-on services, such as priority line-

passes, on the spot (impulse buy). During the design phase of an attraction or the “base-building” 

phase of a theme park (areal-development), this type of interactivity can be designed in, and 

programmed for utilization by the park’s operator. Apart from the options of interactivity, theme 

parks make a conscious decision providing additional perks to their dedicated fans. People like to 

maintain their connections to their private world while at a Theme Park (text, phone, email, 

social network, etc.). As more of these services become utilized and available, Theme Parks and 

their Operators have to compete with each other at this level now as it is being identified by the 

visitors as “superior service/experience”. Nobody can afford to neglect the visitor perspective 

any more on this subject not even Disney. After all, look at today’s announcement (08-17-15) via 

mass media channels of Disney’s Star War lands for Anaheim, CA and Orlando, FL. 

AV Integrators and Operators have for a long time used Internet and Wi-Fi, in most cases 

hidden from the public as dedicated secured network paths, to commission, operate, 

troubleshoot, maintain, and upgrade services, shows, and functions in theme parks. Every 

attraction we have designed over the last +5 years in the American, European, Asian, and 

Australian continents utilize at minimum wired and wireless IT networks as part of their 

integrated solution. Virtualization of both Show Control and Sources elevate this approach to 

new levels. Examples of such are the three Dubai Parks, LEGO, Bollywood, and Motiongate 

being built at this time. Since all these three went to Bid and the bids have been awarded this 
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level of information is “public”. I can assure you that there are at least 4 more parks and 

attractions with very similar approach just about ready to start too. 

 

Respondent J:   

Respondent:  Most theme parks have to be split into two business enterprises.  There is 

the front-of-house which the guests will go through then there is the back-of-house which is the 

operation, staffing, controlling the facilities.  On both sides the Internet is now taking a leading 

role. Front-of-house we're seeing guests in the majority buy tickets online. Example, such as the 

Harry Potter experience in London where there is no ticketing purchase at the facility, all of this 

is done online is a perfect example of the future of the theme park experience. 

Going on from that, the ability to chart experiences before attending the park to virtually 

ride the rides and find out which works for the audience that isn't ending, as well as the 

encouragement through social media, or key facets of park experience.  Back-of-house taking the 

data from prior ticket purchasing allowing to look at how much food to make, how much staff to 

have on board, which rides to have operational, available enterprise tools for this type of 

business.  But also there's the next generation technology where the audience will actually take 

part through the Internet in designing and finding what attraction succeed and fail within 

facilities. 

Finally, the Internet of things, the most important consideration is that nothing within the 

theme park will be off-limits to guests that are prepared to pay for their experience.  And so the 

possibility is that a la carte pay-as-much-as-you-can ticketing approach to the theme park sector 
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maybe totally bolted totally prone on its head by the application of social media ticketing and 

also by social media choice.   

[Round 2 Interview]  

Respondent:  So the Internet has shaped the park first with the ability for people to find 

out a lot more information about their park visit, the customization of that visitation through 

Internet and surfing.  The experience is also being changed through connectivity where the 

ability to connect with the user’s mobile phone before they get to the park and during their park 

visits; we are seeing certain facilities that even have non-ticket operations in their park.  But 

fundamentally, the Internet is a tool for before or after the experience.  During the experience, 

there isn’t that much call upon the Internet other than maybe to use social media to promote your 

experience.  As Randy White, who presented at Foundations Entertainment University, he coined 

a term ‘the fear of being left out’.  I think there are many ways to approach that, but people are 

promoting themselves while they are having a good time.  They are taking pictures of good food 

that they are having, or they are taking selfies of themselves while they are having a great time at 

the park, and I think that’s the greatest direct link between connectivity and the park experience 

at the moment. 

Interviewer:  Do you see the Internet integrating more fundamentally with the actual 

experiences or? 

Respondent:  We will use social networking a lot more.  We will work out a better way to 

connect with our guests in the park maybe to come up with some kind of Facebook or Twitter 

approach to someone’s involvement in a facility so they know where their friends have gone, 

maybe they know what high scores their friends previously had at the park.  And obviously, 
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some of the location-based entertainment facilities want to use connectivity, so people can 

compete with others via broadband connectivity.  So you will be sitting in your pod in Dallas 

playing with someone in Japan, that’s kind of building on what we saw Virtual World 

Entertainment did with their BattleTech experience.  That is also going to be a factor for, but 

that’s more Intranet than Internet applications. 

[Round 3 Interview] 

Respondent:  Internet and connectivity. Well again, I’ve touched upon the use of 

iBeacons, which would then create a Twitter-verse within the theme park. So this would be an 

intranet rather than an internet within the theme park, allowing the facility to closely monitor and 

manage the message. One of the things that the theme park industry has never quite liked is the 

ability for -- well, sorry. Sounds unfair to just pick on the theme park industry. I know the 

restaurants industry and the cinema industry hate this as well, the ability for the unknown, or 

faceless individuals to be able to offer critical evaluation of the product that they are supplied, be 

it the non-chef criticizing food or the non-film producer criticizing film or the non-theme park 

builder criticizing theme park attractions. If you look at the theme park trade and attraction trade 

industry, there’s only about four magazines in that sector and all of them do not do advertorial -- 

I mean, all of them do advertorial. They don’t do editorializing.  So it’s internally the use of the 

Internet is still something that is slowly becoming a tool and a feature. That said, we’ve also seen 

some of the most advanced technological applications in the development of theme parks with 

virtual reality systems being used.  Studio 786 [was] showing their VR mushroom system. I’ll 

send you a link to that. 

Interviewer:  Yeah, I’d like to hear about it. 
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Respondent:  That is a system that allows individuals to view the theme park attraction 

from every seat in the ride so they can make sure that their experience is being created to the 

most advantageous viewing perspective, as well as ensuring that all the special effects come off 

correctly. Let me just remind myself to send you that. They’re one of two companies that are 

developing what are called immersive viewing or immersive design tools for theme parks. Some 

of them are using head mounted displays but the majority of them use CAVES. Back to the 

productivity side of the discussion here, we have to be mindful that most people wandering 

around the theme park don’t want to be constantly connected to the phone, even though their 

teenage children may be and in some cases, the inability for a battery of a mobile phone to 

survive the three to four hour duration in a theme park visit means that most people aren’t 

prepared to have their mobile phone constantly connected to their arm. So all levels of 

connectivity have to be in bite sized chunks and have to be more focused. In some cases, the 

Internet business is done before and after you go to the park rather than during your experience 

in the theme park. Facebook, Twitter, yep. So let’s go onto five. 

Interviewer:  I have a question. 

Respondent:  Please, sir. 

Interviewer:  When you mentioned the intranet, some of the other respondents, they 

really didn’t like the Internet intruding by ways of mobile phones and disrupting the theming and 

it takes you out of the experience and if you have an intranet, I would think that gives you your 

theming abilities. 

Respondent:  The intranet controls how much -- so think of the Internet as a pie, a nice 

steeping cheery pie, making myself hungry, and think of the intranet as a very, very, very thin 
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slice out of that pie. So we control how much you eat, we control how much is available to you 

for how long. So the best example of the intranet being used in a theme park is those apps in the 

queue line of the rollercoaster. It’s a connected device talking to a connected service that if you 

achieve a certain level of engagement, you get pushed to the front of the queue. So you could say 

that is a perfect example of connectivity at work. Then I turn to you and say, no, that is a very 

small sliver, an intranet tool where we control how much they’re interacting with the facility, we 

control how much they play that for, we control who gets to the front of the queue even if they’re 

in the top scoring group because the last thing you want is little Tommy on every ride, getting to 

the front of the queue.  

So again, to answer those people that are concerned about the Internet taking away from 

their experience, they’re quite right. That’s why you have to manage the gatekeeper. You can’t 

take away the Internet. This is the old scare of the theme park industry. You can’t put the genie 

back in the bottle. You can’t hope the digital TVs are going to go away, they can go back to their 

CRTs. You can’t hope that Star Tours isn’t a success, to actually hear people in theme park 

sector concerned about the success of a digital based attraction purely because they don’t 

understand it is the buggy whip industry complaining about the Ford motor pullout. We have to 

embrace technology. I do not work in technology, I work with technology. I am a futurist, yes. I 

am a technologist, yes. I am a specialist, yes. I am not an expert. My father made it very clear to 

me that the dictionary definition of an expert is someone who stops learning. I am constantly 

being surprised and I am constantly having to do research on new technology. That will be my 

bane until they put the lid down on my box. To be prepared to do that, I know for others it’s 

difficult and that’s why they’re not consultants and that’s why sometimes they can be 
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superseded. Sometimes it’s fun being the dinosaur, big, eating grass but when that meteor hits, us 

little rats can scurry into the holes and survive. Not a good analogy, but it gets the point across. 

I’m concerned that going back to those gatekeepers I was mentioning about previously, 

sometimes those gatekeepers can be a little bit scared of new technology because of what it 

brings with it. Not to say that we don’t need gatekeepers because anarchy breeds its own 

problems.  

 

Respondent K:  

The Internet and related technologies are changing the industry in 2 ways by providing 

instant access to information.  

Backstage, where Park operators now have instant updates and feedback on park 

capacity, sales totals, number of guests in restaurants, maintenance problems, etc. With this 

information park operators can provide more timely and better service. A central command 

center is also capable of maintaining show schedules. For instance most of the larger parks now 

run their parades using internet technology. 

Onstage the Internet is used in conjunction with smart phones to provide guests with 

updated information. 

 

 

Respondent L:  

Connectivity has allowed guests to post their experiences on line real time while they are 
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at the park, the same way they do when they go anyplace fun, like the beach or a concert or a 

sporting event, etc. 

 

Respondent M:   

Respondent:  Yes, yes and yes.  I think the most important is the web presence I call it the 

doorstep.  The first impression of a guest going to a park is going to be from the website of that 

company.  And as we know first impressions are lasting impressions.  I think the online portal to 

any experience is important.  Disney I think does it really well, Universal not so well, Paramount 

– well Paramount really don’t have parks, Six Flags, Warner Brothers their portals are not as 

great as well.  Disney sees that online doorway as a first impression but also an essence of a 

place where they can pre-organize, they can program their stay at a park and make reservations, 

check into line I mean they can do all sort of things.  Where I think it can be better is that there is 

integration between the apps that are monitoring where people are going in line and lengths and 

everything else so that you don’t have to go to a different app if you were to try to get that 

information once you are in the park.  The kind of – the negative of all that technology is that 

guests are in essence being digitally tracked and I’m not so sure that’s a great idea.  I think that 

kind of steps ethically on the toes of privacy issues and all that but unfortunately if you carry a 

cell phone, it has got a GPS, brain on it and it’s going to track you.  If they don’t track you the 

phone companies can track you so it’s – I think the tracking part of it is a kind of Big Brother so 

I’m not too fond of it but there are other benefits that I just discussed with handhelds. 
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Respondent N:  

See answer 1. 

 

Respondent O:  

Respondent:  Okay.  And then the Internet related technology changing parks again - it's 

what we are talking about. Things that are - my answers are getting somewhat similar and my 

notes are saying ‘hey look same answers before,’ what - I’ll take the next one and put in my 

other world, ok, the museum world.  And not so much from a dry education ‘make sure you go 

home and have it, you are going to have a test on what painting is’ did you see that’s not the 

point of my next comment.  The Internet allows you to take your experience home if you go to 

the Louvre and you want to see Mona Lisa and you want to know more about the Mona Lisa, 

okay, visit to the Louvre may be what triggers your interest but then just a click of a button, 

imagine the world you enter into, and that’s really the Internet helping you there, as a vehicle to 

take you anywhere, while you’re there and more importantly after you get home, more equally 

importantly prior to when you come you have a richer experience, so that and that really, really 

effects our museum and visitor center and brands, is not so much the sports unless you’re a 

statistics nut, you know at least so far because the sport stuff that we are doing continues to be 

halls of fame and very physical things but you mentioned this is a question has got Wi-Fi in it 

isn’t it?  That’s a given, I mean if you don’t have access, that will be probably the first criticism, 

that you are going to get, I mean it's even for me and as I told you it's beginning - I am a dinosaur 

with this stuff, my life I can’t survive that I can’t live day to day and I don’t mean that with the 

drama that it's sounded like, but I can’t get in touch with people, you know one of the young 
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ladies I work with some of the stuff are still very expensive, texting and so forth and so on, she 

said well look I am trying to save you money, I said, well you’re costing me money by not being 

connected. So it's a small price to pay to make sure that everybody can communicate with 

everybody every second all of the time because if not you are going to miss something. 

Interviewer:  Yeah. 

Respondent:  And we can’t afford to miss it because somebody else won’t miss it and you 

are going to lose the job and so I mean that’s fairly mercenary way of looking at things but, you 

know what - I was on the phone just a couple of hours ago with my attorneys about something 

totally unrelated to business.  They had been watching CNN, because of the explosion in Tianjin, 

here, the massive explosion in Northern China, and they said you we are shut out on the 

information because of the interesting nature of the Chinese media.  So but they knew I was in 

China and all they were interested in, well you know I’m watching this on the television, are you 

okay, now they didn’t understand the geography that, that city is a five hour flight from here, I 

was certainly not in danger, here in - that fires in Tianjin, but you know my friends from all over 

the world, contacted me all the time and say, are you okay?  Then - this is a long time ago 

because it's after 9/11. I have a company - everybody is on the airplanes all the time, right? And 

it would have been a lot more convenient to have the technology that we have today back then, 

because of the heart attacks that were caused by people not being able to get in touch one 

another. 

Interviewer:  Yeah. 

Respondent:  I mean it was - and I am just talking about people, personal, just my friends 

contacting me and saying, ‘you aren’t in the air are you?’ when they shut down essentially every 
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airport in North America. so having nothing to do with the industry but it's a stupid analogy but 

with somebody on one side of the park and having one of the major attractions shut down, 

because of the maintenance glitch and you can instantly tell somebody on the other side of the 

park which is 50 acres away, ‘hey don’t bother coming over here, it's not working right now.’ So 

I can’t relate anything in our industry to 9/11 that would inappropriate, but the communications 

are same. 

Interviewer:  Yeah it's a different scale. 

Respondent:  Yeah, yeah totally, but yeah, that’s what I wanted to make sure -  that I 

asked about the Internet technology and so many people are carrying their devices with them, the 

access to the Internet when you are standing in front of whatever it is you are looking at because 

of the Wi-Fi capabilities, is a given, in our museum work, it's simply a requirement and this is for 

fourth grade school children, as well as me walking through a museum on a Saturday.  So that’s 

a -- in the entertainment industry, it's more of a toy, and the museum industry it's more of a tool. 

Interviewer:  I see.  Do you see it increasing from a toy into something more central? 

Respondent:  Yes, that I think we have to, there is an underpinning to my comment that 

is: I think toys are good. I am from: I don’t want it to not be a toy. Because that part of our world 

is: we provide guests with an escape from what they can deal with every day, or what they must 

deal with every day, and so I think it will be big help, but I look at it, I look to the technology 

more to assist in taking the guest to another place, whereas in the museums and things it's 

informing them about the place where they are, and the fantasy world is just a little bit more --

yes you can get the information, but we are there to provide them with an escape from what they 

have to do when they leave. 
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Interviewer:  Yeah. 

Respondent:  More of a motherhood statement than anything else. 

[Round 3 Interview] 

Respondent:  Number four, is the Internet and related technology changing the parks’ 

connectivity, Wi-Fi, Bluetooth, digital distribution?  Again, it's yes.  Interestingly enough as we 

discussed in one of our previous calls, the connectivity and the access to our guest is probably 

more important in our museum and visitor center work than it is in our theme park work because 

of the educational aspects of those things.  We are using it on every museum project we’ve got.  

Before the guests come, in many of our science and technology museums and children’s 

museums, we access the guests before they arrive, and we are working with the curricula.  So 

there is not anything that they are not touching, and it's not a matter of being concerned, it's more 

an instance of embracing the technologies and how do we use it to our advantage in everything 

because they’re tools, not - tools and drivers of what’s going on, but at the end of the day, they 

are not the reasons we do them.  The stories just tell the reasons that these things are used, and 

they are the tools that allow us to better tell the stories more enthusiastically, more emphatically 

and more instantaneously. 

So I don’t know how to - I know I am becoming redundant, but effectively that’s how I 

got to the point in the nine questions where the answers are the same, maybe the nouns and the 

verbs change but the answers are the same. 
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Respondent P:  

We have come to expect instant communication, news updates and photos to arrive at our 

fingertips on demand, and there is no reason to inhibit this behavior when spending the day at the 

park.  When I’m bonding with family or friends at the park, I also expect to wrap in non-present 

family and friends to share my day, thru pictures and interactions. Full support for Wi-Fi 

connectivity should be a standard across all parks today. I also think that Internet & related 

technology helps keep you and your out-of-park friends and family more connected while you 

enjoy your visit, which helps feed the immediate bonding of the experience.  

All this connectedness is as good as any of the best marketing campaigns and should be 

encouraged and supported across the parks. Give the audience what it wants, don’t create undo 

barriers to their enjoyment to save a few nickels on tech costs.  

 

Respondent Q:  

Respondent:  Yes, obviously I think if you - if, you know, my belief that it's going to be 

smart phones and whatever smart phones become in the future and Google Glass. In order for 

them to work it's going to be Wi-Fi and Bluetooth as technologies they're going to be key.  

Bluetooth might be you could imagine there might be peripheral devices that would be kind of 

slave devices to your master cell phone.  The phone itself you probably want Wi-Fi is supposed 

to cellular to decrease power and increase bandwidth.  Power consumption is a big issue when 

you've got - if the smart phone becomes the center piece of a whole bunch of entertainment 

experiences then the battery drain in an eight hour days is going to be a big problem. 
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You know, that can be partially addressed with just more recharging stations. One of the 

projects we did was actually trying to make a next generation stroller that had a dynamo in it.  In 

addition to it being the fun and a cool thing for your kid, you know, so charge your device by 

pushing the stroller around because we saw that it being an issue.  But yeah the - the way I think 

to look at connective Wi-Fi, Bluetooth is in service of what you see in question number 3 

[Mobile Devices]. What is the future going to be? Is it going to involve smart phones and 

wearables? And if the answer is yes, then obviously they're all going to need to be connected 

with high bandwidth and low power. 

 

Respondent R:  

Again, there is a clear connection between visitor’s expectation to always be online and 

the destination venues are responding –many have installed pervasive Wi-Fi throughout the 

properties, which would have been considered a prohibitive expense just a few years ago. And 

even now Wi-Fi is “making the cut” as a guest amenity when a project that size could deliver 

another marketable attraction.  

To Summary H point: Some attractions are starting to make direct use of Wi-Fi 

communications as a base part of delivering the experience – allowing access to devices that may 

have been difficult or impossible to connected wired. 

Bluetooth now being woven into “Wi-Fi” and wirelessly connecting to guest devices is 

all one large scope of work, not based upon with RF signal is chosen. 
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APPENDIX E.  

QUESTION FIVE RESPONSES, SOCIAL NETWORKS 

5) Are social networks changing theme parks? How? (i.e., Facebook, Xbox Live, 

Instagram, Twitter, etc.) 

 

 

Transcription Note 

Content in the text from respondents have been left as submitted in the third and final response.  

Responses submitted via interview have been transcribed, and any personally identifying text has 

been removed to maintain the integrity of anonymity. 

 

Respondent A:  

Certainly it allows for better photo sharing, and likely there are opportunities to exploit 

this more deeply. But so far, it has had only minor impact.  

 

Respondent B:  

Social media is marketing, it’s where people share their experiences, good and bad, with 

their friends, often in real time. So social media has accelerated word-of-mouth (now word-of-

type, -photos and –video), which can be good if the theme park has great experiences and bad if 

the experience is bad. Being mediocre gets you none, which can be just as bad. Social media is 

also how theme parks can have conversations and connect with patrons when they aren’t in the 

park – extend the theme park experience 24/7. 

Social media allows visitors to share their experience to non-visitors.  
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The other thing social media has done is make food more important with all the social 

media posting of foodporn. Now food is an even more important part of the visit experience.   

 

Respondent C:  

Now there is something going on here, as guests not only want to have physical 

memorabilia of their experiences but increasingly want to memorialize them digitally with social 

network posting. This could have some far-ranging impact, as guests cycle between experiencing 

and memorializing in the moment, whereas the past involved “mere” photographs that were not 

looked at until later. So Disney would put signs in particular places suitable to photographs – oh, 

how anachronistic now is the phrase “Kodak Moments”! – that they should be renaming 

Facebook Sites or Instagram Points….. But again no one, that I’m aware of, is integrating the 

social networks into the experiences; it’s up the guest to orchestrate his own posting with little or 

no posting. (See earlier changes in this Round 3 as the ramifications of these questions 

increasingly merge together.) 

So social networks are changing theme parks – and included here are social influencers, 

online reviews, etc. – but theme parks themselves have yet to change much in response.  

 

Respondent D:  

Social media is profoundly affecting theme parks. There are many contexts in which this 

is true. More and more, guests make their plans and itineraries using social media or crowd-

based sites, such as Yelp or TripAdvisor, even YouTube and other such sites. While on site, 

guests may check in with friends and become part of the greater techno-social-media scape that 
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is, in a sense, a synchronous canvas on which any guests may post an idea, criticism, or simple 

thought. It suggests McLuhan's global village, in some ways, and offers, to review, an ability to 

co-create worlds, or, least their criticism and commentary (since the overarching narratives of the 

theme parks are typically not open works but are the products of designers like Imagineers). 

What could be exciting in the future sense is to fully deploy technologies on site that will react to 

the moods, desires, criticisms, and general feedback of guests. Some of this nascent technology 

was present at Expo 2015. In the United Arab Emirates pavilion, for example, the real-time 

environmental concerns of guests were displayed for all to see. Imagine if such data could be 

used to alter the focus of the attractions in real time or to provide necessary feedback that could 

be used for more long-term solutions or changes to existing attractions. This would be an 

exciting use of social media and guest commentary. 

In terms of social networks, after seeing the responses, from what I could determine, 

some respondents feel that such usage is not yet a game changer. Perhaps this is indication that 

much more development of such technologies is needed? 

I found it interesting that some commentators suggested that social media were not 

impacting theme parks, but perhaps this is more the desire to not let them impact theme parks. I 

think we could look at some future areas of the theme park and discover ways to leverage social 

media and social networks in such a way that we create greater forms of community and new, 

unique forms of immersion in theme parks without compromising the narratives being told in 

them.  
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Respondent E:  

Social networks are changing the experience of visitors to theme parks as far as they can 

share any detail of their visit and park managers can facilitate new collaborative experiences 

among them. To take advantage of this, parks should create social media opportunities for guests 

including interactions between employees and visitors (which should give a new “vision” of the 

“authenticity” and the “personal” treatment when visiting the park).  

Another element of social networking/media is user reviews. Online USC reviews are 

highly trusted and consulted by guests. Parks need to pay attention to their online profiles, 

reputation and explicit positive or negative sentiments. Nevertheless, this is not really changing 

the industry, just adding new elements that should be identified and managed with engagement, 

commitment and willingness both when customer experience is great and social media amplify 

the park brand but also when negative comments could generate a negative impact through the 

transmitted image of the park. In any case, parks must determine how to face the increasing 

visibility derived from the guests’ real-time sharing.  

-  In response to Summary A: I think there have not minor impact over the personal 

theme park experience 

- From Summary C “No one is integrating social networks into experiences, entirely up 

to guests to post or no posting.” I agree that their capabilities are not used as part of the produced 

experience. 

- In response to Summary H: “They are changing theme parks because of people 

interaction and connectivity.”  They are not particularly changing the theme parks industry rather 

than the way how people experience parks and share it 
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- From Summary H “Not clear if data mining of social networks is currently being done, 

but could be highly valuable for client future desires and trends” I agree  

- Strongly Agree (with Summary C): ‘- Social networks are changing theme parks – and 

included here are social influencers, online reviews, etc. – but theme parks themselves have yet 

to change much in response.’   

- Agree (with Summary P):  ‘- Social networks are important to our park guests and 

should be encouraged and supported across the board. But real-time social connections outside of 

the park, for competitive or game related experiences, is still a challenge.’  

 

Respondent G:   

I think I covered this in my statement above [Response to Question 4], and so again, we 

firmly believe that social media is here to stay and that it’s become a part of everyone’s vacation 

experiences regardless of age or country of origin.  This desire and need to “share” the theme 

park experience is part and parcel to the design process today. 

 

Respondent H:  

Social Networks are change Theme Parks because of people interaction and connectivity. 

Apart from the visitor personalized channels at social networks, many subscribe to more than 

one, Theme Parks and even specific Attractions or Shows have their own channels. While 

general marketing practices with images, videos, and tweets cover the bases, Theme Parks do 

subscribe to Social Network services to target future clients directly or indirectly. This type of 

Data Mining is well established and is a part of a modern Theme Park operational backbone. 
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Although I am not directly aware of any studios using this type of services for scripting/targeting 

experience levels and variety for future one has to assume that “direct market data” is valuable 

and telling of future client desires and trends. 

 

Respondent J:  

Respondent: Interesting one.  Social media still sits on the cusp regarding embracing the 

full opportunities of theme parks.  All entertainment facilities have abandoned the yellow pages 

of the past and now embrace the social media towards promotion, customer complaints and also 

customer engagement.  So coming up with a dedicated approach is still something that is in its 

infancy, the theme park industry by its very nature is a little bit luddite to embracing a new 

trends in tech. 

You have to remember that a number of the theme park sector didn’t have working 

websites until 2003 and 2004, I know a number of individuals that were very dismissive of our 

new service when we started in 1994 as an email package.  And it wasn't until 2008 that I stop 

sending faxed copies out to certain people in the industry.  So they can be slow but they can also 

be very fast to embrace technology depending on when it generates a strong profit. 

