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Rising prices have made just 
about everyone conscientious 
about their spending. That, 

naturally, includes shoppers. 
Dixon Greenwood, principal at 

Mountain Mile in Pigeon Forge, Ten-
nessee, notes 2023 overall tax receipts 
at the dining, shopping, lodging and 
entertainment destination are down 
more than 10 percent from the com-
pany’s 2022 numbers.

“Now, that’s off some extreme 
growth during and after COVID, 
so numbers are still very good, but 
what it says pretty clearly is people 
are tightening their purse strings,” he 
says. 

Traffic, on the other hand, is only 
down 2 percent to 3 percent. 

“Fortunately for us, we’re still 
trending up at our property, but that’s 
in part because we continued to add 
additional retailers and experiences 
last year,” Greenwood continues. 

A large part of what’s compelling 
visitors into shopping centers now-
adays is entertainment, especially if 
prices for goods are lower online.

“There has been somewhat of a 
drop in consumer spending, but enter-
tainment remains a ‘recession-proof’ 
outlet,” argues David Goldfarb, own-
er, CEO and founder of entertain-
ment-solutions company PrimeTime 
Amusements. 

Goldfarb is careful to note, howev-
er, that recession-proof doesn’t mean 
bulletproof. After all, entertainment 
falls under the discretionary spending 
category, which means the choice on 
whether to spend — and where to 
spend — lies solely with the consumer.

CAPTURING DOLLARS
One of the best ways to keep those 

dollars flowing is to keep the novelty 
train moving. 

“With the current financial climate 
as uncertain as it is, we do see au-
diences seeking out unique offerings 
for their discretionary funds,” says 
Limbert Fabian, 
a partner in the 
Experience Trust 
and co-founder 
and co-head of 
creative for the 
Department of 
Wonder, an Ex-
perience Trust 
destination in 
Houston. “I 

think the world is looking for activ-
ities and entertainment that they can 
say they participated in, that stands 
out from the traditional formats. I am 
excited at the spaces in which the au-
dience can have a moment they can’t 
wait to tell someone else about.”

The Department of Wonder at Sugar 
Land Town Square, for example, 
offers a mixed-reality fantasy that 
blurs the lines between the physical 
and digital worlds.

Mathew Focht, CEO of Emerging, 
which optimizes restaurant and en-
tertainment concepts for sustainable 
growth and profitability, notes that 
while unpredictability can be unpleas-
ant, unexpected twists can delight in 
today’s day and age. 

Entertainment Takes Center Stage
The economy has constricted consumers’ wallets, but the desire for entertainment has kept them spending...on the right concepts. 

Nellie Day

Department of Wonder offers a mixed-reality fantasy that blurs the lines between the physical and 
digital worlds. The concept’s first unit is located at Sugar Land Town Square in Houston.

Limbert Fabian,
Experience Trust
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“People want to be surprised,” he 
says. “Our concepts provide experi-
ences with unknown outcomes, which 
is the ultimate surprise.”

Some of Emerging’s concepts in-
clude the Museum of Ice Cream, F1 
Arcade, Sixes Cricket and Sandbox 
VR. Like it or not, Bucky Mabe, CEO 
of FACE Amusement & Hospitality, 
which owns and operates a collection 
of entertainment experiences, believes 
concepts will have to continue surpris-
ing, delighting and reinventing if they 
want to remain a compelling offering. 

“The consumer today has much 
higher expectations than the consum-
er of the past for location-based enter-
tainment,” he says. “We are required 
to create new ways to engage with 
the guest to keep the offerings rele-
vant and surpass those expectations, 
because while consumer spending has 
decelerated in most industries, they 
are still finding value in spending their 
hard-earned money on experiences.”

Craig Winning, managing director 
of immersive  baseball simulator ex-
perience Batbox, believes that today’s 
successful concepts need to have a 
unique core offering that captures the 
imagination. 

“Consumers 
are now more 
conscious and 
intentional with 
spending, choos-
ing carefully 
where and with 
whom they spend 
their money,” he 
says. “They pre-
fer personalized 
experiences, en-

joy experiential activities, and look for 
flavor-forward culinary and beverage 
offerings. They also appreciate the in-
tegration of technology and simplified 
ordering systems. Brands delivering 
these experiences at scale will have 
an advantage in the competitive so-
cializing market.”