And so that kind of answers your question but until we find out a metrics to monitories 

this social media to our benefit rather than Facebook or Google's benefit we're still babes in the 

wood feeling our way through the mine field.  Remember when I first started in this sector -- 

sorry, when I was in the sector in the internet social media first started making an impact we 

were talking about things such as Netscape and AOL benefit cards.  Those are terms that are now 

long dead.  



 

287 

[Round 2 Interview] 

Respondent:  Social media is both a clarion call for people to have a good time; it is an 

advertising tool for marketing and promotion.  It is also a tool to track usage of the park and the 

facilities and to ascertain which are popular attractions and which are not so popular attractions.  

The Twitters and the Facebooks, the Instagrams, the Hulus, all of those type of things are being 

used.  The Pins, photo capture services, they all have a part, not so much the social media on the 

console machines.  Again, you don’t see many chickens or turkeys voting for Christmas, so you 

are not going to see many game consoles trying to promote alternate means of entertainment 

unless they are directly linked to them. 

I am not particularly sure how this will expand and diversify purely because the social 

media is such a difficult monster to track.  One day we are talking about Netscape, the next day 

everybody is laughing at anyone that has an AOL account.  These things change in a heartbeat, 

and will the Eventbrite pass be the same thing in 10 years or five years or four years’ time, it's 

very hard to trace compared with the understanding of the fundamentals, which is the person 

wants to be seen to have a good time, they want to get best value for money, and they want to be 

informed about new attractions, and that’s where social media can come to play. 

[Round 3 Interview] 

 Respondent: Okay, social networking, glorious, not yet fully embraced. Why yes, that 

does read very badly, you’re quite right. I need to elucidate on that. Social media is such a 

difficult moving target that it is hard for the theme park and attractions industry to pick the best 

components to embrace though often the best experience for a bewildered and digitally 

tsunami’ed audience. One of the things about theme parks, entertainment facilities and out-of-
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home entertainment in general is that it is a socially inclusive experience but it is also an escape 

from reality. And sometimes there is joy to be found in not trying to emulate what those 

individuals have to deal with in their day to day lives. One of the reasons why Main Street USA 

is the way it is, is it’s harkening back to a bygone era and some people embrace -- like to 

embrace that, the concept coming across from the carnies and the world fair approaches to in 

bygone days. A lot of the ideas for what is Disneyland is based on carney, carnival, expo and 

world fair approaches to audience entertainment. Some of it is a little bit hoaxy nowadays and 

doesn’t transfer well.  

It’s one of the reason why we’re all very interested to see how Shanghai Disney comes 

across. Again, how much of the Americana experience you can transfer to the Chinese mainland, 

you’ve seen issues that took place in Euro Disney, we’ve seen the issues that took place at Hong 

Kong Disney, so Shanghai Disney has to prove the concept is transferrable. But regarding social 

media, again each media tool brings within its own unique metaverse, its own unique approach 

and also from what we’ve been seeing in the last couple of years, digital tools, such as social 

media have been suffering a great tectonic shift.  

So if I jumped in the time machine a couple of years ago and gone back even just 15 

years, we’d still be talking about Netscape. So putting all of your eggs in one basket, can be 

suicidal in this sector, but like Nintendo, I think the industry needs to embrace what these tools 

hope to achieve rather than whichever franchise brand tool is of the most descendance. So 

fundamentally, Facebook has acquired large companies or successful social media companies 

that supply the best of a particular kind of platform, be it tweeting messages, sending photos, 

sharing videos. Those are the type of things that we in the themed entertainment sector will need 
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to pick which of these attributes we need to offer. Will you go to the park while you’re at the 

park and after you’ve gone to the park? And I use the phrase park, but I also include location 

based entertainment, family entertainment center, cinema, entertainment attraction, visitor guest 

experience. They all fall into the same metrics as far as we’re concerned. What an egotistical fool 

I come across as.  

Interviewer:  [Laughter] I think it also may be the way I’ve summarized it. 

Respondent:  I come across as Cesar. 

 

Respondent K:  

The marketing groups use social media all the time. Consumers can join special online 

fan clubs to get new information about the parks, Items such as special events, offers, and 

changes to the park schedules. And of course the marketing groups can use these fan clubs to 

direct market special offers. 

Additionally, park operators monitor social networks for complaints, trends, and other 

online discussions that they can use to make the park better. 

 

Respondent L:  

I don’t see any real way that social networks are changing theme parks. 

 

Respondent M:  

Respondent:  I don’t think so.  I think those were all platforms for online communities 

but I really don’t think they have much of an effect.  They are passive experiences, they’re in 
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essence digital albums and in the case of very narcissistic people kind of a platform for them to 

show themselves in a place but I really don’t believe that those have an effect.  A technology guy 

might differ with me, the fundamental difference between me and technologists is I believe that 

those kinds of experiences are immersive experiences by the nature of what social media is 

Facebook, Instagram, Twitter and everything else are passive experiences.  People say no they’re 

very interactive I can communicate with somebody else so, no I disagree and actually the studies 

that I’ve read demonstrate this, they say that Facebook users actually end up feeling a bit 

depressed after a while, they’re living vicariously in other people’s worlds, not necessarily 

participating in those worlds and Facebook all those are kind of like watching television.  When 

you watch TV you kind of shutdown, you’re passive, what really shapes theme parks and I 

would like to take it out of just the realm of theme parks and just take into anything that is 

experience oriented, what shapes – what ultimately people design for those places including our 

company is people and how they interact with each other and their longing for social community.  

They want to participate.  You know in essence, in this country, in the United States theme parks 

are like the [inaudible] of Europe, they are gathering places where people can go and socialize 

and communalize.  So, I can tell you that in the almost 30 years we’ve been doing this I’ve never 

said oh we got to look at what Facebook users are into and have that shape the experience, I 

think that will be a mistake.  So is that a no or is that a no, I would say no. 

Interviewer:  I think it’s a no.   

Respondent:  Yeah. 
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Respondent N:  

Visitors post a lot of pictures from their trips to parks. Thus, the group experience 

becomes larger. 

 

Respondent O:  

Respondent:  Do you think that in our previous comments on the other questions, answer 

that given you my opinion on that? 

Interviewer:  I think so I mean if you just run just like a couple of words, the main idea 

then that’s good enough. 

[Info Referenced, located in Question 2:  And that’s kind of a blanket overlay that were 

having to address everywhere to make sure that’s part of the experience and then you have got 

social media as facts were instant gratification to everything is critical and that’s just making 

sure that everything is spectacular so that there is an old, if you have a good time you will tell 

person if you have a bad time you will tell 10 people, well there used to be a little bit of a time 

lag between the time you did something and the time we told people, it's because the technology 

wouldn’t.  This is if somebody get, doesn’t like it they are 10 friends if they want to tell that they 

didn’t like it, know it before they are going of the exit shop.  And so it puts a significant demand 

up on the quality of the stories and the quality of the execution of the stories.  So that one is a 

little bit more abstract and more from marketing standpoint.] 

Respondent:  Well the most important thing supporting the statement is our industries 

have grown up kind of – as a family experience or a dating experience, or an employment 

experience.  What the social media has allowed us to do is share and enjoy that experience with a 
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far greater family.  So it's just – it's taken our experience level to an unimaginable levels.  It's just 

– the people you can touch, the people that touch you by sharing the experience are really quite 

remarkable.  I mean if you sit back for a moment, and look at that, small things that occurred 

over the last couple of years forget about the financial success and so forth and so on, but who in 

the world doesn’t know Harry Potter and Universal Studios and how good it is, and all the people 

know we are not going to be able to go do it, they can't go to Florida, they can't go to Los 

Angeles, they can't go to Osaka, and I don’t know when it will be in Singapore if it will be in 

Singapore, I don’t know if they will put the stuff into Beijing when they open in Beijing. 

But being able to communicate that experience and a quality of that experience, and how 

much fun you had, is very remarkable, remarkable because kids whose parents are way in 

Afghanistan or the Middle East can share their experience with their dad and their mom.  So it's 

ridiculous parallel but like what we are doing, or what isn’t like – one of my daughters was here 

the other day and was faced – she was face-timing with my grandsons and her sister (my other 

daughter) before the kids were going to bed.  So I mean it's – you just take that, put that in our 

world, forget about it being my family - and I was sitting in a meeting and then about to go to 

bed in a different city.  Just imagine not so much of the uses, but the experiences you can touch. 

[Round 3 Interview] 

Respondent:  The social network is changing theme parks.  Facebook, Xbox Live, 

Instagram, Twitter? yes, and that’s more just the communication within families and among 

friends and whatever the wider range of communication is such as the SeaWorld instance that we 

spoke of before.  They have access to everyone if they want it in telling their story, which is 

different than the story that the media is trying to tell about them. 



 

293 

Respondent P:  

Social networks are important to our park guests and should be encouraged and supported 

across the board. But real-time social connections outside of the park, for competitive or game 

related experiences, is still a challenge. I’ve seen many attempts to blend social networking into 

the parks, with the intent of including non-friends and family, with quite limited success. The 

beauty of these networks is the time-offset communication and sharing with close family and 

friends, but also extended associates and casual friends. While comments, photos and feedback 

work well in this realm, attempts at real-time connections is often fraught with disconnect. 

Additionally, out of park real-time connections with anyone has always fallen flat, from the 

various experiments I’ve seen. So until there is a break thru in this methodology, I see no reason 

to pursue this area. 

 

Respondent Q:  

Respondent:  I just didn’t see it, I mean I -- I think certainly people tweet and like, they 

like to share the fact that they're at a theme park.  But does that make a crucial difference to their 

experience with the initiative it wasn't there, is there any incentive for the park do anything with 

this?  I mean social media is part of our lives but it's a -- I personally didn’t see how it added to 

the experience in any meaningful way.  That said people will continue to tweet that they're at 

Disney World and like it and things like that.  But I don’t -- I don’t see it as being a game 

changer in terms of the experience.  And it's hard to see how it would expand into something 

different. 
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Respondent R:  

I wouldn’t say social is “changing theme parks” – if the meaning is the physical design or 

what we consider visitor experience today. I would say it is becoming huge in the visitor contact 

space – much of that is just the audience sharing and becoming a part of the experience and the 

property benefitting by the additional reach of the (hopefully) positive sentiment. I do believe 

social has the opportunity to change the guest experience in the coming years as audiences 

connect more together and venues have a new, rapid way to communicate with visitors that are, 

for the most part, passionate users of the technology (Facebook, Twitter, Vine, Periscope), etc. 
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APPENDIX F.  

QUESTION SIX RESPONSES, TECHNOLOGY THAT  

HAS NOT HAD IMPACT YET BUT WILL 

6) What new technologies haven’t yet affected theme parks, but will? (i.e., Virtual 

Reality, Augmented Reality, 3D Printing, Sensors, Audio-Visual, etc.)  

 

 

Transcription Note 

Content in the text from respondents have been left as submitted in the third and final response.  

Responses submitted via interview have been transcribed, and any personally identifying text has 

been removed to maintain the integrity of anonymity. 

 

Respondent A:  

Most of the technologies you mention above have done little to meaningfully change 

theme parks, mainly because these technologies are too new, and are not robust enough to work 

in a theme park. The technologies that will make the most difference will be ones that mix 

hardware and software experiences, keeping in mind rule number of location-based 

entertainment: “You have to give them something they can’t get at home.” VR on roller coasters 

is a good example of this.  

 

Respondent B:  

VR and AR for the most part haven’t shown up yet, but they are right around the corner 

and will have to become a part of the experience, as people will soon have less sophisticated 
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versions at home. The new technologies at home, such as virtual and augmented reality, will 

make it harder to get people out of the digital cocoons to visit theme parks. 

3D printing is already impacting the market for branded souvenir merchandise with 

counterfeit  3D-printing of brand souvenirs. 

Technologies are advancing so fast, it is next to impossible to predict what is on the 

horizon that will impact theme park operations and guest experience.  

 

Respondent C:  

All of the above!  

Oculus Rift and other forms of Virtual Reality will be the biggest competitor to theme 

parks in the future. Why spend all that money going someplace else to wait in line when I can 

experience new and wondrous and not-otherwise-possible experiences at home? Theme parks 

needs to incorporate Virtuality into their experiences – indeed, it should be the first place that 

most consumers get to experience it for themselves! And they need to do so in a way – like so-

called 4D rides – that go beyond what can be experienced at home. 

Augmented Reality should also be embraced – less likely through the smartphone but 

something more like a Microsoft HoloLens – where their expertise as physical experiences can 

be overlaid with the digital. A key difference of theme park implementations that will make this 

more difficult is the need for a shared, not isolated, experience (with other key factors including 

throughput and hygiene). Such new technologies could also enable the downsizing of the theme 

park, making something like Disney Quest (or Live Park 4D in South Korea) more feasible now.  
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3D Printing should be scaring theme parks right about now since so much of the profit 

model is based on the memorabilia people buy to take home. Soon they’ll be able to scan and 3D 

print it themselves (which should be particularly troubling to LEGO, for its bricks can be 

scanned and printed this way, copyright be damned). But this could be the basis of amazing mass 

customized memorabilia based on the guests’ own faces bodies plus myriad personal choices. 

And if sensors were everywhere? What if there were an Internet of Theme Parks Things 

(IoTPT, coined right here….) so that everything, everyone, and everywhere were addressable? 

Then theme parks could truly treat individual, living, breathing guests as the unique individuals 

they are instead of mere members of the nameless masses. 

The person who said “You have to give them something they can’t get at home” Is so 

right. Such technologies are eventually going to be brought to every home, so theme parks will 

continue to need to evolve. They should already realize they are on a tread mill of nonsustainable 

advantage, and so had better innovate and a faster pace to get the best and most engaging 

technologies in the park, before consumers get them at home. 

 

Respondent D:  

 mentioned some of these earlier. I think that all of the mentioned technologies will 

impact the theme park of the future. Digital printing, which was utilized in a demonstrative 

perspective at Expo 2015, is an example of a technology that is increasingly affordable. I could 

imagine customized three-dimensional printouts that could range from souvenirs to pedagogical 

charms that could be taken with guests when they leave the theme park. Virtual and augmented 

reality technologies have a strong presence in theme parks, expos, and museums and interpretive 
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centers. This technology offers an ability to create more exciting, believable, and immersive 

spaces. However, there is a danger that I noted in my studies at Expo 2015. I encountered Oculus 

glasses on four occasions at the Expo and I felt that they did not increase the immersive 

potentials of the pavilions in which they were used. They were fairly simply visual devices that 

while offering a 360-perspective to guests of various virtual spaces, as well as some citations of 

useful information that correlated to locations within the virtual spaces. Many of the guests using 

them seemed to focus on the technology, and not the experience itself. This is an issue that 

Disney Imagineers have often addressed. They feel that the technology should enhance or help 

create the story or narrative of a ride or attraction - not be the ride or attraction itself. Thus, I am 

not convinced that all of the virtual and augmented reality technologies of the future will actually 

lead to more immersive theme park spaces. Philosophically, this reminds me of some of the 

issues inherent in Plato's cave allegory in the Republic.  

On the matter of new technologies that may impact theme parks, my sense from the 

responses is that a new arena to explore is how such technologies can better personalize the 

experience of the theme park guest. 

I agree with the comments [Summary Q?]  that forms of augmented reality in theme 

parks should complement what theme parks are already doing. There is the possibility of too 

much distraction if the augmented reality takes one out of the immersive experience in the theme 

park world.  

 

Respondent E:  

Most part of the previously ICT mentioned technologies are only in an initial phase of 
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development and implementation in the majority of theme parks. This is true that some parks and 

companies have developed some specific improvements regarding any specific technology but 

there is not yet a common approach to the use of ICT in theme parks and there are not truly ICT 

educated managing teams that take advantage of the possibilities and opportunities derived from 

the use of ICT derived data both in terms of increasing business and satisfying customers. This is 

especially relevant when parks are not part of big entertainment or media companies, In fact 

there is a lack of knowledge on how using ICT and generate profits and in many cases (even 

among medium and larger parks) required investments in this area are seen simply as costs that 

should be controlled. This would also depend on the nature of the theme park as far this can be 

more needed if it is related to the media, film or gaming industry as well as more interpretation 

oriented and less necessary when parks are more attraction oriented. 

- Strongly Agree (with Summary P):  ‘- Again to impact, all of this future tech must be 

inclusive, group experiences that surprise and delight audiences of all ages. Singular, immersion 

is best left for the home market, so designers need to be clever and see beyond to the norms to 

find the game changers.’  

 

Respondent G:  

It’s safe to say that theme parks will continue to be an entertainment medium that 

“breaks” new technologies to the public at large in ways that other mediums cannot.  We are 

already working on three attractions that use variations and modification of the Oculus Rift 

technology along with other “VR” concepts.  We have to translate these into attractions that 

provide SHARED experiences, so they are NOT like what you would experience using a VR 
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headset at home.  We are creating attractions that use holophonic (3D) sound, and we working on 

new ways of merging 3D and 4D technologies with a variety of ride systems.   

 

Respondent H:  

Technology is changing in leaps and not pre-determined equal steps/intervals. Just 

looking at the functionality of personal entertainment 5 years ago vs today, one can only assume 

what is there to come over the next 5 years. Here are some emerging technologies that could 

directly affect the Theme Entertainment industry: 

Variable gain screen material. With the evolution of Materials Engineering and 3D 

printing one could in the near future print projection screen material that has variable reflectance 

or gain. This technology will permit a precise and even reflection of projected light/images 

towards the audience while reducing errant refraction towards areas that need to stay dark, allow 

the design of projection screens with complex curves, reject ambient light, and even allow for 

two completely unrelated images to be seen by two different sets of eyewear. 

High Efficiency, High-Density, Ultra Wide Spectrum, Flexible Single-Mode fiber optic 

cable. This technology will allow for +90K ANSI Lumen Solid-State light engines to drive 

projection heads on motorized gimbals something not possible today with 3P and 6P Laser 

projectors. 

Transparent speaker cone material. This technology will allow audio and lighting to 

coexist within the same cavity. 
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Projecting +4K resolution at +360 fps with less than 1ms latency. This technology will 

allow for real-time video mapping on fast moving images such as scenic sets, props, actors, 

dancers, etc.  

Universal IP audio transport. Yes AES67 is a start but other than QSYS nobody is near 

the desired intent yet. 

Fully virtualized Show Control like ISAAC systems 

Virtualization of Audio Video and Control Sources 

The incorporation of technologies like Oculus, Real3D, TiMax, Google Glasses, and 

HDR on something wearable that is so discreet and light in weight that it makes it disappear. 

Although we typically identify technologies for the visitors, advancement in design tools, 

previsualization technology, and cost reduction will permit creative groups to deliver higher 

grade innovation design in the Themed Entertainment industry. 

On the security side there are a number of game changes as well. Pixel-Logistics for 

example has been slowly being utilized for both ID-ing and tracking anything from assets to 

visitors. Furthermore, faster CPUs and sampled comparative data from various sensors in 

combination with on-demand high speed capturing could be an upcoming defense against 

chemical, pathogen, and explosive type of terrorist acts in crowded LBE venues.   

 

Respondent J:  

Respondent:  Well virtual reality has already impacted the sector. DisneyQuest that's 

been going for over 17 years utilizing most of the core immersive entertainment technologies.  It 

was the first to have an augmented reality attraction, whose the first to have a virtual reality or 
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two virtual reality attractions, the first to have an infinite display technology and also to have a 

CAVE technology.  So DisneyQuest was a ground breaker, but sadly, also a very difficult puppy 

to manage, you know, 90 million didn’t even touch the sides in developing that baby and not 

[many] people want to follow behind with such a sticker price but hope of cost reduction.  

Technologies that will make an impact but haven't yet, 3D printing I think is the most prominent. 

We have seen companies talking about 3D printed food for the theme park industry, and also 3D 

printed memorabilia for the industry. 

I was recently looking at a project that I think that was developed by Walt Disney 

Research in Switzerland, if my memory serves me right, where they would actually scan the 

guests face and then transcribe that onto the figurine that the child is purchasing of their favorite 

Disney character.  So in the case I was looking at, they were scanning the face of the child onto 

the princess that was their most popular.  And I know a number of companies talking about using 

that type of technology towards future memorabilia and take away from facilities.  Again, we 

need to speed up the 3D printing process to be able to offer that all to offer that as a secondary 

price that is delivered to you after you go home. 

Other technologies that will make an influence we're just now seeing autonomous devices 

is being used in parks we just have the first autonomous puppetry the dinosaur I forget the name 

of the dinosaur that Universal created in Disney.  I have to dig that name out of the creature but it 

was the first autonomous robots placed into a park.  And we're also looking at the possibility of 

unmanned drones being used for security as well as for entertainment within theme parks.  

Again, technology just on the cusp of being deployed, I would also say autonomous driver 

vehicles, ride vehicles in attractions and out of attractions will also play a very major part as they 



 

303 

will in modern lives when autonomous drive vehicles and the car industry take steps further than 

they have at the moment. 

Interviewer:  The dinosaur is that the name of it was it related to Jurassic Park was it a 

raptor or something? 

Respondent:  No it's Limby or Wimby [Lucky the Dinosaur] I can't remember the name 

of it for the like of me it's easy to look up it's just ‘dinosaur’ ‘theme’ ‘park’ and the video comes 

up.  It's got a stupid cutesy name but it was developed as a project by WDI.  I remember even 

when I was there, they were pottering around with it, they finally made it a believable thing and 

they're going to take that technology and that's going to be used.  

Interviewer:  Okay. 

Respondent:  Excuse me -- it's hard. We’ll see a lot of this new generation technology 

being dropped in purely because of the need for it to be so advanced.  And the theme park 

projects that I'm working for 2020 they're all looking at autonomous drive and autonomous 

robotic systems. 

Interviewer:  Very interesting. 

Respondent:  Yeah we're usually the first with the deployment into that, I think you'll see 

the first autonomous coaches deployed in theme park.  You can always -- you could not say 

that's all had been happened through the monorail systems that utilized in the Disney parks. 

Interviewer:  This is maybe a follow up question of my own but do you imagine like the 

theme parks being able to lead the way on autonomous vehicles versus the public sector because, 

you know, they have control of their own park and what happens in it versus trying to make that 

happen in kind of a -- in the wild so to speak. 
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Respondent:  Exactly, controlling the space is essential to autonomous vehicles because 

of the insurance operation and liability issues.  We in this industry know very well how to handle 

that.  And it's most likely that the same way that the Segway found more usage in shopping malls 

and in theme parks than it did on the real world.  I think you'll find that once the insurance 

situation is finally understood by Google and Apple that they may focus more in the short term 

towards going for the low hanging fruits of theme parks, military facilities, and large factories 

for the deployment of their technology before looking at the most incredibly dangerous and 

difficult aspects of civilian life. 

[Round 2 Interview] 

Respondent:  Well, to go through the list, we just had the first virtual reality theme park 

attraction open to the public with VR Coaster.  I know from what I am expecting to see IAAPA  

in November that we are going to see quite a few virtual reality head-mounted display-based 

entertainment systems vying for recognition in 2016.  At the same time, for the consumer, virtual 

reality market becomes a reality.  I see that offshoots of that technology could also be deployed 

which is the simulator Holosuite type approaches such as the CAVE Computer Automated 

Virtual Environment and Kobe Systems, and the projected environment, 3D projection mapping.  

We have already started to see attractions launched a couple of years ago.  I expect to see a lot 

more of those type of attractions being built.  Augmented reality, as I said previously, the jury is 

still out.  We haven't really had a full-on augmented reality experience deployed in a theme park 

as of yet.  We have had some very secretive, private experiments and research projects, but we 

haven't seen a system that I can point to as an example or an exemplar of what can be achieved.  
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Again, we hopefully will start to see that.  But with the problems hitting HoloLens, the problems 

hitting Google Glass, it may take longer for this to be treated with any reality. 

Beyond that 3D Printing, we have the first 3D printed food systems being deployed in 

theme parks for 2016, so that will be a thing.  We have also seen examples of 3D Printing being 

used as merchandise and souvenirs where you can capture a maquette of yourself, or have your 

daughter’s face placed on top of her Beauty and the Beast character.  Those are things that will 

become much more believable as a sellable item, though how much of that would be post park 

experience because the speed of 3D Printing is again dependent on technology. 

And then the other stuff, the brain, the brain games, the brain machines, things that track 

your thoughts and your relaxations and your experiences, these are technologies from military 

that could start to see deployments in the park sector.  And then of course, there is the brand new 

display and projection systems that use laser light, those are other technologies that will to start 

to make headways into the sector next year and the coming years.  I think it's safe to say that 10K 

is going to be our savior in the sector, being able to project an image quality that far surpasses 

what you can do at home is something that will play a part in some of these projected 

experiences that I have been talking about. 

Interviewer:  I see.  So you are talking about the projection experiences being 10K 

resolution? 

Respondent:  Oh yeah, or more.  I was looking at some demonstrations at a tech 

conference for our industry a couple of weeks ago and they had the first of the 4K and 5K 

projection screens being demonstrated, and they had a panel example of what a 10K would look 
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like.  The Japanese Olympics will be using 10K projection for all picture capture for a lot of 

what they are doing in 2020.  So it is the stuff that we are looking for, for our future. 

Interviewer:  Do they intend -- you said ‘capture’, so are they going to film it real high 

resolution and then either show that somewhere or? 

Respondent:  Cameras and special projection experiences they are talking about, but there 

is strong possibility that the Japanese television network will start to experiment in the coming 

years with 8K and 10K feed, so they are also thinking about the possibility of the home.  But I 

would hate to have to deal with that kind of level of quality on a TV screen, much more 

applicable for usage in a realistic simulator or for ultra-quality film experiences for audiences. 

Interviewer:  With the VR Coaster, are those proprietary VR systems or are they working 

with the ones that are in the news coverage? 

Respondent:  The company VR Coaster was partly supported by the rides manufacturer 

Mack Rides and Mack Media.  The company has gone on to do an agreement with Samsung to 

use a modified version of the Samsung Gear VR on their ride.  The ride can handle about 20 

people.  The first 10 people in the ride sit at the front wearing special virtual reality helmets that 

track the movement of the roller coaster through the ride and then represent a virtual world 

experience that's being created, a cartoon one, into the head mounts, which are using a phone, 

what we would call mobile VR systems where you don’t need to have them plugged into a 

computer.  It is very early stages.  This attraction only went live at the beginning of this month 

September and it will be very closely monitored, but I can tell you that there are about four or 

five other companies looking at that type of approach using a mobile VR head-mounted display 

on steel attractions, a great way to give an old attraction a new lease of life.  Understanding that 
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year [inaudible, Europa Park?] the roller coaster that they are using the VR system on was built 

in 1984, so it's a great way for a very old theme park attraction to be a given an injection of new 

interest. 

Interviewer:  Sure.  And with the AR, you mentioned Google Glass and HoloLens 

perhaps not taking off.  Is there like a fundamental principle or blocker that’s preventing it from 

doing so? 

Respondent:  Augmented reality is an encumbered technology for theme park, same way 

the virtual reality is encumbered, i.e., you need to wear some special device that has to be 

charged and operated and connected to a software system.  Augmented has not proven itself to 

bring enough to the table to warrant that encumbrance, and until someone comes up with a killer 

app, there is less interest in jumping into AR than there is to jump into VR because that is a 

completely immersive experience where you are just pulled directly into the game.  Again, things 

could change.  If sim sickness and other issues with virtual reality raise their head again as they 

have in the past, then we may see people revert to an augmented rather than a virtual reality 

approach. 

But there are blocks.  Well, number one, it’s very difficult to get your hands on HoloLens 

and Google Glass for theme park applications because the manufacturers are wary for various 

reasons.  They have had to backtrack quite considerably on their original aspirations what they 

were going to use this technology for.  Microsoft has literally turned around and suspended the 

consumer launch for HoloLens until five years’ time, so something obviously went quite 

catastrophically wrong within their expectations, be it over-promotion of the concept or ability to 

underachieve on what was required.  And I think that is a factor that we don’t like to talk about, 
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the emperor’s new clothes, thinking that this technology can cook your dinner and wash your 

car, and finding out that it has enough difficulty just getting out of bed. 

[Round 3 Interview] 

Respondent: (Respondent thinking out loud) Did I include 3D printing in food? 

Interviewer:  I think maybe at the end of that one. 

Respondent:  Well, I’d just like to reiterate the 3D printing may find its home in the food 

sector before it finds itself in the merchandising area, but that’s still to be seen. I think a lot of 

modern life, 3D printed food will be the norm, be it biscuits or cookies, sorry, all the way up to 

pasta. I think I’m pretty happy with all of that. Nothing new that I can see on the horizon. This 

question will change a lot with what happens after IAAPA. This is going to be the most -- the 

97th IAAPA could be the most momentous in theme park industry’s history as we finally 

embrace digital technology. A lot of uncomfortable people this year. The amount of email that 

I’ve been dealing with from companies that I would not normally speak to wanted to ask me pre-

consultancy questions as being over the top to be honest. Funny how they never want to pay for 

consultancy, but they’re really eager to have it. 

 

Respondent K:  

All of the examples you gave, Virtual Reality, Augmented Reality, 3D Printing, Sensors, 

Audio-Visual have been tested and are already affecting theme parks either backstage or onstage. 

For attraction designers the goal is often to make the technology invisible. If we can do that we 

keep the guests in the story longer and the magic become real. Again the difficulty facing 
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designers with some of this technology is how to scale it up to the magnitude where large parks 

can efficiently use it. For example, in a large park a popular attraction needs to entertain about 

1800 guests an hour. Most new AR or VR systems are for individual use. Finally, theme parks by 

their nature want to provide a collective experience whereas AR and VR are individual 

experiences. 

I can tell you that in the past 2 months [10/5/15] there is a buzz going on about this.  

http://www.vrcoaster.com/  

It’s a start to the new revolution in ride design (ok revolution may be too strong a word) 

and, as a start it’s rough, but the potential is there for some new and exciting developments in 

attraction design. 

 

Respondent L:  

All the technologies listed are in the parks now or are being incorporated into the design 

of projects that are intended to be open in the next few years.  The biggest advance is when 

augmented reality systems can give real time feedback without lapses or delays. 

 

Respondent M:  

Respondent:  I have no idea.  I don’t know how to answer that question, virtual reality in 

a way has already been incorporated in some projects that I’m aware of but I have no idea what 

the future is going to bring.  Again, I’m less focused on the technology, much more focused on 

the experience.  When Walt Disney opened Disneyland in 1955 he had no idea, when they were 

http://www.vrcoaster.com/
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doing that park he had no idea what will be coming down the pipe with technology.  All he knew 

was the kinds of experiences he wanted to create and then he either implemented existing 

technology or had teams invent the technology to make that experience possible.  Technology 

never drove the show.  So at this stage – you know there’s – I mean we’re living in an amazing 

age right?  My phone is talking to a satellite right now 22,000 miles in space and coming back 

down instantly, that’s pretty amazing but I don’t think that’s going to affect how I design a park 

because ultimately parks or resorts cultural destinations they are places where people want to go 

and engage in social community and entertainment experiences that make them feel happy, 

inspire them, you know, create indelible memories all that sort of stuff and I don’t see that the 

technology is what makes that happen, it’s fireworks in the sky, it’s a character that interacts 

with a child, it’s an amazing 50-year-old attraction where the technology hasn’t changed for 

almost 50 years.  That’s the stuff that people kind of remember.   

One side note on this, and that is when we talked with clients about the development 

stuff, I often talk about the software and the hardware.  The software is everything that a guest 

comes into contact with, that is not brick and mortar or technology based.  It is not that.  It is the 

human interaction, it’s the things that leave a big smile on your face, it’s why my friend sent me 

text the other night when you were standing and looking at these amazing fireworks, that’s the 

software, that is what leaves indelible marks in your mind.  The hardware – the hardware is the 

actual assets, the physical buildings, and the technology that’s behind those facilities and drives 

it.  That does not leave an indelible impression on people’s minds and Disney has studied this to 

death and that’s why they invest so much in the entertainment component that actually interacts 

with guests.  The only time that the hardware, the technology, the facility side will leave an 
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indelible mark in a guest is when it’s done badly.  Then all of a sudden the invisibleness of it 

becomes visible and all of a sudden you go, oh that’s not so good.   

There was one of the guys that I had a great privilege to work with, his name was Claude 

Coats, he was a Disney legend.  And Claude and I went on a walkthrough of Pirates of the 

Caribbean when they were working on a rehab of it at Disneyland.  So as lights were on and on 

and on and on and I reflecting kind of looking at certain things and how easily they were done at 

this original Pirates and Claude who had also worked on the Pirates in Florida said that’s 

amazing in Disneyland we did it very simply with a light and a reflector card and all of a sudden 

the treasure glowed.  At the Magic Kingdom in Florida they tried to make the treasure glow and 

they used 45 [inaudible, lights?] and they had a very advanced show lighting system and all of 

these dapple effects and it didn’t glow up.  And just point was you know, the focus became too 

much about the technology and less about what is the effect and the goal is software so if there’s 

too much of the hardware or too much of a focus on the hardware then at the end of the day you 

don’t have enough left for the software and that’s what people remember.   

So just always remember that software is what really put the smile on her face.  I did not 

get a text from my friend at 10:30 or 11 o’clock at night saying oh my God they had this laser 

and it shone through light and it looked like a hologram, I did not get that, I got the fireworks are 

FM or whatever that’s, and it put a huge smile on your face and that’s what you remember, the 

software. 

.   

Respondent N:  

Augmented reality (AR) is having an impact on guest experiences. AR can be included as 
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an additional item for an additional price. Thus, the parks are able to provide the new technology 

 as a revenue opportunity. 

Virtual reality as a new park experience has not been perfected. It is discussed often and 

I’m sure WDI has put money into developing that technology as a park experience. However, it 

has not been made into a group experience yet. If it can be, there is great potential.   

See also answer 1.  

 

Respondent O:  

Respondent:  Well, all of the above that you are speaking about, and some of them are 

beginning when you say haven't yet affected the theme parks, I would guess that you would have 

to say any technology that exists today has already affected the theme parks because of the 

downstream implementation of what’s on people’s draw inputs today.  The fellow who works for 

Disney who is in-charge of Avatar is one of the most creative minds you will ever meet.  He is 

the fellow by the name of Joe Rohde and he is looking after the Avatar development within 

Disney, and I haven't seen any of it because I am not privilege to it, I don’t work for Disney, but 

you can only imagine that every single thing that you list there and a much longer list you are 

going to be involved in that attraction out of necessity and desirability.  I think the – 

[Informal Talk] 

Respondent:  Oculus is all over our industry newsletters.  But again that’s one of those 

things that gets back to the technologies sophisticated enough to make the experience really 

something but it's physical – physical enough that you have the operating aspects of the parks 

after enter into play just from a safety standpoint, not that they are not inherently safe, they are 
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inherently safe, but when our goal is to thrill somebody at 85 miles an hour falling down the hill 

that’s 375 feet tall, I mean we didn’t let them carry purses.  A lot of times I wear a ball cap and 

you can obviously tell the reason why based on the fact you can see my hair.  I don’t wear when 

I get sunburn or cold, I can't wear my hats on a lot of the attractions because it might fly off and 

hurt someone. 

Interviewer:  What about regular people’s glasses? 

Respondent:  That’s tricky, that’s tricky.  I can't see without my glasses, and I do wear 

them, but the roller coaster I was telling you about earlier the one that goes too fast, we have 

goggles that you put on over.  I had to wear goggles over my glasses. 

Interviewer:  I see. 

Respondent:  Now part of that the fact that it's ride in the middle of the desert and they 

didn’t want sand to hit my lenses.  But yeah, glasses are tough, the native head gear is tough, 

ladies jewelry, ladies and boys, that’s not a sexist comment, but jewelry is tough.  People do 

carry their phones with them and so forth and other gear.  Well, you can't have anything in your 

hand when you are on these attractions.  So if you don’t have pockets, you are screwed, that’s 

why they are building bags and baskets and so all of the attractions now for safety.  It's not an 

optimistic lost and found issue, if you are going 240 kilometers an hour and somebody loses 

something and it whack somebody in the face three cars back, well that’s a big deal.  But I 

believe all of these will be used from a – and people are going to create things to get maximum 

utilization out of the technologies you find to.  There is an old outage, what’s your degree and 

what – 

Interviewer:  It's in arts and technology. 
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Respondent:  Okay.  I am a theatre guy.  I have got a theatre degree.  There is an old 

cliché you don’t want him to leave whistling the costumes, I am music theatre guy basically.  We 

need to make sure that the people understand that the technology is a tool, it's not – it's assisting 

telling the story.  It's not the story, it's the story in the press because of the newness, the 

technological advances, the awesome improvements to things.  But you want the guests to come 

back because of the roller coaster, not because of the goggles.  So I think we need to be very 

careful with – we, the industry, need to be very careful with #6.  It's not you have to be careful 

with it, we have to be careful because our technology guys get really pumped in the stuff and 

then you say okay well, now how is going to improve my day, as long as you can say by doing 

this, this, this, this and this, you are good. 

[Round 2 Interview] 

Respondent: I don’t have a specific opinion on how VR is going to improve, I thought it 

was really cute the way it was used in the Jurassic World movie.  But, you know, we can't do that 

yet, you know, it's, you know, you could -- you'd have somebody walking in front of the laser 

but that's -- that is projecting some sort of three dimensional hologram light document or picture 

but chances are it's going to be dangerous and we wouldn’t be allowed to do it. 

But in that film when -- I can't remember the girls name in the movie what their character 

name was but when she walk through the T-Rex or when the -- the hologram stopped the raptor 

in its tracks, in the film I thought that was cute.  I think it's probably something we will try to do, 

I don’t me we [our company], I mean we the industry.  And so far it's, you know, done with 

more primitive forms of projection than what they did on the film because it has to be.  But, you 

know, so I'm not going to be able to come out and say ‘gee, the mark headset is the greatest thing 
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since sliced spread,’ it is very successful.  Launched I think it was September 17th one of their 

rollercoasters at their park Rust, Germany.  Initial reaction has been quite positive but, you 

know, that's -- that so specific I just -- I wouldn’t probably even be equipped to comment upon 

that.  I like everything that everybody said and we're going to steal it all and use it all because 

there are some really, really good ideas. 

You'll see lots of those things incorporated into the 2017 expo in Kazakhstan and then 

probably more in the 2020 expo in Dubai, Lord knows how sophisticated things will be then.  

And in those two particular countries Kazakhstan being a country, Dubai being an emirates they 

have an awful lot of money behind them so you're going to see some tremendous things because 

of the investment level or the expenditure level.   

Interviewer:  Yeah.  I did see, someone announce the opening of the VR Coaster in 

somewhere in Europe. 

Respondent:  That's I think that's the one I talked about that's Mack, M-A-C-K. Mack 

they own a park called Europa Park in Rust, Germany R-U-S-T Germany.  And it's their own 

development.  I'm trying to think of the name of it. 

Interviewer:  I think they just called it VR Coaster I don’t really know. 

Respondent:  I think so, I think that's right.  But it's on the -- it's on a rollercoaster and 

you wear a head gear, they worked very hard on it, they've sold it very hard inside the industry.  I 

don’t know how well it's going to work, they would do it very well - Mack is an outstanding 

engineering company, just outstanding.  So they -- if anybody is going to do it well they are.  

And yes that is correct and it was launched September 17th. 

Interviewer:  Yeah that sounds right. 
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Respondent:  Yeah, and I've put on the head gear before, they had me try it because they 

were trying to get us to spec one, in one of our parks.  And we spec’ed their hardware and not the 

VR part.  It just didn’t seem it would be adding enough to make it worthwhile plus you have to, 

you know, you still have to deal with the fact that cleaning system for these things is quarter of 

million dollar. 

Interviewer:  Man it's out there. 

Respondent:  Yeah, yeah, yeah so.  You know, and if you do it when you're building it 

that's one thing and if you're doing it when you're a big successful park that's another, if it's a 

small park for us to do it there didn’t makes no sense. 

Interviewer:  I see. 

Respondent:  But that's just the business side of it not the -- it's nothing wrong with the 

technology.  I mean technology is a good idea in that particular situation it's just something is too 

expensive for most of our clients. 

Interviewer:  Yeah. 

Respondent:  I shouldn’t say for most of the clients in the industry, for our clients 

probably not because they're brand new facilities.  So it will certainly surface in one of our parks 

or attraction sometime in the next 12 months I'm sure. 

Interviewer:  I see. 

Respondent:  Where we would -- we would or create very hard with Mack to make sure 

that, that the story was exceptional because I think they would do something that technically 

embellished the rollercoaster ride.  We would do something that technically embellished the 

rollercoaster ride and told a very good story along the way. 
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Interviewer:  Yeah. 

Respondent:  You know, a fine line on who is doing what to whom but, you know, 

technically, you know, anything you can do to make the rollercoaster better.  Physically and 

technically you should do, but if you can make the story better for the entire theme area they're 

going to remember the story, they being the guest. 

Interviewer:  Yeah, mm-hmm. 

Respondent:  If they just remember the hardware then it's one more rollercoaster in the 

park full of rollercoasters. 

[Round 3 Interview] 

Respondent:  So jumping ahead, I apologize.  If I can get through this, then we can go 

back and you can ask me questions, but what new technologies haven’t yet affected theme parks 

but will, you get the VR, augmented reality, 3D printing?  You know what, I think as fast as they 

come out and as fast as they change, they get incorporated because you have WDI and you have 

the creative departments for Universal Studios.  You have the creative departments for all of the 

companies like mine, all of whom are looking to do something different all of the time.  So I 

think as quickly as material is created, it's used.  Now in theme parks it's a little tougher because 

building stuff takes a little while, but if you incorporate things into the shows and into the live 

media that’s going on, you can do things virtually instantaneously.  And I can’t imagine 

something developing that we don’t want to take full advantage of.  It doesn’t -- I can’t really tell 

you what it is because again, I don’t know what it is, but I know that we have people on our staff 

who absolutely know what’s going on, and they in many instances speak a language that 
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someone like me doesn’t necessarily understand all the time, but they understand it amongst one 

another or among one another.  So we are trying to take full advantage of what’s going on.   

 

Respondent P:  

For all the hype of Virtual Reality, until there is a solid break from the Oculus/HMD 

hardware, I think throughput issues will likely inhibit operators from going too far down this 

road. If you look back at DisneyQuest, you’ll find some great HMD applications that still hold 

attention today, but the issues with throughput continue to be barriers to their success. 

Motion/simulator sickness and other issues will also need to be addressed for large park 

audiences.  

I do have high hopes for immersive, Augmented Reality in the parks, and have seen a few 

successful applications to date. This could fulfill the promise of Virtual Reality in the parks, but 

designers will need to find some unique applications to see measurable success. 3D printing is 

interesting, and I love the 3D Systems Food and Sugar printers, both of which could break soon 

for the right concept in the parks. I’d be looking outside of the obvious for the major 

breakthrough, as technologies in manufacturing and fulfillment could find a good fit for crowd 

management that could be a paradigm shift for the right application.  

Again to impact, all of this future tech must be inclusive, group experiences that surprise 

and delight audiences of all ages. Singular, immersion is best left for the home market, so 

designers need to be clever and see beyond to the norms to find the game changers. 
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Respondent Q:  

Respondent:  So that gets -- gets back to some of the issues -- answers to question 

number 1, so I do believe VR and AR the next generation will have the potential to significantly 

change the entertainment within a park.  And an interesting way to think about is if you think of 

the revenue generated per square foot in the park, well if you think about that it's the rides and 

the restaurants where you generate the revenue and then is all this dead space that simply serves 

to connect them all.  Well VR and AR is the potential to turn all that space into entertainment.  

And therefore increase in some sense the revenue that you're generating for that.  And you can do 

all of that without, you know, building more physical plant.  So I think it will happen, but the 

technology and the creativity around it needs to change it, you know, it certainly couldn’t be the 

last generation of head mounted sets.  Google Glass isn't quite there yet but something, you 

know, Oculus maybe may get there in the future. 

Smart phones can do some of this or can provide some kinds of experience not totally 

immersive but certainly interesting experiences not just from a creative point of view but also 

just from the logistics of enjoying a day in the park as you saw on the -- in the work that I sent 

you.  So I mentioned then 3D printing I think for toys and physical memento souvenirs the kind 

of things that you buy in the stores could change, could be more customized with 3D printing, 

you'll see examples of that on Disney Research. 

The sensors part I think you will get some sensors in -- oh here is an, you know, a 

statistic example of sensors, imagine a display such that everybody in the audience when they 

look at the display they actually see something different.  That's potentially doable with both 

display technologies and senor technologies you need to know where people are, and you need to 
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know how to send them a custom, you know.  If you want, you know, the young girls and the old 

men to see different things well you need to be able to sense them then you need to be able to 

modulate the display appropriately, there will be stuff like that and that's already in the works. 

I should have included new audio technologies as a potentially important new 

technology.  Just agreeing with one of the other respondents that new audio technologies will be 

important in theme parks. 

Glad to see that at least one other respondent predicted that autonomous vehicles 

(coaches) and 3D printing will both be important for theme parks. 

Response 6.H seems to be from someone very knowledgeable about new AV technology 

and I think that the kind of tech listed in that response is more likely to impact theme parks than 

head-mounted VR/AR displays. 

 

Respondent R:  

Most of the new technologies are just now on the edge of being integrated. Many of their 

previous ground breakers have paved the way for these new advances to be accepted by visitors. 

Right on the edge are AR and VR – it will be interesting to see which leads – there are many 

technical reasons for and against both – I think it will come down to visitor comfort to pick a 

winner – if there is a winner, it is possible both have their place. 3-D printing is useful for mock-

ups and prototypes and helps the creators keep up the speed, it may have less direct-visitor 

impact. Sensors show a ton of promise, the difficulty is crafting an experience that everyone can 

take advantage of and BLE, Wi-Fi, location services are all not pervasive across the audience. 

Drones are also just getting figured out, while there is some promise they can deliver unique 
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viewpoints of spectacular shows, etc., the changing FAA environment makes that seem to be 

slow going. Gaming and gaming theory is just now making inroads and will be key as audiences 

age and the next generation is making the buying decisions for destination entertainment 

vacations.  
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APPENDIX G.  

QUESTION SEVEN RESPONSES, AUDIENCES 

7) How are the audiences of theme parks changing? (i.e., Aging, Groups, Expectations, 

etc.) 

 

Transcription Note 

Content in the text from respondents have been left as submitted in the third and final response.  

Responses submitted via interview have been transcribed, and any personally identifying text has 

been removed to maintain the integrity of anonymity. 

 

Respondent A:  

No, I don’t think this is changing very much.  

 

Respondent B:  

Families are on the decrease as a percentage of the population.  However, the percent of 

married couples with children who are higher socioeconomic and educated is increasing. Singles 

and childless adult couples are an increasing percentage of the population as well as mature 

adults. Young adults are delaying child birth to later in their years.  Increasing income inequality 

and increasing housing, medical and other costs are squeezing a large share of the middle class, 

so they have less disposable leisure dollars. Location-based entertainment spending share has 

been shifting to the upper-middle class and higher income, higher-educated households.  
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As previously discussed, the increasing sophistication and convenience of at-home and 

mobile digital entertainment and social media means an out-of-home experience has to be even 

higher quality, fidelity, a luxury experience, to get people to visit.  

The adventureness, healthfulness and quality expectation for food is much higher today 

than in the past. Food is becoming an even more important component of the visit experience. 

 

Respondent C:  

The population is aging, and new generations are always different, but not as much as 

everyone tends to think, I think. People go through phases as they age (see work of Center for 

Cultural Studies & Analysis in Philadelphia on this) and always will.  

What is different is that kids today are growing up in the Experience Economy, and so 

the bar is being raised on theme parks and experiences of all stripes to compete with everything 

else out there – including, if not especially, what is now available in the home and on their own 

devices – lest they, too, be commoditized as goods and services increasingly are. 

The other big thing is growing digital/mobile technologies, the effects of which are 

mostly discussed in earlier questions. But theme parks will have to address ubiquitous devices, 

less attention span, growing conversation deficits, etc. 

 

Respondent D:  

Audiences are changing in multiple senses. In terms of age, an older population that is 

living longer will be an opportunity for theme parks. Younger guests will expect the levels of 
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immersion, technology, and fantasy that is found in competing spaces, including media and 

video games. So, there will be a need to orient the theme park's opportunities to fit what is found 

in the world outside. In general, audiences will expect more immersive experiences in theme 

parks. Again, as I said earlier, there is a danger in focusing too exclusively on technology. At 

Expo 2015, many of the successful pavilions merged old and new technologies, in a hybrid or 

cyborg sense. For example, an old cooking vessel is merged with a virtual screen and other 

variations. A second aspect of audience desire may be focused on issues of ethics, such as 

environmental and political concerns. This could be addressed through forms of technology (see, 

for example, Team Earth onboard some Celebrity cruise ships). Third, as mentioned earlier, 

audiences will expect that theme parks connect in lifespace senses such that they can explore and 

interact with a theme park and its properties pre- and post-visit. This will be a primarily 

technological accomplishment for the theme park as it creates lifespace narratives via media and 

social media. Fourth, there will be a demand to have social media and citational opportunities 

while guests are visiting theme parks. 

The issue of the changing audiences of theme parks is curious. Based on the responses, I 

would say that the issue of audience experience is a key one for the future. I do think that theme 

park audiences are changing and more ethnographic study of their nature and dynamics is 

needed.   

I enjoyed the comments [Summary B] about the audiences of theme parks becoming 

more educated. Also, I think it was interesting to hear about the digital native. Indeed, it could be 

that more theme parks will have to orient themselves and their experiences more towards the 

desires of the digital native.  
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Respondent E:  

Even though deep social changes have been in place during the last 25 years, the 10 key 

social tendencies identified by the IAAPA back in the 90s of the last century as trends having 

relevant implications for the future development of the theme park industry are already useful in 

terms of determine their changing audiences. They are: Cocooning, Fantasy adventure, Small 

indulgences, Ergonomics: Vigilante consumer; Staying alive: Ninety-nine lives; Cashing out; 

Down ageing; SOS (Save our Society): as well as the growing concern for ethical, educational 

and environmental values, in addition to the quality of life (WOOTTON, G. and STEVENS, T. 

(1994) “Staying alive. How will future trends affect theme parks?” Leisure Management, 

December, 43-44). 

- Strongly Agree (with Summary J):  ‘- The digital native is the most fundamental change 

to our audience.  Be it young or old, their ability to interact with the Internet, the revolution has 

changed a lot of their expectations and aspirations.  The term ‘digital native’ referring to people 

born during the digital revolution means that they interact with screens and with digital and 

interactive experiences differently than the traditional audience.’   

- Strongly Agree (with Summary J): ‘- Social inclusion is still group-based, so we are still 

a very social entertainment strata in our sector, compared to the majority of solitary players in 

the console and mobile game sector, though that’s changing as well thanks to e-sport and others. 

 

Respondent G:  

I love your survey because it kind of illustrates what I have been stating in my overall 

responses: People that are looking for togetherness and variety, unique experiences, seeing 
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animals, seeing new rides, going to places we have never seen before, going to special events 

and festivals --- nothing stated here (other than “have a discount/coupon”) involves new 

technologies per se.  THEY WANT EXPERIENCES – and the implied unstated part of that is – 

SHARED EXPERIENCES.  They can do the VR thing at home on their home entertainment 

system.  They can play computer games alone or in on-line multi-player games – and they can do 

that better on their computer than in a theme park.  But they CANT physically move through 

“new worlds” or experience “rides and shows” like we create in the theme parks  - -they can’t get 

these experiences anywhere else.  That is why the IMMERSIVE aspect of what do is of a higher 

magnitude than the “technology” used to make things happen.  To me, the technology should 

always be invisible to the guest.   