Accessibility will also give concepts 
a competitive edge. Batbox, for ex-
ample, caters to both seasoned and 
amateur baseball enthusiasts. Those 
who are passionate about the sport 
can create a frequent player profile 

or participate in league tournaments. 
Others can simply enjoy the central 
sports bar and dining area. 

Offering a family-friendly experi-
ence that appeals to all ages is another 
way to bring in visitors (and their wal-
lets). The Department of Wonder bills 
itself as an attraction “for adventurers 
of all ages, from 4 to 104,” according 
to its website. It offers birthday parties 
for children, as well as after-dark ex-
periences for those 21 and over. 

“When I consider family activities, I 
think, ‘why not do something memo-
rable or unique that the whole family 
can enjoy?’” Fabian adds. 

Alex Patterson, CEO of Beat the 
Bomb, notes that providing a few 
varied experiences not only gives 
guests the opportunity to come back 
again and again, but accommodates a 
range of ages and preferences. That’s 
why Beat the Bomb offers a one-hour 
“mission” that takes a group of guests 

Craig Winning,
Batbox

For more information on how you can join us in spreading fun, contact

727.452.6979  |  cking@monsterminigolf.com

CHRIS KING
President, Monster Entertainment

THE LEADER IN BLACK LIGHT 
MINI GOLF - GLOW WITH US!  

Growing family entertainment concept with 
30 operating locations and 10 opening in 2024
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through five high-tech video game 
rooms; a one-hour private immersive 
arcade lounge that offers more than 
15 original video games; and a VIP 
experience that combines the two.

“We have a very broad audience 
that includes welcoming thousands 
of families and child birthday parties 
annually,” Patterson says. “We also 
host school groups that fall under our 
STEM education programs, in addi-
tion to hundreds of corporate groups 
who participate in team-building 
events each year.” 

Chicken N Pickle, an indoor-outdoor 
entertainment complex that includes 
food, yard games and pickleball, has 

taken the idea of family friendly and 
accessibility a step further. Not only 
does it allow dogs on-site, but it has 
ensured its pickleball experience can 
accommodate a range of abilities.

“Anyone can play pickleball,” says 
Kelli Alldredge, president of Chicken 
N Pickle. “We really believe that, and 
we have specially made sports/pick-
leball wheelchairs available at every 
location, re-emphasizing our commit-
ment to inclusion.”

���������������
Like other concepts, Alldredge notes 

Chicken N Pickle is not blind to the 
increasing costs of, well, everything 

nowadays. This has caused the com-
pany to re-examine its offerings in a 
bid to remain competitive and family 
friendly. 

“We have stayed so focused on cre-
ating an inclusive environment where 
everyone feels welcome and that ev-
eryone can afford to be a part of,” she 
says. “We’ve looked at our outdoor 
court prices and happy hour prices 
and we’ve adjusted them to reflect the 
state of the current market.”

With that in mind, Chicken N Pickle 
also offers a litany of free activities, 
including Jenga, cornhole, battleship 
and ping-pong.

“Our goal is for people and their 
families to spend hours on our prop-
erty, and we’ve found that a great way 
to do this is to supplement our main 
income sources with free activities so 
that people can wander around our 
property and experience the commu-
nity we seek to build,” Alldredge adds. 
“We want to foster an environment 
where people can come and discon-
nect from their cell phones without 
worrying about what it’ll cost.”

Goldfarb notes that it’s never a bad 
idea to let the consumer know they’re 
getting a good deal, either. 

“If you have to raise your prices to 
keep pace with inflation and costs, 
you can’t let your customers feel like 
they aren’t getting a deal anymore,” he 
says. “Because repeat customers no-
tice when there’s an uptick in prices. 
Packages, bundles, combos and pro-
mos remain essential.”