The guest should be emotionally engaged in the show or ride or experience- which means 

traveling past the thinking mind, and into the dream state.  We want to activate EMOTIONS in 

the audience. So while we will always be at the forefront of new technologies, the real trick is – 

like magic – not letting that technology show.  People should leave with a kind of “how did they 

DO that???” feeling.   

 

Respondent H:  

People under 30 have been around PCs, Smartphones, and personal technology more than 

any other age group. They also make the future families visiting Theme Parks and Attractions. 

Their expectations are a lot more refined than my age group was even 5-years ago (I am 

currently over 50) while at the same time it is the generation that is more open to technological 

changes.  



 

327 

It is my belief, based on what we are asked to design for, that apart from current 

technologies and trends as mentioned in all previous 6 questions, this group almost by 

“definition” requires the Theme Park Attractions to be designed as flexible as they could have 

ever been design before. They have to be able to accommodate easily technological changes but 

also socio-technological changes. If in the future, a social network specializes in attractions with 

visitor driven personalized aspects and we all log in to that site and select a channel to 

experience a ride for example, then the Theme Parks without say will need to be designed to 

accommodate just that. 

However, I believe that personalized experience and family time with variety is an 

oxymoron! 

Without being sarcastic, I would very much like to see the technology that embraces both 

without being rolled back to group data interaction as mentioned in an earlier question.  

An interesting observation of mine, since I have to hire and assemble teams made up of 

members from this age group to respond to my clients with designs for the next attractions and 

theme parks, the notion of instant gratification, attention span, experience life through electronics 

and hand-held gadgets, is not all necessarily true or I should say accurate characterization of the 

age group. In my opinion they have a different sophistication than I had +20 years ago and are 

able to be tougher judges of how the technology was utilized.   I think we have to learn from 

them in order for our designs to be a success as they will be making slowly the majority of 

attendance in theme parks over the next 15 years. In essence, the technological changes are 

partially derived and evolved by this sample group which we are all trying to embrace, learn, 

understand, utilize, and deploy! 
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Respondent J:  

Respondent:  Well Randy White is the undisputed expert on social trends and pads and 

profiles.  Fundamentally the digital native is the biggest change that we've seen, the multi-screen, 

multi-connected audience of today has a very short attention span is very telling on their 

requirements and is incredibly sophisticated on their unicity.  So I would say we're seeing an 

older audience now because of the ability for mobility of elders and also their health. 

We're seeing an incredibly sophisticated younger audience that is also larger because of 

their successful food regime but also that brings we got a whole lot of third rules regarding 

agronomics and anthropometric within rides.  We've had to change the size of theme park ride 

seats considerably over the last 15 to 20 years and also we're seeing a weird mix where nuclear 

family of the 70s and 80s is exploded into the parental guardian on partnership mix of the 1990’s 

and 2000s it's becoming a very complicated happen to say we are targeting the father of the 

group or the mother of the group of certain attributions but really we have to look at the guest as 

a whole.  Something that Walt Disney will recognize quite well, he was one of the guys that 

looked at lot of his audience as it were crossing the threshold of what they wanted.  But now 

we're seeing a level of sophistication in just the food that is being offered to the audience just to 

keep up with what is available outside of the theme park. 

[Round 2 Interview] 

Respondent:  The digital native is the most fundamental change to our audience.  Be it a 

young kid or an old guest at our site, their ability to interact with the Internet, the revolution has 

changed a lot of their expectations and aspirations.  The term ‘digital native’ referring to people 

born during the digital revolution means that they interact with screens and with digital and 
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interactive experiences differently than the traditional audience.  Also, the explosion of the 

nuclear family, we see a different mix from married, non-married, single groups.  Social 

inclusion is still group-based, so we are still a very social entertainment strata in our sector, 

compared to the majority of solitary players in the console and mobile game sector, though that’s 

changing as well thanks to e-sport and others. 

Fundamentally, we are trying to go for a mature mix.  We are not aiming any younger; 

we are not aiming any older; we are carrying on pretty roughly with the same generational sector 

except we are dealing with smaller as well as larger groups.  People coming in, in family groups, 

are being augmented by friends, but also the ability to travel to some of these venues has 

changed.  The downturn of 2008 saw people not traveling as far, the Staycation as it was called 

at the time, and all of that has a point to play in how we develop our attractions.  Dwell time is 

much more of an issue in park business, repeat visitation, riding certain attractions more than 

once, queue line handling.  And obviously the physical attributes of our guests have changed, the 

kids are a lot heavier, a lot larger, and older people are riding extreme rides that would normally 

not have been encouraged to do that. 

Interviewer:  And the dwell time, you mean specifically time as in queues and things like 

that? 

Respondent:  Oh it’s the whole aspect, dwell time of how long people are spending at the 

park, or how long they are prepared to spend in the park or in the retail or in the hospitality 

components of the park.  There is also the dwell time in queuing and the dwell time after the 

ride, how many of these attractions have souvenirs or have extreme merchandising components 

attached to them.  We are managing the time and we are keeping better track of where these 
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people are going within the park.  Companies like Vision Access who specialize in tracking the 

audience experience and being able to split it down into the details of how long the person spent 

in queue line, what the rider experience was, what the expectations before and the anticipations 

after were.  These are fundamental acts of financial data management as well as using socio 

evaluation and research towards trying to come up with the best mix. 

Interviewer:  I see.  So in this particular change, you are talking about managing it better 

so that there is enough time in each place, not necessarily trying to eliminate dwell times in 

certain areas but just sort of the overall? 

Respondent:  We want them to use their time better.  Virtual queue lines is a case in 

point.  The ability to have someone walking around the snack area or the merchant area rather 

than standing in the queue is fundamental obvious to better utilize the spend and the dwell time 

in the facility. 

[Round 3 Interview] 

Respondent: I should have been doing an audience preference report. Well, we’ve got to 

use the terms now, the new additions to the digital native that we’re speaking to, be they cinema, 

consumers, theme park, museum or retail are all looking to encourage the millennial. Also add 

hospitality to that list -- are all looking at the millennial. We’ve just seen our friends at Chuck E. 

Cheese make a statement in the face of its dip in their revenues and ROI that they’re now going 

to be putting more energy into encouraging the millennial mother or wife of the relationship to 

be drawn into the Chuck E. Cheese experience. To target the millennial is to make a very big 

statement. I know that a number of other theme park and entertainment companies have started 

to include the phrase millennial in their business plans. I have a number of clients that are now 
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starting to throw that word at me where a couple of months ago would have started throwing the 

digital native term at me. It’s the latest thing to hang your hat on. What exactly a millennial is, is 

arguable. If you look at the Wikipedia and just type into Google, look at all the different people’s 

definitions of millennials, it’s anything from early eighties to early nineties. It’s a fickle thing to 

nail down, but the objective is still the same, that you’re trying to get individuals that are -- have 

access to all of the technology we have now and the information services that we have now and 

try and encourage them into your facility. So I think a better phrase for the millennials is to try to 

make your facility not suck so much. I had to do some facility visits recently while I was in 

Dallas looking at some family entertainment centers and some theme park facilities. I’m walking 

into an entertainment facility that’s still using CRTs to display information to their audiences, 

not the cleverist idea. A very big economy saving, but know the theme park industries is one of 

those industries that do like to chuck around the phrase, if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it. That works 

very well when you’re driving a car but when you’re driving a formula one vehicle, working on 

which bit’s going to fail before it fails is a really good concept, especially when your brakes fail 

when you’re doing 200 miles an hour. Best to avoid those things rather than run straight into 

them. It’s a fundamental, again going back to my -- I hope my views aren’t colored by all the 

hours building up towards IAAPA, but I do feel that it is a generational shift is taking place and 

maybe that’s why the phrase millennial is a comfortable transitional point to use.  

Let’s see, partnership, guardians and partnerships, yeah so that goes back to the 

millennials really, that time scope. Data management, yeah.  

Customization is key. The audience wants to have a customized experience. They get that 

at home, they get that with their TV, they get that with their food. It has to be. The hotel industry 
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is doing it, the retail, the food markets. It’s part of the Internet backlash. So customization means 

that you can’t just offer them one menu and hope that they’re going to like it. You have to think 

about the people that are allergic to oil or can’t eat peanuts or on a low tolerance diet or don’t 

like drinking full fat Coke. The restaurants and the fast food industry has had to embrace that 

where I know a number of fast food outlets that were hoping to cut down on the customization of 

their menu in the new millennium. Now, we have to do the same thing in the entertainment 

industry and the only way to offer interactivity and customization of the experience is to have 

simply a very fast changing narrative and you can only achieve that with digital technology. If 

someone can do that using cardboard and model kits, then I’d love to see it, but at the moment, 

we haven’t got there. It has been tried. There were branching experiences. I’ve been on a couple 

of old school theme park rides that had branching narrative. I’ve been through a number of film 

experiences that had branching narrative where a different film or video would be shown at a 

certain point. In the latest Star Wars star tours film that returns to the Star Wars franchise has 50 

different branching story outcomes. Fundamentally, you do want the individual to pick the route 

they go rather than just say to them, “Oh, if you go on this ride, you might be lucky enough to 

have a different outcome.” 

 

Respondent K:  

I think the theme park audiences want the same thing today as they ever had. Escapism, 

role playing, a time to be together, and shared memories. What’s changing is how theme park 

audiences are becoming very sophisticated in technology.  For example, In a movie studio park 

(Warner Bros, Paramount, Disney Hollywood, Universal Studios) 15 years ago you could 
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present a chroma key (green screen) technology show and guests would be amazed that grandma 

is really flying that spaceship. Today audiences find that boring and old fashion.  

As designers we need to invent ways to use the new tools given to us to provide those 

experiences. 

 

Respondent L:  

The audience today is a lot more young adults without children and groups of young 

adults visiting the park together.  These people are more interested in intellectual properties from 

action and adventure movies and they want to be immersed into worlds they have seen on flat 

screens. 

Park guests are not wanting to put on 3D glasses and look at screens, they will be 

clamoring for sophisticated immersive rides that don’t require headsets, glasses or other devices. 

 

Respondent M:  

Respondent:  Ruder,  and I don’t say that lightly because I’m the one that actually 

believes in people are inherently good but what I’ve seen in the parks that I’ve travelled and I’ve 

seen them in several parks of the world is that people are getting ruder.  I think technology, 

handheld devices in particular are internalizing people so that they’re becoming basically social 

retards.  They’re becoming socially awkward and as a result of that they live almost in their own 

little world and the interaction in the parks is at times not very much fun.  I remember 20 or 30 

years ago going to the Disney Parks, the Universal Parks, going to Six Flags and people were 
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happy, they were thrilled to death, first of all they were there once every 3 to 5 years, not you 

know, 20 times a year because they had a season pass, but they were happy, it was a special 

thing, they dressed a little differently, they weren’t dressed as if they had just rolled out of bed 

and sloppy but they were genuinely I think, much more social than they are today.  As a result I 

think that affects the overall environment of the experience.  And it’s not like a company like 

Disney can do anything about the fact that their  guests are becoming ruder, I think what they do 

is they try to create a mixture of experiences throughout the park to kind of help people just 

remain light longer than just a two-minute ride and so you’ll see a blend of programmed 

activities from character greetings to impromptu performances to parades to fireworks, 

everything to try to at least keep people somewhat happy it seems to be there but getting in 

between those experiences is often pretty difficult.   

The other thing that we’ve noticed is again this internalization, strollers, 10 years ago, 15 

years ago, 20 years ago strollers weren’t a complete headache and in the Disney Parks, and the 

Universal Parks they are an operational nightmare they also affect a show experience and people 

aren’t using strollers because they have more children and now they need more strollers more 

than 15 to 20 years ago actually families are smaller today they are using them like carts to lug 

all their crap and as a result that chokes all of the intimacy out of certain spaces of the parks and 

creates for a non-pleasant experience.   

One other thing and, you know, un-politically correct as it is, Americans have got much 

larger and along with the strollers now you’ve got a whole plethora of these electric scooters that 

are everywhere.  Purely because people are too  big, they are not handicapped, they are not 

mentally incapacitated, they’re just way too big, they can’t move and they’re using these electric 
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vehicles, again that affects an overall guest experience in a park whether it’s Disney or 

Universal.  And I think at some point a call is going to have to be made by someone brave that 

says you know, your child can walk after 4, you got to carry the stuff on your back that you can’t 

mule around on the strollers and you can’t get a stroller in that park unless you have a child that 

is small.  Same thing, I think the designation for those electric vehicles should be limited to 

basically people that are really incapacitated and need them, because now they’ve become kind 

of a scam, people know that they get the electric vehicles and they can go to the front of the line, 

well again now you’re affecting the show experience.   

So those are some operational issues that are derivative of the behavior of audiences, of 

the guests and they have changed.  And that’s why I use the word ruder, I think that’s a big 

problem.  And it does affect the show experience, the guest experience. 

 

Respondent N:  

No comment.  

 

Respondent O:  

Respondent:  You know what, I am going to give you, this is purely editorial because this 

is a very objective question, and my only answer is going to be editorial because I don’t have the 

research.  This is a question for AECOM or ECA or one of the research companies, but one thing 

that I do, know that we are hearing, that by this is also geographic answer, because it's different 

that’s not a generic answer it's the answer based on what I have been working on the last couple 
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of days is considerably different, than an answer you would get in Dallas, which is considerably 

different than an answer you would get in Paris.  Our industry the theme park industry, started as 

family business, then you got into the great roller coaster awards and it became a teenager 

business -now this is the regional theme parks: Six Flags, Cedar Fair and so forth and so on, they 

got into the coaster war which basically meant they are going after the teenagers and the families 

went away.  Now we need the families back, but we can’t afford to lose the teenagers, so it’s - 

we are back to where we were at the beginning, and that’s essentially for…survival’s to strong 

word but it's bigger audience, you know lot of the time what we did run into in the industry for 

long time is you know well the families don’t want to come because the teenagers are too rowdy 

and that was not the intend that was the result. 

So people are trying to make the experience is needed to cover all the demographics, in 

different parts of the world, they experience this have to be more multi-generational than they are 

in North America.  I mean anything that we do in Asia, has two children parents grandparents, 

that is the group that visits and the children want to do things and the parents and the grand 

parents want to watch sometimes the parents, want to do things with the children and the 

grandparents want to watch the common denominators more often than the not the grandparents 

want to watch. 

The kids obviously want to do what the big brothers and sisters do, so you have to do 

other stuff that allows them to do that.  But then I think the demographic and the crowds the rest 

of the world is very young compared to North America well I think the average age here in 

China is like 28, again that’s you better support - that statistics that not, that’s my opinion that’s 

not anything, other than something I have heard, and so our guest the experiences that are created 
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in different places have a different requirements, cultures are different, is different crowds are 

different, United States everything is massive, big streets, big paths, dramatic overwhelming 

stuff. In Europe, we plan a surprise about every 20 feet because it's much more intimate 

experience. In Asia, the overall facilities are smaller, because the larger open spaces make people 

uncomfortable.  So it's just its and by the way, I couldn’t tell you dimensions or anything like 

that it's just a feeling. 

Interviewer:  Yeah I understand. 

Respondent:  People don’t mind walking around streets here where the city where I am 

[China] where you know you take your life in your hands crossing the street because there are so 

many people crossing in the other direction.  And it's the mass it's not there, is fainted on the 

ground but they are generally there but to be ignored not to be followed. 

Interviewer:  Yea. 

Respondent:  So anyway, I think we are trying to get back to the family, because a lot of 

what we do, and I don’t want to say is the only thing, that remains one of the few opportunities 

that families have to do things together that they can do in their living room.  So it's still a family 

outing, for hours minutes and it remains very special because it's quite expensive, generally 

therefore it’s planned and people look forward to it, it's not and I can say it's not spontaneous but 

less spontaneous. 

[Round 2 Interviews] 

Respondent:  Okay because anything that I would do be far more generic for the industry.  

I think anything that you're writing about is very exciting stuff for the future whatever angle it 

comes from.  I think there were a number of things that I read that were in my words would be 
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too demonstrative but that's personal, that's a, you know, it's a -- I never, I would never say 

anything black and white because I'm old enough to know that everything is grey just which 

shade do you want to pick. 

You know, I'm trying to think there were examples -- I read some of the stuff when you 

first send it, I reread it today and I was just thinking you talking about the technology and its 

usefulness and so forth -- young people the last couple of days, people younger than we are I 

should say.  And they can't live without their phones but they didn’t get in the way of anything 

that we were doing they were actually -- actually a lot of fun because we were with them 

enjoying photographs of places where we were and being able to instantly share them with -- one 

of the people happens to be my daughter. 

So we were able to instantly share what we were doing with her husband and her sister 

my other daughter.  And that was a big deal, you know, it certainly didn’t get in a way, I know 

some of the things that we -- since we spoke about -- spoke last time some of the technology 

issues that been raised it seems that Disney and now others -- what do we call them, selfie sticks 

have been outlook.  But I think it's primarily because of imposition on other guests and in some 

instances danger.  But I think the imposition has more to do with well, people being rude I don’t 

think there's anything inherently wrong with the technology it's just people need to be more 

polite and not stick and big stick out in front of you while you're trying to get your own 

photograph as well, but that's just courtesy. 

But I read through the stuff and I don’t have -- I'm not going to be particularly giving 

how long you waited to for us to get in touch with one another but I don’t have any things that I 

would like to change (overlapping).  You know, my answers were editorial and I'm not going to 
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come out with black and white this is right, this is wrong because I don’t believe it, I don’t 

operate that way.   

[Round 3 Interview] 

Respondent:  How are audiences of theme parks changing, aging groups?  You know, the 

sophistication level of the guests is increasing all the time.  The instant communication and the 

instant gratification is terribly important, and the sophistication level is they are expecting us to 

be out on the edge.  But more importantly, in our industry right now, how the audience is 

changing more than anything is the cultures because our industry is spreading around the world 

rapidly and we are spreading essentially what is an industry that developed from the movie 

business, into all the different corners of the world, and the cultures are having to adopt to the 

way we entertain guests, and more importantly, we are having to adopt to how they deal with 

things.  I am sitting in meetings right now of this week with a variety of different clients, many 

of whom have never been to a theme park, talking about what we might do in order to entertain 

people so that they can increase the value of the real estate. 

They certainly understand the movies and they understand just trying to bring the movies 

to life, but you know, you are talking about an alien industry to a culture.  One of these cultures 

was dormant for the better part of 50 years.  So it's take the intellectual property of the gaming or 

anything and convert it to the word ‘brand’.  In China, a brand is good, doesn’t matter what 

brand it is, but there is a connotation, with brand comes quality, which isn’t necessarily true but 

they didn’t know any better for a long time.  So it's one of those things that if somebody has gone 

to the trouble of they are putting their name on it, then it must be good.  So it's an interesting 

social study that some sociologist is doing, someone a hell lot smarter than me, but we are 
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dealing with it every day all over the world.  Whether it's the Middle East, Russia, China, India, 

Eastern Europe, Western Europe, North America, it's all different, but the guests want to be 

entertained.  The bottom line is that guests want to be entertained.  They want to have a good 

time and they want to get away from whatever they have to worry about every day. 

 

Respondent P:  

People will always seek quality entertainment, to gather together and share a common 

experience, and I don’t think that need fundamentally changes with time or mix of group.  

But I do think today’s guests have so many options for Themed entertainment, that the 

“thrill bar” is pushed higher and higher with each new attraction. Also, easy access to Annual 

passes for local parks, allow for many more visits, leading to more frequent and casual visits, 

somewhat diminishing the “special” or event based visits. In the same respect, I think it pushes 

the destination parks into larger thrill based attractions and event-based attendance (like Food & 

Wine at Epcot), so they need to keep building and wowing audiences to compete. But at the 

same time, I think the larger and larger investment for any family to make a trip to Orlando, 

more commonly makes those trips a “once in a lifetime” event, so the local parks benefit as a 

result.  

 

Respondent Q:  

Respondent:  I mean that is -- there's obviously a concern.  I don’t think I mean audiences 

have gone up, I actually don’t know the details of how the demographics have changed that's not 
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something that I remember although people certainly pay attention to it.  There is a fear that 

location based entertainment would drop off now that people can have these fabulous 

entertainment experiences in their homes that weren't there before.  But so far that hasn't been 

seen but one has to be sensitive to that, that that might actually occur but I don’t believe that -- I 

don’t recall going to a meeting during my time at Disney where people are saying oh my God 

young people aren't going to Disney World anymore, that actually is not the case. 

I think -- so I think that's one thing to look at is the new generation of entertainment 

changing people so far that's not the case that I'm aware of.  The other part that might be 

interesting is that there's certainly been a maturing of the business models basically just 

squeezing more money out of theme parks.  But one of the way to squeeze more money out is 

you're bringing wealthier people who pay more, that is I think has more and has the greater 

potential for changing demographics right now rather than age.  It's to meet the profit 

expectations you could end up in a situation where the parks become really only affordable by 

wealthier people. 

There's an interesting international perspective on this, the Tokyo Park which is owned 

by a Japanese company that licenses the Disney IP so it's not fully controlled by Disney.  And it 

has bizarre pricing, it has the lowest pricing particularly for repeat visitors.  It could -- from a 

western perspective you can say they could easily increase pricing in just, you know, continue to 

keep their numbers up and double their profit whatever but they really want to make sure that it 

remains part of Disney culture particularly for younger people.  And so they're taking a very long 

term deal and not raising prices and then you contrast that with Florida where it seems like 

there's been an exercise over the past few years of figuring out exactly what the market will bear. 
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But I think that's probably right now the biggest issue is around pricing and the 

economics of the experience, not so much the demographics driven by changing taste in 

entertainment, that may yet happen. 

Interviewer:  I see, I'm wondering if I can ask a little follow-up or if you could expand on 

the technologies and taste changing like our expectations growing higher or differently. 

Respondent:  Oh yeah I think absolutely that's the case, you know, there's -- well I'll give 

you an example of, you know, something that is widely recognized is an embarrassment which is 

at Disney, you know, Tomorrow Land and then there's the pavilion where they've got -- I can no 

longer remember the names.  But it was -- it's basically at this point it's almost it’s a museum to 

what the future look like in the 60s.  It's a, you know, it's really -- it's cute in that, you know, if 

you look at it like that it's actually an interesting kind of thing.  If you look on it as what it's 

intended to be which is kind of snapshot future, it's ridiculously outdated.  And it's not surprising 

because the timescale to build a new attraction in theme park is measured in, you know, probably 

10 year, you know, 5 to 10 years is really what it takes.  The real -- technology in the real world 

is moving way faster than that.  So the same model of, you know, you take some phenomenon or 

some technology that you want to showcase by the time you build in a traditional theme park 

model it will be outdated.  So there was interest while I was there at Disney some kind of much 

more flexible and adaptable model that would get -- that would showcase new technologies 

much more nimbly and quickly but it didn’t get anywhere. 

So it's -- yeah there is a danger -- new technology is taking an awful lot of time to get into 

the parks and, you know, the NextGen Plus is an example of the same thing, you know, when 

they started this RFID bracelets and tracking people that was state of the art 12 years ago before 
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smart phones.  But by the time the thing got out there -- I mean it's looking very, very dated and 

they just spent 1.2 billion dollars on it.  It's a, you know, the speed of the internet modern 

technology is so much faster than the ability to essentially change the built environment which is 

what theme parks are about.  It's a real interesting conundrum that way. 

 

Respondent R:  

Much of this subject has been covered in the previous answers. Clearly the audiences are 

much more tech savvy and have high expectations in the tech arena, in many cases even more 

affluent and coming from countries farther away to get the destination experiences. Younger 

demos are much more likely to have been raised on video gaming and of course to have been 

using computers, mobile, internet, social pervasively compared to previous generations. 
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APPENDIX H.  

QUESTION EIGHT RESPONSES, BUSINESS 

8) How is the business of theme parks changing? (i.e., Big Data, Apps, etc.) 

 

Transcription Note 

Content in the text from respondents have been left as submitted in the third and final response.  

Responses submitted via interview have been transcribed, and any personally identifying text has 

been removed to maintain the integrity of anonymity. 

 

Respondent A:  

Known IP is a big deal, but this is nothing new. It does seem that technology is making 

possible more choice in parks, as guests will have the option of paying for deeper or more 

optimized experiences.  

 

Respondent B:  

Up until now I thought the focus was on North American theme parks (for example the 

question on demographics needs to be focused on one country), as changes vary in different 

countries and cultures and trying to generalize worldwide is next to impossible and dangerous. 

The basics of the theme park business are not changing and never will – getting people 

out of their homes to visit and spend money. 

The West is moving into an experience economy where people are considering the 

experiences they have more important than the stuff they own. With retailers and other out-of-
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home destinations how raising their bar on experiences, trying to become more experiential, 

theme parks will need to become even higher fidelity, interactive and almost luxurious 

experiences to attract the higher socioeconomic market, who are willing to pay a premium price 

for great experiences.  

IP and brands are becoming more important. 

 

Respondent C:  

More than ever the business of theme parks depends on the “synergies” with other media 

properties, usually of the company’s own brands (e.g., Disney movies) but also of other brands. 

They, too, are driven by the hit mentality with its tentpoles, sequels, and convergence, so coming 

up with something genuinely new is increasingly difficult. This makes it increasingly costly to 

develop new attractions and enhance old ones, which are the lifeblood of the business.  

Theme parks are learning from other industries in using sophisticated data mining 

techniques to maximize revenue in the parks, hotels, restaurants, and shops, with a danger that 

they will lose the “magic” as well as price themselves out of the middle-class market. Certainly, 

they will have to get less and less mass, more and more individual; that’s where all consumers 

industries are headed. 

Perhaps the biggest business change, alluded to earlier, is the huge amount of competition 

in other experiences, inside and outside of the home. When Disneyland opened up in 1955 its 

only competition was amusement parks, museums, sporting events, etc., and all the various 

forms of entertainment (TV, movies, concerts, plays, etc.). Now the experience landscape has 
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exploded – that’s why we’re in an Experience Economy! – and it makes it all the harder to grab 

consumers’ attention and get them to spend time with you.  

 

Respondent D:  

There are many issues to address. First, at all levels, theme parks are fully deploying 

technology in operations at all levels. I mentioned some of this earlier, but this includes big data 

and more complex analysis, such as queueing and real-time data analyses. It also includes all of 

the technologies that I have discussed in terms of park attractions. It also includes social media 

opportunities and those of lifespacing. Second, we may think about the effect of the business 

aspects behind theme parks. Much to say here, but generally there is a trend of parks or 

conglomerates being bought out by bigger companies. Media conglomerates, like Disney, are 

able to raise more capital and have trademark and property access to popular brands. In 2015 

Disney announced the revamping of many of its parks with new Star Wars themelands. Third, 

and quite related to the second area, is the convergence of media properties. Theme parks can 

leverage brands, products, or narratives in other senses. There is, more and more, synergy at the 

corporate level. As well, guests will be able to respond with their own examples of convergence 

in terms of their participation with theme parks, other media, and the involved narratives. 

Certainly, much is on the horizon in the world of theme parks. Again, I would go back to my 

earlier questions and consider the philosophical implications of such issues, notably, the big 

corporate theme park and the power of the guest. 
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On the issue of the changing theme park industry, having read the responses, I would say 

that the biggest that was addressed was the topic of finances and the issue of larger corporations 

(Disney and Universal) dominating the competition. 

I enjoyed the comments [Summaries J & N] that focused on the issue of Disney’s 

acquisition of the Star Wars brand. This does change the game and perhaps makes it harder for 

smaller parks to compete with the big, trans-media ones. Also, I think that, more and more, this 

will create situations in which theme parks, their experiences, and their technologies and gaming 

approaches will all be oriented around the BRANDED experience. This could be a problem in 

the future of the theme park.  

 

Respondent E:  

The process of developing theme parks occurs in a scenario of the transformation of the 

role of leisure in society which may be characterised by a new value of free time as a central 

component of contemporary developed society; the dominance of consumption as a fundamental 

element of leisure in developed societies; the leadership of a few, large leisure enterprises on a 

worldwide scale with enormous financial capacity and technological possibilities; the 

incorporation of issues related to leisure into all facets of life; the consumers’ acceptance of high 

components of theatrical authenticity in the consumption of recreational products; the demand 

for high levels of comfort, safety and security; the demand of excellence during the consumption 

of recreational and entertainment attractions as far as the economic value of each leisure moment 

is increasing. Individuals buy, through leisure, a lifestyle, a statement of taste or the 

manifestation of possessing a certain cultural and symbolic capital. Technological capacity has 
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allowed the production of apparently customized consumer products which also incorporate 

continuous improvements and innovations. Lifestyle which is, paradoxically, guaranteed by 

commercial and entertainment corporations such as theme parks owners, managers and 

operators. 

 

Respondent G:  

Without a doubt, the best theme parks are destination resorts with hotel and recreation 

components. This is the model for the future.  Day parks for – for the most part – amusement 

parks, whether you area speaking about Six Flags or Cedar Point or Merlin – day parks offer 

rides, sometimes with very good landscaping, but usually rudimentary theming.  They appeal 

mainly to teens and that is their core market.  The main cause of change in theme parks today is 

that audiences have been brought up on huge special effects movies that has required attraction 

designers to raise the bar as well.  Expectations are higher because of Spielberg, Lucas, Cameron 

and others.  If you think back to early Disneyland the sophistication of movies was at the level of 

Disney’s 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea.  Other sci fi and fantasy movies were simplistic in their 

theming and effects.  The theme park could reflect that same kind of lesser detail and audiences 

were happy.  But as the years progressed, the bar has been raised and theme parks had to move 

with the times.  But again, it’s not the TECHNOLOGY that brings people to a park – it’s the 

ATTRACTION AND EXPERIENCE.  The recent MARVEL HIGH TECH TOUR SHOW, at a 

cost of $40,000,000 was a disaster on every level.  They thought interactive video game 

technology and 3D on the cheap would be enough – that the IP itself would carry it.  Not so.  The 

project was to be a major touring ‘event’ that would traverse the U.S. and then spawn new 
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touring units in Europe and Asia.  Instead the first on opened, played two cities and closed losing 

its entire investment.  They banked on technology (and a powerful IP) to attract audiences.   

Instead they discovered that audiences today are not as stupid as they might have been in 

the days of P.T. Barnum.  People rejected the “HIGH TECH TOUR” of MARVEL and stayed 

away in droves.  Themed attractions must deliver a quality experience with high touch being 

more important than high tech, and high tech must always be a support element.  Used to deliver 

powerful and emotionally engaging attractions. 

 

Respondent H:  

Although our relationship with the Theme Park industry is not from the operator’s 

perspective, the requests on technologies under consideration that find themselves into the Area 

Development and Attractions allow us to arrive to conclusions and make the following 

statements: 

Traditional Theme Park operation consisted of AV-Hardware and software experts. With 

the evolution of technologies utilized in Theme Parks the demands of IT/AV services and 

expertize has increased. Current technologies that require IT/AV support include the following: 

Audio Systems – the complete B-Chain of an audio system, with everything from a 

source, through the DSP, to the amplifier (Rack mounted in an EER or embedded within a 

Speaker, active speaker, are over the network. Powered speakers, amplifiers, paging stations, the 

centralized DSP engine, multi-channel audio mixers, even media extenders (H.264/H.265 with 

embedded audio tracks) are all now connected via a CAT/x cable to a Layer-3 Network Switch. 

No real LV-cabling any more. 
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Media Servers – Most Media Servers can SYNC, Operate, Stream, Upload/Download, 

and be controlled over a network. 

Most sub-controllers for lighting, ride control, 4D-Fx, Building Management, HVAC, 

POS, Interactives, and a plethora of other equipment such as End-User interfaces via buttons, 

touchscreens, etc. all seat on IT Networks 

Security Systems including Cameras, Sensors, Access-Readers, Recorders, Preview-

Monitors, even Confidence Monitors all seat on IT Networks 

System Remote Supervision, software and firmware updates, including portion of 

preventative maintenance and troubleshooting great portion of it is via LAN or an IT Network. 

Ticketing, vouchers, park passes, Special Venue events, Employee Time Card login and 

approvals all are done over a network 

By combining all of the above, today’s Theme Parks require a different set of technical 

expertise, require different technology topology, and are designed around a different set of 

design-criteria that mimic or resemble those of an enterprise IT-Network and in some cases for 

the upper tier parks a Data-Center based approach. 

Theme Park Operators and AV Designers and Integrators require different skillset than 

what was previously the norm. Furthermore, network security, network topology, and software-

sophistication is the driver and enabler of new higher experiential standards for Attraction 

Design.  

All these “new ideas and standards” along with the proliferation of Destination 

Entertainment which starts from the Airline Owned Terminals and Hubs, to the Cruise Line 

Owned Port Terminals, to the Resort – Theme Parks destinations, could, and potential would, 
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lead to Mega-Lands. Mega-Lands is something I define as a superlative destination-attraction 

facility, a Private Island if you will where you can fly to or arrive via a cruise liner that is all a 

single IP and the visitor Sleeps, Eats, Drinks, Views, and continuously experience that same IP! 

We are not that far away from realizing just that with some of our current designs for operations 

scheduled to open in 2018-2019 in the Middle-East!  

 

Respondent J:  

Respondent:  The industry is incredibly financially successful at this moment in time – 

suicidally so. The large theme parks generating vast amount of money in developing brand new 

concepts.  The announcements of Avatar land and Star War's additional park sections to the 

Disney mix as well as the Harry Potter and Hobbiton sets are creating terrible fervor and interest 

from an audience that does like going to regional parks as well as the major theme parks.  But at 

the same time the possibility of digital experiences, digital immersive. 

The dream of the Holodeck is coming on the horizon and the possibility that regional 

parks will start to steal a lot of business away from the international theme park is a factor that is 

favoring a lot of people's minds.  Also the immersive entertainment aspect is still a vast and 

expensive business which can't saddle too many failures.  So it is still an industry that is 

dependent how good its latest experience is and the need to be always at the forefront that is 

driving a lot of companies and is going to be a factor for good as well as bad in our future. 

We also have to look at all of the midscale theme park projects and ledger entertainment 

projects that are being developed and the strong possibility that by 2019 the market could reach 

saturation unless new technology is being deployed.  And then finally biggest concern is will the 
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audience still keep coming? Can we still offer that unachievable at home wow aspect from 

rollercoasters, from dark rides, from flume rides, from people dressed up in costumes or will we 

start to happen to look towards autonomous metrics and autonomous what we call -- well I want 

to say robots but more show set kind of aspects which all becomes their own price point. 

[Round 2 Interview] 

Respondent:  From the business model, we are seeing a lot of investment money going 

into the new theme parks.  Again, it costs a lot to develop this new technology.  The Big Data 

approach is fantastic for the marketing and promotional side of the business.  So, major theme 

park companies tying in their brands to major film products mean that you have across the board 

brand recognition.  Take something like The Avengers, you would have The Avenger film tying 

in with the Avenger theme park rides, tying in with the Avenger merchandising and product 

placement.  It is a one-stop shop brand and one can feed the other.  So you also have theme park 

rides based on film franchises which are getting rebooted and updated from Turtles to Star Trek, 

those types of things. 

The Big Data approach is the collection of the information as the person moves through 

the facility to understand their likes and dislikes and then to be able to manipulate the experience 

to offer a certain percentage of the audience more of what they want.  That is an obvious use of 

that technology and that data retention, but again, just because you have the data doesn’t mean 

that you always have the skills to utilize it effectively, and that’s a new aspect of the business 

where you are seeing people becoming much more attuned to using software tools to manage the 

data.  The business has changed fundamentally but really from the surface it hasn’t changed that 

much.  We are still offering entertainment to groups using tried and tested methodology from the 
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Czarinas of the 14th and 15th Century playing in their ice fairs would recognize much of what 

goes into a modern theme park via Harry Potter or Avatar Land.  It's just that the technology and 

the materials have changed rather than the fundamentals of trying to get people to enjoy 

themselves in groups through both adrenaline as well as through just sheer wonder and 

excitement. 

The only fundamentals I think that we really need to keep an eye on is as the industry 

becomes more controlled and expensive, we may see a lot more mergers of theme park 

companies.  The Star Wars acquisition by Disney will have a major effect on how theme parks 

are operated.  No matter what anyone says, the dream of a Disney theme park is in many minds 

at Walt Disney as well as in many minds of the pure theme park enthusiasts and so to achieve the 

right mix of Star Wars branding in a theme park environment will take some serious skills as we 

have seen how difficult it was to take the theme park experience based on a film for Harry Potter 

and get it right.  There were so many opportunities that they could have got it wrong, and it was a 

very strong mix to create the brand that they did.  We also may see a lot more toy brands wanting 

to enter the sector.  Nintendo is a cross IP brand.  They have both video games, but they also 

have a very strong toy and licensing capability.  We may see people following behind Lego and 

trying to incorporate their toy brands into theme park-based attractions, as well as the obvious 

merger entertainment medias.  The crossover between the video game, the film, the television 

program and the merchandizing will all be wrapped together into a very slick corporate model, 

and if that’s linked to repeat visitation, interactive game experiences, then it's obvious that all of 

those things will have to play off of each other to be effective. 
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And can a traditional theme park company achieve that or will this be something that a 

new style of management and executive structure.  Maybe more of the executives with the theme 

park sector will not be coming from the traditional areas of moving up the chain, they may be 

coming from branding and licensing corporations. 

Interviewer:  That is really interesting.  As those sort of changes may occur, how do you 

see it affecting the parks that don’t have access to mergers with media and IP and pockets deep 

enough to be able to build those? 

Respondent:  There is always room for the traditional park, the reason why county fairs 

and carnivals are still very popular, and most of those don’t incorporate the latest and most 

cutting edge technology.  But overtime, there will be a culling or a restructuring as always 

technology harbinges.  Whenever we sit at a crossroads where new methodology is brought into 

a traditional industry, we see winners and losers and they are not always the obvious ones.  

Dollywood is an example of a theme park that is on a much more traditional family value 

approach that doesn’t go for as much high-tech as some other parks.  That said, Dollywood was 

one of the first places to incorporate the virtual queuing system.  So sometimes technology can 

be applied to a traditional mix to improve the experience.  It will be horses for courses.  I expect 

some very big shake-ups in the theme park organization structure.  Usually that means 

acquisition rather than closure, but again, it will be fascinating times for the industry and there 

will be a lot of people that will sadly be pushed aside by the deployment of this technology.  I 

know a number of executives that have tried their utmost to ignore interactivity as a means to 

add to theme park attractions, and I know it would be very hard for these guys to re-educate 

themselves or admit their failures in recognizing what’s coming now.  Time for some new blood. 
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Interviewer:  I am thinking of a question; I am trying to think how to put it exactly.  In 

talking about the executives that are sort of holding back, do you think that some of the 

establishment is pushing back against the technologies or discounting them or trying to entrench 

in the current business model so as to prevent change? 

Respondent:  Entrenchment is always, especially when there is -- we are seeing vast 

amounts of money being made in theme park business at the moment, and there will always be 

the, as we always joke, the bean counter executives with “if it ain’t broke don’t fix it” mentality.  

That’s one approach.  So those guys are going to be entrenched into change purely because they 

are making quite a lot of money as it comes.  I have been consulting with a company that’s 

working with a theme park operator that has always been averse to change, they are renowned 

for it, and it’s only within the last couple of months that they bit the bullet to look at new 

technology to keep themselves current.  But that is chickening out.  That is we have missed the 

boat, we can’t wait any longer, kick out that guy that doesn’t like the stuff.  Let’s try and start 

from a standing stop to get onboard, and that’s kind of coming late to the party. 

And then there is the other type which is we have quite a generational period in the theme 

park and design sector.  Lot of people are coming to retirement age or a point where they will be 

needed to move on to other projects, or they will just find it too difficult to embrace the 

requirement for this type of technology.  And again, we have seen some retirements at Disney, 

we have seen some retirements at other of the major development in R&D studios as one guard 

gets replaced by another.  I was very lucky that I came from a video game background to work in 

theme park.  I was specifically headhunted because I had that background in both arcade and 

video games for the application.  There was a lot of intransigence to what we were bringing.  
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There were a lot of managers that had egg on their face for not embracing that technology more, 

and it isn’t surprising that lot of those managers that tried to block the concepts no longer work 

for those corporations anymore.  Vested interests, I am sure I will be exactly the same when I get 

to their age.  Here am I in the video game section, someone comes along with holographic plug 

into your brain, I will be sitting there sucking my thumb and trying to block its implementation.  

It's human nature when you get comfortable with certainty. 

Interviewer:  Yeah. 

Respondent:  Those people that thought that the motorcar would never catch on and kept 

on keeping their money in buggy whip portfolios. 

Interviewer:  Sure.  And you mention, just my curiosity, you mentioned the attraction 

with the Turtles, what did you mean by that particular attraction? 

Respondent:  Well, a lot of the major film brands that have been rebooted recently had 

attractions based on them like the Transformers or Turtles all had in their past when their 

previous iterations theme park attractions based, and now with the new re-branding of the Turtles 

there is talk that a number of these attractions will have to be updated to embrace the new re-

theming, the re-branding, the re-booting of these IPs. 

Interviewer:  I see.  I am just curious because I wasn’t even aware of -- you are talking 

about Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles attraction? 

Respondent:  Yes, number of video games based on it, a number of carney rides based on 

it, number of theme park rides based on that brand during its hay day in the ‘80s and ‘90s. 

Interviewer:  Sure.  Where were those attractions? 

Respondent:  Most of those have gone now. 
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Interviewer:  I see. 

Respondent:  I think the only -- I am just trying to rack my brains.  Well, we know 

Paramount who owns the IP for Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, I am sure they will be 

considering using that in some of their parks again. 

[Round 3 Interview] 

Respondent:  So towards business, so the industry is -- did I say incredibly? Oh wow. 

Interviewer:  I think so. 

Respondent:  Obviously the alcohol was flowing that day or maybe I’m just -- you catch 

me on a rainy Sunday. Yeah Nintendo, 20th Century Fox, DreamWorks, Ubisoft, Electronic 

Arts, just some of the companies that are now announcing entry into the theme park and tour 

attractions sector, all hoping to leverage their IP, as I said over there, cross IP branding, I’d also 

add the phrase leverage the ability maximize the financial opportunity of your IP. I’m very 

surprised about some of the meetings that I had at Digital Hollywood, companies that have been 

sitting on the fence making it very clear that they’re not sitting on the fence anymore. I would 

point you to new startups like the Virtual Reality Company, VRC, managing together some of 

the leading film producers such as Steven Spielberg to start working on interactive narrative, 

immersive experiences and they also have an interest in the branching off into theme park 

attractions based on their skillset. That type of thing obviously is scaring a lot of people who own 

entertainment related IP brand. I think what we will see in the next couple of years is IP nail 

down, IP now you see most of these big IPs being turned into series, such as the recent 

announcement of Jurassic World will now be turned into a trilogy, the digital film sector the way 

we’ve seen this done with Ironman where they’ve actually rolled out a roadmap for the next five 
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to ten years of film plans. What could be done internally is now being done externally with a 

much more stronger drive towards encaptivating the audience to keep their powder dry to jump 

onto next franchise. We will see that married to the theme park or the theme experience approach 

and if immersive entertainment systems, like The Void, achieve some of what I’ve seen when we 

visited them, then you’ll get to wander through film sets that you’ll be interacting with the 

locations or the film shoots. It’ll be like going on a film shoot, visiting the locations where the 

films are taking place and that type of thing will be very attractive to the entertainment industry 

as a new metrics to generate revenue. Would you pay money to be able to walk around the 

Nostromo from Aliens? 

Interviewer:  Sure. 

Respondent:  I know I would if you guarantee there are no aliens around while I’m doing 

it. But obviously the Trekkies are going to demand that the interior of the enterprise is recreated 

perfectly that they can wander around in a virtual or immersive experience. 

Interviewer:  Right and then step onto that holodeck. 

Respondent:  Oh yeah, funny. And it works across all age groups. We were presenting 

with a company called Real Experience at Digital Hollywood who had developed a -- they’re 

trying to turn the film-going experience into a much more compelling, immersive and engaging 

experience. So having fine dining seemed to match the film that you’re watching or to have full 

props and costumes from the films that you’re watching available to go off and look at or 

experiences where you can actually be immersed into the film experience. I’ve been working on 

a concept that will actually 3D project sequences out of films so you can sort of move around 

what the actors see. We keep on using the phrase ‘the Casa Blanca sequence’ where we would be 
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able to render recreation of Greg’s bar and you would be able to sort of move through that 

experience, seeing all the different little activities going on. From Sam’s defiant piano playing to 

Rick tearing up the bill to -- these are the type of things when an open narrative, an interactive 

narrative and a well-known IP just lend themselves together. The business will be different but 

it’ll be still the same. It’ll be squeezing the most out of an immersive experience. 

[Additional] 

Respondent: Can I just jump back to one thing, Jeff, when talking about business? 

Interviewer:  Yeah, absolutely. 

Respondent:  I’ve just finished the consultancy project regarding the casino industry 

looking at breaking into the theme park sector, so I suppose to cover my ass, I’d like to say that 

e-payment, e-sports and the monetarization, the gaming aspect will be factors that we will see 

also start to be incorporated into the theme park experience. With the change of the law in 

Nevada, SP9 that allows skill based gaming to be included in the gambling and gaming 

experience, I think that could monetarize the business very nicely but also totally change the way 

that we do business. The idea of going into an arcade and coming away winning some serious 

prizes because you’re really good at House of the Dead could be a factor in the future. Rather 

than worrying about how skillful you are with the cards, worrying about how skillful you are 

with a light gun may be a factor and we’ve already seen that happen with the big buck hunter 

championships in Chicago where quite large amounts of money are being won by people in 

video games skilled activity. 

Interviewer:  Do you mean that in the sense of tournaments for prize money or do you 

mean that in the sense that more video games will be more like a one armed bandit machine… 
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Respondent:  Skill slot, we call those things. Yes, both of those things. Tournaments are 

inherent to our industry and we borrowed the idea of tournaments and leagues from the bowling 

industry. The bowling industry has been doing that big cardboard check to winners for donkey’s 

years and that will be a factor. That should have been a bigger factor in the amusement industry 

but due to various reasons, the industry didn’t want to embrace as much the idea of tournaments 

and competitions due to various reasons I’m not going to go into now. But companies like the 

Incredible Technologies and Play Mechanics are companies that have succeeded in applying the 

tournaments and the championship model to their game architecture and that’s why their 

machines are found more in taverns and bars and social engagement hospitality facilities than 

they are in your traditional arcade or amusement facility. But the way that things are going in the 

casino and gaming industry, I think this is the beginning of a total change where maybe in four 

years’ time, I won’t be going to IAAPA I’ll be going to a theme park casino show where there 

would be no separation between where the casino starts and the theme park ends. That players 

card would be interesting, so when you go up and swipe your card or swipe your wristband, that 

it would know that you’re little Tommy, age 16, and that you’re just playing this game to get on 

the high score. But if I swipe my card, it knows that I’m ugly me over 50 years playing this to try 

and win lots of money. 

Interviewer:  That would be a very interesting space. 

Respondent:  It would totally change the out of home entertainment industry -- if you 

look at the out-of-home entertainment market, there are one, two, three, four, five Venn spheres 

interacting with each other (Digital Amusement & Pay-to-Play; Digital Interactive Attractions; 

Retail-tainment & Hospitality; Digital Gaming; & Digital Consumer Gaming). Of those five, two 
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of those are great odds. One of those represented the consumer games industry that has an 

influence on the sector but we don’t deal with. They have an influence but we don’t actually 

actively deal with them. That has had to change. Now with Ubisoft and EA and others entering 

the sector, and the other great outlaw that we had nothing to do with was the gaming and the 

gambling industry and as I’ve just said, last couple of months, that’s had to change now. 2016 is 

going to be a real hectic time, especially after the virtual reality stuff is launched and all the hype 

has time to die down. 

Interviewer:  And then it actually gets into people’s hands a lot more and see what 

happens. 

Respondent:  When the truth hits the fan, one of the things that killed virtual reality the 

last time around was a lot of the BS that was being thrown around by companies like Nintendo, 

claiming that the virtual boy had anything virtual in it. Once all the bubbles are popped and once 

Joe Shmoe six-pack sees what this technology can do for him, fundamentally the Wii was 

popular after the hype. A lot of people ignored the Wii to start with. A lot of people were 

dismissive with Nintendo Wii but as soon as it came out and as soon as they saw the benefit and 

the attraction and opportunity, no matter how basic, they jumped on it and it sold in its millions 

and was incredibly profitable for Nintendo. But remember, it was profitability over a very short 

window. I mean, the Wii U was called a Wii U because they were hoping to extend the life of the 

Wii experience. It plowed into the ground so badly and for Wii physical sales to have 

disappeared so badly tells a lot to be worried about how virtual reality will work in the consumer 

sector compared to how we can extend its life scale in the out of home entertainment sector. 
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Respondent K:  

For larger parks the challenges are handling capacity, finding great intellectual property 

to design with, and the controlling the cost of doing business. 

A Park’s business needs to grow and Parks can only grow geographically to a certain 

point, so handling capacity is paramount.  

These are the questions park operators ask every day. How do parks get everyone fed?  

Attractions can only handle so much capacity so how long a wait to get on an attraction is 

acceptable? State of the art attractions are very expensive and risky and parks need to promote a 

new “thing” every season so how much capital investment can they make? Where is the breaking 

point? 

Several years ago film studios didn’t understand the value of their Intellectual Property 

(IP) so Park designers could easily buy the use of an IP to create new attractions. The value to 

the designer was that they could design an attraction and guests coming to the park would 

already know the story, and characters. They wouldn’t need to create an elaborate preshow to 

introduce the concept to you. Nowadays IP rights holders know the value that their IP’s bring so 

the cost of IP can be sometimes prohibitive to use. We’re now seeing Parks creating their own 

IP’s to create attractions around. 

The biggest change I’ve seen in medium to smaller parks is what I call the “EST 

syndrome”. In an effort to be able to promote the “greatest thing you can do next summer” Parks 

have continued to resort to an “est” strategy. Where the to the best, we need to have the highest, 

fastest, tallest, biggest, coaster, water slide (insert your own ride). There will be a breaking point 

where the human or engineering limits are met. Then a new strategy will need to be developed 
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Respondent L:  

The biggest change in the business is that the big players – Disney and Universal – are 

spending big money on mega rides and fully immersive themed lands.  The local and regional 

parks are still doing OK with lower level spends and non-licensed properties. 

Attractions based on intellectual properties are dominant right now, and it is difficult to 

get funds for development for anything not associated with an IP.  This works fine for Disney 

and Universal, who have access to the most popular properties.  The smaller parks reach for the 

less popular properties, and I don’t see it working out to well for them.  Is there any place in the 

world where kids are clamoring for their parents to take them to Dubai to go on a Hotel 

Transylvania ride? 