PrimeTime’s Elev8 Fun concept, for 
example, offers “Power Packs” that 
help customers maximize their savings 
and entertainment by bundling its of-
fered activities, such as laser tag, mini 
golf, ropes course and a virtual reality 
experience. These Power Packs allow 
customers to save up to 30 percent, 
while other activities like go-kart rac-
ing can be purchased as an add-on. 
Discounts are also offered from Mon-
day through Thursday.

“You have to remain innovative in 
the value you offer to customers,” 
Goldfarb says. “We want customers 
walking out of our centers not only 
happy, but feeling like they got a good 
value.”

Enjoy
the best of Monterey on

Cannery Row
Natural wonders abound in Monterey, and there simply 
is no better place to experience it all than with a stay 
on Cannery Row. Known for its picturesque charm and 
colorful history, guests to this fabled street can enjoy a 
unique combination of luxurious waterfront hotels, enticing 
restaurants and captivating boutiques. Come, slow down 
and enjoy the best of Monterey on Cannery Row.

Learn more and plan your next visit at canneryrow.com
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Of course, consumers aren’t the only 

ones feeling the pinch today. Shopping 
center landlords, entertainment con-
cepts, and investors and developers of 
both are also watching their costs rise. 

“The biggest issue for us has been 
the massive increase in construction 
costs,” Greenwood asserts. “While 
we’ve seen those costs come down a 
little bit, everything is still drastically 
higher than it was just a few years 
ago.”

That’s why Greenwood’s a fan of 
retrofitting existing space. 

“It can provide some significant 
savings over new construction and 
make projects feasible that aren’t oth-
erwise,” he adds. 

The renovated space that was previ-
ously Belz Mall in Pigeon Forge now 
serves as Phase I of Mountain Mile. 
Greenwood is also gearing up to rede-
velop the Myrtle Beach Mall in South 
Carolina into a project that’s tenta-
tively named The Intracoastal. 

Mabe shares Greenwood’s affini-
ty for retrofits…and for the Myrtle 
Beach Mall, which the company re-
cently purchased. 

“We see the largest opportunity for 
growth in purchasing and redevelop-
ing value-add retail assets and using 
our concepts as anchors to bring the 
assets back to life,” he says. “This 
mall is in an excellent location and 
boasts more than 500,000 square feet 
over 60 acres, with Bass Pro Shops as 
a current anchor tenant.”

FACE is working to bring Down-
town Flavortown, a collaboration 
with celebrity Chef Guy Fieri, to 
the redevelopment as a co-anchor. 
Downtown Flavortown will feature a 
300-plus-seat restaurant showcasing 
Fieri’s culinary creations; a 14-lane 
duckpin bowling alley; a state-of-the-
art arcade; full-service tropical Tiki 
bar; a 1968 Chevy Camaro that will 
offer photo opportunities; and options 
for private parties. 

“It is a place where visitors and lo-

cals alike can revel in the perfect har-
mony of food, fun and shared mem-
ories,” Mabe adds. 

Chevys, bowling alleys and tiki bars 
don’t come cheap, though. Even if 
utilizing the existing space saves you 
some money. That’s where expertise 
and efficiency come in, Greenwood 
notes. 

“I think you need to be as efficient as 
possible with the design of the things 
the public doesn’t see or care about, 
but you can’t cheapen the experience,” 
he explains. “It’s an art, but finding 
competent architects and engineers 
who don’t spec outrageous mechan-
ical/electrical/plumbing requirements 
can go a long way. Nobody needs a 
gold-plated toilet unless, of course, 
that’s part of the experience.”

Fabienne Gilles, chief commercial 
officer and head of consumer products 
at IMPS - The Smurfs, notes her com-
pany is also focused on development. 
This includes its family entertainment 
activities, such as a touring exhibition, 

The Photo Booth 
Company trusted 
by the world’s 
leading brands in 
entertainment, 
sports and retail 

sales@faceplacephoto.com sales@faceplacephoto.com 
www.appleindustries.comwww.appleindustries.com
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live show and family entertainment 
centers. 

“The COVID 
period was a 
lot, impacting 
our Smurf fami-
ly entertainment 
activities,” she 
says. “Things 
restarted quite 
slowly right after 
due to the eco-
nomic climate. 
Now, we see a 
bigger opportu-
nity for new projects and investments 
as there’s a pent-up demand for in-per-
son socialization and an appetite for 
experiences.”