 

Respondent M:  

Respondent:  Oh it has changed in every way you can possibly imagine.  I don’t know 

what big data means but I know that as I said earlier I know that guests are tracked, I know they 

are counted, I know that every time they make a purchase it’s monitored and since there’s a 

profile somewhere of that individual guest and they know exactly what you did throughout the 

day unless you’re basically paying in cash which a lot of people don’t anymore.  So, you know, 

like it or not, I don’t like it but it’s not something that’s going to go away.  I go to the grocery 

store and I buy some groceries in store, they are tracking me, your cell phone company tracks 

you.  It’s the car you drive, is tracking you.  Everything is tracking everything that a user does 

and so in that way the business of theme park, the business of resorts I think is that they can 

better follow their guests and I think from the standpoint of operationally, experientially I think 
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the good companies are trying to figure out how to integrate, how to use leverage the power of 

technology in an invisible way like I talked about earlier enhance the show experience but not 

really make a point of talking about the technology, just people don’t care.   

Again, look at an iPhone, it’s beautiful, it does all of these things nobody cares about the 

zilla, giga, bigga graphic card and all that, there’s you know, that little device and I’m pointing to 

it right now it’s doing a billion algorithms a second and that’s a miracle technologically, nobody 

cares, Apple is not out there saying this will do a billion algorithms a second, they don’t care.  

Same thing with experiential types of things, guests just want to know that they’re going to have 

a really great time, them, their friends, their family and that at the end of the day it’s a great 

value that cannot be replaced, and if technology helps do that great, if not don’t do it.  So, you 

know, look at Disneyland, walk around Disneyland, where do you see the technology?  I mean 

honestly, take a picture, where are they saying this is the latest speaker and this is the latest RFID 

tech thing or it’s – the idea is, make it go away, use it to enhance the experience but make it go 

away.   

 

Respondent N:  

Intellectual property (IP) is driving audiences to the parks (where they are spending more 

money on park and IP related merchandise) and parks are spending more money to lure their 

guests. Disney announced their Star Wars parks recently—a mega IP. Universal Studios has been 

stunningly successful in driving attendance and revenues at their parks with the Harry Potter IP. 

That trend seems set to continue for some time. The days when Expos influenced the content of 
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theme parks are over. Highly developed environments based on blockbuster IP are what drive 

attendance and revenue at the big parks. 

 

Respondent O:  

Respondent:  Let's start with, I am going to start with comment that relates to the same 

products, okay, not the other aspects of business, what we do, in our industry is not something 

that people require, we don’t house them, we don’t feed them other than in support of the time 

when they are our guests, we don’t take care of hunger issues so we are 100% elective 

experience therefore everything that we do relates to audience, appealing to that audience and 

making sure you have a huge piece of that audience, as often as you possibly can, because these 

projects are commercial.  And not, many of our museums are educational or mission based, the 

theme park industry is there to make money, and not quite in as mercenary a term a description I 

just gave but getting in to your IP question, the intellectual property boom in our industry refer to 

it is the flavor of the month.  But getting in to your IP question, the Intellectual Property boom in 

our industry, refer to it is the flavor of the month, if you want or the flavor of the decade or 

whatever, has to do with driving guests to the attractions, not that it's easy, not if you hang 

Warner Brothers on the doors everybody is going to come, no.  I mean you have to deliver on 

what Warner Brothers is, more importantly you have to deliver on what Warner Brothers is in 

the eye of the guests.  But it gives you a tremendous vehicle that already has a lot of marketing 

oomph associated with it, I mean, it's – Disney is Disney.  Everybody knows Disney, its 

wholesome family entertainment, extremely high quality, very safe, very friendly, very clean, 

and everybody knows Mickey, everybody in the world knows Mickey.  Universal is edgier and 
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they have grown to have that reputation and they deliver, they are very, very good at that.  

Paramount doesn’t have a lot of product around the world because it’s not focus of theirs, but 

Paramount is the romance of Hollywood, it's a romantic periods, people have an image of 

Hollywood that essentially, they probably don’t know it, but the image of Hollywood that most 

people have is due to Paramount Pictures, and just because it's what you see, it's the gates. 

If you have Charlie Brown or Garfield in your park, are you going to bring more 

attendance?  Well, a lot of people think you will.  I happen to be one to say, if you do it properly, 

yes, you will.  But it's a key to delivering on the brand, but it's a business decision and all the 

other technologies we’ve been talking about are simply they are there to support that.  But the 

intellectual property is very significant discussion all over the world, nowhere more so than the 

country I am in right now [China] which is, I am going to say, 25 years into the modern world 

because it was so dark for so long, everything they know is brand so they are Intellectual 

Property based.  So something with a brand is better, whether it's true or not, is anybody’s guess.  

But any brand can denotes a certain quality level some more than others, but that’s a business 

decision, a business driver, and yes done properly, they will have the significant impact on your 

business, delivering on the promise that the brand has made.   

I mean you have got major iconic brands around the world, Coca-Cola there is no better 

example than Coca-Cola.  Coca-Cola has an unbelievable image that they deliver upon 

everywhere.  We had a pleasure of working with Coke twice, and you know they bleed Coca-

Cola.  But the intellectual property is terribly important.  Nowadays it's a differentiator, and I bet 

75% of the projects we are working on have brands associated with it, it certainly is an 

entertainment area. 
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Interviewer:  So would you say it's increasing or --? 

Respondent:  Yeah, it's right now you can't get through a conversation without having it 

come up.  So compared to where we were 5 years ago, it absolutely is increasing, and I predict 

where it would be 5 years from now, no, I think if the number of the things that are being 

discussed right now that have brands associated with them are successful then it will just get 

bigger.  But there is some stuff under construction now and those things will be looked at 

through microscope whenever they open. 

[Round 2 Interview] 

Interviewer:  Yeah it was question eight which was related to the business of theme parks 

I think IP came up there. 

Respondent:  Okay, much-much bigger deal the more the time passes the much more 

important that becomes.  I don’t necessarily believe that it relates to the technology or other 

aspects but those stories are going to become more and more important and how you tell them, 

how you're loyal to the brands, how you're loyal to the owner, how you integrate what we do 

combine with all of their other business centers but I don’t even know what you call them, other 

divisions is only going to become more and more prominent here in the next number of years.  It 

will die down eventually but I don’t see it dying down anytime soon. 

Certainly the flavor of the month on everywhere on the planet, so I just -- I offered that 

only because it's one of those things that you're smart enough to ask questions about and it's I 

mean it needs to take in my opinion, it needs to be one of those things that needs to take certain 

degree of priority within your document because the technologies will be all be used to tell those 

stories in new and different ways and those are stories that already exist.   
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[Round 3 Interview] 

Respondent:  Number eight, how is the business at theme parks changing Big Data?  

Again, this is probably one of the questions that I have had a little bit of difficulty with going 

through the business aspects.  When you come right down to it, the objective aspects are back to 

the marketing, the operations and the finance aspects.  Everything is easier and faster, not 

necessarily better but easier and faster and you have access to a tremendous amount of 

information, you just need to be careful to not end up with analysis paralysis.  There is so much 

stuff that you can look at and try to draw conclusions from, and at the end of the day instinct has 

an awful lot to do with it. 

 

Respondent P:  

I think that Theme parks are slowly becoming good business for smaller players, and not 

as exclusive to the big investors like Disney and Universal. I’ve seen the creative talent pool 

spread, and with smart investment on the ride vendor side, great entertainment is within reach for 

all Developers and Operators. Vendors like TrioTech and Whitewater have been able to produce 

incredible entertainment systems without the heavy R&D investment of Disney or Universal, and 

are able to affordably provide those systems to more operators worldwide…. Providing local 

entertainment venues that more and more people can enjoy. Plus, as mentioned, the huge cost for 

a family to go to destination resorts, like Orlando, really makes the local venues much more 

appealing and cost effective.  
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Respondent Q:  

Respondent:  Number 8, business of theme park.  So I think a lot more sophistication in 

the -- well this actually started probably about a decade ago or more, yield management.  So the 

kind of thing that you get on an airplane, you know, when you ride an airplane the person next to 

you on either side of you has paid a different amount for the tickets than you have almost 

certainly.  And that's because the pricing is dynamic they look at the number of seats they haven't 

sold on a daily basis and they adjust the pricing to get the maximum yield.  And that was a huge, 

big deal when it was brought into the airline industry. 

And what many people don’t know was that Disney did the same thing with theme parks.  

So Disney's occupancy of hotel rooms is extremely high but the way you do that is the same way 

that you get, you know, the ridership on airlines to be really high which is you do very 

sophisticated yield management.  Now what that means is when you call up you can get a 

different price than somebody else you can even call up twice and get a different price for 

yourself.  But they're really trying to do what's kind of a dynamic pricing model.  And a lot of 

people a lot of attendees don’t know that, a lot of people don’t know that. 

In fact there's just last week there was a little bit of a maybe mini scandal in Europe in 

that it looks like the yield management was having the effect that people in the UK were paying 

differently on average than people in France or Germany and that's against EU's rules.  Now the 

EU has lot more rules around that kind of thing than the US does.  But I suspect Disney managed 

to cover it up or address it in some way, but it doesn’t surprise me that people at least might have 

had that perception because there is this kind of dynamic pricing that goes on there. 
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So, you know, that the economics is really a very important aspect of theme parks to 

understand, you know, how they make their money and some of the things they're doing to make 

their money.  And it is one way that the business may continue to change.  So I think that's one 

thing, then overseas I think you're going to see things too although there as I said there's huge 

cultural differences in the theme parks.  Tokyo Disney Land is the most profitable theme park in 

the world, Hong Kong Disney Land has probably never made money.  You know, so the notion 

that Asia is somehow one size fits all is patently false when it comes to theme parks. 

And it's -- you really have to take, it's about economics, it's about culture, it's about 

psychology, it's about a whole lot of things.  And all of those are really important so, you know, 

the thing you've mentioned big data and apps I believe apps not so much big data but apps do 

have the potential to change the business.  But a lot of the changes that you do see go back to just 

older issues of the things I mentioned. 

And in fact where you see the difference, you know, the intersection such as in the paper 

that I sent you there, you know, apps and how they can change the economics, the psychology of 

the experience, that's maybe where you're going to see the biggest changes in the short term. 

ICT: a big-data approach to guests and their experiences just isn't a useful thought. A 

very minor impact on location-based entertainment when judged in hindsight 10 years from 

now.  Some of the other respondents are enamored of it, but nothing they wrote made me want to 

change my response.   

 

Respondent R:  

Apps certainly make a difference; big data is just coming into the picture. For years 
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theme park operators have carefully quantified and measured the business, many with large 

Industrial Engineering groups alongside the creative groups. In many cases the understanding of 

the audience was to break them into some sort of demographic groups. Now with mobile 

tracking and opt-in data sharing, it is possible to instrument the venue to the unit of the family or 

individual. Otherwise the basics of the business is principally the same – create a must-have 

reason to visit, make attractive food and merchandise available, seek to keep the visitor on your 

property with spectacular hotels and night-time entertainment… 
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APPENDIX I.  

QUESTION NINE RESPONSES, NON-TECHNOLOGY FORCES 

9) Are other non-technology forces affecting theme parks?  (i.e., Demographics, 

Economy, Climate Change, etc.) 

 

 

Transcription Note 

Content in the text from respondents have been left as submitted in the third and final response.  

Responses submitted via interview have been transcribed, and any personally identifying text has 

been removed to maintain the integrity of anonymity. 

 

Respondent A:   

Like restaurants and retail stores, we are seeing parks become more corporate, and less 

local. More and more, local parks are being bought up by large international companies. 

Predictably, we are seeing a decrease in quaintness and variety in parks, and an increase in 

cookie-cutter attractions.  

 

Respondent B:   

This is a bit of a repeat of #7 and now appears only focused on the U.S.  

Climate change could very well negatively impact theme parks since they are 

predominately outdoor venues. More severe, more rainy summers and more hotter summer 

weather is starting to appear in different parts of the country. In other parts it is cooler. This will 

have an impact depending on the particular area. 
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Terrorism is not to be overlooked. One incident in a theme park in the West will scare off 

attendance. Adding security screening at the admission gate will not solve the problem with 

drones now able to overfly a theme park.  

The education levels of the audience is increasing and with that a desire for edutainment 

experiences, fun that also informs.  

Growing concerns for environmental and social responsibility, including aligning our 

expenditures with good and ethical businesses means theme parks need to become both 

environmentally and social responsible and total transparent on these issues.  

 

Respondent C:  

Always, to varying but not unmanageable degrees. Theme parks are part of business, 

which is part of the global economy, which is part of human society. They have to manage 

societal changes and proclivities as any other business. And one thing that is changing: the world 

is getting richer, with more disposable income and disposable time (although not everyone 

recognizes it in themselves!). So there is in fact a growing market for experiences, as more and 

more people seek to spend their hard-earned money – and their harder-earned time – on 

experiences that engage. 

But again the biggest force affecting theme parks directly, now and in the future, is the 

ready availability of myriad in- and out-of-home experiences available to consumers today. It 

swamps everything else. 
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Respondent D:  

Some of this would repeat earlier responses, so I would look at question 8 In terms of the 

big shifts that we might see as well as earlier questions in terms of the technological changes on 

the horizon. In terms of the economy, we might wonder how middle-class people will even 

afford theme parks. They are quite expensive, a fact due, in no small part, to the cost of very 

expensive rides, property rights, or technological needs. I am concerned about this issue of 

affordability. I think that an interesting area that could impact theme parks is cultural and 

political change. With current events as they are, how will theme parks change the design, 

technology, interaction, forms of immersion, and even political narratives or contexts of rides or 

attractions? This will be something to watch. I would also say that researchers will be impacted 

by all of these changes, including technological forms. For example, I regularly use social media 

and other media for both the presentation of my research and for kickstarting the research in 

general.  

The topic of other non-technology forces affecting theme parks is, based on the 

responses, I found the most interesting issues to be that related to demographics and that related 

to media, specifically trans-media forms. 

One of the most interesting comments [Summaries C, G, J, L, & P] was about the impact 

of the economy on theme parks. I would add that the growth of transmedia, spreadable media, 

and convergence culture (from outside of the theme park world) will continue to have notable 

impacts on the ways in which theme parks will appear in the future.  
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Respondent E:  

The business of theme parks is today subject to one basic challenge: demographics. Parks 

cannot limit themselves to specific age and/PR interest groups but must consider broadening 

their scope of attraction to all potential segments. Other conditioning factors related to 

demographics are the emphasis on disposing of educational experiences during the holidays and 

the development of entertainment in such a way that the application of technological utilities (in 

the style of virtual reality, interaction or 4D sound) does not lead to a progressive anesthesia of 

people’s senses towards the way to be entertained.  

Other non-technology forces affecting the theme parks development are the limitations of 

the international capital when investing in developing countries as far as they must ensure a 

sufficient amount of income per cap from the visitors in order to develop the large investments 

that they need to survive. In fact, in many cases, parks cannot survive just from the entry tickets 

and traditional revenue generated through food and beverage and commerce, but they must be 

integrated in veritable, multipurpose entertainment centres, including special restaurants, 

theatres, sports facilities, stages for concerts or sets where they can produce cinema films. 

As an alternative, new concepts and small and medium themed facilities are appearing 

mostly in Europe and Latin America (where market areas are smaller than in the USA or Asia) 

trying to develop specific entertainment contents through the valuation of cultural and natural 

heritage or other social resources and adopting technological advancements as tools for the 

experience creation and enhancement.  

- Influential (in regards to Summary B): ‘- The education levels of the audience is 

increasing and with that a desire for edutainment experiences, fun that also informs.’  
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- Most influential (in regards to Summary B): ‘ Growing concerns for environmental and 

social responsibility, including aligning our expenditures with good and ethical businesses means 

theme parks need to become both environmentally and social responsible and total transparent on 

these issues.’   

 

Respondent G:  

Theme parks are affected temporarily by everything – both good and bad.  Oil shortages 

hurt the theme park industry for a brief period, economic collapses affected it for a while, the 

911 tragedy affected parks briefly --- so yes, weather, and unique events, and economic 

downshifts – all can affect theme parks.  But ultimately they always bounce back, because 

PEOPLE NEED TO ESCAPE.  People need to escape the pressure of the real world, now more 

than ever.  Climate change will definitely have an impact at some point, though so far I believe 

it’s minimal.  The thing is – when gas prices go up and when the economy falters, the 

DESTINATION RESORTS tend to take the hits.  But in those time, regional (local) theme parks 

get an increase in business.  Vacations are replaced by STAYcations.  The idea of staying close 

to home, spending less on travel and such, and taking shorter one or two or three day vacations to 

local parks take precedence over the week long visits to major destinations.  So things tend to 

balance out.  To date, regardless of all of the downturns which have cropped up through the 

years, it seems the parks always bounce back with bigger attendance and higher revenues than 

ever.  So theme parks, while influences by outside forces, are resilient and always seem to come 

out all the better once the particular “crisis” has passed.  
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Respondent H:  

Xenophilia is a driving force for increased number of foreign visitors to Theme Parks and 

other Location Based Entertainment (LBE). Media and adaptation of lifestyles, for example the 

American teenager lifestyle in Southern Europe where I am from (Greece). The references of 

Disneyland, Six Flags, Universal, even the word Waterpark in today’s Greek culture occur with a 

much greater frequency than ever before. They are looked upon in an affectionate way even at a 

time of great economic crisis to the point where the Greek Theme Park, Allou Fun Park, still 

remains a popular destination. Until the late ‘80s most people had no idea what Disneyland or 

USH were. Now they make it a must see on their lists of places to visit if they come traveling to 

the West Coast. 

There is now familiarity with characters in cartoons and Hollywood Movies. Popular 

Video Games are equally popular in other countries as they are in US. This situation has made 

Theme Parks desirable and sustainable even in other world regions. There are 5 major Theme 

Park with high value content IPs currently being built within a 450 mile stretch in the Middle 

East adjacent to two already existing ones: DOHA, Bollywood, Motiongate, LEGO, and Warner 

Brothers! If anyone was to mention that in the mid-90s people would have laughed! 

As electronic communication bridges distances our planet, back-yard, and life style of 

Themed Entertainment come within reach of many, and become part of their new lifestyle too! 

From geopolitical side and world economy perspective, the number of non-business 

travelers to Asia, Africa, and Australia has dramatically increased over the last ten years. It is not 

a coincidence that the greatest majority of Themed Entertainment projects, both in quantity and 

value, have been and are being deployed in those areas. This has been pushing both development 
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and innovation in those parts of the world more so as a whole than in most of the US with 

exception of three maybe four attractions. Most design firms and integrators associated with LBE 

have their eyes on these three continents as it generates a big portion of their revenue! 

 

Respondent J:  

Respondent:  Social engineering is playing its parts.  The success of social media is also 

being followed by a feeling of apathy towards technology in some areas.  Some people literally 

want to have a turned off experience when they go into a theme park trying to recapture a 

uncluttered previous life so we have to be aware of that, but that is becoming less of an issue 

now that the audience is migrated into the digital native. 

Climate warming or a climate issues I mean that people are less likely to jump on a 

jumbo jets from London to go to Florida.  But, there are still people that are prepared to go 

through the tourist experience so it is a dip or a blip but a factor that we need to bear in mind that 

again social responsibility carbon neutron so forth could prove more of an influence especially 

for this tax by government.  The possibility as we are in a semi-depression or exiting hopefully a 

semi-depression is that most governments around the world will not be knee jerked into the 

automatic taxation of entertainment, entertainment tax does play a part in a number of states in a 

number of countries and has a very adverse impact on our business. 

And then fundamentally the danger that we can't keep up with the audience is demands 

for the wow.  So as the video games become more expansive, there's a statement always used 

that the arcade industry was killed by consumer games industry matching its performance.  That 

is a very failed view of what were the issues that impeded the video amusement industry 
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especially as the industry is still going it quiet proven that isn't dead but as we are seeing with the 

console games industry they are concerned that they are coming to a point a near term dip in 

interest as people become bored of repetition and there's a danger that we must still also avoid 

the same thing in the theme park sector.  As well as in the leisure and in the interactive 

entertainment sector, so that's why I work on projects that are not just large theme parks but also 

what are called location based entertainment projects as well as individual entertainment 

experiences. 

Interviewer:  Could you -- and this maybe a little outside of the question but could you 

expand more on the arcade versus console debate you are saying is not quite well either 

understood or the right perspective on why arcades fail and that they're not dead like --- 

Respondent:  One of the problems I have is I am a well-known naysayer about popularity 

of out-of-home entertainment it is my Bulli Wick, my podium of choice.  I scream and shouted at 

any occasions drop of a hat, because I like the sound of my own voice.  But the other people 

know that it's very close to my heart that I feel that there's a much more social inclusive 

experience gathered from out-of-home entertainment than the singular individual narrative of 

console.  From the point of view what caused the 1990 collapse in the popularity of video 

amusement, it's a mixture not just of the increase in the power of the console game systems.  

Many of which were stealing their technology directly from what we were deploying in the 

arcade system because we were building it in quantity they were able to then jump in the 

bandwagon and get it quality incorporated themselves. 

But it is also the amusement industry prove slow to embrace new technology and that is a 

factor that is of a concern at the moment with new immersive tech coming on the horizon.  
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Rather than the amusement industry though in this -- the future for our sector could be that the 

theme park industry is slow to the uptake of new technology and is superseded by another 

industry possibly a location based or a virtual arcade industry that some people have been talking 

about. 

To go back to the argument of the confusion over arcade over console, most people say 

it's because console's got better and arcade didn’t.  It is impossible for the arcade industry at the 

prices it was paying at that point in time to bear failure.  Normally up to that point for every 

successful arcade machine and arcade manufacturer usually produced poor machines so it was 

the third machine in the loop, the third or fourth machine in the loop that was the success and the 

rest were either failures or just broke even.  Their building systems at that point in time a very 

expensive technology look at the time of Virtua Racer and Virtua Cop. Virtua Fighter the 

machines were violently expensive nearly three times as expensive as traditional amusement 

points.  And when a failure came along, they wiped out the whole process, so those are the key 

factors that cause the implosion of the amusement sector. 

And the amusement sector didn’t die and disappear it just restructured itself to the basics 

of business.  If you look at the North American or the international video amusement or 

amusement sector the arcade industry is dead, long live the amusement industry and that 

amusement industry is still very successful as we've seen recent announcements of Nintendo and 

Namco or Namco Bandai teaming up to produce an arcade machine based on Pokémon which is 

surprise-surprise will be turning up as a console machine in 2016.  So the industry is still there 

it's just not at the same height as it used to be. 

Interviewer:  I see. 
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Respondent:  You look at the success of the Star Wars, Battle Pod arcade machine and it 

hurts the console games industry to even talk about that.  Partly because the media in the console 

industry is funded by console industry and the last that they're going to do is bit the hand that 

feeds them but also it's very uncomfortable to admit to their audience that there are experiences 

away from their expensive X-Box, X-Bone or their expensive Play Station 4 that can still offer 

that kind of compelling experience. 

Interviewer:  Yeah I see a lot of, you know, like Dave & Buster's style of places or even 

bars are now --- 

Respondent:  Marketing's a very important I spent most of my time went in Chicago 

before last –if you looking at all of the new arcade, barcades and hospitality entertainment 

facilities that are opened up.  You look at Level 257 and you look at Round One and you'll see an 

insurgent in entertainment facilities on a level that look very reminiscent to an arcade but also 

look like an arcade that's been fed on steroids.  These very successful facilities look at how 

successful Dave and Buster's floatation was in the last quarters where you will understand that no 

matter how much the consumer games industry may try and hide, reality a lot of people of a 

certain generation are going to entertainment facilities for the social and gaming experience. 

I'm sure once more of these virtual reality arcade machines start making appearance next 

year a lot of these consumer games facilities will have a magazines will have to -- not magazines, 

news sites will have to work out which side their breads buttered on pretending that it still 

doesn’t exist or do they have to ride the bullet.   

Interviewer:  Yeah. 
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Respondent:  Social media always wins and I wouldn’t surprise if many people look at 

the console revolution as a blip towards a different type of immersive digital entertainment 

approach but that maybe a little bit too fanciful for the short term. 

[Round 2 Interview] 

Respondent:  Well economy always is the one factor that constantly shapes the theme 

park industry, how much disposable income the individual has to spend on their entertainment, 

how much do they want to spend on a theme park experience against multiple visits to the 

cinema.  So it is the impact of the economy, the money in their pocket as well as the other 

distractions of entertainment and leisure that are available.  So if people come up with lots of 

new films that people want to see, that impacts how much money they have to spend jumping on 

a plane and going to Disneyland. 

The other demographic impacts that we are seeing is social, mainly people aren’t 

traveling as much to go long distances, the way that some people are changing their holiday 

profiles to lots of smaller holiday breaks rather than one big holiday break so again, regional 

theme parks benefit more than international theme parks in that type of environment.  And then 

the general business impacts, new taxation as economies look towards new ways to generate 

revenue, entertainment tax is being considered by more countries, and then on top of that there 

are newer taxational changes such as in Japan we see looking towards including gaming and 

gambling into the mix, allowing licensing of that, that will have an impact on the leisure business 

within that area as the pie gets smaller.  And then when governments look at new ways of 

taxation such as self-sustainability and green taxes to ensure that the environment is protected 

and that companies apply way of thinking of the governments, that can also have an effect. 
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We are talking about theme parks now looking at burning and utilizing the power from 

all of their waste rather than dumping it is just one simple example of how self-sustainability is 

playing a part in the thinking of the future of the park.  I think those are the keys ones.  We are 

not seeing climate change really make a big impact yet, but we have seen some quite severe 

weather changes that have eaten into seasonal operation.  And obviously terrorism and homeland 

security, the more people feel safer at home the less they are likely to travel to theme parks that 

are in other countries.  So we have to be aware of international pressures having an effect on the 

business. 

Interviewer:  Wow, that’s pretty good answer there.  Well, why don’t I look over any 

other questions real quick and just see if there is any outstanding notes or anything.  I think I 

asked almost everything as we went along.  Oh one question I had and this could be about any of 

them, was there anything in the summaries that you just didn’t agree with? 

Respondent:  No, not really.  Everybody seems – well, the summaries that you sent me 

seem to be going along much of the feelings that I have about the sector.  I suppose the only 

issues I have is about timing, how quickly this stuff is actually going to impact our sector, are we 

going to see changes out the get-go right now or are we going to have to wait a couple of years.  

The issues about what’s happening in China and Asia, they used to be powerhouses driving 

theme park and entertainment facility development, will we see a downturn because of the 

Chinese share price situation question.  So yeah, mine is always timing, is this going to happen a 

lot quicker or lot slower than we actually think. 

Interviewer:  This just came to mind and it totally may not apply to any of this, but I am 

just curious if haunted houses play into any of these technologies. 
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Respondent:  Oh yeah.  I am off on Wednesday to the launch of a brand new haunted 

house facility in Manchester, House of the Dead, and they will be applying technology.  They 

may end up being one of the first companies to start looking at augmented reality deployment in 

the haunted house experience.  Yes, everything to do with the leisure domain is applicable to 

what we are discussing.  We cover everything from the museum, fitness and education all the 

way up to the casino and theme park.  It is a multi, diverse and faceted experience, and out-of-

home entertainment is going to be much more than just going to Disneyland and jumping on Star 

Tours.  The future is going to be, “Hey, little Johnnie, you have got the high score on the toy 

game console crossover, hey apply that avatar when you go to the park next.”  That’s the future. 

Interviewer:  Yeah 

Respondent:  And so as we are seeing a lot of what we would call location-based 

entertainment facilities, the haunted house, the dark ride, developers are looking at that type of 

tech being dropped in.  E-Payments at least, digital tracking at least, and now with digital content 

and projection technology, you can scale that down for large facilities as well as for small 

facilities.  Another aspect of the digital horizon for our technology is its ability to be scalable and 

easily interchangeable. 

Interviewer:  So as the larger companies deploy their own proprietary versions, I guess 

you have got plenty of other companies trying to scale it for locations of any size. 

Respondent:  I think that’s the factor why Disney is hoping for so much out of Avatar 

because Avatar is going to be not just technology-based, well not obviously technology-based, 

it's also going to be a lot of themality, a lot of experiential, the type of big surprise and big 

experience that can't easily be done by a smaller facility with not the same kind of deep pockets.  
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But there is a danger with the technology scaling down as it always does the Moore's Law effect.  

The big wow that they can achieve with fluorescent props may be superseded by the use of 

immersive display technology, and that is scary for the big park companies.  That’s why Harry 

Potter put so much energy into the show set, and that’s why Star Wars and Avatar Land for 

Disney will put so much energy into the show sets and the themality and the costumes because 

those are the things that the smaller parks can't compete with, and that may create the clear blue 

water between going to Dave & Buster’s against going to Disney World. 

Interviewer:  Right. 

Respondent:  But leisure hospitality is taking more and more of the spend now.  I was at 

the new Level 257 family entertainment.  So it's leisure and hospitality facility that Namco 

Entertainment has developed, and that is a mixture of bowling with very high quality dining 

experience and social environment and barcade with a very small component that is video game 

and arcade game based.  They are using that more as a cement to the experience than a 

fundamental revenue generator, and with the explosion in barcades we are now seeing the 

hospitality industry see the benefits of this technology being deployed into their environment, 

again, another example of how all of this crosses over into other industries.  And that’s been 

missed by a lot of people, and they are only just now belatedly coming to the recognition that 

hey, a video arcade game doesn’t just have to be a dull black box that sits in a sticky floor neon 

light arcade in a mall, it is a product that if themed right and mixed right can be at home in a bar 

or a tavern or even in a swanky bowling environment. 

Interviewer:  Yeah.  Well is it doing well? 
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Respondent:  It just opened.  It was a beautiful facility.  The menu and the food was 

phenomenal.  The experience was great.  It's easy to open the first facility.  It’s an old wives tale, 

but it's a statement that’s true in the hospitality industry as it is in the theme park and the 

entertainment industry.  The first facility is usually easy because it's got the novelty value.  It's 

when you open the second and the third and the franchise starts to gather momentum that you 

really see the realities of how successful the brand can be.  And I know there is a lot of questions 

about being so overtly dismissive of video games in a facility that leans heavily on the Pac-Man 

heritage of Namco Bandai that we will have to see this model prove its chops. 

[Round 3 Interview] 

Respondent:  Self-sustainability, did I have that in there somewhere? 

Interviewer:  I’m not sure. 

Respondent:  I’m just scared that I can’t see it. All right, so a long way from climate 

warming, self-sustainability and the need or the pressure of local government on theme parks and 

entertainment facilities to be self-sustainable and also certainly aware. Example, the theme park 

project I’ve just been finishing phase one on, we were working very hard to ensure that it had a 

zero waste policy. So it would burn or consume or utilize all of the waste that was created. That 

will be true of the biggest as well as the smallest theme parks. So again, that could quite -- it 

could be very interesting to see how much that impacts the cinema industry, which it’s known 

for having quite a large refuse footprint. All that popcorn and all those cardboard containers do 

leave an impact. Though if the industry burns all of that and uses that to generate power, then 

they can have a zero footprint. I know popcorn burns very well. 

Interviewer:  And you’re saying that pressure is coming from local governments? 
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Respondent:  Yes. It’s top down with the theater agreements and all of the different 

greenhouse gases and carbon neutral agreements. The governments are being forced to transfer 

that, they’re being turned into greenhouse gas or carbon offsets and there’s offsets of sprinkling 

their way through government. So if local government can find a way to offset its carbon budget, 

then it will apply that through taxes, taxes go on to companies, companies then have to come up 

with means to get around that. I can tell you in the UK, every museum and gallery has to show 

their power saving credentials on the front door of their facility. They literally have as you enter 

the facility to show how much power they save and how much they are trying to save the 

environment. Part of the financial package that they get from government to say they have to 

promote and regulate that. Those are the type of things you’ll be seeing applied to all gamuts of 

the entertainment experience. Technology can be a help there, be it LED lighting or photovoltaic 

panels on the roof, but all the same, we still have to come up with a strategy to address this.  

Anything for seasonal operation, yeah, weather changes, yeah. We are seeing it, it’s just 

not being recorded. Gusts of wind that cause rollercoasters to be closed a lot more than open, the 

need to consider building more enclosed theme park attractions than opened theme park 

attractions. The days of me looking at a queue line that is outside, even in sunny California are a 

thing of the past, we would have to put appropriate shading there where I know in the good old 

days, Walt didn’t really care that much about how much shading the queue line had until people 

started fainting. That was back in the fifties and you can’t really start -- you can’t really point to 

that as being global warming. You can point to that being just be more observance of the 

condition or the environmental conditions that you develop in. I have no idea because I haven’t 

had any links to that project, but I’m sure that a lot of environmental conditions regarding air 
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pollution have had to be considered for a number of the theme parks in developing areas. It is 

interesting, I’ve heard zero information about that. I wonder if it is being sat on. You’re not 

going to make a lot of friends publicizing that you have to give everybody in the queue line 

masks at a theme park.  

One of the things I’m interested about is how much is real and how much is virtual and I 

don’t just mean virtual as in digital, but also in theming, themality. You look at the Harry Potter 

level of immersive-ness that they’ve achieved using film, quality film set, quality theming. It’s 

very impressive. So I’m wondering if we’re going to have to increase the quality of theming for 

future parks, especially hearing the levels that Disney’s gone to for Avatar Land, hearing now 

that there’s going to be a Game of Thrones theme park area, land, zone in development in the 

next couple of years. I’m just wondering what quality of themality these guys are going to have 

to go to. Are they going to literally have to build a wall? So as the Hollywood films get more 

adventurous in their vista real representation, are we going to match the same thing in the theme 

park and the immersive entertainment sector? Maybe you can’t render Aslan and all of the land 

from the Witch and the Wardrobe. Maybe the only way you’re going to ever be able to achieve 

the representation of that is using virtual reality. Maybe that’s somewhere where we jump in with 

the high tech attractions. The Avatar theme park attraction is very important. This is a line in the 

sand and if they do not succeed to achieve a long-lasting, eye popping, immersive recreation of 

another planet, another experience, then that will beg a lot of questions of where the theme park 

sector fits into providing this kind of wow factor. A lot is resting upon this, as is resting upon the 

Star Wars recreations that we’re going to be seeing. Again, it’s dependent on the success of the 
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film but the film will also help steer the success of the theme parks.  Anyway, I think I’ve 

touched on the key points there. 

 

Respondent K:  

Parks are migrating to new areas. Emerging markets in South America, the Middle East 

and Asia will provide new opportunities for parks to be built. More parks will be built where 

palm trees don’t naturally grow. Northern climates will design parks to remain open on a year 

round schedule. These parks may be smaller to control costs in these new areas 

Parks will change operations based on climate change. Employees and performers will 

only work a certain number of hours in polluted air and then will need to rotate to an inside 

position. Park buildings will be designed with micro filtration systems. Perhaps fireworks in the 

parks will only be presented for special events because of the extra pollution they add. 

 

Respondent L: 

The economy is putting pressure on people to vacation closer to home and in shorter time 

frames, which helps theme park attendance.  The hassle of air travel and the perceived threats of 

foreign travel are also helping attendance at theme parks in the U.S.   

 

Respondent M:  

Respondent:  Well, yeah I think the demographic, I think the gentleman that’s doing this 

dissertation is probably far smarter than I to be able to understand the dynamic but theme 
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attendance doesn’t seem to be going down.  The prices of theme parks, the prices of resorts 

continues to go up, especially in the Disney Parks.  And yet somehow people are making less, so 

I don’t understand that dynamic I think it’s kind of big bubble in a sense.  I’m not sure how 

that’s possible, I think a lot of the parks have instituted these season passes, Disney probably the 

front runner for it and it sounds like a really great idea.  Ultimately I think that has affected 

negatively the park, you know, go back 15 to 20 years ago or the parks --- 15/20 years ago 

people would go to the park every – maybe once a year, once every 3, 5 years and because of 

that the crowds were plentiful but the show experience was great.  The lines weren’t that long 

unless you were there on Christmas.  Your entire day wasn’t about what line am I standing in 

next instead really being able to enjoy the park.  Today there are so many season pass holders 

that the place is mobbed, it’s just mobbed and I think that has adversely affected the guest 

experience.  I think you know, I don’t know what the going ticket is today, I think it’s about a 

$140/$150 to basically have a park hopper pass of the Disneyland resort.  I’m not so sure that 

that’s a great value, if you go once a year.  If you know 30 times a year and you can see a little 

bit each time then I guess maybe that’s okay, but I always am kind of concerned for the first-

timers that are there and their experience is that they’re in there with the cattle, they are in there 

with all these other people that might not be there but, you know, once every two or three years 

and I so I think that – it has done great for the profits because people come multiple times during 

the year and they buy stuff and that’s the model, they buy stuff but I’m not so sure it’s great 

overall for the overall guest experience and I think certainly it would be something that, you 

know, not that you want to go back and say what would Walt Disney do but you know, there was 

a time when Walt Disney was alive and actually he made it to the seventies where Disneyland 



 

391 

was closed all of Tuesday, day and night it was closed not because it didn’t have the attendance 

but because it needed to be maintained, that was number one.   

Number two Disneyland used to have very, very aggressive rules about when they shut 

down the park and the maximum capacity these parks, so Disney is probably the one that has the 

worse problem with it is far exceeded before they would close the park and I think that is a 

shame because that affects the show experience.  Disneyland has for instance the capacity of the 

Disneyland Resort, really Disneyland is about 35,000/40,000, that’s a comfortable load on the 

park or it was, Disneyland won’t shut the park down now until it’s up to about a 100,000.  So, 

that’s an enormous load on the park, it puts an enormous wear and tear on the system and 

equipment of park, and it affects the overall guest experience.  It’s not pleasurable, you know 

trying to get out of Main Street and heading out at nighttime is not a pleasurable thing.  So, with 

the major brands like Disney and Universal, I think they’ve got a big problem there because 

ultimately, operationally again at some point things go down and I think there’s evidence of this 

you really start to look operationally at the parks, there are signs that there are strain on systems, 

more strain than it was designed to accommodate and companies like Disney are good about 

maintenance of the systems but they’re not I think so great about maintenance of the overall 

place like they once were and ultimately that’s going to be a decision, I think they’ll have to 

figure out can we accept lesser quality or we’re going to go backwards a little bit to shore up 

what we used to do really well and improve it.  I’m not sure I answered that question but it’s 

kind of a – ask it again because I want to make sure I covered what you – 

Interviewer:  Are other non-technology forces affecting the theme parks? 
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Respondent:  Yeah, that would have been, I think it’s the over-promotion.  I think over-

promotion, I’m not going to go on and on again but over-promotion I think is a big one.  The 

season passes, I’m not so sure are a great idea.  The other is just the cost, I mean $5 to $6 for a 

bottle of water on main street, that you know if I go to the market will cost us a $1.99 for 12, and 

I think that’s – that demonstrates a level of greed that I think is counter what most guests want 

from a resort destination whether it’s Disney, Universal or whoever  they go, they want to have 

value and you know, remember what I said, others who hear this might laugh, remember what I 

said, you know, everywhere you go in a Disneyland Resort, I’m going to pick on Disney because 

they’re the ones that everybody looks at and that we have worked with the most.  You know, 

everything is have a magical day, do you remember?   

Interviewer:  For a fee. 

Respondent:  For a fee, and that’s sad, that’s really sad everything is for a fee and things 

as basic as water, I think you know, that’s gaugie, and you’re not allowed to bring anything in -

really -technically you’re not really allowed to bring anything in.  Families do bring stuff with 

their kids but they really frown on it so it’s – I think the pricing, their over-promotion which is 

you kind of get sick and tired of seeing stuff, I think and then this whole for a fee and being sold 

over and over and over in the park I think that’s things that have adversely affected parks, not 

only Disney but others.  There was a complaint outright years ago by a woman who had 

numbered, she had taken count of all the stores in the Disney Park and all the ride shows and 

attractions and she said with all the stores and all the restaurants and charging what they’re 

charging the ride shows and attractions seemed an afterthought, it’s like a mall with just a few 
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rides and shows.  That was an interesting perception I’ve never forgotten, to over-promotion, that 

does adversely affect that. 

 

Respondent N:  

No comment.  

 

Respondent O:  

Respondent:  The question is probably specific, not a specific answer, but the generic 

answer is different for different parts of the world.  Like I said the demographics in Asia not the 

demographics but the demographic mix of who is coming to our experiences is different than the 

demographic mix that it is in North America, and that – that’s really just the statement of fact, 

that’s not a – it's not as variable or as changing as the other things that if you are working in 

China, you better remember your projects for the Chinese.  I think it would be good if you could 

add a word into #9 for your responses, your response not so much response from the people that 

you are chatting with.  The culture, in other word, you want to add into there because the –that 

has a huge impact on everything that we are doing, and we are reminded of it every day by the 

clients that we are sitting in the room with.  Well, you don’t understand because you are not 

Chinese, or you don’t understand because you are not Turkish, you don’t understand because you 

are not Russian, or you don’t understand because you are not Arab.  We know we don’t 

understand, that’s why we are sitting in the room with you.  So we know how to manage crowds 

and do tremendous attractions and things like that appeal.  But putting the cultural aspect on top 
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of it, yeah, that’s terribly important.  Anyway so it's going to be the difference between success 

and failure in a lot of places. 

Respondent:  The prompt, I – it's an interesting editorial, but how do you want to relate 

the prompt to the question.  Our – my company, we don’t do much entertainment work in North 

America like 95% of our entertainment work in international, and it's a relatively new industry in 

a lot of the countries that we’re in, and it's generating income and profit from the tourism in 

leisure time industry is why people are getting into this business, and they are catching up, that’s 

the North America was for a long time way out in front, that’s – the gap is narrowing rapidly 

because the world, particularly the entertainment world, doesn’t really have any borders because 

everybody knows everything about everybody all the time, witness, how tell they follow movie 

stars whether it's California movie stars, Bollywood movie stars or K-Pop stars from Korea, 

everybody knows what’s going on.  So the demographics of appealing to our industry kind of 

remain the same, our audience is still the same.  Just the awareness of the audience, by the other 

audience members is just where there is no gap or they know what the theme park is, they know 

what to expect, so that the question, oh the climate change, I don’t know and may be some of my 

friends would fight me on this.  Climate change I don’t know if that’s affecting us, working in 

extreme climates, is affecting us and we are doing projects in the Middle East it's damn hot, in 

the Middle East and its hot where you live, I mean Dallas is son of a gun. 

Interviewer:  Yeah 100 today. 

Respondent:  But yeah I am in Tianjin today and it will be 98 and it's, I’ll guess, it's 100 

where you are. It’s 98 where I am. It's 125 in Dubai, they don’t publish that.  How do you deal 

with it?  125 -I mean these are big things we do, but there is not lot of people in the world who 



 

395 

want to build we build the whole damn thing inside, because they didn’t do it for traditional 

theme park reason so I mean it was a statement, being made not so much an operating theme 

park. Now it happens to be a very successful theme park, it's indoor and in a facility that it was 

tremendously expensive well people can’t do that.  Look at parks in Moscow and St. Petersburg, 

it's six months of eight months year it's damn cold. And so, you know, do you put those inside? 

Or do you take our industry and figure out, how to put in shopping malls, or things so as the 

industry expands aggressively around the world?  It's not a cookie cutter industry.  It's how do 

you take all the good things that we have done and make them work in different places? Not how 

do you take what’s been done and plop it down somewhere else? That won’t work, there really 

are the extremes.  Terrible extremes. 

Interviewer:  Is that where the like emerging markets for theme parks and more and more 

extreme climate type of areas. 

Respondent:  Well that may be, I think you probably guess the answer to the question is 

yes, because they are the areas that haven’t had the benefit of that industry before, but it's not 

necessarily that the areas are extreme for instance China has got everything, you know, Hong 

Kong is tropical and Harbin is in Northern Canada and so they have everything in between but 

you have to deal with all of that, and because our industry is so expensive, building a facilities so 

expensive you need it many operating as you can get, therefore what you do, to make it weather 

proof, I am here in I stayed in Tianjin for Saturday because there are some attractions here that I 

haven’t seen in years.  And I want to see them before I leave to Beijing tomorrow.  Okay, really, 

really good plan it's 98 degrees and it's pissing with rain, and these are not indoor attractions and 

I am not 23, I’m an old fart, and I am going to be walking around in soggy shoes for the next 10 
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hours, now I need to because it’s my industry I need to see it, but you know I am going to be 

walking like next to it, I am going to for business, I want to see them, and I need to see them and 

I am going to walk around with families, who are dumping the whole lot of money (not that I am 

not spending the money) but my reason for going is to -  they would, these families would 

probably have a better time if they weren’t standing in the middle of a puddle.  So you know it's 

but that’s not different in I wasn’t comparing, Dubai to Dallas a 100 degrees in Dallas is a 

miserably hot day, you know 125 degrees in Dubai is a miserably hot day if you can have relief 

you want to have relief. 

And so you know that’s just a tricky requirement, because it's expensive to build things, 

inside.  I think want to mention, the thing that I question that with somebody else may be in your 

summary, use the word disruptive.  I probably would be one to say that the word disruptive has 

negative connotations, because we are Americans that’s the way that we are just been explained 

to us I don’t see any of this stuff as disruptive, I see it is an evolution that is logical and natural 

because it's the state of the art now, I happen to be one of the few people old enough to 

remember, that the most spectacular multimedia shows in the early 70s where the New York 

experience and the San Francisco experience, which were probably 100 slide projectors slide 

shows, and people went to see those and said oh my God look at this look how fantastic it is, it's 

going to be everywhere. 

Okay, I don’t want to take anything, away from the technologies, that are being 

developed, that I get back to my comment about whistling the costumes, these are tools and the 

tools are getting better, and I think we as an industry look at them as really, really cool, assets, 

not as problems and disruptive in those problems.  So it's just that was the word I was picking on 
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that I wanted to make sure, I told you about it, I understand why it's there , I understand what you 

are asking, but this is a very positive evolution as this is not a, in no way shape or form is 

negative as in he got, the negative part it's moving so fast, that you have to stay up with it but 

that’s not again that’s not negative that’s just a fact, but yeah that the more we can take 

advantage of all those stuff the better it's going to be, because the technologies are what the 

guests are going to expect, not something that necessarily is going to make them come. It’s going 

to make their experience, better, and allow what it is we provide to them better, allow us to make 

it better. 

Interviewer:  Yeah I appreciate you wanting to talk about that because that’s you know 

kind of what I am like driving , out like is it disruptive or is it bad evolutionary and where it's 

going faster and faster and you know. 

Respondent:  I certainly, we are certainly dealing it with it's a later not the former, and it's 

just another it's another toy and in the bag of toys. 

Interviewer:  Do you have any examples of may be something like park or something 

who is not kept up and therefore falling behind and just sort of show the contrast of? 

Respondent:  Well let me give you a different example, because I am very - I will not be 

critical of the industry that has taken care of me for 44 years, but what I will tell you is an 

extremely successful theme park chain that fundamentally is lower tech than everybody else is 

Lego.  Lego is a plastic toy, an unbelievable plastic toy, and they have built remarkable theme 

parks based on a plastic toy that originally was a wooden toy.  Now they have all the 

sophistication there for the business operation.  They have all the sophistication because they 
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have the rides involved and so forth and so on.  So fundamentally, they have to have everything 

we have talked about for the last hour and half. 

Interviewer:  Yeah. 

Respondent:  But their IP is a plastic brick, and they do it unbelievably well, and it's – 

when they lose the focus on the plastic brick, they will no longer be successful, but then use all 

these other tools to support the plastic brick.  And so it's not that they are anyway shape or form 

low tech, I have been through the factories, they are probably more high tech than any of the rest 

of the industries, just you imagine how you make all those little things.  Their factory tour is one 

of the biggest experiences I have ever had.  But they are not selling this sophistication, their toys, 

their high-end toys are remarkably sophisticated and fun, and I have grandsons who are not quite 

old enough to be in the Lego phase yet, but I know what office looks like from the days that we 

work with Lego, and this is for guys who are now in their 50s.  But it's – they have done very 

good job of taking the technologies to support and enhance a low tech device so that everything 

there is in support of it whereas some of the other things we have spoken about from last than 

while have been taking the stuff to make it more sophisticated ride or putting somebody inside a 

Game of Thrones now that’s a serious so that – it's different, but I think you understand my 

analogy there.  Lego uses all the technology to show off the brick, and bless their hearts they 

have done an incredible job.  So is that good for today? 

Interviewer:  Yeah it is. 

[Round 2 Interview] 

Respondent:  And fully supported by all of the -- all the technology stuff.  So you're back 

to your word and your original assumption I think you need to disruptive in quotes.  I just -- I 
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think disruptive is negative connotation and I think it's -- yeah I don’t think you mean it that way 

in your question or in your questions or in your thesis or whatever you -- whatever article. 

Interviewer:  Yeah, dissertation. 

Respondent:  Yeah, yeah. 

Interviewer:  Well I mean I kind of do mean it in a disruptive form at least in the maybe 

in a business sense that and I'm analyzing it in the way that well is it disruptive? You know, and, 

you know, I love your answer that, you know, no it's not disruptive, it's not that extreme but it's, 

you know, changing, and evolving and I think that's an appropriate answer to the question that 

I'm asking. 

Respondent:  Yeah and it definitely is -- it's change related, no question.  But I think that's 

good, I think that's -- actually I think it's all good.  The disruptive nature -- let's see, there's a 

funny old cliché, that's a business cliché some people believe it some people don’t.  So it's taken 

for whatever it's worth, it's like some people say, ‘if it's not broken, break it.’ 

Interviewer:  Aha. 

Respondent:  Okay, because if it isn't broken sometimes if you look the other way then 

you go to sleep and somebody passes you by.  Now, I think it's a little strong ‘if it's not broken, 

break it’ but if it's not broken, you know, it's like the person whose in first, they have to worry 

about everybody.  And so it's just you have to stay ahead of the game on all of this.  And all of 

the technologies that were mentioned and I can't really go through the nine questions I've -- I -- 

they kind of -- many of them you know, I spoke the first time, I think a lot of them -- are so 

interrelated to the others that I have a little bit trouble differentiating them.  However I believe 

that all of the technologies that you referred to or you asked us questions about or that people 
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have brought up are only going to make our world better.  What I mean our world, our world the 

one you're talking about, you know, not in the global sense of the world but the entertainment 

and attraction sense. 

[Round 3 Interview] 

Respondent:  And then your last question, are other non-technology forces affecting 

theme parks, demographics, economy, climate changes?  I think the biggest one gets back to the 

cultures, the cultures and customs.  You know, what are the things that you want to do that 

appeal to certain people in Tibet?  I mean what if somebody wants to have an attraction in Tibet?  

Well, your audience is going to be different than your audience in New York.  Additionally, we 

are working all over the world, and the theme parks have to change because of weather.  In the 

Middle East, probably the largest example of that is Ferrari World.  The thought of enclosing an 

entire theme park was unheard of.  You would do it in the north and you would enclose parts and 

you would put theme parks in the middle of shopping malls such as Camp Snoopy at the Mall of 

America and so forth, and that was a wonderful experiment, tremendously successful.  It was the 

size of a theme area and a theme park.  Then lo and behold the current prince of Abu Dhabi 

wants to build a Ferrari World theme park, and the whole thing is under roof, and they are 

building more of those around the world now. 

Interviewer:  And it is actually all enclosed? 