Now may also be the right time 
to develop as Gilles wants to be sure 
she and her team can capitalize on 
the recent television series, as well as 
the Smurf movie, which is due out in 
2025. 

“The release of a Paramount Smurf 
movie will boost the franchise, at-
tracting both existing fans and new 
generation viewers,” she continues. 
“Smurfs are a good choice for fam-
ily entertainment centers due to their 
widespread appeal across generations. 
They create a nostalgic and engaging 
atmosphere. Incorporating Smurfs 
into entertainment experiences can 
attract both parents who grew up 
with the characters and children who 
are discovering them through the new 
TV series.”

Executing goals on your own time-
line (versus the market’s or econo-
my’s) is a sound strategy, Patterson 
says. That’s because there will always 
be external forces and challenges that 
don’t align with your vision. 

“Avoid getting distracted by mac-
roeconomic factors and focus on the 
entertainment experience for your 
customers,” he advises.  “Entrepre-
neurs cannot control interest rates, 
inflation or global pandemics. But we 
can control the quality of our guest 
experience and how people will speak 
to their friends and family members. 
Smart investors look at where your 
concept can be in five years. Demon-
strating product-market fit and build-

ing a high-caliber management team 
are of paramount importance.”

Timing is also on the mind of Nick 
Garzia, vice president of retail leasing 
for the CIM Group, which is trans-
forming 50 acres of parking lots ad-
jacent to State Farm Arena and Mer-
cedes-Benz Stadium in Atlanta into a 
mixed-use destination that features 
entertainment as a major component. 
Centennial Yards will open a luxury 
hotel and residential building, both of 
which will feature retail and restau-
rants at their bases, in mid-2025, right 

before the area becomes a global stage. 
“Our entertainment district will de-

but in 2026 in time for the FIFA World 
Cup, which will be played across the 
street at Mercedes-Benz Stadium,” 
Garzia notes. “Our site is directly 
across the street from two world-
class sports venues that host over 200 
events per year. Post-COVID, a large 
part of what has been successful has 
been the entertainment-driven experi-
ences. We plan on delivering on that in 
Centennial Yards, with a healthy dose 
of experiential and immersive enter-

New developments are focusing on entertainment for success. CIM’s Centennial Yards in Atlanta, built 
around sports venues Mercedes-Benz Stadium and State Farm Arena, is expected to debut a number 
of entertainment and food-and-beverage offerings as it opens in phases over the next few years.

Fabienne Gilles,
IMPS - The Smurfs

Brands are also getting in on the act with entertainment retail. The Smurfs plans to open location, 
capitalizing on an upcoming new movie and a new TV series.
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tainment concepts, social gaming, live 
music, and diverse food and beverage 
offerings.”

Howard Samuels, president and 
CEO of real estate advisory, devel-
opment and brokerage firm Samuels 
& Company, believes now may be 
the ideal time to act if you’re an en-
tertainment concept. He’s witnessed 
shopping center landlords not only 
welcome more concepts into their 
destinations, but create entire wings 
for them. This sort of clustering can 
be extremely advantageous for all, 
Samuels notes. 

“In the last year or two, it appears 
there are starting to be ‘cracks in the 
ice’ within the industry in which some 

landlords are 
awakening to the 
needs to combine 
location-based 
enter ta inment 
(LBE) tenants in 
one place,” he 
says.  “By com-
bining a few 
retail entertain-
ment uses or 
LBEs together 
in one setting, it 
enables customers to be entertained 
often in the same place.”

Samuels points to Westfield Garden 
State Plaza in Paramus, New Jersey, 
Grapevine Mills in Grapevine, Texas, 

and Great Lakes Crossing  Outlets 
in Auburn Hills, Michigan, as cen-
ters that have created successful LBE 
clusters. 

These clusters can be strategic when 
the businesses are mutually beneficial 
to one another. 