Respondent:  Yes.  The roller coasters go outside but the stations are indoor.  So you get 

on the ride and get off the ride inside.  They go outside because they are just too long, and you 

do it because of the heat.  There is a city in Northern China called Harbin, where they have one 

of the world’s most glorious ice festivals.  There is one called the Bonhomme festival in Quebec 
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City, in Quebec, Canada, but these things are breathtaking.  They are outdoors.  You know, what 

about the ice hotels in the north -- I don’t even know what country it's in, but Northern 

Scandinavia?  How do you accommodate guests in those extreme climates?  You know, but 

people are solving it and we have to continue to not necessarily get better at that but we have to 

continue to adopt and adapt to the various places where we are working, and the people who are 

going to be our guests.  How they physically manifest themselves?  You know, people know the 

fairy tales, they know the mythology, they know the movies, they know the games.  Those are 

the stories that we tell.  We tell them in a certain way, but we may have to tell them in a different 

way depending upon where we are telling them. 

So that’s really the biggest issue there that I think we are running into is the physical -- oh 

gosh what do you call it, the physical surroundings of the areas that we have to go into, all of 

which are fun.  I mean yesterday, I was in a meeting in a coastal city in China, and the weather, 

they have a nice summer, they have very cold winters so they want lot of it to be inside.  The 

biggest issue that’s 100% of the year is it’s windy as hell.  Okay, that’s going to cause problems 

for anything high, for roller coasters, for towers, for shows, for fireworks, for light shows.  I 

can’t -- oh goodness me, the new light, water and sound show, the sound show at California 

Adventure, Wonderful World of Color I guess is what it’s called.  But I mean this show is 

unbelievable, but in the wind that I was in day before yesterday, you couldn’t operate it.  You 

know, you could do the show, but you would have to put it in a theater.  That show could not be 

put in a theater, so you would have to come up with something else.  So you just have to address 

those sorts of things.  It doesn’t mean it's a bad show.  It means it's a great show; you just have to 

do it differently. 
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Respondent P:  

The economy will always be a factor for the destination parks in Orlando, but with 

greater access to fine entertainment from regional operators, the public will have more and more 

options as the industry grows to fulfill the appetite for themed entertainment.  

 

Respondent Q:  

Respondent:  I guess I answered kind of question 9 as well. 

Interviewer:  Oh yeah I guess, yeah. 

Respondent:  Yeah there's a -- there were some things that we did in there the climate 

change, you know, if sea levels rise there's a few theme parks that are going to go away because 

they will be under water that was actually a big issue for the theme park in Shanghai that Disney 

is going to open up next year was because it's built on reclaimed land how much soil there 

should have be under that.  So and basically to protect it from sea level rise and it was actually a 

sticking point in the negotiations because the Chinese government wanted to only raise it to a 

certain level and Disney wanted to raise it to a higher level and I don’t know what they 

compromised on the end. 

The bigger thing that could happen and it's -- is travel.  There's a great little example that 

most people in the business don’t know about, have you ever heard of Billy Butlins?  

Interviewer:  No. 

Respondent:  Okay so he was a British entrepreneur who during World War II he 

basically agreed to finance the training camps for the D-Day invasion on condition that he get to 

own and use their land after the war was over and Churchill was delighted to do that of course 
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because he was desperately trying to survive.  But what Butlins saw was that the war would end 

and when it would end people would be very hungry for entertainment and family entertainment, 

remember that have gone years with rationing of no vacations of all kinds of hardship. 

And what he wanted to do was to create a new form of location based entertainment that 

was -- it was very much holiday camp-like but it did have theme parks, it had, you know, 

primitive resort housing by the standards of today but it did have it.  You contribute it rationing 

and Europe went on two, three years after the war.  So you'd hand in your ration books as well as 

your money, somehow he always manage to make the rations go further than other people so you 

could have better food, you can get your entertainment, you get your first vacation ever maybe 

the first vacation with your family certainly the first vacation not under the threat of, you know, 

war and violence nearby.  And he was, you know, a national hero in the UK for creating 

essentially a new type of vacation very much location based entertainment. 

And he had this great, this great business and then it all went it all evaporated in a very 

short amount of time.  And what he did not see coming was the advent of affordable air travel 

within Europe.  So what happened was air travel became cheap so that people could particularly 

working class people which was his main demographic could now hop on a plane and go to 

Spain and have guaranteed sunshine for their vacation which they -- he certainly, he couldn’t 

control that.  And so his whole empire essentially crumbled and it crumbled in a very short 

period of time due to a change in the economics of transportation. 

And I brought this example up at Disney saying, you know, this was before oil, you 

know, fracking and other things have brought down temporarily the price of oil, I said, you 

know, if oil, the price of oil goes up or airline travel for climate change or other reasons if it 
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becomes more expensive that actually could have a huge impact on location based entertainment.  

And, you know, is anybody at least monitoring that? And there wasn't anybody at the time I 

suspect there still isn’t. 

But if you got into a mode where for whatever reason people now only traveled at most 

hundreds of miles to go to a theme park or the majority of people then you completely change 

the industry and it's already happened once, you know, with Butlins’ Holiday Camps.  So that's 

the thing of all the things that's sort of what I would look at.  You will also see then for putting 

parks in the developing world, as the developing world people get wealthy enough to actually 

have vacations, you know, there's an awful lot of people in Brazil, Russia, India, China, you 

know, the BRIC nations and others as well who would really enjoy this kind of entertainment, 

that sort of where the US was in the 50s.  So you'll see more of it probably there so that's another 

huge demographic factor that's behind Disney's expansion and should be behind other planning 

of theme parks. 

But, you know, the big force is basically yeah that demographics worldwide economies, 

you know, increasing their purchasing power and then travel, travel make sure -- ensuring that, 

that stays affordable to people.  And if that changes the industry will change.  

Interviewer:  I see, do you sense that anything is changing right now? 

Respondent:  No, no I think if -- I think right now I think the biggest thing is new parks in 

the developing, you know, in the developing world that's the biggest phenomenon.  The other 

parks, the parks in the western world have basically hit capacity and it's now about revenue 

management. 

Interviewer:  I see. 
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Respondent:  And that's really what was behind the MyMagic+ was revenue. The goal of 

getting more people to stay on property and sort of giving them a guaranteed experience and the 

reason to not go to the competitor’s park down the street or something like that.  And that's 

unfortunately for the creative people, you know, you'd hope that these new technologies would 

change or improve the entertainment experience.  But a lot of the motivation for new technology 

right now is around revenue management. 

 

Respondent R:  

Travel in general and entertainment travel specifically is growing and guests are either 

coming more often or staying longer when they come on some sort of regular cycle. Climate 

change will be a good one to watch, many destinations are in areas that are pleasant to visit but 

increasing temperatures could make that travel pattern change. 

As mentioned by a few, big intellectual properties that can drive large attendance base 

has and will continue to become a business driver. Delivery of more entertainment and hopefully 

more leisure time should shape the experience and grow the audience overall. 
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APPENDIX J.  DELPHI STUDY QUESTIONNAIRE 

The Disruptive Impact of Game Design, Mobile Technology, Social  

Networks and Emerging Media on Theme Parks 

Delphi Study - Round 1 

[Presented as distributed in the study] 

Welcome to Round 1 of 3! 

 

Thank you for your participation in this study!  Your participation is a great and important 

contribution to this study. 

 

This study is most interested in your expert analysis, observations and opinion of the changing 

qualities and characteristics of theme parks for the present and 10 years out.  This study is not a 

survey but rather a reflective process. 

 

Procedures of this Delphi study: 

 

 Participants take part in 3 rounds.  Round 1 begins by writing about their observations of 

disruption taking place in the theme park industry by writing open-ended responses to 9 

research questions (or if they prefer answering those same questions in a recorded 

interview over the phone or Skype).  Individual responses are kept anonymous from other 

participants and will not be published in connection to responses.  3 weeks later, Round 2 

respondents receive summarized responses from all participants and are asked to consider 

revising their response based on the new information if they wish to.  3 weeks later in 

Round 3, the final response, participants are given summarized participant responses 

from Round 2 and are asked to again consider revising their response based on the new 

information if they wish to. 

 

 A response to each question is expected to be about 1-3 Paragraphs average but can be as 

long as 1 page. 

 

 You do not need to address the “PROMPT” that follows each question in any way.  It is 

only there to get ideas flowing.  The question in bold is what is needs to be reflected 

upon and answered. 
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Preliminary Background Questions 

Please answer these brief background questions for better understanding the group of participants 

within the study.   

 

Your responses will not be linked to your research question responses.   

 

You may skip these if you prefer not to answer.   

 

A. Please state the total number of years worked in the theme park industry (or location 

based entertainment industry): 

 

B. What is the title of the highest level position you have held at any time within your 

experience working in the industry (i.e., Lead Engineer, Senior Designer, Creative 

Director, President, etc.): 

 

C. Please list all countries where you have worked significantly within the theme park 

industry: 
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Delphi Questions – Round 1 

1) Are new technologies currently changing theme parks?  If so, what are they and 

how? 

PROMPT:   

The McKinsey Global Institute identifies these 12 technologies as the top disruptive technologies 

that will transform life, business and the global economy: 

 

 Mobile Internet, Automation of Knowledge Work, The Internet of Things, Cloud 
Technology, Advanced Robotics, Autonomous and Near-Autonomous Vehicles, Next-

Generation Genomics, Energy Storage, 3D Printing, Advanced Materials, Advanced Oil 

and Gas Exploration and Recovery, Renewable Energy, Next-Generation Nuclear 

(Fission), Fusion Power, Carbon Sequestration, Advanced Water Purification, and 

Quantum Computing 
1
 

 

2) Are game design and interactivity changing theme parks? (i.e., Video Games, 

Gamification, Increased Immersion, etc.) 

PROMPT: 

 “These days, guests to theme parks around the country don’t want to take a vacation from video 

games.  With the proliferation of smartphones and casual gaming, over 59% of Americans now 

play some type of games.  At the same time, more theme park creatives who are building the 

next generation of attractions are either from the game development world or have grown up 

with a game controller in their hand.  This shift is having a profound impact on the interactive 

experiences that have recently opened at the largest theme parks or will be coming soon.”
2
 

Examples: Sorcerers of the Magic Kingdom, Magic Band technology, Seven Dwarves Mine 

Train queue, Mickey’s Fun Wheel Challenge, Legoland Knights Tournament, SeaWorld 50
th

 

Celebration Scavenger Hunt
3 

 

 “ ‘What you're seeing is video-game style immersion and depth, but now applied to’ the Disney 

parks, said Jonathan Ackley, a member of the Walt Disney Imagineering team that developed the 

games. Ackley joined Disney from LucasArts, where he developed adventure-style video 

games.”
4
 

“ ‘What these immersive experiences do is make the guests the hero in the story and allow our 

guests to play the role that people only usually get to watch in movies or on TV,’ he said.”
5
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3) Are mobile devices changing theme parks? (i.e., Smart Phones,  Tablets, Laptops, 

Google Glass, RFID chips, etc.) 

PROMPT: 

 76% of respondents took a mobile device to the theme park on their last visit.
6
 

 “67% of respondents are interested in seeing increased mobile integration at theme parks 

& say it would improve their experience.”
7
 

 

4) Is the Internet and related technology changing theme parks? How? (i.e., 

connectivity, Wi-Fi, Bluetooth, Digital Distribution, etc.) 

PROMPT:  

 “Personal Internet Access among theme park visitors is higher than national averages, 
currently at 81%.”

8
 

 

5) Are social networks changing theme parks? How? (i.e., Facebook, Xbox Live, 

Instagram, Twitter, etc.) 

PROMPT:  

 “Those engaged posters [on websites, apps, etc.] in the Social Networking/Media process 
have demonstrated dramatic increases since 2008 (doubling), however, the net impact is 

20% among the entire theme park audience.”
9
 

 

 “As with television in the 50’s, Social Networking/Media is demonstrating rapid growth 
among theme park visitors and should continue to be tracked to determine at what point 

Social Networking/ Media can be determined a ‘Mass’ media rather than Marketing 

tool.”
10

 

 

6) What new technologies haven’t yet affected theme parks, but will? (i.e., Virtual 

Reality, Augmented Reality, 3D Printing, Sensors, Audio-Visual, etc.)  

PROMPT:  

“Facebook purchased Oculus VR for $2 billion back in March. The deal included $400 million in 

cash and 23.1 million Facebook shares, as well as an extra $300 million earn-out in cash and 

stock if Oculus reaches certain milestones. Facebook has remained relatively quiet since the 

acquisition, allowing Oculus VR to do its thing. However, Zuckerberg made it perfectly clear 

that development of the Rift will focus on more than just gaming. 

 

‘Mobile is the platform of today, and now we're also getting ready for the platforms of 

tomorrow,’ said Zuckerberg back in March. ‘Oculus has the chance to create the most social 

platform ever, and change the way we work, play and communicate.’ “
11

 

http://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/facebook-to-acquire-oculus-252328061.html
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7) How are the audiences of theme parks changing? (i.e., Aging, Groups, Expectations, 

etc.) 

PROMPT:  

 “Families are 1/3 of the U.S. population, but make up half of all visits to attractions.”
12

 

“The Question Freud Never Answered: What Do Families Want? 

Our study establishes that there are numerous priorities for families as they travel.  This section 

will focus on the top three namely: 

1. Togetherness 

2. Fun 

3. Variety 

Rounding out the top ten priorities (in order): 

4. Unique Experiences 

5. Learn something new 

6. See animals 

7. See new rides/exhibits 

8. Someplace we’ve never seen before 

9. Have a discount/coupon 

10. Special event/festival”
13

 

 

8) How is the business of theme parks changing? (i.e., Big Data, Apps, etc.) 

PROMPT:  

 “I believe there is a global rise in the importance of leisure as a driving influence in culture and 

economies. In the U.S., the leisure industry is now the number two producer of jobs in the 

private sector after health care. In China, India, and increasingly in Latin America, this industry 

is growing at a rapid rate as middle class markets emerge. And, barring major economic or social 

disruptions, this should continue into the future. Finally, as post-modern society in the West 

continues to change, as the immediacy of knowledge increases due to the internet, and as global 

militantism spreads, many traditional societal structures and securities are fraying creating 

uncertainty, and in some cases anxieties. Leisure and culture are, and will continue to be, a 

perfect antidote to these circumstances.”
14

 

“We’re seeing a new level of attention being paid to intellectual properties and international 

brands in our attractions. Many of the most successful new rides and shows are themed around 

popular media products, in addition to which many of the global media companies are actively 

pursuing major projects around the world. Notable examples are Fox’s new project in Malaysia, 

Warner Bros. in Abu Dhabi, and plans at Dreamworks for attractions based on their popular 

animated features.”
15

 

“And then of course Disney and Universal continue to expand. I think a final trend to keep an 

eye on is the transformation of theme parks into destination resorts by the addition of themed 

hotels, second and third gates, and retail, dining, and entertainment developments. This has a 

profound impact on the economics of these attractions.  Europa Park is a great example of this 

transformation.”
16
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9) Are other non-technology forces affecting theme parks?  (i.e., Demographics, 

Economy, Climate Change, etc.) 

PROMPT:  

 “Growth in tourism also plays a major role. The number of person trips by U.S. residents for 

leisure purposes increased 11 percent from 2004 to 2013, and international arrivals increased an 

amazing 51 percent! Areas with major theme park concentrations, such as Orlando, Los Angeles, 

and even the Upper Midwest, are benefiting. All major operators with significant operations in 

North Americas reported increased per capita revenues, some markedly. These increases were 

due to a combination of factors, including continuing improvements to the economy leading to 

greater visitor spending, ticket and other price increases, as well as growing upcharges for 

enhanced experiences and services.”
17
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CURRICULUM VITAE 

__________________________JEFFREY P. SENITA__________________________
jps033000@gmail.com 

 

 

CAREER OBJECTIVE 

     To develop, design, and create the most innovative, exciting, new forms of video games and animation.   

 

EDUCATION 

     Doctor of Philosophy in Arts and Technology, GPA: 3.957         Summer 2017 

          The University of Texas at Dallas 

          - Focus in Arts and Technology, specializing in motion capture animation and game design 

 

     Master of Fine Arts in Arts and Technology, GPA: 3.909                 Fall 2005 

          The University of Texas at Dallas 

          - Specializing in computer animation, video games, interactive design, digital photography 

 

     Bachelor of Science in Computer Science, Minor in Mathematics, GPA: 3.23          Spring 2003 

          The Pennsylvania State University 

          - Specializing in computer graphics and artificial intelligence, with an interest in video games and art 

          - Honors program (Fall 1999 - Spring 2000) 

 

EMPLOYMENT 

     Animator, id Software LLC, Richardson, TX 

          - June 2008 – Present  

          - Animator, provide animation and motion capture studio services for all in-house video game      

              projects, & occasional additional animation and mocap support to other Zenimax game studios. 

   

     Teaching Assistant for Arts & Technology, UTD, Richardson, TX 

          - May 2005 – June 2008 

          - Motion capture lab manager, motion capture class teaching assistant, and provided motion capture  

services to game studios, animation studios, academic research, student projects & others 

 

     Research Assistant for the Ante´: Institute for Research in Anticipatory Systems, UTD, Richardson,TX 

          - October 2004 – May 2005 

          - Provided information technology services and lab equipment, including motion capture lab 

 

     Lab Technician for the Arts & Technology Media Labs, UTD, Richardson, TX 

          - August 2004 – October 2004 

          - Provided help to users using the software and hardware in the labs, check out equipment 

 

     Teaching Assistant for Arts & Technology, UTD, Richardson, TX 

          - January 2004 – May 2004 

          - Provided help to users using the software and hardware in the labs, check out equipment 

 

Temp Worker, Manpower Inc., Erie, PA 

          - May 2003 – August 2003 

          - Data entry for Alltel Publishing, a phone book publisher.   
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     Consultant at the Center for Academic Computing, PSU, University Park, PA 

          - August 2001 – May 2003 

          - Provided help to users who have general questions about using the software or hardware in the labs,      

               and provide phone support to users.   

 

     Consultant at the Computer Center; Penn State Behrend; Erie, PA 

          - August 1999  – August 2001 

          - Provided help to users who have general questions about using the software or hardware in the labs,      

               and provide phone support to users.   

 

PROFESSIONAL VIDEO GAME PROJECTS 

      “Prey,” (2017) for PC, PS4, & Xbox One; additional animation; conducted motion capture, data 

cleaning, editing, & animation for humans in narrative, AI locomotion, & facial animation.   

      “DOOM,” (2016) for PC, PS4, & Xbox One; performed motion capture, acting, data cleaning, editing, 

animation, & integration of monster & human AI & narrative animations for SP, MP, & SnapMap.     

      “Wolfenstein: The New Order,” (2014) for PC, PS4, PS3, Xbox One, & Xbox 360; additional 

animation; edited, & animated  human narrative animations.   

      “RAGE,” (2011) for PC, PS3, & Xbox 360; motion captured, data cleaned, edited, & animated human 

AI animations.   

 

MOTION CAPTURE SYSTEM EXPERIENCE 

Vicon MX 16 Camera Systems (MX40’s, MX13’s) complete system setup, calibration, capture & data 

cleaning for full body, facial and props animation.   

 

MOTION CAPTURE SHOOT EXPERIENCE 

     id Software employment 2008-present; Prey (2017), DOOM (2016), RAGE (2011) 

     Hanson Robotics, facial mocap for companion robots 

     Research Center for Mathematics, remotely used the mocap lab from Mexico for an animation course 

     3D Realms, “Duke Nukem Forever” multiple 2007 captures, (2011) ship 

     Germaine Acogny, world renowned African dancer 

     id Software (multiple captures spanning over 2 years, 2006-2008), including “Rage” 

     ARMORsmith, Company 2007  

     Element X Creative, “Bible Quest” 2006 

     id Software & Splash Damage Software, “Enemy Territory: Quake Wars” 2005-06 captures, (2007) ship 

     “Performance Innovations”  

Dr. Tommy Defrantz, Assoc. Prof. MIT; director & choreographer, 

      Dr. Venus Opal Reese, Assoc. Prof. UTD; Movement Theatre, performer, playwright, director 

     Monitor Furacao (Chad R. Adams), Head Instructor at Dallas Capoeira;  

African-Brazilian dance-fighter & martial art 

     25+ Student animation shorts, and projects 

     Dozens of mocap demos for hundreds of students, honorable guests, and industry professionals     

 

PROGRAM EXPERIENCE 

     Vicon Blade 1 - 3  Autodesk Maya 6.0 - 2017  Autodesk MotionBuilder 6.0 - 2015

     Vicon iQ 1.5 thru 2.5  id Tech 4 thru 6   Adobe Photoshop 9 thru CS4 

     Microsoft Office Suite  Sony Vegas 6.0   Macromedia Flash MX  

     Microsoft Visual C++ 6.0-8.0 Side Effects Houdini 8.0  Soundtrack Pro 

     Perforce   Hansoft    Slack 

 

PROGRAMMING LANGUAGE EXPERIENCE 

     C/C++   HSL     Flash Action Script 

     Maya MEL             JAVA     HTML     

 

OPERATING SYSTEM EXPERIENCE 

     Windows XP  Mac OS X Sun Solaris Unix  Red Hat Linux 
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TEACHING EXPERIENCE 

 Computer Animation Workshop, prepared course materials and taught a 4 week class at the Research  

Center for Mathematics in Guanajuato, Mexico where the students remotely directed mocap shoots 

performed at the UTD Motion Capture Lab.   

      Motion Capture Class Teaching Assistant for Professor Dr. Midori Kitagawa at The University of 

Texas at Dallas (Spring 2005 – Summer 2008) 

 

ACADEMIC PROJECTS 

      “Mobile Lab,” in collaboration with Samsung, design and research new uses for mobile phones and 

devices into gaming, social networking, art, data layers, and augmented reality. 

      “Culture and Character; an Interactive Learning Experience”, previously called “Far Futures Conflict 

Game,” a game designed for U.S. Army Training and Doctrine Command (TRADOC), that utilizes motion 

capture to present characters of high context body language, generate surprises of human behavior between 

multiple players of differing cultures in the near future, and interactive first-person culture and character 

learning experiences.   

      “Alchemy,” motion capture animator for game mod produced over Game Dev Weekend Spring 2007 

using the Doom 3 engine.   

      “Motion Capture for Games” WorkShop presenter for Game Dev Weekend Fall 2006 using the Doom 

3 engine. 

      “Little Bit,” interactive 3D narrative using Valve’s Steam engine. 

      “Dig: The Maya Game,” part of a team of people that produced an educational game for the Dallas 

Museum of Art based on their permanent exhibitions for the Maya and Aztec cultures using Flash. 

      “AI Buddy,” part of an 11 person team that developed and produced an intelligent chat-bot that 

remembers previous conversations and the context of those conversations with each user. 
 

EXHIBITIONS 

     24 Hour Video Race 2009, 2007 (Finalist), 2006, 2004 

     ATEC Showcase Spring 2007, “Trans1,” motion capture animated short 

     Live Motion Capture Demonstration at Late Nights at the Dallas Museum of Art 

     Sound Design Tour at Late Nights at the Dallas Museum of Art 

     Crossroads Sound Design Performance at Late Nights at the Dallas Museum of Art 

     Dig: The Maya Game at the Dallas Museum of Art 

     ATEC Showcase Spring 2006, “Restroom Romance,” motion capture animated short 

     Distributed.Nerves, Digital Photography Exhibition 

     Spring Art Festival 2004 
 

PUBLICATIONS 

     “Cyberspace” photograph published in “Understanding Dogmas and Dreams: A Text,“ by Nancy Love 
 

CONTRACT WORK 

     ‘Center Women’ logo design for national non-profit organization 
 

CONFERENCES 

     IAAPA Attractions Expo 2015 

     AWEA Windpower Conference 2010 

     Austin Game Developer’s Conference 2007, 2006, 2005, 2004 

     SIGGRAPH 2005 (volunteer) 

     Game Developer’s Conference 2005 (volunteer) 

     Imaging USA Expo 2005 of Professional Photographers of America, Inc. (PPA)  
 

PROFRESSIONAL ORGANIZATIONS 

     ACM SIGGRAPH – Association of Computing Machinery  

     TEA – Themed Entertainment Association 

     IAAPA – The International Association of Amusement Parks and Attractions 

     ABOSG – A Bunch of Short Guys, Animation Guild  

     IGDA – International Game Developer’s Association      
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LEADERSHIP ACTIVITIES 

      Alpha Phi Omega, over 500+ hours of community service, 

          AEZ Chapter Distinguished Service Key (Highest Chapter Award), 

          Co-Educational Community Service Fraternity at UTD Active Member (Spring 2004 – Spring 2013), 

          Treasurer (Fall 2011), 

          Vice President of Communication & Leadership Development (Fall 2006-Spring 2007),  

          Vice President of Membership (Spring 2006),  

          Brotherhood Retreat Coordinator (Fall 2004-Spring 2006),  

          Assistant Pledge Master (Fall 2004) 

      Student Animation Society (Spring 2004-Fall 2005) 

          Treasurer (Spring 2005) 

      Student Game Development Association (Fall 2003 – Fall 2005) 

      UTD Art & Technology Student Association (Fall 2003 – Spring 2008) 

           Treasurer (Fall 2004) 

      Penn State Sailing Club (Spring 2002 – Spring 2003) 

      Penn State Photography Society (Fall 2003 – Spring 2004) 

      Hall Representative of Almy Hall Council (Fall 1999 – Spring 2001) 

      Reality Check, Outstanding Leadership Award, promotes community service (Fall 2000 – Spring    

          2001) 

      Eagle Scout, Boy Scouts of America 

      Cadet Lieutenant Colonel, Deputy Commander of McDowell High School Air Force Junior Reserve  

          Officers Training Corps.  (Cadet. Lt. Col., AFJROTC) (Fall 1995 – Spring 1999) 

 