“Our location will absolutely drive 
foot traffic to the respective centers 
we enter,” Alldredge adds. “Chicken 
N Pickle is next to a bowling alley in 
Wichita, and since we opened there in 
2018, the owners have communicat-
ed to us that their business sales have 
actually increased.” 

Chicken N Pickle recently opened its 
ninth outpost in St. Charles, Missouri. 
Its tenth store will open in February 

Visitation data shows that Cannery Row in Monte-
rey, California, is the fifth most popular attraction for 
families to visit in California after the major destina-
tions like Disneyland, California Adventure, Universal 
Studios, and Knotts Berry Farm. The addition of new 
major attractions is expected to increase the popularity 
of Cannery Row.  William Grimm, chief operating offi-
cer at The Cannery Row Company, sees an “extremely 
bright future” heading into the new year.  The company 
owns 80 percent of the retail buildings on Cannery 
Row and as well as hotels that are either located on 
Cannery Row or with views of Monterey Bay. In ad-
dition, Cannery Row was voted the safest destination 
in northern California by the World Travel & Tourism 
Commission and was one of the first in the country to 
receive this accreditation.  

“The Monterey Bay Aquarium, voted the Number 1 
aquarium in the world, is a major draw, but by mea-
suring annual foot traffic and shopping patterns with 
Placer.ai, we showed that we have over 6 million people 
annually coming to Cannery Row,” says Grimm. 

New entertainment attractions have been added to 
complement the aquarium.

 “We saw the immediate success of attractions like the 
Monterey Mirro & Laser Maze and the Exodus Escape 
Rooms and focused on finding bigger and better attrac-
tions for the whole family,” says Grimm. Cannery Row 
has also recently opened Oscar’s Playground, Daniels 
Woodland Shooting Gallery, and Treasure Hunt-The 
Ride.  

Oscar’s Playground has almost 11,000 square feet of 
space that includes escape rooms, arcades, video games, 
party space, drinks and food and beverage offerings.  

Daniels Woodland opened the shooting gallery in ear-
ly 2021, and because of its success the company decided 
to create Treasure Hunt-The Ride, a world class ride in 
6,000 square feet. The theme of the ride comes from 
the only land/sea battle in the history of California that 
took place in Monterey just over 200 years ago.

 “We continued to pursue other big and successful 
attractions and the result is we are scheduled to open 
two more in 2024,” says Grimm. 

Tipsy Putt is a mini-putt concept located inside a 
restaurant with local craft beers. The Cannery Row 
location is scheduled to open in February and will be 
the fifth in northern California.  Families or groups 
can play the two unique putting courses located at 
street level as well as the lower-level location inside an 
18,000-square-foot building.

By late summer, another 18,000-square-foot attrac-
tion is scheduled to open called Fly & Dive of Monterey.  

“We do have one remaining big opportunity on Can-
nery Row for an attraction/restaurant concept,” says 
Grimm. “The lease for El Torito Mexican restaurant 
will expire in 2027 and we are now entertaining pros-
pects who might have an interest. It is by far the best 
opportunity on Cannery Row as there is approximately 
a 7,500-square-foot restaurant building along with its 
own 80-space parking lot.  The views of Monterey Bay 
are the best”

Additional entertaining tenants located on Cannery 
Row include the original Bubba Gump Shrimp Restau-
rant, Zucchini’s Magic, the oldest magic shop in Cali-
fornia, and Rock & Roll Donuts. Ghirardelli Chocolate 
is one of the most popular reasons visitors enjoy coming 
to Cannery Row.

MORE FAMILY FUN ON CANNERY ROW 

Howard Samuels,
Samuels & Company

Joan Bogden

Joan Bogden

Joan Bogden
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in Webster, Texas. Other concepts are 
also looking to expand despite current 
economic conditions. These include 
Beat the Bomb, which will be adding 
new units in Philadelphia, Charlotte, 
Denver and Houston, expanding to 
three other cities by mid-2025 and 
aiming for about 50 open locations 
by the end of 2029.

“We are looking to partner with 
landlords who want a new world-
class social entertainment experience 
in their properties, based on interac-
tive video game technology,” Patter-
son says. 

He also believes his concept caters 
to price-conscious consumers, pro-
viding a night out for about $50 per 
person. 

“Material possessions  go down in 
value over time, but experiences and 
the memories they create only appre-
ciate in value,” he continues. 

Batbox is also looking to expand, 
opening its first U.S. location in Tex-
as later this year. Though Winning is 
excited to expand, he admits it hasn’t 
necessarily been an easy process in this 
environment.

“Given the current market uncer-
tainties, it has been quite challenging 
to pitch for investment,” he says. “It 
has been even more challenging as 
a Mexico-based company launching 

into the U.S. without any proof of 
concept within the USA.” 

He was able to overcome these hur-
dles, Winning notes, by finding the 
right funding partners and property 
owners who shared his company’s vi-
sion of growing baseball within the 
U.S.

Greenwood also thinks today’s 
economy may separate the winning 
concepts from the losing ones. 

“I do believe there’s money avail-
able in the private equity markets 
for entertainment concepts that have 

compelling models,” he says. “And we 
are looking for new and exciting en-
tertainment concepts for our projects. 
While that might sound pretty obvi-
ous, there are a ton of ‘new and inter-
esting’ concepts out there, so the real 
focus is finding ones that have sus-
tainable business models and capital.”

PrimeTime Amusements is another 
group looking to further its reach, 
particularly with its Elev8 brand. The 
company is looking to acquire more 
department stores with a keen eye on 
Florida. 

“Florida is always growing, so as 
long as there are good properties com-
ing to market in good trade areas, then 
we will always have opportunities to 
grow,” Goldfarb says. “In fact, in 
Florida alone there’s plenty to keep us 
busy, but specifically the west coast of 
Florida is starting to become attractive 
in its own right.”

Greenwood is also bullish on desti-
nation markets. 

“I’m a huge believer in tourism 
markets for entertainment and retail, 
so that’s where I’m focused,” he says. 
“If I was a retailer or entertainment 
concept looking for growth, I would 
focus on tourism markets with flag-
ship experiences because you get to 
expose your brand to as wide a swath 
of the population as possible. People 
will make small sacrifices all year in 
order to keep that annual family va-
cation alive.”

Batbox, a baseball simulator experience, will open its first location in the U.S. in Texas this year.

Legoland has done well by locating near other entertainment attractions, like movie theaters. Pictured 
is the Legoland at Assembly Row in Somerville, Massachusetts, which is located adjacent to an AMC 
Theatre.
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For those reasons, Greenwood feels 
confident that markets like Orlando, 
Branson, Missouri, Myrtle Beach, 
South Carolina, and Pigeon Forge, 
Tennessee, will continue to perform 
“year after year.”

Experience Trust is also looking to 
branch out, but with a new concept, 
rather than a location expansion. 

“We are developing an arcade con-
cept,” Fabian says. “Arcades attract 
people because they’re places that 
audiences are familiar with but once 
inside, we are literally blowing up the 
idea of an arcade with over-scaled 
bays that look like classic cabinets 
but are arenas for communal play. 
We love telling stories — and hook-
ing people through the familiar — 
but taking them to the unexpected.”

Renovations, expansions and new 
offerings can all serve to captive and 
excite. Still, there remains one prob-
lem with providing something new 
and novel. 

“In today’s environment, it costs a 

lot more to be wrong than it has in 
the past,” Mabe cautions. “So, my 
advice would be to make sure you 
have a winning concept. With so 
many new concepts coming online, 
you must ensure you have a unique 
edge in the marketplace. What is 

different than putting a bunch of 
attractions together and calling it a 
family entertainment center? What 
can you offer that no one else can? 
Distinctiveness is what sets your con-
cept apart in a market saturated with 
options.” SCB
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Be a part of

The transformation of
D o w n t o w n A t l a n t a

New 292-Key Boutique Hotel
Luxury 304-Unit Apartment Building
16,000 sq ft of Restaurant Space
Opening 2025

The first new construction phase of Centennial Yards is underway

www.centennialyards.com

Where It All Begins

Located at the gateway of Atlanta's sports, entertainment, and convention
district, these projects are part of a 50-acre re-development at the heart of the
South's most vibrant city.


